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This exhibition has been more than a year and a
half in the making and represents an important new
step for the Sordoni Art Gallery. For the first time,
we have the capability to show small objects and we
hope that this will open possibilities for many
exhibitions for which we did not have the facility
before.

The exhibition initially evolved through
discussions with Andrew ]. Sordoni, III about his
grandfather. Senator Sordoni’s interest in European
art was well known and recognized, but his interest
in and knowledge of these Japanese objects was not.
The objects themselves, and the collecting of them,
became more intriguing with each consideration.
Their tiny, intimate format invites and, indeed,
intices further investigation. They seem to exist in
another world; a world full of myth and legend,
aesthetic beauty and diligent craftsmanship.

Later, the idea for an exhibition was presented to
Joseph Jacobs of the Center Gallery, Bucknell
University since Bucknell is caretaker of a part of
the collection given to the University by Andrew
Sordoni. With Bucknell’s agreement to participate
in the exhibition, we proceeded to contact the other
collectors who had acquired parts of the collection
at the time of its dispersal.

This exhibition, then, represents a reassembling of
a part of the exceptional collection formed by
Senator Sordoni. We would like to thank the
Center Gallery of Bucknell University and the
private collectors whose generous loans have made
this exhibition possible. We would also like to
extend gratitude to our guest curator, Emoretta
Yang of the Herbert E Johnson Museum of Cornell
University, whose love for these objects is infectious
and whose care and diligence in preparing this
catalog has been deeply appreciated. We invite the
reader to share in the delight of the following pages.

Judith H. O’Toole
Sordoni Art Gallery, Wilkes College
October, 1985



Andrew J. Sordoni 1887-1963

Senator Sordoni was a man of many talents,
moods and accomplishments. His distinguished
career in business, public service and philanthropy
has been documented by his material
accomplishments, leadership and vision — especially
at the two institutions (which he served
simultaneously as a Trustee), Bucknell University
and Wilkes College, which have joined in the
presentation of these oriental objects.

Netsuke and inrd were very esoteric, even obscure
collectibles on the American scene in the 1920’s and
1930’s. Nevertheless, Senator Sordoni undertook to
collect these items of Japanese art with all of the
energy and passion for which he was noted in his
other endeavors. During that period he studied all
of the available material that was printed in English
and conferred regularly with major dealers,
collectors and curators in New York City as he
began to assemble his own collection and reflect his
growing knowledge and taste.

Andrew Sordoni assembled important collections
of 19th century academic paintings and 19th
century oriental rugs; yet neither of these collections
represented the depth and care that was required in
assembling the Japanese collection of inrg and
netsuke (later augmented by okimono and other
items).

Other than his gift to Bucknell in 1943, there has
never been an acknowledgement of this collection
nor the role of Senator Sordoni in preserving these
fine Japanese pieces. In fact, since World War II the
collection has not been shown. It is, therefore, a
particular joy that the collection be shared by
Bucknell and Wilkes, opening in Wilkes-Barre with
special enthusiasm for the 75th anniversary of the
businesses that Senator Sordoni created.

Andrew J. Sordoni, 111
Wilkes-Barre
October 19, 1985

Introduction

Why should miniature arts interest us? An
anthropologist might remark the number of ways
that the miniaturizing impulses in art has found
expression in a diverse range of cultures. Miniature
art possesses qualities that ally it with the exotic, so
that even when it is found in our own culture — for
example, in dollhouses, or in miniature Bibles —
one feels it as something other, coming, strangely
enough, from another world.

Perhaps it is not just historical contingency, then,
that has made the miniature arts of Asia as
fascinating to the west. Ever since the opening of
Japan to general international trade in the middle of
the nineteenth century, Japanese miniature arts
have engaged western audiences. For those
audiences, the miniature pieces of sculpture call
netsuke were like charming cultural ambassadors.
Appropriately enough, some of the first large
collections of netsuke were assembled by individuals
sent on the first diplomatic missions. Men such as
Robert H. Pruyn, who served as an American
minister to Japan from 1862 to 1865, were fascinated
by netsuke and were able to collect hundreds of
them to send back to relatives in the States, even in
spite of the unsteady fortunes of foreigners in Japan
in the years before the Meiji Restoration in 1868.
One of the initial interests of these collectors seems
to have been as much an anthropological one, since
netsuke sparked curiosity about the Japanese folk
legends and customs which they illustrated.

