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    History and Philosophy


    


    History of the Ukiyo-e


    


    THE earliest woodblock-printed book that is still preserved is an illustrated Chinese scroll of Buddhist scriptures from the Diamond Sutra from 868 AD. In the fifth century, Japan opened formal relations with China. This is why the first Japanese woodblock prints may also date from around the time of this Chinese scroll. Unfortunately, it is tricky to estimate the date of woodblock printing’s emergence in Japan because so few early specimens have survived, and those that have are rarely dated.


    Among the first block printed images known in Japan are personal seals and early religious icons. Because of Buddhists’ belief in creating many images of the Buddha would help in preparing one's path toward salvation, many of them spent each day stamping hundreds or thousands of block-carved pictures. These sheets of stamped images were also used as offerings for the dead, sometimes by placing the printed sheets inside the hollows of religious icons or statues. In addition to printing sutras and scriptures, temples also distributed images to pilgrims as votive prints, amulets, or exchanges for monetary offerings.


    The 17th century saw some of the earliest woodblock prints depicting fully-developed ukiyo-e subjects. The distant precursors of ukiyo-e included early yamato-e ("Japanese pictures") found in picture scrolls from as early as the Heian period. For instance, the decorative onna-e ("women's style paintings"), which featured areas of opaque colors applied within strong outlines and by the drawing convention called hikime kagihana ("slit eyes and hooked nose"), was five centuries later adopted by ukiyo-e artists to draw the human face. After the Heian period, what would become known as the Tosa school would adopt a number of stylistic aspects of the early yamato-e paintings. By the 16th century, Kanô school artists (followers of Kanô Masanobu, 1434-1559) followed suit. Furthermore, classical Chinese painting models—which arrived in the country through imported paintings and block-printed books or through adaptations by Japanese artists—were also influential. The 16th century also saw the emergence of the Nara-e ("Nara pictures"), a somewhat more popularized adaptation of the Tosa style presented in illustrated books and scrolls.


    Needless to say, many ukiyo-e artists were trained in these traditional schools of painting, incorporating a number of elements from the long history of native Japanese and imported Chinese painting styles. Ukiyo-e’s blossoming was a unique development that showed how traditional Japanese painting methods evolved to use new methodologies in aesthetically depicting the contemporary everyday world of the merchant and middle class. In all probability, the most immediate precursors to ukiyo-e paintings might be the early painted genre screens of the Momoyama period (late 16th – early 17th centuries), whose style and subject matter would later figure front and center in ukiyo-e works. Although usually commissioned by the ruling class and depicted the nobility, such works of art also included scenes depicting common people at leisure or enjoying different forms of entertainment.


    Transitional artists of the mid-16th through the early 17th centuries, such as Iwasa Matabei (1578–1650) and his students have been known to have contributed significantly to the development of a pictorial style that would mark the tone and subject of the first true ukiyo-e artists. When Hishikawa Moronobu appeared in the 1670s, with his training in Kanô and Tosa-style painting, he innovated the blending of traditional techniques with the sensibility and style of his ukiyo-e predecessors.


    While early ukiyo-e prints (1653–1763) were mainly book illustrations and black-and-white paintings, Hishikawa Moronobu’s works were indeed the first to demonstrate the idea of making single prints separately from the content. He therefore elevated the art form. A plebeian, he presented his art from the perspective of the commoner and was naturally more sympathetic in interpreting the life of those in the lower class.


    Around 1686, soon after artists began to produce black-and-white prints, Torii Kiyomasu and Torii Kyomitsu invented a technique that used two or three different plates (each corresponding to a different color), called tan-e beni-e. When the registration system was revised in 1765, artists were able to do many color works. Suzuki Harunobu was the first to make multi-color ukiyo-e prints. After Harunobu’s death, Kitao Shigemasa and Kitagawa Utamaro developed the art further by depicting individual faces instead of using the more generic traditional faces prevalent during that era.


    Until 1830, most of the motifs featured beautiful women and kabuki actors. When local tourism flourished in the country, artists added landscapes to the vocabulary of ukiyo-e. In 1831, Katsushika Hokusai made the famous 36 views of Mt Fuji series. Two years later, Utagawa Hiroshige created the Tokkaido Highway series of 53 prints.


