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China and the Chinese in Hokusai’s Book Illustrations

Paper delivered at Ritsumeikan University, Kyoto, 10 April 2007

by Ellis Tinios

@B China and the Chinese appeared in the work of most artists of the Edo period. Chinese subjects were central to the repertoire of Kanô school artists and literati 文人 artists. Ukiyo-e artists also represented Chinese scenes from time to time. 

In Hokusai’s case, China and the Chinese appear most often in his book illustrations. They do not appear very often in his paintings or colour woodblock prints. China and the Chinese appear in Hokusai’s book illustrations 

· for translations of Chinese vernacular fiction, 

· for an anthology of Chinese poetry 唐詩選 and 

· for editions of Chinese classics prepared for Japanese readers.

All of these books were created for a mass audience. 

Illustrating Chinese fiction and Chinese poetry was most important in the last half of Hokusai’s long creative life: from around 1800 to his death in 1849. It is this material that I will examine this evening: 

· I will begin by looking at his most important books dealing with China. 

· Then I will consider the sources he used to create his vision of China. 

· Finally, I will compare his illustrations with other Edo-period artists’ illustrations China and the Chinese. 

Hokusai’s first major China project was illustrations for a translation of the popular Chinese novel Shuihu zhuan,@ which is translated in English as Tales of the Water Margin or Outlaws of the Marsh and in Japanese as Suikoden. This rambling novel tells of the heroic and often bloodthirsty deeds of bandits in Shandong province in the early twelfth century.  (These were the last years of the Northern Song dynasty.) The earliest surviving Chinese Shuihu zhuan texts date from the fourteenth-century. 

The Edo author Kyokutei Bakin @ (1767-1848) translated and adapted the First Part 初編 of Shuihu zhuan. His translation was published in eleven volumes 冊; six volumes appeared in 1805 and five volumes in 1807. The book was called @ Shimpen Suikogaden (A Newly Edited Illustrated Tales of the Water Margin). The illustrations were by Hokusai. 
Bakin translated Shuihu zhuan into yomihon format @ Yomihon was an important literary genre from the middle of the eighteenth century to the end of the Edo period. In all, some eight hundred yomihon were published. Yomihon authors wrote about history and the supernatural, with many references to earlier Chinese and Japanese literature and history. There is often violence and cruelty in yomihon but the end usually supports Confucian or Buddhist teachings. Yomihon are ‘…written in an elegant, mixed Japanese and Chinese style…’ @ Fuigana were provided for all Chinese characters appearing in the texts to make the texts accessible to the widest possible audience. In other popular literary genres such as kibyôshi and gôkan, @ text and images are given equal weight on each page; in yomihon the text it more important than the images. Yomihon images are separated from the text. @ Nonetheless, the illustrations contributed to the appeal of these books and the artist’s name was listed right next to the author’s name. Illustrations by an artist like Hokusai helped sell yomihon. @ 

Yomihon were printed in hanshibon 半紙本 format @ (approx. 23 x 16 cm). They were usually divided into parts 編; each part consisted of five or ten individual volumes 冊. The shortest yomihon consist of five volumes; the longest yomihon consist of over one hundred volumes. Each volume contains sixty or so pages. The first volume in each part usually begins with several double-page introductory illustrations or kuchi-e. @ The kuchi-e were usually printed from several woodblocks in various shades of black ink. (In later printings, the extra kuchi-e blocks are usually omitted.) These illustrations introduce the main characters and served as an extended frontispiece for that part of the novel. They were printed to a very high standard as this detail reveals. @ After these introductory illustrations, @ double-page illustrations appear sporadically in the text. The illustrations in the text were printed in line only. Occasionally a second block was used to print a light grey tone, in particular when a ghost was being depicted. @B 
In 1805 and 1807 the First Part of Shinpen Suiko gaden was published. Then nothing happened for twenty years. Finally, in 1828, the second part of the book was published. Now, the author/translator was not Bakin. He had argued with the original publisher over payment. @ Instead, Takai Ranzan (1762-1838), the author of many yomihon, took on the job. Hokusai remained the illustrator. 

