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1. 

Jllring the last hali' of the nineteenth century, an 

atomic bomb exploded in the art of the Western worl d . 

It was the art of Japan. Its explos-ion jolted Western 

art out of a festering creai;ive mire, and into an era 

of enlightenment and reeva:l..uai;ion. Landing in France , 
II'\ 

the bomb released its energy ento the works of the 

I mpressionists and Post-Impress-ionists. Such artists 

as- Degas, Lautrec, Cassatt , and van Gogh were totally 

stunned by the potential energy of the bomb. So 

powerful wa.:s- the bomb, that Western art of the present 

day continues to be r a:dioa;ctive with Japanese energy. 

The iru:"luence of Japan had its- first impact on the 

art of the Impressionis-ts-, and since then, has mush­

r oomed into the foundation of modern art. 

His"tory 

When Je~an closed herself to the world i n the 

seventeenth century, a- huge reservoir of Orientru 

imagination was d~d up. The Dutch and Chinese ha:d 

limited trailing rights at Nagas"a:ki so t hat only a smal..l 

amount of Oriental goods trw.-ed into Europe. Igno­

rant of the aesi;hetic wealth the Orient had to offer, 

European exhibitions of Oriental art made no great 
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splash in public acclaim in the 1850' s ·• An 1852-

collection of Japanese and Chinese objects in the 

Lepartment of Practical Art in London, now the Vic­

t oria and Alber.rt Museum, attracted a feeble yawn. In 

1854 all exhibition of Japanese art was held in London 

which, again, attracte d little ~tention. 

Connnodore Perry's expedition to Japan in July 185 3 

put t he fi:ret cra:ck in the dam which was holding back 

Japanese influence. From that time until 1858, the 

British and the Americans had a; limited commercial t. 

trea-ty with Japan. A number of representatives of the 

British navy and British civilians- lived for six 

months in Japan in 1857 . Accounts, souveniers, and 

i mports of Japan formed rivul ets into Europe. 

NJ=- early as 1850, the engraver Felix Braquemond had 

a:- coll ection of Japanese p rints. In 1856 he discovered 

an edition of the Mango, which is tta- many- volume 

sketchbook by the Japanese painter and print maker of 

landscapes Hokusai (1760-1849 ). It contains· thousands­

of drawings· of figures, animals, plants and other sub­

jects reproduced through the woodcut technique . 0 1 The 

American painte r James McNeill Whistler saw Hokus-ai' s 

work and became a collect0r of Japanes-e prints-. The 

ldiay Lancaster, The J~anese Influence in America 
(New York; 1963), P• • 



Impresstl.onis-ts were among the first to collect and 

admire JapaneS"e work. 

It was- popula-r belief that the Impressionist Monet 

"discovered" Japanese prints. The artist bought a; 

small quantity of Dutch chees:e which he found was 

wrapped up in a Japanese print. He often rela-ted his 

vaa.uable find. Though many prints came into Europe 

wrapped a-round goods, Monet was by no means- the Columbus­

of Japanese workJ knowledge of Japanese work was a:Lrea-a.y 

in motion. 

In the 1860' s Japanes-.e wares were recognized and 

valued by the refined classes of Europe. In 1862 Sir 

Rutherford Alcock showed his personal collection of 

Japanese lacquer, bronze and porcelain at the Interna­

tional Ex:b.ibi tion in London. In Pa.:ris-, meanwhile, 

Madame Soy, a- French lady, opened up an oriental shop 

ca;lle d "La Porte Chinoise •1 which became a- gathering 

pla:ce of arlists such as Ma.net, Tissot, ~ gas- and 

Baudelaire. Japanese p rints in the "Expos-i tion Univer­

selle" of 1867 greatly influenced French artist&; an 

entirely new method of artistic thought Wafi3 introduced 

to them. The opening of the Suez· CanaJ. in 1S69 accel-

erated the flo:w __ of goods· from Japan; ·{he dam~ l~l~J 
1.,,--

(.;~l.,~j L v. . ..:.. IL ~ ),!,_ ~ j " ii ,~ ,,/ u 
--=---oping at- large crac; . -------

"-



During the 1870' s the generai public was firs-1: 

attrante d to Japanese wares . Arthur Lasenbury Liberty 

opened an Orienta.:1. art shop in London in May 1875 to 

cater to the informed public . His business was- so 

su.ccesS<ful that he was able to expand within twelve 

months--. Crowds of cus-tome~ would gather to await new 

shipments which included everything from porcelain and 

bronzes' to dress fabricS' and tooth powder . With 

increas-e d public demand, more import shops popped up 

in the city. The dam was growing extremely weak. 

During the 1880' s the dam broke; anything Japanese 

became the rage. "Every mantelpiece in every enlightened 

household bore at lea-st one Japanese fan, paras-ols were 

used as sunnner fireseree~s, popular magazines and ball 

programmes were printed in asymmetricaa. semi-Japanese 

style and symmetry of form and ornament spreae.:, to 

pottery, porcelain, silver and :f'urni tu:re • n 2 As pop­

ularity went up , the quaJ.i ty of Japanese imfrts-- went 

down. Japan began producing to supply the znwi.ia: so 

tha.-t aesthetic quaLi ty became gaudy and superficial. 

