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A Study of Suzuki Gako (I) Ito Shiori

Born in Kanehori village in Shimousa province (present-day Kanehori-cho, Funabashi city,
Chiba prefecture), Suzuki Gako (1816-1870) was a painter active in Edo. The most detailed
account of Gako’s life is the Gako oyobi Teiko written by his grandson Ishii Hakutei. There
is a difference of opinion concerning the year of his birth; the Chiba-ken Chiba-gun shi records
that he was born on the first day of the ninth month of 1818. Gako first studied painting with
Shogetsu who painted Chokoga, and then became a pupil of Chokokd (Tani Bunchd’s student
Fujimori Bun’eki) whom he met at Shogetsu’s studio. There are different opinions about his
teacher. According to Nomura Bunshd'’s Tani Bunchd-6 no ki, he studied with Bunchd’s pupil
Aizawa Sekko (1806-1841), a painter serving the Hitotsubashi family. As a “grand” pupil, Gako
was probably acquainted with Buncho. His name first appears in the Edo bunjin geien ichiran
(1850) and the Genson raimei Edo bunjin jumyé zuke (second edition). Gako’s earliest known
work is a painting of Sixteen Rakan dated 1855. He died on the 22nd day of the fifth month
in 1870. His grave is presently located at Ichijoji in Yanaka, Tokyo.

Most of the approximately 20 currently known works by Gako are colorful landscapes with
figures. To borrow Kono Motoaki’s words, his works display a tendency toward “authoritari-
anism”. The sources that he cites in his paintings are Li Lung-mien, Chang Pao-chen, and
Watanabe Kazan, but from his style it is apparent that many are modeled after Tani Buncho.
The naming of sources can be thought of in the same way as being captivated with name
brands. He seems to have mass-produced simplified works at painting and calligraphy gather-
ings and for patrons who requested them during his travels. Many of his works were probably
sold in the provinces.

Bunjinga, which continued to flourish in the late Edo and early Meiji periods, deserves
more attention. There were a large number of proficient artists who were working in the Tani
Buncho tradition with its mixture of northern and southern styles during the Meiji period.
Takahashi Yuichi and Matsumoto Fiko both studied with Tani Buncho. Gako had close associ-
ations with Matsuura Takeshiro, explorer. Among the artists who also contributed illustrations
to Matsuura Takeshird’s travel record are Kawakami Togai, Shima Kakoku, Haruki Nanmei,
Tazaki Soun, Watanabe Shoka, Kawanabe Kyosai, and Shibata Zeshin. From this group of
artists (which Gako was part of) came some of the pioneers of Western-style oil painting and
photography.

One can understand a great deal through the biography written by his grandchildren Ishii
Hakutei and Tsuruzo, which compares Gako’s painting activities to other artists contemporary
with him. From Gako's activities it is also possible to speculate on the circumstances of other
Buncho school painters.

(Translated by Patricia Fister)
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