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introduction.
‘Ukiyo’ means ‘floating world’ in Japanese, and ‘e’ means picture. Ukiyo-e refers to `pictures of the
floating world’. The famous Japanese woodblock prints known as ukiyo-e, or ‘pictures of the Floating
World’, had their origins in the city pleasure districts of Japan. The images of the floating world
depicted an enjoyable and fashionable lifestyle, showing latest kimono designs worn by beautiful
women, capturing scenes from cafes and festivities, and featured images of famous actors, samurai,
geisha and beauties. The Golden Age of ukiyo-e was the period of time between 1781 and 1801, when
colour woodblock printmaking in Japan was at its height. The best images are thought to have been
made in this 20 year window. Many people believe this is one of the most extraordinary periods of art in
the world.
‘Drawn from the vast collection of Japanese prints from the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, this exhibition
features over one hundred ukiyo-e prints of the 1780s and 1790s, often considered the “Golden Age”
of Japanese printmaking. At this time, the technical skills of the block cutters and printers reached a
peak of development that set the standard for over a century afterward, using multiple colour blocks
with perfect registration. Special techniques such as glittering mica backgrounds, metallic pigments,
and overprinting of colours to create translucent effects enhanced the beauty of the prints still further.’
Sarah E. Thompson, Museum of Fine Arts Boston, An introduction, The Golden Age of Colour Prints
Ukiyo-e from the Museum of Fine Arts Boston, Shepparton Art Museum (2013).

commercial publishing
during the golden age.
Artists of the Golden Age designed pictures at the request of their publishers. They made detailed
drawings on paper which were then interpreted into woodblock prints. The prints were produced
by highly skilled artisans, carvers and colourists who, along with the artists, worked for one of the
many commercial publishing houses in Edo (now known as Tokyo) in Japan. Up to five different
people would work on the making on a single image. This contributed to an ever increasing
quantity, variety and quality of ukiyo-e pictures during the Golden Age. As Boston’s, Assistant
Curator for Japanese Prints, Sarah Thompson explains.
‘The woodblock prints that were so exciting to Western artists who discovered them for the first
time in the 1860s, after Japan re-opened to international trade, had originally been an offshoot of
the book-publishing industry. During the seventeenth century, publishers in the major cities massproduced both economical printed editions of classical literature and new stories of life in the
fashionable modern world, all profusely illustrated. Around 1680, Edo publishers began to make
single-sheet pictorial prints as well, thereby enabling ordinary people who were not members of
the elite to have professionally created art in their homes.’

Joan Wright, conservator at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston describes the high level of artistic and
professional skill and production processes involved in to creating ukiyo-e.
‘At the centre is the publisher who coordinates all aspects of production and marketing. To start, an
artist would be commissioned to design a print or series of prints. Once the drawing was completed,
with both colours and textures specified, it would be taken to the block carvers who would carve a
line block and blocks for each colour to be printed.
In the hands of the printer, colour would be applied and paper impressed onto to the block’s
surface. For a full colour print, a minimum of ten impressions were needed to bring an image to
completion. Prints with added special effects such as embossing, textures, or mica required even
more blocks or stencils to bring them to completion. About 200 prints of a single image could be
printed in a day.’
Joan Wright, PowerPoint presentation, A Golden Age of Printing: Ukiyo-e from the Collection of the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Shepparton Art Museum (2013).

Wayne Crothers, Curator of Asian Art at the National Gallery of Victoria, describes the quality of
commercial publishing of woodblock prints achieved during the Golden Age.
‘Techniques included translucent washes of natural pigments, soft tonal gradations from one colour
to another, hairline fine carving into tightly grained woods, millimetre precise registration of more
than ten separate colour printing blocks, the application of metallic surfaces and ground mica and
shell powders to produce radiant and reflective effects, embossing paper with un-inked blocks to
create three-dimensional surfaces, and burnishing paper or printed surfaces to produce a glossy
effect to printed areas.’
The luxuriant prints, their artists, publishers, artisan makers and enthusiastic public all contributed
to what is regarded as the ‘Golden Age’ of ukiyo-e. Of the many artists that appeared during this
classical artistic age, three can be seen as the most masterful, innovative, visually sophisticated and
dramatic of all: Torii Kiyonaga, Kitagawa Utamaro and Tōshūsai Sharaku.’
Wayne Crothers, The Evolution of Ukiyo-e, in The Golden Age of Colour Prints: Ukiyo-e from the
Museum of Fine Arts Boston, Shepparton Art Museum (2013).

