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Sakai Hoéitsu and the Ugean in the Year Bunsei 6 (1823)

Tomoko Matsuo

Sakai Hditsu (1761—1829), born into a daimyé family in the late Edo period, directed his unbounded tal-
ent into various arts, particularly painting, and founded what would become the Edo Rimpa school. Present-
day awareness of Edo Rimpa has grown, and in 2011, on the 250th anniversary of Hditsu’s birth, various events
and exhibitions related to Hoitsu are being held throughout Japan.

In the midst of the preparations for this autumn’s Hditsu exhibition at the Chiba City Museum of Art, this
article presents a snapshot view of a single period in the life of Hoitsu and his circle, and an introduction to new
materials discovered regarding Hoitsu and Edo Rimpa. Various years are important for Hoitsu’s painting oeu-
vre, but a diverse group of works remains from his mature or final years during the Bunsei era, from the time he
hung the name plaque “Ugean” on his studio until his death in Bunsei 12 (1829). The snapshot year chosen for
this article falls in the middle of that period, Bunsei 6 (1823), when Hditsu was 63 years old.

First of all, 1823 was an auspicious year in that it marked the 60" anniversary of Kenzan’s birth, Korin’s
younger brother. It was mid-summer of that year when Hditsu wrote how he came to acquire the outer box of
“Sumiyoshi hama”, a writing box with an inscription by Kenzan. He used the box as the inspiration for his
own creation of a maki-e writing box set decorated with designs of his own invention, inspired by Kenzan’s po-
etic ideas. He recorded the story on a new outer box for the original outer box. Then, in the 10th month, he
discovered Kenzan’s grave, for which he had been searching, at Zenyoji in Edo’s Shitaya Sakamotocho district.
A sense of a deeply fated connection that led him to discover Kenzan’s grave exactly 81 years after his death at
age 81, compelled Hoitsu to erect a commemorative stele near the grave and to begin the compiling of Ken-
zan’s woodblock prints which he later published as Kenzan Iboku. In addition, his more focused activities can
be newly surmised from the recent discovery of a Hoitsu painting copied from Kenzan’s Flower Baskets and a
seal impressed on that Hoitsu painting, which reads “Bunsei mizunoto mi Kenzan tsuifuku no ichi, which can
be roughly translated as “Bunsei 6, one of the prayers for the repose of Kenzan’s soul.”

In 1823, Hoitsu created his set of hanging scrolls Birds and Flowers Through the Twelve Months (Sanno-
maru Sho6zdkan, Museum of the Imperial Collections). They bear the date inscription “Bunsei mizunoto mi
toshi” [Bunsei 6, year of the snake] on the final scroll and became the basis for many later works, standing as
the benchmark work that conveyed the traditions and mood of Edo Rimpa style bird and flower paintings for
approximately the next century.

During this period at the Ugean we can see how Hoitsu had established his Ugean painting studio structure
and painting style, as he worked with usually ten or more artists, whose artistic names suggest they were his
students, to respond to the great demand for his work. Suzuki Kiitsu, then in his 6th year as Hoitsu’s close at-
tendant and student, welcomed the birth of his first son that year. Sakai Oho, then in his fifth year as Hoitsu’s
adopted son, was 16 years old and Héitsu had begun his enthusiastic advancement of this youngster. Guests
from distant areas, commissions for works, establishing his students in their careers, Hoitsu’s connections
spread at this time to all classes in regional areas. Hditsu provided illustrations for two haiku compendia, the
Tsukushi miyage and the Yomo no mutsumi, established that year, and both edited by figures from the Shinsht
region, or present-day Nagano region.

Further, this article provides the first introduction of White-Robed Avalokitesvara, a work inscribed with a
mid-spring 1823 date. By then, Hoitsu had already taken the Buddhist tonsure and was fervent in the effort he
devoted to the creation of a large number of Buddhist paintings. Indeed, he was the very image of an ebusshi or
Buddhist painter. The majority of his studio artists also lent their hands to Buddhist paintings. Recent surveys
have clarified how they ably carried on this aspect of his work. Thus, first and foremost Ugean was a monk’s
cottage where Buddhist rituals were carried out.

In the 4th month of that year, Ota Nanpo died. For Hoditsu, at the peak of his artistic maturity, the year
marked a kind of turning point, a year in which he poured his heart into the next generation of artists of the
Ugean studio. (Translated by Martha J. McClintock)
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