Trailblazers: Celebrating Contemporary Japanese Prints – Highfield Hall and Gardens 

Introduction 
Overview of Japanese printmaking and history
Thie history of Japanese printmaking can be traced back to the 8th century, where early prints were made from wood stamps on paper and silk. By the 18th century, printmaking grew into a lucrative industry that shaped Japanese art and culture, with emphasis on the natural world and elements into each design. 
Ukiyo-e is the Japanese term to describe this style of woodblock prints that feature Japanese everyday life and nature, made popular during the Japanese Edo-period of that flourished up until the mid 19th century. 
Moving to the 20th century, this style of printing morphed into a new one that carried traditional techniques and subject matter while bringing in individuality and expressionist freedom. This style is known as Sosaku Hanga.
Understanding the history of Japanese print making is helpful in gaining insight and greater context of the artists’ ideas, techniques, and stylistic choices. What is particularly exciting as well, especially with the Sosaku Hanga printmaking style is that not only is there a fusion between traditional Ukiyo-e and self-expression, but there is also a convergence of the two with other artistic styles, such as American modern art, European Impressionism, still life —examples of how other artistic movements have influenced this exhibit and are able to because of the ability of how other ideas can seep into these printmaking subject matters in the Sosaku Hanga style. 

What is Printmaking? An overview of different techniques
A print is created by transferring an image from one surface to another. This can be done using a wide range of materials – wood, cardboard, metal, plastic. First, the surface is prepared through cutting, engraving, painting, drawing, gluing, adding a treatment to the surface. Then, ink is added to this surface, and the object presses onto a paper which transfers the image. 
Printmakers often work in editions which is a series of impressions made that produce consecutive prints in the same batch. 
The different methods of printmaking: Relief, Stencil, Lithography, Intaglio. 
Understanding the different methods behind printmaking can give insight on the various techniques used by artists in their printmaking, which can also also inform an analysis of the print and design with regards to why an artist chose a particular printmaking method and how it adds to the message of their overall design

The CWAJ: The College of Women’s Association of Japan and its history
The CWAJ was founded in 1949 in the post WW2-era. This association initially provided travel grants for Japanese students to study abroad with their primary mission of supporting education through scholarships primarily funded through donations and proceeds from their annual print shows. 
The organization has since then involved into a fully voluntary operation promotion the arts, education, and community with a central mission of women supporting women while also provided a global link of opportunity of women all over the world.
CWAJ has frequently partnered with Highfield Halls in Falmouth, Massachusetts for their annual Japanese print shows. 

Exhibit Overview
A Summary of Initial Impressions 
This exhibit features approximately a hundred different Japanese prints while featuring prominent Japanese women printmakers. My initial reaction and observations were that the range of styles within the exhibit was very wide and eclectic. However, each print had a style or subject that can very much be traced back to traditional Japanese art, being very much in line with the  Sosaku Hanga tradition. What I thought was even more fascinating was seeing how other cultures and artistic movements influenced the different prints and printmakers, as well as being able to recognize certain styles of prints in modern to Japanese culture, whether it is in animation/anime, art, or design. On the whole, this exhibit was a true reflection of how different artistic styles and cultural themes have merged throughout the centuries from a larger global perspective. 

Analysis of Styles
Abstract Expressionism + Organic fusion
These styles are reminiscent of the Abstract expressionist movement of the mid 20th century. Abstract expressionism emerged during a new evolving era of modern art, where artists abandoned the race towards hyper objective realism, especially since the invention of photography. Instead, the work was centered around visual deconstruction, distilling images to their core essence of shape, line, color, brushstroke, composition, and heightened visual energy. 
Abstract expressionism focuses on abstract subject matter featuring these elements while emphasizing emotional content and meaning within each visual component. For example, Rothko capitalized on color in his paintings, using it to envelop the viewer in order to elicit an emotional response. Franz Kline’s works highlighted a highly stylized use of brushstroke that captured the moment and fervent energy behind the physical act of painting. Frankenthaler, a pioneer of modern art in Los Angeles, beautifully mastered organic abstract imagery that deviated from strict lines and geometry that paired with mellow, soothing colors flowing together in harmonious ways. 
These were some of the artists that immediately came to mind when visiting the exhibit as clear visual influences behind the prints that echoed the abstract expressionist movement. 
Sumino Endo’s print (second row, left) has a clear recall of Rothko’s famous paintings, carrying the similar iconic composition of the two rectangles in a loser geometric form that is shaped by natural energy and organic brushstroke. Upon closer look, you can see imprints of a Japanese forest in the upper rectangle, illustrating the fusion and integration of the Japanese natural world with the expressionist style and echoing of Rothko’s work. 
Toko Shinoda’s prints are reminiscent of both Franz Kline’s painting and the iconic Enso brushstroke, as the brushstrokes in all works mentioned are deliberate bold, showcase power, energy, and a story of motion. Shinoda uses sophisticated asymmetrical composition that is balanced by strong use of shape, texture, various brushstroke weights and monotone color palettes with gold accent. Overall, Shinoda reflects the Japanese influence on the abstract expression movement, mastering strong composure and control of visual elements, as well as simplicity in color and design. 
Toeko Tatsuno’s print, especially the last one of the second row, is very reminiscent of Frankenthaler. Organic abstract shapes that envelop the space, as well as deep, rich use of color and range of color within the tone. Tatsuno evokes natural subject matters even through the abstract, a trait that is well-known of Frankenthaler’s works. 
Arguably my favorite prints of the exhibit are Reika Iwami’s, first two of the top row. While she has a more objective subject matter through the landscape appearance, Iwami masters elements taken from the abstract expressionist movement though her use of shape in the abstract, overlaying natural elements such as wood grain pattern. Her composition and monotone palettes with gold accent features are of similar sophistication as Tatsuno’s; however, Iwami captures the natural grandiosity and awe in larger Japanese landscape and scenery. Because she incorporates multiple layers in conveying natural and organic visuals, like with the wood grain patterning, her prints notably stood out to me in the exhibit. 

