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3. SECULAR AND ZEN PAINTING




I ’ ntil the modern era, Japanese paintings

were executed by applying ink and water-
soluble colors with animal-hair brushes to paper
or silk. These materials greatly influenced the re-
sults. For example, there was no way to correct
or repaint an unsatisfactory area; unlike oil paint
on canvas, a line or color on paper or silk could
not be effaced or changed. Therefore, arusts had
to envision the entire painting in their minds be-
fore they could start, rather than working toward
an artistic destination that was still evolving.
Once a single stroke of the brush was made,
every other brushstroke had to be balanced with
it until the painting was finished.

The inability to correct made painting more
difficult, but it also had advantages. Since great
facility with the brush was required, Japanese
paintings tend to be fresh and lively, and often
have a feeling of spontaneity. Also, artists had to
work with intensity, knowing that a single weak
or irrelevant stroke of the brush could ruin a
painting. This was true both for fully detailed,
colorful works, znd for more subtle ink paint-
ings. In this chapter, we will examine five of the
most important forms of painting in Japan: nar-
rative handscrolls, ink landscapes, paintings by
Zen Masters, decorative screens, and literati fans

and scrolls.

24. The Tale of Genjt (section).

Early 12th century. Color on

paper, height 8" (21 cm). The Narrative Handscrolls
Tokugawa Art Museum, Nagoya

Court life in the Heian period (794-1185) was
extraordinarily sophisticated, full of ceremonial
rituals and highly developed in many arts. In ad-
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signature. So what does the painting mean?
Commentators have suggested a number of in-
terpretations: the basic forms of the mandala and
the pagoda; the earth, humanity, and heaven; the
Buddha, Buddhist laws, and the Buddhist com-
munity; three forms of Buddhism; three schools
of Zen; and more.

Elaborate explanations are of little help in
this case. The actual experience of Sengai’s art is
what counts, and commentaries are useful only
when they take us toward the painting, not away
into abstract concepts. In Zen, as in art, words
are secondary; seeing is primary. Perhaps Sengai’s
painting means just what it is: a circle, a triangle,
and a square.
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Decorative Screens

In great contrast to the simplicity and rough
vigor of Zen brushwork is the Japanese decora-
tive painting tradition, seen at its most sump-
tuous in golden screens. One leading master of
this tradition was Tawaraya Sotatsu (d. 1643?),
about whom not much is known. His family
made fans and paintings to be placed on screens,
and he himself worked closely with other artists
and artisans to create some of the most splendid
works of the seventeenth century.

Sotatsu repaired ancient handscrolls, in the
process learning much about the earliest tradi-
tion of Japanese painting in color, and he also









right-hand corner of the almost empty right

screen. Sotatsu’s combination of filled and empty

space is always balanced, but never symmetrical.
Finally, the lines of Sotatsu’s paintings are

confident and full of energy. Seen most clearly in
the body of the thunder god, the brushstrokes
swell and taper boldly as they define outlines,
muscles, and the strangely radiating navel.
Everything—arms, legs, hair, even the toes—
seems to move. Sotatsu has combined daring
composition, brilliant color, and playful humor
to create a form of art more dramatically free
than anything that had been seen up to his time.
He and his successors formed a new decorative
school of painting that has continued to influ-

33. Ogata Korin
(1658-1716). Red
and White Plum Trees
Color and gold and
silver leaf on paper,
each 61% x 677"
(156.5 x 172.4 cm).
MOA Museum of Art,
Atami

ence Japanese art right up to the present day.

The greatest follower of Sotatsu was not one
of his own pupils, but a master who lived almost
a century later. This worthy successor to the dec-
orative tradition was Ogata Korin (1658-1716),
who practiced several arts but was most cele-
brated for his paintings. Korin developed his
skill in part by copying several of Sotatsu’s mas-
terpieces, including Wind and Thunder Gods. He
then created his own bold designs, and eventu-
ally the decorative school of painting was named
Rinpa (Rin School) after Korin, who astonished
the Japanese artistic world of his day both with
his bold and flamboyant works and with his ex-
travagant behavior.
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42, Ishikawa Jozan (1583-1672).
Virtue. Wood inlaid with mother-
of-pearl, 14 x 17" (35.6 x

432 cm). Private collection

Right:
43, Diagram of negative spaces in
Jozan'’s Virtue (figure 42)
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6. GARDENS
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