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Abstract. During the Meiji period (1868—1912), Japan faced serious challenges. Amidst
rapid Westernization and modernization, the country was forced to re-invent its national
identity. At the same time, the government made Shintd the state religion, which contrib-
uted to the rise of anti-Buddhist sentiment and the development of the haibutsu kishaku
BE{LEEHR (“eradicating Buddhism and abolishing Shakyamuni”) movement. This policy
led to the destruction of temples, statues, and paintings, threatening centuries-old cultural
heritage. Then, in response to the adoption of European-style painting yoga J£Hi, the
nihonga H 7S, or Japanese-style painting movement emerged. It sought to preserve and
reinterpret traditional art in a contemporary context. One of the key figures of this school
was Yokoyama Taikan, who studied under Okakura Kakuzd. Thanks to his teacher’s in-
fluence, the young artist perceived Buddhism as one of the foundations of Japanese cul-
ture. In his work, Taikan did not simply copy ancient works but instead sought to develop
a new visual language to express traditions and philosophical concepts. A significant
milestone was his trip to India in 1903, where the artist was inspired to create works with
Indian motifs, which served as impetus for the further development of modern Japanese
painting. In his works, Yokoyama Taikan placed great emphasis on a profound under-
standing of Buddhist philosophy, which is reflected in such outstanding works as Self-
lessness (Muga #&3%) and Metempsychosis (Seisei ruten *£ % fit#z). Furthermore, the art-
ist made a significant contribution to the development of artistic expression in modern art
as one of the founders of the “hazy style” (moratai JEHER). This technique conveyed the
atmosphere and spiritual depth without the use of clear contours. Thus, Yokoyama Taikan
was one of the leading nihonga artists who actively engaged with traditions, particularly
Buddhist themes. In his works, he strove to find a subtle balance between cultural heri-
tage and innovation, which lay at the heart of the formation of Japan’s national identity at
the time.
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AT. I'unesa

Konuenuus 6yaan3ma B HCKYCCTBE HUXOH20 HA IpUMepe TBOPYECTBA
Exosama Tajikan

Annomayua. B nepuon Moiinzu (1868—1912) SAnonHust cTosikHynach ¢ Cepbe3HbIMU Bbl-
30BaMH. B ycloBUAX cTpeMHUTENbHON BECTEPHU3ALNH U MOAEPHU3ALMN CTpaHa Oblia BbI-
Hy’>K[IeHa MePeOCMbICIIUTh CBOIO HALMOHAJbHYIO MICHTHYHOCTb. B TO ke Bpems mpaBu-
TEJILCTBO C/ENAJI0 CHHTO T'OCYIAapCTBEHHOMN pelurueil, 4To crioco0CTBOBANIO BO3HUKHOBE-
HUI0 aHTHOYIIMICKUX HACTPOEHH M Pa3BUTHIO JBMKEHUs Xaiibyyy kucaxy (FEILEEIR,
«uckopeHeHue Oyamusma u yHuuTokeHue lllakpsaMmyHu»). DTa MOIMTHKA MOBIEKIA 3a
co00ii paspylieHre XpaMoB, CTaTyil M KapTHH, MOCTaBUB MOJ Yrpo3y MHOTOBEKOBOE
KyJbTypHOe Hacineaue. Kpome Toro, B kauecTBe OTBETAa Ha aKTUBHOE PacIpOCTPaHEHUE
JKUBOIHUCH B eBporelckom ctuie &:2a (FEH]) Bo3Hukno nemwkenue nuxonza (H AH], xu-
BOMHUCH B SIMOHCKOM CTHJIE), KOTOPOE CTPEMHUIIOCh COXPAHUTh M MEPEOCMBICIUTh TPAAU-
LIMOHHOE MCKYCCTBO B COBPEMEHHOM KOHTekcTe. OHOM U3 KII0YeBbIX QUTYp 3TOM IIKO-
a1 6611 Exosima Taiikan, koTopslii obyuancs mon pykosoactBom Okakypa Kakymso:.
bnaromapst cBoeMy yuHTeN0 MOJOAONW XyMOXHHK Hadal BOCHPHHUMATH OyAIM3M Kak
OJIHy U3 OCHOB SIIOHCKOM KyJIbTyphl. B cBOem TBopuecTBe TaiikaH He MpOCTO KOMMpOBa
cTapble 00pasibl, a KCKaJl HOBBIN BU3YalbHbIN S3bIK I BBIPOKESHUs TpaauLuid U (uio-
cockux koHuenuii. BaxkHabiM 3Tanom crana noe3aka B Mumuro B 1903 r., rue Xymox-
HUK BJIOXHOBWJICS Ha CO3JaHMEe paboT ¢ MHAMNHCKUMHM MOTHUBAMH, YTO MOCIYXKUIIO MM-
MyNLCOM JUTA JaNbHEIIero pa3sBUTHS COBPEMEHHOI AMOHCKOM sxuBonucu. Exosama Taii-
KaH B CBOMX paboTax yJessi1 00JblIoe BHUMaHKe TTy0O0KOMY OCMBICIICHUIO Oy IINICKOM
¢unocopun, 4TO HAILIO OTPAKEHUE B TAKHMX BBIJAIOIIMXCS paboTax, kak «He-s» (Myea,
MEF) u «Metemmcuxos» (Caiicaii pymon, 2% ii#iz). [loMUMO 3TOTO, XyIOKHUK BHEC
3HAUUTENBHBIA BKJIAA B ()OPMHPOBAHUE BBIPA3UTENBHBIX CPEJACTB COBPEMEHHOTO MCKYC-
cTBa, Oyy4d OJHUM M3 co3jaTeneil «TyMaHHOro cTunsy (vo:po:mai, JEREIR). Dra Tex-
HUKa T103BOJIsLIA MlepejaBaTh atMocdepy M AyXOBHYIO IIyOHHY Oe3 MCIONb30BaHMs YeT-
KMX KOHTypoB. Takum o6pasom, Exosma TaiikaH ObIT OJHIM M3 BETYIIHX XyI0KHHUKOB
HUXOHed, KOTOPBIM aKTMBHO oOpamiaics K TPaJAULUOHHOW KyJNbType M, B YaCTHOCTH, K
Oynnuiickoii Tematrke. B cBOoMX paboTax OH CTPEMHIICS HAWTH TOHKHI OalaHc MeXIy
KyJIbTYpHBIM Haclie[ieM W WHHOBAIMSIMH, YTO JIeXKaJ0 B OCHOBE (hOPMUPOBAHMS HALIHO-
HaJIbHO! MJEHTUYHOCTH SINOHUM B TO BpeMsl.

