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Summary  
This thesis examines how Japanese calligraphy is mentioned and evaluated in selected contemporary 
English-language textbooks of Japanese art history. The purpose is to explore how a renowned artist 
Hon’ami Kōetsu (1558-1637) is narrated in three textbooks employed at many educational institutions, 
based on the theoretical insights of Orientalism and Japonisme. The method employed is critical 
discourse analysis. The result of the analysis shows that the authors, to a greater or lesser extent, are 
influenced by a Western approach to art. In the narrative of the collaboration works between the 
painter Tawaraya Sōtatsu (fl. 1600-1643)  and Hon’ami Kōetsu, the role of Kōetsu is limited, and his 
talent as a calligrapher is dimmed. The thesis propose to future authors of the English-language 
textbooks in Japanese art history to be aware of Orientalism and Japonisme in order to provide their 
readers a more proper understanding of the Japanese art forms. 

!!
Sammanfattning 

I denna uppsats undersöks hur Japansk kalligrafi beskrivs och värderas i några utvalda nutida 
engelskspråkiga läroböcker i japansk konsthistoria. Syftet är att utforska hur en berömd kalligraf, 
Hon’ami Kōetsu (1558-1637), beskrivs i tre läroböcker som används på många lärosäten, utifrån 
teorierna Orientalism och Japonisme. Metoden som används är kritisk diskursanalys. Resultaten av 
analysen visar att författarna, i större eller mindre utsträckning, är påverkade av ett västerländskt 
synsätt avseende konst. I beskrivningarna av samarbeten mellan målaren Tawaraya Sōtatsu (fl. 
1600-1643) och Hon’ami Kōetsu, är Kōetsus roll begränsad och hans talang som kalligraf nedtonad. 
Avslutningsvis föreslås framtida författare av engelskspråkiga läroböcker i japanska konsthistoria att 
vara medvetna om Orientalism och Japonisme för att ge sina läsare en mer korrekt förståelse av 
japanska konstformer. 

!!
要約 

本論では、英語で出版された現在の日本美術史に関する教科書において、書道がどのように
記述され、評価されているかを研究する。本論の目的は、著名な書道家の本阿弥光悦 (1558-

1637) が多数の教育機関で用いられている三冊の教科書の中で、どのように記述されている
かをオリエンタリズムとジャパニズムという論理に基づいて調査する。分析方法として、批
判的談話分析を用いる。分析の結果、先述の教科書の著者は多かれ少なかれ西洋美術の影響
を受けている。画家の俵屋宗達 (1600-1643) と本阿弥光悦共同作品において、光悦に関する
記述は限定されており、彼の書道家としての才能もほとんど注目されていない。本論は、今
後、英語で出版される日本美術史の教科書の将来の著者に対して、オリエンタリズムとジャ
パニズムを認識し、より的確に日本美術史を捉えて記述するよう提案する。 

2



Acknowledgement 

I want to show my gratitude toward my friends who always are available, Daniil Kuznetsov, 

Giada Varamo, and Mats Olsson. I highly appreciate the help of my supervisor Dr. Ewa 

Machotka, and for the insightful tips from Dr. Jaqueline Berndt. 
!
!
!!!!!!!!!
!
Conventions 

This thesis uses the transcription system Hepburn Romanization, and the Japanese words are 

written in an italic style with English translation provided at the footnotes.  

The macron: ā, ī, ū, ē, ō are used in the Japanese words that contain long vowels. However, 

exceptions are made on familiar words such as commonplaces, for example Kyoto. All names 

including Japanese are written with the family name first and then the given name. If nothing 

is stated, all translations are by the author with the original text attached in the footnotes. 

!
Chronology Period Names  1

!
!

&3

Heian Period (794-1185) Azuchi–Momoyama (also known as 
Momoyama) Period (1573-1615)Kamakura Period (1185-1333) Momoyama) Period (1573-1615)

Muromachi Period (1333-1573) Edo Period (1615-1868)
Meiji Period (1868-1912)

 The thesis employs identical chronological system as the writer and art historian Lee Sherman E.; 1

See in Lee, Sherman E., Reflections of reality in Japanese art, Cleveland museum of art, Cleveland, 1983 
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1.  Introduction !
In recent decades, the academic field of Japanese art history has experienced growth in 

practitioners both in Japan and abroad. Along with the expansion of the discipline, the 

publications of the academic works of literature have also increased. However, the conducted 

research by art historians in the West appears not to explore all genres of Japanese art 

productions.  Cecil H. Uyehara examines the bibliography of the conducted studies in the 2

field of Japanese calligraphy among Western scholars. He argues that the studies are limited 

in numbers, due to the lack of appreciation and understanding of Japanese calligraphy both in 

its cultural and aesthetic aspects.  On the other hand, when it comes to the English publication 3

of Japanese art history textbooks, Steven Addis states that the narrative of Japanese 

calligraphy is mainly ignored or barely discovered.  Therefore, by excluding one of the 4

Japanese art forms, the discipline of Japanese art history in the West might face a dilemma of 

not challenging the status quo with other perspectives. 

!
1.1 Purpose Of The Thesis 

As teaching material, the textbooks shall aim to provide students with a proper surveyed 

and integrated discipline, which includes the most disparate knowledge. In each academic 

field, teachers usually employ the textbooks for educational purposes, which should lead 

students to build their foundational knowledge on the specific topic. When it comes to 

Japanese art history studies, the English language textbooks appear to be widely employed 

in various universities. However, it can be claimed that it is rather difficult for an art 

historian to cover all events in a historical period within a textbook, and there is, therefore, 

a tendency to, by prioritization and selection, narrow down certain aspects of art history. 

However, depending on the narrative of the art textbooks, the students might be exposed to 

a biased selection of information and eventually miss out on essential historical facts. 

5

 Yiengpruksawan, Mimi Hall, “Japanese Art History 2001: The State and Stakes of Research”, The Art Bulletin, 2

Vol. 83, No. 1, 2001, pp. 105-111; 
Graham, Patricia, Early Modern Japanese Art History-- An Overview of the State of the Field,  EARLY 
MODERN JAPAN, 2002, pp. 2-21

 Cecil H., Uyehara, Japanese calligraphy: a bibliographic study, University Press of America, Lanham, Md., 3

1991, pp. 16-22

 Addiss, Stephen, “Japanese Calligraphy since 1868”, Since Meiji: Perspectives on the Japanese Visual Arts, 4

1868-2000, Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, p. 445



Therefore, it is crucial to approach the narrative of the Japanese art history textbooks 

critically and perhaps challenge it with an academic discourse.  

!
This thesis aims to shed light on the presentation of Japanese calligraphy in the English 

language publications of the Japanese art history textbooks that are employed in various 

universities worldwide, such as Leiden University, Hebrew University, Columbia 

University, through the analysis of one case study. It will focus on the presentation of the 

artistic practice of a renowned premodern calligrapher Hon’ami Kōetsu (1558-1637).   5

This study analyzes three textbooks commonly used in teaching Japanese art history, 

namely: Penelope Mason’s History of Japanese Art (1993),  Christine Guth’s Art of the 6

Edo (1996),  and Tsuneko S. Sadao and Stephanie Wada’s Discovering the Arts of Japan: A 7

Historical Overview (2010).  The thesis attempts to answer the following research 8

questions: 

!
How do the selected English language art history textbooks present artistic practice of 

Hon’ami Kōetsu as a calligrapher? 

What is the role of the narrative of Hon’ami Kōetsu’s association with the painter 

Tawaraya Sōtatsu (fl. 1600-1643) in the process of establishing Kōetsu as an artist?  9

Are there any historical factors that played a role in the development of this narrative in 

the selected English language art history textbooks? And, if so, what are these 

factors? 

