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Detail, Fig. 2. Keisai Eisen. Morokoshi sansui
(Landscape of China), 1829. Aizuri fan print in
Berlin blue; 24.1 x 30.2 cm. Courtesy of the
Brooklyn Museum of Art, Gift of Frederic B.
Pratt (42.91). Photo: Justin Van Soest.

Hokusai and the Blue Revolution in Edo Prints

HENRY D. SMITH 1I

The Thirty-Six Views of Mt. Fuji is so pivotal to Hokusai’s career and subsequent global fame that
we tend to take it for granted, forgetting how little we know about its particular genesis. I have
written elsewhere of my conviction that it was above all a yearning for immortality that drove
Hokusai at the age of seventy to the specific depiction of Mt. Fuji, a mountain that both in older
Japanese legend and in local Edo mythology had powerful associations with rebirth and
longevity.' I continue to feel that the Thirty-Six Views was above all a personal spiritual quest, the
result more of one man’s life cycle than of any developments in woodblock print technology.

At the same time, such technical changes were of great importance. One innovation now
routinely cited in discussions of the Thirty-Six Views is the popularity of the imported pigment
Berlin blue, particularly in the ‘aizuri’ mode using only blue in several shades. It has long been
known that ten of the prints in the Thirty-Six Views were issued in aizuri (or ‘semi-aizuri’, with
the sparing addition of other light colours), most likely as the very first in the series. Here I wish
to look more closely at the aizuri fad itself by re-examining the key documentary evidence, and
to propose a broader framework for understanding the introduction of Berlin blue into Japanese
prints, and the particular appeal of this new colour for Hokusai. I hope to show that this blue
colour was more than just a novel pigment: in its expressive power, Berlin blue worked both to
enhance Hokusai’s intentions in designing the Thirty-Six Views and to articulate the changing
worldview of nineteenth-century Edo popular culture.

The ‘Blue Revolution’

The ‘blue revolution’ in ukiyo-e will be evident to anyone who attempts to trace a steady
chronological sampling of surviving Edo nishiki-e over the hundred-year history of the medium
from 1765 to 1868. During the Bunsei period of 1818-30, blues seem to become steadily more
varied and prominent, and then suddenly a strong bright blue emerged as the dominant colour of
the Japanese print in about 1830, and came into full flower in the succeeding Tenpd era
(1830—44). This ‘blue revolution” was most conspicuous in landscapes; indeed, I would argue, it
was critical to the great burst of landscape energy of the early 1830s, with Hokusai’s Thirty-Six
Views as the crucial catalyst. But the same shift occurred in all other genres of ukiyo-e as well,
often well in advance of landscape.

It is now common knowledge among those who study Edo prints that the key factor in this ‘blue
revolution’ was the imported pigment known as ‘bero’, or Berlin blue (in English, often ‘Prussian
blue’). This common sense, which is constantly re-circulated in books and catalogues of ukiyo-e,
may be traced back to one crucial piece of documentary evidence, a passage from a miscellany
entitled Masaki no kazura, by an Edo book dealer whom we know only by his trade name of Seisodo
and haikai name of Toho. The passage was first introduced in 1918 by Asakura Musei, and is now
routinely cited in any discussion of the introduction of Berlin blue into ukiyo-e.* As we shall see, it
is a persuasive piece of evidence, filled with particular detail. Given the general paucity of
documentary materials for the history of ukiyo-e, evidence like this commands interest and respect.
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Before taking a close look at the passage from Masaki no kazura, however, we must recall
that before it was introduced in 1918, no one gave much thought at all to the dramatic appearance
of bright blues in Tenpd-era prints. Western collectors were highly sensitive to the qualities of this
blue, which they came to know as ‘Hiroshige blue’, but they assumed it to be something uniquely,
even mysteriously, Japanese. When Edward Strange, a pioneer British scholar of Hiroshige, gave
a talk to the Japan Society of London in the spring of 1910, for example, a member of the
audience queried him about the colours in Hiroshige’s prints, in particular the ‘indigo’ that was
‘quite different from that used by our own painters, and a colour possessing much beauty’.
Strange, who was as ignorant as his questioner of the fact that Hiroshige’s ‘indigo’ was actually
of European chemical manufacture, proceeded to describe ‘the old Japanese tradition’ by which
natural indigo was extracted from old blue rags, yielding ‘the extraordinary quality it possessed’
Strange’s opinion was followed without qualification by Kojima Usui four years later in the first
serious Japanese-language study of Hiroshige.*

