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Nankoku Hidai 
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*In conjunction with Art Week Tokyo, Tokyo Gallery will be open on Sundays, operating 
from 10:00 AM to 6:00 PM. 
Tokyo Gallery+BTAP｜Tokyo 
TEL: 03-3571-1808 / FAX: 03-3571-7689 
 
Tokyo Gallery + BTAP is pleased to present a solo exhibition by Nankoku Hidai starting 
from October 5th (Sat.) to November 16th (Sat.). 
 
Nankoku Hidai was a Japanese avant-garde calligrapher who broke away from 
traditional script to create numerous “unreadable” calligraphic works. His works have 
had a profound impact not only on the art of calligraphy, but on postwar Japanese art in 
general. In recent years, his work has been included in the M+ (Hong Kong) collection, 
and his 4.63 by 3.5 meters large-scale Work (1964) exhibited in the museum's opening 
exhibition Individuals, Networks, Expressions (2021-2023) became the subject of much 
discussion. This exhibition focuses on his works during the 1950s and 1960s, 
illuminating the influence Hidai's "art of the line" has had both in Japan and abroad, as 
well as its historical importance.  
 
Nankoku Hidai (1912-1999) was born in Kamakura, Kanagawa Prefecture, as the son of 
Tenrai Hidai, a calligrapher known as the "father of modern calligraphy," and Shokin 
Hidai, a practitioner of Kana Calligraphy that is unique to Japan. Growing up 
surrounded by model calligraphy books at the Institute of Calligraphy Studies (founded 
by Tenrai), Nankoku delved deeply into classical calligraphy, but in his search for the 
possibilities of calligraphy, he abandoned the literal nature of calligraphy and arrived at 
the form of expression he called "spirit line." Spirit Line 1: Lightning-Variation (1945, 
collection of Chiba City Museum of Art) is a work where, encouraged by his father’s 
words “When stuck, return to the origins,” Nankoku sought inspiration from the letter 
“den” (電), meaning lightning, found in Gu zhou hui bian, a dictionary of the archaic 
Chinese script Ku-wen. This work had a great impact on calligraphers and Western-style 
painters at the time, provoking a debate about whether it could be regarded or not as 
calligraphy. The avant-garde calligraphy movement led by Nankoku would mark an era 
in contemporary calligraphy art.  
 
According to Hidai, the artistic essence of calligraphy resides in the well-honed line. His 
experimental works, which seem to deviate from tradition to explore a variety of 
materials, are also supported by this profound belief, which he maintained throughout 
his life. He made use of canvases, boards, and fiberboards instead of paper, oil paints 
and lacquer instead of ink, and sometimes scratched at oil-painted boards with a piece 
of bamboo or a piece of tire instead of using a brush. These works can also be understood 
as efforts to prove the predominance of the calligraphic line over the material.  
 
Hidai’s work was well received overseas as well. In November 1959, he was invited to 
the Rudolph Schaeffer School of Design in San Francisco for his first visit to the United 



 

States. He devoted himself to promoting the art of calligraphy in other countries through 
solo exhibitions in New York City, San Francisco, and Washington D.C., lectures on the 
history of calligraphy in more than twenty universities, and teaching calligraphy to 
artists. In 1964, he collaborated with K.R.H. Sonderborg (1923-2008), Pierre Alechinsky 
(b. 1927) and Walasse Ting (1929-2010) in New York City. His performance employing a 
large brush carried out for the occasion has been documented on film.  
 
Hidai’s practice always crossed the boundary between calligraphy and other visual arts. 
The avant-garde calligraphy movement led by him should be reconsidered as one of the 
art movements that emerged in various parts of the world after World War II, which 
mutually influenced one another. This exhibition will feature works from the period 
where he was most active abroad, including Work 35 (1956), which was included in the 
Tradition and Innovation in Japanese Art exhibition (1959, Kröller-Müller Museum, 
Holland), and Work 64-22 (1964), which was included in a solo exhibition at Mi Chou 
Gallery in New York. We believe that exhibiting Hidai's work will provide a rare 
opportunity to rekindle the communication that once existed between the radical 
expressions of East and West, and to reinvigorate the intermingling of cultural traditions.  
 
Hidai's work has been collected by museums in and out of Japan, including the The 
National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo, Chiba City Museum of Art, M+ (Hong Kong), 
The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), and the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art 
(SFMOMA).  
 
We sincerely look forward to your visit. 
 
 
Announcement 
We are pleased to announce that Tokyo Gallery + BTAP will be participating in Art Week 
Tokyo. 
 
This event presents an extraordinary exhibition featuring over 50 prominent museums, 
galleries, and art spaces, offering a series of coordinated programs and events spanning 
four days. This platform celebrates the vibrant creativity and rich diversity of the 
contemporary Japanese art scene. 
 
To enhance accessibility, a network of six AWT bus routes have been established to 
seamlessly connect the array of museums and galleries that serve as the event's venues. 
The nearest bus stop to Tokyo Gallery will be “B12” on Route B. 
 
For more information, we invite you to explore the official homepage of Art Week Tokyo 
by following the link provided below. 
https://www.artweektokyo.com/en/ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
＜Work 60-1＞ (1960) Ink on paper (gasen-paper) 88 × 67 cm 

 
 

 
＜Untitled＞ (1963-64) Sumi ink on Japanese paper (torinoko-gami)  

93.8 × 185 cm (Frame：186.7 × 95.7 × 4 cm) 



 

 

 
＜Work 64-13＞ (1964) Sumi ink on Japanese paper (torinoko-gami) 118 × 84.5 cm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Press Inquiry  
e-mail: info@tokyo-gallery.com  
 

Tokyo Gallery＋BTAP｜Tokyo 
7F, Ginza 8-10-5, Chuo-ku, Tokyo, Japan 104-0061 
TEL: 03-3571-1808 / FAX: 03-3571-7689 
www.tokyo-gallery.com 
 

Hours: Tue-Sat 12:00-18:00 
Closed: Sun, Mon, National Holidays 
 
 


