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e Americans have often gir.en ourselves over to so-

called fads in the arts. At one tirne it u'as Spanish

colonial, at another eighteenth-century Frencl.r. Perhaps

this phenomenon of imported taste was more evident in the

earlier decades u,hen European influence was predominant

ancl r,r'hen there rvas more time and money to indulge in

interior decoration. At that time there u'as also a Europear-r

influence (mo.stly Frencir) on modern American painting ancl

sculpture. It took a longer tirne fbr this influence to reach

the Wcst Coast, although today in any of thc Pacific statcs

one can have a rvet Picasso in twenty-four hours. I have oftcn

thotrght that if the West Coast had been open to aesthetic

influencc lrom Asia, as the East Coast lvas to Europe, what a

rich nation rve n'ould bel When I was in Japan in r933 thcle

rvas a hiatus betlveen the art ofthe East ancl of'theWest.

Japan seerned to be cxpericncing a migration of artistic

forms lrom Occident to Orient. What little Oriental influ-

cr.rcc thcre vyas in America had hardly penctrated the West

Coast. ButWorldWar II broke this hiatus.Torlay the Europcan

influence is on the rvanc, and rve arc dcveloping an indige-

nous style . Holvcver, n,c are grorving more and more con-

scious of'u'hat I would term the Japanese aesthetic. This carr

be'sccn in residential architectr-rre part icularly in theWcst,

in thc decorative arts, especial ly in pottery and wcaving, att , :

recently in abstract painting and sculpture. Scveral contcnr-

pol'ary American artists have cxpressed an intcrcst in Zcn

Buddhism rvith the implication that this has influencecl thcir

work, ar.rcl the subject has bcen much discussed in the gal-

leries and art journals. What holcl this philosophy 'r'r,ill har t'

on our national culture, hor'v indigenous it rnight ber:ornc r.

part of 'our aesthetic remains to bc scen.

No doubt there are many peoplc rvho urderstand Zen

better dran I do. What I have read about Zen is naturally linr-

ited by scarcity of'n'anslations. I have attempted meditation ir .

Zen rnonastery and have talked rvith a f'evv abbots but still I

har.c never experienced Satori or Enlightenmcnt and I cloul't

any other Arncrican has. Alsr>, I doubt if the modern paintcr.

the East have had this experience. I have noticed that manl

Japanese artists, like their European colleagues, have been .;:.
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ilying thcir airns b1, expressir.rg them in u'ords, While the rcsult

is interesting, tl.re kcrnel is rarclv rcvealecl. Frorn thc articlcs

\\Titten b1'Japanese paintet's I find that they take thc rvord

"al;stract" as part of the Zcn idea in painting, and it is lrcginning

to be considcrcd in tlre samc \\'a\r bv ccrtain Arnerican artists.

This is r.ro cloubt due to basic idcas in Zen suc--h as Simplicity,,

Directness, anrl Pro{iu.rrlitr'. In the n'a1'rif Zcn tl.ris inclucles not

only art in all its branchcs but also dailv living hr othcr rvorcls it

is arr exprcssion of'thc spirit. Similarll,, Shint<; u,ith its accerrt

<;n simplicitv is beautilirlly,cxpr-csscd in thc tcmples of this cult.

Thc Japancsc artist Salruro Hasegau,a u'rotc- (in ar-r articlc

it The l.l/orltl of'Abstract Art), "lt sccnts to nrc drat in gcneral olcl

Japan u'as t-rc'ncr than thc nes' Occirlcnt, u'hilc nen Jaltan is

apparently rnorc oltl-fhshioned than cithcr tlrc- nc-r,r' Occidcnt

or old Japan itsclf '1---a statement that nccrls rcreadirrg and

reflection.The old Japarr rvith its Zen traching and philosophy

of'Thoisr-n lbunrl that u'hat u'as in thc emptv cup \\ras morc

palatable tlran u'hat u'as in thc full onc.l'hat is, thc circlc of'