Traditional Japanese dress provided only sleeves or
the natural folds of the robe in which to carry
personal items. Netsuke are toggle ornaments,
fastened by means of a cord to any of those personal
objects that could be suspended from the belt, such
as tobacco pouches, keys, wallets, talismans, sake
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cups, medicine boxes, or other objects. The first
Chinese toggles of this type were simply pieces of
natural root. Objects serving this function were in
use in Japan in the fourteenth century, but it is in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that
netsuke reaches a zenith in the variety and beauty of
its sculptured forms.

Inro are boxes used to carry various types of pills
or powdered medicine. They are usually designed as
a series of stacked cases, each compartment with a
raised lip that fits trimly into the compartment
above. When closed, the inr is usually about four
inches high, three inches wide, and one inch front
to back, dimensions that suit the inrd’s purpose,
since it was desirable to have a form from which
would not be too bulky and which would hang flat
against the body. The wearing of highly decorated
lacquered inro seems to have begun in the late
sixteenth century, and was initially popular with
young members of the samurai class. During the
extended period of peace in Japan under the rule of
the Tokugawa shogunate (A.D. 1613-1867), the
merchant class prospered and began to consolidate
its power. Inrd, which were often the only objects of
personal adornment worn by men, were also
commissioned and purchased by members of the
newly empowered commercial classes.

Though the netsuke and inrd are, literally, bound
together in function — and ideally the two would be
bound also by thematic connections (see the
inro-netsuke combinations in Nos. 51 and 57) — the
two forms stand in slightly different relation to the
miniaturizing impulse. The inrd, in its typical form
and proportions, offers two “faces” for decoration,
and its designs are largely pictorial. Decorations on
lacquer inrd, though it often branches off in its own



directions, almost as frequently takes its models
from the traditions of pictorial art, from the history
of painting and prints. The landscape on the reverse
of Number 84 imitates the atmospheric effects and
designs of paintings in the Mayuyama-Shijo school
of painting; the depiction of the Death of Buddha
on Number 51 is directly taken from the
iconographical traditional of Buddhist religious
painting in Japan; the actor portrayed on Number
83 is patterned after a print used to advertise and
commemorate well-known kabuki theater actors.
Lacquer comes from the sap of a tree found in
China and Japan, and working it is a complex and
time-consuming process. The Japanese developed
techniques that went far beyond those developed in
China. (For a brief explanation of two of these
techniques, see the discussions for Nos. 51 and 58;
for more elucidating discussions, see the Jahss,
Pekarik, or Okada works cited in the bibliography.)
Humor plays a role in lacquered inrd design, but,
partly because the medium demands so much more
time than miniature carving, the miniature designs
on inro tend toward a more reverent treatment of its
subjects.

Netsuke has its lyrical expression as well, as in the
early abstract design of three peapods (No. 10), or in
the monumentality of the boar (No. 2), in the
domestic intimacy of the three puppies (No. 4), or in
the evocative quiet of the mouse or cicada (Nos. 7
and 8). But just as often, and perhaps more
frequently as the nineteenth century goes on,
netsuke designs show a humor best caught by a
sculpture form, as in the examples of the
unsuccessful rat-catcher in No. 37, or in the
frightened grave visitors in No. 25. Psychological
observation plays with imagination to humorous

1. Two Quail with Millet
Signed: Okatomo shichijushichi okina (“77-year old man Okatomo”)

effect, as in the disgruntled penitence of the demon
in No. 21. Netsuke carvers could ally themselves
with the underdog: contrast Zeshin’s inrd design of
two demons fleeing from Shoki, the deity in charge
of getting rid of demons (No. 86) with the netsuke
showing a demon getting the best of the smugly
sleeping demon-queller (No. 22). The irreverence of
a design such as that in No. 17, where one turns the
netsuke around to fine a little demon goosing the
exorcist was an irreverence available only to an
artist working in a form already marginal to loftier
cultural claims.

