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" ABSTRACT

THE EVOLUTION OF THE BIJIN-YE
'THE BEAUTIFUL WOMEN PRINTS -
C OF' EDO PERIOD JAPAN :
NANCY SMITH '

-

This is a study of the. pictorial evolution, with social.

and historical background, of the Bijin-ye, 'Beautiful

WOﬁen Printsi,;of“Edo Period Japan, as seén through - the
work of the two great maeteré, Harﬁypbu and*gtamaro. )
Theré_;s a‘gepefal hiﬂforica} béckgrounﬁ, ané&ysis of

each artist's work,ﬁand a conclusion which iinks'the :
the major points of %he aﬁalysis to the imporiancé of

these Ukiyo-e, 'Woodblock ‘Prints', as well as to their

/ R}

‘impact on the Frénch.Iﬁpgéssionisfs of the 19th century.
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"Drawing is'not form, it is a way of seeing form." : .
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QUkiyo-e, literally 'pictures }fﬁthe floating WO 1d', the

woodbloek prints of Edo PeriQd Japan,,léls - leé}ffwere a truly
indlgenous art form of Japan, the culmination of a long hietory of
genre palnting, calllgraphy, and a refined pictorial sense, Previous
: art forms often were . influenced by exterga& forces, particularly
Chinese culture ‘and religion. These woodblock prints broke with -
a rigid tradition of 'official' or academic' court art to become a
vitally responsive form' of *popular agt, In meet#ng the need; of
en emerging middle class upon whom its technical evolutions were
dependent,’the Ukiyo~e mirrored the radical social changes which
: transformed an ancient feudal Japan into Japan of the 20th Century.
Paradoxically, "the period that gave birth to Ukiyo—e was the period
when the ;apanese feudal system displayed its highest degree‘of
organieatioo yet-at the same timewas fhe period that saw its gradual
co}lapse." 1
\ 0f all Far Eastern art, the art of the Japanese woodblock brint
/ .

f R . "
has provoked the most 'living' influence on Western art of the 20th

century throhgh its great impact on the EZuropean Impressionists.

.

~
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"In this dream-like, floating life
how often are we happy?" -~ Li Po

)

N ' "Life is like a spring dream - )

which ends - and leaves no traces.” - Shun-p'o

_ ' Literally translated as 'pictures of the floating world', Ukiyo-e /
coming from a culture whése written verse is rich in .para'dox, hidden

allusidbns, and double and triple meanings, is itself a term which can
A 1 | .

unfold in meaning. ' ‘ .

}
@ Basically, its floating world differs from the ‘traditional J
! “ -

Buddhist floating world of illusion and fleeting témporal existence,
as suxammaxized in the above quotations, in its reflectlon of the new

life view, of the floating world, or simply, l/ife.

t

"Life is but a dream and who shall stay a hundred i
years? But a short way ahead lies darkness, What ’
Jjoy does the skeleton know? The only true pleasure
is the pleasure of today," 3 ‘

5 $til) very much concerned with the temporality of life gnd the
fleeting lieautj of nature, as were the Japanese monks who first ‘ ‘
3 K .tempered Chinese Buddhist ‘ohought into vhat we call 'Zen';, the , o
- floating world reflected in the prints is also very much-about this "

‘ gecular attitude toward the‘,f"momen_tary intoxicatmn which made life

-y

worthwhile," 4 The Chonin;&clo or 'wéy of the townspeople',‘ (unlike “
v / . . . .
the tradiyjional Bushi-do or.’way of the warrior' of feudal times),

came into real wealth and resultant pocial power in the Edo Period, &

although with no offi&i‘alkpolitical or social rank or r_ecognition. 3

At e e st bt et g o . - I3
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Thia new class "enégggd rot ﬁﬁ'cldss sfruggle but pursuit of
individual happiness - something for which little allowance had
been‘madé in the stern and ﬁhsparing life ofthe medieval fighting
men, " 6 S ‘ -
: ) ‘ | '

.Not onl& éymbolic of a ’worldiy' world vision, the floating
worid was also, not unlogically, the name for the 'éay quarteré':
the demi-ménd; world of courtesans and geishas, as well as 'of Tea
HOuse; dnd the Kabugi Theatre. A world unto itself, the gay quarters "
were situated in the Yoshiwara district on the West side of Edo.
Edo, the capital city of Japan during the Edo Period, had bf l878-
a population of 1,}00,000. T Inh;bited by an ancient and tightly

ritualistic social structure which did not recognize tﬁem, the new

+ classes of Edo exhibited their wealth and sought social freedom in

what was their only social outlet, the gay quarters. With "nothing

pa:ticularly to.1live for" except passing pleasure and as "habits of

A

. profligacy and extravagance spread to the petty bourgeoisie, the gay

[N

quarters were a prominent and nightless city for citizens who

'disdained to use money kept overnight'." 8 ’ e

The feudal lords who held traditional power héad lost the.
balance of economic ﬁower with the development of trade, induat?y and

¢ "7 ‘ .
city life. Living on fixed revenues, they were "unable to keep up an

"eitravagant double life necessitated by thq‘need-io keep residences

both in their fiefs and Edo, where a Shggunafoijealous for the safety- i

of its rule required theéy should spend part of their time, " 9 In 1590,

>




80,000 feudal lords pnd'rétainers were not only compelled to spend .

part of the year in Edo, but they were also required to-leave their

famifies behind as political hostages, when they visited their

A, A

provinces. The result of thase edicts was the ¢remeridous growth

of Edo as well as theblodgest period'of civil peace and prosperity

(XY

in the .history *of Japan. . o

"

Ironically these conditiohs, part;éularly the suétaiﬁéd peace,

—

. led to the transfer 6f economic power to,thg merchant c¢lass by as

early as 1657. 1 Often in debt to this emerging middle class, the

ruling class imposed many restrictiOns on the activity of the merchant

class in order to attémpt to curb its growth. The major social

3

résults was the emergence of an 'insular under<world with its own

;ifestyfa.and values, centered around tbe/Corld of 'bought' pleasure

,

within the gay quarters.

1 1]

- One of the major restrictions, in an attempt to discourage

the expansion of indusiry, was a bﬁn'on féreign cqmmerce';hich'lasted

»

for almost 200 years. ;2 However tpis imposed isolation only turned

the wealth of the éountry‘inward,/leading to thé devélopment of local -
o -
or 'cottage' industry and the resultant ‘fléwering of skilled crafts-

Two very important industries to thus: develop were the making

umen.

,and dyeipg of fabrics and the woodbloek prints themsélves. Not only

.the natural outgrowth of economic conditiuns, these particular ‘

industries became art forms through which the middle olébaes; other-

‘wis'e hampered ﬁy traditional clash§ structures, could expresgs their

il
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. woodblock prints served as fashion plates det::t)'bling the newest ’

.
B
v . . '

_own tastes and interests, their wealth and social standing. ‘

~

Dress was a traditional way of showing wealth and tas&es. The

fabrics, fashions and des:.gns, mirroring the interests and
vitality of the merchant world and the gay quarters, with much

cross fertilization between the two industries’(fabrics and

¢ e AR e it

'

woodblock pxjints). In terms of use of flat colour, pattern areasi ‘
- ' . ’ 1 . ‘
ang design, the industries traded creative inspiration. Both

industries were directly related to the patronage of the middle

‘.:.:;M‘;zm S 18 aRar

class, within a free market system, with their high technical

e

quality and production a résult of the emerging 'workshop'

b st

system. ;

[N

The floating world of the Ukiyo-e was the world of these

‘merchants who "finding themselves despised and aiighted despite

thelr wealth and actual ﬂwer, ua d their wealth 10 vie with ‘each

other in displays of stylishness and extravaga.nce. w13 Increasingly

lavish, full of gaiety a.nd beauty, its subject matter often erotic

v

always fasﬁion-conscio,us, the woodblock prinfs. of Edo Period Japan

mirrored the world of the gay quarters and the new spirit of the

~,
.

middle classes,-
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Chinesf art.
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7

The pictorial heritagg%bf the Ukiyo-e is to be found in a

style of painting called Yamato-e, literally translated as 'Japanese
Painting'; dating from* 999 and so~called because of its strongly
indigenous character .in terms of its expression of form, colour,
subject matter and secular outlook in contrast to other styles,

mostly landscape and religious art, which had its origins in
14, 15 .

AN

Usually in, the form of scrolls, e-maki, or large screens for

N

'hOme interiors, these Japanese paintinge-took their aubject matter

from Japanese history, epic 1iterature, poetry and popular ‘narra-
16 ?_Of a genro nature, they were also essentially-
A

¢
Japanese in the way in which they "combined the narrative with the®

tives (Ills. 1).

decorative ... qualities which throughout the centuries were to

17
N
Rather than being philosophical in intent like much Chinese and

characterize the indigerious Japanese pictorial tradition."
Chinese inspired art, Yamato-e emphasized airong design and
decorative elements, for example, the use of pattern in overall
compositional struo@ure (1118, 1). The parrative nature is also
emphaeized, and in fact sone scrolls oombined pictures with text,
and were calied'monoggtqgi:g, of which the Tale of Genji from the

12th century is a famous. example,'®

—

»

One important convention to be passed on from Yamato=e to -

N

~.

5
Ukiyo-e was the pictorial devioe, Fukinuki iatai -a . type of oblique

' ‘e . -

‘z,
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ILLS. 2 - Example of: -

e : Fukinuki Yatai

\ o
N
' !
z ~ “
A
-
.
1
.
3

N

e b S




e " . ' ‘
C , oo ' G Te

\

N

‘ perspective élié\'cing the viewer -‘a,dmittance inté the interior of

-
'roofl?s' houses thIs. 2TJ.9 S

e :
“ o
) '

i . . . : Lo

| Another- important characteristic, perhaps intrinsic to the
dev‘elopmept of an art of woodblock Printing su}:h as Ukiyo-e, was’
the Yamato-e conqqptuéliza,tion of form: flat areas delineated as

form through the expresss‘;veness of the contour line e.lone. The

most primary chavaeterlstic of Yamato-e, this contour line ’was

fluid yet consistently firm, with no broken starts or stops or
overlaps. Expressive of volume, the line was not a free vehicule
for expresaive subJective statements by the artist but was also ’
not strictly-‘a mimicry of solid’ three dimensional format.?® An
unusual characteristi¢ for a painting style, it is nonetheless
‘typical of the decorf;.tive and linear nature of Japanese aestheti
feeling. ‘
Unlike thnese inspiredrpaj‘.nting, which was of pa}e colour
or monoéhrome‘ihk wash, with much varied brush work; the forfns
dé;ineated by the co;xtourd linfa wefe filled in with "bright, but:
harmonious cz;loux:". 20 This contrasts too ~\::j.th the 'orgs'mi_c

build-up of form through colour, or ‘the use of shadoy in Western

"traditions. Grids and patterns, found, for example, in background

'indications of architecture or in the dress fa‘drics, are stated with
equal diiectness' and flatneas, whether they span a background plane
o ° \ ‘ < 3
or drape volumes, (I11s, 1). Both open colour areas, and areas of
D . . . '

v

distance and receding volume, as well as pattern areas have colour

ﬁ‘"




. applied in flat even tones.