cml)tiness fi-c:c<l l>v thc imagination Pcrnrittc<l one to rcach

a statc olrmind u'hic'h lclcascrl hinr h'orl having to c'onsidcr

someonc clsc's icleas. Whcn I r.r'as in Japar-r in thc carl1, '3os, it

scenrecl to rnc that in Japanesc art (not irrclurling tlrc u'cstern-

izcd varictr,) thct'c n'crc t\r'o stl'ong charactcristics: c()nccntra-

tion anrl consccrati()n. -fhat all of rlaturc di<l not har.e to bc

shou'n as in a stufl'cd bird; l"rencr: thcrc u'as nrorc lif'e fbr thc

imagination. I rcmcmbcr a Clhincsc ltaintcr li'icnrl rernark.ing

one mornirrg u'hilc u'e u'erc looking at a small aquarir.rm u'ith

its sr.r'imtr-ring fish in a rcstarlrant n'in<los, irr Ncn,York, "Whv

doWestcrn .rrtists ()nlv 1:aint a fish aftr:r it is <lead?" Sha<les of

William Chasc anrl Charlcs Harvthome I

In a broarl comparison bctrvecn Eastcrn altcl Wcstern art

it could l;e said that in thc East artists l-ralc bcen llt(x-c con-

ccmed u'ith linc- and in theWcst u'itlr n-rass. Ccrtainly thc

Eastern al'tists \\'crc far i}om thc l{enaissancc coltccpt as

cxprcsscd by nrv Chincsc fi'iencl l'ho observecl, "The Westerr-r

art ists'pai lr t ings arc f i-amcd holcs." Of coursc, todav the i l lu-

sionistic stylc. is clead and has l>cern fbr sorre time. Onc hcars it

said oltcn that Picassr: marks thc cncl of the classic r;eriod in
thc Wcst. Whcre thetr shall u,c turn?

A ferv clccadcs ago \{'e went to the gallcrics to see hcrons

in thc rnarshes, s inter scenes at t\,vilight, applcs on a tablc.

Nou'ada)'s \\'e go to sec lines, squares, an(l great squashes oll

paint. Much that passcs as abstracrt art t'hether in Asia or dre

LI.S. and Europe is not necessarilv related to Simplicitl,, Direct-

ncss, and Profunditl,. Perhaps if r,r,c ornit thc last n,ord, the

othcr ts'o tallf,.'fhat abstract art has in lnany \\/ays bcconre an

Acadei-nv aPpcars ccrtair-r. But somcvrherc in tlris, and in s-hat

\\r sa\\'bcfbrc, thcre uere a I'es'paintings tlrat radiated t.hc

spririt an<l it is thcse n'c seck, no rnatter u'hat garrnent is u'onr.

When I rcsided at thc Zcn lrolrastery I  r .r 'as gi lcn a surni

ink paintir.rg of a large fi'cc brush circlc to rneclitatc upon.

What n'as it? Da1, altcr dav I u.ould look at it. Was it sclflcssr

ncss?Was it  thc Llnivcrse--- 'rvhcrc I could losc my ir lcnt i ty?

Perhaps I didn't scc its acsthetic ancl missed the finc poir.rts of'

tht:  brush u' lr ich to a t laincrl  Olicntal eye n'oult l  rcvcal r luch

about tl'rc charactcr of thc mar-r n,hr.r paintc<l it. But aftcr rny,

visi t  I  lbuncl I  harl  ncu'e),cs ar.rcl  that u,hich sccmc<l of l i t t lc

importarrcc bccarnc magr-r i f iecl in u'orcls an<l considerations

not basc<l on nr1, Iorrncr visinn. Whcn I sa\\' a grcat <lragon

paintcrl in [).c'e brush stl,lc on a cciling in a tcrnplc in Kyoto I

thought of thc samc rhythmical pou,cr of Michclangclo---thc

rcndering of thc form rr.as <lifl'crcnt---thc sn,irling cloucls

accompanving lris rnajestic flight in thc hcavcnlv slthcrc u'crc

<l i f  fcrcnt, but thc sanle po\\ 'cr <>f ' thc spir i t  pcrvadccl both.

"Let naturer takc olcr in 1'our rl'ork."Thcsc r.r'ords li-om

n.r1, olcl fl'icnrl'lakizaki n'crc at fir'st confirsing but clcarcd tcr

thc idca: "Gct out of thc u,al,."Wc hcar sonre artists sPcak

today of'thc act of'l)ainting.Tlris in its bcst scnsc cr-rulrl inclu<lc

thc nrcaning ol'rnv olcl fi-icr.r<I. But a Statc of Min<l is the first

prepalation ancl fiorn this thc action ltrocc-ccls. Pcacc of mirrrl

is anothcr idcal, perhaps tlrc idcal statc to bc sought fbr in thc

;;aint ing ancl ctrtainl l 'prcparatory to thc act.

This is not casv to accrrn.rpl ish, but in a lr ighly industr ial-

izc.d and compctitivc sr-rcicty it coultl bc a {inc anticlotc.

Not to look fbr finc drar.rghtsmar.rship or finc color-- lterhaps
no color ---but dircctnr:ss of spirit s.ill becomc fbr us a neu,

point of vieu' as thc arts of tlre East ancl oltthc West drau'

closcr togcthcr.
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