It lies within the power of the miniature to
astonish; we are all familiar with the dizzying effect
that the meticulous execution of detail, in miniature
produces. When one speaks of the “telling detail” in
a narrative, one means a single minute part that
seems to reveal the whole. Susan Stewart writes, in
her engaging book, On Longing: Narratives of the
Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection, of
“the hand being the measure of the miniature,’
reminding us that the impulse to miniaturization in
art is also connected to a dream of total
comprehension: a world encompassed in one’s
hand, a cosmos under control. “There are no
miniatures in nature,’ she writes; “the miniature is a
cultural product, the product of an eye performing
certain operations, manipulating, and attending in
certain ways to, the physical world.” By its scale and
the craft of its execution, by its pious and its
irreverent representations, by its framing of detail
which seems to originate in a world always anterior
to it, miniature art can only remind us of the
miniature — and cultural — nature of all art.

Emoretta Yang
Ithaca, New York

Checklist of the Exhibition

Japanese Netsuke
Birds, Animals, Plants

All dimensions in inches: height
preceeds length.

1. Two Quail with Millet

Signed: Okatomo shichijushichi
okina (“77-year old man Okatomo”)
Ivory

Dimensions: 1 X 11Vie

Lent by Sordoni Family Collection

Okatomo was a Kyoto carver whose
first works were notice before 1781. His
name is mentioned in the Soken Kisha,
a late eighteenth century work
published in Osaka, which dealt with
fine sword accessories and included
netsuke. Okatomo’s work, generally in
ivory, depicted animals, birds and
vegetables and was greatly admired
and copied during his lifetime and
after. In particular, examples of his
various designs on the theme of “Quail
on Millet” provided models for later
cravers.

The fine articulation of feathers and
the subtle counterpoint of the two
quail in this netsuke are equal to any of
Okatomo’s best productions. The two
birds, turned in opposite directions,
define a trim revolving space between
them; but there is something equally
strange and distant in their hunched,
glowering presences that recalls the
same emotional quality in the bird
paintings by the eccentric
seventeenth-century Chinese painter
Chu Ta, whose work was known and
collected in Japan.

2. Boar

Signed: Toyomasa

Wood, with eyes of inlaid horn
Dimensions: 1% X 1116

Lent by Sordoni Family Collection

The boar is one of the emblems in
the Japanese zodiac, the twelve animals
of which were favorite netsuke
subjects, being depicted alone or in
pairs, or in the entire group. The sign
system that governs them is complex,
since each animal could stand for a
year, a month, or a time of day.
Symbolic associations for these zodiac
subjects could thus be quite personal; it
was common, for example, for a
netsuke owner to choose netsuke
representing the animal of the year of
his birth.

Stunning in its execution, this boar
offers a clear testimonial to the
reputation of its maker. Toyamasa
(1773-1856) was a Shinoyama carver
whose work, almost all in wood, is
known for its vigor and boldness. In
this example, the deliberate
meticulousness of the boar’s fur, the
solidity of the animal’s body and the
sweep of its movement combine to
produce a form that is monumental in
vision.

3. Water Buffalo with Calf
Signed Yukoku, in
rectangular reserve

Wood

Dimensions: 1Ys X 2%

Lent by Private Collection,
Wilkes-Barre

4. Three Puppies

Signed Kaigyokusai (incised),

Masatsugu (seal form)

Ivory with eyes of inlaid black coral

(unimatsu)

Dimensions: 1 X 1%

Lent by Sordoni Family Collection
Kaigyokusai (1813-1892) is regarded

as one of the master carvers of netsuke.

He was born in Osaka, a pre-eminent
city in netsuke carving, living there all
his life, but apparently was never
formally apprenticed to any teacher.
He had a reputation for selecting the
best materials for his work; his carving
style was distinctive and influential.

This group of three puppies is typical
of Kaigyokusai in the care and elegance
of its execution. The composition
shows that he carefully worked out the
design from all angles, probably
making many preliminary sketches of
the front, back and underside. The
himotoshi are formed by the natural
configurations in the subject, and the
fur is carved in raised ridges instead of
simple incised lines.