¢

In terms of formal properties it does not seem surprising
that Y;mato-e was revived and adapted to the Qbodblock medium of
the Ukiyo-e of the Bdo Perfod. Stylized facial features, fluid
contour lines, as weli as fhe‘ tradition of colour :appli_ed to the
ir.l'itial drawing were characteristica easily adapted to wood
engraving, especiall’y' in a culture whose history of writing was an
a.r’g form in itself. Calligraphy already involved the transfer of
highly fluid brush stroke characters to block engraving of books
and religious ;.eits. |

Yamato-e as a style also répr/eaentu a typically Japanese

outlook. This outlook was to temper the adaption of Chinese Ch'’an

Buddhism into Japanese Zen Buddhism during the Kamakura Perioed,

1185 - 1333, This was also the time in which Ya.mato-e'rAeaéhed ‘its

creative height., Quite formal, it qm retain the individualistic
center of what was originally an .essentialiy peréona], mediative

experience, However, Japanese philosopﬂy differed from the Chinese

concept of the };r(signifigant individual in an i‘mmense, impersonal

universe. Rather it saw the universe on a human scale, (It can be

noted .that in Yamato~g- the human figure dominates the lendscape,

whereas it is ugually'the opposite in Chinese and Chinese pirc;d ,

painting.) Thia was done mostly through the emphasis of "tu}:ﬁ a

changingﬁualities and beauty (the floating world), rather i of
‘ _ , _ ./
‘ S




. like Ukiyo-e was a popular rathe_r than an academic or statig v

' hrough such thihgs as the Tea Cerefnony and formal gardens, -
Reflecting this national -feeling toward the world, the Yamato-e
pictorial tradition was one of ‘an illustrative,. or .'appreciative'.

nature rather than a subjective, emotional or reiigioua art. A

Nature was an important, yeét beautiful and subtle element in the

pictures. 1In béing of an illustrative nature, Yamato-e, unlike .
Chinese ‘inspired art, was not an introspectivé experience externa- '
lized on paper. 2 o S . ! Q

’

/
/

Yamato-e ha.d consequently a strOng tendency to genre scenes,

'whether of contemporary activity or taken from history. With:

/
/

people at the center of its work, it is characterized by it's‘ bold use
/

of pgtte/x/n and«overall design, evoking d graphic rather than an

elusige/’r_ealvity. . .
/. - ‘

/ Supported by the upper classes, in an official manner,

/ its secular subject matter was usually that of epic tales of great
, * / .

clans.l destroyed in battle or melancholy love stories, reflectiné

the feudal system and its strict code of behaviour, as well as

a. traditional poetic sense of the fleetingness of youth, beauty,

and life itself. A vital creative force in its time, Yamato-e

! * . ‘ A
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10,

N

art form in'its_timé, directly arising from the needs and life,
(of the powerful or wealthy) of its era. Evolving to a high level

of pictorial elegance during the Kamakura Period, the mood of
. ) s . ~ ~ 3

Yamato-e is spoken of as being "sophistication %inged with melan- .
21 ‘ LT R .2

0h01y M |

After 1333, with the renewal of foreign frade gnq a change-
over in goverhment, the art of Japan was again dominated by officifl
support‘of Chineséqinspired, or Buddhist,istyles, with the effect that
ali the decorative arts’guffered, Yamato-e itself wept into a périoq
of decline, becoming an off&cial schpol with litfle real creative {

growth.22 L

a

!

With the'ﬁqw economic and éoéiél élimate of Edo Period Jépgn,
asvwell as the revived policy of foreign isqlation, Yamato-e
exferienced a ievival and took on g "life not‘foﬁpd in its claseicai
couﬁterpart «es humour, wit énd free inteépretatiou of. subject
matter," 2> Pinding influence in the attitude of the new middle " -
'classes,~it re-stated igself within the riew medium of woodblock
printing . Iq’fact ali the dgcorative arts, but eqpecially_scrdlls,

screéna and fabrics entered a new height of brillance and creativity.

/
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7

Ukiyo-e began as quick ink brush sktletche‘s, some daubed with

] ) . colour, in an essentially Yamat,b;;eﬁ_qtylel‘ These weres souvenirs of

N city life, egpecially of the Ukiyo, social and pleasure world,
| litera.lly translated as 'floating world' \ or bétter khown as the
gay quarters.l By the late 17th century these entertainj.ng pictures
became so0 poﬁular that they developed into‘ a vigorous art form of
*their own., Originally selling for a few coins, there was such a
'demand .fc')r an art which expressed and met the interests of the middle _
,' lclasses 'that it was only natural- that such an industrious a;ad commercé
minded society would turn to .a method of reproducing the pictures in k
order to meet the de:mand and keep prices low. Following the a.\ncient
. ‘. ‘ tradition of print.ing by woo’dblpck, as well as the easy adaption to . | !
' engraving of the preciaé‘ contour «}ihea, and simple bo}dness of d‘esign, N
. . woodbloc}c prints ere prdvided to meet the dlexliand, In fact the term_,
| Ukiyo-e first appeared'in printed literature, 'Sé.ikaku Ihara, the

great chronicler of this lively period 'coined thé phrase' in his

‘ o book, The Women Who Loved Love, 1682. And in fact the f rat great
| Ukiyo-e artist was Moronobu, a famous illustrator of bookh.
. Becauge of the workshop system which had evol'vv,ed to produs
.’printed literature,, and which waa used successfully to i)rod;x e
,Ukiyo-e,.‘a highl;;r effic'ﬁent collbboration of éngraver, printei' and
- .artiat produced woodblock prints with high standards of workmanahip

]
as well as of vitality and cheatlvity.

- 1. ' . Therefore the first Ukiyo-e prints came out ot‘ the workshops of

-the Jjibon-tonya, or publishers of illustrated booka. Unlike the




! i L _ e 12,

Edokoro/ a court or -official pa:inter who was salarjed and had high «

’

" social '}sta.n_ding, whose subject matier was‘birds, flowers, landscapes
‘and anc%ient sagas, the Ukiyo-e artist was an artisan working out of
a workshop, himself a niember‘otf the middle class, His subject matter

caterefi to the middle class and was mostly taken from scenes of the

gay quarters and the Kabuki Theatre.

“

-

The tradition of prjgnted books and scrollg in woadblock form
goes'back to the 10th Century., By the 17th century there existed a
great number ‘of illustrated books, many being tales of the merchant
class, and often erotic manuals concéming,the Yoshiwara. There

7
wexre also yehonr or picture books with 1ittle or no text.

. Y . !
vl s . '
H . s
) .

/ In 1720 a ban on Western books was 1ifted and paintings and

[ )
24‘ Ukiyo—e was

‘,v‘f‘éﬂr‘lgrdvings from Holland found thei way into Japan.
- / - -
influenced to some deéree by thesem as Chinese woodcuts,

! -
_/ "but by and large grew and flourished with no ‘incursions by alien
, .8trains, developing its own Japanese type of beauty and 1;echni.ques."25

. : »
© " Like Yamato-e, Ukiyo-e was not a form of social realism, but
~unlike Yamato-e it reflected the more frivolous aspects .of the new
S . ' " !
city life. ‘In fact the prevalent melancholy of Yamato-e gave way to

a light-heartedness and new optimism, ‘Freed as well from the Zen

mysticism which had supplanted Yamato-e, it was a totally vital

popular art executed in a bright, colouré‘ul’and dynamic way.




. . p
- eee"It must forever astonish us that a clas

13.

s of the population

which in any .other country would have been satisified with crude and

gaudy productions, should have fostered and kept in eager and multi-
. farious life for nearly two centuries, an art of design as disting-

uished for delicate and fastidious 'taste as it is rich in creative

; power, " 26

.
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7

Witéh Harunobu woodblock printing became a truly creative art
form, expioring the possibilities of its .technical nature and?t
expressive potential. On the one hand the first supremely lyfical
Ukiyo-e artist, he was also a strong graphic deaigner, and it was
the v{'ay in which he integrated his technical\i‘nnovations that made
him famous in his lifetime,

The first great master of the Uﬁkiyo-e‘medium, Harunobu is best
kn‘own historically for his central role in the development of the
first multi-co'loured'prints.v He is also famous for creatipg a new
type of idealized br siylized feminine beQuty other than that trad-

itionally used by the illustrators of books or the Yamato-e artists.

This creation by an artist of his own feminine ideal, in esmence

almost a bersonai signature identifying the work:of different

'a.rtistsf"was to become the standard which distinpmished the masters

‘from the copyistis. Harunobu's delicate women wepe to dominate the

prints of the 18th Century.

J';ﬁﬁ‘ . i
Yy - ' .
However  there are other levels on which Harunobu's creative
< . l‘!" » N ' .
thinking can be appreciated. For, in faot, the impressiveness of his

coloux; imo'ﬁ;tions and femfniné stylizations reeulted from the way"

in which he incorporat%d them into his- -strongly graphic pnd painterly
designs (Illa. 3). He pushed graphi¢ design a.nd colour désign as well
as the g.radi /iona.l Japanese sense of plane, grid, pattern and pers-

)
pective to subtle refinemant (Iﬂa. 3, 5 9). In ‘fact s0 much do, that

che mood and lyrical atmoaphere of his work eresulte more from thia

1
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subtle integration of formal elements, and abbreviated refers

-

ences to natural environments, thap it does from subject %attef

(I118. 4). The new availability of colour certainly contributed,
but as is evidenced from black and white reproductions, it was

more the result of design and linear’ compositional dynamics.

-
-+

L]

Harunobu was the first Ukiyo-e artist to pay m;ax,joi' attent‘ion.
to the concept d{ background and, not 9n1y background plane, yuﬁ‘
background ag an indicatogwgf'mood, &ime, ﬁlace and ';olour‘

(I}ls. 4, 5, 6, 7). His“fiéures inhabited real locales and specific
times of day and sea&onf They were Aot.just 'fashion plates' or

'souvenirs' against a neutral ground. Because of this, and his

\ L
_ highly successful’ grouping of interacting figures, (note that it is

rare to find @ print containing only one figure, andﬂthat the 'figures

are always interaciing with each other in either an activity, Ills. 4

. [

an implied friendship, Ills. 5; or mutual participation in a scene,
I11s. 15), achieved through postures and elements of.design,'not
o?ly did his figures seem to be of 'real persona’, but one has the
feeling of stepping into théfworld-of }he pr@#t rathir ihan the
.sensation of simply confronting.a two dimensional figure staring

[
3

out. Y -

. This means that, in a true sense rather than an illusionistic

)

one, Harunobu evoked the sensation of 'reality' through formal or
non-objective elementa, Although he was in no way pre-occupied with

the problem of fealism’as such, ' His work is, especially to Western

eyes, extremely stylized and is only objective primarily in the
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Sense that it was not a subjective or personal artistic statement. o
y , .
The fact:that the figures in the prints are engaged in activity
linked with the background, (Il1ls. 4, 5, 6, 9 ...), that is the
figures are ‘'living® Qithin the scene, rather than being ﬁresen@ed ‘ ‘;-

as straight forward portraits, augmented the overall compositional {\\

st;uéture; Indicaflons of interiors or outside environments were
. created through.indication, by way of specific chosen'eléments,

which operated more as formal pictoéial el;ments than detailed

description of complete scenes; We get a limb of a tree, a window, ,

a few pileces of furniture, That is, pictorial demands and

aesthetics, refinemeni, was sought ratﬁer tﬁ;n 'ﬁhqﬁog?appic” or A
deiailéd mimicrynof enviQOnment.A Space itself is usua;ly given‘to ) . .
the print wﬁolly thréugh its design and use of Tinear elements, .such

as grids at right anglés,'ﬂllls. 7), or cblique horizontals which act

as 'floors' (Ills. S, 8).: Theée Qré no van{?hing poin&é or a diminish-"
' ing clarity of far away objects to the same extent as found in Euré-\
pean ar%, although distances are achieved, particularly in the land-
ac;pe scenZs (Illa. 5, 15), ‘

s A
A

v
.

