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THE TWENTIETH CENTURY.
By H.Maidako.

My friend, Sato Noboru, began to paint his colossal work, “The Twentieth Centu-
ry,” on a half - house size canvas.

Beyond his eccentricities in either seizing his subjects or juxtaposing his pigments
after the manner of the post —impressionists, all I knew about him as a painter was that
he was a symbolist of the same school as the old Chinese Buddhist painters, Watts, or
the gloomy Wiertz.

When I heard the idea of “The Twentieth Century” from him, one day while watch-
ing him working in his studio by the side of Yedo River, I was not much surprised to

find that this work, too, was one of his ideal, symbolic productions.
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“This,” he said, a long pointed brush between his mobile, sensitive lips, “deals with
a subject rather inclined to satirize our age. Art and Materialism,; a stale enough sub-
ject! — Yet, my dear friend, I am going to paint it in my own way. No self - deception,
no slavery of the Kingdom of Art will play on this canvas. That is, the picture will be
my own. You understand?

“See, M.Zola,” —he often called me “Zola,” for the simple reason that I often
wrote miserable articles in favor of his school; I, a weak, sentimental youth, who could
never dream of writing with such strength as is contained in “My Hatred,” a Zola!—
what an absurd mockery!” ...now, this female figure, with her outstretching hands
toward the sky, will be the symbol of “Beauty,” he continued.

“‘Beauty?’ ” I asked, timidly leaning upon the ladder by the side of the canvas.

“Yes, ‘Beauty.’” But unlike those beauties of the Parisian milinery shops, or our
geisha girls, ‘Beauty’ which could inspire Plato, as well as Byron or Rodin; an an-
cient figure with its well—balanced form, through which runs the warm blood, each
droy the sacred bead of the soul.

“Now she stands here, naked, alone, in the foreground. There is nothing done
about her expression, but I am going to paint her face so that you can hear her crying;
yes, crying to heaven for her sad fate!

“And then you see the background? Here is the black flood of humanity, of workin-
gmen, women, shop —boys, officers, fish merchants, prostitutes, policemen,
street —jugglers, all passing by her, toward the row of factories, shops, and offices,
without noticing her standing thus in the middle of the street, bathed in the transparent
sunshine.

“The fact is, however, they are all too busy at their bread — earning, to care for her.
So, each pricking up his ears to the hammer of the underground mint, they flow by like
a river of the black pest! — Of course, this work will be my hobby, nothing else! I can
take as much time as I wish in finishing it. But, when I do finish it, all the citizens of
Tokyo will crowd before it, dazzled by this unexpected bomb - blast of our school.”

There was, I admit, nothing in his words of the abhorrent disease of the artists’
world, conceit; nothing of the novice painter who tries to earn the cost of his materials
by perfunctory daubs. My impression of his soaring genius did not deceive me, for I
had seen many of his symbolic works which were highly prized in Hakuba - Kai.

After a formal introduction, I learned much about the model who was going to play



so important a part on the canvas. Here it should be mentioned that, although Sato had
learned much abroad, both in Paris and Florence, he was a Japanese to the core of his
soul. After many years of study in foreign countries, the thing he learned best was—
Japan! He saw her in the distance of “light, not heat,” according to Emerson. In the
hazy distance of retrospection she alarmed him often with the realization that he had
left many secrets of art untouched in his native cbuntry, while he went rambling in vain
under the blue Italian skies, or by the side of the winding Seine.

It was his great satisfaction, since his return, to idealize Japanese women in his
dreamy Oriental pride. Hence, the model of “Beauty” in “The Twentieth Century,”
must be a Tokyo maid! Her name was Oyaye —san, one of the best of the Hakuba — Kai
models. A frail creature, with supple limbs, pale, romantic temples, characteristic
cheeks, large dark eyes, neck slightly a—stoop from wearing the kimono, and with a
mass of nocturnal hair streaming to her elbow, a good enough form to nail an artist’s
eyes on, and out of which he can visualize either a nymph or a Venus. Sato was satis-
fied with her in every way, and especially praised her bust, which he calleda “Europe-
an bust” quite unusual to the kimono— wearing Japanese women.

Sato, who philosophized on education as an a - posteriori matter, kept talking to her
of something romantic and fantastic, which often brought response to the face of the
girl, by a psycho - physical contraction.

So, thus keeping the same distance between them, they went to their daily toil; one
half —-mad with his passion for an idealization of life into a dream, the other standing
before him to materialize his idea, for a few coins each month, with her motionless
labor.

Not with standing all my advertising in “Art” and other magazines, after many
months, the picture itself was not finished, not even the tip of the “Beauty’s” finger.

The truth was, Sato, like Whistler, always started anew whenever he found the ef-
fect mussy or unsatisfactory.

Some journals rallied around the work, though partly with sly allusions to me,

“Show us your ‘Twentieth Century’ before the next century comes!”

Half a year, a year, and then, another half passed. But no sigh of haste arose from
the sunny studio by the side of the Yedo river dyke on which many a cherry blossom
rained. And then, one day, the artist called me up and said, “M.Zola, I have given up

the work. I have utterly lost hope in my model; the central figure does not please me,
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and I dismissed her long age.”

