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On Saving Woodblock Printing

It seems to me amazing that it is already ten years since | wrote an essay Seilo Kawachi : The Graphic Work 1968 - 1987. This was
entitled “Renaissance of the Traditional Woodcut’, and in it I expressed relief that a quite young artist of Kawachis international scope had
chosen to use the woodblock medium in a contemporary way. It seemed to me then that there was a danger of the great Japanese traditions
of woodblock painting being slowly lost and that | though would be a serious blow to the national graphic culture.

\Writing ten years later, there is perhaps even greater cause for conern. Let me take two examples from the last two years. The catalogue
of the 63rd exhibition of the Japan Print Association in 1995 illustrated 174 prints by senior artists, of which less than 50 were in woodblock
lincluding wood engraving). That is less than 30%. There were 141 prints by junior (and therefore younger) members, of which less than 35
were in woodblock. That is 25% only. Kawachis print in the catalgue is ironically.entitled “Dignity (Support I)” and shows a trestle cracking
disastrously across its main plank of wood. It is a very large print (121.5 x 187 cm.), and I wonder if it is too fanciful to see as one of its

meanings the breaking-up of the woodblock tradition itself? O did he always have this fear i his unconscious mind in his many studies of
cracking wood since the 1970s?

The second example is the catalogue of the annual print show of the College Womens Association of Japan held in October 1997.
This, too, shows a comrespondingly low number (about 25%] of woodblock prints, all the more noticeable because the early shows of around
40 years ago were so dominated by woodblock artists of the Sosaku Hanga Movement, and these have always been very popular with buyers
at the Show, many of whom are foreigners. The popular preference for nostalgic views of old Japan usually done in the woodblock medium,
and consciously of subconsciously reminiscent of Ukiyo-e landscape prints, ought to be increasing the use of the technique, but it is not.

All the more reason, then, to welcome Kawachis continuing expansiveness and variety in woodblock and his multilevelled sense of
irony. His exhibit, for example, in the above-mentioned exhibition is entitled “Fly! Over Hokusai (XIl|’, and is one of a splendid series using
the obsessively overused image of Hokusais Hollow of the Deep-Sea Wave off. Kanagawa from Thirty-six Views of Mount Fuji. This is the

estknown of all Japanzse wioodblock prirt. Its image is powerful, compelling yet enigmatic and seems to symbolize an unstoppable force.
Kawachis version harnesses that symbol to represent the helplessness felt by modem living beings in the grip of forces they cannot control.
The fishermen in Hokusais image are gone, and are replaced by chickens totally out of their element. Hokusais Mt Fuji has also vanished, and
is replaced by a black vortex, as if the very heart of spiritual Japan has been hidden. The title is in the imperative, and is one guesses telling
the old artist to escape before it is too late.

1 am greatly impressed by Kawachis ability in this and many other printsto suggest darkness and density of movement all together
in this print. He has retained the sense of surface vitality which is so characteristic of woodblock, but added depth, shifting light emerging
from blackness. These come from the inspiration of intaglio techniques, which Kawachi already understands because his basic line is woodblock
intaglio. | am equally impressed by his ability i recent works such as “Flames [VIll)” to express that feeling of an artists brushwork or draftsmanship
which has in the West been the great glory of lithograph. When I say these things, I think |'am saying that he has somehow and uniquely
absorbed into woodblock the qualities of other techniques. Kawachi does not need mixed media, now the dominant method of younger print
artists almost everywhere, because they are all there in one technique. In this, I predict, he will give new impetus to the woodblock medium
of which he is already such a distinguished practitioner.

Finally, alongside these developments, Kawachi has begun to acquire also that inner stillness which is so often the characteristic of
the mature artist. His floral pieces of recent years strike me as beautiful and poignant, yet retaining a certain energy held in balance. His
“White Flower (I]" is a print should welcome on the wall of my house, because it would give strength.

Lawrence Smith
Keeper Emeritus of Japanese Antiquities
The British Museum



“Fly! Over Hokusal (XVII)® 1998

“Dignity (Katsura v|" 1998

Anastatic and intaglio printing in woodcut {Anastatic and Intaghio! printing I woodeut
91.3X608 cm, 91.3X60.4 cm



“Be Mad With (" 1998

Anastatic and &

o printing in woodcut
49.8X683 cm.

“The Heaven (I]* 1998
Anastatic and intaglio printing in woodcut
68.3X49.6 cm.




“The Heaven (1)° 1998
“The Cross (1)° 1998 Anastatic and Intaglio printing in woodcut
Anastatic and intaglio printing in woodcut 99.8X68.8 cm.

99.8X68.8 cm.



“Flames (IX]" 1999
Anastatic and intaglio printing in woodcut | “Flames (X11)" 1999
45.0X91.0 cm. Anastatic and Intagfio printing in woodcut

91.0X45.0 cm.
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