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Fig. 16. Yosa Buson: Spring Mountain, Passing Rain. ca. 1775; Hanging scroll; ink and color on silk. 
 

There are no travelers on the narrow path that curves through the tall trees. Buson’s 

landscape painting shows a path that perhaps suggests his desire for a road leading to a home he 

did not have. In this painting, we can see a path that going somewhere, but for the viewer who 

does not know where it was going, it implies Yosa Buson’s real situation, because Yosa 

consistently avoided talking about his birth, Everything about his birth is unclear, we do not 

know who his parents were, we only know he was born in a village called Kema in Settsu where 

is the present Osaka located. Therefore, after his childhood, he kept traveling, a lifestyle 

following Matsuo Basho (1644-1694) who is Yosa’s beloved haiku poet. He started painting in a 
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professional way in 1756, and painted in a various styles, even though he was not trained 

officially, but because of his identity of poet, he was a very sensitive painter.84  

It is clear that Buson was good at rendering different atmospheric effects in his landscapes. 

He has the ability to minutely reflect the atmosphere of the scenery he wants to depict. For 

example, in the painting, “Spring Mountain, Passing Rain”, the mountain was surrounded by the 

thick fog or cloud, and the atmosphere here is vague, cold and quiet. Exactly echoing the title of 

this painting---the mountain of Spring while the rain was just passing, this give the viewers a 

feeling of fresh air that one can only smell while spring is coming, it is cold, but full of hope. 

This was presented by Yosa when he using the soft indigo blue to paint the mountain while the 

tree trunks are of a brownish color. We can see the tree in the foreground is unbelievably tall, 

which implied the season of growing, of spring coming, expressed by the fast-growth of these 

trees. Like the painting by Ike-no Taiga called “the Moonlight Bamboo”, the mountain, the rain 

and spring, derived from Chinese landscape paintings. However, the value of these paintings is 

in the drawing. 

  

  
 
Fig. 17. Yosa Buson: Thatched Cottage in a Bamboo Thicket and Returning in the Shade of Willows. ca. 
1778-83; One of pair 6-fold screens; ink and color on paper.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
84 Ohki, “What Makes Japanese Painting Japanese?” 71 
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A pair of six-panel screens from this period revealed Buson’s more Chinese style -- 

Thatched Cottage in a Bamboo Thicket and Returning in the Shade of Willows. Each screen 

presents a scene of figures moving through the landscape on five panels and a Chinese poem 

written on gold paper on the sixth. The thatched cottage of the left screen is a subject Buson 

painted more than once, and it can be assumed that the entire scene was based on a section of the 

countryside around Kyoto, but the theme of a young man coming to visit the scholar who is 

reading in his simple study is one time-honored in Chinese art. Furthermore, although the final 

effect of the painting is soft, atmospheric, and evocative of human emotions, the composition is 

more complex and the brushwork more detailed and dependent on small repetitive brushstrokes 

than is the rule in the artist’s less formal styles. 

 

 
 
Fig. 18. Yosa Buson: Bare Peaks of Mount Gabi. ca.1778-1783; handscroll; ink and color on paper. 
 
 

Buson’s most personal style can be seen in the short hand scroll Bare Peaks of Mount Gabi. 

Although the theme of the painting is taken from a poem by the Chinese poet Li Po describing 

the moonlit appearance of craggy Mount Omei in Sichuan province, the style of the painting 

owes little or nothing to Chinese precedents. Beginning with the boldly written title, followed by 
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Buson’s signature and seals, the painting unrolls to the left, revealing the peaks of mountain after 

mountain---the form of each delineated in dark gray sumi ink, filled in with thin red ocher, and 

each completely different in shape from its predecessor---until across a narrow void the climax 

of Mount Gabi is reached, a sharply triangular mountain thrusting upward into the gray, ink-

washed sky. At the very end a sliver of a moon is made by leaving one area of the paper 

untouched by color. The most remarkable aspect of this painting is the element of surprise. The 

moon, so important in Li Po’s poem that he included it in the title, appears in Buson’s work as a 

new motif, following a series of freely brushed mountain peaks. These were not just mountain 

peaks, but peaks bathed in moonlight. 

