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“Togen Shiga” by Gessen: Artist-monk Gessen’s Utopia

Matsuoka Marie

Gessen Genzui (1741-1809) was an artist-monk of the Jodo (Pure Land) Buddhist Sect active around
Kyoto, Osaka and Ise in the Late Edo Period. During his teen years he trained at Z5joji Temple in Edo, while
also studying painting under Sakurai Sekkan, artist of the Sessht style. He later moved to Kyoto where he was
greatly influenced by Yosa Buson, and became a pupil of Maruyama Okyo. Even after taking up residence in
Jakushoji Temple at Furuichi, Ise in 1775, he continued to travel between Ise and Kyoto/Osaka mingling widely
with the cultural elite, thus gaining himself the reputation of artist-monk.

“Togen Shiga (The Peach Blossom Spring [Utopia]: Illustrated Poems)” is a woodblock print in handscroll
format, copies of which are housed in Mie Prefectural Library, Jingti Chokokan (Ise Shrine History Museum)
and Kobe City Museum. Its theme is “The Peach Blossom Spring Story and Poem” by Chinese Six Dynasties’
poet Tao Yuanming. It measures between 23.5 and 24.1 cm in width, and between 332 and 345 cm in length (the
different mountings for each copy of the scroll causing this variance in measurement). The opening scene of a
mountain stream and flowering peach trees continues for about two thirds of the total illustration, which ends
with a depiction of the village of the peach blossom spring (utopia). The scroll finishes with Gessen’s own
postscript, sign and seal, and is dated third year of Kansei (1791). Beside Gessen’s sign and seal is that of Ise
calligrapher Den Hikki, suggesting that Hikki provided the calligraphy for the writing that was then put into
print. This work is unusual in that it has been produced using a similar method to an ink rubbing: paper is
placed over incised (white-line) woodblock which is then dampened to allow it to sink into the woodblock and
ink is applied. Called “mokuhan shomen zuri (woodblock front-printing)” or a “taku hanga (ink-rubbed print)”,
in this type of print the whiteness of the lines stands out in stark contrast to the jet-black background. Originat-
ing in China, “hojo”, copybooks printed from the works of old masters of calligraphy, were produced using this
technique, suggesting that in Edo-period Japan woodblock front-printing was evocative of China. The tech-
nique is widely known today through its use in “Jokydsht (Impromptu Pleasures Afloat)” by Ito Jakuch.

Gessen had associations with two famous learned monks who used the woodblock front-printing method
in their artwork. One was Ninkai of Z5j6ji Temple, Edo, who created “Ytzando Gafu”, an album of reproduced
pictures using front-printing. Gessen met him when he trained at Zojoji in his teens. The other was Daiten
Kenjo with whom Gessen shared an acquaintance of over 20 years following the completion of his Buddhist
training in Edo and his move to the Kyoto-Ise area. Daiten assisted in producing Jakucht’s “Jokyosht” and
“Genpoyoka” — a collection of plant pictures - and it is likely that, through Daiten, Gessen was able to observe
front-printed artworks such as these. Furthermore, the title lettering for “Togen Shiga” was written by the cal-
ligrapher Kan Tenju; it is known that Tenju was involved in the publication of “hgjo” copybooks which used
front-printing.

I suggest, then, that “Togen Shiga” came about through influence from these three individuals. Devised
and executed following the trend for things Chinese, and as a result of exchange with the cultural elite, “Togen
Shiga” is an important object expressing cultural conditions of the time during the 18th century. The scroll in-
cludes poems of appreciation by five other individuals, all of whom are from Ise. We can assume Gessen felt a
special attachment to Ise where he lived when producing this work.

Also, a comparison with the hand-painted work by Goshun produced during the same period, “Buryo
Togen Zukan (The Peach Blossom Spring of Wuling: Illustrated Scroll)” (Toyama Memorial Museum) shows
the utopia depicted in “Togen Shiga” to be simple, and the people, at ease and congenial with one another. Ges-
sen was highly acclaimed not only as an artist, but also as a Buddhist monk, devoting his life to philanthropy, in
particular the salvation of the poor. With a profound knowledge of Chinese poetry, Gessen undoubtedly had a
good understanding of Tao Yuanming’s poem; nevertheless, he portrays utopia in such a way. This is a symbol
of how he carried out the work of artist as one at home among the literati, yet ultimately living life as a monk.

(Translated by Barbara Cross)
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