


After World War II, he was sent here by the Japanese Government to give
consolation to all the Japanese-American farmers whose land had been
taken away during the War. He arrived to a very sad situation. He was ori-
ented entirely towards the Japanese-American community rather than to-
wards the general public. He didn't speak English, although I have a feeling
that he understood much more than he let on. Tobase wasn’t a scholar in
any way, he was a monk who had great wisdom about the mind. He knew
about human beings. He wasn’t particularly interested in politics or modern
art.

He was perhaps five-foot-three and very robust. As well as being a calligra-
pher, he was a cook. He spent twelve years as a cook in his monastery.
When we went to a Chinese or Japanese restaurant, he used to walk straight
into the kitchen and talk to the chef. We had such dinners as I've never had,
before or since. He was also a wrestler, which stood him in good stead once
or twice defending his groceries on Bush Street.

MW: How did your interest in calligraphy start?

GOF: I met Saburo Hasegawa, a well-known Japanese painter and calligra-
pher, through Alan Watts. [ took him for a walk in Muir Woods. Hasegawa
was a man of Tea. He was dressed in an immaculate brown kimono. We
walked for two hours and he didn’t say anything and I didn’t say anything.
Afterwards we went to my studio, which at that time was on board the ferry
boat Vallejo moored in Sausalito. When we got on board, after looking
around, he indicated that he would like to do some calligraphy. We cleared
an area of paints and brushes and spread newspaper on the floor.
Hasegawa took out of his sleeve a two hundred year old ink wrapped in a
brocade, an ink stone, a roll of paper and a brush. He placed the paper flat
with small stones at each corner, ground the ink rhythmically and gently,
and then was still for some time. It seemed that it had taken him the best
part of the afternoon to prepare to write.

He made the character for infinity that contains all the brush strokes em-
ployed in square writing (Kaisho). And then he made a one-two-three which
is a test of the calligrapher’s skill. The six lines have to be placed correctly on
the paper; each line is given a different weight and the spacing between
each line is different.

After my first calligraphy lesson, I was convinced that I was a barbarian and
that ] had to pursue this. The next day I invited a few friends, among them
Lucienne Bloch, the painter, to the ferry. In front of a blazing fire, Hasegawa
gave us tea and made some calligraphy. When Hasegawa left after a week,
he was in good shape and I was exhausted, but hooked on calligraphy. I
sent him a haiku:

A sheet of paperfon the ferry deckfhow white the mountain water,
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The spiritual in art, as I see it, is a message from the invisible, intangible in-
ner worlds. While painting it appears directly from mind to canvas. It awak-
ens awe. The spiritual in art is always growing from the edge of the collec-
tive unconscious.

KT: Often people kind of mix up spiritual with religious. ...

GOF: I do not wish to try and speak for traditional religions. When asked
what my religion is, I say I'm a painter.

KT: When you were copying the same thing over and over again, it was dif-
ferent from your own discipline—wasn't it confusing?

GOF: Learning Chinese calligraphy for me is more than copying. It is ac-
quiring a new kind of sensitivity that increases my potential as a painter.
With a knowledge of Japanese and Chinese calligraphy, additional ac-
cents—whiskers, tails—become available. I was fascinated with the Chinese
and Japanese characters; it was like imprinting something on my memory.
Just like the early landscapes I did served to imprint beauty on my memory,
to give me a bank of beautiful memories. The symmetry and the beauty of
the Chinese characters is a whole facet of existence; it gives you a whole aes-
thetic attitude toward life.

KT: Your own painting with oil or watercolor....or using Chinese or Japa-
nese brushes—How do you see the difference?

GOF: Studying Chinese calligraphy was something new for me. I never set
out to become a Chinese calligrapher. I was always after my expression as a
painter. My calligraphy studies led me to throwing paint in the air. Using
the brush as a means to express a form or an object is using the brush with
an ulterior motive, But in calligraphy, you are concentrating just on the line
that you are making. When you have a character, you've got it in your souk
you've got the whole balance of it. That allows you to express how you feel
about the character. Calligraphy, asT use it in painting, is a way of expres-
sion that happens as it is being made,

Tobase Sensei said to me that if he saw a character written by a Zen monk
over the last three hundred years, he could tell who wrote it and how he
was feeling,

KT: Did you feel that you could understand the quality of Tobase’s calligra-
phy when you were just beginning?

GOF: I felt every brush stroke that Tobase Sensei made from the very first.
When he was writing he captured my full attention. Critical considerations

never entered my mind. The more I got to know Tobase’s calligraphy, the
more | appreciated it. Hasegawa and Tobase Sensei were very different.
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