!
As mentioned above, Japanese calligraphy is understudied in the field of Japanese art 

history, and it also seems as there is no previous research about its perception in the art 

textbooks. It is therefore intriguing, to study how Japanese calligraphy is mentioned in the 

&6

 Hon’ami Kōetsu (本阿弥光悦)5

 Mason, Penelope E., History of Japanese art, Abrams, New York, 19936

 Sadao, Tsuneko S. & Wada, Stephanie., Discovering the arts of Japan: a historical overview, 1st ed., Kodansha 7

International, Tokyo, 2003

 Guth, Christine., Art of Edo Japan: the artist and the city 1615-1868, Yale University Press, New Haven, 8

Conn., 2010[1996]　

 Tawaraya Sōtatsu (俵屋宗達)9



textbooks, in order to encourage future Western scholars to the take the appropriate 

measurements in improving the presentation of Japanese art history. I attempt to show how 

various scholars discuss with different nuances within the narration of Kōetsu as a talented 

calligrapher, while the selected textbooks barely discuss or completely ignore. In order to 

achieve this, the thesis employes the critical discourse analysis as methodology and 

Orientalism and Japonisme as theoretical foundation. The aim is to identify the discourse 

of Hon’ami Kōetsu and analyze the development within the context of the academic 

discipline of Japanese art history. 

!
!
!
!
!
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2. Literature Review  !
In order to conduct critical research that can contribute with new knowledge to academia, it is 

fundamental to start from a proper overview of the academic discussions on the given topic. 

In this critical review, I first attempt to briefly introduce the discourse of the Japanese 

calligraphy. Then, I focus on the scholarly discussion on Hon’ami Kōetsu by dividing it into 

two different aspects, which consist of Kōetsu as a calligrapher with various artistic skills and 

the collaboration relationship with the painter Tawaraya Sōtatsu. 

!
2.1 Research on Japanese calligraphy 

This section examines at how historical events of Japanese calligraphy has evolved and 

attempts to discover the current position in the field of Japanese art. Shodō written in the 

Japanese language literally means “the way of writing” or “the discipline of writing”.  10

Many historians agree that the art of calligraphy was introduced together with the Chinese 

characters kanji, from China through Korea.  Art historian Furuya Minoru explains in his 11

historical overview that around the year 150 various items that contained kanji were 

imported from China, which later became the foundation of Japanese calligraphy and its 

language.  12

!
On the other hand, art scholar Murase Miyeko commences her historical overview by 

analyzing the earliest Japanese calligraphy works, which she traces approximately to the 

year 700. She demonstrates that several Buddhist sacred texts were copied by calligraphers, 

who were mostly aristocrats and monks, in order to spread the practice of Buddhism and 

the Chinese cultural ideologies, but also to develop in literacy knowledge.  This indicates 13

that the practice of  Japanese calligraphy plays an essential role in the identity of Japanese 

cultural, linguistic, and religious growth.   

&8

 Japanese calligraphy (書道) 10

 Kanji (漢字) are the logographic characters imported from China. 11

 Furuya Minoru (古谷稔), Nihon Chūgoku Chōsen shodōshi nenpyō jiten, 日本中国朝鮮書道史年表辞典  12

[A chronological dictionary of Japanese Chinese Korean Calligraphy History], Kayahara Shobō 萱原書房 
[Kayahara library], Tokyo, 2005, p. 283

 Murase Miyeko, The written image: Japanese calligraphy and painting from the Sylvan Barnet and William 13

Burto Collection, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 2002, pp. 13-16



!
It is common knowledge that the Japanese calligraphy has its roots in Chinese calligraphy, 

but scholars demonstrate a paradigm shift that led to a clear distinction between these two 

calligraphy forms. Both the Tokyo National Museum and Furuya agree that one of the 

most significant turning points in the history of Japanese calligraphy was when the 

calligraphers of the Heian period successfully developed a new innovative aesthetic style 

know as wayōshodō.  However, Japanese calligraphy had an essential role in the 14

development of the Japanese writing system as well. Murase unfolds that the first 

calligraphy writing style employed by the Japanese calligraphers was the man’yōgana, 

which they gradually simplified and thereby designed the kana characters.  Japanese 15

calligraphy appears to have left an essential mark in Japanese cultural history, along with 

the invention of the writing system kana that is still used today. 

!
Considering the Japanese calligraphy styles, it is commonly known that the two major 

styles are wayōshodō and karayōshodō.  However, the karayōshodō is said to have been 16

reintroduced by the Zen monks together with the new Chinese cultural influences during 

the Kamakura period.  Art historian Suzuki Haruhiko argues however that these terms 17

portray not only different styles, but also represent the two most prominent calligraphy 

schools of the Edo period. Suzuki provides with evidence of how these two schools were 

competing as rivals, and demonstrates that their members’ were from various social 

classes.  Despite the different factions, the two schools and trends have always coexisted 18

&9

 Furuya, p. 327;  14

Tokyo National Museum, Nihon no sho: tokubetsuten 日本の書特別展 [Japanese calligraphy: Special 
exhibition], Tokyo Kokuritsu Hakubutsukan 東京国立博物館 (Tokyo National Museum), Tokyo, 1978, p. 8; 
Kana (仮名) is phonetic Japanese characters, within kana there are two types: hiragana and katakana. 
Wayōshodō (和様書道) literally means ‘the Japanese calligraphy style’.

 Murase, p. 16; Man’yōgana (万葉仮名) is the Japanese writing system prior to kana.15

 Uyehara, p.11;  16

Chinese calligraphy style (唐様書道), which has presented in the beginning of Japanese calligraphy history.

 Murase, 19-2017

 Suzuki Haruhiko, (鈴木晴彦), Nihon Chūgoku Chōsen shodōshi nenpyō jiten,, p. 39018



on equal footing, making Japanese calligraphy one of the three essential art forms of Japan, 

along with painting and poetry.  19

!
At the beginning of the Meiji period, the perception of Japanese calligraphy was 

challenged, due to the cultural exposure after the end of the isolation period.  The social 20

impact brought by the break of the Japanese isolation, affected various aspects of the 

Japanese society, including the area of the arts. The detailed study of art historian Satō 

Dōshin explains how the Meiji state with its education policies reformed the art institutions 

in order to spread the more “modern” concept of Japanese art (also known as modern 

Japanese art).  However, Satō and other scholars agree that the modern concept of 21

Japanese art has systematically excluded calligraphy, along with other Japanese art 

forms.  Art scholar Yiengpruksawan Mimi Hall explains that the main actors of the 22

premodern Japanese art reconfiguration were, the Meiji state, historians, art critics, 

scholars, and various actors both from Japan and the West. She claims that these actors 

proceeded with the plan of constructing a new Japanese art theory with the concept of 

Western art theory as its foundation.  However, she does not specify which Western art 23

theory that was employed. While Satō demonstrates how art forms such as painting and 

sculpture reached higher ranking in status and consensus (similarly as in Western art), 

&10

 Satō Dōshin, Modern Japanese art and the Meiji state: the politics of beauty, Getty Research Institute, Los 19

Angeles, 2011, p. 91; 
Uyehara, p. 11;  
Murase, p. 11

 During the Edo period, Japan underwent a policy that isolated the whole country from the outside world, also 20

known as sakoku (鎖国).