The figurgs*are portrayed fuli-length in postures of activity,
: @ - B ;

such as!walking/and talking.(Ills. 6). This contributes drematically

' Y
-

\

. . . * B }.\
.t0’ the sense of & real everyday world. The figyres are animated in

.turn by or through use of désign, (the contrast between the fabric .

pattexn of the sashes of the figures in Ills. 6, as well as the

‘Apafalielism of the legs'of the two main figures, in contrast to the

opposing direction of their-peadé), colour, and the subtle narrative
\' o t, ' V‘- o : , ‘ A

q [ .. A — - -f—--i---ll-lliIUIIl'
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or symbolic indicationsl/éﬁch as a lamp 1lit indoors, or a spring

flowering tree outsigé/a~window. In Ills.‘6, it is falling rain

e

.8ymbolized by\st;aight,bold lines, references to.the street curd,
,and a building or g;te set in the backgrodnd aﬁ@ indieated ;y,meansp
of ; gridy as wellias the inclusion of some liéhtly drawn catse which'
contribute to the féeling of a passing, contemporary scene taking | :
ﬁiace before our very eyes. 'Thus-it was not just hisagracefuli'
delineation of a ;fzﬁinine form' which gave his york its character-

istic lyrical and charming quality, but small touches, such. as ‘ " ;

ineluding. the cats and the rain, as well as an overall and consist-

JRC P U S

ent attention to qualities of light, times of day and season, As P e
.well the almost abstract, essentially Japanese‘ip.their sparseness, o
references to the real world, in the form of allusions rather than

~ —

detailed descrintion, to interiors of houses and to landscapes, no;

—

‘only set the mood, but éavé a wonderful ‘pictorial -1ife and ‘charm to

- his work.

Tﬁis lyric, rather‘than strictlj narrative quality set ‘ - “ /)
Harunobu's work apart from his previous pfedecessors,'whosé.work
in contrast seems rather wooden, formel and lifglesa; It all but
makes up for a.certain lack of sophistication in pi; figur;s when
coﬁﬁared}to those who followed him. Harunobu's prints, graceful,
lyrical, and iﬁbué& with mood and feeling, set the @one for future

Ukiyo=-e, which grew still more wonderful in the range of expression

and mood they could cast around the seepingiy simple figures, as

i
v

!

+
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well as in the qualities of atmosphere and light they were able to

capture, always through Bse of primarily graphic structiure and flat

colour,

4 [

Harunobu's work literally 'took off' .with his involvement in the

initital development of multi-colour printing. _The possibilities now

@

available as well as the novelty of five or more colours provided a

greater variety of effécts, wider range of harmonies and tonal con=

trasts, enhancing his designs, as well as the creation of atmosphere
within the print. Patroﬁage and popular interest was widely.aiouqed.
Thus at the age.gf 40, during the last five yearé of his life, he
produced the volume of work for which he is now famqus, over 600

ﬁrints of superb"qhality, following hia first 5 gologr prints in the

spring of 1765. Prior to this date he was chiefly an illustrator of

books and his early work, 40 prints done over a twelve year period,
0 T . * ) .

had 1ittle to distinguish them. In 1765 he "discarded the rather

formalistic style of his earlier prints and'produqed fresh portraits ,

of beautiful women in their actual surroundings working and li;ing

their active lives ..." T .

* '

Q i

Single sheet prints were already in existence fbr a century -

Mhen Harunobu collaborated with a group of wealthi amateup poets in

Edo to produce the first multi-coloured print. These rich dilettantes

1

striving to outdo each other in the exchange of elaborate picture

- ¢ ' ot
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calendars at the New Yegr, provided the financing., Therefore these
-
early polychrome works, unlike early Uk{iyo-e* were not produced for
a mass market, Commissioned privately, or published in set editions,

they ‘were of high quality and excellent workmanship,

’Af'r;er i)ts century long evolution, the production of the prints

) R 'had reached a state of techni'oai perfect:ion. With the cooperation
, of gkilled engra,'vers and printers, a device was diécovered, a right
angle alignment, which gave accuracy of regiater to Impressions made

from the increased number of colour printing blocks, 28 The import-

ance‘ot: this ach'iewiement, as well as the skilled block cutting
which was essentfial for p;rfec; register, was recogniied. The block
-engravers and prinjjers, previously a.nonymout;, now had their na.me;
printed along with that of the aftist on the face of the print.

(Tn the next year hqwéver, the feuqal class structure pievailed and “

. . N " ‘t‘
the craftsmans' name vanished again,)

With {;heir rich brillant colour and detail these prints were
called nishiki-i, brocade pictures, after the richly lavish silk
fabric popular at the time, In their rich colour \ise, picfﬁdr;ial.
brillance and design, as well 'as the “romantic idealism 01; Harunobu,

) they' 'a.ttained‘at the very outset a high degr;'ee ’of artisti'ou achievee

ment,”

Harﬁnobu made use of a wide range pf-delicate as well as brill-

ekttt i o e e+ . , S U




20,
an§ colour, sometimes also using soft, opaque hues. The fact that
PN these prints were commissioned and had for,their production, for the
first time, the highest quality péper available in Japan, previously
only used for official docuﬁente, allowed for an even greater

30

\ brillance of colour and desigﬁ. Though later produced for a
> wider market, the nishiki-e, never lost their quality until much
. later, due mostly to political restrictions placed upon théir

pfoductiOn.‘ Often as many as.ten colours were used to make one

print. Two or more colours were sometimes superimposed to achieve

- various shades of intermediate tones. ' -
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. ( Harunobu was one of the first Ukiyo-e artists to find and
. o ‘edepict fresh beauty in the. commonplace scenes and everyday | ) : '
activity of ordinary- Edo women, instead of dealing mostly with ' L
the Yoshi#gta. This was an important step, tﬁe prints being
brought into contact with everyday life, the ;ives andrdaughters
of the middle classes as subjects. 'These prints propably repre-
gent more than one half of his output. He also produce&_prints of
*the gay quarter, as well as erotic and 'highly obscens' sets,
Although his themes were drawn fro? the c;ntemporary lif; ' L
around him, Harunobu consistently portraye& this world as an ideal-. oot
.ized light~hearted realm inhabited by youth and ﬁeauty; untouched and
untroubled by reality or ;oo much emotion. Poasibly the publig, and
the wealthy patrons, demanded that Ukiyo-e remain 'enterggining'
“Apic%uzea;,glnggized depictions-of their lﬂves and ihe li#es.of the
famous beauties of the day - rather than containing any hint of hard-

i .
ship or at least the nature or sense of emotions beneath the surface. v

>

Maybe it was his artistic vision. At any rate Harpnobu was an ex-

ception at ‘that time in that he did portray ‘beauty in ordinary
l ' ‘

women, - ] , o

i o

Harunobu's work is unified throughout by this idealized fers—

1

'pective; regardless of the age or oclass of the woman hg was depicting. .

Whether codrtesané‘ young girls, or middle class matrons, all are

shown 'in a fresh almost ageless, fragile ﬁanner,lpuréuing with all

.
) £
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innocence and charm everyday actW endless variety of

o

. i
settings. It is in fact a pictorial style, perhaps linked to the

actual Japanese manner or countenance. His figures, however, are
not‘remot‘e, they do’ belpng to f:he fémiliar wo;.:ld and some sense of
'human feelihg and affection .a‘.mong the figuresvis captured (Ills. 7,
8, 9, 10), This@atter feeling is particularly expressed through

t stures and tilt of the head in the grouping of figures.

As can be seen particularly in Ills, 10, compositionally

these figures.are usual_ly a united organic focal point against

\
0 AN

what ia usﬁa.lly a background, dominated by geometric elements,

\ grid patgerns and linear superatructure, angles made by Qdiagonpl&,

" and ‘horizontal -é’.nd’_vei'tical stresses, This creates a counterpoint

1 .
between animated form and static environment.

p‘hifs, engaged in interacting motiona, the women seem always to be

Usually depicted in -

intimately sharing the same 'ipner 'choughta' {Ills. 9), However,
each figure is also independently a strong gra.phic e.nd figurative
unit°in itaelf s closefy integrated or locked onto the picture
plane through vertical and horizontal points in the overall

scheme of the print. Again® this can be easily seen in Ills. 9,

A

where each figure is a.hgned and Iocked into the main structura.l é

forces, such as the horizon line which runs at the 3/4 mark above

theéir headse '\'The figure on the le_ft closely/relatqs to the @id

, pattern in front of 'hex",\ the figure on the right is aligned to the

)
4
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' implied central vertical stress and strongly 'held' in place by the
. . - f

[

tree just behind her.

AN

3

This '1ockmng of the figure into the graphlc and implied
horlzontals and verticala keeps the figures independent graphically,
That is, td imagine one of the figurés deleted doeg not dramatically
upset the pictorial balance. (This can be seen by plécing ; hand
over e}ther figure in Ills, 9; it is a little more difficult tq i
réalize in I11s, 10 becausé the narrative 'meaning' of thé pose ‘ i
is disturbed.) It is in faot‘a curious quali&y of Harunoﬂ;'s
'ﬁ}ints, perhaps deriving from the multi-colour prlntln& process, o ‘ ?
that in analy51s one easily perceives separate interlocking graphic
'pieces', each filled with its own pattern: figure with fabric ¢
pattérn,:grids of.houqes‘ané interior aréaa, landscapes seen
through windows, Ills, }0 is a good example, - an& of whicﬁ could
bé deleted, or have their individual pattern or detail changed, with -
eﬁdléss variety,. without upsetting the basic n;ture and structqre of
the print.
Beéid;s expressing animafion between two figures; the figures .
are usually‘grouped so;aa to carve én interior space or volume into - ' ‘
the heart of the print, usually in the fbrm of an S-curve or a |

diagonal. Illas. 5 is an<example~df one figure setting up an

interior diagonal.to the horizontal of the figure on the right.