5. Dog with Abalone Shell
Signed: Okatomo, in reserve
(probably a follower)

Ivory

Dimensions: 175X 12

Lent by the Center Art Gallery,
Bucknell University

6. Dog
Unsigned
Ivory
Dimensions: 172 X2
Lent by the Center Art Gallery,
Bucknell University

The dog, too, is one of the twelve
animals of the zodiac (see no. 2); its
popularity as a netsuke subject must
have been amplified by the closeness
dogs have with the human family. In
netsuke they are usually shown seated,
frequently with an object, such as a
ball, toy, or, as in No. 5, with an
abalone shell. One version of this
subject shows a more macabre side to
the canine affinity with man, as in No.
15, where the dog becomes a jackal
and the toy becomes a skull mask.



7. Speckled Mouse

Unidentified

Ivory with eyes of inlaid dark horn
Dimensions: 116X 1%6

Lent by Private Collection,
Wilkes-Barre

In Japanese decorative arts of the
Edo period, mice were an emblem for
wealth; any middle-class household
with the means to keep a full pantry
could afford to support a few mice.
This mouse netsuke is so lovingly
rendered, one feels that the
emblematic meaning of the
well-stocked cupboard is of less interest
to the carver than the gentleness of the
animal itself, in its compact, rounded
form, and the sleek, soft texture of its
fur.

8. Cicada
Signed: Naoaki, in oval cartouche
Ivory
Dimensions: 1% X 1116
Lent by Sordoni Family Collection
The cicada is appreciated in Japan as
one of the group of “insect musicians”;
its song evokes the stillness and heat of
summer. An acoustic charm
supplements the sculptural grace of this
netsuke. The brittle paperiness of the
two gingko leaves underneath frames
the insect’s carefully veined wings in all
three dimensions.

9. Wasp Inside a Pear
Signed: Sangetsu
Wood
Dimensions: 11%16 X %16
Lent by Private Collection,
Wilkes-Barre

An interest in the aesthetics of decay
is not restricted to Japan; certainly by
the end of the nineteenth century,
French Symbolist writers had found in
Japanese art a kindred attitude toward
the beauty of the decaying object.
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The nineteenth century
netsuke-maker Sangetsu followed the
style of realistic wood carving of Bazan,
and both are known for their
renderings of rotting pears. The subject
of a wasp inside rotting fruit attracted
several artists. In its challenge to
represent different surfaces — the
nubby texture of the nashi pear, the
curling edges of the skin, the gauzy
veined wings of the insects — it
expresses a piquancy not found in
more conventional insect-and-flower
subjects.

10. Three Peapods
Signed: Kiyokatsu
Ivory
Dimensions: 1 X2%6
Lent by Private Collection,
Wilkes-Barre
The work of Kiyokatsu (early 19th

century) depicted groups of nuts or
vegetables, designed so that the
netsuke cord could pass through
openings in the composition. It is
typical of his work to take advantage,
as he does here, of the color and
smooth rich surfaces of unstained,
natural ivory. The mute elegance of
this piece seems also to derive from an
underlying geometry. The three
peapods overlap in such a way as to
recall the mitsu-tomoe (“triple-comma”)
crest design, with its Buddhist
connotations of a cosmos in
complementary flux. This
self-contained abstract quality finds its
own complement in the asymmetrical
particulars of stems, bulges and
enfoldings.

11. Tortoise Retracted in Shell
Unsigned

Polished tortoise shell

Dimensions: Y5 X 1%

Lent by Sordoni Family Collection

3. Water Buffalo with Calf

Signed Yukoku, in rectangular reserve

The tortoise is a popular figure in
Japanese iconography, being associated
with longevity, endurance, and the
foundations of the world. This
netsuke, showing a tortoise retracted in
its shell, is simple and compact in its
design; in a punning, reflexive use of
material, the unknown carver has here
carved his tortoise netsuke out of
polished tortoise shell.

12. Octopus

Signed: Chokuminsai (?), incised
Ivory with inlaid eyes
Dimensions: 1Y16 X 1V16

Lent by Private Collection,
Wilkes-Barre

Though this carver is not included in
standard references, it is possible that
he is the same as the Chokusai born in
1877, whose work, though rare, is
noted for its high quality. This octopus
netsuke with its fully rounded and
intricate design of curled tentacles
indicates a carver of great skill and
sensitivity.

13. Snail

Signature unread

Ivory; okimono

Dimensions: 7% X2V,

Lent by Sordoni Family Collection

The extreme delicacy of the snail’s
antennae and the absence of
cord-holes indicate that this piece is
not a netsuke but an okimono (niche
ornament); its life-like size and the
naturalistic precision of carved scales,
coloring, and shell striations suggest
that the carver here is aiming not so
much for the pleasures of
miniaturizing, but rather for those of
deceiving the eye.

