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Introduction

Tosa Mitsuoki! was a painter active in Kyoto during the latter half of the 17th century.
He is one of the most important painters for the study of Japanese art history of the early
modern period, because he established a foundation for the Tosa school in the Edo period.
He was born in 1617 in Sakai, an important merchant city in modern Osaka prefecture.
In 1638 Mitsuoki moved to Kyoto with his father to help revive the Tosa school. Four
years later his father died, and in 1654 Mitsuoki was appointed to the Senior Fifth rank
at court with the title of Sakon-no-Sogen (Lieutenant of the Left Division of Inner Palace
Guards) and he became the head of the official court atelier (e-dokoro). In the same year
he participated in the rebuilding of the inner palace and produced wall paintings and
screen paintings with Kano Tanyu and other painters. In 1679 he was granted the rank of

Hokkyo, then in 1685 he was raised to Hogen. He died in 1691 at the age of 75.

He is considered the father of the Tosa school’s restoration period because of his
achievements in becoming the head of the official court atelier and reviving the Tosa
school, which had been the mainstream of Yamato-e painting. His style has been
described as a continuation of the traditional Yamato-e style that incorporated the study
of Song and Yuan dynasty Chinese paintings and Kano school style of the same period,
resulting in what has been viewed as a strengthening of expressive ability. The art
historian Sanekata Yoko says that these characteristics of Mitsuoki’s style had already
been discussed from Edo period.i Another important achievement was his compilation of
“Honcho-gaho-taiden,” the Tosa school’s only treatise on painting theory. Some

researchers highlight the concept of “kei” (or “karui”) that is discussed in this book. “Kei”
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can be translated as something close to “subtle” or “light.” They argue that this idea of

“kei” is a central characteristic of the Tosa style in the Edo period.it

Many of Mitsuoki’s works have been introduced through various art journals and
exhibitions. In recent years he has received more attention through some exhibitions
focused on the Tosa school in the early modern period.v However, it is difficult to say that
there has been much progress in the study of Mitsuoki. In particular, there is much room
for further examination of the development of his painting style and his originality. In

this paper, I focus on his painting of birds and flowers.

Previous Research

As mentioned, in the introduction to his works published in magazines and exhibition
catalogues, several researchers have noted that Mitsuoki’s work has a close tie with
Chinese paintings of the Song, Yuan and Ming dynasties. Sanekata Yoko' argues that
Mitsuoki’s style of painting quails, for example, is similar to the quail paintings of the
early Southern Song Dynasty painter Li Anzhong. The quail paintings by Li Anzhong are
very well known and one is recorded in the Higashiyama gyomotsu. Sanekata points out
how Mitsuoki referenced this image directly and incorporated it into his own work,
modifying it in various ways like flipping it horizontally. For example, the figure of quails
that appear most frequently in Mitsuoki’s paintings are portrayed facing completely
sideways in full profile and opening their feet diagonally (fig.1). This is very close to a
quail painting attributed to Li Anzhong in a private collection. If we look closely at how
the neck stretches directly upward, or how both legs are positioned open, the resemblance
is striking. In addition, Mitsuoki often portrays quails pecking at their feet. Comparing
this quail figure with another quail attributed to Li Anzhong, it is clear that there is
considerable resemblance in the positioning of the feet or face, and in the direction of the

quail’s body. Hence, Mitsuoki learned the figure of quails through the study of works



considered to be painted by Li Anzhong, which he then modified little by little and applied

to his own work.

In his study, Nakabe Yoshitaka' takes up Mitsuoki’s painting triptych "Lin Hejing with
Crane and Plum Tree” and examines the characteristic of works by Mitsuoki through
their similarity with Chinese works. First, he says Mitsuoki copied a famous Ming
Chinese painting and learned the composition for "Lin Hejing with Crane and Plum
Tree.” The crane of the left scroll (fig.2) closely resembles a crane painting by the painter
Weng Zheng in the temple Shokokuji (fig.3). It is likely that Mitsuoki directly referenced
either Weng Zheng’s painting or its close copy. He also painted cranes of the same shape
in other works. Moreover, unlike other painters, he not only copied the shape of the crane
but also followed the broader compositional layout. He used this layout in other works
such as the left scroll of a triptych depicting “Autumn graces and quails.” The quail’s
backward-facing posture and the arrangement of autumn grasses resemble the left scroll
of “Lin Hejing with Crane and Plum Tree.” Moreover, Nakabe insists that the execution of
the plum tree of the right scroll closely resembles the style of a work by the Ming painter
Chen Lu in Tokyo National Museum (fig.4), and was therefore influenced by Chinese ink
plum painting (bokubai-zu). In conclusion, Nakabe proved that Mitsuoki closely studied

Ming dynasty paintings and introduced the style into his own paintings.