The date 1828 is significant. It was at about this time that Kuniyoshi’s first group of @ Tsûzoku Suikoden gôketsu hyakuhachinin no hitori prints were published. These prints made Kuniyoshi famous. I think the young Kuniyoshi and his publisher wanted to take advantage of the new interest in Suikoden heroes caused by the publication of the Second Part of Shinpen Suiko gaden. @B
Over the next ten years, Ranzan and Hokusai produced five more parts of Shinpen Suiko gaden. Each part consisted of ten volumes. When completed in 1838, Shinpen Suiko gaden ran to seven parts 編; ninety-one volumes 冊 in all. 

For this book, Hokusai created richly detailed illustrations. His illustrations are filled with meticulously rendered costumes, weapons, architectural settings and utensils. @x 9 Hokusai’s attention to detail does not reduce the power and boldness of his compositions. He creates an exciting, exotic world that perfectly matches the Suikoden text. 

Hokusai had two sources for images of China. One was Chinese illustrated books of the late Ming and Qing dynasties that were circulating in Japan in the Edo period. They contained illustrations such as these. @x 3 The other important source was books by Japanese artists based on Chinese models. Most important of these were Tachibana Morikuni’s many painting handbooks and encyclopaedias that were published in the first half of the eighteenth century. @ x 3 

Let us compare some images from these different sources: @ Here we have mounted warriors engaged in mortal combat 

· from a Chinese book of the early seventeenth century, 

· @ from one of Morikuni’s manuals and 

· @ from Ehon Suikogaden. 

Hokusai’s inspiration is clear.

@In this comparison, on the right is an illustration of a court audience from a Chinese book of the early seventeenth century; on the left a court audience from a yomihon illustrated by Hokusai. The setting is the same in both, but the illustrations were not created for the same novel. Hokusai’s design contains details that derive the Chinese illustration. Notice: 

· the similar arrangement of the figures, 

· @ the decorative rocks in the foreground, 

· @ the railing defining the space and 

· @ the presence of drapery. @B
Sometimes, Hokusai borrowed the compositions of specific scenes — as well as general settings and details — from his Chinese models. @ This illustration is from the Chinese book Yîngxíong pu, a collection of illustrated highlights from Shuihu zhuang [and the historical romance Sanguo yanyi]. It was published in China around 1630. In it we see the leader of the Suikoden bandits, Song Jiang, inscribing a text on a wall at an inn. @ On the left now we have Hokusai’s illustration of the same scene in Shimpen Suikogaden. The many points of resemblance between the two illustrations — the identical vantage point, @ the relationship of the room on the upper floor to the foreground trees, @ the table with flasks and bowls, @ water in the background, @ the streaming pennant/trailing clouds, @ the railing — all suggest that the Chinese image provided the basis for Hokusai’s design. @
This should not surprise us. Japanese artists had been drawing inspiration from — and reworking — Chinese book illustrations from middle of the seventeenth century. What distinguishes these two images is the power and coherence of Hokusai’s reworking of his uninteresting model. 

Few of the Chinese or Japanese models available to Hokusai possess the force and movement, the presence and solidity — or the excitement — that characterise his designs. 

@ In 1829 Hokusai produced a ‘spin-off’ single-volume book of Suikoden illustrations entitled Chûgi suikoden ehon (Picture-book of the Loyal Heroes of the Suikoden). It is without any text except for a short introduction and very brief captions. This beautifully printed book is in line only. In it Hokusai portrays all one hundred and eight Suikoden heroes and also includes two fine landscapes.@ x 9 

In the short preface written in Chinese by Hokusai himself, the artist explains that he felt it was necessary to prepare this volume in order to demonstrate the correct way of drawing heroes. He wrote that for many years he studied Japanese and Chinese illustrations of warriors and heroes. This study made him realise that they were not good. He wrote: Yuan and Ming dynasty illustrations have much detail but the bodies of the heroes are weak and without life; Japanese illustrations of warriors appear to be stronger and but when we look closely at them we discover that they lack true spirit. (I agree with Hokusai.)
The date of publication of this book — 1829 — is important. I believe that the main target of Hokusai’s criticism was not Chinese books or earlier Japanese books and prints. I think the main target of Hokusai’s criticism was Kuniyoshi’s Suikoden prints. I think Hokusai did not like them at all. @B
Hokusai did not just illustrate translations of Chinese novels. In the 1830s he illustrated:

· three Chinese classical texts and 

· Tôshisen.