“x
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Il1l1s. 6 iB & g&bd example of a broad‘}nterior S-curve starting at the e

-k

feet of the -small figure on the left, on through the feet of the
figure on the righ-t - then back :;hrongh the bottoms of the kimono
sashes of these flgures to the hand of the small figure (this stress’ o .
empha81zed by the 45 degree of the angle going off to the left of her

umbrella), then turned around by her head back towards the direction ‘ T
of the other figures, caught in a sense by ﬁhe Q&}t of the first
figure on the right (by the ‘tilt‘ of her head downwards to.w;u'c'is the

\ »
smeller figure), and then carried on to the right by the opposing

s

_tilt of the last figure's head tilting right (this stress completed

and emphasized by the position of their-shared umbrella). Ills. 10 .
is an bxample of a smaller S=-curve carved in the heart of the print

¢
by the two interlocking figurea, which is initially set off by the

slight diegonal they sit on, That is, the figure on the right is

slightly forward on the greund and is emphasized by the position of o,

their hands and the flowing of Jye kimonoa. Thus the figures create

against a }Yinear background their own volumetric space, The figures

are usually helped to create this sense of space by being placed on '

‘some kind of diagonal working as a 'floor' (111s. 5, 6, 7; 8, 9, 10).
I11s. 4 is an example-of.an implied diagonal which can be perceived . i
to run from the large figure on the right (her sandal), through to

3

the chil&'s*foot.and then onto the bird.
.~

If one examines the prints, it beqomes'clear that it is not so’

much the domestjc settings themselves which imbue the figures with

1
[ 3
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* . .
what would be a narrative form of animation, as the quality of the
drawing of the figures itself. ‘Taking advantage of ioné kimonas, with
their- fluid lines of drapery and endleds pattern, elements with which
to positgén linea_anﬁ'pwinta of vgldme,'as well as the S-curve many
of ‘the figu;eé dssume aa:they bend to an acti;ity. a Qonderfql‘
sense ff living form beneath the cloth is expressed. Ironically it

o

is in his semi—Eiad figures that Harunobu's Btylization of limbs
. ' 1\

fJ falls short of human form. Compare even the slightly dnclothsﬁ
)

¢

figure of Ille. lO to the figure fully draped in Ills. 12. The
'Ifigure of Ills. 12 although perfectly still and completely covered,
has a more convincing presence, and t?e animating effect of "the
- wonderfully fluid and rhfzhmical handling of the kimono is clearly

* dpparent. -

. \

\
v

[

‘ Much emphasis is plaéed oﬂ the position and expreasiveﬁeaé of
“hands in motion (Ills. 4, 7, 8, 11, 14 and’lS) Animating the
figurea, they create points of movement amongst predjpinantly static
areas or ordered areas of interiora or 1andscapes. or even against
ordered pattern of fabrica, eettiné up a beautiful contrast between'
" the flight of hands, with their irregular, organic, expressive shape,
against the more intricate movement of the deaign on the rabricg. and
. then -again against the larger pafterns of the pgckground (Ills.xll).
In facp the -hands, rather thin‘and oddly shaped, are quite deftly
worked into the ovgrall composition, especially consigering their

irregular form'against %‘context which is dominated by more formal

non=organic design elements, . \
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The faces are quite uniform in detail, although expressions.

still manage to shift subtly. Usually tilted down (a gesture of

" feminine beauty, - docility and 'modesty'?), the heads are shown in

3/4 profilé. The placing of the mouth becomes an essential mark in
determining the facial piane; in contrast to the strong unbroken

) _ ) X
contour ling running from forehead to neck, (This is clear in any
of the prints.) Never shown in full face, Harunobu's women seem
alyays t0 be unaware of 'us', never distracted from fheir world,‘
into which we look. Pre-occupied with their errands or love-letters,
or simply dreaming, they convey a subdued air; Child-like ‘and
delicate, even the courtesanslane 'innocent', never bold or
worldly, with either an air éf melancholy or liveliness. Innocence
here 1is a relative term, Ukiyo-e bging a "product of an intro-
verte& decadent society adept at innuendo oo céré;in fea£ures of
domestic scenes such as the prevalence of ,.. young attrac@ive
matrons in various states of undééas remind one that in Ukiyo-e of
all genres, 'innpcencé' is n;t always to be fakén at face value," 31

> “

Althoygh often mysterious in their 'inward-looking' aspects,
Harunobu's women do not have the intrigue, sophistication or sensual

presence. of the later artists, especially Utamaro. 4And, although

. certain works are actual portraits of specific popular beauties, there

is little individuality of feature. Seen in context Harunobu's pict-

orial- stylization is expressive. The overall aense of inner character,

- charm and grace, represente the first great styiistic change in the

5
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traditional handling of gigufes. They had ior centuries generally

been slightly fat-cheeked with 1ittle sense of inner 'womanliness’'

‘as given by Harunobu. Furthermore his figures occupy his settings.

'
[ »

.with 'revealing posture and gentle mannerisms, as if theif‘begutj

and seeming innocence had actually cast a charm on their exiatence

. ence. The delicately stylized features do not ‘80 much revéal a

sensuoﬁs nature,- as they do a kind qf stillness, which somewhat
1inks them toche.’less vulgéi' or more poetic feeling of feudal
Jafan.(, ’ ' ' -
f J

Harunébﬁ's backgrounds;‘to the 20th century artist . are often
more 1nterest£ng than his figures, for example Illa, 12 and 13.
Background and total design of composition became a major artistic
and pictorial, or fqrmal, concern, Lines, grids and workings of
larger areae‘of pattern are almost non-objective in their funtion-
ing, The first Ukiyo-e artist tp'fully dévelop'the picture’plane,
he explored various ways of creating spatial depth and intertgls,[
vwhile at thd same time maintaining a strong frontal,plane, which
can easily be marked off by implied horizontal and vertical ;uper-
structure.*

: . (
His compositions are bold, balancing blank and patterned areas.

Rhythm was establiahed as a pictorial component in the crisacrossing

lines of various widths and their aystema of varying intervals, for

example Ills, 12, These backgrounds also provided strongly lyrical

.
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and poetic settings. That is, even though théy are full of formal

and geometric elements, they provided atmospheres which were never

" too blunt or too overpoweringly rigid or patterned,

Although Harunobu 'made use of an endless variety of settings,
open rqéms (1113.710), gardens (Ills. 4), streets (Ills, 6) and
landécépeb (111s. 5), he was never dominated by descriptive detail
and in that sense to actual 'realism’. Inétead 'scenic’ elements.
were reduced to their essentials, and uggd in a d;corative and
compositiogai sense as much as in a descriptiveor narrative sense,
'Esfecially sriking are the various grids and intercrossed lines uSed
"to depict vistas of open rooms and verandas ( Ills, 3, T, 8, 9, 10, 12,‘

. and 13). Expressing the light ngture of the woodén kapanese architec-
ture of that périod, barticuiar attention .is paid to iﬁe open . acceas
of interiors to gard;na (1118, Z) and the prevalence of natural
light.muﬁhé;heé an intbrior decor or a corner of a garden, the

‘setting is reduced to barest eagentials without losing its yarmthjér
evocative atmosphere.‘ With\£heir easily recognized and yet simple
;n&ications of season, t%me of day, and 1oca1e:\they of ten recall the

* incredibly mingmalnand inventive, and at the same time immensely

effective and dramatic settings found.in Kaﬁuki Theatre.

'
1
i

hY
1

H

'

4

4

%

i

These symbols of place and time are integrated into the
composition with boldness, constantly asserting the basic plane.

- Particulariy interestiﬁg are the contrasts and relationshipa of ,
. { . . .
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of the various grid intervals, empty areas, and areas' of pattern,
within the same print; and then aéainfthe contrast of these and T
their spatial intervals, to the plastic qualitiés of the ever !
pfeéent diagonals of the overall compéaition ;nd the é—curvee of
the figures (Ills.‘12). The contrast of tﬁehé areas of éompositional
'pattern{ within themsglves often s;t up éfriking contrast to the
detailed and intricate design of the‘ﬁabrics.‘ There is.also the
. pictorial contrast between,ihe way in which the elaborgte fabric
designs follow and adapt to the organic nature';f the figure, and
its ‘enclosed’ volume;yagains£ the regular, flat geome£ric ‘pattern’
of the backéiound (Ills. 14),
‘Harunobﬁ was in- fact :eturniné_somewhat to the style of
- Yamato-e in terms of ecreating an overall background of "fine -
contoursAénd colouring that was both denséjand‘re;trained fra&uent-
ly coverlng the whole page" yet not losing any elegance to the profus-
ion-of design elements, nor getting lost to detailed dgscription.32 )
This being accomplished.in a 9 inch by 11 inch format. ‘ ’ ‘
Harunobu makes little-yse of Western perspective. He does
- uge smaller figures and dé:::is in recedihg distance (I111s. 15),
The backgrouxide,do not exisi solely ae"n;agat.ive space, but convey
. - s
distances, floors, and spatial progression. The interior scenes
° do in fact contain a 'cubic' or graphic space~in which. {”é figures

sit or move (Ills, 15), It is =also intéresting to note that the sky
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was ‘never depicted as more than a flat tix‘t of blue and yet is

@ a

,suggqst:i\re of the "ambience of sunlit air" rathér than merely

remaining visual ground, 33

e v "

« An attempt to express atmosphere rather than the depiction of

a

illusionistic reality brought the "experience' of time and mood to
the print. This indigenous sensitivity to atmosphere rather than

to literalsim, as well as the related sense of refinement and

design, called 'stlization’ by us, kept the Ukiyo=-e a.rtisp from a »

déaire,',for literal -or detailed rendering. - /"

’ L]
.

"ees the »PJapanesé artist was not led astx\ti/y? by the dull:desire

for naturalism but pursued.their ti.nstinq‘g\ fo:." stirring design and

S

3 . ‘
_ emotion." 4 This ig apparent in Harunobu's work.with the "subtle

i

changes that surrounded the beauties’ of his prints ... f;:eﬁh early
morning éce;'xes,' bright midday scenes and dark -cold ﬁights." 35\
"+This is a very 1mportan£ aspe\ct of Harunobu's work and is a part
of all’ the prin{;s under study. This qua.liw 1;ght, atmosphere,
a.nd their ehanging erfects were to have coneiderable impact o¥%,

. ? LS
the European Impreasionists. o o L . =

Harunobu also made uéégor several new .techniques, Xara-oshi,
or empty print, uaed a block without any ink to emboss uncoloured

patterns into the paper,’ as & three dimensional effeot depicting

' .
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sngWw or waves, 36 Kimekomi, or impress, was used to give three

dimensional effects to .the kimono. ‘It was a method of "makiné the
paper bulge out to give a strong genase of volume, ' The contour lines '
are'impressqd into tﬁe paper from the front while the areas inbet-
ween the lines are pressed out- from the béck of the print so that

+

they bulge out from the surface." 3

(
y

One form which should be ﬁsntiqned before concluding is
Harunobu's ;;e of mitate~i pfiﬁts, that is prints showing
'classical themes brought up £o date' (Ills;>17). Usually parodies
of s;cfed writings or witty puns or interpretations of ancient
poems, they of&an have the poeﬁ or saying written across the" top of
the print, or£en in a space ieft blank and Yordered b& a wavy 'cloud’

=

line., These classical allusions seemingl& expressed a patron's faﬁ;-

o

liarity with classical literature, or were sometimes satires on the

Confucianist learning imposed by the ruling class.