To summarize the previous scholarship I have introduced so far, past research has
shown the influence of Li Anzhong seen in Mitsuoki’s portrayal of quails and the
influence of his study of Ming painting. I agree with the aforementioned studies and with
this previous research as a base I have continued to research the relationship between
Chinese paintings and Mitsuoki’s "Birds and Flowers" (fig.5). I have detected a greater
influence of Song and Yuan paintings than has been pointed out in previous studies, and I
believe that it is also clear that Mitsuoki’s engagement with Ming dynasty painting was

much deeper.



Consideration of "Birds and Flowers" (Sakai City Museum)

Now I move on to a consideration of Mitsuoki’s "Birds and Flowers.""ii After first
introducing the painting that is the focus of my study, I will analyze the work paying
attention to both the overall composition and details, comparing it with "Peach tree and
dove" (fig.6) and "Peach blossoms and small birds" (fig.7), two works considered to be

representative of Song and Yuan dynasty academy style paintings of flowers and birds.

“Birds and Flowers" is a pair of two scrolls owned by. In the right scroll, two Japanese
tits perch on an old plum tree. In the left scroll, a magpie is depicted alight on a crabapple
tree. Mitsuoki’s signature and his seal are found on the side of both scrolls. The signature
reads “Tosa-Sakon-Shogen-Mitsuoki-Hitsu”, which means that he painted it between

1654 and 1681.

Now I will introduce the work in detail. In the right scroll, there is a large, old plum
tree growing towards the center from the scroll’s right-side edge. The trunk of the plum
breaks off near the middle of the image, its jagged edges moving upward. Two tits perch
on branches to sandwich this trunk. One of them on the branch in the lower part of the
image twists its body upward towards the other. The bird perching on the upper branch
opens its mouth wide. This one is drawn in full profile facing sideways. The two birds
have black heads and white spots in their cheeks. Their backs are covered with light
green and light brown feathers. Most of the belly is white with a black line straight from
the throat to the tail, a feature based on the biological characteristic of the bird. Looking
at the plum tree, there are two main branches, and from them numerous thinner
branches spread out. One of the main branches enters the painting from outside of the
picture frame, arches downward to the lower portion, then reverses in a V-shape in the
center and shoots up. The long branch extending vertically in the center of the scroll
maintains a feeling of tension in the composition. Finally, the tree has many flowers and

buds, and there are many green patches of moss on the trunk and the branches.



In the left scroll, a crabapple tree appears from the lower left side, its trunk bending
back towards the upper left, where it again disappears from the painting’s left side. From
this main trunk, one branch grows twisting upward, while another branch curves
downward. One magpie stands still on the trunk of the tree, facing the right in full profile.
Vivid cinnabar red describes the bird’s bill and the feet that draw the viewer’s attention.
The face and neck of the bird is covered by black feathers, and the top of the head has
white feathers with fine patterning. The back and wings are depicted by repeating a
range of bluish gray, white and brown feathers. The ventral feathers are white. The

length of the tale is exaggerated, painted in dark green and with tips accented in white.

The petals of the crabapple tree are white and the edges of the petals are colored with
pink. The flower stems and leaf veins are colored with bright green. The branch and
leaves moving toward the upper left edge of the painting change color, shifting from green
to red as they move to the tip of the branch. Finally, there are also some bamboo grasses

at the base of the tree’s trunk.

As I mentioned before, the influence of Song and Yuan painting has been pointed out in
previous scholarship. In my comparative study, I reached that there are actually three
common points shared between Mitsuoki’s "Birds and Flowers" and Song-Yuan academy

painting: composition, painting technique and the figures of birds.

The first point is the composition of the picture. This is characterized by the
composition of the tree’s branches, which starting from the position of the bird spread out
widely toward the top and the side of the screen against a blank background. On the other
hand, in paintings of the Ming period, a mountain stream and rocks are often depicted in
the background of paintings of birds and flowers. For example, looking at a work by Ming
painter Lii Ji, birds and flowers are depicted against the setting of a verdant natural
landscape. However, in Song-Yuan academy painting, the depiction of a small number of
birds with flowers and trees against a blank back Sakai City Museum ground is common,

and this is a characteristic that is shared with “Birds and Flowers” of Mitsuoki.