@ The anthology Tôshisen (Selected Tang Poetry) was compiled in China in the Ming Dynasty. It contains 465 poems by 128 poets divided into seven books (kan 巻). This anthology was known in Japan from early in the Edo period. The first Japanese edition was published — without illustrations — in 1724. It was a big hit and became ‘probably the number one best seller of the entire Edo period’ with annual reprints of two or three thousand copies. 

Tôshisen ehon @ is a richly illustrated edition of Tôshisen in seven books. Each book 巻 consists of five volumes 冊, and includes illustrations, translations and commentaries specially commissioned to accompany each of the 465 poems. Publication of this massive project began in 1788 but was not completed until 1836. 

· @ The first book appeared in 1788 and was illustrated by Sekihô;

· @ The second book appeared in 1790 and was illustrated by Fuyô;

· @ The third book appeared in 1791 and was illustrated by Enjô;

There was a gap of twenty-three years and then:

· @ The fourth book appeared in 1814. It was illustrated by Shigemasa;

There was a further gap of eighteen years before:

· @ The fifth book appeared in 1832 with illustrations by Suikei.

· Finally, @ x 5 Hokusai illustrated the sixth and seventh books, which were published in 1833 and 1836 respectively. 

Takai Ranzan, who completed the translation of Shinpen Suiko gaden, was the editor of the last three books of Tôshisen ehon.
Each book follows the same format. The poems are given in Chinese in handsomely inscribed characters. The style of the characters varies from poem to poem. Depending in the style in which the poem is written, the translation is either interlinear or it follows the poem. A commentary and an illustration accompanies each poem.

The poems in Tôshisen ehon evoke a wider range of moods and characters. Hokusai used his Suikoden style for the Tôshisen illustrations. Here, too, details are meticulously rendered, the figures appear solid and real, and each scene is full of atmosphere. I would like to discuss over three of his Tôshisen illustrations.

Here we have Hokusai’s response to the eight-century poet Li Bo’s poem of farewell, ‘To a friend departing’. The poem is inscribed in seal script. It reads:

Green hills skirt the northern suburb;

A sparkling stream circuits the eastern city.

After our leave-taking in this place,

Like thistledown, you’ll drift ten thousand li.

A wanderer is aimless like a floating cloud;

An old friend lingers like the setting sun.

We wave as you start on your way;

Our horses separated sadly neigh.

(Translated by Yang Xianyi and Gladys Yang)

@ The green hills, the sparkling stream, the neighing horses, and the friends turning away from one another are all in Hokusai’s illustration. The words of the poem add the colour and sound.

@ Now let us consider Hokusai’s illustration for a poem by Li Bo’s contemporary Wang Wei: ‘the Zhongnan Mountains’. In this example the text of the poem is within the picture field, written in scribe script. The poem reads:

Near the celestial capital, Taiyi 

Marches range after range to meet the sea;

Far off I glimpse it shrouded in while clouds,

And a blue haze, fading as soon as seen;

Its central peak divides the regions round.

Shadow and sunlight sunder its far valleys;

Seeking some lodging for the night,

I hail the woodcutter across the stream.

(Translated by Yang Xianyi and Gladys Yang)

When I first read the poem I searched the image in vain for the woodcutter. @ It was only when I turned the page to the translation of the poem and the commentary that I realised Hokusai provided two illustrations to match the break within the poem between the description of the vast panorama and the detail of calling to a woodcutter for information about a place to stay for the night. On the left of this double-page opening we have the woodcutter; on the right the translation and commentary. Hokusai’s treatment of the poem in this way is exceptional; usually there is just one image for each poem.

@ Finally, let us look at Hokusai’s visualisation of a poem by the third great eight-century Tang poet, Du Fu: ‘Spring night in the Imperial Chancellery’. The poem is written in standard script with an interlinear translation. The commentary is to its left. The poem reads:

Evening falls on the palace walls shaded by flowering trees,

with cry of birds flying past on their way to roost.

The stars quiver as they look down on the myriad doors of the palace,

and the moon’s light increases as she moves into the ninefold sky.

Unable to sleep, I seem to hear the sound of the bronze-clad door opening for the audience, or

imagine the sound of bridle-bells borne upon the wind.

Having a sealed memorial to submit at tomorrow’s levée,

I make frequent inquiries about the progress of the night.

(Translated by David Hawkes)

Hokusai shows us the poet pausing from his reading, trying to make out the sounds he has imagined. His mind keeps coming back to the memorial he intends to present to the emperor at the morning levée. @ The candle sputters, his eyes are half closed. @ His posture and the clock evokes the slow passing of the night. 