Knwouessie cnosa: nuxonea, Exosima Taiikan, 6yamsm B nckycerse, Okakypa Kakynso,
COBPEMEHHOE SIMOHCKOE UCKYCCTBO, MOJIepHU3aLus, nepuo Maiasu.
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Introduction

Buddhism has been one of the foundations of Japanese culture since its introduction in
the 6th century. However, the Meiji period (1868—1912) was the age of challenges and trans-
formation. In the face of rapid modernization and the spread of Western culture, Japan began
a serious reconsideration of its national identity. Rapid socio-economic and cultural changes
accompanied artistic transformation, particularly associated with the influence of European-
style painting (yoga). In response, nihonga, Japanese-style painting, emerged to preserve tra-
ditional art. However, it is crucial to understand that nihonga was not simply an artistic cur-
rent, but a part of a complex cultural and political project. It used art as a model for “self-
creation, manifestation and self-recognition of the people” [Clark 2003, p. 65]. In the art
sphere, the movement sought not merely to retain traditional techniques and materials, but to
develop a modern art form which would connect the country’s history with its present.

At the same time, the Meiji government made Shinto the state religion and supported
this policy with laws like the Shinbutsu bunri ##{L 5B (“separation of Shinto and Bud-
dhism”) edict of 1868. These factors created unfavorable conditions for Buddhism. How-
ever, despite the pressure, it remained an integral part of Japanese culture and was appreci-
ated by the nihonga movement. One of the main figures in the development of Japanese-
style painting was Okakura Kakuzo [ 8% = (1863—1913), who encouraged the devel-
opment of modern Japanese art based on its heritage, including Buddhist traditions, and
reinforcing connections with other Asian countries and the world in general. Among his
students at the Tokyo School of Fine Arts (T0kyé Bijutsu Gakko BRZENFAK) and the
Japan Art Institute (Nihon Bijutsuin H A7) was an outstanding nihonga artist Y oko-
yama Taikan 4 [l K8l (1868—1958).

Thus, the purpose of this study is to examine the concept of Buddhism in Yokoyama
Taikan’s paintings. To achieve this goal, the following tasks were formulated. First, to ex-
plore the historical and cultural context that shaped nihonga and formed the relationship
between this art movement and Buddhism, including the Meiji-era policies and the influ-
ence of cultural exchange with other countries. Second, to conduct a detailed analysis of
Yokoyama Taikan’s artistic path and his paintings, focusing on the depiction of Buddhist
concepts, figures, symbols, and narratives. Third, to examine the role of nihonga, as exem-
plified by his work, in the preservation and reinterpretation of Buddhist traditions within
the context of modernizing Japan.

Legacy of Japanese Buddhist painting

To fully appreciate the innovation of Yokoyama Taikan and the nihonga movement, it
is necessary to look more closely at the rich tradition of Buddhist painting that modern art-
ists inherited and sought to modernize. Japan has a rich and diverse tradition of Buddhist
painting that has lasted over a thousand years, leaving numerous national treasures and
contributing to the country’s artistic heritage. Buddhism entered the country in the 6th cen-
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tury and actively developed during the Asuka (538—710) and Nara (710—794) periods.
Early wall paintings can be found in temples like Horytji 5M=¢ [Mason 1993, pp. 82—
83]. Another type of Japanese Buddhist art was narrative scroll (emakimono #%%4%)), such
as Siitra of Cause and Effect, or Kako Genzai Inga Kyo 18 FEIIER F#4% (8th century, Fig.
1), which depicts the life of Shakyamuni Buddha (Shaka Nyorai FRiAN3E) [Mason 1993,
pp- 98—99]. In Buddhist tradition, the purpose of art is to convey the permanent in the
constantly evolving, the basis of a constantly changing world, to discern the eternal truth in
individual manifestations [Grigoreva 2008, p. 190]. In other words, such art has always
been filled with deep philosophical meaning and symbolism.

Fig. 1. Artist Unknown. Detached Segment of Inga Kyo (“Illustrated of Buddha’s”). Nara period, 8th
century. Color on paper, handscroll, 26.4 x 33.6 cm. Tokyo National Museum. URL: https://
bunka.nii.ac.jp/heritages/detail/435392 (accessed: 15.05.2025).

