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    “My only pleasure is becoming a good artist.”




    — Hokusai
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      Self-Portrait of Hokusai at Eighty-Three, 1842


      




      Ink on paper, 26.9 x 16.9 cm. Rijksmuseum Volkenkunde, Leiden.


    




    
BIOGRAPHY





    1760:




    Katsushika Hokusai is born in Edo.




    1763:




    The three-year-old Hokusai is adopted by Nakajima Ise, a mirror polisher working for the Tokugawa Shogunate. Soon in his childhood, he begins to learn woodblock carving. His career starts when he becomes an apprentice as an engraver at age fourteen.




    1778:




    Hokusai enters the studio of Katsukawa Shunshō, one of the leading woodblock artisans of the time, where he learns the technique of woodcut printmaking. After one year, he publishes his first works, actor prints, under the name Shunrō.




    1789:




    Hokusai leaves the establishment because of a disagreement with the master’s successor, Shunko. This is a major turning point in his life.




    1790s:




    First known surimono by Hokusai produced. Moves away from the standard motifs found in ukiyo-e (actors and courtesans) towards landscapes and scenes of daily life in Japan. This reorientation represents a breakthrough on a personal level as well as one on in relation to ukiyo-e art. During this period he attains success as a woodblock artist, doing a number of series on the legend of the Chūshingura.




    1800:




    He produces the Famous Places in Edo and fifteen sketch books which were published in 1814 under the title Hokusai manga. After undertaking about thirty different pseudonyms, he assumes the name Katsushika Hokusai, as he is known today. His unusually-large amount of name changes reflects the change in his artistic creativity.
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    Early 1830s:




    He produces the landscape prints which are now considered his greatest works. While this series was still coming out, he began his other famous series, such as Voyage to the Waterfalls of the Various Provinces (Shokoku taki meguri) and Thirty-Six Views of Mount Fuji (Fugaku sanjūrokkei), comprised of forty-six prints.




    1834-1836:




    Due to his age, Hokusai suffers from intermittent paralysis which affects the quality of his work. However, he continues to paint and jokingly assumes the name ‘gakyō-rōjin’ (the old man mad with painting). Completes the three volumes of One Hundred Views of Mount Fuji (Fugaku hyakkei), Picturesque Views of Famous Bridges from Various Provinces (Shokoku meikyō kiran), and the bird and flower series, all in this period. The last notable work was a series entitled the One Hundred Poets (Shûga Hiakounin lsshu).




    1839:




    Hokusai suffers the loss of all his paintings and drawings in his workshop during a fire. Although he continues to produce more works, principally brush-painting, for the next ten years after the loss of his collection in the fire, the quality falters compared to his earlier works.




    1849:




    He dies on 18 April (or 10 May), at the age of ninety. After his death, copies of some of his woodblock prints are sent to the West, and along with the works of other ukiyo-e artists, his prints influence Western masters such as Vincent van Gogh and Paul Gauguin.
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      Kintoki the Herculean Child with a Bear and an Eagle, c. 1790-1795


      




      Nishiki-e (polychrome woodblock print), 37.2 x 24.8 cm (ōban). Ostasiatische Kunstsammlung, Museum für Asiatische Kunst, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Berlin


    




    
HOKUSAI’S LIFE




    In the autumn of 1760, a child was born in a humble suburb of Edo whose place in the world’s art was destined to be important. His adoptive parents were from the artisan class; the father a maker of metal mirrors to the court of the Shogun, the mother a member of a family that was not without celebrity in its time, but had lighted upon evil days. Her grandfather had been a retainer of the courtier Kira, in whose defence he had fallen by the hand of one of the forty-seven ronin during the midnight attack, the climax of that tragic episode of 17th-century Japan. Perhaps to this soldier ancestor, we may trace the pride and independence that characterised Hokusai all his life, just as the employment of his father might be supposed to influence the child’s tastes and capacity in the direction of art.




    Possibly because he was not an only son, he left home at fourteen to be apprenticed to an engraver. Though he did not remain at this trade for more than four years, the experience thus gained must have been exceedingly useful to him later in life, when he had to direct the men who were cutting his own work. At the age of eighteen he left this employment to join the school of the great designer, Shunshō, whose colour prints are among the treasures of modern collectors. Under his guidance, Hokusai became an apt imitator of his master’s style. His originality, however, could not long be suppressed. An enthusiasm for the vigorous black-and-white work of the Kano school irritated the old professor, whose dainty art aimed at very different ideals.




    At last, in 1789, a quarrel over the painting on a shop sign resulted in the expulsion of the disobedient pupil. No doubt such an inquisitive, unconventional scholar must have sadly perplexed a master who had long been regarded, and quite rightly, as one of the leaders of the popular school. Yet in those years spent under Shunshō‘s guidance, the younger man must have learned all that was to be learned about ukiyo-e art, and no further advance was possible for him until he gained his freedom.




    Thus, at the age of twenty-nine, Hokusai was cast adrift upon the world to try to make a living by illustrating comic books, and even writing them. He was attracted for a time by Tosa painting, and worked in imitation of it; but, work as he might, he was unable to make a livelihood. At last, in despair, he quit art and turned hawker, selling at first red pepper and then almanacs. After some months of misery, an unexpected and well-paid commission to paint a flag aroused hope in him once more. Working early and late, he succeeded in executing illustrations for a number of novels, and designed many surimonos – the dainty cards used for festive occasions – which gradually improved his reputation. It was about this time that he learned, or rather came in contact with, the rules of perspective, and began to catch something of the grandeur of the early art of China.




