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Tanaka Hoji’s “History of Painting”: what is taught us by Sakai
Hoitsu’s last pupil

Tomoko Matsuo

Tanaka HOji (1812-1885) entered the discipleship of Sakai Hoitsu (1761-1828) in the eighth month
of the seventh year of Bunsei (1824) at the age of thirteen, and is an artist known for succeeding well his
master’ s style. Since Hoitsu died in eleventh month of the eleventh year of Bunsei (1828), Hoji was his
last pupil who knew him for only 4 years in his late 60s. Although there is little recognition of Hoji,
“Ugean zu” that Hoji recollected and painted in his later years is a valuable source for imagining the
original Ugean (The hut of rain and flowers), Hoitsu” s home-cum-studio that was lost by fire. It is also
said to have been Hoji who preserved the preparatory sketch (Idemitsu Museum of Arts) for the famous
“Natsu aki kusa zu byobu (Folding screen with summer and autumn grasses” by Hoitsu, so that Hoji
was a true pupil in that his existence was vital in transmitting important material pertaining to Hoitsu.

This paper gives an overall introduction to material related to Tanaka Hoji, a part of which was
recently discovered and displayed for the first time in the exhibition “Celebrating the 250 anniversary of
Sakai Hoitsu’ s Birth, Sakai Hoitsu and the Edo Rinpa School” (2011; Chiba City Museum of Art etc.).
Its aim is to identify as far as possible the artistic activities of HOji throughout his life, as well as the
nature of circumstances surrounding the Hoitsu School.

1) Outline of material: Of central focus is the “History of painting” , the name given to 30
volumes in booklet form, and 16 volumes of miscellaneous miniatures. It is a notebook mainly
comprised of sketches of plants; reduced copies of paintings he had seen, notes for his own
compositions, and other information relating to paintings. It is valuable because almost all the
entries are dated, and it gives an even record from his time of entering discipleship to his later
years.

2) HOji’ s career: HOji’ s father was a merchant who worked under government patronage at the
Edo exchange of the Ezochi (Hokkaido) office, but Hoji settled from early on at his family’ s
birthplace of Terajima village in Mukdjima, making a living as an artist until his death. His
dates have been confirmed by material presented here. The pseudonym “H0ji” seems to have
been used from the start. He entered the Buddhist priesthood in later years.

3)  Paintings by Hoji: The majority are flower and bird pictures in the style of Hoitsu, and his
works include many paintings with Haiku and Waka poetry by himself and others, and
Buddhist paintings. He also produced large-scale compositions such as folding screens for his
own personal customers. In other words he carried out the work expected of a pupil of Ugean.
After Meiji he displayed some pieces at the early exhibitions etc., and in later life, through
pride of being the last living pupil of Hoitsu, he appears to have devoted himself to recollection
and transmission of that tradition.

4)  Hoitsu’ s masterpieces and those of others in the circle as seen in the miniatures: Hoji looked
up to Hoitsu as the “revered Teacher” until the end. He tells us that whilst Hoitsu was alive
he travelled daily to Ugean where he would make the numerous reduced copies of sketches
and of old paintings; such was the nature of the resources there and the freedom of his
education. He was given Hoitsu’ s three personal seal stamps. There are many miniatures of
Hoitsu’” s work including “Shiki kach0 zu byobu (Folding screen with birds and flowers of the
four seasons)” (YOmei bunko collection) and “E tekagami (Collection of paintings)” (Seikado
bunko Art Museum), from which we can gain information on the origin of works and on
unknown works.
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