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2

which I helped to arrange, provoked a variety of enthusiastic

responses among US. viewers: typically, they were struck by

Tessai’s evident affinities with the Post—Irnpresionist masters

of European painting, seeing him as a kind of Japanese fauve.

It was a revelation to them that such an artist could appear

in Japan, one whose works are so different from the familiar

images (Kôrin, Hokusai, etc) and yet firmly within the

tradition. Few of these viewers could have been more than

dimly aware of the learned, sinological side of Tessai’s

painting, calligraphy, and inscriptions; even when explained

in the catalog, these seemed esoteric. But the boldness and

brilliance of his style communicated easily to Occidental

art-lovers, and delighted them.

The 1986 Tessai exhibition in China provoked, as might be

expected, a somewhat different set of responses. Again, I had

the pleasure of taking part in initiating it; it was splendidly

displayed at the Chinese Artists Association’s great exhibition

halls (Meishuguan) in Shanghai and Beijing, to huge and enthus

iastic crowds, who were dazzled by the installation (specially—

made cases brought from Japan> as well as by the paintings.

The accompanying catalog featured an essay by China’s most

famous living artist, Li Keran, praising Tessai as one of the

great masters of recent Asian art; talking with Li Keran later,

I learned that this was a real, deepa.held appraisal, not just

a conventional tribute. Still later, visiting an aged and

famous Chinese art-historian, I heard from him another expres

sion of the same high assessment of Tessai as one of the

great modern masters. The Chinese were profoundly struck by
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constraints of the “pure Southern School” approach and

worked exuberantly, sometimes in rich colors and rough

brushwork, representing narrative and literary themes,

responding to popular taste as well as the elevated and

scholarly, creating vivid poetic images of a diversity of

subjects, expressing their attachment to the world of

everyday experience and to the act of painting. That

Tessai could re—invigorate this branch of Nanga so late

in its history is remarkable; that he could transform it

so successfully into a twentieth-century expression,

paralleling the achievements of the great European masters

who were his cont4emporaries, is even more extraordinary.

He certainly belongs among the major masters of twentieth

century world art.

James Cahill
Berkeley, California
November, 1988
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