@

°

Herunobu died at the age of 46 at the height of his artistic

achievement. His innovations and lyricism took printmaking from
s \

the previoﬁs 'wooden! linear iilustrationg and quick souvenir'

sketches to the 'heights of painting'. He hgd a dbminating.1n~
-fluence on other~Uﬁiyo-e‘ar£iate during his 1ifetime. With‘his
death,‘thqhmoré,peraonal styles of other artists were to emerge,

. \ .
leading towards realistic figurés lacking ﬁaﬁunobu's.poetic

& -

L
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avertonea'.‘ There was alsb a return to neutral backgrounds

against which were Placed more sensuous, graceful (igures with: -

greater detail paid to costume. Harunobu vas a forceful innovator’

without actually achieving the daring of Utamaro, who was to suc-
ceed him in pc\jpular:].ty, in time, and wﬁo imbued his figures’with

‘a great sense of peraone./ as well as charm. Harunobu's work with/
composition and the effects of light and atmosphere were to find

revival in the.work of Hiroshige, .the last great Ukiyo-e artist,

who dealt mostly wiin landscape.
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.younger than Kiyonaga. whom he was to succeed in popularity and

AN

»

Y,
g
M

k4

Utamaro was the greatest of the Bijin-ye, beautiful women print
a.rtists, bringing this genre to its height. A superb draftsma.n and

daring designer, he remains the undisputed rﬁaater. Only one year.

ultimately excell, Utamaro was 8o gradual in developing his style

" that he is usually thought of as being ‘'next generation’, And

"despite popular reputation as a youthful eulogizer of a rather

decadent type of feminine beauty he was already 34 when in 1788 he
!

- produced a series of 12 oban (10 inch by 15 inch format) colour prints

!

known as 'The Poemfillow Picture Book', perhaps the greatest of all .
<4 | \ ]
erotic Ukiyo-e." ’ The term decadent is as relative as the term |

innocent when it was applied to Harunobu's work. It cotld just be .
v

"a matter of the pictorial evolution of the print, as well as Utamaro's

N

euperlor drawing ability with greater attention to true proportions
c;f linibs &nd his ability tq capture sensuous volume with the few _
lines of cc;ntqur allowed within the traditional Japanese fr ork,
In fact there is a real freshness in the wide open and innovative
qué.lity of Utamaro's compositi?ms and 'direct' women.

Cértainly of all Ukiyo-e artists, Utamaro's women are openly
sensous and wqudlyg soph:l.stilcated~ and complex, rather t,hén child-
like and ir;nocent. Léss stylized than Harunobu's figures and less
reaiiatic in terms of countenance (111s,.18) and natural setting, as’

well as attention ﬁaid to detail, as those: of hia immediate 'predeces-

sor, Kiyonaga (Ills. 20); I'I’;amaro relied on a masterly drawing ability
. . ‘ o
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¢
1

which enabled him to express sensuous voiumes, well as a much
greater indiviiduality of mood and countenance, Other Ukiyo-e artists,

including Kiyonaga, settled more or less for one way of stylizing |

" and portraying their women, giving their work a thin dimension

when compared with Utamaro's range. In fact th;a is Utamax:o'a

majc)r distinguishing aspect, apart from his bold designs, . the,

ability to create vari:ed .‘types" exp'ressing 1ndivid1;é,1 personalities  ~
and moods (Ills. 18, 19). |

.

Furthermore, Utamaro's figuréa were integrated into a consist-

~ <

. -~
ently bold design, used as structures of the composition, dominant

4
pictorial factors, without losing any of their psychologicel impact.

Allthough' reminiscent of Harunob\*‘s gense of design over realj.&sm,
Utamaro's figures were not always shown in natural settings, but

' "
were often the only pictoriel 'dynamic' in the picture altogether,

- (in terms of la.rge structural or primary compositional component

' against the plane). This is particula.rly evident in the way in

which Utamaro cropped' his figurea, and the way in which, import-
antly, for the first time in the history of Ukiyosze, the figure

totally dominated the pla.ne and often actually occupied the total "

— ‘ "$
plane of the print(Ills. 19). It is also seen in the way in which

he offset the fluidity of the costumes, particularly the line
\«

arcLund the neck to the shoulders, usually ene strong fluid cui've

" against_the right angled dimensions of the print itself (Ills. 23).

*

t - - . /
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I;\this sense and because of their beapty, even if unc;nventionally
'fqrwa¥d', rather than 1nhacent, one canﬁcpnsider these pripts to be
as pictsrially idealized as those of Harunobu, Th;t is, they ;}{st
as atylizgd expressive pictorial elementé. rétper :than as fiéures

solely bound into the framework of description or narration.

n

o

Thus,‘the enduring ‘fascination yith Utamaro's work lieq as
much in hig iﬁnovative artistic thinking, on a plastic level, as
with his fine draftsmanship. It is not just a matter of the exotic
nature of his prints._ I§ is this combination of sensuality of
flesh and persona with a distinct boldness of pictorial inveAtion

and design. Despite tqe boldness of design, the prints evoke a
.# W -

\

" poetic atmosphere full of mood and féeling,ﬁwﬁich less and less

depended on setting and colour as it did on the actual capture

. A 3
1Y

through draftsmanship of character.

! »

_Achi;ving fullness of form without modelling éa we know it,
Utamaro strove to depict the realism of the 'persoga' of diffqrent
types of women, the inner psychology. He was the first Uk%yo—e
artist to be interested in depictihg individuality., Unlike
Harunobu who supplemented the 'reality' of his ?igures with a
‘kind of literary association, that is with interacting figures and

domestic settings, Utamaro began to go right for the face, this in

iteelf a daring innovation (Illes 18, 19, 23, 24). As his work

deqeloped, the face often came to oocupyvphe dog}nant area of the

\ \
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-general (Ills. 20). Ironically this also ma.kes"him less }nteresting

. or compelling to Western eyes. In giving his figures dignity and a

36.

o

print. ’He then offset the chang‘ee in expression and features,
usually caught through the cast of the eyes and mouth, ‘against the
tilt of the head, posture of the shoulders and movements of the

[y

hénds (Ills. 24). ip ; , o

Unlike the women in Harunobu's yp:‘:ints, Utamaro's women seem less
involvgd with mundane activity than with "g.hemselves ~ offering them~
selves (Iils 28), adjusting their agpearaﬁ;e (1118, 22), viewing
themselves (Ills. 23), or pre-occupied with inher‘tpoughts (1113. 18,
24). Ha‘.runo.bu's subjects are engaged ;litim activity in groups
(I11s. 4), within the home (Ills. 9), viewing nature (Ills. 16),
or writing letters (Ills. 7), However, as in Harunobu, and unlike

Wessgrn traditions of portraiture, there are no full face frontal

! IS

_ portraits.

0 - .

It is possible that the popularity( of Kiyonaga forced Uta.ma.ro S
to develop a strong new vision of his own as Kiyonaga wa\.s "the
most popular and dominant artist of the decade, few artists being .
able to avoid near approxim‘atiﬂon of his type if they were to win
favour with the public," 39 Ki&onaga was a realist, a startl'ihg

departure from the Yamato—e roots of Ukiyo-e &na Japanese art 1n . )

r':ela.tive naturalness of demdanor, he broke with ‘the child-like

proto-types of Harunobu, however he was_not a very powerful or
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' not just as lyrical or ga.ri'ative

L g ' 37. ) 2
inventive designer, 1In a sense he was limited by his attempts at

'd

realism. " \

N4 . ! ~ ,Al
\ s

R L‘ Utamaro was to overtake Kiyonaga not only through his drafits-

anship and fresh interpretation of Kiyonaga's classical figures,
but through his ability to animate his figures and:his ability
to create forceful 'plastic' compositions. (Compare Ills., 20 and y

I1ls. 21), Instead of‘paying attention tb pictorial renderings of
detail and setting, Utamaro returned to the-artistic priorities of
' 4

Yamato-e€t
\

1) bold design of: large structﬁral/obmpoaitional eleme'nts, that is

sthe sweep of the gontour line of the‘figure against the plane of the

background,

-

2), striking composition of.essentialized c{r 'abstracted' ~details of . 4

gbttings and environment; and their integration as visuael dynamics,

L4
information
L

A 1]

3) various rhythms set up between different;fields qf blank and

4

< -

This can be seen immediately in the way in which Utamaro's °

patterned areas.

" figures are used as primary structural elements, even in those
prints employing scenery or group compositions (Ills. 21), 'As
! /
such they effectively set up a rhythm of positive/negative

design, as well as a rhythm of line and counterpoint againgt the

.

£

S
S
Y

s




ol

UTAMARO

22

ILLS.




‘well-formed, and graceful handling,of hands gnd arms, and as well

38.

.

4

geometry of the rectangular print format itself,

. \ N )

Utamaro's eropping of his figures, as well as their dominant

organic\atructural force was a major innovation, dllowing for

«

Sbolder designs., This ;a clear when contrasted to the work of both

Kiyonaga and Harunébﬁ, whose figures are almost always full-length
and usually have elaborate 'stages‘ builtﬂup fér them to exist within,
In Harunobu these stages'tend to be piciorial horizontal/vertical
gtructures, In Kiyonaga‘yhey are . more real;é%ic,‘yet @ith étrong
horizontal/vertical superstructures (Ills.‘205. Rapher thﬁp depend-
ing upon horizontal/vertical stresses, Ulamaro's Qork has a "swing -
of undulating line, a rhythmic flow in design and a boldness of
 contour admirably fitted to the woodcut 11ne.s-40 (I1ls. 19, 22, 23),
Apart froﬁ this compOsitional role, the line "fully expreases
the curves and weight of the flesh." In fact, more than any
other Ukiyo-e artist, Utamaro's drawing‘ability éan‘be seen in the
in his semi-nude figupég, which retain their sensuous volume withoht \

aid 'of flowing drapery - some of Utamaro's finest drawings being his

Shunga, 'spring pictures', erotic prints (111s. 28).
8 K
Utamaro also experimented with prints in which he omitted the

®

black contoir line of the face, (Ills. 22), but these.do not seem

very successful, tending to flatten out.at the undefined ¢ontour,
' ) . . \ e

.
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\

Besides expressing volume, Utaharo;s work derives much of its

vigual impact and rhythm frﬁm different elements of line,~rather

than the more traditional set-off of patterned'areas. This is seen

in I11s. 23, where even in the handling of fabr{;s, the motifs aré

of a verylinear nature;‘ n contrast to the mor; customary flowers
‘ iér checka, 'Coiffures and hair combs are also délineated in a finely | x
| linear fashion and used strikingly (Ills. 23, 24), The falling

drape}y of the kimonos is expressed in a few and simple lines, yet

often with a grgphic emphasis due to the varying thickness of contour :

" line, agaiA\ﬁnuaual in Ukiyd-e, representing a maﬁbr break in conven-

v
i
i
3
3
4
1
i
i

tions dating from Yamatoe (Ills. 23).

The to£a1 effect is one of fluidity and rhythm and unlike
Harunobu's prints there is no sense of geometric parts which
cpuld‘be omitted or fillgd in with superficially ehahging elements
of pattern or scénery. This is'ancimpbrtant develbpment and Utamaro’'as
work is marked by its total atructural inteéraﬁ”pq and synthesis, and
@he\uniquehess of the rhythm which therefore evolved, primarily from
the structural use of‘line (I1ls. 23). Thus, line rather thgn
simply defining form, fook on ; greater gapeﬁf of overall composition-~ '
al force which créated the major rhythms, and tonal contrasts (the arc
of the mirror, the thin lines of the dress against the thicke; con- .

