








CHINA AND JAPAN WERE in constant communion throughout
their histories, and an examination of early Japanese painting
reveals the extent to which formative elements were im-
ported from China. The strength of this influence, however,
was tempered by the fact that Japanese artists never aban-
doned their own roots, but absorbed influences into the
structure of their own deep-seated traditions. The highest
achievements of Japanese painters can be measured in narra-
tive handscroll painting, on the one hand, and large-scale
decorative painting on the other.

Japanese decorative art, marked by exquisite craftsman-
ship, is perhaps the most admired in the world. Such objects as ceramics, textiles, armor,
and lacquerwork employ aesthetic values to enhance appreciation and utility both.
Textures play an important role, from the rough clay and cord markings of a Jomon jar
to the rich, deep, glutinous surface of a lacquer bowl. Patterns may be based on floral
motifs, leaves, or natural or abstract elements. Color ranges from gold and brilliant red
to pale umber and plain clay. Shapes may be functional or they may be abstract (that is,
having no meaning that can now be identified); in either case shapes are aesthetically
informed by nuance and subtlety, molded by the hands of an artist. “Is decorative art
art?” is a question sometimes asked in the West. In Japan, decorative craftsmen are
undoubtedly artists and are acknowledged as such, some even known today as Living
Treasures.

Japanese painting clearly embodies this phenomenon: The most attractive achieve-
ment of post—thirteenth-century painters has been in the realm of what would, in the
West, be called decorative painting. In these Japanese works the decorative qualities
function not as design but as expression. Color, design, form, and relationships act
directly upon the viewer to arouse emotional responses, and these responses are
directly tied to the literary and human associations conveyed through them.

(OprposITE, BELOW)

Ogata Korin
Japanese, Edo period, 1658-1716
YATSUHASHI

Six-fold screen, ink, color, and gold leaf on
paper; 702 X 146Y4in. (179.1 X 371.5 cm)
Purchase, Louisa Eldridge McBurney Gift,
1953 (53.7.2)

Ogata Korin, one of the most important
Japanese artists of the 17th century, was
fascinated by irises, which he painted often
in many variations and media. The Japanese
word “Yatsuhashi” means Eight-Plank
Bridge, and the scene refers to a passage
from a tenth-century collection of poetic
episodes, Tales of Ise, familiar to every
Japanese viewer.

(LEFT)

Attributed to Sesson Shitkei
Japanese, 1504-1589¢
GIBBONS IN A LANDSCAPE (detail)

Pair of six-panel screens: ink on paper; each
screen: 62 X 1371n. (157.5 X 348 cm)
Purchase, Rogers Fund and The Vincent
Astor Foundation, Mary Livingston Griggs
and Mary Griggs Burke Foundation and
Florence and Herbert Irving Gifts, 1992
(1992.8.1,2)

Celebrated as noble creatures in China for
more than 2,000 years, gibbons were
adopted by Zen Buddhism as a religious
metaphor for the underlying unity of all
sentient beings.
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Japanese, middle Jomon period,
ca. 3000—2000 B.C.
JOMON JAR

Clay with applied, incised, and cord-marked
decoration; 27% X 16% in.

(69.9 X 41.9 cm)

The Harry G. C. Packard Collection of Asian
Art, Giftof Harry G. C. Packard and
Purchase, Fletcher, Rogers, Harris Brisbane
Dick and Louis V. Bell Funds, Joseph Pulitzer
Bequest and The Annenberg Fund, Inc. Gift,
1975 (1975.268.182)

This earthenware food vessel, which comes
from northeastern Japan, is remarkable for
the fine quality of its clay and for its
sophisticated decoration. The herringbone
pattern on its body was produced by cords
knotted together and twisted in opposite
directions. Slender strips of clay were
applied to create the geometric relief
pattern on its flared quatrefoil rim. Sharp
sticks were used to make the linear
incisions. This jar is a prime example of the
earliest ceramics, known as Jomon, or “cord
marked,” after its distinctive textured
surface decoration, produced by the earliest
inhabitants of the Japanese archipelago.

Japanese, late Heian period, 12th century
FUDO MYO-O

Wood with color and gold leaf; figure without
base: H. 63% in. (161.9 cm)

The Harry G. C. Packard Collection of Asian
Art, Gift of Harry G. C. Packard and
Purchase, Fletcher, Rogers, Harris Brisbane
Dick and Louis V. Bell Funds, Joseph Pulitzer
Bequest and The Annenberg Fund, Inc. Gift,
1975 (1975.268.163)

This statue of Fudo, whose name means
“immovable” and who is a staunch
guardian of the Buddhist faith, warding off
enemies of the Buddha with his word of
wisdom and binding evil forces with his
lasso, was the central icon of the Kuhon-ji
Gomadd in Funasaka, some 20 miles
northwest of Kyoto. A symbol of
steadfastness in the face of temptation,
Fudo is one of the most commonly depicted
of the Esoteric Buddhist deities known as
My®6-6, “Kings of Brightness.” Here his
youthful, chubby body and his skirt and
scarf are modeled with the restrained,
gentle curves typical of late Heian
sculpture. Fud6’s hair was once painted red
and his flesh dark blue-green.