  

            So that nothing would detract from the impact of the moon as the final element of 
the scroll, Buson did not include it in his title, and he shifted his signature and 
seals from the conventional placement at the inner edge of the end of the scroll to 
the beginning, just to the left of the four-character title. Here, as in the haiku 
quoted above about the line of geese, Buson played upon his audience’s 
knowledge of emaki conventions to jolt them into a new perception of the natural 
world.85 

 
In short, this is the second generation of Japanese literati painters, are much better in 

painting technique than the first generation. They formed their own painting style with unique 

Japanese features. Except for the subjects that are same as Chinese literati painting, the use of the 

brush, the style and format, style etc. are derived from various native sources. Next a third 

generation appeared. The most apparent distinction between the second generation and the third 

generation are these painters socialized with each other. They often had informal meetings to 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
85 Mason, History of Japanese Art, 294-295 
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exchange thoughts or talk about painting and poetry, which is actually closer to Chinese literati 

painters in lifestyle.86 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
86 Peter C Swann, A Concise History of Japanese Art, (New York: Kodansha International Ltd,1979), 260  
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Chapter 4   The Third generation---The Climax of Japanese Literati Painting 
in Japan---Uragami Gyokudo, Okada Beisanjin. 

 

           The momentum of the literati style of painting continued into the 19th century, and 

the artists who espoused it created lifestyles for themselves that were much closer 

than their Japanese predecessors’ to the ideal of Chinese literati.87  

According to this, the third generation of Japanese literati painters are much closer to the 

Chinese than the previous two generations, whether in their lifestyle or in the execution of 

painting technique. The traces of Chinese literati painter on Japanese literati painter are more and 

more evident. 

This generation was living in a much more vivid lifestyle than their predecessors’. They 

would, from time to time, gather together to execute a party, in which they would compose 

poems and write calligraphy and then they would exchange their opinions about their works, and 

during these kinds of party, wine is the necessary beverage. This is much like Chinese literatus, 

who used to drink a lot, and compose poems or paint after drinking. For example, Bai Li, who 

was a well-renowned Chinese Tang dynasty poet, had a famous relationship to alcohol, in other 

words, he liked to compose with the stimulation of alcohol. In the third generation, there also a 

well-noted literati painter, Uragami Gyokudo, who, was like Bai Li, drank a lot, and wrote 

calligraphy after drinking. About his drinking habit, Yukio Lippit written:  

            It is Gyokudo’s reputation as the drunken painter par excellence that makes him 

such an intriguing case study in literati pictorialism.88  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
87 Manson, History of Japanese Art, 295 
88 Yukio Lippit, “Urakami Gyokudo: An Intoxicology of Japanese Literati Painting.” In Dialogues in Art 
History, from Mesopotamian to Modern: Readings for a new Century, edited by Elizabeth Cropper, 166-
187. Washington, DC: National Gallery of Art, (2009), 168 
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Uragami Gyokudo (1745-1820), who was also named Hyouemon Gyokudo. was a Japanese 

literati painter and famous zither player. As a zither player, he had been taking lessons since he 

was young, and continued his study of zither playing after he inherited his father’s occupation as 

a retainer of Lord Ikeda of Okayama. He also studied Neo-Confucianism and Southern 

painting.89 But he felt that he was closer to classical Chinese and Wang Yang-ming’s 

philosophy.90 He severed his relationship with the Lord by resigning his retainer identity in 1795 

wandering around Japan and settled down in Edo and revived gagaku, which was imperial court 

music. As a literati painter, he was basically self-taught, he was good at drawing natural scenes 

and he became a well-known painter. Base on his understanding of the literati painting canon and 

his painting skill, he was a representative painter of nanga, i.e. Southern Painting. He, had a keen 