    Ukiyo-e was born in the middle of the civil wars in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Those were periods when noblemen in Kyoto, though impoverished like the samurai and knowing not what tomorrow would bring, tried to enrich their daily lives and enjoy pleasures of the moment. Courtesans entertained soldiers in Kyoto who had come from various parts of the country. Soon, courtesans became hugely popular, as evidenced in countless contemporary novels, farces, and songs. Artists of the Kanô and Tosa schools departed from the traditional classical subjects, which by then had become largely irrelevant to everyday life. Such artists painted these women on their jolly picnics or profligate drinking parties with men. The artists found ample colorful material in the vivacious epicurean life of the bourgeois, featuring upstart samurai or merchants who had become rich through foreign trade or had taken advantage of expanding economic conditions.


    Aristocratic painters did not really understand or fathom the psychology of those in the lower class, so they depicted them as they interpreted them. War lords and the newly rich graciously loved these paintings, as they found the subjects delightfully familiar. When Hideyoshi and Ieyasu forged lasting peace throughout the land, these pictures became even more popular so much that such subjects were even painted in one of the reception halls of Nagoya Castle, which belonged to the Lord of Owari, the sixth son of Ieyasu.


    The further development and increasing popularity of ukiyo-e were also influenced by its association with printing—as printing technologies made great technological strides toward the end of the seventeenth century, the art was copiously introduced to the masses. Because printing eventually enabled the inexpensive reproduction of several hundred copies of a single design, it helped in the easy distribution of ukiyo-e among the common people, who finally were grateful to have an art form they could understand. Thus, ukiyo-e became the plebeian's own art chiefly in its printed form.


    Many Japanese in those days could not appreciate the classical schools such as the Kanô, Tosa, and Sesshu, whose exalted subjects were too remote to be understood, even if frequently seen, by the populace. On the other hand, the avid patrons of ukiyo-e prints and illustrated popular books included not only ignorant people or children, but also ladies in the courts of the shogun and daimyo, as well as those in samurai and wealthy merchant families. As the common people greatly outnumbered those in the samurai class, the originally aristocratic ukiyo-e was, therefore, brought up by plebeian foster parents and patronized by the populace. This gave it a unique position in the world's history of the arts.


    Artists’ attitude during this period was mainly swayed by their patrons, the Edo populace. Like the Parisians, they were quite contented in their lives in their own metropolis, considering it as the most interesting, vivacious, and prosperous city in the country. This perception was brought about by their limited knowledge of places outside of Edo caused by travel difficulties and the lack of desire to obtain a wider cultural outlook. They found most appealing the popular interpretation of their own life, encouraging ukiyo-e artists to focus on this subject matter. The artists, as well as the impoverished samurai, moreover, reached no higher level of culture and education than the public who demanded their works, and they felt quite at home reproducing the everyday life about them. They were conscious not of themselves but of their art, and felt a strong impulse to depict what they saw. Through their keen powers of observation, they depicted the common daily life in Edo with the highest pictorial sensibility. Moreover, this limitation in scope only enabled them to intensify their studies. Also, the nature of their subject matter prevented them from taking it to a high spiritual level and forced them to penetrate more deeply into every phase of the people's most primitive emotional life. As their subject was contemporary life, they were often compelled to create many of their pictures quickly, especially those pertaining current events, such as a special festival at a temple or a newly presented beauty. This was particularly true of stage pictures, which had to be issued within ten or twelve days after the performance started. On the downside, this demand for the quickest completion spawned bad practices. Talentless designers would often shamelessly choose the quick and easy way by stealing and copying another’s design from another book instead of creating their own. Thus, many of such artists did not try to create designs as their main concern was to pander to the most popular tastes of the Edo populace, eventually earning criticism for their work’s lack of originality. This phenomenon is more observable in ukiyo-e prints because they were duplicated easily and therefore were produced in great numbers—add the fact that they were more popular than prints in other lands—that many of them have survived all kinds of destruction, intentional or otherwise.


    Occasionally, ambitious and original artists would crawl out of the woodwork and revolted against the old technique and traditions, establishing their own ways. In the well-regulated Japanese feudal society, such behavior caused them—especially the Kanô and Tosa artists—to be not only disinherited by their families but also ostracized by their schools. However, it is important to note that only those artists who were fully convinced of their unusual talent who did actually dare take the dangerous step that cost them their social standing and of comfortable living.


