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Rosetsu’s Backlash: Breaking the Ice of Okyo
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The Kyoto art scene of the latter half of the 18th century featured painters such
as Ike Taiga, Yosa Buson, [t0 Jakuchi, and Soga Shohaku, who competed with each other
in originality. While they all expressed physiological rhythms in forms and brushstrokes,
Maruyama Okyo differed in that he aimed at a visual-centered realism that eliminated
the painter's bodily interventions. Unlike the preceding painters who created original
visions within the framework of tradition, Okyo was convinced that common reality
could serve as the subject of paintings. With his cold eye, he became the true innovator
of the Kyoto art scene.



The basis of Nagasawa Rosetsu's painting technique can be found in the style of
Okyo. On one hand, he was the student who in a way attempted to rebel against the
innovations of Okyo’s paintings. For example, Rosetsu was able to restore the physicality
and a feeling of movement through the ink brush that Okyo rarely emphasized, except
for works such as his "Bamboo in Rain and Wind" (Enkoji Temple) and "Wisteria
Flowers" (Nezu Museum). In addition, according to a poem composed by his friend, the
Confucian scholar Minagawa Kien, Rosetsu painted a six-fold screen with an enlarged
image of a flea as seen through the microscope. The efficacy of lenses for obtaining
objective vision, as taught by Okyo, is turned into a game of wonders.

[ would like to interpret the meaning of Rosetsu’s rebellion as follows. Evaluating
the achievements of Taiga, Buson, Jakucht, Shohaku and others, Rosetsu was inspired by
their work and tried to recreate their innovations through his own paintings. Rosetsu
learned to recreate the enjoyment of Taiga’s finger painting performances. The way that
the inscription in Rosetsu's "The Burning of the Great Buddha Hall” seems to reflect the
burning flames within the painting can also be seen in the mutual penetration of words

) n

and images shown in Taiga’s " The Moon in Autumn on Dongting Lake " (T6zan
Seiincho) or Jakuchii’s "Roses and Small Birds” from his Colorful Realm of Living Beings.
In Rosetsu’s oeuvre, birds and animals can often be seen perched on top of sharp cliffs
and mountain tops: perhaps this tendency comes from an interest in Jakucht’s motifs,
such as the “Mandarin Ducks in Snow” (Colorful Realm of Living Beings). Shohaku'’s
grotesque figural paintings and rough ink landscape techniques appear to have
influenced Rosetsu’s paintings of Kanzan and Jittoku, mountain hags, and dragons. And,
finally, the dynamically drawn lines seen in Buson's figural paintings with haiku poems
deserves consideration as a source of Rosetsu’s expression.

Of course, Rosetsu did not intend to merely reproduce the works of earlier
painters. He took up the expressions that attracted his own interest and fused them with
the style of Okyo. At the very least we can say that he must have been a painter who was
conscious of the regrettably rich achievements of the Kyoto art scene before the arrival
of Okyo.



