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Summary

The Concept of “Tradition” of Hasegawa Saburo

Strategical Revaluation of Tradition in Post-war Japan
KAGITANI Rei

This paper aims to clarify that the concept of “tradition” in the art theory of Ha-
segawa Saburo (1906-57), a Japanese abstract painter and a theorist of modern art who was
somewhat of a historical resource for the creation of modernist art. His opinion of stressing
the importance of tradition is predisposed to misinterpretation, but I evaluate his activity
as a behavior connecting the next generation, who would support the evolution of art.

Section 1 and 2 discusses Hasegawa’s art theory about the connection between
abstract art and the concept of “tradition” through the World War II. While his position in
Japan dramatically changed after the war, his thought had, nevertheless, not varied. In the
pre-war era, Hasegawa introduced the modern art including abstract art in Europe, as well
as emphasized the importance of the traditional culture in Japan and Asia. His key point
was that the abstract art became universal due to succeeding to capture the essence of the
classics all over the world. Thus, he claimed Japanese tradition could also contribute to the
development of the modern art. After World War II, he maintained these stances and inter-
changed Isamu Noguchi or Morita Shiryu, and his works shifted from oil painting to ink
painting and rubbed copy. Previous studies tend to hold fast to the interpretation that his
devotion to Japanese tradition made him go to the U.S. in his later years. In Japanese art-
world, his assertion to the tradition was actually interpreted as the revival of the ultrana-
tionalism of Japan.

Section 3 highlights the position of Hasegawa in the tradition dispute in Japan.
Okamoto Taro, an advocate of the modern art after the war, criticized Hasegawa’s position
as a naive supporter of Japanese tradition, while Hasegawa was also critical about the in-
discriminate successor to the tradition. His approach was consistently for the universality
of abstract art which came from the essence of every culture. Furthermore, through the ex-
perience of defeat, he came to be conscious of himself as a modern person living with pro-
found national history. Thus, he would make better use of the tradition of the accumulation

of history for the development of universal modernity of art.
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