If Strange or Kojima had bothered to question any printer or publisher of traditional nishiki-e,
of whom many were still around in late Meiji, they would immediately have learned that
‘Hiroshige blue’ was none other than bero, Berlin blue — not native indigo. But scholars of ukiyo-e,
Western and Japanese alike, were in the habit of blaming much of the ‘decadence’ of late Edo
nishiki-e on inferior and gaudy imported colorants, and were hence unwilling or unable to
countenance any such possibility. More generally, scholars of ukiyo-e have devoted only marginal
attention to the technical and economic foundations of printmaking, a neglect that remains
unchanged today.

Once Musei had introduced the Masaki no kazura account of the introduction of Berlin blue
in Ukiyo-e magazine, however, the information circulated rapidly. It was quoted in Ishii Kendd's
Nishiki-e no hori to suri (The Cutting and Printing of Nishiki-e) in 1929, and in Uchida Minoru’s
Hiroshige in 19323 and later appeared under the entries for ‘bero-ai’ in Yoshida Teruji’s Ukiyo-e
Jjiten (Ukiyo-e Dictionary; 1945) and for ‘ai-e’ in the Genshoku ukiyo-e dathyakka jiten
(Encyclopaedia of Ukiyo-e Illustrated in Colour; 1982)°f So today, everyone knows that
‘Hiroshige blue’ is really Berlin blue. But the passage from Masaki no kazura has never been
corroborated, nor in any way questioned. Here I would like to take a fresh look at the passage and
its credibility; please refer to figure 1 for the relevant section of the manuscript copy of Masaki
no kazura in the Tokyo University Library.” It comprises the final section of a discussion of the
various pigments used to print surimono and nishiki-e, and reads as follows:

The ‘Chinese blue’ (1dai) mentioned above [as used in admixture with safflower red (beni)
to produce green?®] is known in Dutch as ‘berorin’ ® This pigment was first used in surimono
in 1829. One day when I visited Ooka Unpd,'® he said that only dayflower blue (aigami)
and indigo blue were used in surimono, but that it might be good to try berorin. [I am from
Yotsuya in western Edo and run a publishing business.]'! So I obtained some and tried using
it on a surimono, finding that it had a special lustre in comparison with dayflower blue. In
this way, everyone came to use it on surimono with kyoka and haikai. At this time it was not
yet used on nishiki-e, but in the following year the fan-maker Iseya Sobei of Horie-chd
2-chdme'? printed and put on sale a fan by the artist Keisai Eisen [a student of Eizan] with
a landscape of China, and on the other side a view of the Sumida River, done in both light
and dark shades of the single colour berorin. This proved extremely popular, which other
fan-makers observed and then put on sale large numbers of all-blue aizuri fans. Among
book publishers, Nishimura Yohachi of Bakuro-chd published the Thirty-Six Views of Mt.
Fuji by Hokusai, printed in berorin. This led again to a great fad, double that of the fans,
and from this point berorin came to be used in many other nishiki-e as well. I thought it
might also be a good idea to use it as a blue ink for grading haikai.



1. Seisddd Toho. Masaki no kazura, section
on Berlin blue (vol. 3, fols. 10v—11v). Bound
manuscript, 18.2 x 48 cm, undated. Courtesy
of Tokyo University Library.
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Even though Masaki no kazura appears to have been compiled more than a quarter-century
after the events described," the many precise details of this account are compelling, and Toho’s
occupation as bookseller and avocation as haikai poet make him a credible witness. Until now,
however, none of the details of this account have ever been corroborated, either the first section
in which Toho claims to have personally introduced Berlin blue into surimono in 1829, even
before (he claims) it was used in nishiki-e, or the following section in which he describes the
publication of a new type of fan print by Eisen in ‘both light and dark shades of Berlin blue’ and
a consequent fad for such aizuri prints in Edo that led directly to Hokusai’s Thirty-Six Views.