Though netsuke were ornamental,
their primary purpose lay in their
function as toggles, and many
collectors still judge the value of a

netsuke by how well it serves that
function, balanced against
considerations of imagination or
beauty in design. Apart from
miniature sculpture designed for
religious or votive purposes, okimono
were exclusively ornamental. In the
latter part of the nineteenth century,
when Japan was eager to assert its place
in the burgeoning world trade
community, many okimono were made
to send to the International
Expositions. Genre and not mythical
subjects were favored for these de facto
ambassadors to the West, and it is not
surprising that their manufacture
became an arena for virtuosic displays
in the execution of detail. This snail
was probably not intended for export;
its intimate scale and the reverent
treatment of its attributes aim at a
Japanese audience.

14. Jackal with a Skull Mask
Signed: Yoshimasa
Ivory
Dimensions: 195 X 2
Lent by the Center Art Gallery,
Bucknell University

Yochimasa was a late eighteenth
century carver whose work is
associated with the style of Yoshinaga

in Kyoto. For the subject, see Nos. 5
and 6.

15. Frog on a Skull

Signed: Ichiyusai (Active mid-19th

century)

Ivory with dark rust-red stain

Dimensions: %16 X 1 V4

Lent by Sordoni Family Collection
Starting in the middle of the

nineteenth century and continuing to

the beginning of the twentieth, a new

twist appeared in traditional Japanese

taste for ghost and demon tales; an

interest in macabre subjects and their

15. Frog on a Skull

Signed: Ichiyusai (Active mid-19th century)

graphic representation in netsuke
paralleled the rise in popularity of these
subjects in prints. Some of that interest
found expression in netsuke
representing human skulls. A
dramatizing touch was often added by
including a creature closely associated
with the earth, such as a snake curling
through the skull’s openings, or in this
case, a toad, to make the memento mori
message all the more potent.

Mythical Creatures and Tales

16. Demon Weeping on a
Severed Arm

Unsigned

Ebony, ivory and lacquer
Dimensions: 1V4 X 2%

Lent by Private Collection,
Wilkes-Barre

There are several legends in Japanese
history about Watanabe no Tsuna, a
retainer of Minamonto no Yorimitsu.
One of the best-known recounts an
incident at the gate of Rashomon,
where a large demon (oni) was said to
be threatening villagers and passers-by.
Watanabe took up the challenge to
investigate but after spending a weary
night waiting by the gate in the rain,
he began to doze. Something tugged at
his helmet, and abruptly he slashed at
a dark mass at the top of the gate. The
monster escaped, but in the morning
Watanabe found a huge arm at his feet.

The legend is illustrated in netsuke,
often, as here, with the added presence
of a smaller oni who sits on the severed
arm, mourning. The carver has utilized
three different materials in this
netsuke. The ivory and the wood make
rich compliments; lacquer bracelet and
ring provide the means by which a
cord could be attached to the netsuke.

The sheen of dark wood highlights the
skillful carving of the arm, with its
muscles and veins still bulging as the
three fingers clench. A severed arm in
itself would be a macabre object; the
weeping oni turns the old legend
around by adding a sympathetic and
humorously poignant touch.

17. Exorcising Demons
Signed: Ikkosai (probably Toun,
active 1830-43)
Ivory
Dimensions: 1% X 1%
Lent by the Center Art Gallery,
Bucknell University

The first day of the New Year in

Japan is traditionally the time when
demon (oni) are cast out of the house in
a ceremony called the Oni Yarai, or
Oni Tsuina. In this ritual, the chanting
householder throws handfuls of dried,
roasted beans around the room.
Netsuke carvers seem to have been
particularly engaged by the idea of the
oni fleeing those potent legumes, for
they found an infinite number of ways
to represent the exorcism, many of
them with humorous twists.

In this piece, a man of authoritative
bearing dressed in dignified ceremonial
robes performs the exorcism. Holding
a tray of beans on a lacquer table, he
gets ready to throw more from his
upheld right fist, and his success can be
seen in the poses and scared faces of
the two demons running from him.
Not to be outdone, however, a third
demon crawls behind and gives the
man a clear poke in the rear.