Japanese, Momoyama period, ca. 1600
BATTLE OF THE HEIJI ERA

Ink, color, and gold leaf on paper;
6075 X 140% in. (154.6 X 355.6 cm)
Rogers Fund, 1957 (57.156.4)

This scene comes from one of a pair of six-
fold screens painted by an unknown artist of
the Tosa school skilled in the traditional

192 ASIA

narrative handscroll style, depicting the
bloody uprisings that occurred during the
Hogen and Heiji eras in the latter half of the
12th century in Japan and which served as
sources of inspiration for generations of
artists. Initially, these military dramas were
recounted in the form of handscrolls, but
from the late 16th century they were often
adapted and rearranged for use on large-



scale screens with dazzling gold grounds, as

we see here.

These two screens set before us the
drama of the two insurrections, scene by
scene. The locale for most of the action is
the capital, Kyoto, but the artist did not
hesitate to switch the scene to Mount Fuji,
located far to the north. The artist has
distributed the actions as best fitted his

artistic vision rather than placing them
chronologically. The viewer gets a bird’s-eye
view because of the painter’s technique,
typical of Japanese artists, of looking from
above at an oblique angle. Sliding doors and
roofs of palaces are pulled back so that we
can see the scenes taking place inside as well
as outside.
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Japanese, late Kamakura period,
early 14th century

ARMOR (YOROI)

Lacquered iron and leather, silk, stenciled
leather, gilt copper; H. as mounted 37" in.
(95.3cm)

Gift of Bashford Dean, 1914 (14.100.121)

This is a fine example of a medieval yoroi.
This type of armor has a cuirass that wraps
around the body and is closed by a separate
panel (waidate) on the right side and by a
deep, four-sided skirt. In use from around
the 4th to the 14th century, yoroi were
generally worn by warriors on horseback.
The breastplate bears the image of the
powerful Buddhist deity Fudé My6-o,
whose fierce mien and attributes of
calmness and inner strength were highly
prized by the samurai. The helmet, long
associated with this armor, dates from the
middle of the 14th century.

Japanese, Momoyama period, ca. 1596-1600 Kyoto temple which serves as the

WINE CONTAINER mausoleum of the warlord Toyotomi
Hideyoshi (1536-1598). The decoration of
the vessel comprises two uneven sections
separated by a zigzag “lightning bolt” line.
One side has a naturalistic rendering of
chrysanthemums against a plain black

Lacquered wood; H. 97 in. (25.1 cm)
Purchase, Gift of Mrs. Russell Sage, by
exchange, 1980 (1980.6)

This sake container (choshi) is typical of a ground, and the other has paulownia-leaf
distinctive style of lacquer ware of the crests, more stylized, adopted by Hideyoshi.
Momoyama period (1568—1615), known as These crests are set against a ground
Kddaji. This name derives from that of the sprinkled with gold and silver particles.
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Japanese, Edo period, late 17th century
WOMAN'’S ROBE (KOSODE)

Satin, tie-dyed, stitch-resisted, embroidered
with silks, and couched with silk yarns
wrapped in gold; L. 53%2in. (135.9 cm)
Purchase, Mary Livingston Griggs and Mary
Griggs Burke Foundation Gift, 1980
(1980.222)

The kosode, a garment with short hanging
sleeves worn by both men and women, was
the precursor of the modern kimono. This
robe reflects the taste of the Genroku era
(1680—-1700), when the wealthy merchant
class was beginning to dominate society.
The bold asymmetrical design and soft,
sumptuous colors are typical, as is the use of
a variety of techniques to create a single
garment. Hanging in the center of the
robe’s back is a branch with enormous
cherry blossoms in tie-dye and stitch-resist.
Below this branch, cherry blossoms float in
front of zigzags suggesting the cypress slats
of a garden fence.

Kitagawa Utamaro

Japanese, 1753?1806

COURTESAN HOLDING A FAN,
ca. 1793

Woodcut; 142 X 9%in. (36.8 X 23.8 cm)
Rogers Fund, 1922 (JP 1367)

Utamaro, one of the most influential print
designers of the late 18th and early 19th
centuries, drew women in all walks of life—
at home, at work, or at play with their
children. A careful observer of human
psychology and physiognomy, Utamaro
originated the dkubi-e, “bust portrait,” in
which the head and torso of a beautiful
woman are set against a luxurious mica
background. This print probably depicts a
famous beauty of Shinagawa, the pleasure
district of Edo (present-day Tokyo). Typical
of Utamaro’s style, the courtesan is shown
in three-quarter view, her head tilted
slightly downward. The printing of her
elaborate coiffure is so fine that each strand
of hair can be distinguished. She holds a fan
with a refreshing view of Edo Bay, which
was visible from the pleasure district.
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