The Heian period (794—1185) saw the development of Esoteric Buddhist schools,
namely Shingon (Shingonshii 5.5 7%) and Tendai (Tendaishii X %%) brought to Japan by
Kikai Z8¥f§ (774—835) and Saicho ¢ i& (767—822) respectively [Mason 1993, p. 122].
Shingon introduced the Ryokai Mandara 5% 2 %% (“Two Realms Mandala”) tradition
as well as portraits of patriarchs [Mason 1993, pp. 125—129]. Scrolls with images of
wrathful deities (Fudo Myoo BB E and others) were also actively produced [Mason
1993, pp. 139—141]. Moreover, Pure Land Buddhism emerged, leading to the creation of
Amitabha Buddha (dmida Nyorai FFTHRFEANE) Raigo 65 paintings depicting his descent
to greet the faithful [Mason 1993, pp. 146—147]. Sitra illustration continued to develop,
resulting in more exquisite works, such as Heike Nokyo “F-ZFAh#% (12th century, Fig. 2)
containing silver and gold decoration [Mason 1993, pp. 157—161].

During the Kamakura period (1185—1333), Japan experienced another significant
spread of Buddhist art. Emakimono retained its popularity and depicted a wide range of
scenes, such as legends and lives of monks [Mason 1993, pp. 198—199]. Cults surround-
ing personalities like Kiikai (posthumously called K6b6 Daishi 5L1% KFifi, “the Grand Mas-
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ter Who Propagated the Dharma”) also produced special imagery, such as K6bo Daishi as
a Boy, or Chigo Daishiff /A KFEf (14th to 15th centuries, Fig. 3) paintings [Mason 1993,
pp. 200—201]. Pure Land continued evolving, ranging from depictions of the renowned
Taima Mandara 42 555 to various Raigo styles. This era also produced vivid disturb-
ing depictions of the “Six Realms” of Existence (Rokudo-e7NiE4%), particularly Hell
Scrolls [Mason 1993, pp. 205—211].

Fig. 2. Tanaka Shinbi. Fragment of Copy of Chapter 23 of “The Sutras Donated by the Heike Clan”

(Masuda Version). Taisho period, 20th century (Original: Heian period, 1164). Ink on decorated pa-

per, handscroll. Tokyo National Museum. URL: https://bunka.nii.ac.jp/heritages/detail/536227 (ac-
cessed: 15.05.2025).

—

Fig. 3. Artist Unknown. K6bd Daishi as a Boy. Muromachi period, 14th to 15th centuries. Color on
silk, hanging scroll, 74.2 x 42 cm. Miho Museum. URL:
https://www.miho.jp/booth/html/artcon/00000008.htm (accessed: 15.05.2025).
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Zen Buddhism influenced Japanese art throughout the Kamakura period and retained
its significance in the following Muromachi period (1336—1568). Zen paintings often fea-
tured landscapes paired with poetry or portraits of Buddhist monks. They emphasized the
importance of meditation and captured a new aesthetic category of wabi-sabi £ (“mod-
est simplicity””). Monochrome ink painting suibokuga 7X 2= symbolically conveyed Zen
philosophy and was developed by monk-artists like Sesshii Toyd 55 /4545 (1420—1506)
[Mason 1993, pp. 217—226]. An exceptional example of his art is Huike Offering His Arm
to Bodhidharma E WX (1496, Fig. 4), which demonstrates the technique of ink
painting combined with light color wash (tansai %) on paper. Besides, the topic of
teacher-disciple relationship and devotion to the doctrine, presented in the painting, is of
great importance in modern art as well.'

Fig. 4. Sesshi. Huike Offering His Arm to Bodhidharma. Muromachi Period, 1496. Ink and light
color wash on paper, hanging scroll, 199.9 x 113.6 cm. Sainen-ji Temple, Aichi. URL:
https://www .kyoha ku.go.jp/eng/collection/meihin/suiboku ga /item06/ (accessed: 15.05.2025).

By the late Muromachi and during the Momoyama period (1568—1600) professional
schools gained popularity. The Kand school (Kano-ha’F#7JK) is particularly renowned for
kanga J%H| (“Chinese-style painting”), namely Zen ink painting and Ming (1368—1644)
court style. For example, Kand Motonobu 5 7t (1476—1559) created compositions
in the form of fusuma # (sliding door panels) of a Zen Patriarch [Mason 1993, p. 231].

! Kyoto National Museum. Retrieved May 15, 2025, from https://www.kyohaku.go.jp/eng/
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Moreover, Hasegawa Tohaku 411561 (1539—1610), greatly influenced by Chinese
painting, created works like Old Trees and MonkeystiAIENEX (16th century, Fig. 5),
which conveys Zen philosophy symbolizing an unenlightened person who is trying to reach
something nonexistent [Mason 1993, p. 261]. In other words, Zen art continued to play a
key role during this period.

Fig. 5. Hasegawa Tohaku. Old Trees and Monkeys. Momoyama Period, 16th century. Ink on paper,
hanging scrolls, (each) 155 x 115 cm. Ryusen-an Temple, Kyoto. URL:
https://www.kyohaku.go.jp/eng/collect ion/meihin/kinsei/item13/ (accessed: 15.05.2025).

In the Edo period (1600—1868), ukiyo-¢ {# % (“pictures of the floating world”)
emerged and gained popularity. Their philosophy is deeply associated with the Buddhist
concept of impermanence [Mason 1993, p. 278]. Moreover, a new distinctive form of Zen
Buddhist painting known as zenga ] flourished. It once again embodied philosophical
concepts and was considered a form of meditation. The style includes ink monochrome
painting and calligraphy. Arguably, zenga was the closest and most important continuation
of Buddhist art practice during the Edo period [Mason 1993, pp. 324—326].