 Satō, pp. 44-9321

 Yiengpruksawan, pp. 111-117;  22

Ohno Kanako (大野加奈子), “Sho wa bijutsu narazu: Meiji seifu no bijutsu seisaku to Nihon no sho ni tsuite 
kōsatsu”『書ハ美術ナラズ」− 明治政府の政策と日本の書についての考察 (“Japanese Calligraphy is not an 
‘Art’” - The Meiji Governments’s Policy on Art and Japanese Calligraphy), Ningen shakai kankyō kenkyū 人間
社会環境研究 (Human and socio-environmental studies), Vol. 21, 2001, Vol. 21, 2001, pp. 29-33;  
Satō, pp. 44-93; 

 Yiengpruksawan, pp. 111-11323



while on the other hand, Japanese calligraphy and other art forms (for example: the craft 

arts, Chinese literati painting, ukiyo-e so forth) were considered to have less value.  24

!
This reconfiguration of the modern concept of Japanese art affected the perception of the 

Japanese calligraphy discipline. Satō’s and art historian Iwaki Ken’ichi’s studies explain 

how the new Meiji institutions successfully excluded Japanese calligraphy from the art 

education such as from the Tokyo School of Fine Arts taught disciplines in 1887, and 

gradually prevented the exhibition of Japanese calligraphy works in museums. They 

conclude that one of the results of these procedures were the repositioning of Japanese 

calligraphy and eventually its exclusion from the field of Japanese fine art (bijutsu).  25

!
These various exclusions of Japanese calligraphy proceeded until the postwar period, but it 

also created a current of reaction, which led to new experimental directions. One of the 

noticeable changes in calligraphy can be considered as the outcome of the Avant-garde 

calligraphers.  Art historian Bogdanova-Kummer Eugenia’s study makes it evident, when 26

she states that the purpose of the Avant-garde calligraphers was to present the Japanese 

calligraphy as innovative modern abstract art to and Japan and abroad.   27

!
Despite the change in the perception of Japanese calligraphy that occurred during the Meiji 

period, scholars agree that Japanese calligraphy is currently widely practiced and 

&11

 Satō, pp. 66-93; 24

Ukiyo-e (浮き世絵) is a Japanese painting style that was prominent in the Edo period. 
Chinese literati painting is practised by elite scholars and the style is often a combination of calligraphy and less 
realistic painting approach of various subjects.

 Satō, pp. 67-91; 25

Iwaki Ken’ichi (岩城見一), “Ijima Tsutomu sho no bigaku to kyōiku hyōshōsei no bigaku ni yoru sho geijutsu 
ron” (Sho no Bigaku to Shokyōiku by Ijima Tsutomu - The Argument that Calligraphy = Art as Discussed in 
“Hyōshōsei no Bigaku”) 井島勉『書の美学と教育』「表象性の美学」による〈書=芸術〉論, Bijutsu 
forum 21 美術フォールム21, Vol. 39, 2019, pp. 44-46; 
The Japanese fine arts Bijutsu (美術) refers to the art theory which was established in the Meiji period with the 
Western art theory as its foundation.

 Uyehara, p. 12; Satō, p. 9126

 Tate.org, [Website], Available at: https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/in-focus/meryon/japanese-27

calligraphy[Accessed 21 Jul. 2019]



appreciated, with an increasing interest in Museum exhibitions in Japan.  Unfortunately as 28

mentioned above, currently the discipline of Japanese calligraphy is not explored and 

researched within the field of Japanese art history in the West. 

!
2.2.1 Research on Hon’ami Kōetsu (1558-1637) 

In the two following sections, I focus on the academic discussion regarding the renowned 

premodern calligrapher Hon’ami Kōetsu who lived during the Momoyama and Edo period. 

In discovering the figure of Hon’ami Kōetsu I have found out that he is mostly known with 

the designated title Kan’ei no sanpitsu, which represents him as one of the three greatest 

calligraphers of the Kan’ei period (1624-1644).  The book Nihon no sho: Tokubetsu-ten 29

[Japanese  Calligraphy: Special Exhibition] published by Tokyo National Museum in 1978 

explains how a group of three greatest calligraphers were chosen and entitled as the 

representative of their own eras.  In other words, such an honourable title means that 30

Kōetsu was one of the most representative calligrapher of his era, showing a unique talent 

in calligraphy and outstanding accomplishments. 

!
There is another reason why Hon’ami Kōetsu is widely known within pre-modern 

Japanese art, that is because he is said to be an innovative artist with versatile artistic 

talents. Kōetsu is believed to be more famous and appreciated than the other two 

calligraphers of kan’ei no sanpitsu, mainly because he was skilled not only as a 

calligrapher but also as a painter, ceramist, lacquerer, book printer, and tea ceremony 

expert.  However, Furuya and the Tokyo National Museum chose to explore Kōetsu’s 31

&12

 Addiss, p. 91; Murase, p. 22; Uyehara, pp. 12-13 28

 Three Brushes of the Kan'ei Era (寛永の三筆) are three calligraphers of Kan’ei period, which are Hon’ami 29

Kōetsu, Konoe Nobutada (1565-1614) and Shōkadō Shōjō (1584-1639).

 Tokyo National Museum, p. 12;  30

A group of the three greatest calligraphers in one era  sanpitsu (三筆). For example the other sanpitsu are, Ōbaku 
no sanpitsu (黄檗三筆) (1853-1869), Meiji no sanpitsu (明治の三筆) (1868-1912), Shōwa no sanpitsu (昭和の
三筆) (1926-1989).

See in W. Puck, Brecher, “Kōetsumura: Of Rhythms and Reminiscence in Hon’ami Kōetsu’s Commune”, 31

Japan Review, No. 22, 2010, p. 32 
There is also a narration that Hon’ami Kōetsu was skilled as a garden designer.



artistic skills only in painting, ceramics, and lacquerware, while the Metropolitan Museum 

of Art provides a section about Kōetsu as a book printer.  32

!
According to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Hon’ami Kōetsu was hired by a wealthy 

Kyoto inhabitant to work at a publication press named Saga between the years 1606-1615. 

The main objective was to accomplish eight volumes from a set of one hundred pages of 

Nō texts. The Metropolitan Museum of Art states that Kōetsu was the leading designer for 

both the calligraphy and the decorative floral geometric patterns, employing the technique 

of woodblock printing.  Conversely, Murase claims that Kōetsu was not involved at all, 33

instead, the famous painter Sōtatsu solely designed the books’ printing patterns.  These 34

inconsistencies clearly show the issues scholars have to face. 

!
The Tokyo National Museum claims that there are no discovered paintings solely created 

by Kōetsu, despite his reputation as a skilled painter. However, a study demonstrates how 

Kōetsu had painted on his own two hand scrolls,  which were priorly painted by Sōtatsu, 35

in order to alter the general composition of the final work.  Moreover, art historian 36

Tamamushi Satoko highlights the dispute among art historians about who is the actual 

repairer behind the painted frontispiece in the Heike nōkyō hand scrolls from the Heian 

period. She continues stating that there are different opinions among scholars and 

researchers about the identity of the repairer, while some believe it was Kōetsu, others 

believe it was Sōtatsu who repaired the painted frontispiece. However, she concludes by 

&13

 The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Momoyama: Japanese Art in the age of grandeur, Library of congress 32

cataloging in publication data, 1975, pp. 78-79

 Ibid., pp. 78-7933

 Seattleartmuseum.org, [Website], Available at: http://art.seattleartmuseum.org/objects/14261/poem-scroll-34

with-deer?ctx=662e0306-1a8d-4dae-9795-aed8c8b41478&idx=1[Accessed 20 Jul. 2019]

 Shikisōka shitae wakakan 四季草花下絵和歌巻 [The flowers of four season poem hand scroll]; The poem 35

hand scroll  tsuruzushita wakakan (鶴下絵和歌巻) (Anthology with Crane Design poem hand scroll)

 Furuya Minoru, “Ōbei ni okeru Kōetsu geijutsu no aikou” 欧米における光悦芸術の愛好 (Marked 36

Popularity of Koetsu's Art in the U.S.A and Europe), Tokyo shogaku : daitō bunka daigaku shodō gakukaishi 大
東書学 : 大東文化大学書道学会誌 (The Daito's calligraphic studies) , vol. 1, 2001, p. 69;  
Kōetsu is claimed to have been painted on the poem hand scrolls Shikisōka shitae wakakan 四季草花下絵和歌
巻 [The flowers of four season poem hand scroll] and Tsuruzushita wakakan (鶴下絵和歌巻) (Anthology with 
Crane Design poem hand scroll)



demonstrating the current scholars chose Sōtatsu as the hand scroll repairer.  37

Nevertheless, scholars show a tendency in being reluctant to recognize Kōetsu’s painting 

skill, perhaps due to the lack of documentation; thus, it is problematic to grasp and 

understand his real contribution as a painter.  

