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SUMMARY

The Ink Paintings of Akutagawa Ryunosuke and the Bunjin Literati
Aesthetic of Furyu
Nahoko TAKAHASHI

From 1920 until his suicide in 1927, the novelist Akutagawa
Ryunosuke painted traditional ink paintings in addition to writing.
These paintings have generally been considered to be representative of
the furyu (elegant, stylish) aesthetic of the bunjin literati tradition.
Various reasons have been given for this, including the influence of his
upbringing and of his literary neighbors in Tabata, where he lived
from 1919 until his death. This view of Akutagawa’s paintings as being
in the bunjin style can be seen in the inclusion of his works in the 1993
“Exhibit of Modern Literati Paintings.” Akutagawa’s paintings show
similarities to those of the well-known bunjin-style artists in the
exhibition, in their traditional and yet artless technique.

However, this widely-accepted view of Akutagawa’s ink paintings
suggests a number of questions. (1)Did Akutagawa purposely imitate
the bunjin aesthetic of furyu in his ink paintings? (2)Were
Akutagawa’s ink paintings truly just a literati-style pastime? In the
“Exhibit of Modern Literati Paintings,” Akukatagawa’s paintings seem
somehow out of place in the context of the other works in the
exhibition. Why is this?

This essay uses Akutagawa’s own views on bunjin aesthetics and
furyu to explore a new interpretation of his ink paintings. My con-
clusions may be summarized as follows:

(1) Akutagawa did not deliberately imitate the bunjin aesthetic
of furyu in his paintings. He viewed furyu as a state of freedom from
worldly desires and individual will. In contrast to this, his ink paintings
express his own individuality, and at times deviate from bunjin
tradition. These factors may be why Akutagawa’s ink paintings seem
somehow out of place when categorized as bunjinga, or bunjin
paintings.

(2) Nor may Akutagawa’s paintings be regarded as a private
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hobby of a literati-style writer. Although he may have felt a nostalgic
longing for the bunjin concept of furyu as an aesthetic for private
 enjoyment, ultimately he could only regard his ink paintings as one
more public facet of his artistic output. This is in contrast to his men-
tor Natsume Soseki, who was able to privately enjoy such bunjin
activities as painting and writing Chinese poetry as pastimes separate
from his public persona as a novelist. Akutagawa, however, was un-
able to lose himself in the private enjoyment of the bunjin literati ideal
of furyu, even in his production of ink paintings that, in theory, had no
connection with his public creative output as a writer. ‘

Keywords: furyu, bunjin literati aesthetics/tastes/, originality, will/
intention, private vs. public