S
tour lines, Ills, 23),

In a very unusual way the organic quality of ﬁtamaro'a printa,
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w

‘in contrast to the basic cubic superstructurs of previous print-

d

makers, which created dominant horizontal/vertical stresses

against an essentially flat picture plane, is underscored by the

A 2

unbroken line which follows the figure s silhouette from one a},de
and up ov'ei and down the other against an uncomplicated ground,
(I11s. 22, 24, 25). This contour does not prevent the figure from
being integrated with t);é bagkground, while providing the véry sub=-
stance of the three dimensional volume-or 'reality' of. the form.
1 » N

Inv the function of the line, whether as a pictorial or figurative
element there is a "subtlety, complexity ... made to look simple,

natural and spontaneous.," 42

9 o
The orgenic rhythm of Illa, 24 comes directly from the use of

line and the dominant, cropped figure. It is interesting to note

“how Utamaro takes details, such as the coiffgre and fabric design,

and piacea them into the overall composition by dramatically altering’
éheir scale to the scale of the pr;nt format itself, Thus the ;x-
aggerated line markings of the coiffure work against 'the gr\aphic
handling of the sleeve, as well as setting off the rhythm of the two
bold black areas, again of the coiffure and the sleeve of the kimono.
It is interesting to note as well how the comb emphasizes the {ilt

of the spatial plane into 'space'’ and the relation of the brush and
:che hand holding it; to the angle of the head, each with their own

\

o

'push' into space. With Utamaro's use of large, cropped single

' figures dominating the print, against basically neutral backgrounds,

\
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stresses into the background, through the direction and angle of

41,

L

there is a shift in emphasis from the spatiai intefvals of the'

figures against the setting and the setting 'perspectives' them-

selves, as in Harunobu, to the interior spatial intervals of tﬁe’

body (the hand and tg; chest and the heéd;.Illp. 24) and to the Y’

body against the workings of the fabric design (Ills. 18, 24). |
. \

One interesting aspect of Utamaro's work is the great attent=-
ion paid to the intricate shape and det;il of the hair coiffures ;
the beautiful and often eccentric shapes into which it was forced.
This becomes bartiéularly‘true in the prints which have 3/4 of the
plane dominated by the figure with\tﬁ; resulting large area given
o#er to the.coiffure. With its solid 5Lack and wonderfuliy shaped -
form (compare 111;; 10 to Ills. 19 or 23) it presents a curious
visual contrast to the more, fluid form of the figure and the
geometry of the remainder of the print, the kimono pattern (Iils. 22,

23, 24, 55, 29). It also Aerivea strong contrast because of its

'position' atop the relatively simple and *blank' face ('blank' in

termihof actual markings) (Ills, 18, 19, 23, 25). In & pictorial .

-

- senge tjle shape of the coiffure does in fact augment the three’

dimensional volume of the figure and the head, in the way its shape
and pictorial 'direction' (Ills. 23, 24, 25, 29) throw certain
the knot of hair, combs and markings. Often accentuated by fine

detail, shown by white lines (Ills. 24, 25), against its black mass,

it also operates as an interesting form- against the _more rdgular and

1

o

{
i
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ordered fabric design occupying the larger area be%qw ihe head.,
Therefor? an asymmetrical balance or tensibn is se£ up between the
amall yet intensely shaped and detailéﬁ area of coiffure an&‘the
larger more fluid and patterned ahape of the garment. Between these
two poles exists the focus of 'the picture, the\finely featured and
expressive face: The very black colouring of the coiffure, taking
an addéd intensity from its 'directed’ shape; is forceful in draw;ng
attention from the wider bulk of the base of the print (that is the
figure which usually begins at the very basellne) to the ;xpression
of the face (Ills: 19, 22};# At the same F%me it manages to draw the
entire figure back into space (the bulk of the figure"ten;ing to have
i£s bulk on the frontal plane, .and bottoﬁ line of the picture) the

figure 's volume moves upward and slowly backward ihto space, }ts

,dimensionalxqualgty unfolding as the top of the figure, the heaé, is

articulated, Ills. 19). A symbolic 'nail in the head', the coiffure

is the final assertion that the form underneath it has a volume moving

!

into space and into the picture plane. The coiffure itself somehow \/;) R '

recedes into the picture plane despite its dynamic shape, or réther
does so because its shape is dramatically directed 'backwarde': This
can bé.seen for example in éhe 'top~knot' of hair which is'aIQays
placed leaning to the side and backwards at the very top and-hear

back of -the head (Ills. 19, 21, 22, 24, 26). Thus it is because of its
pictorial direction, as well as its narrative function as the top of a;
roﬁnd head, that the coiffuie functions so effectively as a volumetric

device, belying what at firgt glance seems only a simple gesture of

description. -Sometimes-the effect and mysterious shape is exaggerated
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43,

-

or offset by its reflection in hand mirrors, thereby providing us with

both a front and a back view (I1ls. 23, 25)..

”

Colour was used primarily to supplement ‘the \i;mth of the
gensuous line, never to itself domfnate the composjtion. Usually
the opposit\e of gaudy or bold, Utamaro's most ir}xteresting effect
is the use of black as a, coloux, particularly in the varying
thickness of contour lines, drapery and in ?;1'6 coiffures and mirrors

(ills. 23)., His early work on the whole was more colourful, the !
later work is mostly l\ow—key with ta.js_t:qful rather than striking

harmony, leaning towards neutral tones rather than primary colours. :

In pushiﬁg the creative potential of design within the restrict- °

ed print format, Utamaro bro’fzght back a sense of atmosphere  and

-

lyricism to the print. With a new &ynamicism, "his genius for
design, for reiating figures, excelled all predecessors and suc-

cessors with a buoyancy, a playfulness ... as hardly a.ppea.i‘ed since

43 o -
. - L)

Harunobu, "

> ;
- . . . .

In other words Harunobu apnd Utamaro, the two great masters,
early and late, of the Bijin-ye, because of their creative renderin;\ P

of form and' environment, a dominance of_s)tyle and design ovez‘j‘ literal- | P

o

ism, imbued their prints with a real animation, a life of their own,

’

sparked by 'plastic' thinking and resulting in,a real quality of

rﬁovement, inner character, ‘lyric‘ismmatmosphere. It must be -

remembered that this animation took place in a most '1ndirect.;/

medium, print-making, as opposed t¢ the more direct medi.ums‘ o

N ' B s .
painting and drawing. . ,
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"the fact remains ... that for all the greater asense of
closeneas to the artist and the greater realism, it was the
interaction of Utamaro's work with the restrictions imposed .
updn it and the possibilities offersd by the techniques of

engraving and printing that gsve his best work its pecullar
distinction." 44

»
.

That Utamaro was to return Ukiyo-e to the priorities of
{ '

desigi is seen clearly in the evolution of his work. The early
work (Ills., 21) is full of intricate detail and often too busy for
the scale of the composition, with detailed rendering of fabric and

scenery, composed around densely grouped figures which are uniform
v

and reminiscent of his predecessors. His later work (Ills. 27)
substitutes artistic decision and 'plastic' functioning for represent-

ional detail. t

[

i

Fabric designs function as pictorial #lements within the total
: : ‘.

plarie, with the cdesign ‘'of the fabric scaled to the overall composition:

rather than the reality of the costumé itself (1113. 23, 27)s The

pattern,tdus workxng within the format and rhythm of the compositiqn
rather than- simply being a narrative detail, is used as a bold decor-
ative and simplified rhythmic unit, wﬁ}ch usually followadthf volume

of the figure.in a graphic rather thanzg naturalistic sense. It is

also sometimes freed to.become a totally expressive gesture (Ills. 27).

¢
b

[y

Scenery is often eliminated (Ills. 26 27, 28)s In particular

the horizon<linb is gone, (some sort of horizon line or implication
. . . |
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is usually found in all of Harunobu's work), though often the

"floor' is implied by the endings, or I:eet, of figures o‘; furn-
iture (I11s. 25).° Colour alone, as well as sohetimes activity,
implies th; time of day - ﬁarﬁnobn'g lyrical,\although literary ' \

v ‘ ‘symbols of season are gone for the most part. 1In fact,' ih great

contrast to tradition, 4he figure is-often gq stated the sole .
v

e

QL i

¢ occupant of the print~(Ills. 18, 19, 24, .26), though sometimes
) specific elements of interiors are included'(Illa. 25). Objects

such as mirrors will be used,but for psychological factors as well
. N & &
as for desig? poténtial. . . ; ’ ? -

" [ ' 4

_ By 1790 Utanfiro vas to emerge as a Ukiyo-e artist in his own

right,%fin&ing public é@ciaim and success with the publication of
his Skubi-e, large facedipictures. A totally‘new concept in
\Japaneae art ﬁx was the first use of close-up (Ills. é?. 28).
pominAting the actual physical area.of’the print, attention was
focused on Fhe face, its expression and chgrabter. Individuality
hepémé’a central concern (Ills. 18,'5;, 24, 28, 29, 30). The &
'fiq?re also had to functioﬁ in a strong pictorial sense being the /

*

golé element of the print., '"Heads and ahou}dera of the‘women c N

strike us as being’unique,_draun with a superb monumentalityiand,a

. ' * : . Y
- feeling for masses that has not been surpassed ... " 45 The titles
. , .

of these series, "Ten Studies in Female Physiognomy" and "Ten

‘ Feminine Facial Types", show Utamaro's serious intention in ~

¢
e * expressing inner character and not just fashion plates or "

. [} -
°, q
- . o
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. even here, unli Harunobu, it does not seem so much a signiof

pleasing scenes, Abandoning other formé for a while, and by now

famous, Utamaro was inspired by this new format and did much of .
N :

’yhat is still .considared his best work. ‘ :
) - ’ AY l} "

A Whether full’ féce portraits or full length atudies, women
dominated Utamaro's work. Courtesahs,'tea house girls, or middle

claas matrons, thev are shown to be considerably more complex
. ¢
individuals than at any other time in Japanese hietory. There is
/

8till never a fuly frontai face con{rontiqg the viewer, perhaps more\

* . indicative of panésg cultural conventions than anything elge. But

-

- . - <

modesty. In fact the bostufe‘of some Af the subjects seems to
-auggest their being on ‘the verge of noticing us,‘;hich gives not
onlv a d&atinct edge to their sensuality, but to the realism of a
scene which seems to 'include' our arrival (Ills. 19, 31). And

unlike Harunobu' s women who 1f’we were to enter theif '‘world' look .

