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“Hashi” – Bridging Past and Present, Bridging East and West:
Okamoto Ryūsei and the Tradition of Japanese ukiyo-e Woodblock Prints
For the exhibition DEN FLYTENDE VERDEN: DEN GANG ELLER NÅ?/ The Floating World: Past or
Present? at the Museum of Cultural History, University of Oslo, 2011, Arne Røkkum, chief curator.
The exhibition at the Museum of Cultural History in Oslo presents Japanese contemporary prints by
Okamoto Ryūsei (1949-), which the artist has recently donated to the Museum [Figure 1]. These are
juxtaposed with pre-modern woodblock prints made in Japan from the seventeenth century onward
[Figure2].
On display we find a variety of pictorial formats, styles, subjects and modes of artistic expression. Past
meets present, tradition meets innovation, East meets West. What brings it all together is the medium
of creation: all the images – single sheet pictures and books – are printed from woodblocks. The
technique entails that a wooden relief matrix is covered with ink and paper is pressed onto it to produce
the image. On a conceptual level, however, the prints in this exhibition differ considerably, given that
they stem from different historical, social and cultural milieus. Yet is there anything beside the medium
of woodblock printing to link these prints together? If so, what is it? Does it concern continuity,
temporal transposition, innovation or perhaps even a revolution of some kind?
Although printing technology has been known in Japan for more than one thousand years, it
was initially kept in Buddhist hands and served religious purposes. From the seventeenth century
onward, in the so-called Edo period (1600-1868), changing social and political conditions caused a new
group of cultural consumers to emerge – urban commoners. Japan experienced the birth of a secular
print culture, the versatility and scale of which was unprecedented. Pictorial production related to this
newly emerging popular culture is commonly called ukiyo-e, or “pictures of the floating world”.
Buddhist in origin, the term ukiyo (“floating world”) denotes the transient and ephemeral qualities of
life. During the Edo period, its meaning came to be associated with the pleasures of that transient life,
which were presented in literature and the arts. Cheap and easily available prints proved to be a perfect
medium for this new cultural production. Books with monochrome illustrations were the first to appear.
Soon, however, the images were freed from their text-related task and a genre of independent prints
developed. The production of a print was a collaborative process started by a publisher, who selected
the subject of an image and the artist to design it. Once the drawing was made, the workshop –
consisting of carvers and printers employed by the publisher – produced the print. At first the colours
were applied by hand, but by the 1750s the technology reached full maturity and enabled the
production of polychrome prints. As woodblock printing evolved, the public started demanding more
elaborate images of erotica, kabuki actors, beautiful women, landscapes and historical and legendary
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narrative prints, all in either book or single print formats. Hundreds of designers strove to meet these
demands, and some of them are represented in the exhibition: Nishikawa Sukenobu (1671-1750),
Ippitsusai Bunchō (d. 1791), Kitagawa Utamaro (ca. 1853-1806), Utagawa Toyokuni (1769-1825),
Katsushika Hokusai (1760-1949), Utagawa Hiroshige (1797-1858), Utagawa Kuniyoshi (ca. 17971861) and Utagawa Kunisada (1786-1865). As we can see, the woodblock medium has influenced
formal characteristics such as overall flatness, lack of shading, linear perspective, the use of saturated
colours and the prevalence of linear description. Successful ukiyo-e editions were published in the
thousands, extensive series being made available through publishers’ shops and libraries, or sold by
itinerant street vendors and door-to-door salesmen. Prices were relatively moderate and depended on
the designer of the image and the quality and size of the print. By the mid-nineteenth century, the cost
of a single print was similar to the cost of a bowl of noodles. Although highly popular, these prints
were not respected as “works of art”; they functioned instead as ephemeral objects of temporal
importance, comparable to today’s posters or cheep paperback novels. This situation changed,
however, in the second half of nineteenth century, when Japan started the process of modernization and
westernization. Ukiyo-e then ceased to exist in the form in which it had flourished during the Edo
period. Nevertheless, since then, woodblock printing has continued to function as a medium of artistic
expression in a contemporary global culture, and Okamoto Ryūsei’s works are good examples of its
use and potential.
In many respects, especially in terms of technique, Okamoto can be called a “traditionalist”:
he uses materials and tools that were developed in the pre-modern era, such as woodblocks made of
wild cherry wood and hand-made paper made from mulberry-bark fibre; he seeks technical perfection
in drawing, carving and printing; his production is the result of collaboration between himself and a
professional printing craftsman. These factors indicate that Okamoto is in constant dialog with the past.
The dialogical aspect is important – the artist refers to the past but at the same time brings in new
elements and modifies the tradition. In this respect, his prints reveal his interests in art trends that
intersect both the ukiyo-e past and contemporary graphic arts.