This vast heritage, spanning over a millennium and encompassing a variety of styles,
became the cultural foundation for nikonga artists. The philosophical depth, symbolic lan-
guage, and specific techniques developed over the centuries were more than just history;
they became an inspiration for contemporary artists seeking to preserve and reinterpret Jap-
anese traditions in a rapidly changing world.
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History of nihonga and its special features

The history of nihonga (Japanese-style painting) began in the latter half of the 19th
century, in the Meiji period. At that time Japan had to end its isolationist policy (sakoku
#H[E) under pressure from Western powers. Foreign culture and science began to rapidly
penetrate the country, and Japan faced the challenge of integrating its traditional culture
with new influences amidst rapid modernization. The nation confronted a serious dilemma:
how to preserve its traditional culture and develop a national identity in the face of foreign
influence [Bowring, Kornicki 1993, p. 195].

This issue was especially relevant in the arts, where European-style painting (yoga)
with its techniques and materials spread widely across Japan. Consequently, nihonga
emerged as a movement to revive Japanese painting in its traditional form. It was not mere-
ly an attempt to preserve authenticity but to develop modern art combining traditions and
novelty, national identity and some aspects of foreign, namely Western painting. It is there-
fore important to note that nihonga and yoga were not rivals or isolated from each other.
Rather, they shared some similarities while retaining significant stylistic differences. The
most significant distinguishing element is the materials and methods. While yoga artists
used oil paint, pastels, and other traditional European materials, nihonga was defined by
materials more typical of East Asian art, such as ink, natural pigments derived from miner-
als or plants and applied to silk or paper. Nihonga paintings were also often created in the
traditional forms of hanging scrolls, emakimono, folding screens (byobu F#JR), or fusuma
[Geltnas 2004, pp. 211—212].

In addition to technical features, the philosophical peculiarity of nihonga is also crucial
to note. The artists of this movement valued not only the final product but also the process
of its creation. In addition, whereas Western art tends to emphasize the originality of the
artist, Japanese culture places more importance on the details, precision, and the process, in
which harmony with nature and tradition may be more significant than innovation. In Ja-
pan, art is viewed not just as a visual representation but as a means of communication with
the world and nature, and thus the philosophical background is often as important as the
work of art itself [Geltinas 2004, pp. 212—214]. However, it is important to emphasize that
the creation of nihonga was largely a state-sanctioned political project designed to shape a
new national style [Clark 2003, p. 67].

Connection between nihonga and Buddhism

After the Meiji Restoration of 1868, the new government’s decision to make Shintd the
state religion had profound and destructive consequences for Buddhist art and heritage,
marginalizing Buddhism in favor of a nationalist ideology centered on the emperor. Shintg,
as the indigenous religion of Japan, was therefore better positioned to justify the restoration
of imperial authority and to create the spirit of national unity required to develop in such
challenging conditions. The new authority also intended to distance itself from institutions
associated with the Tokugawa rule [Marra 2014, p. 173].

The legal separation of Buddhism and Shintd was ordered by the Shinbutsu Bunri edict
in 1868, and it aimed to purify the latter from centuries of syncretic Buddhist influence.
The decree and subsequent legislation required the following: 1) defrocking Buddhist
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priests in Shintd shrines; 2) removal of Buddhist statues and symbols from the shrines; 3)
eradication of syncretic Buddhist terms; 4) abolition of the temple registration system in
favor of voluntary shrine registration and compulsory civil system; 5) expropriation of
temple land, and other measures [Marra 2014, p. 177]. This policy gave rise to a violent
anti-Buddhist movement known as haibutsu kishaku [Grigoreva et al. 1993, pp. 304—305].

This was unprecedented for Japanese Buddhism; whereas persecution had previously
targeted only specific sects, now mainstream Buddhism lost state patronage [Ienaga 1965,
pp- 9—10]. There were several reasons for this, including the economic expense of temple
upkeep and the attractiveness of their land as a means of modernization, along with adverse
attitudes towards Buddhism arising partly because it was associated with weakening China,
and due to the perceived corruption of its clergy [Marra 2014, pp. 174—175]. However,
one must keep in mind that, in theory, the government’s policy was shinbutsu bunri (sepa-
ration), and not haibutsu kishaku (destruction), and it condemned acts of violence. But in
practice, the line was often blurred, and the authorities did little to stop the destruction
[Marra 2014, p. 177]. Varying in intensity by region, this campaign resulted in the destruc-
tion of thousands of statues, paintings, scriptures, and other valuable cultural items. Ac-
cording to some estimates, 40,000 temples of the 460,000 registered in the Edo period were
destroyed during 1868—1888 [Marra 2014, p. 174]. Despite this challenging environment,
the nihonga movement always viewed Buddhism as an integral part of Japanese culture and
incorporated its aesthetics and philosophy into the art.

One of the leading figures in the emergence and development of nihonga was Okakura
Kakuzo (1863—1913), also known as Tenshin K[>, who was a key ideologue in the pro-
ject of reinventing the Japanese artistic and cultural identity. His work at the Tokyo School
of Fine Arts was a foundation for the nikonga movement since it was a center of training
artists who were keen on preserving Japan’s artistic heritage. Tenshin cooperated with the
American historian of Japanese art Ernest Fenollosa to preserve traditional techniques of
painting, while fostering innovation that would reflect Japan’s national character. Okakura
then left the school and set up the private Japan Art Institute, which was meant to spread
the same ideals.'! However, it is crucial to understand Okakura’s turn to Buddhism not as an
expression of personal interest, but as a strategic component of his broader political and
cultural project to build a unified pan-Asian identity [Shigemi, Singleton 2012, p. 39].

