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Amy Reigle Newland (editor)

The Commercial and Cultural Climate of Japanese Printmaking
(Amsterdam, Hotei Publishing, 2004)

“The Commercial and Cultural Climate of Japanese Printmaking”, the 
recently published second volume of the Hotei Academic European Studies 
in Japan, brings together eight essays that are mainly based on lectures given 
at the “Hotei Publishing First Conference on Japanese Prints”, that was held 
in Leiden in 2002.

As is the case with many other works with similar origins, this is a 
book that is hard to review, due to the differences in the approach, scope 
and subjects of the essays. This difficulty is compounded, in this case, by the 
focus on two very distinct areas, that no contribution tries to bring together, 
creating two separate and quite unrelated groups of essays.

The first of these two groups deals with the commercial aspects of 
printmaking. The opening essay by Chris Uhlenbeck, on the “Production 
constraints in the world of Ukiyo-e” starts by describing the standard process 
that led to the production of Japanese prints, with the usual emphasis on the 
publisher’s role. From here he tries to assemble a picture of the economic 
dimension of the print industry and an evaluation of the risks taken by the 
publishers.

According to Chris Uhlenbeck, it was the dimension of the financial 
risks taken by the publishers, and the variation of those risks depending on 
the print subject, that led to an increase in the number of prints devoted 
to “permanent” themes like landscape prints (fukei-ga) and warrior prints 
(musha-e) as compared to the number of prints of the traditional, “fashion-
related” themes like beauty prints (bijin-ga) and actor prints (yakusha-e).

He also tries to evaluate the different aspects those risks took depending 
on the kind of work and the initiative of production (from privately 
commissioned works with almost no risks associated, to the more risky prints 
produced on the commercial hunches of the publishers).

As the essay make abundantly clear, print production in Japan was 
essentially a commercial venture, so the publishers/commissioners had the 
upper hand. However, the interaction between the different intervening 
figures is still a matter of debate between two broad camps, divided by the 
degree of freedom given to the artists. It is here that Chris Uhlenbeck’s essay 
does stray a bit and his interpretation of the meaning of some signatures to 
justify an increased autonomy and initiative on the part of the artist goes 
against both the prevailing views on the commercial aspects and the main 
line of the essay.
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The second essay, “Hishikawa Moronobu: Thoughts on the Publication 
and Distribution of His Work” by Asano Shugo, is very different from the 
first. With a very specialised focus, it examines in detail the different editions 
of several illustrated books by Moronobu, and tries to assess the impact of 
the great “Oshichi Fire” of 1682 in Edo on the re-edition of several of them. 
The scope and the descriptive nature of this essay narrow its interest to the 
small group of specialists in the theme.

The last essay that deals with the commercial aspects of printmaking, 
the eighth in sequence, is “The Relationship Between Publishers and Print 
Formats in the Edo Period” by Matthi Forrer. Also quite specialised in its 
focus and with a very technical nature, it examines the different formats of 
Japanese prints in the context of the development of the colour print and 
of the spread of its audience from private (the first full colour prints were a 
set of pictorial calendar prints commissioned by a group of poets) to commer-
cial (i.e. for sale).

The author starts with the relationship between the main formats of the 
prints and the size of the “de facto” standard paper sheets produced at the 
time, showing how they evolved from the different ways of cutting a paper 
sheet (in two, in four, etc). He then shows through a detailed analysis of the 
output of some artists (Harunobu, Kiyonaga, Utamaro, Eisen and Hiroshige) 
how this relationship relates to different aspects of printmaking and its 
evolution.

Appearing in the context of private commissioned prints, the colour 
print then expanded to the broad commercial market. This movement was 
accompanied first by a reduction in size (as new types of paper were needed 
to support the new techniques and as the high production costs of the novel 
methods needed to be offset) and later by the change to bigger formats (both 
because the evolution and popularisation of the new technical methods 
enabled their use and because the need to reach new market segments 
demanded them).

The author also examines how this movement from “private” to “com-
mercial” prints went hand in hand with an increased importance in the role 
of the publisher and how the different formats used relate to the different 
publishers and the market segments they focused on.

Very detailed and focused, this essay does however address and illumi-
nate several important aspects that affected the general history of woodblock 
printing and is thus one of the high points of this book.

The remaining essays in the book deal with cultural aspects of print-
making. The first of these, and the third in sequence, is “The Cultural Milieu 
of Suzuki Harunobu” by David Waterhouse. It addresses the appearance 
of colour prints, focusing on the group of persons connected with Suzuki 
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Harunobu, an artist who played a pivotal role in this phenomenon. By exam-
ining Harunobu’s circle of friends and acquaintances the author retraces 
some of his literary and artistic influences. The importance of this investiga-
tion is enhanced by the private character (mentioned above) of the first full 
colour prints.