18. Demon Hiding in a Box
Signed: Masatoshi

Wood

Dimensions: 1%4 X 1Vie

Lent by Private Collection,
Wilkes-Barre



The design seen here became a
standard representation of the Oni
Yarai (“demon-exorcising”) ritual (see
No. 17): a terrified oni trying to cram
himself into a box too small to hide
him, nearly bursting the joints, several
of the exorcism beans scattered
around.

18a. An identical piece in the Sordoni
Family collection, with inlaid ivory
eye, bears the signature Isshin, and it is
possible that both are the work of a
nineteenth century carver, Isshinsai
Masatoshi of the Nagoya school, about
whom little is known (see Davey, p.

200; Meinertzhagen, p. 46).

19. Demon with Injured Knee

Signed: Kincho (?)

Wood

Dimensions: 178X 1

Lent by Sordoni Family Collection
More roughly carved, but no less

expressive, this netsuke shows a demon

grimacing in disgust at an exorcism

bean stuck to his knee.

20. Sleeping Shoki and
Demon-Thief

Signature unread

Ivory

Dimensions: 174X 178

Lent by the Center Art Gallery,
Bucknell University

21. Demon Grinding with
Mortar and Pestle
Unsigned
Wood
Dimensions: 174X 1Y4
Lent by the Center Art Gallery,
Bucknell University

At first glance, this netsuke does not
seem to possess the elegance or dazzling
surface effects recognized in the work
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22. Sumo Wrestler and Demon
Signed: Zemin

of master netsuke carvers. A second
examination, which ought to include
holding it in one’s hand, would
convince one otherwise; it possesses all
of the qualities that go into making a
delightful piece of miniature sculpture
and a perfect netsuke. The olive-color
wood is light in weight, with more
than enough volume for the netsuke to
be tucked securely and comfortably
into a sash. The design is compact and
carved fully in the round, and there is
a pleasing way the figure cradles the
mortar bowl between his feet. The
rough, stylized musculature of the
demon is articulated through sharp
cuts, but the extreme contours show a
rounded softness and patina that are
the unreplicable marks of ordinary
handling. Last but not least is simply
the humorous expressiveness of the
figure. One does not have to know
that a traditional way to dispose of oni
was to grind them with mortar and
pestle (this oni’s assigned punishment is
milder than that) — the disgruntled
and disobliging look on the demon’s
face in accomplishing his penance
would be familiar to anyone.

22. Sumo Wrestler and Demon

Signed: Zemin

Ivory

Dimensions: 78 X 14

Lent by Sordoni Family Collection
The work of Zemin (19th century) is

rare; he is believed to have been a pupil

of Suwa Keimin.

23. Kappa on a Clam

Signed: Suketada :
Cherrywood with eyes of inlaid
dark horn

Dimensions: 1%2 X 1%6

Lent by Private Collection,
Wilkes-Barre

In Japanese lore, a kappa is a
mythical amphibian who lives near
rivers, attacking and devouring human
beings. Kappa were thought to be wise,
though, and even civil in their
ferociousness. The eighteenth century
carver Suketada has represented a
kappa here with all its standard
attributes: the scaly body of a tortoise,
frog-like limbs, and the head of a
monkey. At the top of its head,
surrounded by long lanky hair, is a
concavity, which, according to myths,
contains the fluid that gives the
creature its strength. To deflect the
attack of a kappa, children are told to
bow deeply in front of it; its reciprocal
bows will cause its vital fluid to spill
out.

In netsuke, kappa are sometimes
shown, as here, with a foot caught in a
clamshell, rendered harmless and the
comical butt of a joke. In this piece
both kappa and clam are carved from
one piece of wood; Suketada has given
us a nicely rendered contrast between
the smooth surface of the clamshell
and the rough, scaly body of the
kappa.

24. Ashinaga and Tenaga
Signed: Tomochika

Ivory

Dimensions: 3 X 7s

Lent by Private Collection,
Wilkes-Barre

Tomochika is the name signed by a
family of Tokyo netsuke carvers whose
work appeared from the middle of the
nineteenth century to the later part of
the century. One of the pupils was
known in particular for his ivory
okimono which were exported to
Europe and America.