!
Despite his painting skill, Kōetsu is widely known and appreciated as a ceramist and 

lacquerer. Scholars often mention that Kōetsu created several tea bowls (chawan), because 

of his enthusiasm for the tea ceremony. Among Kōetsu’s tea bowls the Mount Fuji tea 

bowl (fujisan) is well celebrated and is even designated as one of the national treasures of 

Japan.  Concerning his lacquerer activity, the Tokyo National Museum stresses that 38

Kōetsu was more of a designer and instructor, without any mention of his activity as a 

lacquerer.  On the other hand, when observing the list of Japanese art works that are 39

considered as national treasures, the lacquerware the writing box with Pontoon bridge by 

Kōetsu’s is also listed.  This could have been mentioned by the Tokyo National Museum. 40

!
Moving to Kōetsu’s calligraphy, it appears in various forms, such as letters, hand scrolls, 

poem cards, and printed text notes. These works show a high level of individuality, and his 

unique calligraphy writing style is usually as having contributed to the renaissance change 

in calligraphy that took place during the Momoyama period.  However, Kōetsu’s poem 41

cards and poem hand scrolls often included the background paintings created by Sōtatsu.  42

&14

 Tamamushi Satoko (玉虫敏子), “Tawaraya Sōtatsu and the “Yamato-e Revival””, in Elizabeth Lillehoj, 37

Critical Perspectives on Classicism in Japanese Painting, 1600-1700, Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 
2003, pp. 54-67; 
Heike nōkyō (平家納経) are thirty-four hand scrolls of famous Buddhist scared texts with image contents from 
the Heian period.

 Tokyo National Museum, p. 28 ; Sunritz-HattoriMuseum.or.jp, [Website], Available at: http://www.sunritz-38

hattori-museum.or.jp/masterpieces/ [Accessed 21 Jul. 2019]; 
Tea bowls (茶碗); 
The tea bowl Mount Fuji (不二山)

 Tokyo National Museum, p. 2839
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Not to mention, these poem cards and poem hand scrolls show high popularity in Western 

countries being often the object of exhibitions. However, it is uncertain if the cause of this 

high demand is due to the background paintings, to the calligraphy, or to the dynamic 

combination of these two art forms.  The art historian Carpenter John T. emphasizes that 43

the most valuable part of these works are the poems, characterized by the unique style of 

Kōetsu’s calligraphy.  Carpenter continues explaining that Kōetsu and other calligraphers 44

hired Sōtatsu, in order to provide background paintings for their works.  Nevertheless, 45

scholars ascribe solely to Kōetsu on the creation of the works believed to be the product of 

a presumed collaboration between Kōetsu and Sōtatsu.    46

!
The particular calligraphy writing style which Kōetsu is famous for, according to art 

scholar Takahashi Nobushiro, is the rhythmical flowing kana writings. Takahashi claims 

that most of the studies conducted in Japan on Kōetsu’s calligraphy are primarily focused 

on his kana writings.  However, Carpenter and the Tokyo National Museum explain that 47

Kōetsu’s calligraphy style is mostly celebrated for its’ masterful ‘scattered 

writing’ (chirashigaki) in a cursive script style both in kanji and kana, along with the 

extreme and sudden change in stroke width.  They also continue mentioning another 48

characteristic, which is how Kōetsu composes the dynamic play between dark and light, 

watery and crisp characters in his works.  49
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!
Nevertheless, on Kōetsu’s versatile skills, both the Tokyo National Museum and Furuya 

agree that among his many talents, Kōetsu shows to be extraordinarily gifted in 

calligraphy.          50

!
2.2.2 The relationship between Kōetsu and Sōtatsu 

Moving to Hon’ami Kōetsu and Tawaraya Sōtatsu’s collaboration, scholars offer varied 

and contradictory opinions on the nature of this collaboration and on its’ resolves. As 

mentioned above, Sōtatsu is believed to have be hired by Kōetsu as a background painter 

for his poem hand scrolls and his poem cards. To support this speculation, among the many 

collaboration works between background paintings by Sōtatsu and calligraphy by Kōetsu, 

only two works includes the signature of Sōtatsu.  Therefore, it is questionable if all the 51

collaborated works of these two artists was a real collaboration, or if Kōetsu hired Sōtatsu 

mainly as a background painter. However, in other studies, the relationship between these 

two artists is mentioned differently. For example, art historian Sandy Kita mentions Kōetsu 

as a mentor to Sōtatsu, while the art historian Nakamachi Keiko’s study translated to 

English by Oka Midori, they appear as colleagues, but neither of the studies explain why 

exactly these terms were chosen to describe the artists’ relationship.  Thus, this indicates 52

perhaps that their relationship is not thoroughly researched or documented, and therefore, 

scholars choose one claim than the other in order to support their arguments. 

!
The collaboration works of Kōetsu and Sōtatsu are often associated as the founders of the 

Rinpa painting school.  However, as art historian Tamamushi Sakoto unfolds that the 53

concept of the “Rinpa school” was assimilated and constructed in the recent Meiji period 
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by various actors such as Western and Japanese scholars, art dealers, and also the Meiji 

government, in order to promote and present one of the most decorative art of Japan.  54

Thus, these two artist were not aware of their collaboration works would later represent 

one of the core aesthetics style of the Rinpa school, but also act as its founders.  55

!
When attempting to discover the life of Tarawaya Sōtatsu, scholars admit that he was a 

painter with scarce biography documentation, who lived in Kyoto during the Momoyama 

and Edo periods.  Tamamushi Sakoto states that Sōtatsu gathered more attention than 56

Kōetsu as the founder of the Rinpa school, but also is narrated as one of the most 

representative artists of Japan. However, the claim that Sōtatsu as one of the most 

representative artist of Japan seems biased when his biography is barely known and his 

artistic achievements are only reconstructed recently in order to be presented as a 

promotion to the Rinpa school.  57

!
On the other hand, Kōetsu’s biography and works are well documented in various 

historical biographies, especially in the well-known book Hon’ami gyōjōki published by 

Kōetsu’s grandson.  It is worth taking into consideration the fact that Kōetsu was a 58

respected artist of Kyoto, who is not only famous in the modern era, but also during his 

lifetime. For instance, as an honour from the Tokugawa shogunate, Kōetsu received his 

own village in 1615 in Kyoto, and also a temple Kōetsu-ji named after him was established 

in 1656.  Art historian and philosopher Ernest Fenollosa stressed that Kōetsu is one of the 59

most famous Japanese artists of his time and should be considered as the founder of the 
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Rinpa school.  However, this claim was widely debated, and shortly Sōtatsu was more 60

recognized as the founder of Rinpa school than Kōetsu.    61

!
Though there is no doubt that the works born from the collaboration between Kōetsu and 

Sōtatsu are highly esteemed for their artistic value both abroad and in Japan; however, 

Carpenter claims “[…] indeed, Kōetsu’s success as a calligrapher was only furthered by  

Sōtatsu’s remarkable decorated papers […]”.  However, this claim has no further 62

explanation and seems to appear as an assumption. On the other hand, Carpenter also 

contradicts himself by mentioning highly of calligraphy by stressing that the inspiration of 

these two artists took was from, the Heian court literature, which mainly consisted of 

calligraphy works.  63

!
In conclusion, it is true that Kōetsu’s calligraphy appears together with Sōtatsu’s 

background paintings, yet the work of these two artists is mostly mentioned as a 

‘collaboration’. However, as mentioned above, it is problematic to simply define their 

work as collaborative when there are various issues in the reconstruction of their 

background histories. Scholars agree that Kōetsu was an artist with many talents and one 

of the most excellent calligraphers of his era. However, most of Kōetsu’s appreciated 

calligraphy works seem to present Sōtatsu’s background painting; this combination of 

calligraphy and painting generates a polarization in appreciation of these two forms of art. 

!
!
!
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3. Theoretical frameworks and Methodology !
In this section, I state the theoretical frameworks and explore the methodology which the 

analysis employs and describe the chosen primary sources. 