The exhibition at Shepparton Art Museum focuses on the woodblock prints made by these three
artists during the Golden Age.

‘The prints were cheap enough to be used as disposable decorations, rather like modern posters;
and so although hundreds or even thousands of each design were originally made, only a small
percentage have survived.’
Sarah E. Thompson, Museum of Fine Arts Boston, An introduction, The Golden Age of Colour
Prints Ukiyo-e from the Museum of Fine Arts Boston, Shepparton Art Museum (2013).
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nishiki-e: brocade pictures.
Multi-colour printing emerged from two-block colour printing processes from the mid to late 1700’s
in Edo (modern day Tokyo). Made up of five to ten separate woodblocks, one for each colour, the
images presented in The Golden Age of Colour Prints, are all high quality, multi-coloured prints called
nishiki–e. Designed by prominent artists from well-known schools of art, the artists worked in a number
of different media that included painting, book illustration, posters, as well as single and series based
editions of woodblock prints for popular consumption.
Produced by hundreds of publishing houses from the Picture Book and Print Publishers Guild, ukiyo-e
were churned out in great numbers for an eager and increasingly growing market of consumers of
popular culture on high quality hōsho paper. In subject matter, they ranged from stylized depictions of
daily life in both urban and rural settings, from fashionable outings and colourful cultural festivals, to
intimate scenes of courtesans from the pleasure quarters of the ‘floating world’ also known as ‘ukiyo’.
Most expressive or gestural in design and subject matter, are the character and actor prints from Kabuki
theatre and from popular story-telling traditions of eighteenth century Japan.

Materials and processes: Hosho paper
‘Handmade, Japanese kōzo paper (washi): Hōsho paper, the material that made nishiki-e possible!
Rather than printing with a white colourant or pigment, printers usually relied on the tone of the paper
itself. This paper is mad, not made from rice, but from the inner bark of several species of mulberry. The
paper used for printing is made from kōzo and the paper preferred by printers is known as hōshō-gami
or “best quality paper” in English. This special paper possesses qualities that facilitated the production
of complex multi-coloured prints. Its long supple fibres give it phenomenal strength and absorbency.
These features allow the paper to be subjected to multiple printings without being damaged as it soaks
up colour’.
Joan Wright, PowerPoint presentation, A Golden Age of Printing: Ukiyo-e from the Collection of the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Shepparton Art Museum (2013).

Kitagawa Utamaro, ?-1806
Courtesan and Komusō
Vertical ōban, nishiki-e
38.8 x 25.9 cm
about 1793
Signature: Utamaro hitsu
Publisher: Tsutaya Jūzaburō (Kōshodō)
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection, 11.21176
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Materials and processes: Dayflower Blue

torii kiyonaga, 1752 - 1815.

‘Unique to Japan is the colour dayflower blue. This blue is made from juice extracted from the petals
of the cultivated dayflower plant. Once it is extracted, the colour is absorbed onto thin Japanese
kōzo paper. The results are known as blue flower paper/aobana-gami or blue paper/ai-gami. This
colour is still made today and its method of production has remained unchanged since the early Edo
Period.

A pupil of Torii Kiyomitsu, master nishiki-e woodblock printmaker, Torii Kiyonaga was initially trained
in the style of the Torii school, which specialized in actor prints, but he is best known for his pictures
of courtesans and beautiful women called bijin-ga. As one of the significant artists of the Golden
Age, he developed a new figure type of tall, slim, mature-looking beauties, well-suited to the new,
larger ōban format. He became the leading artist of nishiki-e and bijin-ga in the 1780s, and many
later connoisseurs considered him to be the greatest master of this subject. After becoming the
head of the Torii school in 1787, he cut back on his printmaking activities and concentrated on
painting the large advertising posters displayed outside of Kabuki theatres.

By releasing this colorant from the paper and mixing it with varied amounts of water and starch paste,
different shades could be obtained. A saturated blue tone is used to print the robe of the standing
figure on the left in the print titled Looking at Mount Fuji from a Teahouse by Kitagawa Utamaro.’
Joan Wright, PowerPoint presentation, A Golden Age of Printing: Ukiyo-e from the Collection of the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Shepparton Art Museum (2013).