Okakura’s approach to teaching painting is also of great importance. For example, his
students were expected to “paint the air,” which encouraged them to experiment with color
washes, colored lines, and shadows. This approach aimed to express atmosphere and per-
spective, incorporating the strengths of Western painting without resorting to simple real-
ism. Moreover, Tenshin gave his students, including Taikan, stitras and instructed them to
create paintings based on them. This approach encouraged the artists to study the scriptures
so that they could reinterpret them visually.” Okakura considered Buddhism one of the
foundations of Japanese culture, alongside Confucianism and Taoism [Nagahiro 2012,

' Shimizu, E. Beyond East and West: Okakura Kakuzd and “The Book of Tea”. Nippon.com. 2018.
August 30. URL: https://www.nippon.com/en/views/b07207/

? Taito City Culture Guide Archives. Yokoyama Taikan no shdgai wa, arata na nihonga e no mosaku
deshita [Yokoyama Taikan’s life was a search for a new way of Japanese painting]. 2017. March 15. URL:
https://www.culture.city.taito.lg.jp/bunkatanbou/topics/famous_persons/taikan/japanese/guide 02.html
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pp. 26—27]. Thus, he opposed the haibutsu kishaku movement and worked on the restora-
tion of damaged artwork. He advocated intercultural harmony, which could be established
through cultural exchange. Okakura actively interacted with his colleagues from both
Western and Asian countries.'

Tenshin’s visit to India and interest in Indian Buddhism are particularly interesting in
this context. In his book The Ideals of the East, Okakura narrates the influence of Bud-
dhism on Japanese culture and art, emphasizing its importance. He also addresses Buddhist
art, its Indian origins and Chinese influence, which had a great impact on the development
of Japanese culture. Overall, Okakura Kakuzd made significant contributions to the re-
search on Japanese and Asian art. In particular, he pioneered the creation of a comprehen-
sive periodization and had an innovative vision of Eastern artistic development. He was
among the first to apply Western historical techniques to the study of Japanese art and
promoted a more flexible approach that would avoid rigid period, nationality, or genre
classification. He attempted to place Japanese art in a larger Asian context, drawing paral-
lels with China, Korea, and India. He saw Buddhism as one of the unifying factors in the
art of the entire region [Nagahiro 2012, pp. 27—36]. Moreover, this approach and especial-
ly his interest in India should be considered in the context of the geopolitical interests of
the Meiji government [Liao 2026, p. 9].

Thus, nihonga was created in the latter part of the 19th century as a reaction to West-
ern cultural influence after the Meiji Restoration and as a political project to reinvent na-
tional identity. Japanese-style painting focused on harmony with nature, maintaining tradi-
tional materials, and the philosophical aspect of the creative process. However, it was not a
reactionary movement but an active attempt to redefine Japanese artistic identity by blend-
ing historical heritage with modern features. One of the key aspects is how the movement
was connected to Buddhism, which was among the pillars that formed the basis of Japanese
culture. Okakura Kakuzd, who inspired and contributed to the development of nihonga,
emphasized the importance of this religion for the country’s art, which he put in a larger
Asian cultural context.

Yokoyama Taikan and his contribution to nihonga art

Yokoyama Taikan (1868—1958) was an important figure in the history of modern
Japanese art due to his contribution to nihonga. He was born in Ibaraki Prefecture and in
1889 became a student at the Tokyo School of Fine Arts, where he met Okakura Kakuzd.
At that time, Taikan became interested in Japanese traditional painting. After serving as
assistant professor at the school, he resigned and alongside his teacher founded Nihon
Bijutsuin. Tenshin’s idea of cultural dialogue was something that appealed deeply to the
young artist and made him reconsider his outlook on the art world. At the beginning of the
20th century, Taikan became one of the main representatives of modern Japanese art in
both Japan and the world. He visited Calcutta, New York, Boston, London, Berlin, and
Paris, and was also an envoy to the Japanese Art Exhibition in Rome in 1930.> This exhibi-

' Shimizu, E. Beyond East and West: Okakura Kakuzd and “The Book of Tea”. Nippon.com. 2018.
August 30. URL: https://www.nippon.com/en/views/b07207/
? Yokoyama Taikan Memorial Hall. URL: https://taikan.tokyo/
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tion was meant to promote Japanese painting and facilitate trade with Italy, and Taikan was
selected to choose the works for it.'

His works illustrate a fusion of Japanese traditional art and Western techniques, which
was common during the Meiji period. His early paintings in particular combined national
traditions with European realism. As he developed his style, the artist shifted towards a
more subjective approach, incorporating impressionistic techniques. Taikan started to pay
special attention to capturing the spirit of nature and a general impression rather than pre-
cise depiction. In later works, the artist also concentrated on the symbolic content of the
work. For instance, in his monumental painting Islands of Japan J\IN (1941, Fig. 6),
Taikan portrayed various Japanese landscapes as embodiments of Japanese spirit and the
character of the Japanese Empire [Yamada 1942, pp. 401—410].

Fig. 6. Yokoyama Taikan. Islands of Japan. Showa period, 1941. Color on paper. The Museum
of the Imperial Collections. URL: https://artmuseum.pref.hokkaido.lg.jp/knb/exhibition/program/232
(accessed: 15.05.2025).