!
3.1 Orientalism 

The word Orientalism could be the object of various definitions; however, one of them 

designates a specific academic point of view through which scholars study the culture, 

geography, literature, art history, language and so forth of the ‘Oriental’ regions of the 

world. Regions such as Asia, Middle East and North Africa are, through the eye of 

Orientalism, interconnected as belonging to the macro area of the ‘Orient’; on the other 

hand, the polar opposite of the Orient is the Euro-American macro area, usually referred to 

as the West. Edward W. Said’s book Orientalism, published in 1978, offers a deep insight 

into the social construction of Orientalism. Said mainly claims that Orientalism as a theory 

is a comprehensive concept that identifies the Western hegemony over the East or non-

West. He continues arguing that the notion of Orientalism was invented and generalized by 

the European colonial political ideology, in order to contrast the differences between West 

and non-West.  However, Orientalism is applicable in the sphere of aesthetics as well. 64

Said claims that the Orientalist perhaps out of interest or respect would undermine local 

epistemologies in art by categorizing, defining and interpreting the various non-Western art 

forms with the Western art theory as its norm.  65

!
The employment of the Orientalism theory is evident when observing how the Western 

intellectuals in the nineteenth century began to define Japanese art as “decorative art”.  66

The term decorative art was chosen by Western art critics in order to create a contrast 

between Japanese art and Western art, which is believed to be non-decorative and more 

realistic and naturalistic. This demonstrates that the Orientalism process also applies to the 
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study field of Japanese art, when the ‘superior’ West exploits and define Japanese art 

according to their notions and perspectives. Both Kikuchi Yūko and Tamamushi Satoko 

claim that the influence of Orienlalism is not one-sided, yet circular; this means that it is 

not merely the West who employs the social construction of Orientalism, but Japan and 

Japanese scholars also chose to employ the perspective of Orientalism on various fields 

and topic. This gets evident when considering how the Meiji state decided to reevaluate the 

pre-modern Japanese art concept by encouraging and implanting the Western art theories.  67

In other words, the non-Western themselves are affected by the misleading concept of 

Orientalism and its cultural background, so that non-western scholars implant Western 

concepts in their own traditional aesthetics. According to Kikuchi this phenomenon can be 

defined as ‘Oriental Orientalism’.   68

!
The above mentioned issues, deeply rooted in the dialectic of contrast between an 

aesthetically superior West and a fascinating yet aesthetically inferior East, can lead to a 

not thoroughly critical and objective approach in the discipline of Japanese art history. 

Therefore, Orientalism is relevant as a theoretical framework because it aids to unravel 

how Western art historians in the selected textbooks uncritically repeat certain narrative 

patterns, which are in fact grounded in Orientalism process. 

!
3.2 Japonisme  

The phenomenon Japonisme refers to the exportation of various Japanese art items for the 

Western consumers, which firstly appeared in the 17th century. However, this phenomenon 

reached its peak in the middle of the19th century in the Meiji period.  The studies of art 69

historians Zhou Xiaoyi and Weisberg Gabriel P. demonstrates under the banner of 

Japonisme, Japanese art items such as ceramics, fans, lacquers, Japanese painting 

(especially ukiyo-e) were highly demanded among the Western consumers, and therefore 
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various Western art collectors displayed the exported Japanese items in their exhibitions, 

which contributed to the further the spread of the popularity and market promotion of 

Japonisme.   70

!
The art historian Satō Dōshin further specifies that the Meiji government embraced these 

wave and established policies that would encourage the exportation of Japanese items to 

the West. However, the items were selectively chosen in order to further fuel promotion 

and gain economic profits.  Another known factor of the phenomenon Japonisme is the 71

influence it had on the many Post-Impressionists artists including Edgar Degas 

(1834-1917), Vincent Van Gogh (1853-1890), Paul Cézanne (1839-1906) and others. This 

influence is mostly based on the non-realistic approach of Japanese decorative paintings. 

Therefore, Japonisme relates to the development of various Western arts by contributing 

fresh insights and ideas such as for example the development of art Nouveau.  This 72

indicates that the interpretation of Japanese art in the West may heavily be influenced by 

the phenomenon of Japonisme, and the possibility of an existing discourse of various 

historical events that aid to develop the Western perception of the Japanese art forms. 

Therefore, this thesis employs the Japonisme theory in order to trace the historical factors 

that played a key role in the development of Hon’ami Kōetsu’s narrative in English 

language textbooks of Japanese art history. 

!
3.3 Critical Discourse Analysis 

According to Norman Fairclough, critical discourse analysis is an interdisciplinary 

approach meant to analyze the discursive relationship between the discourse content and 

the social process.  However, according to John Flowerdew the term “discourse” does not 73

only cover the linguistic aspects, but it also includes many other dimensions, such as 
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pictures, films, and sounds.  While the so termed “critical analysis” allows to examine the 74

discourse critically by employing theoretical frameworks (usually social theories), and 

unravels the various social-political issues within the given discourse. Thus, this thesis 

builds its discourse on the analysis of the selected textbooks taking into account both its 

text and images, on the already mentioned discrepancies in the scholars’ opinions, and 

eventually on the analysis of other additional material which will help the development of 

this research.  

!
Through the critical analysis, I firstly attempt to demonstrate how the selected textbooks 

gradually exclude Japanese calligraphy in their narrative patterns and the consequent lack 

of information about Hon’ami Kōetsu’s calligraphy aesthetics. In order to achieve this, I 

have decided to divide the analysis into two aspects, which are Kōetsu as a calligrapher 

and his collaboration works with the painter Tawaraya Sōtatsu. Then I analyse these two 

scopes by employing the social theory Orientalism. At the end of the analysis, I focus 

solely on tracing the historical events that aid to develop the narrative of Hon’ami Kōetsu 

in the selected textbooks with the discourse of Japonisme as its foundation.  

!
3.4 Material 

As mentioned above, three English textbooks published between the years 1993, 1996 and 

2003 about Japanese art history have been selected. All three have appeared on the various 

universities courses syllabi as required or recommended readings. For instance, Mason’s 

History of Japanese art has been employed at Tufts University, University of 

Pennsylvania, SOAS University of London, Columbia University, Stockholm University, 

University of San Diego. Guth’s Art of the Edo Period has been included in the syllabi of 

the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, SOAS University of London, Stockholm University. 

Sadao and Wada’s Discovering the arts of Japan is used by Leiden University, Stockholm 

University, University of Colorado, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, City University 

of Hong Kong.  These universities are only a few to name that states that they are 75

employing the textbooks. Another reason of choosing these three art textbooks, was mainly 
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due to the slight available narratives of Japanese calligraphy. For instance, when observing  

Varley Paul’s Japanese culture published in 2000,  it appears not to mention Japanese 76

calligraphy in his surveyed textbook.   

!
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4. Analysis 
As mentioned above in this chapter, I conduct the analysis into two different fields. Firstly, I  

analyze how the selected English language art history textbooks present artistic practice of 

Hon’ami Kōetsu as a calligrapher by focusing into two scopes. Then, I analyze the result of 

these two scopes with the theory of Orientalism. In the last section, I attempt to trace the 

historical events that played an essential role in the development of Kōetsu’s narrative within 

the discourse of the Japonisme.	

!
4.1.1 The Japanese calligrapher Hon’ami Kōetsu 

The selected textbooks vary by the amount of the surveyed information; however, they 

certainly follow the same narrative pattern which gives less value to the Japanese 

calligraphy as an art form. 

