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ISBN: 0-9698864-0-3

Design & Photography by Takao Tanabe

Colour Separations by Northwest Graphics, Vancouver, B.C.

Printed by Benweli-Atkins, Vancouver, B.C.

Takao Tanabe: Reflections on his Recent Prints

Takao Tanabe ls best known for his landscape paintings of the prairies and west
coast. Less well-known is Tanabe's equally long and distinguished career as a
printmaker which began in 1951. If fewer in number than his paintings, Tanabe's
sixty-eight prints are, nevertheless, remarkable for their spirit of adventure which
speaks of Tanabe's willingness to expand the boundaries of his art, to embrace new
forms, and to deepen his and our understanding of his chosen subject matter, the
landscape. Landscape has provided the basis for Tanabe's work from the beginning.
At times it has been landscape of the mind, but even in the mid-sixties, when he
was among our most distinguished hard-edge painters, Tanabe referred back to the
natural world. Within the realm of hls printmaking there are a few images which
touch on other subjects, including a fine Self-Portrait of 1957 and some purely
abstract images, but the majority of his prints are landscapes. These prints display
his particular sensibility which distills the complexity of nature into images which
have, on the surface, a beguiling simpiicity.

Tanabe has used a wide variety of print processes-etching, Iithography,
Iinocut, screenprinting, relief print, engraving, and woodblock. The media of
lithography and woodblock have, to date, provided Tanabe with the greatest
challenge and proved the most flexible in allowing him to express his visual ideas.
Invited to do a woodblock by Noboru Sawai in 1981 (Prairie Autumn was the first
block print), Tanabe has, since that time, worked with the master block cutter and
printer Masato Arikushi to create a series of images which are remarkable in their
subtlety, richness of colour, and technical accomplishment.

T?aditional Japanese printmaking is characterizedby a rather complex division
of labour: the original artist who creates the composltion, a technician who "breaks
down" the design for printlng, another who transfers it to the blocks, and others
who print the blocks. ?he prints which Tanabe and Arikushi have produced
represent a considerable variation on this process. Tanabe himself is more directly
involved and Arikushi performs the functions of blockcutter and prlnter which
traditionally would been carried out by many techrLicians.

All of Tanabe's woodblock prlnts have been based on paintings and it is worth
considering how the shift from palnting to print is accomplished. The process is
one of simpllfication. There is no question of duplicating a painting; what is to be
recaptured is the spirit of the work rather than the physical detail. Considerations



of scale, the technical possibilities of the printmaking medium, and the nature of
the paper and ink a1l inform the definition of the new image.

There is a dellcate balance between keeping the essence of the subject and at

the same time adapting the original composition deflned more by colour than by
Iine-to the linear requirements of the printmaker. One of the startling facts about
Tanabe's prints ls that they do not have key blocks (which carry the overall
design). This presents the blockcutter and printer with a considerable challenge,
for the composition is only readable when all the blocks have been printed.
Arikushi takes a line drawing which Tanabe provides and, using this in relation to
the painting, works out the number of blocks required and estimates the number of
impressions which witl be needed to obtain the density of colour which is required

for the compositlon. Repeated impressions require a paper which is conslstent in
its ability to take ink and strong enough to survive the repeated wettings. Tanabe

has generally used handmade hosho paper for his woodblock prlnts.
The prints reproduced here have been created over the last four years and

share a number of common elements. All are about the iandscape and our reiatlon
to it, but more particularly the landscape as revealed and, occasionally, concealed
by 1ight. The two earlier prints-Low TideiRathtrevor, 1991 and Shuttleworth
Sunset, 1993-set themselves apart from the remainder of the group in the fact of
our location. We are on shore; the space of the prints is defined by a secure place

for us to stand. Low Tide/Rathtrevor is also distinguished from the other images

through the concern for texture, most notably in the ground cover of the
foreground. The print is intrlguing for its tension in the development of space and

its use of colour. The assertiveness of the orange in the foreground challenges the
spatial progression by "popping" forward out of the context of the surrounding
broli,,n areas. Here, and in all of these prints, there is a quietude but never a stasis.