Kitagawa Utamaro, ?-1806
Looking at Mount Fuji from a Teahouse
Vertical chūban, nishiki-e
26.2 x 18.8 cm
Signature: Utamaro ga
Publisher: Tsutaya Jūzaburō (Kōshodō)
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection, 11.19611
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In the Golden Age exhibition Kiyonaga’s Kabuki prints capture the movement of actors in theatrical
scenes on stage, prints of children from two different series titled Precious Children’s Games of the
Five Festivals and important works from his various series of beautiful women.

Torii Kiyonaga, 1752-1815
Actor Segawa Kikunojō III Performing
the Lion Dance (Shakkyō)
Vertical ōban, nishiki-e
37.2 x 24.9 cm
1789, 3rd month
Signature: Kiyonaga ga
Publisher: Nishimuraya Yohachi (Eijudō)
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection, 11.13916
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Ukiyo-e Materials and Techniques: Sumi Black and Colourants
‘Sumi, a type of black ink is still used today for printing, painting and calligraphy. Derived from burning
pine-wood or oil to obtain charcoal or soot, this carbon black pigment is often mixed with animal glue to
form an ink stick. From the deepest black to the palest grey, many shades can be obtained by diluting this
material with varied amounts of water.’
Joan Wright, PowerPoint presentation, A Golden Age of Printing: Ukiyo-e from the Collection of the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Shepparton Art Museum (2013).
Nishiki-e pictures designed by Kiyonaga were notable for both their innovative use of bright colours and
his use of spatial and compositional elements. The print titled, Actor Segawa Kikunojō III Performing the
Lion Dance, illustrates the use of sumi black. It is used to print the dynamic line-block outline of the central
figure and as a solid tone of black on the actor’s garment.
Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts Conservator, Joan Wright has extensive knowledge of both the use and
conservation of colourants that were derived from both organic and non-organic sources that were used
during the Golden Age. A range of Kiyonaga’s prints demonstrate the subtly and intensity of his palette.

‘When we think of Japanese prints, we think of colour. Published towards the end of Kiyonaga’s career, this
woodblock print illustrating a group of spirited children celebrating the Boy’s Festival demonstrates how
the use of a rich and varied palette can animate an image.
Organic colourants are for the most part derived from plants. When printed, the tone and texture of the
underlying paper remains visible; these colorants produce bright, translucent colours.
Inorganic pigments can be derived from natural sources such as minerals and ores or they can be
artificially produced through chemical reactions. In contrast to organic colourants, these pigments often
obscure the underlying paper and produce deep, opaque colours.
Safflower red/beni was the most common organic red colorant used by printers. This colourant is
extracted from the petals of the safflower or benibana.
All of the illustrations for Kiyonaga’s series of prints, Precious Children’s Games of the 5 Festivals, celebrate
various holidays and their traditional activities. This image of the New Year’s festival utilizes the fresh,
distinctive green obtained by mixing orpiment and indigo and demonstrates the variety of hues that can
be obtained by this mixture.
The inorganic brown, benigara is an iron oxide. Although this inorganic mineral pigment can be obtained
naturally from the earth, it has been artificially produced in Japan since the early eighteenth century.’
Joan Wright, PowerPoint presentation, A Golden Age of Printing: Ukiyo-e from the Collection of the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Shepparton Art Museum (2013).

Furthermore, Kiyonaga’s use of vibrant colour and fluidity of pictorial design achieve a high level of artistic
integrity and vitality of expression. According to Wayne Crothers, curator of Asian Art at the NGV, Torii
Kiyonaga,
‘…is considered to be one of the most perfect masters of arranging composition on a flat surface and
possessing a natural ability of balancing positive and negative space. He created colour palettes that were
notably stronger than those used previously, and pioneered colour relationships that became standards for
artists that followed.’
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Wayne Crothers, The Evolution of Ukiyo-e, in The Golden Age of Colour Prints: Ukiyo-e from the Museum of
Fine Arts Boston, Shepparton Art Museum (2013).