As one crucial piece of corroboration for Toho’s account, I here wish to introduce what I am
convinced must be one side of the actual Eisen fan print that Toho describes, that depicting a
‘Landscape of China’ (Morokoshi sansui) (fig. 2), from the collection of the Brooklyn Museum
of Art in New York." As we shall see, this print corresponds in almost every aspect to the
description in Masaki no kazura, differing only in mistaking the given name of the publisher as
‘Sobei’ rather than ‘SGemon’, and — more importantly — in the presumed date of publication,
which Toho claimed to be 1830, whereas the Brooklyn print bears a censor’s seal of 1829. This
suggests that the Masaki no kazura account is generally credible and accurate, but also urges
caution with respect to the particular details.'” In any event, the time is ripe for a much closer look
at the exact circumstances in which Berlin blue suddenly became such a dominant colour in the

ukiyo-e palette in the years 1829-31, thereby enabling a clearer view of the exact process and
broader meaning of the ‘blue revolution’ in ukiyo-e.
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Blue in Prints before Bunsei
Before the appearance of imported Berlin blue in nishiki-e of the late Bunsei period, the blue
pigments available for printing were few in number and encumbered with various disadvantages.
The two basic mineral pigments used for blue in painting, azurite (iwa-gunjé) and smalt (hana-
gunjo), provided rich hues but only in particle sizes that were too coarse to yield smooth colours
when printed with woodblocks. In addition, the cost of such mineral pigments was in all
likelihood prohibitive for ordinary nishiki-e.'®

Thus, the only practical colorants for printing in blue were two vegetable colours, each with certain
limitations. One was extracted from the petals of dayflower (zsuyukusa) and stored in the form of dyed
pieces of paper known as aigami (‘indigo paper’, although no true indigo was involved), which in turn
became the common name for the colourant itself. Aigami yields a lovely blue when printed, but it is
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3. Utagawa Kunisada. 'Mokubaoji bosetsu’
(Evening Snow at Mokuboji), from the series
Edo hakkei (Eight Views of Edo), ¢. 1820.
Oban colour woodblock triptych. National
Museum of Ethnology, Leiden, Jan Cock
Blomhoff Collection.
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exposure to light, although it is much more stable than dayflower." Finally, the hue of the
extracted indigo pigment tends to the greyish green, yielding fairly dull blues when printed.

At the same time, it seems clear that the quality of indigo aibé and the techniques used to print it
were improving throughout the Bunsei period, prior to the regular use of Berlin blue in Edo nishiki-e
after 1830. This improved use of natural indigo effectively marks the first stage of the ‘blue revolution’
in Japanese prints. A striking example is the Kunisada triptych ‘Mokuboji bosetsu” (Evening snow at
Mokubaoyji), as seen in figure 3, which has been dated circa 1820 on stylistic grounds by Sebastian
Izzard * According to the scientific analysis of Shimoyama Susumu and Noda Yasuko, the several
shades of blue on the women’s kimonos and the bokashi gradations on the water are all printed in
natural indigo.?! The effect is so striking that it is easy at first glance to mistake it for Berlin blue, as I
myself did in an earlier version of this article > At any rate, examples like this clearly demonstrate that
by the early 1820s, natural indigo could be printed to much more striking effect than ever in the past.

The Growing Import Trade in Berlin Blue

Berlin blue had been known in Japan for well over half a century when it began to appear in prints
of the Bunsei era, first in Osaka and then in Edo. Described as “the first of the modern pigments’ .,
it was discovered by accident in about 170406 by a colour-maker in Berlin who was searching
for a cheap substitute for cochineal red.** The new colourant spread rapidly throughout Europe in
the 1720s and on to the New World and Asia in the mid-eighteenth century.