This small selection of images suggests some of the ways Hokusai responded to these Chinese poems. There is little that we would consider allusive here. In each case he provides a concrete illustration of the scene evoked by the poet. The inclusion of many exotic details adds to the interest and appeal of these illustrations. But it is the force of his line, the impact of his compositions that lingers longest in our minds.@B
Between the publication of Book Six of Tôshisen ehon in 1833 and Book Seven in 1836, Hokusai illustrated three classical Chinese texts. Two of these texts appeared in 1834 @:

· Ehon chûkyô (Illustrated Classic of Loyalty) and 

· Ehon kôkyô (Illustrated Classic of Filial Piety)

Takai Ranzan provided commentaries on both texts. @
· Ehon Senjimon (Qianzìwén) (Illustrated Thousand-character Classic) appeared one year later, in 1835. @ B
These classical texts had a long publishing history in Japan. They were basic school texts and there had been earlier illustrated editions. Hokusai brought his usual inventiveness and flair to the work, as we can see in this striking portrait of Confucius @ that introduces Ehon chûkyô, the Illustrated Classic of Loyalty. Takai Ranzan comments in his preface to Ehon chûkyô that illustrations of Chinese and Japanese paragons of loyalty @ (和漢の忠臣高名) had been added to the text to help young people learn the lessons of their loyalty. These paragons of loyalty are drawn in a style that will by now be familiar to you. @ B
Hokusai’s collaboration with Takai Ranzan on many Chinese books — fiction, poetry and classics —ended with Ranzan’s death in 1838, the year in which the last part of Tôshisen ehon was published. Razan was 76 at the times of his death; two years younger than Hokusai. 
Hokusai was most active as an illustrator of Chinese books for a mass audience in the ten years between 1828 and 1838. The following table summarises his main China-related publications in those years:@

· 1828-1836     Shimpen suikogaden Parts 2 – 4.1 [twenty-five volumes]

· 1829              Chûgi suikoden ehon [one volume]
· 1834
          Tôshisen ehon Book 6 [five volumes]

·     “                Ehon chûkyô [one volume]
·     “                Ehon kôkyô [two volumes]

· 1835             Ehon senjimon [one volume]
· 1836
          Tôshisen ehon Book 7 [five volumes]

· 1838             Shimpen suikogaden Parts 4.2 – 7 [thirty-five volumes]
@B These books represent a part of Hokusai’s output in those ten years. In the same years he also designed Fugaku hyakkei (One Hundred Views of Fuji) —@ x 2 the most remarkable of all his illustrated books — and @ his three warrior books. @ B In addition those years saw the publication of his greatest ôban colour-woodblock landscape prints including the ‘Thirty-six views of Fuji’ and the waterfalls set, and @ his extraordinary bird-and-flower prints as well as numerous paintings. Such a huge output would be remarkable in a young man— Hokusai did all this while in his late sixties and seventies. @ B
Hokusai’s last major group of Chinese illustrations was for another yomihon, @Ehon Kanso gundan (Illustrated Military Tales of Han and Qu). It was published in two parts, each consisting of ten volumes. The first part appeared in 1843 and the second in 1845. This again was a translation and adaptation of a popular Chinese historical novel. This time the translator was Tamenaga Shunsui (1790-1843). Ehon Kanso gundan is about the bloody civil war that followed the death of the First Emperor of China. This civil war led to the founding of the Han dynasty in 206 BC. The illustrations are in the style of Shimpen Suikogaden but the scenes are even more bloody and violent. They reflect the brutality and atrocities that marked this mighty conflict for control over China. Hokusai, now in his eighties, was prepared to depict the cruelties of that age — or was it his daughter Oie who created these designs?@ x 5

In addition to these major projects, which were all text-drive, images of China and the Chinese appear occasionally in many of Hokusai’s “books without words” — that is in his edehon, gafu and ehon. For example: 

· Chinese warriors appear in two of his three great warrior ehon: @
· Wakan Ehon Sakigake (Illustrated Book of Leaders of Japan and China) of 1836, and 
·  (Ehon) Wa-kan homare (Illustrated Book of the Glories of Japan and China), designed in the mid-1830s but not published until 1850. 
The illustrations in these ehon like those in Shimpen Suikogaden. 
· @ B Chinese figures and landscapes appear from time to time in the fifteen volumes of Hokusai manga;
· some illustrations in Hokusai gashiki/Hokusai gafu of 1819/1840 also deal with Chinese subjects. I reproduce @ the Tang dynasty official Guo Ziyi with his many grandchildren — a favorite literati subject — and @ a view of a Chinese town — which was definitely not in the repertoire of bunjin painters. @B
For the sake of completeness I should add that 

· Hokusai occasionally included a Chinese couple in his shumpon.