appreciation of nature. After sightseeing, he reproduced what he had seen in an amazing degree 

of naturalism.91 In his painting titled Forbidden to the Vulgar, we can see his usage of ink, 

sometimes it was executed thick, sometimes light, and he used discontinued lines to depict 

objects, rather than using a continual line.92  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
89 Yonezawa, Yoshizawa, Japanese Painting in the Literati Style, 76 
90 Yonezawa, Yoshizawa, Japanese Painting in the Literati Style, 89 
91 Encyclopedia Britannica Online, s. v. "Uragami Gyokudo". Accessed January 16, 2016. 
http://www.britannica.com/biography/Uragami-Gyokudo 
92 Joan Stanley-Baker, Japanese Art, (London: Thames&Hudson Ltd, 2000), 176-177. 
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Fig. 19. Uragami, Gyokudo: Forbidden To The Vulgar. handscroll; ink on paper; Mr. and Mrs. William 
H. Marlatt Fund 1964.   hanging scroll; ink on paper, With mount: w. 67.20 cm (26 7/16 inches); Painting 
only: 134.60 134.60 x 51.10 cm  
 

He uses short lines that display a strong dynamic. We can see from this painting the 

spontaneity of the brushstrokes and his use of ink is in a very dry and rough way.93 And the 

horizontally compressed letters imply that it is clerical script. The horizontal strokes give the 

impression of movement. Even though Uragami Gyokudo’s technique originated from the 

Chinese Southern School, the thick lines that are frequently used in this painting are different 

from Chinese style. And he used broad and ink-saturated strokes and the Mi dot, a Northern Song 

painting technique, which he used to execute on painting mountains and trees.94 The foliage 

which was drawn in the foreground was executed by using layered brushstrokes. Most of the 

time, he used the Mi dot to draw trees, the space among leaves gives viewers an impression of 

airiness. Some contemporary painters from other painting cliques draw trees in a different way, 

which gives the viewers a totally different visual perception.  
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
93 Uragami Gyokudo, “Forbidden to the Vulgar,” http://www.clevelandart.org/art/1964.367 
94 Guth, Art of Edo Japan, 72  
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For example, painters from Kano school will draw trees with a very soft technique visually, 

which means when they draw trees, they will use large amount ink strokes to fill the forms rather 

than painting with dots. For example, a magnificent painting called Birds and Flowers of The 

Four Seasons by Kano Motonobu of Kano School.  

 

 
 
Fig. 20. Kano Motonobu: Birds and Flowers of The Four Seasons. Ink, color, gold, and gold leaf on 
paper; Image: 63 1/4 x 142 in. (160.7 x 360.7 cm) Pair of six-panel folding screens; 
Momoyama period (1573–1615), second half of the 16th century.  
 

This painting is executed with black ink and brilliant colors. First of all, from first glance, it 

is quite different from literati painting, because of the brilliant color and also the treatment of 

painting objects, the prolific pictorial elements represent the Kano School’s style, also we can 

see that the treatment of trees are so different between Kano School and nanga school.95 The 

Kano school’s style is rigorous and noble, which is not casual at all. However, nanga’s style is 

very casual and technically not rigorous, it is even rough on technique, but it forms its own style 

which is quite attractive. Because without the limitations of a set stylistic technique, nanga 

painting is much better suited for painters to express their feeling freely. Therefore, nanga 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
95 Kano Motonobu, “Birds and Flowers of the Four Seasons.” 
Seasonshttp://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/44523 
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painting is rough but at the same time, attractive. There are two reasons why literati painting is 

attractive: they are much closer to what the natural view really feels like. Also they are three-

dimensional, which is not like Kano school’s paintings which are two-dimensional. Essentially, 

literati paintings give viewers an impression of poetic rendering of aspect of the landscape.   

Uragami Gyokudo’s manner of painting a tree is basically comprised of the Mi dot and very 

short lines, which in some ways will give viewers a feeling that they are looking at a tree in the 

nature, with space among leaves and movement caused by the vitality of the brush stroke. There 

is also a sense of authenticity.  