The second point common to Song-Yuan painting is the method of depiction, or the
painting technique. In traditional academy painting, painters use two different
techniques depending on whether the object is a flower or tree, or if it is a bird. When
they paint flowers and trees, they use koroku-ho, which means that they draw the
contours or outline of the object. On the other hand, in painting birds they use mokkotsu-
ho (the boneless style), which is a technique of drawing with no outline. Looking at
Mitsuoki’s painting technique, we can see that he painted birds with the boneless
technique. He repeatedly layered fine lines to express the feathers and patterns without
using contours. Looking at his execution of the magpie, the subtle coloration of the
feathers is expressed through fine, delicate lines (fig.8). In contrast, when he drew the
petals of the crabapple tree, he painted a very thin outline and used white to paint in the

inside of the flower (fig.9).

The third point is the characteristic posture of birds. The birds drawn on "Peach tree
and dove" by Huizong and "Peach blossoms and small birds" perch on branches, each
executed in a distinct posture that faces directly sideways. Especially, the figure of the
bird in "Peach blossoms and small birds” with its legs stretched out is similar to the

magpie by Mitsuoki.

In these few examples, I have illustrated some common points between “Birds and
Flowers” by Mitsuoki and Song — Yuan academy painting. It is clear that Mitsuoki

learned from this tradition of Chinese bird and flower paintings.

However, there are some important differences between the paintings of the Song and
Yuan periods and Mitsuoki’s "Birds and Flowers." This is seen in the execution of the
plums in the right scroll. Previously I confirmed two common techniques used by academy
painters and Mitsuoki. Based on these techniques, when drawing a tree, it is appropriate
to draw a thin outline and paint inside the line with a color. The plum tree in “Birds and
Flowers,” however, is executed mostly with a bold outline, while in some parts there is no

contour. It is rough compared with the crabapple of the left scroll and we can see the



movement of the brush when we look closely at the execution of the petals. Why, then, did

he depict the plums like this?

I agree with Nakabe that there is an influence from the tradition of ink plum paintings
or ink plum paintings, which became popular in the Yuan dynasty in china and from
Kamakura dynasty in japan, and I would like to confirm that the ink plum paintings that
Nakabe pointed out did indeed influence works of Mitsuoki. ink plum paintings refer to
paintings of plum trees executed with only brush and ink. In most examples, the branch
of the plum is composed with repeating S-shaped curves, accented by white or red flowers.
Others have a trunk broken part way through. In either case, we can see a focus on bold
brushwork. Therefore, Mitsuoki intended to reproduce the movement of brushwork seen
in ink plum paintings in a colored painting that avoided the use of outline for the thin

branches of the plum or the broken part of the tree.

In addition, I would like to take a closer look at the kind of bird used in Mitsuoki’s

painting.

It is thought that the magpie seen in the left scroll is a kind of bird that was introduced
to Japanese painting through the influence of Ming painting. In Ming paintings featuring
magpies, such as those painted by Bian Jingzhao or Lii Ji, who are academic painters
active in 15 century. they are arranged so that several of them crow loudly to each other
on a branch or under a tree. These Chinese paintings had a big impact on Japanese
paintings from the Muromachi to Momoyama eras. Painting schools like the Kano school
and followers of Sesshu’s style followed these earlier traditions and produced Japanese

screens which treated the foreign bird set against a background of hills and rivers.

Therefore, it can be said that Mitsuoki was influenced by not only academy painting but

other Chinese paintings like ink plum paintings and works from the Ming dynasty.

Conclusion



In today's presentation, I showed how Mitsuoki combined elements of several kinds of
Chinese painting traditions; Song and Yuan dynasty academy painting, ink plum
painting and academy painting of the Ming dynasty. I can say that there is more
influence of Chinese paintings than has been pointed out in previous scholarship. In
addition to previous research, I added the possibility that the kind of bird illustrated was
based on Ming dynasty pictures. Further, Mitsuoki adapted mostly monochrome ink plum
paintings into a richly colored painting, incorporating the illustration of a bird which
appeared in paintings of Ming in the style of older Chinese paintings. In other words, he
attempted to create a new kind of painting of flowers and birds to succeed the traditional

form established by Chinese academy painting.

