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The Development of Keisai Eisen the Artist

Masako Tanabe

From the later years of the Bunka era (1804 - 1818) until his death in 1848, Keisai Eisen (1791 - 1848) be-
came one of the most important ukiyo-e artists active during this most mature period of Edo’s urban culture.
Eisen was a popular artist who created a unique style of beauty images known for their sense of bewitching
loveliness set amidst the everyday. Since his beauty works were so captivating, the focus has naturally been on
only these images in both exhibitions and art books. Research on Eisen was spearheaded by Imanaka Hiroshi’s
Eisen chogasaku mokuroku (Catalogue of Eisen’s Printed Books, Ryfitei Bunko, 1956) and Osawa Makoto’s
opus Keisei Eisen (Ikugeisha, 1976). These two works compiled the results of studies on the artist, primarily
his massive production of authored and illustrated printed books, and his richly diverse and dramatic life.

However, Eisen’s artistic production was hugely varied, from his considerable contribution to the estab-
lishment of the landscape genre within ukiyo-e, to the creation of warrior prints, children prints, toy prints, bird
and flower prints, surimono private edition prints, ukiyo-e paintings, and even a few actor and sumo prints. In
terms of materials used, Eisen’s name appears around 1830 (Bunsei 13 /Temp0 1) in the Masaki no katsura as
an artist who very early on used the Prussian Blue artificial pigment brought to Japan from the West, and his
later publication of numerous aizurie (indigo print) works hints at the reason behind his nickname at the
time,“Aizuri Eisen.”

While the CCMA collection includes approximately 300 works by Eisen collected by Imanaka Hiroshi,
and held a special exhibition on Eisen (May 29 -July 8, 2012), I believe there is a need for a renewed investiga-
tion into the entirety of Eisen’s artistic development. This article will provide a detailed and through overview
of his oeuvre, starting from the base of existing studies of the subject, touching upon all of the activities in-
volved in Eisen’s diverse career as a woodblock print artist, and considering not only his beauty images but
also his other work in other subject genres.

(Translated by Martha J. McClintock)
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