Looking at his technique, we see the way he uses dots, which is the common painting 

technique that almost all literati painters use. This Mi dot painting technique is originated from 

China.96 Moreover, we can see that the outline of the mountain is drawn by using short lines 

piled up layer by layer, then the trees under the mountain are executed with dots and comparably 

shorter lines. Lines are executed horizontally, which displays the spirit of mountain, steady and 

stocky. 

  

(As for Uragami Gyokudo’s work) Most are landscapes conjured up through an 
accumulation of rapid, horizontal, and abbreviated brushstrokes combined with 
rhythmically peppered dabs that result in shimmering, kinetically charged 
representations.97 

 
This is the most common character of Uragami Gyokudo’s paintings. This kind of 

impression of movement can be clear seen and felt in the next painting. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
96 Tong, “Literati Painting,” 27 
97 Lippit, “Uragami Gyokudo,” 168 
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Fig 21. Uragami Gyokudo: Hazy Mist Captured amid Mountains (Roen jakuji zu). c.1815; vertical 
hanging scroll; ink on paper; Idemitsu Art Museum, Tokyo. 

 

This painting is also by Uragami Gyokudo called Hazy Mist Captured amid Mountains is 

unique in the vitality of the brush of it. His style is obvious in the execution of the dots and the 

usage of the ink, which is sometimes light, sometimes thick, sometimes obscure sometimes 

lucid, which perfectly expresses the blurring sense of fog. The tree in the foreground is very clear 

and the mountains, which are comparably further away, are a little bit obscure. A few mountains 

appear behind these and he just uses a few brushstroke to draw the outline of it.98  There are three 

parts in the painting, foreground, background, and some obscure objects behind the background. 

We can see the usage of ink is not the uniform. Because if we are in that foggy weather and look 

up to a mountain, the bottom is impossible to see, only the top of it can be seen. Therefore, this 

painting is naturally poetic and visually enjoyable. 

Uragami Gyokudo is a fantastic musician as well, he likes playing guqin, which also called 

seven-stringed zither. Uragami Gyokudo start painting since he was 42 years old, before that, he 

totally dedicated himself to music and poem. In the repertoire list of guqin, there is a musical 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
98 Paul Berry, “Front Matter”. Monumenta Nipponica 43 (4). Sophia University. (1988).  505 
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composition called gao shan liu shui in Chinese. Tall Mountains and Flowing Water which is 

also the name of one of his paintings. The inspiration might be coming from his experience of 

playing Chinese zither. On the aspect of playing Chinese zither and his lifestyle, he was 

influenced by the famous Chinese poet T’ao Yuan-ming (365-427), because T’ao Yuan-ming 

also a Chinese zither player and an alcoholic-addicted poet.99   

Uragami Gyokudo is famous for his drinking habit, Yukio Lippit’s article: An Intoxicology 

of Japanese Literati Painter analyzes the relationship between Uragami Gyokudo’s painting and 

his alcoholic habit. According to Yukio Lippi, alcohol was important to Uragami Gyokudo in 

two aspects: one is the condition after drinking, the other one is that alcohol hampers the 

capability of people’s actions, making them clumsy, which is what Uragami Gyokudo wanted. 

The alcohol could deskill the technique of the painter, that is, amateurism was brought about by 

alcohol. 

  

            The later paintings (of Uragami Gyokudo’s) are frankly expressive of his 
innermost feelings, revealing his melancholia and even, sometimes, his utter rage, 
According to Tanomura Chikuden, they were the products of Gyokudo’s 
alcoholic indulgence, incurred by his resignation, perhaps, but also related to 
other besetting problems that caused him discouragement and anguish.100 

  
Therefore, we can see a lot of emotions in Uragami Gyokudo’s painting. They are expressed 

in a very natural but outrageous way.  

