TESSAI IN FOREIGN EYES

Tomioka Tessai has become familiar to Western art
audiences through the publications of Japanese scholars,
through opportunities to see his paintings for those who
visit Japan, through a few of his works that have entered
foreign collections, and most of all through two great
exhibitions that toured the U.S. in 1967-68 and 1968-69,
the first going to twelve museums, the second to six. Other
Tessai exhibitions have been held in Canada, Russia, several
countries in Europe, and most recently in China. No other
Japanese artist, excepting perhaps the Ukiyo-e masters,
has received so much exposure abroad, and no other recent
Japanese painter is so well known. In some part, this
preeminent position enjoyed by Tessai is due to a special
circumstance, the extraordinary energy and generosity of the
Kiyoshi Kojin Seich® Temple at Takarazuka and its two
abbots, the late Bishop K&jd Sakamoto and the present Bishop
Késé Sakamoto, who were responsible for these foreign exhi-
bitions and for the Tessai Museum located there, along with
many publications. But Tessai's reputation abroad, as in
Japan, rests ultimately on the greatness of his work and its
richness of levels of meaning that make it accessible to a
braaa range of people.

I myself was drawn first to Tessai when I was a Fulbright
studenﬁ in Kyoto in 1854-55. I recognized him then as the
last major figure in the Nanga School, to which I was already
forming a strong attachment, although it was only later that

it became a scholarly commitment as well. The 1957 exhibition,



which I helped to arrange, provoked a variety of enthusiastic
responses among U.S. viewers: typically, they were struck by
Tessai's evident affinities with the Post-Impresionist masters
of European painting, seeing him as & 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 (Kbrin, 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
brilliasnce of his style communicated easily to Occidental
art-lovers, and delighted them.

The 1986 Tessal 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 resl, deep=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



the depth of Tessai's mastery of Chinese literature and
culture, quite apart from the artistic merits of his works.
They recognized alsc that Tessai was one of the few to have
succeeded in reconciling the strengths of his native tradition
with the tastes and concerns of our century, a problem that
faces their own artists today.

My own feeling about Tessai, and the way I would present
him in lecturing or writing about him, have changed during the
three-and-a-half decades since I first encountered him. My
studies of early Nanga painting, and especially of Sakaki
Hyakusen and Yosa Buson, have given me a different perspective
on the lineage that Tessai followed, and the artistic choices
he made. Within Japanese Nanga painting, the "pure Southern
School" approach as formulated and advocated first by Tung
Ch'i-ch'ang in China, which restricted the painter’'s subject

often

matter to highly conventionalized,Aynpeopled landscapes, ink
bamboo, and a few other "proper" themes, and his styles to dry,
disciplined manners of brushwork, was followed (at least in
intent) by such artists as Nankai, Kaiseki, Taiga and Chikuden
in their less interesting works, as well as by Chikutd, Nukina

nuwbér
Kaioku, and a bost of lesser painters. This direction, I am
now inclined to argue, tended to impoverish Nanga more than it
enriched it by committing its practitioners to a Chinese
"lofty scholar™ ideal. By contrast, artists such as Hyakusen,
Buson, and Tessai had little patience for such dry, convention-
alized styles; basing themselves in some part on Chinese

paintings of kinds considered somewhat low-class, as well as

on certain kinds of Japanese painting, they scorned the



4
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 congﬁ;mporaries, is even more extraordinary.
He certainly belongs among the major masters of twentieth-

century world art.

James Cahill
Berkeley, Californisa
November, 1988
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