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Fig. 1. - A guardian of the Buddhist world. XIV

C. As fiercely spiritual as were William Blal
itors.
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Perhaps the most striking quality of the
show of Japanese art now on view at the Aca:
demy of Arts is its diversity. One was well pre-
pared to meet treasures, on the highest possi-
ble level of national acsthetic achievement. But
it comes as a surprise that this uniformly high
performance expresses such a diversity that.
to find a parallel to its range in our own West-
ern art, we should pair paradoxically the vi-
sionary watercolors of Willim Blake with
the lithographed cartoons of Gavarni
(Fig. 1-2).

inting as seen theough the eyes of @ Western
— ROBERT P, GRIEFING, Jr., Director - Honolulu. Hawaii

Far from being for the Westerner only a
curious display of exotic art, this shows in-
timate ties with our own modern art, for the
latter would scarcely be what it is if, some-
where close to mid-nineteenth century, French
genius had failed to contact Japanese forms of
art. It matters little that this contact happened
historically through the backdoor as it were:
Manet, Degas, Lautree, Gavguin, met Japanese
art only in the folk version of the penny sheet,
the colored woodeut. Yet this art that, for a
Nineteenth Century Parisian, might just as well
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have matured on another planet, was enough to
jolt the masters out of set Renaissance norms,
and to start them on a quest of such scope that
close to a century later, it has not yet settled it-
pace to a routine.

mu.mml biography of Prince Shotoku.
penters building the frameywork
uf a plhcr Perspective used as textural antidote
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Compare the Western portrait, planted into
the center of the canvas with barbaric blunt-
ness — bulging out for all to see — with the
Japanese mode: not a bulge but a recession
seems to be its approach; not the gross achieve-
ment of display, but the clusive game of un-
derstatement. Pillars, screens, cloud forms,

i interpose their be-
tween the onlooker and what, in the picture,
goes on unconcernedly, as if the people in there
did not know they were being watched
(Fig. 3-4). Here, a throne room, the deep pro-
sternation of a suplicant a clue to U
presence; but only the imperial foot
caded slipper s defined. and the lower edge of
4 golden pantaloon. The roof edge cuts out
of visibility the rest of the exalted counten-
ance, hidden further by the free forms of a low
trailing fog (Fig. 5). Or look at the portrait of
a famous beauty, resting inside a river pavil-
lion, a subject-matter comparable to that of
cur so-called cheesecake snapshots that, i
staightforward way. often complete the
lavish visual display with charts of measure-
ments. Perhaps more alluring is the Japanese
manner, where the inquiring eye is made to
hurdle over successive barriers. to slide along
the diagonal perspectives of timbers, on walls,
floors and balconies, to glimpse through half-
slid partitions the opening of a darkened roo
In it is seen the edge of a mat and, just at the
upper boundary of the composition where




Hanen. XIV C. Hu-
mans planted in a
decor of architectural
geometry.

Fig. 5. - Oc-yama story
Kand Takanobu, XVI

recesses and  cloud
forms all but hide the
imperial countenance.




story telling melts inio visual nothingness, the
folds of a kimono sleeve, a sparse strand of
black hair, all we shall ever know concerninz
this famous beauty (Fig. 6-7

Another facet of Japanese art would have
jarred the faith of the Western 1

s who

of a sort that llu French call canaille.
phu\» it starts (hron(lh)"lcnllx wuh a master-
. « Animals in Frol

with sketches of nnllmg lowbrows. For a We-
stern eye, tuned still, if buln\w]ldl :shamedly

ard not 1o ap-
praise at first these actors as some what sub-

human, not to perceive emerging as a kind of
double-take from behind the human hodies,
the frog, the rabbit, the louse even. as a pro-
bable anc

tor, nay, as a begetter. But soon
s, as one should, Venus and Apollo
to watch with tender concern these little men
asserting their humanness in a frenzy of ex-
ploding gestures, that shake the underfed ho-

- Romance of Sagamoro. XIV C. Where ruled in perspective lines are given priority over
the human episode.




dies B the very tips of their fingers spread
anwise. bent backward
e ol B b ottt i e s il
active in the drama, or comedy, that unfolds
its plot as the scroll is unrolled, or unfolded
the screen (Fig. 10-11).