In “Textures of Antiquarian Imagination: Kubo Shunman and the 
Kokugaku Movement” by John T. Carpenter, the author recalls the works of 
Kubo Shunman, with a special focus on his role as a leading surinomo artist.

Surinomo were privately commissioned woodblock prints that first 
became popular during the early nineteenth century and were used as gifts 
to be given or traded on special occasions such as the New Year or at Cherry 
Blossom, and particularly in gatherings and poetry clubs. The fact that they 
usually included one or several poems from the members of these clubs made 
them particularly good documents of the interrelationship between prints 
and poetry.

It is in this context that the author examines the role of Shunman both 
as a poet and as an Ukiyo-e artist (and thus his participation on both sides, so 
to speak, of the surinomo phenomenon) and the relationship of that role with 
his studies of historical and classical works of art and literature as part of the 
“National Learning” movement.

The next essay also deals with the world of surinomo. In “’This is What 
We Accomplished’: An Osaka Print Collector and His Circle”, Roger S. Keyes 
leads us through the fascinating story of two albums of prints assembled 
by an Osaka poet (Iga Kurimi) to accommodate his collection of kyoka 
surinomo. Kurimi’s collection was begun when he travelled to Edo and 
participated in the annual ceremony of surinomo exchange that took place in 
the spring of 1821.

Starting from here he collected other Edo surinomo, mainly through 
his association with several Edo kyoka poets and print artists. Later, when 
surinomo started to be produced in Osaka, a process in which he was actively 
involved, he also obtained several Osaka surinomo.

His collection was mounted in two albums, which were given to an 
American geologist by his Japanese students in 1863. Unfortunately only one 
of these survived as such, the other having been disassembled, probably in 
the 1950s. The author’s analysis of the album that is still intact provides us 
with a glimpse of the inner organization given by the collector and shows 
the relationship between the kyoka poets and the print artists, also shedding 
light on the process by which surinomo started first to be exchanged, and 
later produced, in Osaka. The author evokes the main poet clubs in Osaka, 
with their pivotal role in supporting this production, and shows the relation-
ship between Edo and Osaka surinomo prints.
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“Utagawa Hiroshige and Maruyama-Shijo School”, by Timothy S. Clark, 
presents the history of the Maruyama-Shijo school, with a special focus on 
how it expanded to Edo in the early 19th century after its appearance in 
Kyoto.

The Maruyama-Shijo school appeared in Kyoto, devoting most of its 
energy to the painting of birds, flowers and landscapes. The school was 
noted for its adherence to the principle of shasei, or “painting from life”, an 
approach that was similar to the work of Utagawa Hiroshige.

Starting from here, the relationship between the school and several 
Ukiyo-e artists is documented, through their participation in contests 
and exhibits by the school. However, in the absence of factual evidence 
concerning Hiroshige’s supposed relationship with the Maruyama-Shijo 
school, the author is forced to support his thesis with flimsier similarities of 
technique and style.

Although these similarities are strong enough to support the belief that 
the Maruyama-Shijo school influenced Hiroshige’s work, the lack of more 
definite evidence is somewhat disappointing.

In what constitutes almost an appendix to this essay, a short, precise 
and very focused piece by Ellis Tinios was included, although it was not part 
of the lectures given in the conference. Entitled “Borrowed Landscapes: The 
Exploitation of Maruyama-Shijo Book Illustrations by Ukiyo-e Artists”, it 
documents the utilization of compositions from illustrated books from the 
Maruyama-Shijo School by well known Ukiyo-e artists, namely Utagawa 
Kunisada and Utagawa Kuniyoshi.

“Kawanabe Kyosai and His Artistic Circle” by Oikawa Shigeru dwells 
on the illustrated diary of Kyosai, one of the most remarkable sources on the 
Ukiyo-e world of the time.

Although a great part of the diary is now lost, the author uses the biggest 
remaining fragment, covering 1884, as a guide to document the relationship 
with other Ukiyo-e artists and woodblock craftsman, as well as with novelists, 
scholars, and artists of the Maruyama-Shijo and Nanga Schools.

This is the last essay of this book. A book that includes several inter-
esting and valuable studies, although of a disparate nature. It nonetheless 
lacks something that would bring coherence to the two unrelated groups 
of essays, bridging the gap between the cultural and material approaches 
to Japanese printmaking. In the Foreword, Chris Uhlenbeck mentions that 
“boundaries are gradually being dismantled”. This is another boundary that 
still needs dismantling.

Manuel Paias