The first known reference to Berlin blue in Japan appears in Hiraga Gennai’s Butsurui
hinshitsu (The Qualities of Natural Products) of 1763, a catalogue of various unusual items and
raw materials that had appeared in a series of exhibitions in Edo.” Gennai claimed that it was a
‘deeper and brighter colour than azurite’, and presumably, the actual pigment was already
available through the Dutch or Chinese in Nagasaki. A similar description, derived from Gennai’s,
appears in a 1778 text of Satake Shozan, the daimyo of Akita and leader of the *Akita School” of
painters active in Edo at the time.® It has been claimed that the pigment was actually used in
certain paintings of the Akita School, although probably never in great quantities.”

Before going further, some explanation of terminology is in order. In Dutch trading records
of the time, the pigment was known as ‘Berlyns blaauw’® from which came the Japanese
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Source: Miyashita Saburd, ‘Jinkd konjo
(Purushian buruu) no mozd to yunyd', in
Arisaka Takamichi and Asai Mitsuaki, eds.,
Ronshii Nihon no yogaku Il (Osaka: Seibundd
Shuppan, 1995), 131-4. Figures have been

rounded to the nearest kin (21.2 oz, 600 gram) -

or monme. In cases where a shipment was
auctioned in lots, the italicized figure is the
average of the highest and lowest prices.

* The nationality of the shipment for 1782 is
not specified, simply designated as
‘meshiage'; the figures have here been placed
under China for convenience.

** No price records survive for these years.
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Table 1: Chinese and Dutch Imports of Berlin Blue to Japan, 1782-1862

Quantity Price Quantity Price

(kin) (monme) (kin) (monme)
Year | Chinese | Dutch | Chinese | Dutch Year | Chinese | Dutch | Chinese | Dutch
1782 2* 18* 1823 125 108
1783 1824 4 277 9 105
1784 1825 46 22 87 92
1785 1826 1453 198 41 52
1786 1827 1940 180 39 43
1787 1828 2475 145 31 24
1788 235 25 1829 206 27
1789 1830 2204 14
1790 1831 70 80 24 31
1791 1832 2031 23
1792 1833 931 24
1793 38— 29 1834 1010 28
1794 1835 7950 12
1795 16 37 1836 11710 19
1796 1837 10363 60 13 17
1797 1838 6078 1
1798 2 G 1839 2302 19
1799 6 220 1840 750 27
1800 9 47 1841 5303 26
1801 1842
1802 225 1843 9687 100 27 91
1803 262 10 117 184 1844 21183 21
1804 1845 2740 198 27 61
1805 164 1846 8637 216 43 57
1806 260 221 1847 8318 190 30 52
1807 1848 26174 280 40 78
1808 83 74 1849 56103 240 16 88
1809 1850 23081 220 13 68
1810 1851 16689 308 14 60
1811 1852 5608 205 28 78
1812 1853 14930 97 26 86
1813 1854 3422 24
1814 1855
1815 1 278 1856 73 i
1816 78 456 1857
1817 313 537 1858 42 69
1818 153 252 1859 12902 13
1819 69 110 1860 4200 14
1820 116 134 1861 8304 14
1821 218 127 1862 2334 24
1822




transcription ‘bereinburaau’ that appeared in Gennai’s account. All succeeding Japanese terms
were derived from ‘Berlin’. The earliest known appearance of the abbreviated form ‘bero’ was in
a letter of the Edo painter Ishikawa Taird in about 1800, and it is this term that seems to have
become the most common among artists; this is the word, for example, that appears frequently in
Hokusai’s painting manual of 1848, Ehon saishiki-tsii (Picture Manual on the Use of Colouring)
Toho in his account used the longer form ‘berorin’, while other writers used ‘heru’ (or ‘beru’, or
‘peru’)?" (It is worth noting, incidentally, that ‘bero-ai’ [‘Berlin indigo’], which is widely used in
modern Japanese accounts, appears in no surviving Edo texts, and is probably a modern coinage.)
Finally, the Sino-Japanese term used for the pigment in the Nagasaki trade was konjo, which
combines two characters for ‘blue’ and does not refer to a place of origin.