Torii Kiyonaga, 1752-1815
The Boys' Festival, from the series Precious Children's
Games of the Five Festivals (Kodakara gosetsu asobi)
Vertical ōban, nishiki-e
39 x 25.9 cm
about 1801
Signature: Kiyonaga ga
Publisher: Tsutaya Jūzaburō (Kōshodō)
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection, 11.13932
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Kiyonaga’s Beautiful Women

utagawa toyokuni I, 1769 - 1825.

Kiyonaga’s emblematic scenes of beautiful women from life in Edo Japan are amongst some of his
finest artistic works.
‘His (Kiyonaga’s) depictions of men and women clearly represent the tastes of a society that was no
longer subjected to hardship and had the liberty to reject bad taste and seek refinement. Kiyonaga’s
women were not simply figurative; they represented the pageantry of Edo, showcasing leading
courtesans and life in the gay Yoshiwara quarter, the latest fashions, recreational pursuits, popular
customs and festivals of the times.
Among all of Kiyonaga’s unique innovations and skills it is perhaps the grace and beauty of his
standing female figures that move us and leave a lasting impression. His knowledge of anatomy and
confidence of line, combine to form sensuous figures with a minimum of brush strokes and languid
defiance that had never been seen or matched since.’
Wayne Crothers, The Evolution of Ukiyo-e, in The Golden Age of Colour Prints: Ukiyo-e from the
Museum of Fine Arts Boston, Shepparton Art Museum (2013).

The Chôfu Jewel River (Chôfu no Tamagawa), Utagawa Toyokuni I (Japanese, 1769–1825), Publisher: Izumiya Ichibei (Kansendô) (Japanese)
Japanese, Edo period, about 1795–1801 (late Kansei era), Woodblock print (nishiki-e); ink and colour on paper, Vertical ôban, triptych
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection

With a long thirty year career, Utagawa Toyokuni I completed ninety ukiyo-e print series, many
hundreds of single sheet prints and illustrated over 400 books. Toyokuni was a prolific and highly
sought after nishiki-e print artist. He experimented with a number of genres; bijin-ga, uki-e and
warrior prints but the overwhelming majority are works depicting Kabuki actors. From 1794 - 1796 he
produced over fifty vivid portraits in a highly expressive and realist style.
Following in the footsteps of his teacher Toyoharu in the design of uki-e, perspective pictures, and
influenced by Kiyonga’s beautiful women (bi-jina), Toyokuni began designing bijin-ga prints in the
1790’s. Towards the end of the decade his figures and use of perspective is both less austere and
more refined. The highly stylised figures of women washing clothes in the picture titled The Chôfu
Jewel River demonstrates Toyokuni’s technical mastery and expressive use of perspective, line and
colour in his compositions. Furthermore, his work is of notable influence. As Andreas Marks suggests:
‘Toyokuni’s success was the decisive factor to establish the Utagawa school as the most productive
and influential school of the late Edo period and of reaffirming its reputation as specialists in actor
prints.’
Andreas Marks, Japanese Woodblock Prints: Artists, Publishers and Masterworks: 1680 – 1900, (2010)
p96.
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Torii Kiyonaga, 1752-1815
Chōzan of the Chōjiya, kamuro Shiori and Tsumagi, from
the series Models for Fashion: New Year Designs as Fresh
as Young Leaves (Hinagata wakana no hatsu moyō)
Vertical ōban, nishiki-e
39.1 x 25.9 cm
about 1782
Signature: Kiyonaga ga
Publisher: Nishimuraya Yohachi (Eijudō)
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection, 11.13950
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Uki-e
Modelled after European one-point vanishing perspective pictures first known to the Japanese
through Dutch engravings and foreign books, the perspective picture known as uki-e was a major
innovation of the early 1740’s. The perspective picture continued to develop as a form through the
Golden Age and beyond.’
Joan Wright, PowerPoint presentation, A Golden Age of Printing: Ukiyo-e from the Collection of the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Shepparton Art Museum (2013).