Finally, to support the idea that there is a strong orientation toward Song and Yuan
painting in the work of Mitsuoki. I would like to briefly compare his paintings with the

work of Kano Tanyu.

Kano Tanyu was the top painter of the Kano school during the same period that
Mitsuoki was active, and he served as the official painter (go-yo-eshi) for the Edo
Shogunate. It is well known that he studied many old paintings from the Ming and Yuan
dynasties. This can be gleaned from his sketched copies (shukuzu) and extant paintings. I
will briefly compare “Birds and Flowers” by Mitsuoki and “Long-tailed bird” (fig.10) by
Tanyu, in the collection of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Both pictures have common
features in that there is a magpie perched on a crabapple tree in a vertical composition.
The biggest difference between the two works, however, can be seen in the figure of the
bird and the background. In Mitsuoki’ painting, the bird is completely still, giving no
sense of movement. In contrast, the bird by Tanytu suggests in motion. Moreover, whereas
Tanyu expressed a depth of space through the rendering of a river in the background,
Mitsuoki’s painting has no background scenery and instead emphasizes the presence of
the tree and flowers. Therefore, Mitsuoki sought to express the characteristic atmosphere

of Song and Yuan paintings with their blank background in his painting.



As I continue to build on this research in the future, I hope to further investigate the

characteristics of Mitsuoki’s paintings from various points of view.

i There are several important studies of Tosa Mitsuoki;

Yoshida Tomoyuki, “Kinsei Tosa ha—Mitsunori kara Mitsuoki e—,” Kobijutsu 71 (Sansai-sha,
1984)

Nakabe Yoshitaka, “Tosa Mitsuoki hitsu ‘Rinnasei baikaku zu’ sanpukutsui ni tsuite,”
Yamato bunka 89 (the Museum Yamato Bunkakan,1993)

Sanekata Yoko, “Tosa Mitsuoki no ‘iro’ to ‘sumi’,” Bijutsushi 143 (1993); “Tosa Mitsuoki no
uzura,” Chado zasshi 60 (Kawahara Publishing Co., Ltd, 1996); “Shinwa naki shinwa ‘Edokoro
azukari Tosa Mitsuoki’ no henreki,” Bijutsu foramu 1 (Daigo-shobo, 1999)

Chinen Satoru, “Kaidai” in Kinsei Yamato-e no kaika (Osaka City Museum of Fine Art, 2017)
i See note 1, Sanekata (1999)

iii Tn previous studies, various opinions can be seen regarding the interpretation of the word
“kei” as a central concept in Mitsuoki’s work. Yoshida Tomoyuki thought that the idea of “kei”
relates to the color tone of his works (see notel, Yoshida.) On the other hand, Nakabe pointed
out that “kei” describes a manner of expression not weighed down by mass or texture, as seen
in "Lin Hejing with Crane and Plum Tree” (see note 1, Nakabe.) Sanekata interpreted “kei”
not as a superficial expression, but instead as an effort to balance between light and heavy (or
serious) sensibilities within the screen (see note 1 Sanekata 1993.)

iv “Kinsei Yamato-e no kaika” (Osaka City Museum of Fine Art, 2017), “Tosa Mitsuyoshi”
(Sakai City Museum, 2018), “Tosa ha to Sumiyoshi ha” (Kuboso Memorial Museum of Arts,
Izumi, 2018)

v See note 1, Sanekata (1996)
vi See note 1, Nakabe (1993)

vii “Birds and Flowers” was exhibited in “Kinsei Yamato e no kaika” (Osaka City Museum of
Fine Art, 2017). The exhibition catalogue notes the possibility that it may have been made as
a triptych, whereas a certificate written by Tosa Mitsuoki in March 1816 describes it as a
diptych. Finally, I would like to thank Uno Chiyoko, curator at Sakai City Museum, for generous
support.
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5 CiEZe <, B EOBREOWEAENRNT L2 L THDL EMRT 2 (RHEE 1 ##30 .
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Lhxbi—]  (BUEEE, 2018 4F) | [THAEIREEEIR]  (RRlR i A SRR LR .
2018 4)
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S HIfEIE 1
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X1 i ) H

—IlE, BABMG, 27.0X28.0cn. T ART

U PNE NSy

Fig.1 Tosa Mitsuoki, “Quail and Mallet”
(detail). Hanging scroll; color on silk,

27.0x28.0cm. Rijksmuseum.

