
Katsushika Hokusai

Katsushika Hokusai (1760-1849) was a well-known Japanese

artist. Originally born Tokitarō to a prominent mirror-maker

in the Katsushika district of Edo, Japan. Katsushika Hokusai is

thought to have learned art from his father. He began painting

around the age of 6, and by the time he was 12 he was sent to

work in a library and bookshop where many of the middle and

upper class would go to appreciate wood block art and read

stories. At the age of 14, he was taken in as an apprentice to

learn the art of wood carving. When he was 18, he was

accepted into the studio of Katsukawa Shunshō to learn the art

of wood block prints.

The inspiration for Katsushika Hokusai’s artwork and

depictions of Mt. Fuji stemmed greatly from his religious

beliefs. As a member of a certain sect of Buddhism, which

placed a great deal of emphasis on eternal life for which Mt.

Fuji was a frequent symbol, he used his faith as inspiration.



Katsushika Hokusai
 It is said that Hokusai’s obsession with Mt. Fuji draws upon the

symbolism instilled by it–that of immortality and eternal life.

It is his perception of the view of Mt. Fuji and his portrayal of

the mountain which got the attention of art enthusiasts. 

In his portrayal of 36 images of Mt. Fuji, one of the most

revered is the view of the mountain through a curling wave.

This particular picture is named The Great Wave off

Kanagawa. The wave actually appears to have lifelike quality

with malicious intent, it’s frothy fingers reaching out to claim

the lives of fisherman at sea. Within the curl of the wave, you

can see fishermen in boats trying to stay afloat without being

capsized. Mt. Fuji is in the background as just a small image

centered within the curl of the wave on one side, and a boat

precariously close to being tossed over on the other side.

In 1839, within a year of Hokusai’s death, a great fire destroyed

his studio, and with it many of his life’s works. At this point in

his career, his popularity had already begun to wane as he was

replaced with other budding artists with different styles. He

still continued to paint and improve in his craft until his death.

He died on May 18, 1849, and was laid to rest in his native city

of Tokyo.
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