Masatsuya (Actor Nakamura Nakazō II as Aramaki
Mimishirō), from the series Portraits of Actors on Stage
(Yakusha butai no sugata-e)
Vertical ōban, nishiki-e
35 x 23.7 cm
1794, 11th month
Signature: Toyokuni ga
Publisher: Izumiya Ichibei (Kansendō)
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection, 11.13733

Ukiyo-e Subject Matter
Increasing demand for unique designs of ukiyo-e pictures and competition amongst publishers
in the marketplace led to new formats of large scale single prints and editions of popular themes.
Vistas and fashionable figures and subject matter were drawn from diverse yet commonplace events;
cultural festivities, daily-life in the pleasure quarters of the Yoshiwara district and Kabuki theatre all
prominently featured during the Golden Age. As Joan Wright explains:

Utagawa Toyokuni, 1769-1825
Ladies Practicing Martial Arts (Opening Scene of the Play Mirror Mountain)
Vertical ōban triptych, nishiki-e
39 x 77.1 cm
Signature: Toyokuni ga (on each sheet)
Publisher: Wakasaya Yoichi (Jakurindō)
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection, 11.13608 (right), 11.13756 (left), 11.13757 (center)

‘Competition between artist’s and publishers during the period from 1781-1801, known as the Golden
Age of colour printing, created a dizzying array of imagery and an unusual number of masterpieces.
At this time, the innovative ôban format, which could be expanded into diptychsor pentaptychs to
add compositional interest became the standard for colour woodblock print production. This format
is eminently suited for the creation of iconic large scale or close-up images. Golden Age imagery
falls into a number of genres; viewing each artist’s conception and comparing individual approaches
to similar subject matter evokes both the vitality and atmosphere of the period in which these works
were created.
Joan Wright, PowerPoint presentation, A Golden Age of Printing: Ukiyo-e from the Collection of the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Shepparton Art Museum (2013).
11
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katsukawa shunsho, 1726 - 1792.

kitagawa utamaro, 1753 - 1806.

Katsukawa Shunshō is an important
painter and ukiyo-e artist who played
a central role in the development of
realistic depiction of actors. A precursor
to Sharaku and Utamaro, his portraits also
emphasize the character of the actors,
and subsequently lead to a greater
emphasis on realism, suggesting true-tolife, portraiture.
‘He designed several hundred actor prints
in the small, narrow hosoban format,
sometimes composed as diptychs,
triptychs and even pentaptychs.’
Andreas Marks, Japanese Woodblock
Prints: Artists, Publishers and
Masterworks:
1680 – 1900, (2010) p52.

Katsukawa Shunshō, 1726-1792
A Battledore (Hagoita) with a Portrait of Actor Segawa Kikunojō III
Vertical aiban, nishiki-e
31.7 x 22 cm
Signature: Shunshō ga
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection, 11.14857

Shunshō worked with over sixty
publishers, produced over twenty
different series of bijin-ga prints, often
using large, single head pictures. His
output exceeded two thousand prints,
thirty paintings and he illustrated over
one hundred books. He was an important
link to the publisher Tsutaya Jūzaburō
and an important early influence on
Utamaro, who first produced actor prints
in Shunshō’s style that used close-ups
of heads or portraits that are known as
okubi-e or large head pictures.

Obuki-e
‘Large head pictures or okubi-e, gained popularity during the Golden Age and can be considered
the culmination of the period’s artistic brilliance. An inventive example of this genre is Katsukawa,
Shunshō’s portrait; here an actor’s image is cleverly superimposed upon a battledore. A certain visual
ambiguity is created: is it an object or a portrait that we are meant to see?’
Joan Wright, PowerPoint presentation, A Golden Age of Printing: Ukiyo-e from the Collection of the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Shepparton Art Museum (2013).
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Kitagawa Utamaro, ?-1806
Hinazuru and Hinamatsu of the Chōjiya, from
the series Courtesans of the Pleasure Quarters
in Double Mirrors (Seirō yūkun awase kagami)
Vertical ōban, nishiki-e
36.4 x 25.1 cm
about 1797
Signature: Utamaro hitsu
Publisher: Yamadaya Sanshirō
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection, 11.14297