Perhaps one of the key achievements of Yokoyama Taikan and his close colleague
Hishida Shunsd was the creation of a style called mérdtai JERER (“hazy style”). Its main
characteristics are the elimination of clear contours and emphasis on the atmosphere
through the use of tonal harmony and subtle gradation of color. This style was largely in-
fluenced by James McNeill Whistler (1834—1903), an American artist who pioneered to-
nal painting (also known as tonalism). Although the style was widely criticized in Japan for
being too “vague,” it received recognition from Western critics and is now considered one
of the most important phenomena in modern Japanese art [Ono 2020, pp. 113—116]. The
artists defended their approach by arguing that a calligraphic line, so important to the clas-
sical Kand school, was a foreign element from China, whereas color could express

! Taito City Culture Guide Archives. Yokoyama Taikan no shdgai wa, arata na nihonga e no mosaku
deshita [Yokoyama Taikan’s life was a search for a new way of Japanese painting]. 2017. March 15. URL:
https://www.culture.city.taito.lg.jp/bunkatanbou/topics/famous_persons/taikan/japanese/guide 02.html
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emotivity they considered essentially Japanese
[Wattles 1996, p. 51]. An example of Taikan’s
work in the morotai style is an ink and color on
silk painting called Towing a Boat B (1901,
Fig. 7) [Chiu 2024, p. 5—6]. The painting is also
a vivid representation of nihonga art, as it retains
traditional Japanese materials while being influ-
enced by modern Western art. In addition, the
landscape theme is historically common in East
Asia, which could be why tonalism gained special
attention from Japanese masters.

In 1903, Taikan and other artists from
Tenshin’s group travelled to India to study local
art. The journey was part of Okakura’s strategy to
establish cross-cultural exchanges, specifically
between Asian countries. In India, Taikan was
exposed to the indigenous art traditions and Bud-
dhist imagery and themes, which inspired his own
art. In his subsequent works, Taikan blended Jap-
anese and Indian cultural influences to create a
fusion of spiritual symbols. The paintings created
during the “Indian period” (1903—1909) are dis-
cussed in the following section in more detail
[Chiu 2024, pp. 6—11].

This experience marked the beginning of the
artist’s international experience and his exhibi-
tions in Europe and America. After Okakura’s
death in 1914, Yokoyama Taikan became the cen- Fig. 7. Yokoyama Taikan. Towing a Boat.
tral figure in the Japan Art Institute, and his works ~ 1901. Ink and color on silk, 68.6 x 139.4
were seen as the main examples of modern cm. Adachi Museum of Art.
nihonga. The highest recognition of his contribution was the awarding of the first Order of
Culture (Bunka kunshé SCALEIE) in 1937, which finally established his reputation as “the

9 1

first man in the world of Japanese painting”.

Buddhist motifs and images in Taikan’s works

Yokoyama Taikan’s journey to India transformed his art, especially paintings on Bud-
dhist themes. His works like Kannon in White A 4K#1% (1908, Fig. 8), Floating
Lanternsicfs (1909, Fig. 9), or Sakyamuni Encounters his FatherfRiMACIZE 9, (1903,
Fig. 10) were greatly influenced by Indian art and iconography and the Japanese vision of
India as a spiritual homeland of Buddhism. They brought a new way of conveying religious
themes in Japanese painting and deserve special attention.

! Independent Administrative Institution National Museum of Art. URL: https://www.artmuseums.
go.jp/
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Fig. 8 (left). Yokoyama Taikan. Kannon in White. 1908. Ink and color on silk, 140.3 x 113.4 cm.
National Museum of Modern Art.
Fig. 9 (middle). Yokoyama Taikan. Floating Lanterns. 1909. Ink and color on silk, 143 x 51.5 cm.
Ibaraki Prefectural Art Museum.
Fig. 10 (right). Yokoyama Taikan. Sakyamuni Encounters Father. 1903. Photographic reproduction.

Dimensions unknown.

Kannon in White was inspired by Yokoyama Taikan’s fascination with Indian women,
whom he described as being like bodhisattvas. Thus, this work is an idealized representa-
tion of India as a spiritual land. Floating Lanterns was prompted by the Diwali festival in
Varanasi, which the artist linked to the Japanese Buddhist festival of Obon ¥4, where
floating lanterns symbolize the souls of ancestors. For Sakyamuni Encounters his Father,
Taikan drew inspiration from the Ajanta Caves, incorporating elements from Cave 17 in his
depiction of Buddha. The artwork was praised for its authenticity, with critics noting the
realistic portrayal of Indian figures, including Sakyamuni’s mustache and his father’s tur-
ban. However, while Taikan’s Indian-inspired works explore Buddhist themes, they have
strong foreign stylistics and may appear exotic to Japanese audiences because they incorpo-
rate distinctly Indian face features, clothing, and backdrops [Chiu 2024, pp. 14—19].

One of Yokoyama Taikan’s notable early works is Selflessness, or Muga % (1897,
Fig. 11). The name itself gives an instant reference to Buddhist, in particular Zen, philoso-
phy. The term muga refers to the state of egolessness, a central concept on the path to en-
lightenment. It is the dissolution of egoistic perception wherein the mind exists in sheer
awareness, unbound to any subjective attachment. Zen scriptures describe a state in which
“body and mind are completely in the oneness dimension, fulfilled by positive energy, but
without any fixation of egoism” [Hashi 2016, p. 110], and call it mushin #.0>. Thus, the
Self which owns this open mind is known as the “non-self,” or muga. It is believed that the
highest wisdom “manifests itself when a person enters a state of complete self-forget-
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fulness, “non-1,” “non-thought,” when nothing
prevents the penetration of the highest Light”
[Grigoreva 2008, p. 171].