!
The art textbook History of Japanese Art by Mason Penelope is divided into seven 

chapters, and it attempts to provide an extensive survey of Japanese art forms from the 

prehistorical era to 1945. Most of the chapters gather together the artistic production of 

more than one historical period of Japan, however, the fifth chapter entitled as “A Turbulent 

transition” is entirely dedicated to the Momoyama period and includes the narrative of 

Hon’ami Kōetsu. Mason commences the chapter with a general overview on the 

Momoyama period’s historical background, mainly characterized by the political and social 

changes that led a turbulent changes in the Momoyama arts. However, Mason explores the 

Momoyama period art solely focusing on the improvement in painting methods, such as the 

use of “brilliant colors, gold-leaf grounds, and strong decorative patterns”, and on the rising 

interest in tea ceremony and Japanese literature.  Unfortunately, Mason does not allude, in 77

her overview, to the Japanese art of calligraphy. While according to the Tokyo National 

Museum: 

  

[…] when entering the Momoyama period, one after the other of the kan’ei no sanpitsu 
Hon’ami Kōetsu, Konoe Nobutada (1565-1614), and Shōkadō Shōjō (1584-1639) […] 
established an innovative calligraphy writing style that symbolised the rich culture of the 
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Momoyama period by adopting the previous generation’s calligraphy methods with 
combining their own creative personality.  78

!
Assuming it is true, Mason misses the opportunity to provide the readers with a broader 

view of the Momoyama arts by not integrating in her narration the one of the significant 

turning points in the art of Japanese calligraphy. 

!
Furthermore, this chapter has three major subchapters each of them dedicated to the 

architecture, painting, and ceramics of the Momoyama period. Under the painting section, 

there is a subheading called “Sōtatsu” with an extensive narration of his various 

achievements in painting. Meanwhile, the narrative of Kōetsu is found and embedded into 

the subheading of the painter Sōtatsu.  Not only in this chapter but also throughout the 79

textbook, Mason does not provide her readers with a subchapter dedicated to the Japanese 

calligraphy.  One can interpret this as Japanese calligraphy is an art form not worthy 80

enough to be included in this art history textbook. Besides, the narration of Kōetsu appears 

under the title Sōtatsu, which also indicates the bias priority of painting over calligraphy. 

!
There are unclear narrative choices when describing Hon’ami Koetsu’s versatile talents and 

calligraphy skills in Mason’s textbook. Mason admits that Kōetsu was a “connoisseur and 

noted” calligrapher. However, it is questionable if this mentioning ascribes Kōetsu to the 

readers as one of the three greatest calligraphers in his era.  Mason continues to briefly 81

mention that the Hon’ami family was skilled in various talents such as lacquerer, sword-

making, and calligraphy. Even though, Mason acknowledges Kōetsu as “a man of many 

artistic accomplishments”, she fails to address whether Kōetsu also possessed the identical 
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skills as his family. Instead, she only addresses directly Kōetsu as a ceramics and a 

practitioner of the tea ceremony.  Except for the vague addressing his skills, Mason 82

ignores to mention Kōetsu as a painter, book-printer designer and lacquerer. 

!
In Mason’s textbook, she employs the collaboration work of the poem hand scroll called 

Deer scroll by Kōetsu and Sōtatsu, mainly in order to explore from the perspective of the 

painting aspects (which is obvious, because the whole narrative is under the painting 

section). She lightly summarizes that the Deer scroll consists of deer in dynamic actions 

with 28 written poems from the Kamakura period. Then, Mason outlines how Kōetsu 

painted additional deer to fill the void over the prior painting provided by Sōtatsu as: 

!
 […] one (Sōtatsu) accomplished in using gold paint and adept at rendering delicate 
nuances of thin and opaque shades, the other (Kōetsu) a much less skilled artist who lays 
on gold paint in even […].  83

!
Suddenly, Kōetsu appears to have the skill of painting, which Mason specifically addresses 

neither to him nor to his family, but also he is defined as a “less skilled artist”. Mason most 

likely means that Kōetsu was less skilled in painting, but the vague definition might raise 

an issue for the readers to think that Kōetsu is not a well appreciated artist. However, as we 

know it, Kōetsu was and still is a very respected artist whose various works are highly 

appreciated both in Japan and abroad, including two of his works that are considered as 

national treasures of Japan. Mason could have explained in more detail in which ways 

Kōetsu was ‘less skilled’, otherwise it appears as an assumption without any substantial 

evidence. 

!
Some cautions are required when observing how Mason describes the owner of the Deer 

scroll. In the textbook, there is an illustration of the Deer scroll, and Mason decides to 

write the description as “Deer scroll, a hand scroll, by Sōtatsu; calligraphy by Hon’ami 

Kōetsu.”  When solely focusing on the illustration’s description, the reader might assume 84
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that the art piece is owned and created by Sōtatsu. On the other hand, Mason contradicts 

herself in the narrative by stating that Kōetsu commissioned the hand scroll from Sōtatsu as 

a patron. It is unclear why she decided to put Sōtatsu’s name first rather than Kōetsu’s, 

which can attribute confusion of ownership of the art piece. However, as explored earlier 

by scholars and art historians, the Deer scroll including other collaborated poem hand 

scrolls are accounted as Kōetsu’s work. 

!
It is evident in the cropped illustration of the Deer scroll, how Japanese calligraphy is 

dismissed. Mason decides to crop the illustration, so it focuses only on the group motifs of 

deer and Kōetsu’s calligraphy is not visible.  However, when seen objectively, the Deer 85

scroll is approximately twenty meters in length and consists of three various art forms such 

as painting, calligraphy and poetry.  Still, Mason explores only the painting aspect and 86

completely ignores to mention the calligraphy made by Kōetsu. She could have 

demonstrated the calligraphy style in the Deer scroll, for example, the chirashigaki, the 

choice of composition between kana and kanji, the variety in width of strokes, and so forth. 

!
On the other hand, Guth’s textbook the Art of Edo Japan; The artist and the city 1615-1868 

approaches the Japanese art history from another perspective compared to the other two 

textbooks. It is meant to survey the relationship between the artists and their regional 

environments during the Edo period.  Therefore, it examines the artists in the four major 87

cities Kyoto, Edo, Osaka and Nagasaki, and the provinces. Each chapter dedicates to 

exploring the artists in the given cities, and therefore, the narrative of Hon’ami Kōetsu 

appears in the second chapter “Kyoto Artists”. This chapter commences with the summary 

of the appearance of Kyoto, and how its artists had the opportunities to develop in various 

artistic talents in creative and highly individualistic ways, due to the less influence of the  

shogunate officials on Kyoto artists.   88

!
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However, we can assume Guth mostly focuses on artist who are specialized mostly in 

painting skills. The reason for this speculation is evident in how Guth divides the second 

chapter only by Japanese painting schools such as Taso, Kano, Maruyama-Shijo and Rinpa 

that appeared chronologically in the city Kyoto during the Edo period.  Even though 89

Kōetsu is also known as a calligrapher, depending on which aspects are in focus, the 

diversity of Kōetsu’s narrative can fit in Guth’s surveyed narrative concept. For example, as 

to employ the narrative of the Kōetsu in order to amplify painter Sōtatsu further. This claim 

does not mean that the entire textbook focuses merely on painting. Similarly, Gerhart Karen 

concludes in her evaluation of Guth’s textbook “…primarily toward painters, the book also 

interweaves the arts of calligraphy, sculpture, ceramics, lacquer, and textiles…”.  Even 90

though Japanese calligraphy does appear in the textbook, the degree of its narrative is 

questionable (which will be clearer soon). If Guth wanted to include Japanese calligraphy 

in her surveyed art textbook, she could have included the two primary Japanese calligraphy 

schools karayōshodō and wayōshodō that were prominent, especially in the Edo period. In 

this way, her textbook could have provided an improved survey of Japanese art history.  

!
The narrative of Kōetsu is found in the subchapter “Kōetsu and Sōtatsu and Rinpa design”. 

When solely focusing on the narrative of Kōetsu as a calligrapher, Guth presents it as quite 

odd. As an example, Guth decides to demonstrate with an illustration and brief mentioning 

about the double page Nō text named Michinori by Kōetsu’s calligraphy and printing 

designs on the pages by Sōtatsu.  Guth continues to mention that the main patrons of 

Kōetsu and Sōtatsu were the wealthy Kyoto inhabitants, which demanded sophisticated 

prints such as poetry, Chinese literature, and Nō text. She concludes by stating that both the 

Nō text and the several poem hand scrolls were designed as replication products.  91

However, the selection of this art piece is certainly not among the famous works by these 

two artists, Guth could have chosen to focus on the poem cards or hand scrolls. 