However, Hokusai’s most important achievements in book illustrations devoted to China are in:

·   the popular Chinese historical novels that occupied him on and off from about 1800 to the end of his life, and 

·   his contributions in the mid 1830s to the anthology of Tang-dynasty poetry Tôshisen ehon. 

There is nothing strange about a Edo-period artist illustrating Chinese subjects. Hokusai was working within a long and well-established tradition. What makes Hokusai’s ‘China’ different is that the overwhelming majority of his Chinese book illustrations were created to accompany popular novels intended for a wide audience. The nature of the texts that he illustrated means that his China is very different from the China we find in the other important Edo-period group of book illustrations of China and Chinese. I mean the China found in the gafu designed by bunjin and Maruyama-Shijô artists. Their China consists almost entirely of scholars engaged in elegant pursuits, their young boy servants, and venerable old men, wrinkled sages, hearty monks and contented male peasants. All of these figures are presented in country settings far away from the noise and activity of towns and markets, @ x 2. Here are two examples of such images from books designed by the Kyoto painter Kawamura Bumpô and published around 1810. This was a world of reclusion and poetic contemplation, withdrawal from cares and commitments; it was a world of male friendship, conviviality and serious drinking. 

 These bunjin figures are very different from the larger-that-life characters that we find in Hokusai’s yomihon. @ x 2 The China they represent is a land of violence and daring, of unspeakable cruelty and great heroism; it is full of warriors and bandits, villains and heroes, ministers and generals, virtuous maids and wicked women. Hokusai responded creatively to the demands of the novels. His figures are bold and dynamic; their movements convincing. There is tremendous strength in Hokusai’s designs. His compositions are powerful and inventive and at times startling. They also exhibit a powerful sense of place, of a foreign place, a fitting land for outlandish deeds. We find in Hokusai’s illustrations meticulous attention to details. He draws clothing and architecture with great precision. Everything appears solid and believable. While his illustrations are full of many details, his details never obscure or overload his designs. Hokusai presents a fresh and exciting new vision of China that captures the violence and energy of the novels. He transcends both his Chinese and his Japanese models.

The anthology of Tang poetry possesses greater variety of character and mood than the popular novels — and Hokusai’s illustrations reflect that variety. @ x 2 There is a delicacy in many of the Tôshisen ehon illustrations that is rarely found in the novels, but also a strength and solidity that derives from the earlier illustrations. The style Hokusai developed to depict the world of the Suikoden served him well when he came to illustrate Tôshisen ehon. @ B
For all his attention to detail, Hokusai’s China is full of anachronisms 時代錯誤. The Han dynasty, the Song dynasty and the Ming dynasty all look the same in Hokusai’s illustrations. Clothing, armor, weapons and settings are all the same. He used Yuan and Ming dynasty illustrated books for models. This is not a criticism. The material needed to recreate Han and Tang clothing, weapons and utensils was not available. Hokusai’s created a timeless China, an exotic — and exciting — foreign land that captured the imagination of a wide reading public.

Because most of Hokusai’s illustrations of China and the Chinese are so closely linked to texts and need those texts if they are to be understood, they have been less well known in the West than the illustrations in his “books without words”. This is unfortunate because they reveal an important facet of this extraordinary artists enormous output. Of all the genres in which he worked, it was probably his illustrations for yomihon — and Hokusai illustrated more than forty of them — that were seen by the widest audience in his lifetime.

Hokusai had no monopoly on China and the Chinese. But in the 1830s he appears to have been the ‘artist of choice’ for books relating to China. (Kuniyoshi, despite the success of his Shuikoden set, did not distinguish himself in the field of book illustration and offered no competition to the old man.) Hokusai’s great achievement was to create a fresh vision of China from within a long-established Japanese tradition of depicting that country and its people. The freshness of his vision is what sets it apart. A vision he continued to develop and perfect well into the ninth decade of his long creative life.

Thank you.
