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UKIYO-E IN THE GULBENKIAN COLLECTION.
A FEW EXAMPLES

Manuel Paias

The Gulbenkian Museum has around two hundred Japanese woodblock 
prints in its collection, acquired by Calouste Gulbenkian in the early 20th cen-
tury. These prints form an interesting ensemble, focusing on the late 18th and 
early 19th centuries, a period commonly considered to be the finest period of 
Japanese printmaking.

As these wonderful prints are currently unavailable for public viewing, 
the Bulletin sought to obtain permission to publish a small part of the collec-
tion, thus enabling it to be appreciated by a wider audience. A timely and 
thorough study of the collection and a painstaking selection was not possible, 
so the present piece is nothing more than a glimpse that we hope will be 
extended in the near future.

The first print published here (Fig. 1) represents The Lion Dance (Shishi
Mai) and is from Isoda Shunei or Shun’ei (1762-1819), a distinguished 
member of the Katsukawa School, a renowned pupil of Katsukawa Shunshõ 
(1726-1793), and a major influence on two of the greatest artists of the late 
18th century: Sharaku (act. 1794-1795) and Utagawa Toyokuni (1769-1825).

It is a fine print, representing a woman with a Lion Mask, enacting the 
Lion Dance. The theme is deeply rooted in the Katsukawa School tradition, 
which developed alongside the great revival of the theatrical scene that started 
after the 1760s to become the second golden age of Kabuki. 

The theatre prints of this school are often characterised by a gross facial 
exaggeration, an element that was typical of Shun’ei and later was to be taken 
to new heights by Sharaku. However this characteristic is absent from this 
print. Instead, the woman’s figure is portrayed using the S line that so often 
marked the feminine portraits of the time. 

The second print (Fig. 2) is from the great Utagawa Toyokuni (1769-1825).
Although the Utagawa School was founded by Utagawa Toyohiro, it was 
Toyokuni, the most important of his pupils, who was responsible for starting it 
along the road to dominance in Japanese printmaking during the 19th century. 
Toyokuni was himself strongly influenced by Shun’ei, namely in his theatrical 
prints.
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The print shown here is from quite a different theme. It shows the 
courtesan Hanogi, from the Ogi house, in the role of Kiyomizu Komachi. 
Ono no Komachi was a poetess of the mid-ninth century and one of the Six 
Immortal Poets (Rokkasen). She was famous for her reputed beauty, her heart-
lessness and her tragic old age. 

The Shimizu or Kiyomizu Komachi is the first of the nanakomachi (or 
seven Komachi), a group of seven episodes supposedly about her life that 
became a major theme in Japanese printmaking. This episode describes how 
she exchanged poems with the Priest Henjou at the Kiyomizu Temple.

The usual way of depicting this theme is by associating a beautiful woman 
(Komachi was often used to name famous beauties of the 19th century) with 
the Otowa Falls, at Kiyomizudera, during the cherry-blossom season. This 
convention is not followed here, where Komachi (the courtesan Hanogi) is 
depicted seated by a table with writing brushes and several books on it, while 
holding a written scroll. A nice composition from one of the great Ukiyo-e 
artists at the turn of the 18th century.

Several traces of this composition can also be found in the next print 
(Fig. 3), showing a pensive woman seated by a writing table, with a view of 
the Ishiyama Temple in the background. It is a work from Kikugawa Eizan 
(1787-1867) who is often (and unfairly) associated with the decline of the 
great Ukiyo-e tradition. Eizan was one of the greatest artists dedicated to the 
bijin-ga (or prints of beautiful women), and undoubtedly the brightest of them 
after the death of Utamaro, in 1806. Although he kept working in book illus-
tration until the end of his life, it seems he ceased to make prints in the late 
1820s.

This print is the first of a series entitled Furyu Omi Hakkei (Eight Elegant 
Views of Omi, or Lake Biwa). The Eight Views of Lake Biwa is one of the most 
common themes in Ukiyo-e, and the first print in a series dedicated to it is 
always about the Autumn Moon at Ishiyama. The fact that this famous land-
scape is just used as a background for a feminine portrait is typical of bijin
ga, and the use of the adjective furyu (or elegant) in the title, is one of Eizan’s 
trademarks.

The next print (Fig. 4), a fine work also by Eizan, bring us back to the 
Rokkasen (or Six Immortal Poets). It is from a series entitled Furyu Ko Takara 
Rokkasen (Elegant Children Dressed as the Six Immortal Poets) and shows 
another distinctive characteristic of Eizan, the frequent appearance of chil-
dren in his works. 

