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Eating as Depicted in Pictorial Representations

Nawmxi, Seiji

The objectives of this paper are to discuss how practices of “eating” are depicted in Japanese
painting, particularly hand scrolls and to argue that the Boki Ekotoba [Pictorial Narrations of the
Life of Priest Kaku'nyo] of 1351 and the Shuhan-ron Emaki [Illustrated Hand scroll of a Discourse
on Rice and Wine] of the early 1520’s were major turning points in depicting scenes of eating in
folk culture in Japan.

In hand scrolls scenes of eating in folk culture were often depicted although they are not part
of narratives. This was done in order to enrich a theme and story, and to enhance pictorial
renditions. These “spotty scenes [tenkei]” became diverse and successful after the end of the
thirteenth century with the Ippen Hijiri E [Pictorial Narrations of the Life of Saint Ippen] (1299).
In the fourteenth century, such spotty scenes were common, including in the Kasuga Gongen
Reigen Ki [Origin and Miracles of the Kasuga Shrine] (1309) and the Boki Ekotoba.

In the process of increase in the “diversity and intensity” of pictorial representations or picto-
rial representations becoming more “talkative,” the Boki Ekotoba and the Shuhan-ron Emaki mark
the two turning points in depictions of scenes of eating. A major and epoch-making aspect of the
Boki Ekotoba is that it illustrates from the same perspectives not only scenes where people are
eating, but also scenes in a kitchen that is generally hidden. This tendency to illustrate scenes
both in public and in private or hidden is far more pronounced in the Shuhan-ron Emaki. It de-
picts any aspects of folk culture, something both apparent and hidden. This work has become a
precursor of pictorial representation of folk culture that flourished in the late Muromachi (late
sixteenth century) and Momoyama (early seventeenth century) periods.

In Japanese art history, growth of spotty scenes of folk culture is triggered by illustrations of
eating and food preparation. This indicates that eating was not only an essential aspect of peo-

ple’s life but also a focus of their interest.
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