Modernization and westernization in Japan in the late nineteenth century had a huge impact on
Japanese culture, not least woodblock printing. The technology used to produce ukiyo-e changed, as
did its expression, subject matter and function in society. The influence from Western art also affected
formal aspects and imbued the images with realism, three-dimensionality and shadows – it even
extended to philosophical foundations of creation emphasizing individualism and originality. These
trends are visible in two contradictory currents in woodblock printing: shin-hanga (new woodblock
prints) and sōsaku hanga (creative woodblock prints). Although formally influenced by Western art,
shin hanga drew upon ukiyo-e conventions that took recourse in traditional themes and produced prints
through collaboration with professional printing craftsmen. Sōsaku hanga, by contrast, propounded the
idea of the artist’s individuality and the need to be involved in all stages of print production. It is
possible to trace the influence of these trends in Okamoto’s works. His first monochrome creations
were inspired by expressionistic sōsaku hanga, and he admits being fascinated by the works of
Kawakami Sumio (1895-1972), Taninaka Yasunori (1897-1946) and Tanaka Kyōkichi (1892-1915).
His later prints, however, show a new attention to technical perfection. This is a completely different
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approach developed during Okamoto’s ten-year apprenticeship at Yoshida Academy, a school formerly
run by Yoshida Hiroshi (1876-1950) and his son Tōshi (1911-95). As one of the major schools of
woodblock printing, it is related to the shin hanga movement and continues the multicolour ukiyo-e
tradition. Okamoto admits that his relation to this tradition is based not only on technology but also on
his interest in contemporaneity: “As ukiyo-e expressed its own day and age and, as such, was unified
with its époque, I also would like to create images expressing my own era.”1 Having said this, the
emphasis on individualism and the expression of the artist’s inner self links the prints directly to the
sōsaku hanga movement. Okamoto considers himself an heir to both traditions: “I know of no other
modern artist who has a similar background and similar modes of creation, and who would be so
strongly connected to the two movements.” Hence we could perhaps say that Okamoto is first and
foremost a contemporary artist who uses a chisel with as much skill as he uses new art technologies.
Like a traditional craftsman, he enjoys carving the wooden blocks himself, calling this the time for
“meditation”, but he also takes advantage of modern reproduction techniques and, instead of
woodblock, uses zinc or photopolymer resin plates. Images are printed with traditional mineral and
organic pigments as well as oil and acrylic paint, and his modes of expression are without doubt those
of a contemporary artist. He approaches the subjects in an individual way and searches for the required
artistic effect by selectively employing a range of formal solutions – linear perspective or birds-eyeviews, three-dimensionality or flatness, realistic detail or flat saturated colouring, etc. The overall
prevalence of linear description is typical for Okamoto and calls to mind a major characteristic of
traditional Japanese art. Some images rely exclusively on contours and their flatness is further
emphasized by a neutral background, the empty spaces of which actively help construct the
composition. The classicizing series “White Fox” [Figure 3] is a good example of this approach. Here
Okamoto refers directly to older Japanese painting traditions by using golden empty space and
characteristic motifs. On the other hand, some images employ chiaroscuro modelling and threedimensionality to build pictorial space – elements which descry the influence of Western realism and
link the pictures more closely to modern art. Some images from the series “First Love”, which aims to
present the spirit of contemporaneity, exemplify this modernising tendency. It is therefore clear that,
despite using the traditional medium of woodblock printing, Okamoto’s artistic expression depends
exclusively on his choices and the effects he wants to achieve.
With respect to the subjects Okamoto selects for his images, one genre dominates his oeuvre –
the portrait genre, and female portraits in particular. The portrayal of female subjects can be considered
a driving force in his artistic practice. Okamoto himself conjectures that no other contemporary
woodblock print artist would “devote as much serious effort to creating images of girls and women, or
invest all his energy in the theme, mental or otherwise, throughout his entire artistic practice”. Young
women and girls in a variety of antithetical interpretations appear in a great majority of his works.
Okamoto’s approach to the theme is complex insofar as he employs opposing topoi: the female as pure
and innocent or evil and vile; virgin or whore, simple or incomprehensible, object of worship or subject
to abuse. He says: “Sometimes I depict women or girls as symbols of supreme love and sometimes as
1

All quotations come from the interview with the artist conducted by the author. All
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symbols of filth, something to be despised. My feelings range between these two extremes of light and
shadow.”
We can see the artist’s positive approach in the series “First Love”, which depicts young girls.