By-'--the 1890' s- the fad was- choked and dying; only ~ 

smaZI.l trickles remained among the true connoisseurs· 

and followers-- of Jap anese thought. 

2 Elizabeth As1in, The Aesthetic Movement (New York, 1969), 
P• 79 • 
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.Architecture and Interior ~sign 

Three architects and designers who greatly aided 

the JaJ)anese flood in gaining its momentum were Thomas 

Je ckyll, E. W. Godwin and William Burges • 

.Architect William Burges owned some of the first 

Japanese prints to come into England as early as the 

1850' s . He was especia.-lly i nterested in medieval 

a-rchi tecture aid saw it as being perfec-tly compatible 

with his love for nineteenth- century Japan . Of the 

International Exhibition of 1862, Burges wrote : 

To any student of our reviving artss of the thir­
teenth century, an hour G..l!7 even a day or two 
spent in the Japanese Department wi ll by no means 
be l ost time, for these hitherto Ullknown bar­
ba-rians appear not only to know all that the 
middle ages lrnew but

3
in some respects are beyond 

them and us as we.11. 

He understood little of the thought that p roduced 

Japanese art, but admired its novel a.~.s-igns and spread 

his enthusiasm to others . 

E . w. Godwin WaJ3 "an original architect , a prolific 

a-rchi tectural journalist, an authority 011 various 

a~pects of Gothic bui lding, a designer of theatrical 

productions , furni tu:re , wa:llpa1>er, textiles and almost 

every aspect of interior decoration . 114 With such 

3Ibid., P• 81. 

4~;, PP• 82-83. 



( 

6. 

diversified accomplishme11ts-, Godwin thrust the Japanese 

influence into several. a;rea:s . He held several exhibits 

of Japanese-s tyle furniture, designed an .Anglo- Japan-

ese morning room for the Prince of Wa:les, and with the 

aid of Whistler, designed the ai--tist's house with a 

Japanese flair. Interior design became his special. ty. 

He experimented with the use of a smngle color car:ried 

through~ ut a room, lifted textile or wallpaper designs· 

directly from Japanese sources and used painted abstract 

des·igmi on pieces of furniture. Objects or characters· 

such as pineapples , sparrows, bamboo and peacocks 

often became the central theme of his rooms % A central 

t heme of'ten arose in the work of Thomas· Jeckyll . 

Jeckyll starled as- a Gothic architect, but turned 

from church building and restora--tion to interior decora­

tion with a Japanese flavor. In his furniture designs, 

he kept closer to true Japanese elements· than did his 

colleague>s. One of hi.s most fai.11ous commiss-i.ons , for 

which he is s~ldom given ere di t , is "The Peacock Room." 

resigned in 1876 for the dining room of F . R. Leyland, 

the room is often credited to James McNeiJ.l Whis-tler. 

The latter painted huge blue and gold peacocks on the 

dark blue-green walls , but Jeckyll designed the room 

itself. Created with varying influences·, the room 1s 



knomi for its~ Japanese elements: 

The fan-vau.l ted ceiling was- almost a direct 
reproduction of the Tudor ceiling of the Watching 
Chamber in Hampton Court Palace with light fittings 
replacing the original pendant fini al.s·; the wails­
we re lined with Spanish leather as ei" backing to 
the delicate shelving, with a- strong verticai 
emphasis in their axrangement to counteract the 
restricting effect of their pra:cticaJ. horiz-onta:l 
line. The only truly Japanese motif was that of 
the sunflower firedogs of wrought iron. It was-
in the design of iron work that Thomas Jeckyll 
excelled and it was the materia:l in which he 
produced hi.s most delicai;e and highly-wrought 
Japanese designs.5 

Jeckyll' s · ironwork masterpiece was a huge cast iron 

pavilion designed for the Philadelphia Centellll.4al 

Exhibition of 1876. The sunflower played an integral 

pa-rt in the sliru.cture of the pavilion which :remarka:bly 

:resembles a Japanese shrine in its desi.gn. It was· one 

of the few pieces of archi tectu:re influenced by the 

inte:res-t in Japan. 

~Si.WJ.ers generally limited their use of Japanese 

elements to interior design. From plates- to wallpaper, 

the European public was· ecstatic to surround ilaeeil:f 

with a Japanese environment. 



s. 

The Japanese Influence on Impressionism 

The Impressionist movement was· made up of a· number 

of talented artists with va:rying ideas~. It wa:s- not 

a · school res·tricted with ground rules and principles, 

but consisted of friends-' who painted and discussed 

their art. They made no soc.ial. comment but sought 

to objectively record the world around them. They 

painted the people and the natural world with no 

thought to emotion or symbolism. Emphasizing the 

passing moment, they often moved outdoors to capture 

the changing light • :Se auty graced their canvases•, 

from Rem.or ' s comfortable, carefree children to Monet ' s· 

soft gaTdens-. They were largely oppos:ed to academie 

training and so were sensitive to new innovations. 