Ashinaga (“Long-legs”) and Tenaga
(“Long Arms”) are two mythical breeds
of men whose names identify their

curious characteristics. They were said
to live on the coast in northern China
and subsisting on fish, which the
Tenaga catches with his exaggeratedly
long arms. In order to get out to sea,
the Tenaga rides on the back of the
Ashinaga, whose long legs allow him
to wade out a considerable distance.
Ashinaga and Tenaga had a distinct
didactic role to play in Japanese
mythology in illustrating to children
the importance of social cooperation.
For netsuke designers, they were a
source of great amusement, by the
variety of entanglements of limbs and
torsos that could be envisioned. Here,
a Tenaga, perched on the shoulders of
an Ashinaga, leans backward to grasp
the ankles of his carrier, who opens his
mouth in dismay? or delight? at the
head now thrust up between his legs.

25. Ghost Over a Tombstone
Unsigned

Dimensions: 2 X 12

Lent by the Center Art Gallery,
Bucknell University

Though the carving of this piece is
not as outstanding as others in the
exhibition, the imagination that
informs it deserves being
acknowledged. Two men by a
tombstone are startled and frightened
by a ghost issuing from a vapor behind
the stone: one raises a hand and foot in
a cry of surprise, the other covers his
neck and buries his face in the ground.
The carving is oriented against three
planes, including the bottom. Turning
the piece upside down, one gets a
worm’s-eye view of the clenched eyes
and furrowed brow of the second man,
not even safe from a spectator’s
scrutiny.

29. Eleven Masks of the Noh Theater

Signed: Tomochika

Masks

26. Noh Theater Mask
Unsigned

Ivory with eyes of inlaid

abalone shell

Dimensions: 2% X 1%6

Lent by Sordoni Family Collection

27. Noh Theater Mask

Signed: Gyokuzan (?)

Ivory

Dimensions: 1% X 13

Lent by Sordoni Family Collection

28. Noh Theater Mask

Signed: Issan

Ivory

Dimensions: 1% X 12

Lent by Sordoni Family Collection

There are many netsuke based on
theater masks; in fact the earliest
netsuke carvers were probably
professional theater mask carvers, who
whittled netsuke from scrap material
when theater work slackened.
Identifying a mask is usually difficult,
since the number of roles in Noh
theater, and in the older drama forms
of Gigaku and Bugaku, is enormous.
Furthermore, many netsuke mask
carvers designed new masks simply for
their comic effect, with no allusions to
classical drama,-so, except for a
handful of very well-known types, it
becomes nearly impossible to identify
most netsuke masks.

The scowling mask here, and the
mask with tongue stuck out may be
from the more light-hearted Gigaku
theater; the devilish mask could be
from the Noh. Note that the eyes of
the latter are lined with an iridescent
material, probably abalone.

29. Eleven Masks of the Noh
Theater

Signed: Tomochika

Ivory; ryusa netsuke
Dimensions: % X 12

Lent by the Center Art Gallery,
Bucknell University

Objects from Daily Life

30. Knotted String of Cash
Signed: Mitsuhiro, incised and
ink-filled in oval reserve

Ivory

Dimensions: 1 X218

Lent by Private Collection,
Wilkes-Barre

Metal currency in Japan, minted
after the pattern of Chinese coins, was
strung together and knotted to
facilitate carrying and counting. As
toggles for inrd and sash pouches,
netsuke were closely associated with
coins. The netsuke, too, had other
connections with money: the use of
netsuke reached the height of its
popularity during the peaceful
Tokugawa era, when most netsuke
patrons belonged to the rising
middle-class. It’s not surprising that
netsuke representing strings of coins
should have become popular during
this period; the wish for continuing
wealth expressed itself in the personal
adornments of a class consolidating its
newly acquired economical and
commercial power.

Ohara Mitsuhiro (1810-1875) was
one of the master artists of netsuke
carving; his work is often copied. The
suppleness of the rope in this piece and
the care in the texturing of each strand
suggest a master of keen observation
and sculptural skill.
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31. Boy and Mouse

Figures

31. Boy and Mouse

Signed: Homei (late 19th - early
20th century)

Ivory with various inlaid materials,
including abalone shell and
hornbill; himotoshi lined
Dimensions: 1%4X 1%
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