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Stylistic development of Chinese-style paintings of dragons and clouds in medieval and early modern Japan

SHIMIZU Ryosuke

This paper examines the stylistic development and background of Chinese-style paintings of
dragons and clouds from the late Muromachi period to the early Edo period. Previous research examined the
compositional development of paintings of dragons and clouds during these periods, but the characteristics
of facial expressions in the paintings and the influence of these characteristics on subsequent painters and
schools have not yet been researched. This paper focuses not only on existing examples but also on examples
found in auction catalogues and copies to examine how Chinese-style paintings of dragons and clouds during
these periods underwent stylistic development, and to consider what triggered the stylistic development.

In the latter half of the Muromachi period, as previously noted, there were some paintings of dragons
and clouds influenced by Mu Xi and Chen Rong’s paintings of the late Southern Song period in China.
On the other hand, paintings of dragons and clouds attributed to Kenko Shokei and Kané Motonobu, we
see new expressions not in previous Chinese works, and it is suggested that each expression was emulated
by subsequent painters or painters from the same school. In the Momoyama period, unique expressions
can be seen in the paintings of dragons and clouds attributed to Kané Eitoku, and it is considered that
those expressions greatly influenced painters around Eitoku. In the Edo period, however, the Eitoku style
disappeared. Instead Kano Tan-yu and Kand Sansetsu established a new style based on Chinese works. The
Tan-yu style became the reference model for the Kano family in Edo, and the Sansetsu style became the
reference model for the Kané family in Kyoto.

In addition, the facial expressions of “Ryu-Ko Rokkyoku Byobu” (a picture of a dragon and a tiger
on a pair of six-panel folding screens) attributed to Noami, which is listed in the “Hakushaku Tokugawa-ke
Gozohin Nyusatsu-mokuroku” (the auction catalogue of the art works owned by the count Tokugawa family)
in 1928, is similar to that of the painting of a dragon and clouds attributed to Kenko Shokei. Consequently,
I surmise that the shift to Japanese style (wayd-ka) of the painting of a dragon and clouds was triggered by
the creation of the painting style (Hizsuyo) by the Ami school. Additionally, since the facial expression of the
painting of the dragon and clouds attributed to Kané Motonobu does not share characteristics with those
of the painting of a dragon and clouds attributed to Noami, I assume that a unique style of the painting of a
dragon and clouds, which was not influenced by the Ami school, was established after Motonobu, and that
his style was the origin of subsequent paintings of dragons and clouds of the Kané school.

Based on the above considerations, it is clear that paintings of dragons and clouds achieved unique
stylistic development during this period in conjunction with trends in Chinese-style paintings in general
during the same period. There is still room for continuing research in the conclusion of this paper because I
also considered works that no longer exist. In the future, more paintings of dragons and clouds, which will

add new information, will be discovered, and reexamination of the conclusion here will become an issue.
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