The images of budding femininity express a belief in the unspoiled virtue of a young girl. A school
uniform symbolizes her purity and innocence. Alternatively, it can serve to express female deception –
it may occlude an evil nature. The artist’s negative approach also manifests itself in the images of girls
hiding behind masks that symbolize a dual nature. In the series entitled “White Fox”, the girls use
masks that recall an old Japanese story about a fox metamorphosing into a young woman who deceives
men. To this category we can also add erotic prints from the series “Ukiyo-e Today”.
The Japanese tradition of producing erotic images stems from early medieval times but
culminates in the ukiyo-e milieu. This kind of image, commonly referred to as shunga or “spring
image”, was avidly bought by people in the Edo era, and almost all artists contributed to the genre. In
general, despite the government’s efforts to promote Confucian values, there was no moral stigma
attached to shunga, and the images enjoyed popularity in various social and gender groups. By calling
one of his series “Ukiyo-e Today”, Okamoto links the works in the series to the shunga tradition, yet
the images employ different modes of expression and focus on different issues. Okamoto’s sole interest
is, again, the portrayal of women. Even in the images depicting sexual intercourse, the male figure is
only suggested, he is only a phantom, not a real partner. Some images link sex and violence. The abuse
of power is symbolized through the male drive to control women and is enhanced by military
symbolism related to Japan’s totalitarian past.
In general, it seems that more than the pictured individuals themselves, the images present
male attitudes towards women and girls, both positive and negative. The lack of expression in the girls’
faces seems especially to emphasize this. The viewer has no access to the inner world of the depicted
figures – their faces are immobile and their eyes are blank. Neither schoolgirls nor fox girls seem to
have any inner self – they display no emotion, no character or personality. Okamoto seems more
interested in depicting the essence of femininity than particular females. To some degree this approach
accords with traditional Japanese art and especially ukiyo-e pictures of bijin-ga. Bijin-ga can be
translated literally as “portraits of beautiful people”, but in the majority of cases, it refers to images of
beautiful women.2 It is often said that the East does not have a tradition of realistic portraiture
comparable to that of the West. To account for this tendency we can recall an observation made by the
Buddhist philosopher Suzuki Daisetsu (1870-1966), who said that Asian art depicts spirit while
Western art depicts form.3 Traditional Eastern art was concerned with the essence of things. Japanese
pictorial art did represent people, and some of these images functioned as “portraits” in
commemorative rituals or displays of power, but they were not based on realistic descriptions of faces
and bodies. These images were intended to capture the essence of a person. Ukiyo-e, as a part of
popular urban culture, was the first Japanese pictorial tradition to extensively focus on human bodily
activities and to develop a large inventory of human representations. This it did through portraits of
2
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beautiful women (bijin-ga) and kabuki actors (yakusha-e). Interestingly, the bijin-ga women’s lack of
distinguishing characteristics sets them apart from the actor portraits from the same era, given that the
actors’ personalities are indeed conveyed. In the images of women, it is not their physical
characteristics but sumptuous costumes and coiffures that are the focus of attention. More than
expressing individuality, the artists sought to embody ideals of femininity, which varied in accordance
with the woman’s social role (e.g., prostitute or court lady). That role was suggested largely through
dress. The physical differences between the women have more to do with a particular artist’s style
rather than distinctions between the depicted persons, for ideas about the essence of femininity varied
from artist to artist. Sometimes there was a need to identify a particular woman, not least because the
images frequently presented prostitutes, and usually in the guise of historical or literary persons. In
such cases they served as advertisements for pleasure districts. The woman’s identity was revealed
through the inclusion of a text with her name, or a pictorial allusion to it. Without revealing the
subject’s identity, bijin-ga depicted male fantasies about women and functioned as such. Large pictures
of courtesans designed by Keisai Eisen (1790-1848) [Figure 4] exemplify this trend. The patterns on
the elaborate costumes play a major role in individualizing the women; their facial and bodily features
are only of secondary importance. There were, however, some artists who tried to express women’s
inner lives and personalities. One such artist is Kitagawa Utamaro. In general, however, portraiture was
not the strength of bijin-ga pictures, nor was it prevalent in Japanese art in a broader sense. On the
other hand, landscape painting, which revealed the inner harmony between man and nature, played a
much more prominent role in Eastern art. Okamoto, by contrast, does not seem to value his landscapes
as highly as his female portraits. When comparing his landscapes with those of older Japanese masters,
he says: “They loved nature more than people but I love people more than nature”. Yet to understand
Okamoto’s portraits, it is useful to see them in relation to Japanese landscape painting.