Nevertheless, as mentioned above, there is an indication of issues behind the designer in 
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book printing, which Guth does not acknowledge the possible involvement of Kōetsu not 

only as a book printer but also as the lead designer. Secondly, she completely ignores any 

calligraphic aspects in the narrative of the Nō text. While, Guth could have mentioned his 

outstanding calligraphy writing style such as the cursive script with the dynamic 

combination of kana and kanji. Instead, Guth’s primary objective of this subchapter is 

mainly to focus on the painting aspects of Sōtatsu and other Rinpa artists, despite her 

admitting that calligraphy is considered as one of the vital art forms of the Edo period.  92

!
In contrast to Guth and Mason, the textbook Discovering the arts of Japan: a historical 

overview by Sadao and Wada, provide their readers with more information about Japanese 

calligraphy in their surveyed art history. Their textbook is constructed in order to provide 

an overview of the Japanese art forms such as: architecture, sculpture, painting, calligraphy, 

textile, lacquer, ceramics and metal works from the prehistorical through to the Meiji 

period. Each chapter is given a scoped period and begins with a general overview of the 

period’s history, politics, and religion.  93

!
In Sadao and Wada’s chapter overview of the art of the “Azuchi-Momoyama” period 

(1573-1615) they decided to include Kōetsu’s calligraphy aesthetics, which is a remarkable 

difference from the other two textbooks. This is clear when observing the overview of the 

chapter, which is mainly about the military power changes and the introduction of 

Christianity from the West, but also includes one of the turning points in Japanese 

calligraphy history as “Calligraphy in particular saw a notable flowering of creativity 

during the late years of Momoyama, with the works of versatile, cultivated masters like 

Hon’ami Kōetsu […]”.  It can be argued that Sadao and Wada could have included the 94

other two calligraphers of Kan’ei no sanpitsu; however, it is fresh concept compared to the 

other two textbooks.  

!
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Sadao and Wada mention the calligraphy together with painting; therefore, the subchapter 

title is called “Painting Calligraphy”. The concept of combining calligraphy and painting as 

a subchapter is consistently employed throughout the textbook.  However, this concept 95

leads to an imbalance amount of narrative in the following art forms. We can assume that 

painting is the mainly focused rather than calligraphy in the subchapters. At least this 

appears to be true in the subchapter “Painting Calligraphy” in Azuchi-Momoyama, where 

Sadao and Wada mainly ascribe about various painters’s choice of styles, themes and 

achievements. While less attention is paid to the calligrapher Hon’ami Kōetsu.   96

!
In contrast to the other textbooks, Sadao and Wada’s provide more extensive insights of 

Kōetsu’s narrative by mentioning his calligraphy writing style, works and versatile skills. 

Firstly, Kōetsu’s calligraphy writing style is described as “having studied the classical court 

arts, including kana and Chinese calligraphy, he (Kōetsu) created a unique, fluid, visual 

stunning calligraphic style […]”.  Secondly, Kōetsu’s versatile skills are admitted and 97

directly addressed with no vague confusion as a calligrapher, potter, lacquer, and 

practitioner of the tea ceremony.  Even though the painting skill is not mentioned, there 98

are no vague addressing of Kōetsu skills in contrast to the other two textbooks. Thirdly, 

Sadao and Wada give equal attention to calligraphy, painting and poetry when mentioning 

of Poems of the Thirty-six Immortal Poets by Kōetsu and the background painting by 

Sōtatsu. This is clear when observing the cropped illustration of the poem scroll that it 

includes not only the background painting but also the calligraphy and poetry. In addition,  

Sadao and Wada decide to write the illustration’s description as “… Kōetsu’s calligraphy 

was inscribed with ink over Sōtatsu’s painting of a flock of silver cranes, with abbreviated 

landscape elements and waves in silver and gold […] poetry are represented by kana and 

Chinese characters, in a gracefully rhythmic, cursive script ”.  This shows equal narrative 99
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on Sōtatsu’s and Kōetsu’s  individual artistic talents. Although, they could have explored 

further by interconnecting aspects such as the scattered writing (chirashigaki), stroke 

quality, and the bold and faint tones of the characters. 

!
To conclude, the textbooks have the narrative patterns that mainly exclude Japanese 

calligraphy in various nuances. This is prominently evident in Guth’s and Mason’s 

textbooks, as they do not provide their readers with an in-depth exploration of Kōetsu’s 

calligraphic aesthetics. Although, in Sadao and Wada’s textbook, the calligraphy aspects of 

Kōetsu are explained by exploring his unique calligraphy writing styles. However, the three 

selected textbooks still show various indications of either favouring painting over 

calligraphy, or embedding and merging these two art forms as one in their surveyed 

Japanese art history. This may be interpreted as the art historians of the textbooks preferred 

to precept the Japanese art forms through the perspective of the Western art theory. For 

instance, mainly elaborating various Japanese painting contexts and not providing deep 

insights into Japanese calligraphy. When we observe the standard discipline of West fine 

art, in most cases any calligraphy practices are not included in the discipline. Perhaps, for 

these reasons, the art historians of the textbooks chose not to analyze and discuss the 

Japanese calligraphy art forms deeply, due to the lack of appreciation and understanding of 

its aesthetic values. Therefore, this indicates the sign of the Orientalism process, where the 

authors of the textbooks choose to present the Japanese art through a Western art approach, 

by undermining especially the aesthetics of Japanese calligraphy. However, the Orientalism 

process on Japanese calligraphy shows a sign of weaving in Sadao and Wada’s textbooks, 

which might indicate that the aesthetics of Japanese calligraphy is perhaps gaining more 

recognition in the discipline of Japanese art history in the West. 

!
4.1.2 The relationship of Hon’ami Kōetsu and Tawaraya Sōtatsu 

The selected textbooks narrate the relationship of Kōetsu and Sōtatsu in different ways. As 

discovered in the Literature review, scholars appear to provide contradictable views and 

various opinions about their collaboration and relationship. Mason, Sadao and Wada 

employ the term collaboration to describe the work of the poem hand scrolls in their 

textbooks, meanwhile contradicting themselves by claiming that Kōetsu is a patron to 
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Sōtatsu.  While, in Guth’s textbook, the notion of Kōetsu as a patron is completely 100

ignored, and instead it portrays that these two artists collaborated on equal terms.  The 101

selected textbooks could have provided their readers with a discussion of the problematic 

discourse within the ‘collaboration’ of these two artists. However, as explored above and 

only admitted in Sadao and Wada’s textbook, scholars ultimately approve that the 

‘collaborated’ works are accounted to be Kōetsu’s works, which the other textbooks fail to 

portray to the readers. 

!
As mentioned in the Literature review, the artwork of Kōetsu’s calligraphy consists of the 

background painting by Sōtatsu; therefore, it may create a polarization in appreciation 

between painting and calligraphy. However, as explored in the pervious section, Guth and 

Mason mainly choose to emphasise Sōtatsu’s background painting aspects, and ignore to 

unfold the calligraphic aesthetics by Kōetsu. This narrative pattern creates a one-sided 

appreciation, where the readers are guided only to appreciate the painting aspects. On the 

other hand, Sadao and Wada appear to be the only ones that explores the two art forms 

within the work of Kōetsu’s poem hand scroll equally and provide their readers to 

appreciate both painting and calligraphy aesthetics. However, as stated in the findings in 

the given discourse, scholars agree that the most critical aspect of the ‘collaborated’ works 

is the poem calligraphy applied by Kōetsu. For this reason, the textbooks should have 

instead provided the readers a more extensive narrative on Kōetsu’s calligraphy aesthetics 

than Sōtatsu’s background painting aspects. In addition, another polarization between 

Sōtatsu and Kōetsu is how the textbooks narrate the founder of the Rinpa school. Guth and, 

Sadao and Wada chose to give Kōetsu and Sōtatsu an equal role as the founder of the 

Rinpa school. While Mason completely ignores to mention any trace of Kōetsu in the 

context as one of the founders of Rinpa school, and instead rather focuses on other Rinpa 

painters such as Ogata Kōrin (1658–1716)  and  Sakai Hōitsu (1761–1828).   102

!
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To conclude, Guth’s and Mason’s textbooks choose to give more focus on Sōtatsu than 

Kōetsu, due to perhaps admiration of the Sōtatsu’s painting aspects. However, according to 

the history, Kōetsu was clearly a more important artist than Sōtatsu. As to remind us, 

Kōetsu was highly acknowledged by the Shogunate and even received his own land in 

Kyoto. Nevertheless, the descriptions of the artists’ roles and the value of the efforts in 

their collaborations indicate that the authors of the textbooks employed an Orientalism 

‘filter’ that influenced their formulations and expressions. This is evident how Kōetsu’s 

artistic practises often emerge together with the painter Sōtatsu and the calligraphy aspects 

are dimmed. This could be perhaps due to the Japanese calligraphy receiving less priority   

compared to the more familiar art form painting. 