Uragami Gyokudo is on the side of famous 17th Chinese century literati Dong Qi-chang, 

who called professional painters as ““the demon world” of painting.”101 Therefore, keeping to 

amateurism actually is to be sharply demarcated from the so-called demon world. Moreover they 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
99 Berry, “Front Matter,” 505 
100Yonezawa, Yoshizawa, Japanese Painting in the Literati Style, 91 

101Lippit, “Uragami Gyokudo,” 169 
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deliberately try their best to make their paintings look like they are painted by an amateur by not 

using expensive professional painting material and not drawing elaborately.102 Indeed, in the two 

painting above, we cannot see detailed expression, just the outlines of the objects. Yukio Lippi 

said:  

            Ironically, over time those qualities most prized in literati discourse, such as 

clumsiness, awkwardness, and blandness, came to be most readily captured 

through the attributes of proficiency, facility, and dexterity.103  

Without elaborate ornamentation, those emotional expressions are freely drawn. We can 

clearly see, every stroke, even if it is rough, has its meaning. The layout of the painting is 

organized, which is not at all just some disordered brushstrokes being painted when the painter 

drunk. Therefore, I think this is why literati paintings have their own charm. Personally, I think 

literati painting is better suited to fully express emotions than professional painting, because 

literati painting has no limitations of technique. The purpose of literati painting is just for 

scholars to express their feelings,  

Another painter who was a contemporary of Uragami Gyokudo, as well as a friend of 

Uragami Gyokudo is Okada Beisanjin (1744-1820). They met each other frequently at literati 

parties. Okada was an orphan, who was adopted at a very young age. Before 1775, he ran a small 

store that mainly sold rice and grain, which was where his art name came from. His art name is 

Beisanjin, which literally means man of a mountain of rice. He is like his contemporary, 

Uragami with similar interests-- art, music, good discussion and drinking. There is a painting by 

Beisanjin, called The Residence. This work perfectly depicts their familiar lifestyle---getting 

together and composing music and drinking sake. This work was produced in 1793, it narrates a 
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story of a scholar-artist, Chikuden, who was fond of the free lifestyle of literati painters and 

really loves to closely connect with each other in intimate parties. The technique executed in this 

painting is bold strokes in dark ink, and lines painted in pale tones that look very delicate, which 

showed us a moonlit night.   

There are three comparable paintings, Beisanjin‘s Scholars Preparing Tea, The Voice of 

a Spring Resounding in the Valley and Uragami’s Building a House in the Mountains which was 

painted in 1792.  

 

 

 

 
Fig.22. Okada Beisanjin: Scholars Preparing Tea. Hanging Scroll; Ink and Light Color on Paper; Unclear 
present location. 
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Fig. 23. Uragami Gyokudo: Building a House in the Mountains. Hanging scroll; Ink and color on paper 
(silk); Unclear present location.  



	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
	
  

62	
  

    

Fig. 24. Okada Beisanjin: The Voice of Spring Resounding in the Valley. Hanging Scroll; Ink on paper; 
Composed in 1814; Edo Period.  

 

The paintings are all monochrome ink paintings of a landscape, Uragami does not use thin 

lines to outline the objects, he just uses short lines to draw the shape of the object. For example, 

“Forbidden to the Vulgar”, we cannot see any thin lines in a continuous outline, all we can see is 

a plenty of short lines accumulated layer by layer by forming the shape of the object’s outline. 

Stylistically, Uragami’s short lines and dots form a dynamic, vivid or even aggressive view. 

Beisanjin uses thin lines to display the outline of the objects, and the painting looks softer, more 

fluent. Especially the painting “The Voice of a Spring Resounding in the Valley”, the execution 

of thin line in this painting makes a contrast between the mountain, trees, and river. We can see 

the thin line for the river, and the dots for the trees behind houses, and lines for the houses. 