The abundance of Japanese art in the Europe of the 

la--te nineteenth century greatly interested them 

because it was so entirely different from Western art. 

They recognized the enormous possibilities in 

Japanese art . which coUld revive Western art: 

At that time Romanticism was showing signs· 
of deca;dence-, the l.lTeo-.Classic was preparing to 
peri'om the swan song of the well- wom Renais­
sance theme, Eclecticism had climaxed and ex­
hausted the creative i mpUlse fettered to fomer 
styles, ~and the camera had outmoded pictorial. 
realism. • • The tempe ra:tu.re was right for 
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something fresh, d.Jnamic and intrinsically 
different for Europe was, becoming bored with its~ 
tram tions and standing on the threshold of 
mo de rn times-. 6 

There were two wa:ys in which the Impressrl.onists­

incorporated the Japanese inluence . First , a few 

artists took Japanese objects such as vases, kimonos 

a11d fans and put them in their paintings-. The second 

group made careful studies of the composition, styles· 

and methods of application in Japa:11ese art . They 

them attempted to try what they learned on their own 

works . Many artists started with the firs-t type of 

influence and then moved on to the second with more 

sophisticated study. 

Manet and Vfhistle r involved themselves in the use 

of Japanese objects . Whistler never s ·tudied Japa:nes:e 

composition to any g-.ce at extent, prefering instead the 

utilization of objects·. Manet experimented with 

objects , but delved deeper into the study of Japanese 

art . "Portrait of Emile Zola" (No . 1) demonstra-tes-

Manet ' s use of Japanese objects~, and his utiliZ'ati on of 

Japanese method. Manet copied an originai Japanese 

print to use in the upper right hand corner; a Japanese 

s·creen appears on the left . The picture takes on the 

6Lancaster, P• 22 . 
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flavor of a Japanese print with its sharp definitions 

of color and the flatnesg-, of certain areas, such as-

t h e model ' s- coat. Manet was one of the founders- of 

Impressionist thought and Wal'!f g.reatly responsible for 

spreading the Japanese influence among the I mpressionis~s 

where it blossomed. 

Impressionists who utilized Japanese composition set 

the mood f or abandorurent of the rules- of Western art . 

Having never seen creations l ike those of the Jap anese , 

Oriental. composition and method came a;s a starlling 
N 

d.is-covery for European artists·. Qnl~ until a:L"tists 

car:oo in contact with Orientli\.art did they experiment 

with new art methods . Though artists are cha.-racteriEd 

by their originality, it is surprising how much their 

o:riginali ty is spawned by existing art methods . one 

may surmis,e that without the dis-covecy of Orienta:l art , 

Wester~ artists· might never have thought of its 

characteristics·; it would have taken a highly creative 

genius to create a totally new form of art. Western 

m-t s-oaked up the chaTacteristics of Japanese art with 

a· driving thirst. 

Sheldon Cheney writes of the characteristics of" 

Japanese art: 

In Japanese painting there are the conventions 
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known to practically all Oriental picture-art: 
flatnesS'" of composition, w:i. th little modeling of 
figures, with depth suggested rather than empha--­
sized - though nspace" is made a living part of 
the design to an extent unknown in the Western 
world; disregard of shadoW'S'; concentration of 
attention upon single figures or landscape bi ts, 
with s-uppres s ion of environmental and incidental 
detail. All this leads to an a.rt of aigges tion .:. -
rai;he r than of factual statement. 7 

The Impressionists experimented with Japanese elements~ 

a:t varying degrees. Although they s·eldom went as far 

as~the Japanese art of suggestion, they utilized 

Japan.es€ characteristics of composition, line and color. 

The Impress--ionis-ts: were intrig-.:2ed by the Japanese 

utiliz-ation of space. In Japanese art, empty space is­

jus-t as important to the com_posi tion as occupied s::pa:ce. 

Degas- WaB very a:dept at tneor::porating this- technique 

into his own work. regas- of'ten painted his models to 

the side of the canvas· with a huge empty space :filling 

the rest of the composit ion. The observer gets the 

feeling of the inconstancy of time:· as if a moment 

ago the people in the paint1ng filled the empty space, 

but now they had moved to the side of the canvas-, and 

soon they would be out of the picture a1l together. 

Utilized correctly, empty space can be extremely 

dynamic and d.ramatie. Empty spa-ce works· conjointly 

/ Sheldon .Cheney, A New World History of Art (New York, 
1956), P• 583. 
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with color. 

The work of Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec i nvited the 

us-e of empty space and color. He made a number of 

lithograph posters in which mo del s were reduced to 

flat areas of color. Dance halls were the subjects of 

many of his works and he would often use the vast 

emptiness of dance floors.~ to ~ .. , set off his figures . 