Taikan’s choice of subject for such a pro-
found theme is particularly interesting. Unlike
many traditional Buddhist pictures, which typical-
ly feature monks or other enlightened persons,
Selflessness represents a child. Some interpreta-
tions suggest that he might symbolize the young
Buddha. But more broadly, the child represents
the concept of muga itself — pure, embodying a
state of Zen enlightenment through his innocence
and egolessness. His absent stare to the left rein-
forces this, as if the boy is not aware of himself at
this moment in time and space, which further em-
phasizes the distance between the boy and the
viewer [Ueta 2006, p. 77]. Interestingly, the theme
of the painting reminds of the previously men-
tioned images of Chigo Daishi, which once again
testifies to the deep connection between the art-
ist’s work and the traditions of Japanese art.

Moreover, a comparison of Selflessness with
works previously mentioned allows one to notice
significant differences in technique and style.
Thus, the figure, representing the Indian-born
Buddha, is given the features and clothes of a Jap-
anese boy, wearing traditional dress and large san-
dals. The aesthetic choices further align the painting with the nihonga principles: the mon-
ochromatic background, soft linearity, muted color range, and the inclusion of calligraphy
and a seal, typical characteristics of a traditional Japanese painting.

Another notable painting is Avalokitesvara, or Kannon #% (1912, Fig. 12), created
four years after Kannon in White. Both paintings depict Avalokitesvara, Bodhisattva of
Compassion, who is broadly worshipped in Mahayana Buddhism. She is wearing white
robes, and there is a white lotus to her side, one of the main Buddhist symbols. Interesting-
ly, Kannon is represented as a woman in both paintings, which is a distinctive feature of
East Asian Buddhist iconography. But a closer look at the details highlights significant
differences between the two works.

Although both were inspired by Taikan’s journey to India, Kannon in White retains
distinctly Indian features. The Bodhisattva is depicted with large almond-shaped eyes and
warm brown skin. She has a full and rounded form, with soft folds of skin on her neck. She
is wearing a sheer sari draped across her body, partly revealing her left breast, making the
painting more sensual [Chiu 2024, p. 14]. In contrast, Kannon features a more Japanese-
looking bodhisattva, though her eyes remain slightly almond-shaped. The sensuality of
Kannon in White was replaced with opaque fabric that covers nearly the whole body.

Fig. 11. Yokoyama Taikan. Non-Self. Meiji
period, 1897. Color on silk, hanging scroll,
148.4 x 87.2 cm. Tokyo National Museum.
URL: https://bunka.nii.ac.jp/heritages/det
ail/431554 (accessed: 15.05.2025).
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Additionally, the nimbus surrounding Kannon’s head in the earlier painting — a detail that
contributes to the mystical aura and aligns with Indian depictions of divine beings — is
absent in the later version. This transformation marks a departure from a foreign Indian-
inspired appearance towards a more conventionally Japanese representation, though still
divergent from the canonical images of Kannon in Japanese Buddhist artwork (e.g., the
serene, idealized forms often seen in sculptures like Statue of Yumechigai Kannon in
Horyiiji Z& %1% (7th—S8th centuries, Fig. 13).

Fig. 12 (left). Yokoyama Taikan. Avalokitesvara. Meiji period, 1912. Color on silk, hanging scroll,
131 x 51 cm. The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo. URL: https://www.momat.go.jp/en/col
lection/j00121 (accessed: 15.05.2025).

Fig. 13 (right). Artist Unknown. Yumechigai Kannon. Asuka period, 6th—8th centuries. Bronze,
86.9 cm height. Hory(-ji Temple. URL: https://www.horyuji.or.jp/en/garan/daihozoin/ (accessed:
15.05.2025).

The technical aspects of the 1912 Kannon also better align with Japanese tradition. Re-
inforcing the shift in style, Taikan altered the background by replacing the rocky landscape
in the earlier work with a tree in the background — a setting common in Japanese painting.
This change enhances nihonga style, introducing features such as a monochrome back-
ground, subtle linearity, a reduced color palette, and the addition of calligraphy and a seal,
all features that are characteristic of traditional art. The depiction of natural elements fur-
ther emphasizes the change in style. The leaves are painted with translucent washes of col-
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or, and even the stone upon which Kannon is sitting appears hazier but with defined con-
tours. In contrast, the earlier painting features a more solid, detailed depiction of the rock.

By comparing the stylistic features of these two paintings, the change in Taikan’s style
becomes evident. In his later work he consciously diverged from the exotic Indian style to a
more Japanese-influenced interpretation of Buddhist imagery. Although still driven by the
Indian experience, the 1912 Kannon is closer to Japanese traditional art. This painting
shows how nihonga combines linear technique with fluid brushwork, integrating elements
of classical Japanese painting — such as wukiyo-e’s firm lines and sumi-e’s S22 emotive
ink wash — and Western tonal painting’s influence.

Another of Yokoyama Taikan’s important works featuring a clear Buddhist subject is
Metempsychosis”E. % i#z (1923, Fig. 14—15). This painting is important not only because
of'its deep philosophical meaning but also because of its impressive size — 40 meters long,
made using traditional Japanese sumi-e technique. The title itself, which can also be trans-
lated as “continual flow and transformation of life,” refers to one of the main Buddhist ide-
as — the endless cycle of birth (samsara). Thus, this concept can be vividly represented
through a metaphor for flowing water. The painting shows the path of raindrops as they fall
from the sky, become a stream, a river, a current, and finally dissolve into the ocean. In
other words, this image conveys the Buddhist idea that true essence is more than physical
materiality — it is the formless nature of water itself, in constant flow and change.'

