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“Japanese Calligraphy is not an ‘Art” — The Meiji Government’s
Policy on Art and Japanese Calligraphy.
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Abstract
The purpose of this paper is threefold: to describe how Japanese calligraphy was
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excluded from the art system constructed by the Meiji government, to analyze the role of
the western concept of “art” and its associated power structure in establishing that art
system and to clarify the new role given to Japanese calligraphy in the context of Japan’s
nation-building.

The Meiji government urged to build a modern national art system. Artists debated
whether Japanese calligraphy could be granted status as an art based on the Western
concept of “art”. Ultimately the government decided to exclude calligraphy from the newly
built national art college and the annual national art exhibition. However, it remained a
favorite pursuit of high officials, and Westerners staying in Japan also praised the
calligraphy tradition. Such attitudes derived from an Orientalist tendency to ascribe value
to manifestations of traditional Japanese culture. In 1880, Japanese calligr-aphers became
acquainted with Chinese traditional calligraphy brought to Japan by Yang Shoujing and
learned a about its essence, which later became the basis of their original work. Neverthe-
less, the government requested that easy-to-learn calligraphic models be used for
compulsory education in national primary schools.

In conclusion, although calligraphy was excluded by the Meiji government from the
Japanese art system, it was incorporated into the compulsory education system as a device
to encourage nationalism. The government aimed to bring up Japanese citizens who had
mastered the Japanese calligraphy tradition.
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