When Torii Kiyonaga succeeded to the position of head of the Torii school and gave up
designing bijin-ga (prints of beautiful women), he was succeeded by Kitagawa Utamaro, who
grew to become the leading artist of bijin-ga in the 1790s. Like Kiyonaga, Utamaro was a versatile
artist whose designs for prints and illustrated books include actors, historical warriors, humorous
poems and nature subjects as well as genre scenes and portraits of beautiful women.
With ukiyo-e pictures reaching Europe in the mid 1800’s, Utamaro’s work became an important
influencing factor on the development of Impressionist painters of the day. Creating over 2000
ukiyo-e prints during his life-time, along with paintings, many illustrated books including thirty
Shun-ga or erotic books, Utamaro’s pursuit of beauty and the subtle refinement and design of his
figures and subject matter is remarkable. The Golden Age of Colour Prints exhibition includes
examples of Utamaro’s early bijin-ga from the 1780’s through to the peak of his production with
his okubi-e or close-up portraits, showing only the upper part of the body or torso, or sometimes
only the head.
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Kabuki Theatre and Storytelling

Famous Warriors

The series title puns on Eight Views of Ōmi, a popular theme showing the scenery around Lake
Biwa in Ōmi Province, near Kyoto. The motif originated as a Japanese version of a subject in
Chinese ink painting called The Eight Views of the Xiao and Xiang Rivers in China. Assorted
parodies of the Eight Views became popular in ukiyo-e prints during the eighteenth century. In
this series showing famous lovers from plays, “Eight Views” becomes “Eight Vows” and the place
name Ōmi becomes “Lovers’ Meetings.”

The name Fukushima Saemon, inscribed on this print, was the name used on the Kabuki stage
for the historical warrior Fukushima Masanori (1562-1624), in order to circumvent the official
ban on mention of high-ranking persons since the Tenshō era (1573-1592). At the Battle of
Shizugatake in 1683, he distinguished himself by taking the first head of an enemy general.
Together with Kato Kiyomasa and five others, he became known as one of the Seven Spears of
Shizugatake.

In each print of the series, one of the familiar Eight Views of Ōmi appears in a circular cartouche at
the upper left, next to the series title in a koto-shaped cartouche In the actual title of the print, at
the mid right edge, kihan is written 喜伴, “happy together.” The couple enjoying the happiness
of being together, if only for a tragically short time, are Umegawa and Chūbei, the protagonists
of the Kabuki play Yamato ōrai. The story is based on the puppet play Meido no hikyaku by
Chikamatsu.

The print is from a series of at least five designs showing famous warriors of the Sengoku period,
inspired by the popularity of the book Ehon Taikōki (published 1797-1802) and the puppet and
Kabuki plays based on it. However, Utamaro shows the great warriors as comical figures, in
situations that are both humorous and sexually suggestive. Fukushima, for example, sits on an
armour chest and extends his hairy left leg for a moxa treatment applied by a beautiful lady, who
gently holds his leg in her shapely hands. Another lady points rudely at him and giggles as he
grimaces in pain from the burning moxa.

Umegawa is a courtesan; her lover Chūbei is the employee of a courier firm, who steals money
entrusted to him in order to buy her contract so that they can elope together. The couple travel
through the snow to Chūbei’s home village, where they are able to bid farewell to his old father.
When police come to arrest them for their crimes, they escape and run away to die together in the
snow.

Kitagawa Utamaro, ?-1806
Happy Togetherness for Umegawa and Chūbei
(Umegawa Chūbei no kihan), from the series Eight
Pledges at Lovers’ Meetings (Ōmi hakkei)
Vertical ōban, nishiki-e
39.2 x 26.6 cm
about 1798-1799
Signature: Utamaro hitsu
Publisher: Ōmiya Gonkurō
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection, 11.14212
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In the summer of 1804, Utamaro and several other artists, including Toyokuni and Shun’ei, were
punished for designing prints based on Ehon Taikōki. A recent study suggests that the true
reason for the banning of the prints was not merely because they showed historical figures from
the forbidden period, but also because they depicted members of high-ranking warrior clans as
foolish or lecherous.