Brilliant , fla--t colors vvere frequently used in his 

empty areas so that the garish costumes of his models 

and the b rill iancy of his e mpty a-:re as made the whole 

picture vibrate. Mary Cassatt made a series of 11 tho­

graphs which were domina-ted by Japanese empty space 

and flat color, but her lithographs were very tight 

and controlle d comnare d to the bri.l liant easines-s of 

the posters of Lautrec . Contrasting colors lccyed next 

to one another gave richness to Japanese prints . 

Manet would often put broad patches of darks and 

l i ghts next to one a:nothe r . He would limit the vari­

aiiion of tones in each patch so that each area retained 

a purity of color, achieving flat color in some in-
-

stances. In 11 0l ympi a 11 (No . 2) the ba~kground i s 

devoted ent irely to the darkest browns, g1.--eens and 

blues. The whites and creams of the rest of the painting 

spri·ng boldly forward. The rich pinld.sh cream of the 



nude keeps her from being lost in the white of the 

sheets . The dark chocolate of the maid's hand becomes 

a silhouette against the white of the wra-pping paper. 

The flowers are brisk dabs of color, details of peta:Ls 

were omitted as they were not i mportant mcb the compo­

si. tion. 

Japanese painting taught the Impressionists to be 

spanng with detail . Concentration on detail can 

des-troy the sponta.nei ty of crea-tive expression. Togas· 

omitted detail to ca-tch the m~ement of a- ba.llerina; 

Monet abandoned detail to trap · the aary sensuousnes-s~ 

of the colors of the outdoors. The Impressionists· 

wished to overtake ~oment of time; detail would only 

have weighed them down. The Impressionists discovered 

the ability of a well-placed line to capture movement . 

Line is important to every form of Japanese arl. 

From the bold spontaneity of' ca:1..ligra-phy to the care­

ful fluidity of wood prints , line is a valuable means 

of expression to the Japanese. Line may- express the 

personality of thea:-tist. Fea:rless-s-cribbles- came from 

the hand of the capricious Lautrec, while correct, 

methodical lines- came from the solemn, cultured figure 

of Degas. Monet found that a fluid, or sinuous- line 

could announce a; passing b1."eeze i.n his landscapes-. 
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Mary Cassatt couJ..d paint the pink innocence of a ba:by' s 

fa~e, and then, to keep the observer's attention on 

that fa-ee, subtly de fine the res-t of the picture with 

line only. Line truly gives- the artist mastery over 

the reproduction of his environment. The eye of the 

camera must record what is, whil~- the brush can record 

what isn't. 

The camera was just coming into use when the Japmaese 

infl ue nee s tea.med into Europe • Together, the camera 

and the Japanese introduced the Impressionists to 

dramatic compositionai effects- when one paints his 

subject from intriguing angles. The eye of the camera 

gmre a new perspective on the world each time one 

moved the camera. One could look up into a tree with 

a camera, or focus· in on a dandelion, and the camera 

contained a mini- picture whereve:¢me directed it. It 

showed the I mpressionists the possibility of viewing 

the world from different angles. The Japanese used 

angle variati on in their compositions. By following 

the lead of the Japanese, the Impressionists lea:rned 

how to make angle var iation aesthetica:l.ly effective. 

The angle from which an artist painted hrs subject 

invited the observer to participate in the painting. 

Manet could paint a bar maid so that t he observer looks 



s-traight i nto her eyes , and f'eels almost inclined to 

orde r a dri nk . Or Manet could place t he observer i.n 

a row boat, the inner contour of the boat being so 

well de f i ned that one can almost feel t he swel l of 

waves beneath him. Lautrec carries us to Pa-ris whe:re 

we become a customer in a- crowded dance hall , while 

~ gas lets us observe a ballet performance from the 

wi:ngs of the s tage . The Impressionists- gave the 

observer a glimpse of t hei r worl d from the angles at 

wbich they saw it . 

The Japanes-e offered a va-riety of new met hods to 

the I mpressionists . Each artist took those methods 

wbich were supportive of bis or her own ind.ividuaJ. 

style . .Al t hough given a common l abel as arti sts , the 

Impressionists- were assured individuals- and tbis 

p reserved their greatnes-s-. 



The Japanese Influence on Post- Impressionism 

The Japanese conti nued to inflµence a:rtis~s of the 

Western world after I mpressionism dwindled. One of 

the mos t devout group of followers was the "Nabis . 11 

The name "Nabis" comes from the Hebrew word meaning 

"p rophets • 11 The poet Caz-aha. g ave the group its· name 

because of the artis ts' "half s erious , half burlesque 

pose as adepts and their atti tu.de to the new Gauguin 

style as a kind of religi ous illumination.n8 Formed 

in 1892 by members~ of the Acadlmie Julien, Paris , the 

group consisted of young men, twenty to thirty years 

of age , who had the 11task of purifying and regenerat ing 

painting. 119 Their art wa:s a combi nation of Gauguin, 

Iegas and Japanese prints . They rejected the Tmp:res­

sionist idea of recording the world around them, 

turning instea:d. to t he expression of onesel f . They 

beli eved that art should :read just nature , not copy 

it . Thei r compositions were often unbalanced, s h apes 

beca100 silhouettes , and experimentation was done with 

different shades of bl acks . Art was to them spi'ri tual 

and intellectual . One young Iifabi decl ared: "Let us 

8"Harold Q3borne., e d ., The Oxford Companion to Art (New 
York, 1970) , P • 761 . 

