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The Background of Katsukawa Shunshé's “Beauties Admiring Pictures”

—An Interpretation as a Shdshi-kai Painting

HIROMI, Nobuhiko

“Beauties Admiring Pictures” is one of the representative hand-painted #kiyo-e paintings
from the final years of the artist Katsukawa Shunsho (1743-1792). Several points have been noted in
previous research concerning this lavish painting. First, the garden setting depicted in the background
clearly references Rikugi-en Garden in Komagome. Second, its creation was planned to coincide with
the 70th birthday of Yanagisawa Nobutoki (1724-1792), the lord of Yamato-Koriyama Domain,
who lived in seclusion at this residence. This paper aims to explore the background of this painting’s
creation, building upon these prior studies.

First, I will initiate discussion from the possibility that the story of the “Nine Elders of
Mount Kézan” is superimposed upon this painting. This is because Nobutoki adopted the pseudonym
“Kozan” in his later years, and because two of the eleven women depicted in the painting are young
maidservants.

During China’s Tang Dynasty, nine scholars including Bai Juyi gathered at Mount Xiang
(Kozan in Japanese) to engage in lofty discussions and spend their time in elegant leisure. This theme is
perfectly suited for patrons living leisurely lives in beautiful gardens. However, the crucial point is that
the gatherings hosted by Bai Juyi carried the meaning of “respecting the elderly” (shdshi in Japanese).
Even within the haikai world Nobutoki frequented, opportunities existed for elders to gather and enjoy
composing verses. This is evident from the preface Nobutoki contributed to Sekisha Shakokuten’s
Haikai Shoshi-kai (Haikai Poems Composed at Shdshi-kai Gathering, published in 1785).

Based on the above analysis, the “Beauties Admiring Pictures” can be interpreted as a painting
modeled after the painting based on the theme of “Nine Elderly Men of Kézan.” Furthermore, it
becomes highly probable that this painting was created with the purpose of honoring the longevity of

its commissioner, Nobutoki.
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