_as’ if@y 'wogld become extremely self-conscious, Utamaro's women

T

seem to suggest that they wouig look us up and down and go back to

‘their thoughts (Ills. 18, 31). . .o ' \\

Utilizing changes in eyes and mouth, as well as specific .
colour harmonies, the expréssiveness of character and mood is
. -» , t '
greatly enhanced by the movement and gesture of the arms frd hands

which are drawn with so much more grace and momentum’than found in’

Harunobu (Ills. 29, 30, 31). Although emphasis is on portraituré, ¢
» - .
1 . ’

L . @
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‘} 47.

even 'in prints which congist solely of the figure, Utamaro's women
move'through tactilg gtmoapheres, ?ull of suggestion (Ills. .31).
Very much animaied,~tne figures live in_"anlexclusively feminihe
world ... & world where women sit on their heels on tatami mats ’
viewing themselves in mirrors supported by laéquer stands,:a‘porld of

kimono patterns, elaborate combs of wood and tortoise snell ,,. " 47

~
[

“In prints with scenes these were often intimate, 'behind-the-scene' “®

\

views of Yoshiwara life and have & much more suggestive sense of

. ‘ " secret admittance to a private world than Harunobu's similiar work. |

"The same public curiosity about the domestic lives of their
. idols, applied in this case to the behind~the~scenes life of the
gay quakters, gave rise toc one of Utamaro's great masterpieces,

. "The Twelve Hours in the Gay Quarters", a series of twelve prints
which depicts the daily round in the gay quariers from midnight until
ten o'clock the following evening. Setting out to show what life /
was like behind the scenes, where the ordinary visitor to the gay
quarters was not admitted, they provide many interesting conirastis,
\ On the one hand, there is the weary, languid posture of the

woman in the "Hour of the Ox", trying to right an overturned slipper
with her_foot as she leaves the room to go to the toilet, or the
. relaxed informal atmosphere of the women alone together in the
I "Hour of the Horse'"; and on tlie other hand, the, professional expres-—
sions the same women show in the "Hour of the Monkey". . Particularly
skillful is "The Hour ‘of ghe Boar" '‘in which Utamaro succeeds in
, * capturing the professional poise of a courtesan who remains cool and
f imperturable in dealing with patrons at a sake pariy while her
inexperienced young girl attendant is already nodding drowsily.
Stylistically, the noteworthy thing about this set is the treat-
ment of the female figures, which are impossibly tall and slender
with long, oval faces, and delicate figures, " 48 (Ills. 32)

-

F]

Thus rather than providing the lyrical atmospheres, full of

* references to the seasons, as in Haruobu, Utamaro's atmospheres
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.woman fresh from a bafh, 2 summer kimono careiessly worn, an

"sensuous in its implications as much more explicit pictures.

are ust_xally interior and intimate," ... a towel held by a .

i

exposed nape of neck, a posture ,.. create anoatmosphere as

w49

(uis. 3 32) ‘ o .

Ll \ . ‘.
'In later work, going beyond the study of iypes, his

interest in psychology is further evidenced by his series "Lo

b

‘he tried to express the wide ra:nge of emotions associated with. the

Poems", sometimes translated "Selected Pdems: On Love', in which

“

terms: melanchol}, undisclosed, and so forth (Ills. 24).

-

All oi; the abz;ve is quite revolxitionary when one considexs
tﬂe a.ncien-t and very conventionplized tradition from which
Ukiyo~e sprang, Sophisticated beyond its ‘time, it is ironic
to sometimes read accbunts of how Japanese art, es;;ecially the .

the woodblock prints of Ukiyc-e, is simply decorative. Utamaro's

interest in psyéhology _wg ahead of its time, and his portrayal

of intimate emotions, the natural drama of life, achieved a

great realism Qighout safrificing pictaria.l freedom to repre-

sentationalism of. a more literal nature. ‘ 3
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R : o 49,
JT
‘In fact the Europeans, previous to their contact with
Japanese pninta? were not quite sure how to freée their art from
" the limits of represéntationalism. And while contact with
dkiyd—e had an enormous creative impact on European art, the
reverse, to say the least, iélhardly t:ue.h Therefore '"the
Westerner loses a great deal if he makes no attempi %9 see any
~ more in Utamaro's prinie than patterns and colours and a remote,

impersonal, absiracted Oriental setting ... " 50

In 1797;.in an attempt tp rgrther restrict the growthfand
expression of\the middle classes, the Shogunate passed laws
against the‘“gréwlﬁg'corruptién and love of extravagance", 51
Theae ediocts inJ;urn‘restricfbd the subject matéer and'techniqal
laéighness that went into th; production ofWUtamarb's work., In

1806, at the age of 53, Utamaro was put into jail and had his

hands bound for 30 days for depicting a member of the ruling class,

Toyotomi Hideybehi, and his five\mistressee. The ruling class was
naturally sensitive abbut having }ts own corruption and hypocrisy

exposed. Utamaro, restricted and broken, died soon afterwards, 52

v {

a

' lFrom then on the Bijiﬂvyglwent downhill, finally becoming a

. coarséned form. Utamaro's death coincided with the end of wood-
blocg prints portraying the lifpstylb'and vitality of the merchan't
class, using exquisite womén and sensuous pleasure as the symbols
of their own emerging ~etatus-and philasophy. Totally repressed,
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" individual artistic’ impulse w'as a s8ign of the radical changes

- 2

50. g

Ukiyo-e artists waere forced to turn to landscape as théir subject
matter, Although theae landscape pripts were to-find a height of
their -own, under Hokusai and Hiroshige, they never possessed the N

excitement and daring-of the Bijin-ye, which had flourished at the

particular point when powerful economié and social changes were

-coming about in what had been for centuries an ancient traditional

cul ture,

The powerful phenomena ‘of the BRijin-ye faei‘io'd was finally

reflecteq. in the forceful ‘plastic’ life and thinkingqoflUtama.ro.'s' ;

work. -He expreassed a very direct sense of the individual thinking

artist in the ver@gmanty of his insight into his subject -

matter, as well,as his compositional innovations and boid designs.

»

A rare phenomena in Oriental art and philosophy, this expressipn of - .

- .
i

teking plac(:e,as Japan underwent the transformation from feudal to
inodgrn times. It began withi Harupobu, whose innovations ‘altered the
pictorial conventions that had existed for g:fenturies. ’It was alsom :
to exist 17{1 the work of the great la.ndscapT print artists, who, for
all their rt.aturn to more conventional themes, were still innovative
and individualistic.  Separate personal char‘acter and insight, as |
well as _a.x;tistyic expression, are easily disti;nzu:tahed. Hokusai was
more bold and humourous, with an immenseiy varied and vital;dutput.

Hiroshige, the last of the great“ Ukiyo-s masters, made the full
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| Cezanne, " 53 : . )

51.

circle back to more traditional values and production. Serene.
and refined, he was still a gwgat composer and adventurer in terms
of disebvering qua.li“ties of light and atmosphere, and in exploiting

the' poténtial compositions of the same view :i.n series done from

3 ~

different angles and times of seasan and day of the same subject.

e

What makes Ukiﬁ;—e 80 interesting histol iwe way in
ylhuich’.it( 80 clogely and %lea.rly'mirrored social ch'g.n‘ges. What makes
the Bijin-ye&o p;articularly intex:estin?with n this context ié the
unique time and burst of social energy and optimism it reflected, as
welll as its exotic c¢ontent and.daring fgrma.l nnovations. Beyond

-

its immediate decorative appeal, the most important aspect of ¥he

=

woodblock print is its "style ... found to befJ an exposition of the

highest ideals of the art of paintihg, Vyingiin its own idiom with
! . X" I ‘ . .
the greatest painting of Italy and France and anticipating by

hundreds of years and enjoying by right the freedom from the
. . \ ,

L

'tyranny of nature' so hardly won by modern/Europeans Since 14

. ! »
v
3

“The Japanese drtistg, s can be seen from the early Ya.gnato’-é ]
gcrolls, were‘ilways essentially more interested in ‘the narxjativé
a.nd decorativa ra.ther than in realism (.'m a strict sense), allegory
or sub:]ectivism, and in a linear rather thin a modelled format.

These tendencies can also be seen in the f br'{ic design, folk art,

a.nd archltecture. Observations made from reality, and requirementa
' F

|
[
|
1
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l
|
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of narrative, baaed on day=to~day aituat}.ons', though an important »
_ element of ‘the work, are bound in the framework of" pictonal design.
The true animatlori of the people and scenes depicted resulted from
creative thinking as. it took place across the plane of the picture, b
basically throwzh stresses in the composition; rhythm, contrast, and .
repetition of lines and patterns pPaoced upon it. The representat- ’
/ o .
ion of people and objects being "axmea.ns to an end, not an end in -
itselr,n 7 : - . R
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“‘Although Ukiyo-e had its roots in Yamato-e and did derive

Y

v some of its pioctorial prihciplée from the two traditional scﬁbols.'

of painting, - its main distinguishing factor, which established

2

its expressive outlook as well as its technical development, was.

the fact that Ukiyo-e developed as a result of the emetrgence of a

.middle class and found its patronage on a free market basis rather

~

than through'official'patronage. o ~

t I

gseentially all art forms derive their inspiration, media

form, and conventions, in part from the existing social and

economic ¢onditions. JUkiyo-e, being an.art form which was closely
intertwined with'greaf changes in the social and economic structure

\ . {
of Japan, not only expressed a new vitality, but initiated several

~

developments. Its printed form, popular subject.matter, and
striving for novelty of composition and design are in great contrast

A

to previous thinking behind Japanese art.

ES

) The'jggiificanoe of the above can be seen in the new role

accorded - to the Ukiyo-e artists, Although not 'official' painters
- . . - ¢ . .

within the.formal class. structure of Edo Japan, the Ukiyo-e artists

acquired individual recognition ang popular follbwings,' Recosmition
initially ste.med from appreciation of an individual's fresh gutlook~
&r ney style of figﬁre and/or design, factors w@ich‘ﬁprthered the

~

impetus of fresh creative expression in-an individual rather than
. ,

¢ ’\:’\< A
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en academic approach;

13
.

This was a radical dépariure from'the Chinese philosophy

’

. of suppresslon of ‘individual self which had dom1nated Japanese

3

art as well .as being contrary to the long establlshed apprentice-

ship Aystem. Until Ukyio—e, tnig system had tendedrto maintain the

4

status quo. In fact the very first Ukiyo-e artist, Moronobu, the

man who produced.the first~single aﬁeet prints of pgpular subject ‘

. _ , . )
matter, in a "clearly expressed desire to create a purely Japanese
painting reflecting the life and. spirit of the.time and breaking

with conventional achools'imbued with Chinese tradition ... signed'

his name ir defiance of traditional anonymlty of previous illus—

' trators,"’ '35 , This new concept of the lndividual artiet contributed

greatly not only to‘tﬁe Qealth of innovation in the prints, but to

"the boldness of design and éear#h for fresh expression for the

«

Ukiyo-e themes, as each jj}ist/ctrove.to distinguish himself from

his'predececcofc.

This sense of the individual artist with his own particular
insight, as welllqs the drive tcwards innovation Qithin the’medium,
as well as within the formcl context, are striking features of the -
prints, ccpecially~when one ccnsiders all the variations which were
created around essentially one theme, the portrayal of beautiful

women, Tne same hdlds true for the later landscape prints, for

examplc,."The Thirty-Six Views of Mt. ¥uji", by Hokusai, which

[




55.
» _ \
showed Mt. Fuji in thirty six different ways. The expressiveness “
of the woodblock prints, especially in terms of formal plastic
¢ .

thinking is outstanding when seen in historical context,

and in contrast -to; Kuropean art of the time.

" Many of the innovations of the Ukiyo-e artists were due to
deeply rooted,&ndigenous attitudéé, a traditional way of seeiné, . -—
" 'pictorial realism tﬁat was not bound {o conventions of an

illusionistic nature. "Founded in a tradition of painting that

[ R

had never adopted mere rédpresentationalism as one of its tenets

o N . .

and aided by a medium that inhibited any tendency to elaborate
. 4

-

beyond firm outline and flat tones of colour ..." their first

Al . M !

artistic impulse was towards reality re-created through plastic

.t

language, rather than in imitiation of the laws of fiature.56

The formal qualities of their4wdrk, line, colour,‘cbmposition,
N [ 1t

and so on, were not'limitad to faithfulness to detail, texture,

/

volume or perapective. Unlike the. Western/world whoee art was ' .
bound more strongly to 'objectivity' and l pictorial comprehension 7 .

i
based on 'sdientific'“rendering of realiq& - "from the very first

the Japanese genius was for the expressi&e iine, for pattern and

design .;. " 5? , . o / .