The vlewpolnt, the relationship of colours, and the progression of space, or
sometimes several of these elements, are always in tension. This tension gives the
images an excitement which is, perhaps, not immediately evident in the subjects.

At first glance Tanabe's prints appear simple. They present their subject
directly and apparently without artifice. This is as it should be; a print which
speaks first of technique is an aesthetic failure. Closer examination reveals that this
simplicity is predicated on a precisely conceived interplay of up to seven blocks,
twenty-seven impressions, and perhaps thirty colours. The variety of printings and

differentiai inkings is startlingly complex. Shuttleworth Sunset ls an excellent
example of graduated printing. The diminishing intensity of the orange sunset is
achieved by attenuating the ink from bottom to top so that the ink fades just as

Nootka Afternoon 1993

Woodblock, image 47 x 75.5 cm
Masato Arikushi, printer



Iight does in nature. A similar effect is achieved in the gradation of the reflection in

the water. The placement of highllghts is also quite tel1ing. Note for example the

pattern of dots on the shore and imagine the composition without them.

Nootka Afternoon is a print of considerably greater ambition and complexity. As

with the remainder of the prints shown here, it adopts a different viewpoint. We are

on the water or, perhaps, above the water, and our relation to the image has a slight

edge to it. The complex effects of light glinting on the water and the control of the

pinks and blues make this pri.nt a delicate balance of forces. The background is

simplified into blocks of what might be described as brindled colour. Light
permeates the ink and thus, by implication, the landscape. The blues of the water

have a range and depth which act as a foll to the flashes of colour (whlte and pink)

in the reflections. The other factor which gives the print a visual kick is the

adumbration of the trees in the background by pink elements on the right and gray

elements on the left. This "shading" of the shapes ls visually arresting and, as noted

above, gives the image energy.

Morning, Raza Pass and Raza, Early Evening, both from 1994, are based on one

painting and use the same blocks, but are radically different in their atmosphere

and clevelopment of space. In the first print, the recession into space is vely
pronounced. We move steaclily towards the light strip in the distant naruows. There

is a sense of interpenetration-of sea, sky, cloud, and land, all defined by subtle

shifts in the inking of the blocks. When Tanabe produced the second print, the

lnking was altered substantially in the water area. The closer range of colour gives

the print a quieter, more elegiac quality. our passage through the space is slowed

and our perception of that space altered. Note how the upper section of the image,

so clearly distant in the earlier print, seems to move forward. Although the inking

of the upper sections of both prints is very similar, our reading of the images is

qulte different due to the shift in the tonality used in the water. Here we see an

example of the Iatitude within which the print develops. Decisions of colour, form,

and emphasis are worked out, not in slavish lmitation of the painted composition,

but in terms of how the print will work.
While he has galned considerable technical knowledge over the years, Tanabe's

printmaking has been informed by his collaboration with a number of master

printers. What interests him is gettlng the desired result; he has always been

willlng to explore with printers how the image might be best realized. In short, the

problem dictates the solution. When Tanabe wanted to make a print which had a

particularly rich range of blacks, he was 1ed to photogravure with the technical

advice of Peter Braune of New Leaf Press and Joseph Montague.

Photogravure, as the term impiies, begins with a positive transparency, in this
case one of Tanabe's drawings. The positive is placed on a sheet of photo-sensitive
gelatin. The positive and gelatin are exposed to light and the gelatin hardens in
response to the amount of light which the positive allows through. The sheet of
gelatin is transferred to a copper plate which has previously been dusted with resin
particles (as in an aquatint). The plate is washed and the areas whichwere not
exposed to light dissolve leaving only the hardened gelatin. The plate is then put
into an acid bath and the acid etches the plate at dlfferent rates depending on the
amount of gelatin in any given area. The resin ground provides a rich overall tone
for the image. f inal touch-up work may be done by hand and then the plate is
inked and printed.