A year later, with the smell of sulphur in the Yellow Sea, the horrible Rus-
so—Japanese war began. Fortunately or otherwise, I was appointed war correspondent
of one of the Tokyo newspapers, and started to the front, via Ting - Tsing. After two
years, my soul hungry as ever for art, when I stepped upon the wharf at Yokohama
with a sickening commotion of memories of the war, the first thing I did was to call
upon my dear friend in his picturesque studio.

“Ah, welcome you, man of the pen! Having heard nothing from you since you wrote
from New — Chang, I was much worried about you. I thought perhaps some stray bullet
had fixed you.... It’s a good time, too, for your return. The annual exhibition of
Tai - hei-yo —gakai has just begun a greater battle than that of Hoten; that is, the bat-
tle for the victory of art! Let us go and see it. I sent a few minor works, and my ‘Bud-
dha and His Disciples,” but having no time to spare, I did not go myself.”

Without, there was the huge gluttonous monster metropolis, Tokyo, gleaming with
countless lanterns, fire — crackers, flags, monuments, and arches, with an avalanche of

“Banzay!” roaring like a million cannons. Her narrow picturesque streets were all
jumbled with the weary invalid soldiers, country folks, patriotic school children greet-
ing their father — warriors, newspaper men, shrewd pickpockets, paupers—the hag-
gard’ offsprings of the terrible mother “War,” all in all, rejoicing their coun-try’s

“Victory” with their husky voices.

Within, I saw the suave manners of the Yedo ages, the dancing damsels of the castle
draped in the moonlight silk, their pink fans twirling around and around their ivory fin-
gers with the falling petals of wisteria, or the noble spirit of samurais whose pride was
the brilliant poverty and manly compassion for benevolence.

The streets dotted by the dreamy willows or the tall pines, often ran across the red
varnished wooden bridges, undulated by the white castle — wings or by the mysterious
staircases of the ancient Shinto temples, were not thronged by those famished
deformed, sharp-eyed strangers as I see them now. Beneath the white canopies of
white Shogun the jubilees and fetes of the people were simple and noble, like the flow-
ers of the fragrant ume. — But now the same streets are outraged by those shameless,
artless, brutal men and women....Ah, where is our Japan? The pure and mirthful
idealist of Asia, Japan, where is she, now?

And I thought, how strange and cruel our Time is! to blot away all these misty



scenes of history from us, and present us such a shocking, bloody Modernism in such a
short while. Beauty, then, was here, Beauty was everywhere; but now, it is nowhere!
I think I was not much mistaken if I guessed that Sato, too, was turning the same
thought in his heart, much stronger, perhaps, in color and contour than mine.
“0, are you not Mr.Sato?”

We were thus suddenly aroused from our day —dream just in front of the Kai. Out of
the ever —increasing stream of human heads, the person, a woman, had stepped, and
addressed my friend, bowing as low as our knees.

“Yes, that is my name. Pray who are you? What do you wish?”

When she raised her disheveled head we saw a woman of medium height with high
cheek bones, ugly nose, and purple spotted cheeks, shyly smiling at us.

“I believe you have forgotten me, sir. But —do you remember a model who used to
sit for you, for the famous ‘The Twentieth Century’ ? Yake - Miki?”

What, this, so ugly a creature, the model of “Beauty” ? Impossible!

But the fact was as bizarre as romance. More so, in this case! Gradually we recog-
nized our beautiful Oyaye - san in this poor, beggar - like woman who showed ugly yel-
low teeth when she sullenly smiled.

There was a period of silence, then Sato grasped her roughly by the arm and drew
her to the light from the entrance, where he studied her for some time, like a physician
does his patient.

At this awkward moment I heard the faint sobbing of the woman, which suddenly

changed to a torrent of weeping, through which I caught a few discordant, monosyllab-

was at that timel.... Yes, yes, this is the reason I came back from Formosa where I
lived like a devil after losing my second husband!...”
“Capital! Capital! Now I have it! Let us start again! Yes, I have it!”

Instead of consoling this poor creature, my friend seized her arm and began to run
with her along the street, quite forgetting me. What conduct! Perhaps he was seized by
one of his divine whims. But, how, through that grotesque figure? I lost my head, and,
in turn, began to run after them.

When I joined them in the studio a little later, he was mixing the pigments on his

palette in the rampage of a man packing his valuables when his house is afire.
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Then, blotch by blotch, Sato began to go over the same old canvas of “The Twen-
tieth Century,” with some dirty, nauseous colors.

After an hour there stood before us the picture of a woman beautiful of body, which
made a cutting contrast to the sickening ugliness of the face. There was the same back-
ground of the hurrying human tide and the vistas of modern industrial institutions. He,
then, smiling at me complacently, said, with the peculiar waving his color —stained
hand, “At last, M.Zola, —no, Mr.Mori, — I have my masterpiece!

“...Don’t you understand? The symbol is this: the twentieth century has turned our

‘Beauty’ into an ugly creature like this!” and he wiped his brush.
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