/

In simply. considering the fact thJL the Ukiyo-e ertists were ‘

not obliged to use shadow or- indicate 4ight aource, 1t'becomes !




S

obvious how much freer they would then Ye, in témms of purely
formal structure and design, and in ‘tu‘rn how these elements, éuch
as comi)c;aition, lirre, and 'ar‘eag of ccjmtra.sf, would be freed to |
assume a more :subjective or evoggtiv.q nature rather th’a'.n a strictly'

\

literal one, as well asB a more purely pictorfal life,

-
1

' Another factor lending itself towards this thinking was the

" traditional attitude toyards the written lahguagé, +or calligraphy,

in Japan. "The work of the Japanese painter, unhampered by the.

extern'a.l ’condideryions that pressed upon the-Europeans /v)a:s vglti_ed

for the 'beauty-e.nd\siénifigance of touch' df the actual brushstroke, -

58

t

the arabesque of their line ... " "Each stroke of the character:

is meticulously placed and must be drawn so .as to reflect the

beauty of a thought or a stanza of’ poe‘try. w 99

L] ‘/ ‘.
g .
The Ukiyo-e artist worked his sketch first with a brush-on

paper. This was later transferred to the block by the‘exigraver. )

Not only the spontaneous quality of the original quick but sure line

remained, but,unlike painting, particularly European pafnting at
this time, ’a.nd other forn;a of printing, this quality of dfaftsma.n—
ship and the .firs’t sketch, remained the dominant force of the work,
The vitality of the lines, 'the spontaneous and immediate capture of
subject matter subordinated all other ae‘pects of the work, giving a
fresh sense of animation and 1a directness to the wark. Colour,

. L
rather than building up forh, ‘or covering opaquely this sense

:
i
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~ a good drawing."
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of direct mark and spontaneous gesture, was used mostly to fill in

areas QOunded by the lines, and to add atmosphgric 'colour!’ ang 
emotionalztong. The lines of the prints, whether ma;or gontour. o
lines, grids of ﬁaekgrouﬁd environments, or patterns onlkimqn;s,
were never simpiy ‘boundaries' for colou?, but.wefe feepected in -

their function as picforial elements which defined form and

created pattern and spatial interval.

L3

7

Because of this attitude towards draftsmanship -and spontan-

eous ‘gesture, it is easy to see why the Japanese woodblock priﬁts

" were not only highly innovative in terms of their own’context, but

why they were tb nave the impact they did on 19th.ceﬁtury French

artists. It suggested a spontaneous line, a synthesis of form and

_ 1line, a bold desisn, a colour sense freed from objectivity, and a

pictorial synthéeis of subject and cdmposition.,This allowance of" -
direct access to the thinking and éxpregs;veneas of the artist,

particularly through the immediacy thus allowed to line and gesture,

 freedom from objectivity, and the sense of .placement of 'mark' or

gesture in pictorial space, still operates as a force in 20th
century art, In the later prints, such as Utamaro's, the‘éver—

whelming sense ia just these "inexpressible overtones that make

1

t

The Ukiyo-e artists’ "geniua for synthesis" is seen particularly

in the handling of thé femdfe form, the dominant subject‘of the "prints

i °
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. . X 1 .
,in skudy’ 61 e arabesquemof‘linef usually contoui; but alad ,/‘ ' o K
moving internally in the drapery, is a gesture which at the same

time indicatea form, volume, movement (of the. flgure, as well ag

~a plastic sense as.a dynamic line.against the background plane |

in

‘

. ';ncorpoggted into the overall ‘desigh), and is expressive of' thfe
/ v . . ~
mood: of the particular woman, as well as the specific insight of '

form of the artist.

. priority over mere virtuosity of figure drawing," 63 In fact to the .

Western eye some of the 'other worldly'A%parm of the prints comes ¢




. particularly the understanding

o . -
8 “
a ' v '

received no more and no 1ese attention than the other components

6 ‘ ‘
in that design." 5 "In ﬂhe figure drawing thene is the same 7 L

66 . ’ T
reduction to essentially the same insistence on'pattern." - ol

®

.

-

. Furthermore “the relation ®f figure to figpre may seem
_.accidental, the pose“of each naturalistic, but in reality the - - TS

arrangements are' quite artific1a1 as bent to the artist's o ‘ :

- 4 e q

will .., " as the other forzgl components. 7 A1l of the above, @’

of two dimensional gesture,’ that is,

-

line, contributedto a sense of 'miée-en-page',"which animated the

v

2

N
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- prints with expreeaion,.emotioh and atmosphere, as well as with a

P

' freshness of creative improvisation.

5

1
-

: . .
” . "

"+ This is no£ to sey the work of the nkiyb-e artists Qas‘nof of

a naturaligtic nature, theiyefy character of Ukiyo-e being.its ’

'1ively near natufalism’ versue'the stiff and ritualistic manner’ - f
of previous Jdpanese art, 1ncluding Yamato~-e. It was in fact most

specifically this quallty of reality achieVed through observation

combined with the freeing of pictorial elements from objectivity |,

. which gave the prints‘their sense of life, and which so struck the -
; Impreséionists.

A o . - _ ’
Their "impact on’l9¢h century European art cannot be over~

‘estimated,” 68 - T '
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. in comparison to the Japanese, particularly of course, in the

 used as primary structural elements, and the concept of work

t T2 " . o
Baudelaire. . U 2

. .
\

"The reader will excuse us if we tell ,the story of another
experience ....at the Ecole du Louvre. During a lecture (of
Japanese prints) devoted to Shunsho and Kiyonaga, we prdjected
onginals, not reproductions, of good' etchings 8y Moreau the
Younger, biisen and Gravelot, contempora.ries .of the two Japanese °
artists. The luropean, pamtmgs seemed conventiomal and dishonest
" outdoor scenes. At that time some of our painters were 1ncapable .o
- of observation the moment they left their studios. The |

Japanese, who. lived in ‘brighter interiors (and closer to na.tuge

were ml.lch more familiar with the effects of changing light."

' Other niinor ‘characteriétics of the printstto affect the
Europeans weres the varlety of surprising viewpoints used in-

the composltlans, use of 'abstracted' or reduced background

- &

references, such as beams and floors of apchitectu.re, 'and these

done in seriés, 'in order to study ohanging emotions of subjects"

‘or to study the changlng effects of light, as well as’ "the

utmost ingenulty and invention brought to bear in composition. w10

. .2 l ( . .. = -
Besides this qual'ity of observation a.nd 'inn'ovation, the

Japanese were poriraying not only thelr contempora_ry world but B

capturing the essence of(change and témporality within that oo~

*

world. Tius was to coincide with a.nd stimulate a radical change in .
) 3 N 3

outlook in Europe. °  '"Ve must accept our own times and paint

. N Tl
what we see" - Manet. T "Evérywhere he (Ma.net) has sought the
;trausi:t.ory, ;che. fleeting beauty of coﬁtliemporary 1ife." - ., -

'
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Ukiyo—e, pér?iﬁula.rly the Bijin-ye, presented intimate
scenes, intimate atmospheres a:md intimate insights. - What
was to strike the Huropean péintens wad)the reality. of "poses
ées,tureé (thatj are the irje'vita’blf‘a xﬁpvemente of people doing
ordinary things ... part of a continuum rather than fixed in ‘
‘erucial or allegorical Dmoveménts", w}ii.ch came from o‘ose,mra.tion”I
but were tempered by artistic selection, (from the information

offfered by the figure and the ehvironment), for composi:ciqnal

t}se. & k

Although the ‘choice of imagery in the‘ Bijin-ye "seems .
narrow, the inte;pretation and éxpreasion - the pictorial
reaﬁlt& - vary the waf human ft_eeling itself varies under the slow
yet great pressures of life."74 This lemphasis on the "trans-‘
:Lerii: nature Oft éxp;arience ‘j:n an atmo;phere that was haunting-}y
enigmatic" "came napurally‘ out of the.indigenous undérstanéing of
'und‘erstatement'\, as well as‘the 'cui;:ural-religioua roots 6‘1‘“ the

75. . L)

Japanese world view.
Vo y

"I‘hez'-e ‘was also the sense of the 1ndividuai artist, his
treatment of th'eme having ‘h‘is_own‘ personal inaight. 'Which of
‘the creative dréftsme'n of the Ukiyo-e had ever @rqa‘ted%be fem-

“inine férm as mere matter for representation?" 7




(

"Bach great artist, beginning as an imitator -of his master,
developed an individuality in drawing and treatment of subject.
*The small, compactly drawn figures of Moronobu, are given im-
posing build and monumental pose in the massive lines of
Kiyonobu, Masanobu infuses a new sweeiness, a graciousness of
mien and movement absent previously, Harunobu reduces them to ¢
captivating child-women of flower-like fragility; Korylsai and
Kitao Masanobu gradually with an increase in naturalism give the '/
figures nobler lines again, culminating in the queenly forms of ‘
Kiyonaga while with ChBki and Utamaro new disturbing character-
istics arise - the allure of langor ana sophisticaﬁion."

My

Furthermore life is lived among them,‘“illumlnated by

daylight fxltered through sliding 'screens or by paper lanterns

/
and candles ... it smells of burning charcoal on cold winter

18

mgrnings, of steam from a wood bath." they havé a genius for

lsOIating the famlltar, trivial or routiné/aspects of exlstence and
_ by frequent presentation elevating them into easily recognizable

aymbols of what one might call the external values ... the result -

being an art of association and suggestion w19 «se and the
changes wrought in these familiar things by the seasons are easily

‘. racognized énd organized into a well-known pattern that in itself :
gives much meén;ng-to life ...‘" qo ' ' S ‘ -
| - S S
Although the influeﬁcg of the, Japanese prints was felt |
previous to the large‘exhibition.he%d at Ecole déé/geauxpﬂrts in
1890, it vas this gathefing of hundreds of Ukiyo-e prints which '
"amazed Paris ;rtists’by its novelty, its originali?y and its

/ 81
completely different use of basic art concepts.!




0

"True since Ruskin and the invention of photography, there
had peen a ‘growing realization that thé art of painting should
reside in something more than the simple art of imitiation ...
(contact- with) the art of the East from the 19th century on- ] ‘-
wards almost certainly speeded that realization, but untll
then Buropean art was descriptive or objective.”
P ' ) ; : N Y.
"The growth during the century among European artists
‘of the conception of an art based on, rather than tied to . 1
nature, was due to the East ... ZLuropeans directly influenced :
by their design and their manner of employing human form and . -

landscape as elements of a pictorial pattern," 83 * i .

"Today we are less disposed to dismiss their work as

. merely decorative and now that many of the assumptions that ;
have impelled Western art are in question, our estimate of it . e \
may well be more favorable than at any other time since Harungbu ‘ o
first became known in the ldst century.” 84 ?
i
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