' 
9Jean Gui chard- Me i l!i. , Matiss·e (!Jew York, 1967) , P • 26 . 



be pure in our spirits l Let us be pure in our bodies·\ 

So that our works can purify these sullied men, these 

miserable men, our brothers, and bring happiness to 

the poor, the abandoned, suf:fering under the yoke of 

others • 111 0 Not all members of the group were so 

ecs~ati c , but the theme of rejuvenation carried through­

out. 

Japanese art gave the Na1)is the spiri tu.a3. and intel­

lectual qualities which they va.:Lue d so highly. They 

admired the simplicity of Japa:aese prints- where nature 

was reduced to flat zones of expressi.ve color . and 

stylized lines and dots resulted in movement . 

Pierre Bennard waB called the "Japanese Nabi. 11 

Through the works of Gauguin and the Japanese , Bonna:rd 

found the mode of expressing his innermost crea:tivi ty. 

He could r elease hims"elf from the Impressionist i dea; 

of recording the environment and, instead, was able to 

express the environment through- the route of his own 

imagination. 

One of his early works, "Paris , Rue de Pa--rme on 

Bastille Day" (No . 3) illustrates his interest in the 

flat style of Japanese prints. The people on the 

street resemb~e construction paper cutouts on a mono-
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tom background of cream and gray. The blue , white 

and red flags create e:xpress-ive and decorative areas 

of color. The broad areas o:f fla'"t color are relieved 

by small a-reas of detail such as the polka dots· on the 

little girl ' s dress in t he foreground, or by the num­

bers of the clock above her. Bonnard' s later works 

were not as flat as this , but he retaimed and s·trength­

ened the use of exquisi te col crr. Bennard, like many 

of Ms Nabis colleagues , was made more aware of the 

aesthetic possibiliti es of other cultures by the work 

of Gamguin. 

Though not influenced by the Japanese specifically, 

Gauguin was i ntroduced t o the mode of self- e x-pression 

by another exotic cul tu.re - that of Ta.hi ti. A Sunday 

painter, Gaugui n left his job as a successful stock­

broker in Paris and moved to Tahiti were 1he env ironm.ent 

Sllited him \ve11. Tahiti was col orf'u.laand p rimiti ve , 

and Gauguin developed its mood in his paintings . Us1.ng 

broad, flat a-reas of color with a primitive flair, 

Gauguin e xpressed both himself and a cul tu.re tha'"t was 

foreign to the people of the Western world. He was 

one of the first to brea:k away from the realism of 

the Impressionists and move into the realm of self­

expression. Such artis ts- became part of Post- Impres-
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sionism which laid the foundation for modern art. 

One of the most important members· of the Post­

Impress'ionist group wa.cs Vincent van Gogh . 

Especially interested in Japanese art , van Gogh 

ideafliz:ed the Japanese and adopted their love for 

nature with religious fervor . He went beyond the 

influence of Japanese composition and sought the 

Japanese way of thought and inspiration. With intense 

concentration, artist , paint , canvas , and subject 

be came one ; few artists have achieved so tight a 

bond. 

Henri Matisse i ncorporated the crt of many of the 

Easterncul tures . He wrote , "Revelations have always 

come to me from the ea;s-t ••• ,rll His works are tbing-s 

of beauty as his colors, decorations and lines inter­

twine like a fine Oriental rug : 

Matisse has borrowed even the most minute details 
from Oriental a~sthetics : the principl e of con­
tinuous decoration, surfaces entirely filled and 
divided into vertice:l. and horiz:ontal registers , 
linear combinaiiions or borders af little flowers 
and window roses , a bias towards · superimposed 
objects , and views- from above , the composition 
of essentially ornamented objects ;· a tendency 
towards geometrical exa;ctness- and ocQa;sionally 
a border o:f intertwining vegetation. l2 

He experimented with brush drawings that were remi­

niscent of the Japanese . Using generous quantities of 

llduicha:rd-Meili, p . 76. 

12~. 
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Indian ink, he wielded his brush with the bold and 

flowing style of a master ca-lligrapher. Matisse said 

that Oriental art "showed me all the possibilities of 

my sensations . Th.is form of a.rt , with all that goes 

with it, suggests a larger space, a truly plastic 

space . This helped me to go beyond the painting of 

int imacy. 1113 Since Impressionism, the "plastic space" 

of Oriental art has nu\urea great artists who seek 

their own creative expression. 



The Influence of Japan on the Artists of 

Impressionism and Post-Impressionism 

Whistler 

21 . 

Japanese art was e s.:peciaJ.l y e xciting for James 

McNeill Vlbis--t l er. .Ameri can born, he found his a:rt in 

London and Paris . He was an early collector of Japa­

nese blue and white porcelain and of Japanese prints . 