In contrast to the Dutch use of ‘Berlin’, the most common term in English since the later
eighteenth century has been ‘Prussian’ blue, the word that is normally used in most modern
writings about the pigment (although there are dozens of other variants).?* In keeping with both
Dutch and Japanese usage in the early nineteenth century, I would insist on the form ‘Berlin blue’
(or, in Japanese, ‘bero’) when discussing its Edo-period history. One final usage of interest is the
term “t0ai’,* mentioned by Toho, which I have found nowhere else. Although I have translated it
as ‘Chinese blue’, it might be more accurate to call it ‘foreign blue’, since the term 76 (the
character “Tang’, as in the dynasty, also read kara) could indicate a generic foreignness, not
exclusively Chinese.*

Until we have some extended research into the actual use of Berlin blue in paintings,* the
most important evidence for its spread in Japan at this point is that of the record of imports of the
pigment itself through the port of Nagasaki. Some such evidence was first introduced by Sasaki
Seiichi in an important 1985 study,” but a more recent investigation by Miyashita Saburd, a
specialist in the history of medicines (the trade category in which painting pigments were
included), provides a far clearer picture of the changing pattern of the import trade in Berlin

Berlin Blue Imports to Japan, 1817-34 (For data source, see Table 1)
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blue ** His statistics are presented in table 1 and in the graph on the previous page summarising
the changes in price and quantity for the key period of transition, 1817-34.

Assuming that these figures are fairly complete, six phases in the import of Berlin blue to
Japan may be discerned:*

I. 1782-97: sporadic imports, entirely by the Chinese, at low prices (range 18-37 silver
monme per kin).

II. 1798-1809: imports are more frequent but still sporadic, mostly by the Dutch (often
hiring American ships) at high prices (range 59-251 monme).

III. 1810-16: no imports by either the Chinese or the Dutch (the latter having suspended
all trade with Japan during these seven years).

IV. 1817-23: imports are resumed, now on an annual basis, entirely by the Dutch,
starting at very high prices but declining rapidly (from 456 to 108 monme).

V. 1824-28: a decisive period of transition in the import trade in Berlin blue, as the
Chinese re-enter in steadily increasing quantities, far surpassing earlier levels, and at
prices that decline steadily (from 87 to 31 monme). The Dutch continue to trade in
quantities comparable to their earlier level, but the price declines and the Dutch
withdraw from the trade after 1828.

VI. 1829ff: the trade is almost entirely in Chinese hands until the mid-1840s, when the
Dutch re-enter the trade but at far lower levels than the Chinese. The price remains at
consistently low levels, although the Dutch product is more costly.

In spite of the fluctuations in the period before 1817 (which largely reflect interruptions in the
Dutch trade because of the Napoleonic Wars), the overall pattern suggests an increasing demand for
the pigment in Japan from the end of the eighteenth century. This is corroborated by an intriguing
story related by Miyashita of efforts by a scholar of Dutch learning named Shibue Chohaku in the
first decade of the nineteenth century to manufacture the pigment by following the recipe given in
a Dutch encyclopaedia. The effort failed, but demonstrates a strong Japanese interest in procuring
the colourant.®® The steady increase in the trade after 1817 confirms this growing demand.

Before considering the actual uses of the pigment, however, the dramatic drop in price in the
middle of the 1820s as the trade shifted from Dutch to Chinese ships demands some explanation.
Sasaki Seiichi was the first to detect the sudden price decline, although he did not have access to
trade statistics of the detail that Miyashita has provided. As an explanation, Sasaki put forth the
provocative theory that the Chinese in the 1820s had begun to manufacture Berlin blue, which
they were then able to sell at much lower prices than the European product imported by the Dutch.

The far more complete figures unearthed by Miyashita, however, cast doubt on Sasaki’s
hypothesis of Chinese manufacture, for which no corroborating evidence on the China side has
yet been found (although few have looked). Ever since the 1790s, the Chinese had consistently
sold Berlin blue in Nagasaki at prices far lower than the Dutch, sometimes at levels not very much
above those after 1825. The long-term decline in the wholesale import price of the pigment
probably reflects the increased competition between the Chinese and the Dutch for a growing
market in Japan, together with a general decline of the manufacturing costs in Europe with
stepped-up production. The decisive change, then, was a rising demand for Berlin blue in Japan,
coupled with the ability of Chinese merchants to satisfy the demand at increasingly economical
prices, in turn enabling the spread of the use of the pigment in popular prints.








