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Tsuda Seifu (1880-1978) is well known for his close connection with Natsume Soseki
and his circle of artists and writers, as well as his political activities with the Proletarian
Movement. But his life as an artist began in Kyoto, as soon as he finished the six years
of primary school.

He first became an in-house designer at the Chikiriya dye works in Kyoto. A few years
later, he entered the Kyoto shiritsu senshoku gakko, and privately studied Nihonga
painting with Taniguchi Kokyo (1864-1915). By the time he was eighteen Seifu had
become an independent zuan-ka, and was beginning to rival the much older Kamisaka
Sekka. When Asai Chu began to teach design in Kyoto in 1902, Seifu was inspired by
him, and joined his Kansai Bijutsuin.

His first works were published in Kyoto by Unkindo, run by Honda Ichijiro. Later, he
was published by Yamada Naosaburo’s Unsodo.

Between 1899 and 1903 (M.32-36), Tsuda Seifu published many books of zuan. However,
in 1900 (M.33), when he became 20 years old, he was drafted into the infantry, and
received three years of training as a field medic. His training was at a hospital south of
Kyoto, and in his free time, he was able to continue creating zuan for publication. He

finished his military training in December 1903, and expected to have six months of
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free time. He began his most ambitious project at this time, a magazine devoted to
zuan, but in April of that year, the Russo-Japanese war broke out, and he was called to
active duty. He served as a field medic in the repeated attempts to conquer and
command Hill 203, the bloodiest land battle of the war.

During this time of war, zuan publications, based on designs completed before the war,
were edited by his brother, Nishikawa Issotei (1878-1938) and his close friend Asano
(later Sugibayashi) Koko (1881-1913). Seifu returned to Japan in the spring of 1906
(M.39) He created zuan for two publications after the war, but two years of war had
changed Tsuda Seifu. He was no longer happy in Kyoto, and in 1907 (M.40) , he went
to France, where he studied painting at the Academie Julian. After finishing his studies
in Paris, he returned to Kyoto, where he met Natsume Soseki. Soseki urged him to
move to Tokyo, which he did.

In Tokyo, Tsuda Seifu experimented with new styles of painting, and fully enjoyed the
fast-changing Tokyo lifestyle.

In his Kyoto years, Tsuda Seifu created a stunning legacy of zuan publications, among
the most original and beautiful of that world.

In Tokyo, his designs for the covers of books by Soseki, Yosano Akiko, Shimizu Miezo
and others, were printed as color woodcuts by Unsodo, showing that he did not forget

his Kyoto roots.

Early works: 1899~1903
Aomomiji 1 ~6 (30 designs)
Zuan-shu, 8 vols.
Senshoku zuan, 4 vols.
Hana Tachibana
Kamon Fu, 2 vols.
Uzura-goromo. 3 vols.
Works published in 1904, while Seifu was on active duty:
Sho-bijutsu 1~ 6 (with prints also by Nishikawa Issotei, Asano Koko and Okada
Bokutei; essays and comments by Asai Chu and Taniguchi Kokyo)
Sho-bijutsu zufu

Natsu-gusa

Works published in 1906:
Ochigaki (Rakugaki?), 2 vols. (with Asano Koko)

Aomomiji 7~9

1929 work showing book covers for members of the Natsume Soseki circle:

Sotel zuan-shu
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The Story of Sugawara no Michizane, 17" century

This book is about Sugawara no Michizane, a Japanese noble who was deified as “Tenjin-sama”
or the god of learning. In the background story, Michizane was a top official in the Kyoto court
when, by a conspiracy by his rival Fujiwara no Tokihira, was demoted to a minor position in a
remote province where he died. Michizane then became “Raijin” (god of thunder), and after
gaining revenge against Tokihira, he was enshrined. The imagery depicts Michizane’s favorite
plum tree flying from Kyoto to Dazaifu for him, great crowds of Kitano-sha Shrine, and also
some individuals not described in the story.
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