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Artistic Imagination of Japanese Art Dr. Sherman E. Lee

October 27, 1996
Chiba City Museum of Art

As the concepts were the subjects of an exhibition at the Cleveland Museum of Art and the
Art Institute of Chicago in 1961, Japanese Decorative Style, and the second exhibition of 1983
in Cleveland, Reflections of Realty in Japanese Art, the two qualities, Decorative Style and
Realism are clearly particular Japanese contributions in the visual arts. A third characteristic
which was added by Professor Tsuji in 1986 is Playfulness, a stimulus was provided for searching
for other such qualities, and it is my purpose here to attempt a convincing argument support-
ing two or more such contributions; the Raigd in Buddhist Art and the Cha-no-yu.

Buddhist deities residing in various Paradises in the heavenly clouds were common in
Chinese depictions of the T’ang Dyanasty (618-907), principally in the surviving cave wall paint-
ings at Tun Huang in northwest China. But the scene is generalized and is not connected to
the concept of welcoming the devotee of Amida to the Western paradise. The Ho-0-do Raigos
of the Byodo-in datable to 1053 are depicted above and in landscapes of a clearly recognizable
Japanese type called Yamato-e (Japanese pictures) showing rolling green hills and mountains
with pines and colored deciduous and flowering trees. Major innovations occur in the follow-
ing fifty years; two of them, strikingly individual, seem to me very Japanese in their embrace
of nature as an equal partner in the Raigo image. Seldom has landscape and figural icon been
so seamelessly combined in a mystical image of a religious nature as in these Yamagoshi Raigos
(Amida Crossing the Mountains). The same combination of nature and deity is found in a most
unusual Raigo (Swift Raigd) in the Chion-in, Kyoto. The Yamagoshi Raigds and the Haya Raigd
completed the possibilities; but the achievements of the theologians and artists of these and
earlier Raigd conceptions and images were a major part of a creative surge in Japanese Jodo
Buddhism that remains a distinctive and major contribution to the world of religious art

If the Raigo is a highly specialized contribution with its own ambiance of landscape-icon
representation, the Tea Ceremony (Cha-no-yu) is a dominant part of later Japanese culture
and, despite its ultimate and unformed origins in China, is a unique and well-known aspect
of Japanese art. One cannot deny the status of the ceremony and the creative nature of the
numerous works of art produced for their specific use in the ritual. Atits best tea taste produced
a remarkably unified aesthetic philosophy weighted in favor of individual standards and respon-
sibilities but also an effective instrument for positive education in the essentials of art and
culture. I can comment on the ceremony’s evident influence upon the production of art associated
with tea and its centributions to creativity in Japanese art. In a way, the aims of Cha-no-yu
are not unlike those of Wagner in his “union of the arts” (gesameltkunstwerk).

All of this is well known at all levels of Japanese society and is the result of what can only
be described as a thorough and disciplined educational process. From all aspects of society
are touched by or exposed to the lessons and practice of tea in its various manifestations, espe-
cially concern for the aesthetics of materials and objects. This is why I believe the Japanese
are, of all people, the ones still most concerned and skillful in artistic matters, especially in
the modern world of commerce and “bottom line™ attitudes. The question is, are there com-
parable artistic institutions in the West that are available for revival and development or can
such an institution be invented? I think the latter is the only real possibility.

Perhaps integrated ways of art are no longer possible within the modern technological-
financial culture. If we can recognize our need for art and artistic understanding within a com-
plete and fulfilling society, perhaps that particular need will be answered within the present
public education programs. If not, perhaps a totally new way may appear. In this, Japan’s original
contribution of the tea ceremony to world art should be recognized as a particular and crea-

tive way to art
(Summarized by Tomoko Matsuo)
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