He surrounded himself wi .th a Japanes e a-tmosphere . 

So taken was he with the Japanese t hat his studio even 

took on the s-ta:rkness of a Jap anese home, contrasting 

with the usuaJ. painter' s clutter. His prized fans, 

prints and pots decorated his house . He combined 

efforts wit h ro.1other Japanese enthusiast , architect 

E . W. Godwin, in desi.gning his home and studio . 

Whistler himself painted abstract designs on Japanese ­

s tyle furni tu:re designed by Godwin . Whistler combined 

efforts-with Thomas- Jeckyll i n the design of the 

f amous "Peacock Room. l! 

Taken as he was- with J apanese art , Whistler never 

completely adopted Eastern composition in his work. 

He instead took his collected porcelain, kimonos and 

s-cre ens and pu t them i n his paintings • Th e artis t 

painted a number of "fancy d:ress" pictures in 18 64 



in which his European models a:re dressed in kimonos 

with Oriental fans, screens , rugs· and other bric-a- brac 

serving as backgrounds . In " Rose and Silver: ' La 

Princesse du Pays de la· PorceleJ.ne '" (No . 4) which 

hangs in ''1he Peacock Room, 11 the scene has all the 

trappings of the Japanese , but none of the essential 

composi tional elements . The ta:Ll, raven- haired 

European model holds her fan stiffly and looks out of 

place in her kimono . The picture woul d serve best as 

an advertisement of the Oriental department of a 

department store . 

"Caprice in Purple and Golti. No. 2: The Golden 

Screen, " (No. 5) , another of the 1':eancy dress 11 :pictu1.-ies, 

retains the advertisement quail ty, but begi ns to use 

Japanese compositional elements-. The kimono-clad 

model assumes an af'fected pose as she sits on the floor 

looking at pictures. Her position, however, be comes' 

important to -tie Japanese compositi on. The model is 

placedt to one side of the picture , but the painting 

retains its baia:nce due to the s·creen and chair placed 

on the opposite side o:f the composition. In this way, 

Whi stler has begun to experiment with t he utilization 

of space . The yellow screen which runs the length of 

the composition incorporates the varying elements of 
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of the painting . The sulid g reen of the carpet 

beneath the screen expresses e xperimentation with flat 

color . rn his succeeding works , Whis-tler used subtle 

color vaxiation and stark composition that was rem­

iniscent of the airiness of Japanese paintings . The 

Japanese l eft one more mark on the wor ks of Whistler . 

The artist ' s earl y works v10re not selli ng well 

because of his overpowering signature . His neighbor 

suggested that he sign his· works with a s ymbol or 

trademark. From the shape of Wb.is-tler' s initials . 

11 J . NI . W. 11 c aine his f amous butterfly s-ignatures . ( No • 6 ) • 

Whistl er was p roud of his butterflies because t hey 

reminded him of the ideograms whieh appeared on 

OrientaJ. paintings to record purchases- . Sometimes· 

qUi te large , the butterfli es became an activ e part of 

the artist ' s compositions . Even ml painti ngs which 

l ost the characteristics , of Oriental art, Whistler' s 

sig-.aature aJ.ways reminded the observer of his infat­

uation with J apanese art . 

Iegas 

De~ was one of the most devoted followers of - . 

Japanese art . Educated in the classical. manner, his 

idol was Ingres ·. In Japanese prints he found a close 
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correlation between their lines and that of Ingres; 

both had pure , undulai;ing, simple lines which were 

poetic in movement . Their lines ga:ve the impressti.on 

of fresbnews- and spentanei ty, but were actually 

ea:ref)l:lly pl anned to be compositionall y correct . 

Japanese prints- gave Degas a new pers1?ective on 

bi's environmentt. Western a..t.-t fits an as:ynuretricaJ.. 

world into symmetric-a composition. ~gas 1ean1ed 

that an over-sized figure could fit into the corner 

of a picture just as ea;sily as- it could fit in the 

middle . Empty spacce could be utilized with the power 

of occupied SJ;>ace . Subjects- could be pla:ced at 

interesting angles or run off the s i de of the canvas . 

Recording the natural world was important to the 

Impressionists ; from the Japanese , Degas· learned that 

natural spati fil irregularities could make intriguing 

composi. tions . 

In "The Orchestra;" (No . 7 ) Degas-, violated a 

Western art taboo - he cut off people ' s heaus . The 

pastel- col ored ballerinas on the stage serve the sole 

purpose of balanci ng the dark blacks and browns of 

the foreground; the heads: o f the ballerinas were not 

importa.n.t to the compositi on . The picture was painted 

as if one was looking straight into the orchestra pit . 
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One is aware of the movement on stage , yet the 

straining faces· of the mus-icians· demand attention. 

The bassist has his back turned toward us ; the back 

of his chair comes as surpris-ing recta:ngulari ty in 

regard to the bevy of balding heads . One ' s eye is 

first swung to the bassoonist in the center, but 

vision spreads horizontally a;s the varied faces of 

the other musicians- stretch a cross· the canvas. The 

natural. , frank composition captures a moment that is 

the length of a qua:rter note . 