!
4.2 Tracing the development of the master narrative 

When tracing the historical factors that played a role in the development of the narrative on 

Hon’ami Kōetsu in the art textbooks, it appears to involve numerous events that occurred 

in Japan and Western countries. For the sake of clarity, I choose to trace it based on the 

presentation of Kōetsu in the selected textbooks. To summarize, the textbooks do provide a 

narrative of Kōetsu; however, his calligraphy aspects are mentioned in varied density. 

Manson and Guth ignore to mention his calligraphy achievements largely, while Sadao and 

Wada do interconnect equally Kōetsu’s calligraphy with the background painting by 

Sōtatsu. However, the prevailing narrative pattern in the selected textbooks puts emphasis 

on Kōetsu rather than other prominent Japanese calligraphers from different periods.  103

This raises questions and interpretations as to why specifically Kōetsu is prominent in the 

textbooks compared to the other well-celebrated calligraphers. 

!
There might be several speculations on why Kōetsu appears in the textbooks, but based on 

the above-explored narrative patterns, I suggest three reasons. Firstly, Kōetsu’s versatile 

talents provide multiple narrative options for the art historians in their textbooks. This 

claim is evident in how the textbooks choose to mention about his ceramics and 
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lacquerware works. These two works are embedded in the Japanese craft (kōgei), which 

includes art forms such as ceramics, lacquer, metalwork, and so forth.  Secondly, Kōetsu 104

as one of the founders of the Rinpa painting school. As mentioned above, Rinpa school 

plays a significant role in Japanese art history, because it is narrated as to present one of 

the decorative art qualities of Japan.  Thirdly, although prominently explored in Sadao 105

and Wada’s textbook, Kōetsu is narrated as a ‘noted’ calligraphers and one of the greatest 

calligrapher of the Momoyama period. Nevertheless, the three given suggestions can be 

formed as a framework to aid the process of tracing Kōetsu’s narrative pattern. Therefore, I 

choose these three tracing points as anchors and attempt to provide the historical factors 

that developed the perception of Kōetsu’s narrative patterns in the textbooks within the 

discourse of Japonisme. They are: 

  1. Japonisme and the rising interest in craft art 

        2. The spread of the Rinpa school through Japonisme  

        3. Japanese calligraphy’s low interest under the Japonisme movements, and its  

      exclusion from the ‘modern’ Japanese art 

!
I believe that these three tracing anchor points are interconnecting with the phenomenon of 

Japonisme, which shaped the perception of the Japanese art in the West.   

!
As mentioned earlier, the terminology Japonisme is mostly associated with Japanese art 

items that were introduced to Western countries through exportation. The first trace of 

Japonisme was the exported art items mainly consisted of Japanese craft from Japan to 

European countries in 17th century.  However, at the end of the isolation policy, the 106

Japonisme underwent another phrase of spread, due to access to the trade between Japan 

and the world in the Meiji period. This led Japonisme to be embedded in a larger context, 
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where the Meiji state grasp the opportunity to gain foreign currency and present Japan to 

other countries as a modern state. Therefore, the exported Japanese craft items varied in 

quality.  Perhaps it was in this context that the Western supporters of Japonisme caught 107

attention to Kōetsu’s versatile talents in craft.  

!
During the second phase of Japonisme, the interest in Japanese painting rose and begun to 

attract the various Western audiences. As mentioned earlier, many Post-impressionist 

artists would study the decorative art of Japan in order to broader their style and thematic 

choices. Although, the Japanese painting styles ukiyo-e is said to be the base of the 

inspiration source for these artists, the Rinpa school’s decorative designs were also 

involved.  In addition, one of the most prominent promoters of Japanese art in the United 108

states was the art historian and philosopher Ernest Fenollosa. He published the most 

formative art historical works on Japanese art history named Epochs of Chinese and 

Japanese Art: An Outline  History of East Asiatic Design published in 1912. As mentioned 

in the Literature review, Fenollosa speaks highly about Kōetsu as the most talented artist of 

the Rinpa school.  After this claim by Fenollosa the popular decorative art of the Rinpa 109

school has gathered much attention within the Western and Japanese art fields. Perhaps it is 

due to these factors that calligrapher Hon’ami Kōetsu along with the Rinpa school 

prominently appears in the selected textbooks compared to the other calligraphers. 

!
However, Japanese calligraphy as an art item did not participate in the exportation to the 

West in the Meiji period. The reason is because the Western appreciator of Japonisme did 

not show any interest in Japanese calligraphy as an art form. This reinforced the Meiji 

government to start excluding Japanese calligraphy both in the discipline, but also through 

the various exhibitions.  As explored in the Literature review, this exclusion continued 110
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until the postwar period. Nevertheless, perhaps it is in this context that the art historians of 

the textbooks choose to focus less on the art from of calligraphy in their narrative. 

!
To conclude, the notion of Japonisme functions as a market promotion of the Japanese 

culture, however, as we can see the perception of the Japanese art is regulated and shaped 

by the phenomenon of Japonisme. The reason of the narrow narrative of Japanese 

calligraphy and the emphasized focus on the calligrapher Hon’ami Kōetsu is perhaps due 

to the developed discourse of the Japonisme by the Western consumers. Therefore, when 

employing the Orientalism process, it indicates that the authors mainly chose to write the 

Japanese art history with Western understanding of the various art forms, instead of 

proving equal insights of the epistemology aesthetics of various Japanese art forms. 

!
!
!
!
!
!
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5. Conclusion !
As an academic discipline, Japanese art history consists of various narratives within Japanese 

art forms. In this thesis, I attempted to examine the receiving perception of Japanese 

calligraphy in the selected textbooks through one case study on the premodern calligrapher 

Hon’ami Kōetsu. 

!
The analysis of the thesis shows that the selected textbooks do not explore deeply the 

aesthetics and value of Japanese calligraphy and instead focus on the familiar art forms such 

as painting. This is evident, when observing that the authors of the textbooks chose to 

diminish the artistic narrative of Hon’ami Kōetsu, naming him mostly in order to exalt the 

painter Sōtatsu. Finally, I believe that the selected textbooks display the phenomenon 

Japonisme as its ground narrative pattern. 

!
The analysis also shows that a paradigm shift is possible. This is made evident by the most 

recent textbook by Sadao and Wada, which displays the will of challenging the status quo of 

the discipline with introducing a new perspective that includes a deeper content of Japanese 

calligraphy.   111

!
Thus, I propose further research on analyzing the paradigm shift occurring in the perception 

of the Japanese calligraphy in the discipline of Japanese art history in the West. I also 

encourage researchers to conduct qualitative research on the available Japanese art history 

textbooks published in English, in order to investigate the nuances of the Orientalism process.  

!
In conclusion, I hope that future authors of the English-language Japanese art history 

textbooks to become aware of how Orientalism and Japonisme affects their way of 

reproducing historical happenings and how they value its significance. 

!
!

!
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