Post-painterly Abstraction in Japan
Similar to how Abstract Expressionism evolved in the 20th century, Post-Painterly Abstraction developed out of related reasons – a deconstruction of visual elements and push away from a mission towards hyperrealist objectivism. Post-painterly abstraction takes the deconstruction process even further, distilling visuals to its absolute pure essence of shape, color, line, and composition. In this movement, lines are very clean and sharp. Shapes are very simple, and color palettes are met with great simplicity that often showcase and explore basic color theory at work. Barnet Newman, Kenneth Noland, and Ellsworth Kelly are great examples and key pioneers of this movement, as their works emphasize this simplification while holding visual sophistication in sharpness and control. 
Yoshimatsu, Funasaka, and Kuroki’s prints all feature this style in the overall abstraction, cleanliness of line, and emphasis on strong geometry and composition. You can also see the Japanese influence filtering in through introducing a light playfulness of texture and pattern within minimalist parameters, as well as brighter, organic color palettes that are indicative of modern-day Japanese design. These prints are some of those that I can see directly influence textiles and home goods design of today, so it would be an interesting segue to explore the presence of this particular style in fashion and retail. 

Still life, Natural Simplicity, Impressionism 
This next category features a very colorful range of prints that explore natural still life in objectivism and landscape. Reminiscent of paintings in the late 19th century of Monet’s lily pond painting or Cezanne’s still life work, many of these paintings take still life and landscape subject matter with a unique stylistic spin that carries each printmaker’s individualist expression. The wide range in styles are indicative of the range that Japanese artistic mannerisms and visual interpretations can have on each printmaker’s work. From ultra-high contrast black and white to vintage faded grain, low count color silkscreen style, heavy traditionalism, hyper-realism, and impressionist and abstraction influence, the printmakers in this category of the exhibit strongly reflect Japan artistry and visual impact one way or another. 

Modern Objectivism – A potential influence on fashion and symbolism
The prints are similar to the category above in the still life component but branch out of the natural world to explore other types of objectivism, pairing it with artistic flair and personality. Ranging from ultra realism to objectivism layered with visual abstraction, patterns, texture, and color, these prints continue the trend that the still life prints carried in which everyday subject matters are explored but convey a greater sense of Japanese artistic culture through combining visual motifs that are common in Japan’s culture and natural world. 

Japan everyday life and culture 
One of the most noteworthy categories of this exhibit are the prints that directly relate to everyday Japanese life and culture, as these truly illustrate the heart and soul behind Japanese living. Ranging from abstract objective fusion to pictorial and landscape realism, these prints give a comprehensive range of Japanese life and culture from the everyday to the beautiful unique scenery of the island. 

Japanese Absurdism and Surrealism: Merging Margrite, Dali, and Japan
These prints take on a surrealist interpretation of subject matter, similar to how Magrite and Dali approach their paintings through exploration of the subconscious and juxtaposition of objective ideas. Takmekane’s print on the right may be one of my favorites in the exhibit with her layering of metallic silver imprinted with a traditional Japanese fish scale pattern to embody the sea in the print. Capturing an element of futurism that is added to the sky landscape mimicking deep space filled with colorful stars in the universe, this print struck me as highly unique and interesting to look at. 

A Fusion of “The Wave.” Van Gogh, and linocut technique 
Yoshiyuko Someya’s print deserves a mention given how reminiscent it is of iconic Japanese and western art, particularly Hokusai’s The Wave, Van Gogh’s Starry Night, and the linocut style. Someya’s use of composition clearly demonstrates a sophisticated use of the golden ratio and fractals in a mathematical sense that can be seen in Hokusai’s work, as well as the patterns of visual turbulence and energetic movement apparent in Starry Night. Adding in the linocut style, Mendez’s print being a very notable example, Someya creates a highly unique print that is widely interesting and mathematically sophisticated. 

Japanese Animation, stylistic similarities  
These particular prints stood out to me, especially since I felt like I could recognize the subject matter and visual style in Japanese pop culture. In my visual reference page, I have included the prints and where I’ve noticed similarities in Japanese animation and anime. From this, I can conclude how widespread Japanese artistic styles within pop culture are through multiple artist and printmakers styles, which to me communicates a notion of visual togetherness and uniformity that further defines what Japanese art can mean. 

Legacy of War, Hiroshima/Nagaski Bombing
This was a topic particularly on my mind when visiting the exhibit; however, I was surprised that most prints did not seem to convey the matter of post WW2 and the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. My guess is that in the present day, this topic is not on the forefront of artist’s minds, where older generations who have lived through the era are continuing to grow older and pass way. This print of Noriko Yanagisawa has elements that seem indicative of a darker subject matter of war and conflict; if I were to continue to explore the topic specifically, this would be a great print to continue studying in the greater context of Japanese art in relation to post WW2. 

Conclusion
Ultimately, this exhibit gives a highly valuable and comprehensive overview and insight into Japanese life and culture through stunning visuals of great variety. When it comes to these prints influence on modern day fashion, whether it is in Japan or Western culture, these prints serve as an excellent resource in unpacking the history of visual styles that shape modern fashion and design. These prints can also be a great source (particularly in a forecasting sense) of where fashion is heading as the likeliness of global integration continues to increase and inform prominent and upcoming designers. In this way, studying Japanese traditional art and modern-day printmaking can be very informative in predicting future adaptations of these designs, as well as potential emerging trends in subject matter, styling, and color palette. 