11 Carriage at the Races" (:No . 8) is an example of 

Degas·' use of open space juxtaposed with occupied 

s:pa--ce . The nat green of t h e grass and the a-riness 

of the blue s-ky give a feeling of immedia=te invigoration 

and openness. .And then Degas pla-ces a black carriage 

with brown horses in the fo:reground. He cuts off 

the carriage wheels and the hors~s ' legs , leaving the 

bulk of the horses a.'l'ld carriage resting at the bottom 

of the canvas . By doing this, Degas has made a 

sof't landscape very dynamic. The concentrated da~k 

of the horse and carriage balances- the lightness· of 

the rest of the space. 
(No- Of) 

nntego Martelli II illustrates Degas ' fas·cination with 

the Japanese use of angle . Degas. placed himself above 
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his subject so that the obs erver gets almost a nbird' s~ 

eye v i e w" of the room . The floor ro.ns upward at a 

sharp angle , stretching i nto the upper half of the 

composition. Diego filaTtel li is a portly man and the 

diminutive chair on which he sits- is lost benea-th hi s 

bulk. One sees t h e top o~ the desk with its clutter 

of papers . A pair of slippe1."S in the lo?,er le f t corner 

lies nearly para,llel to t he p lane of t he canvas . 

Everyday objects and the i nnovative angle maJre t he 

picture comfortable and intimate . 

Togas uas a part of Impress-ionism, but he expressed 

modern overtones . He recorded.· the world around him, 

but pl aced it on his canvas: with compositional i mag­

ination. 

Cas·sat t 

Mary Cassatt was one of the fe w vtell- ka.ovr.a female 

artists\of history. The daughter of a Philadelphia 

banke:r, she left for Paris at the qs""e of twenty- three 

to s-t-ady painting in Paris . There she met Tog as, who 

introduced her to the I mpi~ssionists· and in the la-te 

1870' s she began to exhibit with them. Usi ng her 

weal th and connections , she gr eatly aid_e d floundering 

Impress-ionist painters . A close friend of Tog as·, 
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Cassatt be came interested in Japanese ru::t through him. 

In 1890 she accompanied ~gas t o the ''Expos i tion 

11niverselle" to view the Japanese prints. So taken 

was she with the work, that t he following yea:r- she 

produced a series of ten colored prints\,mch were 

extremely Japanese i n style . Using dry- point and 

a;quatint , Cassatt utilized flat areas of' color and 

fine line . One writer places them " among the most 

beautiful wor ks of graphic a:rt ever pro duced by an 

Ame rican artist .ul4 
-

One of these prints , nLa Toilette 11 (No, 10) , 

ill ust r ates her use of flat color and fine line . 

The flatness of the picture has a definite two-dimen­

sional quaai ty, but the objects retain their spatial 

forms . Cassatt used the striped p atte rn on t h e woman' s 

skirt to trace its cylindrical form . The pitcher 

takes on a roundish shape as the observer is a:ble to 

see the ci rcular line of its mouth . A flat t ened 

flower pattern gives the floor t he illusion of 

sweeping back into space . Flat areas of color such 

as the vanity and the woman's ba ck draw interest by 

the addition of thin, careful ly placedlines . These 

lines· give even the e xPa.nsive , flat areas an air of 

14John Walker and Jules David Brown, .American Painting: 
From Its Beginning to the Amory Show (Cleveiand, 
ohl-o , ), P • 120 . 
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delica:cy . The Japanese also influence d Cassatt ' s · 

paintings . 
(No, /0 

"The Boating Party" demonstrates the use of flat 

color and intimate perspective . The painting has a 

part two- dimensional , part t h ree- dimensional quality. 

In a...-re as- such as the curve of the boat and the baby' s 

:face·, Cassatt used shading , but her expanse's of solid 

color flatten the pictu.re . Her use of brilliant, 

constrasting colors layed next to one another bring 

the paint ing into sharp focus . Influenced by ~ gas·, 

Ca:ssatt pl aced the observer behind t he rower ' s 

shoulder, giving the picture an intimate feeling . 

one writer believes- that Cassatt ' s- style "is a-· 

simplified version1115 of Degas'' style . ~ gas did 

greatly influence her, but brilliantly e xecuted works 

such as her prints and her use of bold, flat areas in 

her paintings· aptly d.is-tinguish he r work from his . 

She aide d Impresmonism not only by h er connections 

and weal th, but also by her own artis-tic merit . 

Lautrec 

Henxi de Totl.louse - Lautrec was pa-rt of both the 

I mpressionist and Post- Impress ionist groups. He 

15Ca-xlo Ludovico Raggb.ianti , ed. and others , NationaJ. 
Galle ry/ Washington ( Ne w York, 1968 ) , P • 158 . 



l eaned more towards experimenta-tion with self-expres-

s i on than most of his Impressionist friends . :Painting ,; 
-r-

the dance halls , bars a..11d brothels of Paris ~ Lautrec 

executed his works with assurance and boldness, ex­

press·ing wha--t he saw i.n his own unique , outst anding 

style . 