Okada Beisanjin’s work is much calmer than Uragami’s. He paints the stream with a fluent thin 

line implies the slow speed of stream flowing. Both of them use blank areas of paper 

expressively and this use of blankness derived from the first generation Yanagisawa Kien, who 
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drew a painting called Bamboo, within which we can see a few bamboo leaves, and a lot of 

blankness for the viewers to imagine. This is a feature of literati paintings, which means literati 

painters will not paint like professional painter, showing all the details to the viewers, on 

contrary, literati painters would prefer to leave blankness for the viewers to feel and imagine.   

 

  
 
Fig. 25. Okada Beisanjin: Visiting a Friend in Autumn. Hanging scroll; ink and color on paper; 72 3/4 x 
18 3/8in. (184.8 x 46.7cm); The Harry G. C. Packard Collection of Asian Art. 
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In this is a painting by Okada Beisanjin, we can see in the left corner on the top, an 

inscription, which translated in English means: 

The water swirls beneath the pilings of      

the house on the river,  

the clouds encircle the mountainsides, 

on every branch the red leaves of autumn, 

the wooden gate opens to the guests. 

As the way what the third generation painters paint, three-plane spatial landscape The use 

of ink varies sometimes it is light, suggesting distance then suddenly the ink amount is darker 

and clearer. The brushstrokes are sometimes brusque and naive, but build a vivid atmosphere. 

This painting, as well, reflects financial or commercial social context of Osaka which was very 

good. The city was flourishing at that time. Tanomura Chikuden (1777-1835) once comment on 

this painting:  

Are not what one could call technically accomplished, but he made pictures that 

are like a sudden revelation of nature's meaning within the heart. 

Indeed, every stroke is not very careful, but every stroke has its own inner power forms 

this vibrant emotionally natural painting.104 

Therefore, the painters of the third generation was much more closer to Chinese literati 

painters in lifestyle, and the painting style of the third generation is much more close to the 

canon of pure literati painting. As we can see, from the first generation to the generation, the 

decorative style, a little bit Northern School painting style and some other painting styles even 

Japanese tradition painting style, which are all not belonged to literati painting, could 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
104 Okada Beisanjin, “Visiting a Friend in Autumn,” 
http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/45394 
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continuously be detected in the paintings of the first two generations. However, when the third 

generation Japanese appeared, they put more emphasis on the inner feeling expressing than the 

first two generations. One painter of the third generation, Uragami Gyokudo, was a delegate of 

third generation. We are not able to see any decorative element in most of his paintings, even he 

influenced by the second generation painters and inherited the three-dimension painting 

technique which was introduced into Japan during the second generation of Japanese literati 

painter, for example, Ike-no Taiga’s True view of Mountain Asama, from which we can feel the 

effect brought by three-dimension: foreground, the middle part of the painting and background, 

which made paintings more attractive. The wispy blurring effect brought by the background 

which executed by three-dimension fully expressing the poetic meaning of literati painting. The 

three-dimension painting technique can be seen in most of Uragami Gyokudo’s paintings, also 

can be seen in Okada Beisanjin’s paintings. Their paintings are all very stylistically frugal, 

however, furthest expressed their deepest inner feeling. 
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Conclusion 

 

All in all, China is the derivative country of Japanese literati painting. In 18th century, 

Chinese literati painting was imported into Japan, which started the establishment and 

development of Japanese literati painting, that is, Chinese literati painting was the inspiration for 

the Japanese.  

We can see the imitation and similarity between Japanese and Chinese literati painting. 

There are opposing styles of painting in China the realistic professional Northern style and the 

more abstract and poetic amateur Southern kind of painting. In Japan they have bunjinga 

painting and the professional Kano school painting, dominated by gold an decorate texture 

patterns. These two respectively symbolize the Southern painting and Northern painting.  