Inside Passage, 1994, is a dramatic image which is defined by the variations of
dark and light within the compositlon. The acentric placement of the "incident"
increases the drama of the image, but it is a quiet drama, held in check by the
horizontal marking the division between land and water. The richness of the blacks
and the briiliance of the whites cause the image to shimmer much as the
atmosphere does. The whole has a mysterious, somewhat unsettling, undercurrent.

The balance needed between image, format, inking, and paper is clearly seen by
contrasting Inside Passage with Skincuttle Channel. Skincuttle Channel is on a

creamy paper which gives the image a gentler, more restrained quality. The
composition is more insistently horizontal and because of this we do not enter the
space to the same degree. The composition contains visual resting points ln the
form of the two islands, which also function to slow the strong movement from left
to right. If less dramatic than Inside Passage, the image is more contemplative.

These seven prints, while only a small portion of Tanabe's print production, give

us a clear idea of his concerns-1ight, colour, and form-which, in concert, reveal
the landscape to us. The images revel in that llght and form; the compositions are
conceived to a1low these elements to speak clearly. These landscapes are timeless
and of the present. We respond on many levels, both emotionally and intellectually,
and inevitably, we provide each landscape with our owln narrative. Tanabe's images
guide that imaginative journey in a way that is insistent but open-ended. Finally,
and most importantly, they make us a gift of the landscape and encourage us to re-
examine nature for ourselves.

Ian M. Thom
July 1994
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Low Tide,G,athtrevor 1991

Woodblock, image 38 x 63 cm
Sawai Atelier, Masato Arikushi, printer

Shuttleworth Sturset 1993

Woodblock, image 34 x 53 cm
Masato Arikushi, printer



lnside Passage 1994

Photogramre, image 19 x 20 cm
New Leaf Press, Peter Braune, printer

Skincuttle Channel 1994

Photograr'rrre, image 20.5 x 30 cm
New Leaf Press, Peter Braune, printer



Morning, Raza Pass 1994

Woodblock, image 53 x 86 cm
Masato Arikushi, printer

Raza, Early Evening 1994
Woodblock, image 53 x 86 cm
X4asato Arikushi, printer



TAKAO TANABE
Born in Prince Rupert, B.C., 16 September 1926

1951 Montreal Museum of Fine Arts: Spring Show

7952 WirLrLipeg Art Gallery

1953 Sao Paolo Bienal, Brazil
National Gallery of Canada: Canadian Survey Show

1955 A.I.A. Gallery London, England: Summer Show

1956 Guggenheim International Exhibition, Paris & New York

7957 GalleryofContemporaryArt,Toronto
National Gallery of Canada: Canadian Biennial
Sao Paolo Blenal, Brazil

1958 Brussels World's Fair, Belgium

1959 Brooklyn Museum: 20th International Biennial of Watercolors

1960 Nihonbashi Gallery Tokyo

7962 Agnes Lefort Gallery Montreal

1963 Rochester Memorial Art Gallery:
Contemporary Canadian Painting & Sculpture

1966 Agnes Lefort Gallery Montreal

1970 McCleafGallery,Philadelphia

l97l Philadelphia Art Museum: Muitiples

1974 Equinox Gallery Vancouver
Albright-Knox Gallery, Buffalo: Aspects of Canadian Art

1975 Marlborough Roma, Rome, Italy
1976 Norman McKenzie Gallery, Regina: 1972-76: The Land

1977 Mira Godard Galiery Toronto

1979 Glenbow Museum, Calgary: A Drawing Exhibition
1984 National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa: Reflections

1985 Bernice Steinbaum Gallery, New York
Paul Kuhn Fine Arts, Calgary

1987 Canada House, London, England

1989 Dominion Galieries, Montreal

1992 Winnipeg Art Gallery: Achieving the Modern, 1950's
National Gallery of Canada:

The Crisis of Abstraction in Canada: The 1950's

Represented in many public and private coilections
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