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ART

by Jean Charlot
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At the Honolulu Academy
of Arts until April 15 you’ll
find the Osaka Exchange Ex-
hibition, a loan show of Chi-
nese art of supreme quality.

The names of the masters
represented may be unfamil-

iar to most, and thus an apo-
logue, or parable, or what
have you, may clarify the
unique importance of the
show.

Had the Mona Lisa of
Leonardo da Vinci, not a re-
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production but the priceless
original, been featured, or
had the same master’s fres-
co of the Last Supper, mi-
raculously detached from its
monastic hall in Milan, land-

ed on a wall at the Acade-

my, doubtless -the event
would cause quite a stir in
our community.

THE BULK of the Osaka
show comes from the Abe
collection of Chinese paint-
ings. To Japan, China stands
as the mother culture, as
does ancient Greece to mod-
ern Europe. In his memoirs,
the Florentine sculptor Ghi-
berti tells how he jealously
hoarded whatever antique
fragments he could unearth
or barter for. And how at the
end of each workday he
would long gaze, candle in
hand, at his marble trove,
the flickering flame at dusk
defining better than would
daylight the supreme artist-
ry of his ancient colleagues.
Ancient Greece would not
have given to its own art
such a quasi-religious devo-
tion.

In the same way, Japa-
nese art lovers look at
Chinese art through the lens
of a magical recession in
distance and time. Thus, the
Abe collection compresses
the story of a great artin
terms further distilled and
refined in the crucible of
Japanese connoisseurship.

Regardless of its supreme
quality, one should not ex-
pect the present display to
prove as impressive at a
glance as a visit to the
Borghese Palace or to the
Louvre. Oil painting on can-
vas, the usual medium in the
West, acquires a color bril-
liancy. and a depth of shades
that the Chinese brush wash
on silk or paper never
sought.

Also, -a certain ostentation
fs expected in the West
wherever masterpieces are
displayed. Entering a mu-
seum, one apprehends at
first a collection of frames,
their carved convolutions
underlined by a lavish appli-
cation of gold.

Even before looking at the
paintings, the visitor is
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meant to feel a sort of awe,
as if entering an Orthodox
church and coming face to
face with rows upon rows of
icons, each imprisoned in
precious metals and stones.

SUCH A BLATANT public
display is repellent to the
Eastern mind. Usually in the
form of a roll or a scroll, the
frail masterpiece is wrapped
in a cocoon of silks and hid
in boxes within boxes, away
from the commoner’s eye.
On occasions, it is un-
wrapped ceremoniously for
the delight of some special
visitor, then lovingly
wrapped again.

Only since the inroad of
Western manners has a pub-
lic display been at all consid-
ered, at that somewhat hesi-
tantly. As a sort of uneasy
compromise the more frag-
ile items in the Abe collec-
tion are shown at the Acade-
my for only a few hours and
only on certain days.

"On Wednesdays one may
see a major masterpiece,
“Portrait of Old Scholar Fu
Sheng,” painted in the 8th
century, attributed to Wang
Wei. Already it was revered
as an ancient treasure a
thousand years ago, when in
the collection of Emperor
Hui-tsung. Understandably
the silk has darkened and
the painted surface is
scuffed. Yet this scroll re-
mains a heroic statement,
with no true parallel in the
art of the West.

As Wang Wel chose to
paint him, scholar Fu Sheng
is far from a superman of
the kind that swoops as a
bird from above, clad in bla-
tant blues and reds, torso
bulging and muscles flexed.

Fu Sheng is indeed a very
old man, emaciated, skele-
tal, his fleshless arms and
legs entwined under and
over a low desk that doubles

as a crutch for his feeble-
ness.

On this desk a single item,
an inkstone the worse for
wear. In the gnarled hands a
scroll, a classic text that Fu
Sheng protected at the peril
of his life from the flames of
an imperial bonfire.

ASENVISIONEDby
Wang Wei, Fu Sheng, his
body so wasted as to be al-
most transparent, becomes
a cipher that stands for pure
thought.

At the time that the artist
painted this super-sophisti-
cated image, Merovingian
tribes roamed through my
small corner of Europe.
Their chieftains were consid-
ered learned who could sign
documents with a cross.
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Charlemagne, only a shade
more polished than they,
was yet to be born.

There are other hurdles
for the unwary besides the
fact that these ancient works
are physically unimpressive,
being fragments of faded
silk or darkened paper.
Their subject matter is dif-
ferent, indeed antithetical,
from what we come to ex-
pect of art. The West inherit-
ed from the Greek his ego-
centric idea of man. To an-
tique beauty, for good mea-
sure, the Renaissance added
more than a dash of sex ap-
peal.

Never having contacted
our traditions, Chinese mas-
ters felt differently. To
carve solid marble into illu-
sive flesh, as did the Greek

sculptors, could only have
struck them as a gratuitous
tour de force, to be dis-
missed as some sort of es-
thetic jugglery.

IN THE SAME WAY, had
these Oriental masters been
allowed, by a shuffling of
time and space, to gaze at
masterpieces of the Italian
Renaissance, their reaction
would have been most prob-
ably one of puzzled coolness.
For their inspiration fed on
quite other matters than our
brand of sensuousness.

They treasured, rather,
the sight of the vertiginous
crags of canyons, the ele-
phantine folds on the flank
of mountains, the scars and
fungi at the crotch of cente-
narian trees. And, above all,

they prized the nothingness
of trailing fogs.

To come face to face with
the Mona Lisa could have
held their attention only
fleetingly, as a not unpleas-
ant episode, something like
the smile of a servant girl
met at the mountain inn, be-
fore one resumes his verti-
cal ascent.

The Osaka Museum, lend-

er of the show, asked that the
pictures loaned be neither
photographed nor repro-
duced. Thus, in deference to
their stated desire, the illus-
trations used are not taken
from items in the Abe collec-
tion. They belong to another
Academy show, running con-
currently, of Chinese graph-
ic arts, woodcuts and stone
rubbings.
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