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Drawings of Mt. Fuji, a Symbol of Japan’s
Culture and Art
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Katsushika Hokusai’s Thirty-six Views of Mt. Fuji
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“The Thirty-six Views of Mt. Fuji” is a grand masterpiece of ukiyo-e (woodblock prints)
depicted by Hokusai of landscapes viewed at various spots along an extensive eight-hundred-

kilometer trek.
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The novelty and boldness of Katsushika Hokusai’s idea in 1831, at the age of 72, of depicting
Mt. Fuji seen from various spots, from present-day Ibaraki Prefecture in the east to Aichi
Prefecture in the west as well as portraying the livelihoods of the men and women living there,

gave birth to “Thirty-six Views of Mt. Fuji,” a masterpiece of ukiyo-e works.
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The publication of “Thirty-six Views of Mt. Fuji” immediately created a sensation, caus-
ing ten more views of Mt. Fuji to be added to the original thirty-six views, making the
complete set of prints a total of forty-six. The map shows all of the forty-six spots that

Hokusai visited and depicted in his prints.
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At the age of 72, in 1831, Katsushika Hokusai aggressively pursued the publication of
his “Thirty-six Views of Mt. Fuji” as a representation of the woodblock printing he had
been undertaking for many years, with attention to avoiding the possibility of his work
becoming monotonous. From Hokusai’s hand, scenes of everyday life from around the
country turned the mundane into the splendid. His ingeniousness and remarkable
talents using keen observation and attention to detail of the common, coupled with his
unconventional, audacious composition, resulted in masterpieces that provided a
thoroughly charming experience for his audience, especially when they were combined

with his eccentric ideas and conceptions.
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Hokusai’s remarkably clear and realistic depictions of the vitality of daily life of the common
people against the backdrop of Mt. Fuji express his devout “Fuji faith”, a belief in the spirit of
the mountain and reverence for Mt. Fuji and thus, attracted people’s empathy. Because of his
many beautiful brush strokes in indigo ink new to Japan at that time, this set of prints is also
known as “Thirty-six Views of Mt. Fuji in Indigo.” His realistic scenes of everyday life are not
only charming but also instructive and highly important in understanding common Edo period
culture, customs, and architectural styles. “Thirty-six Views of Mt. Fuji” is certainly a treasure

among Edo period fine arts and cultural heritage.
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Hokusai in Edo Had an Influence on European Artistic Circles
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Hokusai prints found their way to Europe and had a powerful effect on the European art world.
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Vincent van Gogh (1853 —90), a painter from the Kingdom of the Netherlands, expressed
great admiration for Hokusai, after his initial reaction of “Hokusai who?”. He was awakened
to the secrets of ukiyo-e art and began to paint bright pictures instead of the dark ones he had

drawn up to that time.
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Claude Debussy (1862—-1918), the famous French musical composer, had a brilliant idea after
seeing Hokusai’s Kanagawa-oki Namiura, the Great Wave off Kanagawa, which led his
symphony called La Mer (the Sea). He was so attracted to this Hokusai print that he had it

printed on the cover of the orchestral scores for La Mer.

KT AV ADBEHEETT7 A4 7] (1997 %) THOERDO L TANHICKRDEEEL G R A
HAD R i, Amomizz e CaHii L <. HARD oME— NEidLR 238 % L 72,
Hokusai was on the list of Lifeé's 100 most important people of the second millennium.
In 1997, Life, an American photographic journal, selected Katsushika Hokusai to be among
the one hundred persons of great influence upon the happiness of the human race in the
course of human history over the last one thousand years and gave his undertaking of

woodblock prints high praise. He was the one and only person selected from Japan.
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The great artist Hokusai (1760-1849), a proud, uncompromising character, showed to the

backbone the spirit of Edo, today’s Tokyo.
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Katsushika Hokusai was born in the tenth year of Horeki (1760) in Edo, then the Eastern
Capital of Japan. After the death of his master, Katsukawa Shunsho, Hokusai, due to his
innate vehement spirit, changed masters from the Kano school to ensue the Tosa school,

thence expanding his skills to the realm of the Western style of drawing.
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Hokusai was once summoned to draw a picture in the presence of the Shogun, the feudal
ruler of Japan, wherein he let a rooster, its legs wet with red paint, run over the painting
made by him in a very unconventional method of depicting maple leaves in autumn while his

audience looked on in tense anticipation.
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Hokusai refused to draw pictures as required by Philip F. von Siebold (1796-1866), the
German doctor and naturalist serving as physician at Deshima, today’s Dejima, a reclaimed
land island in Nagasaki harbor as the Dutch trading post (1823-1829), when Siebold tried to

knock down the price of Hokusai’s paintings.
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These two anecdotes are examples of his wholehearted commitment and his almost demonic
spirit behind his paintings. Hokusai was truly a remarkable artist with the backbone of the