To understand these mas

erpicces of ex-
pression, it may help the Westerner to look
sk |.,|.m.u.mmh.« age. contemporary with
The Eastern crowds of
call to mind the bug-like
personages of illuminated books of hours. husy
ants thronging at the foot of the cross, villains
jostling cach ather to better stone the martyr.
or the blessed packed tight in the bosom of
Abraham. Twefth and Thirteenth Centuries
stamp both Japanese and European art with
the senso of human limitations without ever
sinking into despondeney. The Christian sense
of sin and the Japanese sense of humor never

istake the little men that jam this crowded
art form, with Hercules or with oth
men that, in our day and country,
1t in whiskey
Again a change of

display
ds. and comie books.

ene when, from the

meant to be more pregnant than words., in
the art that Zen discipline bred. These Zen
ints are not of the goody-godly kind. that
smiling, well-washed kind that would have

lark. They pattern themselves after the modes

Fig. 9. - Same, Detail.

Fig. 8. - Animals in frolic. Toba

of Hindu apostles, scen as rawboned, muscled
and h pgaged in a tug-of-war with virtue

trenuous as warring or wrestling. Again, we
¢ capture between East and West a link of
Eonetittiiat o e e
us to understand: to the monk who, eyes
squinting, attempts to thread a needle,




foreed to leave cosmic panoramas to perform
this minute action, we find  parallel in the old
scholastic query how many angels can dance 1
the head of a pin? (Fig. 12). Here, the holy
man retains his good humor, amused as much
by the queer paths that his search for essentials
has thrust him into, as, in the more wordly
seroll displayed in the next room, is amused
the stable hoy gathering a pail of manure from
under the heroically proportioned  stallions
(Fig. 13).

The leaving behind of every day appearan-
ces. ineluding time as we know it, increases as
we face the images of gods and guardians. os
credible in their otherworldliness as. in our own
Western art, are only 0o belicvable the fami-

10 Tm\cllczs in autumn mountains. Yosa

l'hhun XVIIL €. As in Toulouse-Lautree, an ar

tocratie economy of means is used to describe
some frolics.

Fig, 11 - In and aeound Kyoto. Sumiyoshi Gukei.  Fi. 12, - Zen meute type. Chivan Shinkd.
Vin The texture and the smell of the human Oriental parallel to the scholastic quer; he
many angels can dance on the head of a pin.
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ig. 13, - Tl
legends concorning the
originof _Seik - Ji
Temple. Heroic stal-
lion and laughing sta-
ble boys.

liar daemons of Blake (See Fig. 1). Impressive
are the religious images. with their grandiose
scale, that makes of a mountain but a footstool
for the god (Fighi. 14). Yet, equally grandio
are the simple fan leaves adorned with la
motifs. Fan shapes are not free forms, not tru-
Iy rid of plumb and level. But rather than
frozen in the limits of a rectangle, level and
plumb multiply along a circular trail that fol-
Tows the complex setup of the planet itself. As
the small fanshape can suggest a whole world
<0 the theme that decorates that shape may sum
up all nature, in the miraculous shorthand
that summons a scalloped autumn leaf, the
tender crozier of a not as yet unfurled fern, a
patch of moss. or a single blade of gras

In another genre, the highly stylistic one of
mountain landscape, the Japanese artist at-
tempted the nearly impossible, the evoca
of crags and peaks that he had never seen,
unless it be in their quintessence. filtered
through the brushstrokes of mainland masters.
But he did meet in his own islands. that are
scaled to man’s scale and gardenwise, the moss,
the mushroom, the blade of grass. He could
hold them is his hand, dew drenched and
damp smelling, size them in his heart as
greater for himself than the mountains and
maelstroms of another country.

Japanese art, as we are able to see it in this
superb show, spans from the visions of Budd-

hism and Zex, throvgh pieturesque genre. and
reaches down to the terder definition of a sin-
gle blade of grass. Did any other art cover a
wider span?

Jean Charlot

Fig. 14. - Kokizs Basatsu. XIV C.
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