In terms of technique Japanese artists adopted the texture strokes invented and 

perpetuated in literati painting. First is the Mi dot of Mi Fei (1051-1107) of the Song dynasty 

which is favored by the second generation, and this technique was broadly used by one of the 

third generation painters, Uragami Gyokudo. Looking at his painting, we can see the dot is 

everywhere, thereby the vivid dynamic was created. Important too are the short brush strokes and 

sinuous contour lines as well as the poetic use of blank space. Contrasts of dark patches of ink 

work and misty washes are also present in both groups of artists.  Also characteristic of literati 

painting is the presence of sometimes long calligraphic inspection which often convey some 

intimate sentiment. 

There were three generations of Japanese literati painters. I classified them as the first period 

of imitation; the mature period or second generation, and the last generation which is the peak 

period of the Japanese literati painting. The paintings of first generation are obvious imitations of 

the Chinese model. The second generation  improved their technique and at the same time, added 
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a lot of techniques from various native styles. In the third generation, no matter technique or 

lifestyle, is much closer to Chinese literati painter, being even bolder and freer as for example, 

the paintings of Uragami Gyokudo.   

What is more, the relationship among three generations is quite obvious, Gion Nankai is the 

mentor of Yanagisawa Kien who briefly taught Ike-no Taiga for two or three years. Although the 

two masters of the third generation were both self-taught, they were indirectly influenced by 

studying paintings of Ike-no Taiga.      

At last, all three generations of literati had an overt hostility for professional painters 

referring to their paintings as affected and superficial. They thought their skill was inferior. 

According to Yukio Lippi’s article, third generation painters even invented a way to deskill their 

painting. The main characteristics of Japanese literati painting are freedom, with emphasis on 

expressing their inner feelings, being totally subjective. This Nanga artists, outside of the 

professional ateliers were an independent painting clique of the urban scene.  

Also we can see the strong personality within Japanese literati painting. Although Japanese 

literati paintings originated from Chinese, a diverse painting style evolved. Hopefully this project 

has shown how imitation was followed by periods of increasing freedom of expression. When 

the third generation of artists painted, there was more direct contact with China and their 

paintings therefore are infused with a deeper connection to the original style and at the same time 

a greater freedom of style. Therefore, “This diversity in Japanese literati painting stems from the 

fact that the character of the Japanese literati was quite different from that of their Chinese 

counterparts.”105 This stylistic diversity within Japanese literati paintings and the glamour of 

literati painting itself make this painting clique live long.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
105 Yonezawa, Yoshizawa, Japanese Painting in the Literati Style, 14 



	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
	
  

68	
  

Bibliography 

 

 
Addiss, Stephen. How To Look at Japanese Art. New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1996. 
 
Berry, Paul. “Front Matter”. Monumenta Nipponica 43 (4). Sophia University. (1988). 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2384792. 

 

Encyclopedia Britannica Online, s. v. "Li Sixun". Accessed December 10, 2016. 
http://www.britannica.com/biography/Li-Sixun. 

 
Encyclopedia Britannica Online, s. v. "Uragami Gyokudo". Accessed January 16, 2016. 
http://www.britannica.com/biography/Uragami-Gyokudo 

 

Encyclopedia Britannica Online, s. v. "Yosa Buson". Accessed January 8, 2016.  

http://www.britannica.com/biography/Buson 

 

G. Fernandez. “Ming Huang’s Journey to Shu.” by Li Zhaodao. Accessed December 23, 2016. 
http://www.theartwolf.com/landscapes/li-zhaodao-ming-huang-journey-shu.htm 
 

Graham, Patricia J. “Lifestyles of Scholar-painters in Edo Japan”. The Bulletin of the Cleveland 
Museum of Art 77 (7). Cleveland Museum of Art: 262–83. (1990). 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/25161293. 
 
Guth, Christine. Art of Edo Japan: The Artist and the City (1615-1868). New York: Harry N. 
Abrams, 1996. 
 
Jordan, Brenda G. Copying the Master and Stealing His Secrets; Talent and Training in 
Japanese Painting. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2003. 
 