    Most ukiyo-e artists born in the families of merchants or laborers chose the profession of their own accord and studied as apprentices with a master. As soon as they were able to earn their own living, they were not obliged by their master to faithfully observe his style and technique, as did those in other schools. However, this did not diminish their strong feeling of obligation to their master for their training. Even if the master wished to impose on his students his own style, it would have been impossible because ukiyo-e was an always-changing topical art— it deals particularly with the life of women, who were constantly changing the style of their coiffures, the colors and designs of their dresses, and their manners and customs. The most competent ukiyo-e artists, therefore, had to be alert to note the current fashion, altering and adapting the style of the beauties and their changing social conditions in their pictures to accord with what was in vogue, and thus maintain their popularity. Moreover, always there were one or two leaders among them with sufficiently high standards of art to guide them in establishing a new technique in drawing, composition, or color scheme.


    Some criticize that ukiyo-e artists had neither leadership nor individuality, as they mostly moved and worked as a group, with only differences in technical skill. Indeed, in their earlier days, such artists imitated respectfully the styles of their predecessors. Ultimately, however, each one found an individual way of expressing their own ideas. Moronobu established his own style, and Ishikawa Ryusen, Sugimura Masataka, and others imitated him. No matter how hard they tried, the followers of Harunobu—Harushige, Masunobu, and Yoshinobu—could not succeed in reproducing the unsophisticated and dreamy faces of his subjects. What’s more, Harushige had individuality, which can be gleaned from the coarse yet intelligent faces of his women, and his landscapes that were more skillful and accurate—if only slightly—than those of his master.


    After Hokusai and Hiroshige died and the Meiji Restoration of 1868, ukiyo-e sharply declined in quantity and quality. During the Meiji period’s rapid Westernization that swept across the land, woodblock printing was realigned to serve journalism’s demands, as well as faced competition from photography. In the 1860s, artists such as Yoshitoshi led a trend that featured gruesome scenes of murders and ghosts, monsters and supernatural beings, and legendary Japanese and Chinese heroes. Those who practiced pure ukiyo-e, however, became harder to find. Eventually, tastes turned away from a genre that was considered an irrelevant remnant of an obsolescent era. Artists continued to produce occasional notable works, but by the 1890s the tradition was essentially dead.


    Philosophy at the basis of the floating world


    AFTER the violent civil wars that raged around the country for hundreds of years, the Tokugawa clan ended up controlling the political and military power for 250 years, with the emperor relegated to a mere symbolic figure. The Shogun, the supreme lord, imposed an autarchic regime that strictly prohibited any travel abroad and contact with foreigners. In this context, the big cities grew and developed and the middle class obtained increasingly greater importance.


    The Ukiyo-e prints tell us about the “floating world,” precisely describing in their distinct artistic style a historical period and the Japanese society’s profound cultural transformation after the crisis with the feudal aristocracy. The prints also depicted the new stimuli inspired by the new middle classes.


    The word “Ukiyo” means the world (“yo”) of suffering (“uki”). Ukiyo originates from the Buddhist definition of the transience of everything and expresses a strong sense of disdain regarding material attachment, from which a wise man should have escaped.


    From its original meaning, the word significantly changed during the seventeenth century—although the Japanese character pertaining to suffering transformed into one indicating a floating status, it was pronounced in the same way. Whereas the old society wanted to escape from those shallow and transitory pleasures, the new society loved to lose and renew itself in them. The parties, the fashion, the world of entertainment, the realities of mercenary love, the clandestine passion that developed around the folk theatre of the kabuki and the forbidden quarters of the “cities without nights.” There were the quarters of pleasure, such as the famous Yoshiwara in Edo (modern Tokyo), where concubines used to study new gestures and behaviors with the intent of showing off a visible rich elegance and to achieve a further refinement of their skills in entertaining.


    More than just serving as a place for people to quickly sate their desires, such quarters slowly became places frequented by rich merchants, actors, literates, artists, editors and aristocrats who were secretly looking for an escape from all the formal rigor of their daily lives. Losing themselves in pleasure was a way to distance themselves from the melancholies of reality.


    All the emotions, passions and beliefs expressed through the richness of the prints (Ukiyo-e literally means “images of the floating world”) created a new aesthetic vision so palpable that it ended up deeply influencing the French artists of the nineteenth century and to remain in vogue even today.
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