Edo spirit and stood apart from others.
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Hokusai gave himself the pseudonym Gakyo-rojin (literally, an art-crazy old man) and, on his
deathbed, implored God to prolong his life for another ten years, or at the least, five years, so
he could become a sacred master of painting in the bestowed time. He died at the very old age
of 90, his life devoted to his art works. He has since rested in peace at Seikyo-ji Temple in

Moto-Asakusa, Tokyo.
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Kanagawa-oki Namiura (The Great Wave off Kanagawa*)

Kanagawa-oki, an area off the coast of Kanagawa-ku, in present-day Yokohama, is a part
of the Bay of Tokyo. The dramatic waves rising inshore off Kanagawa is iconic Hokusai.
The power of the turbulent water with the calm Mt. Fuji seen through the curl is one of
the most well-known woodblock prints in the world. The striking contrast between the
blue sea and the whitecaps was a daring composition for woodblock prints at the time and
the layout created a powerful effect on art around the world. The great wave is rising
nearly to the top of the print, with the foam of the whitecap scattering as three raw fish
forwarding oar-pulled wooden boats** are tossed about by the angry sea. A majestic and
calm snow-covered Mt. Fuji can be seen in the curl of the raging wave. Hokusai’s
ingenious scheme is famous. Beneath the great wave, another comber is starting to break,
its foam extending both to right and left as if mirroring the ridgeline of Mt. Fuji. It was
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the bold design and daring compositions of his woodblocks, as well as his ability to create
unsurpassed layouts, that led to his far-reaching influence on European painters and
musicians. Hokusai, an artist in the Edo period (1603-1868), was well-known in Western
countries and is said to have inspired both Debussy's La Merand Rilke's Der Berg.

2 English translation: Sakai Takahiko and Yamasaki Takeo

2> English consultation: Frances Ford
*lit. “In the well of a wave off Kanagawa”
**(1) These slim and swift boats were used to transport fresh fish from nearby fishing villages
to the markets of Edo. (Source: artelino.com)

(2) In the scene there are three oshiokuri-bune, fast boats that are used to transport live
fish from the Izu and Bo6so peninsulas to the markets of the bay of Edo. (Source:
en.wikipedia.org)
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Gaifii Kaisei (South Wind, Clear Sky)
This print is feted as one of the three masterworks, likely ranked top, amongst Hokusai’s series
Fugaku Sanjyi-rokkei ( Thirty-Six Views of Mt. Fuji) along with Sanka Haku-u (Rainstorm
Beneath the Summit) (#40) and Kanagawa-oki Namiura (The Great Wave off Kanagawa)
(#24). The phenomenon depicted in this print, referred to as a “Red Fuji”, occurs when the
mountain appears red in an early autumn dawn. This scene depicts Hokusai's feeling when
actually seeing a Red Fuji. The narrow snow-capped peak intensifies the height of the
mountain. The engraving of white snow in the crevices of the mountain creates a mysterious
atmosphere in the spotted bronze hillside. The long skirt of the mountain extending to the
left and the abundant forest detailed at the foot emphasize the magnificence of Mt. Fuji. The
white clouds scattered in the blue sky, although superficial, depict the dynamic movements
across the expanse of the sky, and further emphasis the glorious Mt. Fuji. Such an elegant and
mysterious Red Fuji illustrated in this piece is rare to encounter.