    In the spring of 1804, he made a popular hit by painting a colossal figure in the court of one of the Edo temples. On a sheet of paper more than eighteen yards long and eleven yards wide, with brooms, tubs of water, and tubs of ink, he worked in the presence of a wondering crowd, sweeping the pigment this way and that. Only by scaling the temple roof could the people view the bust of a famous saint in its entirety. Hokusai followed up this triumph by painting, on a colossal scale, a horse, the fat god Hotei, and the seven gods of good luck. At the same time, to show the range of his powers, he made microscopic drawings on grains of wheat or rice, and sketched upside down, with an egg, a bottle, or a wine measure. These tricks gained him such a reputation that he was commanded to draw before the Shogun, an honour almost without precedent for a painter of the artisan class.
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      Actor Ichikawa Komazô III as Shirai Gonpachi and Actor Matsumoto Kôshirô IV as Banzui Chôbei, c. 1791


      




      Diptych, nishiki-e (polychrome woodblock print), 31.8 x 13.7 cm; 31.8 x 14.4 cm. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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      Collection of Surimonos Illustrating Fantastic Poems, c. 1794-1796


      




      Surimono, nishiki-e (polychrome woodblock print), 21.9 x 16 cm (each page, koban). Gerhard Pulverer Collection, Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.
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      A Mare and Her Foal, 1795-1798


      




      Nishiki-e (polychrome woodblock print), 35.5 x 24 cm (aiban). Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris
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      Two Women Puppeteers, c. 1795


      




      Surimono, nishiki-e (polychrome woodblock print). Private collection, United Kingdom


    




    

      [image: ]




      An Oiran and Her Two Shinzō Admiring the Cherry Trees in Bloom in Nakanocho, c. 1796-1800


      




      Double-length surimono, nishiki-e (polychrome woodblock print), 47.8 x 65 cm. Musée national des Arts asiatiques – Guimet, Paris
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      Concert under the Wisteria, c. 1796-1804


      




      Nishiki-e (polychrome woodblock print), 25.2 x 38.4 cm (ōban). Musée national des Arts asiatiques – Guimet, Paris
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      Suehirogari, 1797-1798


      




      Nishiki-e (polychrome woodblock print), 20.7 x 31.9 cm. Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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      Spring at Enoshima (Enoshima shunbō), from the series The Threads of the Willow (Yanagi no ito), 1797


      




      Nishiki-e (polychrome woodblock print), 24.9 x 38 cm (ōban). British Museum, London


    




    In 1807 his connection and squabbles with Bakin, the famous gesakusha, began. They first collaborated on a book, The One Hundred and Eight Heroes. Their collaboration lasted about four years, and was dissolved by an unusually violent quarrel. The pair seemed indeed to have been ill-matched. Bakin, serious, distant, absorbed in his literary studies, possibly a bit of a pedant, was no companion for the quick, capricious artist. Hokusai’s first acquaintance with the actor Baiko was equally characteristic. Baiko, who was especially famous for his manner of playing ghosts, one day sent to ask Hokusai to draw him a new kind of phantom. No reply came, so Baiko called in person. He found the painter in a room so filthy that he had to spread out a rug he had prudently brought with him before he could sit down.




    To his attempts at polite conversation and his remarks about the weather, Hokusai made no answer, but remained seated without even turning his head, until at last Baiko retired, angry and unsuccessful. In a few days he returned with humble apologies, and was well received, and from that time forward the two were friends.




    In 1817 Hokusai went to Nagoya for six months, staying in the house of a pupil. Here he repeated the tour de force that had gained him so great a reputation at Edo, by painting a great figure, in the presence of a crowd of spectators, on a sheet of paper so large that the design could only be shown by hoisting it onto scaffolding with ropes.




    More important, however, than this advertisement of his dexterity, was the publication of the first volume of the Hokusai manga, which, according to the latest authority, appeared around this time. The word has been variously translated as ‘various sketches’, ‘spontaneous sketches’, ‘rough sketches’, ‘casual sketches’, and so on.




    This volume was the first of the famous series of fifteen which contains so much of the artist’s best work.




    In 1818 he continued his travels, visiting Osaka and Kyoto before returning to Edo. It would seem that Hokusai met with but moderate success there. The place was the headquarters of the classical schools of painting. Years later, when nearly seventy years old, he was attacked by paralysis, but cured himself with a Chinese recipe that he found in an old book. Whatever the merits of the medicine, the old artist was thoroughly cured, for it was about this time that he produced the three sets of large colour prints which are, perhaps, his most important works, Voyage to the Waterfalls of the Various Provinces (Shokoku taki meguri), Picturesque Views of Famous Bridges from Various Provinces (Shokoku meikyō kiran), and the Thirty-Six Views of Mount Fuji (Fugaku sanjūrokkei). It is possibly owing to the misfortunes of the following years that these series seem to be incomplete. Certainly Hokusai had good reasons for not undertaking any commissions that did not bring in money, for in the winter of 1834 he had to flee from Edo and live in hiding at Uraga under an assumed name. The reason for this flight is uncertain, except that it was caused by the misdoings of a grandson. When writing from Uraga, he would not give his address, though he suffered great privations. When important business recalled him to Edo, he visited the capital secretly.
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