B4 BERE DHRE A g, AR,

147.2X73. 4 cm, B, FURIE S HEPEE

Fig.4 Chen Lu, “Plum Blossoms.” Ming
dynasty. Hanging scroll; ink on silk,

147.2x73.4cm. Tokyo National Museum.
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X2 btk TR ( TARFEHESX]

RS BAAE) | AR, 96.5X37.8 e,

KFNSCIERE

Fig.2 Tosa Mitsuoki, “Crane” (one
scroll from triptych "Lin Hejing with

Crane and Plum Tree” ); color on silk,

B3 SCEZE TRl ( TORERI) hiE 5 HAEE) |

FAACRI, 165.4 X 84.8 cm, WIREG, FHESF

Fig.3 Weng Zheng, “Crane.” Ming dynasty. One
scroll from diptych “Cranes;” ink and color on silk,

165.4 x84.8cm. Shokokuji.
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B5 EfuEE ERK) TR, BAEE, % 97.7X38.8 cn, ST AR

Fig.5 Tosa Mitsuoki, “Flowers and Birds.” Two scrolls; color on silk, 97.7x38.8cm, Sakai City Museum.
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6 THORE TS —iE, #RAE( 28.3X
26.0 cem, dESR, E K

Fig.6 Huizong, “Peach Tree and Dove.” Song
dynasty. Hanging scroll; color on silk,

28.3%26.0cm, private collection.

7 TAMUNEIK) —IE, AEASE A, 26.0X24.6 em,
AR YUY REETEE

Fig.7 "Peach Blossoms and Small Birds." Song
dynasty. Hanging scroll; color on silk, 26.0X24.6¢cm,

Sunritz Hattori Museum of Arts.
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M8 Kby
Fig.8 Tosa Mitsuoki, “Flowers and Birds.” Detail

of fig.5.

X9 [X5H5y

Fig.9 Tosa Mitsuoki, “Flowers and Birds.” Detail

of fig.5.
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10 FEPERE THESEICR RSB —iE,

AREM, 95.5X35.5cm, RNA b ENAE

Fig.10 Kano Tanyu, “Long-tailed Bird.”
Hanging scroll; color on silk, 95.5%35.5¢cm,

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.



e X0 TESEoOER 5] (FEpFgekt, 1981 48) | X 2% FRFSCHE 89 5] (RFnsci
i, 1993 4F) | X303 MG & HAr]  (GRESETAE, 2005 47) K0 ETHHRL X 41X
https://webarchives. tnm. jp/imgsearch/show/C0051088 L ¥ BufSfdi fl, X 5 1% [UriteE e
BRAE]  ORBRmiZEfiThE. 2017 4F) | X6 1% [RAORKE]  CRFISCHEAE, 1989 45) | X 71X
T4 U Y IR SEINEE T A fh gk (B2 U IRESSEINAR. 1995 42) K v 5K, X8 - 91X
WEF DR LTz b O & BB OFF il 25 THEH#EL X 10 12 [HR A h o EiiifE  AAREIROE
£ CEsEEWEE, 2012 4) X @5 L,

70¥ Web HHHUCES L. EHFFAT 24572 mifg o Aidfind L7z,

Additional remark; Fig.1 is from Kachoga no sekai, vol.5, (Gakusyikenkytsha,1981), Fig.2 is
Yamatobunka, vol.89, (the Museum Yamato Bunkakan, 1993), Fig.3 is from Catalogue of
Sesshii and the Ming Dynasty, (Nezu Institute of Fine Arts, 2005) copied and reprinted. Fig.4

is acquired from the following URL: https://webarchives.tnm.jp/imgsearch/show/C0051088.

Fig.5 is from Catalogue of Tosa Mitsuoki, Commemoration the 400t Anniversary of His
Birth/Elegance of Yamato-e Style Paintings that Flourished in the Early Edo Period, (Osaka
City Museum of Fine Arts, 2017), Fig.6 is from Catalogue of Song Paintings from Japanese
Collection, (Museum Yamato Bunkakan, 1989), Fig.7 is from Sanritsu Hattori Bizyutsukan
shozo meihin sy, (Sunritz Hattori Museum of Arts, 1995) copied and reprinted. Fig.8 and 9 is
printed with permission of the museum. Fig.10 is from Japanese Masterpieces from the

Museum of Fine Art, Boston, (Tokyo National Museum, 2012) copied and reprinted.
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