In contrast to the Occidental conception of there being a dualism between God and the world,
the relationship between man and nature in Eastern thought can be described as holistic: man is seen as
an integral part of nature. These contrasting views have strongly influenced traditions in Eastern and
Western art. Eastern representations of landscapes tried to capture the “essence of things” and did not
present humans as being in contrast to nature. At first, ukiyo-e pictures focused on images of human
life in urban environments, but this changed considerably in the nineteenth century due to changing
social conditions. Among other factors, the development of mass travel played a major role in
introducing the landscape genre. At the same time, the shogunate issued a series of reforms intended to
limit consumption and extravagance, and to this end, it banned certain themes such as erotica and
representations of popular actors and courtesans. In effect, the reforms opened a window of opportunity
for new artists and new genres, not least landscape pictures. Artists such as Katsushika Hokusai and
Utagawa Hiroshige took advantage of these new circumstances. Public demand triggered the
production of extensive series printed in large editions. Here it is especially worth noting that in
contrast to the Western landscape tradition, Japanese landscapes have never presented “anonymous
places”. The location functioned under the label of meisho (famous place), recognized as such because
of its religious, cultural, political or historical importance. One of the most popular woodblock print
series on the theme of famous places is a series showing more than fifty post stations along Tōkaidō
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Road, a corridor running from Kyoto to Edo. Hiroshige created more than twenty versions of this bestselling theme, and some of them are included in the exhibition [Figure 5]
What is important is that human figures never disappear from the images depicting natural scenery.
Japanese landscape images are very rarely “pure” landscapes. In images by Hiroshige, Hokusai and
Hokkei (1780-1850), we see representatives of various genders and social groups who are working,
resting or traveling: samurais, commoners, villagers and fishermen. They are part of nature, not its
antagonists.
Okamoto’s images do not follow this classical Eastern philosophical and artistic trend. The
nature he depicts is rarely inhabited. Instead, the minutely detail scenes function by themselves,
undisturbed by human beings. Okamoto draws on classical motifs from traditional Japanese landscape
paintings, e.g., Mt. Fuji, but approaches them in a different manner. For instance, in a picture of village
houses, a human presence is suggested, but people are not physically present [Figure 6]
His approach to nature stands in contrast to traditional Japanese landscape painting, where the inclusion
of human figures signifies the unity of man and the universe. But does this mean Okamoto has simply
rejected the Eastern tradition and assimilated a Western concept of dualism between man and nature?
We could argue for this view by pointing to the overall realism of Okamoto’s nature scenes and how
they are influenced by formal principles of Western modern art. But the artist’s dismissal of human
figuration seems puzzling in light of his preoccupation with human representation in so many of his
other works. The key to understanding this phenomenon might be found in a comment he recently
made: “There are no people in them because there is no need for people there. Landscape is landscape.
It’s not a story”. It seems that introducing humans would disturb the clarity of an image focusing on
nature. It would change the representation of nature into a “story”. Here we find a striking analogy
between Okamoto’s landscapes and portraits. In the latter, the figures are placed in sparse contexts, for
a proliferation of objects would disturb the main focus – people. Generally speaking, his women do not
have many attributes telling about their lives and personalities. In his effort to capture the “essence of
femininity”, Okamoto rejects “the story”. Thus it is possible to assume that one and the same objective
underlies both the landscapes and the portraits. Okamoto seeks to capture the “essence”. Undisturbed.
In order to achieve this, he refers to different artistic traditions and different modes of expression. He
freely takes recourse in the treasury of Eastern and Western art, both past and present, and selects
whatever means are most appropriate for his purposes. He is simultaneously a traditionalist and an
innovator working in Eastern and Western visual idioms. The current exhibition shows how he
connects these disparate artistic approaches. As Okamoto himself puts it, “one of the keywords of this
exhibition is hashi – a bridge”.
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Fig. 1 Okamoto Ryūsei (1949-), woodblock print “First Love 24”, from the series
“First Love”, 2005, inv. no UEM49155.

Fig. 2 Utagawa Kunisada (1786-1865), multicolor woodblock print “Woman in
Snow”, 1830-44, inv. no 43350
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Fig. 3 Okamoto Ryūsei (1949-), woodblock print “White Fox (picnic) 1”, from the
series “White Fox”, 1990, inv. no UEM49037

Fig. 4 Kisai Eisen, (1790 - 1848), multicolor woodblock print “Courtesan Parading in
Kimono Patterned with Magpies”, ca. 1830s, inv. no 43354
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Fig. 5 Utagawa Hiroshige, multicolor woodblock print “Kambara”, from the series
“Fifty-three Stations on Tōkaidō”, ca. 1833-34, inv. no NG.K&H.A.17703

Fig. 6 Okamoto Ryūsei (1949-), woodblock print “In Miasa (summer)”, 1979, inv. no
UEM48942
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