Laut:rec was a master of line . Like the Japanese , 

his line became a fantastic mode of expressing movement . 

Briskly executed, his lines captured the swish of pet­

ticoats-, or the forceful kicks of a cancan . Lautrec 

often took the style of a cartoonist and characte r ized 

the peopa.e of the swirling Paris nights·. Not one to 

go into detail , Lautrec let his lines dominate his 

works by using large areas o:f solid color to compli­

ment them. 

Lautrec •s posters best exemplify his coordination 

of line s and solid areas- of color. His lithogra-ph 

poster 11 .Au. Mouli n - Rouge , La- Goulue a-t la Mone Fromage 11 

( No . 12) is very Japanese in cha:ra-cter . The figures 

hav-e been reduced to flat color. The sleezy lines 

in the hair of the women, or th~ .fluid lines in the 

skirt of the woman to the left prevent the flat areas 

from becoming oppressing . The p icture takes the 

two- dimensionality of a Japanese print, but the figures 
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remain extremely loose and cartoon-like . The lower 

left corner illustrates Lautrec ' s use of empty spa·ce . 

Lautrec often used the vast expanse of a dance 

floor to make empt y space lecome an i mportant p art of 

hi~ composition; open areas mellowed his areas of 

crowded line and color . He made a munber of circus 

pictures which utilized open space . In "Au Cirque 

l!""e rnando" (iiTo • 13) the emptiness of the circus ring 

carries the weight of the sweeping red s pactator sea-ts·, 

the bulk of the he rse, and the sharp blackness of the 

trainer and clown. Pictures of the circus were less 

cluttered than those of the dance halls . It seems 

as if Lautrec wanted to cent er on the loneliness of 

t he circus performer. The audience of the dance halls· 

a:lways became a-?l integral pa-rt of Lautrec ' s dancers--, 

but t he audience beyond his circus ring-s faded into 

shauo\'.9··• 

Lautree- used many of the components of Japanese arl 

which intrigued his friend Iegas- - line , empty space , 

intimacy of subject matter and so on . While Iegas 

i de aJ.ize d his models, Lau tree characterized his . 

Lautrec used the Japanese influence to give bis works· 

a- loose , carefree appearance . 

The Japanese made their finaJ. mar k on Lautrec's 
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signature . Lautrec connected his ini tia.ls "T- L, 11 

thereby creating the form of a J apanese 11tori II gate . 

By placing this form in a ci·rcle (Ho . 14) , Lautrec 

branded his work with the ma:rk of t he Japanese , 

van Gogh 

Vincent van Gogh was ore of the most romanticized 

artists of history. His tempe stuous life gave writers 

anple material . Van Gogh was a loner who delved so 

a.eeply into human emotion that he tempted insanity. 

To van Gogh, Japanese art re presented a deep aesthetic 

feeling t ha--t he never experienced i n Wester-..a. art . 

He discovered the fresl1ness of the Japanese at one 

of the lowest uoints of his life . He had been moving 

restlessly from one city to another, suffering re jec­

tion of all kinds , and feeling utterly worthless . 

Hoping to regain some optimism, he moved to the port 

of .Antwerp , ~ l gi u m in 1885 at the a;ge of thirty- two . 

rt waz in Antwerp t hat Vincent discovered the art 

of the Japanese . He bought Japanese silk paintings 

from seamen and hung them on his walls , s pending 

ho12rs studying them. He began to look at his sur­

roundings under t heir influence . He abandoned the 

dark morbidity of his earl y paintings and, instead, 
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turned to the l i ght clarity of nature . In a letter 

to his brother Theo he wrote : "In studying J apanese 

art one finds out how the wise , the philosophic , t he 

intelligent man s pends his time . He spends it studying 

a single blade of grass ••• well, aren' t the Jap-

a:nese teaching us true religion then? They live i n 

nature as if they themselves were flov,iers . 1116 After 

only thi,ee months in .Antwerp, van Gogh again becc:1llle 

restless and left for Paris in February, 1886 . 

The atmosphere of Paris suited van Gogh . It waE 

there that h e was allowed to give vent to his own 

creativity. He met rrembers of the Impressionist 

group - ~ gas , Toulouse- Lautrec , Pi ssarro and others -

who gave him confidence . Paxis had an Oriental flair 

at that time which pleased hi m. He bought more 1)rints , 

copied seve r al , and, in his self portraits , gave hlm­

self an Oriental look . PaTi s gave Vincent the o_p­

portuni ty to study more Japanese art . Visiting the 

Bi ng Gallery i n the Rue de Provence , 11he never tired 

of e xamining the dry purity of line , the bright , flat 

are as of colour and the e xtreme :restraint in execution 

of t hese worlcs, which completely contradicted the 

16Frank Elgax, Van Gogh (New York, 1958 ) , p . 75. 
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§l2. Mory Cassatt La T II aquatint. (Metrop;//ta �~� ette, dry point and color n useum o( Art, New York.) 

No, 10 
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