Kano Motonobu, “Birds and Flowers of the Four Seasons.” 
http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/44523 
 
Kameda-Madar, Kazuko, “Copying and Theory in Edo Period Japan (1615-1868).” Art History 
37 (4): 708–727. Article published online: 14, AUG, 2014. Accessed February, 2016. 
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-8365.12111/abstract 
 
Keene, Donald. Anthology of Japanese Literature. New York: Grove Press, 1955. 
 



	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
	
  

69	
  

Kidder, J. Edward. The Art of Japan. London: Century Publishing House, 1981. 
Knechtges, David R, and Taiping, Chang. Ancient and Early Medieval Chinese Literature 
(vol.I): A Reference Guide, Part One. Leiden and Boston: Brill Publishers, 2010. 
 
Literati Painting Southern School, Wenrenhua from Cultural China.  http://arts.cultural-
china.com/en/62Arts13450.html 
 
Lippit, Yukio. “Urakami Gyokudo: An Intoxicology of Japanese Literati Painting.” In Dialogues 
in Art History, from Mesopotamian to Modern: Readings for a new Century, edited by Elizabeth 
Cropper, 166-187. Washington, DC: National Gallery of Art, (2009). 
 
Mason, Penelope. History of Japanese Art. New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1993 
 
Ohki, Sadako, “Ike Taiga’s Moonlight Bamboo: The Creation of Ma (Time and Space).” New 
Haven: The Yale University Art Galley. Published in April 9, 2014. Accessed in September 22, 
2015.  http://calendar.yale.edu/cal/opa/default/today/default/CAL-2c9cb3cc-4335d58d-0143-
b6045c7a-00007e97bedework@yale.edu/  

 
Ohki, Sadako. “What Makes Japanese Painting Japanese?”. Yale University Art Gallery Bulletin. 
[Yale University, Yale University Art Gallery], 64–81. (2007). 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40514679. 
 
Ooka, Dianne T. “Ike-no Taiga: Paintings in the Collection”. Philadelphia Museum of Art 
Bulletin 66 (305). Philadelphia Museum of Art: 28–44. (1971). doi:10.2307/3795235. 
 
Okada Beisanjin, “Visiting a Friend in Autumn.” 
online.http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/45394 
 
Paine, Robert Treat, and Soper, Alexander. The Art and Architecture of Japan. England: Penguin 
books, 1974. 
 
Sullivan, Michael. The Arts of China. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008. 
 
Stanley-Baker, Joan. Japanese Art. London: Thames&Hudson Ltd, 2000.  
 
Swann, Peter C. A Concise History of Japanese Art. New York: Kodansha International Ltd, 
1979. 
 
Swann, Peter C. The Art of Japan: From the Jomon to the Tokugawa Period. New York: Crown 
Publishers, 1966. 
 
Takeuchi, Melinda. “"true" Views: Taiga's Shinkeizu and the Evolution of Literati Painting 
Theory in Japan”. The Journal of Asian Studies 48 (1). [Cambridge University Press, Association 
for Asian Studies]: 3–26. (1989). doi:10.2307/2057661. 
 
Tong, Xinxin. “Literati Painting: The Comparison between Japanese Literati Painting and 



	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
	
  

70	
  

Chinese Literati Painting.” (2007)  http://www.doc88.com/p-7139849296863.html 

Uragami Gyokudo, “Forbidden to the Vulgar.”  http://www.clevelandart.org/art/1964.367 

Walker, Lee. Jay, “Japanese Art and Bunjinga (Nanga): the Influence of China and Korea in the 
Edo Period.” Tokyo: Global& Japan News of Modern Tokyo Times. Published on February 15, 
2016. Accessed March 13, 2016 http://moderntokyotimes.com/?p=4332 

Yonezawa, Yoshiho, and Yoshizawa, Chu. Japanese Painting in the Literati Style. New York: 
John Weatherhill, 1974. 

“Yosa Buson.” Asian Art, March 23, 2012. Accessed April 1, 2016. 
http://www.asianartnewspaper.com/article/yosa-buson 

 

 

 