Fig. 14—15. Yokoyama Taikan. Fragments of Metempsychosis. Taisho period, 1923. Sumi ink on
silk, handscroll, 55.3 x 4070 cm. The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo. URL:
https://bunka.nii.ac.jp/heritages/detail/94153 (accessed: 15.05.2025).

' Cultural Heritage Online. URL: https://bunka.nii.acjp/
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Moreover, water holds even deeper significance within Buddhist philosophy, having
both biological and symbolic value. It is used to support life and is a core component of the
human body and the environment. In Buddhist texts, water symbolizes purity, highlighting
the need for the preservation of moral and spiritual cleanliness. According to Buddha him-
self, the conservation of water quality was important, and filtration and prevention of con-
tamination were promoted to maintain health. Water also takes center stage in Buddhist
rituals since it symbolizes spiritual renewal and purification. In meditation practice, the
contemplation of water can be used to induce mindfulness and focus [Hewamanage 2011,
pp. 450—457].

In addition, these Buddhist ideas resonate not just with Taikan’s artwork but also with
Japanese culture as a whole. One of the most significant Japanese concepts derived from
Buddhist philosophy and possessing a strong connection with the water metaphor is ukiyo
%1 (“the floating world”). This term, also translated as “transient world” or “fleeting
world,” represents the Buddhist perception of impermanence. According to this philosophi-
cal concept, things are constantly moving, like a stream of water, and the splendor of life
lies in its transience. The kanji % (uki, “to float”) further emphasizes the connection be-
tween the fluidity of water and the nature of existence.

Thus, by selecting water as the central theme, Taikan not only referenced Buddhist
thought on a deeply symbolic level but also paid tribute to traditional Japanese art and its
aesthetics. The painting can be understood as a visual meditation wherein the use of ink
wash technique and scroll format is utilized to evoke a contemplative state of mind. In such
a state, an observer can “transcend” the illusory, material level and gain a glimpse of the
“eternal flow of life.” In other words, Metempsychosis is an artistic and philosophical ex-
ploration of impermanence, capturing the beauty of life’s constant transformation. Moreo-
ver, Taikan often used sumi ink in his works and had a unique artistic philosophy. He
thought that “If the universe does not appear on the screen, it is not art. This is true whether
one is painting a landscape, a person, a still life, or even a single cherry blossom petal.”’

To sum up, Yokoyama Taikan was a central figure in the history of nihonga art. One
of his key innovations was the mérotai style, blending Western tonalism and Japanese sen-
sibility. Alongside other artists from Okakura’s circle, Taikan travelled to India, where he
acquired inspiration for subsequent works. Through key works such as Selflessness,
Kannon, or Metempsychosis, the article highlighted the transformation of the artist’s atti-
tude to Buddhist imagery, from more exotic Indian-inspired representations to images firm-
ly tied to Japanese traditions and Buddhist concepts, such as muga and samsara, and repre-
senting Taikan’s personal growth and transformation. All in all, the artist’s legacy was the
successful integration of diverse cultural and technical elements, affirming his reputation as
a master who largely defined nihonga.

" The Yomiuri Shimbun. Art Exhibition Japan. [Rebyii] “Yokoyama Taikan-ten — Kataru Taikan,
Katarareru Taikan” Mizuno Bijutsukan — Kotoba to sakuhin ga utsushidasu toshindai no “kyoshd” no
sugata — 5-gatsu 28-nichi made [[Review] “Yokoyama Taikan Exhibition — Taikan Speaking, Taikan
Being Spoken About” Mizuno Museum of Art — A life-size portrayal of the “master” through his words
and works — Until May 28th]. 2023. April 27. URL: https://artexhibition.jp/topics/news/20230426-
AEJ1348692/
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Conclusion

Emerging in the Meiji (1868—1912) period, an era of rapid modernization and West-
ernization, the nihonga (Japanese-style painting) movement sought to develop modern Jap-
anese art in response to the spread of European-style painting (yoga). It was a complex
cultural and political project tied to the era’s conservative turn and the quest for a modern
national identity. The challenging context of shinbutsu bunri and the haibutsu kishaku
movement prompted Okakura Kakuzd, a key figure in the emergence and the development
of nihonga, to pay special attention to Buddhism as one of the foundations of national cul-
ture. Moreover, he advocated cultural exchange, primarily with Asian countries, which
greatly influenced the movement.

One of the outstanding nihonga artist, Yokoyama Taikan, engaged with Buddhist
themes, from direct iconographic references (e.g., Sakyamuni, Kannon) to explorations of
profound Buddhist concepts, such as muga (“non-self”), or samsara (“wheel of rebirth”).
He did not merely reproduce traditional iconography, but rather actively reinterpreted it
according to his own individual artistic vision and technical innovations. This approach
involved blending Japan’s rich artistic heritage with foreign influences. His 1903 Indian
trip was particularly important in the context of his art because it introduced new concepts
and motifs into Taikan’s works. Moreover, the morotai (“hazy”) style he co-developed
merged Western tonalism with Japanese aesthetics. Thus, Taikan’s engagement with Bud-
dhist themes reflects the very core task of nihonga: creating a modern Japanese art that is
both deeply rooted in national tradition and receptive to international and modern influ-
ences.
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