2> English translation: Yamasaki Takeo and Sakai Takahiko

2> English consultation: Frances Ford
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Sanka Haku-u (Rainstorm Beneath the Summit)

Sanka Haku-u (Rainstorm Beneath the Summit) is considered one of the three
top-ranking masterpieces of Hokusai's 7Thirty-Six Views of Mt. Fuji along with
Gaifi Kaiser (South Wind, Clear Sky*) (#1) and Kanagawa-oki Namiura (The
Great Wave off Kanagawa) (#24). In two of the three, there are no people and Mt.
Fuji stands alone, as in this print and in Gaifa Kaisei. Mt. Fuji is rising resolutely
with a narrow peak and extended foot making its elevation appear higher. It is no
exaggeration to say that no one is as skillful and dexterous as Hokusai in terms
depicting Mt. Fuji. Sanka Haku-u depicts a sudden daytime shower. Racing
around the mountain are dark thunderclouds with a sharp but strong bolt of
lightning, suggesting the strength of the thunderstorm assailing people at the foot
of the mountain. The peak of the mountain is lighted with a splendid sunshine by
the use of red ocher and black and exposing the crevices in the surface of the
mountain. The snowy summit of the mountain rises into the sky above where the
thunderclouds do not reach. The upper portion of this print depicts a natural
stillness while the lower portion is that of that tempestuous loudness. With his
uncanny gift for composition, Hokusai stirs up emotions in his viewers that few

others can.
2 English translation: Sakai Takahiko and Yamasaki Takeo
2> English consultation: Frances Ford

*Also known as Fine Wind, Clear Morning or South Wind, Clear Sky or Red Fuji.
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Sunshu Katakura Chaen no Fuji
(Mt. Fuji from the Katakura Tea Plantation in Suruga Province)
Sunshu (present-day Shizuoka Prefecture) has continued to be a region blessed with a mild
climate and sunny hills, making the district a prosperous tea-growing zone. In this print, an
almost entirely snow-covered Mt. Fuji looms in the distance. The first picking at a tea
plantation starts in early May. In this print, women in groups are picking tea standing or
sitting on a bench. Men are carrying the newly picked tea on shouldered poles or on their
backs. One man is loading tea onto a horse and another is sorting tea in a shed. The village
folk all work together to harvest the tea. A tea-picking scene has rarely been drawn and
Hokusai’s depiction is elaborately done from his keen observations and, as a whole, is
exemplary of his style of depicting life in minute detail. His skill can be seen in the way the
farmer strives to goad his reluctant horse to cross the wooden bridge or in the way another
man is dealing with his straw sandals.

2> English translation: Sakai Takahiko and Yamasaki Takeo

2 English consultation: Frances Ford
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Tea Picking 1Ez7 - fEHR  A°5% Lyrics and Music: Anonymous

10 We, Jokers, No.86, December 10, 2021



EHia D <NAFI\K,
FIZHIWLICHBEENKD,
[HNICRZZIEFRRL 2 20D,
HHrlZT=ICEDE, |
Early in May, when summer’s around the corner,
In the hills and plains, the tea bushes are sprouting fresh, young leaves.
“Those girls over there, they work picking the tea,

with their madder-dyed sashes tying back their sleeves and sedge hats on.”
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Bishu Fujimigahara (View of Fuji from a Field in Owari Province)

The area called Bishu Fujimigahara in the Edo period appears to be a field located
in present-day Fujimi-cho in Naka-ku, Nagoya City. In this print, Mt. Fuji, small
in the distance, is seen through a gigantic circle formed by a bottomless wooden
tub under construction. This well-known work is audacious with its un-
conventional composition and clearly shows the true worthiness of Hokusai’s art.

Inside of the jumbo tub with the staves bound together with green bamboo, there
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is an old bare-chested cooper skillfully handling an adze, completely absorbed in
his tub-making. The gigantic wooden tub frame completely dominates this scene,
and is prevented from rolling by a maul, a mallet, a toolbox, and some green
bamboo lying on the ground. All of the tools set off the tub and are an example of
the precise observations detailed in Hokusai’s art. In the background, fields and
plains are simply outlined, with a single tree standing to one side, and even though
taller than the tub, it emphasizes the size of the tub. Groves of short trees drawn
in the Western perspective style are in the distance at the foot of Mt. Fuji. This

landscape depicts dusk with a crimson sky along the horizon.
2> English translation: Sakai Takahiko and Yamasaki Takeo

2> English consultation: Frances Ford
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“Hokusai’s depictions, disciples paint artist’s life”—The Japan News (August 4, 2021)
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