One striking aspect of Eizan is the fact that despite his proximity with 
Utamaro, he never studied with him, and instead did his apprenticeship 
first with his father and later with Totoya Hokkei (1780-1850), a disciple of 
Hokusai.
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Hokkei was an Osaka artist (all the other artists shown here were from 
Edo). The Osaka school was famous for its theatrical prints and also for the 
quality of its surinomo (privately commissioned prints that were traded on 
special occasions, like the New Year, poetry contests, etc.). The fifth print 
selected (Fig. 5) is a fine surinomo by Hokkei, showing a man with a torch 
being overtaken by a tsunami (or tidal wave). The influence of Hokusai can be 
seen in the way the figure of the running man is depicted, clearly very similar 
to several of Hokusai’s manga.

One cannot but marvel at the sense of movement that the print conveys. 
The running man seems to have been on the way to warn a village (repre-
sented by the house seen on the top right corner) of the impending danger, 
only to be overtaken (and probably killed) by it. The drama of the situation is 
clearly conveyed to us, not least by the terror rictus on the man’s face.

Katsushika Hokusai’s (1760-1849) works are also present in the Gulben-
kian collection and we selected two of his prints for this brief presentation. 
The first (Fig. 6) is from the celebrated “Thirty Six Views of Mount Fuji”, and 
shows us the Tokaido station of Shinagawa, with cherry trees blossoming, 
some people having a picnic whilst others stroll by them and through the 
village. Blossom viewing remains to this day an important part of the “Japa-
nese way of being”.

The second print by Hokusai (Fig. 7) belongs to one of his lesser known 
series, “Wondrous Views of Famous Bridges in all Provinces”. It is the second 
print of the series and it shows the Ancient Pontoon Bridge at Sano, in Kozuke 
Province, covered by snow. It is a very fine design, showing a boat bridge 
being crossed by several figures, one of them on horseback.

As these two prints show, Hokusai is rightly considered to be one of the 
greatest artists of all time, not only for the way he was able to figuratively 
represent people and the different emotions that rule them, but also because 
he is, in a sense, the founding father of the landscape print as a separate genre. 
Although there are several prints from Ando Hiroshige (1797-1858), the other 
great name of the Japanese landscape print, in the collection, we decided to 
end this small selection with a print by Keisai Eisen (1790-1848).

Eisen is not as well known as Hiroshige, with whom he cooperated in
the Kisokaido series of 1835-1843, but he is, in his own right, an important 
Ukiyo-e artist. Better known for his bijin-ga work, he nevertheless left us some 
fine landscapes. The print selected (Fig. 8) is from a rare series depicting 
waterfalls entitled “Famous Views of the Nikko Mountains”, a series strongly 
influenced by a similar Hokusai work.

Nikko is known even today for its temples and its waterfalls. One of these 
famous waterfalls is the Urami-no-taki (or Rearview Fall) where visitors can 
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walk through a hollow in the mountain in order to see the fall from behind, as 
depicted in the print.

Bibliography: This piece being more of a personal comment than a 
scholarly study, I find it to be adequate to limit bibliographical references to 
the minimum. However, the great work by Richard Lane, Images from the 
Floating World. The Japanese Print, New York, G. P. Putnam & Sons, 1978, 
is both the major source of this article and the best follow up work I can 
suggest.
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Fig. 1 – The Lion Dance 
Isoda Shunei (1762-1819) 

Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation (Lisbon)
Inv. 1961

Photo: Catarina Gomes Ferreira
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Fig. 2 – Komachi at Kiyomizu Temple
Utagawa Toyokuni (1769-1825) 

Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation (Lisbon)
Inv. 1991

Photo: Catarina Gomes Ferreira
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Fig. 3 – The Autumn Moon at Ishiyama 
Kikugawa Eizan (1787-1867) 

Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation (Lisbon)
Inv. 2008-A

Photo: Catarina Gomes Ferreira
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Fig. 4 – Children Dressed as the Six Immortal Poets
Kikugawa Eizan (1787-1867) 

Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation (Lisbon)
Inv. 2027-E

Photo: Catarina Gomes Ferreira
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Fig. 5 – Man with Torch
Totoya Hokkei (1780-1850) 

Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation (Lisbon)
Inv. 1999-C

Photo: Catarina Gomes Ferreira
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Fig. 6 – Fuji from Goten-yama, at Shinagawa on the Tokaido
Katsushika Hokusai (1760-1849)

Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation (Lisbon)
Inv. 1994

Photo: Catarina Gomes Ferreira
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Fig. 7 – Pontoon Bridge at Sano, in Kozuke Province
Katsushika Hokusai (1760-1849)

Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation (Lisbon)
Inv. 1997

Photo: Catarina Gomes Ferreira
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Fig. – 8 The Urami-no-Taki Waterfall
Keisai Eisen (1790-1848)

Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation (Lisbon)
Inv. 2028-A

Photo: Catarina Gomes Ferreira