Kitagawa Utamaro, ?-1806
Fukushima Saemon, from an untitled series of warriors
Vertical ōban, nishiki-e
38 x 26 cm
about 1803-1804
Signature: Utamaro hitsu
Publisher: Moriya Jihei
Handwritten inscription by former owner Kawanabe Kyōsai.
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection, 11.18180
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toshusai sharaku, active 1794 - 1795.
Toshusai Sharaku is a mysterious figure in the history of Japanese art. He produced an astonishing
body of work, 145 prints, in a very brief working period from May 1794 to January 1795. The identity
of the artist has never been established although many theories exist about who he was and why his
career was so short-lived. Sharaku’s images are masterpieces in the portrayal of actors. They capture
the psychological intensity of the actor at a particular point in the narrative of a play, simultaneously
reflecting the actor as a real person and the stage character he was performing.
‘Sharaku made his dramatic debut in the fifth month of 1794 with the publication of 28 half-length
portraits of actors appearing at Edo’s three leading Kabuki theatres. It is fascinating to note that
these works were produced with full dark mica adorned backgrounds at a time just after Utamaro
had achieved popular success with his glistening white mica backgrounds.

This new unconventional
style of actor print that
portrayed the individual
personalities of the
actors and the characters
they played was a major
innovation and shift from
the stylised actor prints that
had been produced up to
this time.’
After his work had receded
into obscurity by the
end of the Edo period,
it was not until the early
twentieth century that
European scholars started
to acknowledge him as
one of history’s greatest
portraiture artists.’
Wayne Crothers, The
Evolution of Ukiyo-e, in
The Golden Age of Colour
Prints: Ukiyo-e from the
Museum of Fine Arts
Boston, Shepparton Art
Museum (2013).

Tōshūsai Sharaku, active 1794-1795
Actor Ichikawa Omezō as the Manservant Ippei
Vertical ōban, nishiki-e
37.9 x 24.9 cm
1794, 5th month
Signature: Tōshūsai Sharaku ga
Publisher: Tsutaya Jūzaburō (Kōshodō)
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection, 11.14672
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Sharaku’s woodblock prints are categorized into
four periods according to the time he made
the prints and his style also changes with these
periods. The Tokyo National Museum owns 27 of
28 first period yakusha okubi-e (literally pictures
of large heads of actors), which comprise of
close-ups of actors who performed in summer
programs presented by the three main troupes of
Edo in May 1794. The 27 pictures are collectively
designated as important cultural property in
Japan.
All 145 ukiyo-e prints attributed to Sharaku were
published by Tsutaya Jūzaburō. Twenty-seven
pictures of these prints are available on-line
and many have descriptive notes. (Please see
reference list.)

Creative and Technical Innovation
It is important to acknowledge that the close
collaboration between publishers and artists
during the Golden Age lead to a peak in creativity
that was matched by technical refinement in what
is clearly a period of art that is inclusive of both
fine and popular arts. As MFA Boston Conservator,
Joan Wright explains:
‘With the encouragement of the publisher Tsutaya
Jūzaburō, Utamaro and the craftsmen who
produced prints for his company Kōshōdō became
innovators, pushing their artistry well beyond the
ordinary. This collaboration reached its zenith
from 1793 to 1794; a number of prints from this
brief moment in time are considered consummate
examples of the Japanese colour woodblock
print.
One innovation was how mica/kira and brass/
shinchū-kin were used to create rich effects. Mica
is composed of a group of phyllosilicate minerals
often found in igneous and metamorphic rocks.
Once ground to a fine powder, mica was able to
be applied with either a woodblock or a stencil
to the paper; imparting a decorative, luminescent
effect to the surface. Mica can also be tinted or
applied over an area of printed colour as seen on
many Sharaku and Utamaro prints.’
Joan Wright, PowerPoint presentation, A Golden
Age of Printing: Ukiyo-e from the Collection of
the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Shepparton Art
Museum (2013).

Tōshūsai Sharaku, active 1794-1795
Actor Nakamura Nakazō II as Aramaki Mimishiro
Hosoban, nishiki-e
32.4 x 15.2 cm
1794, 11th month
Signature: Sharaku ga
Publisher: Tsutaya Jūzaburō (Kōshodō)
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection, 11.16488
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education activities.
Activities in this resource are suggested as starting points for discussion and further research
following your visit to The Golden Age of Colour Prints exhibition.

Middle Years

VCE Studio Arts

• There are many different types of ukiyo-e prints designed by artists in eighteenth century,
Japan. Find out what ukiyo-e means and how the pictures are made? How many different types of
ukiyo-e prints can you find in the exhibition?

• Investigate how ukiyo-e art developed from earlier, single colour woodblock printing technologies to
five or more colour processes and increasingly sophisticated design. What were the factors that led to
an explosion of publishing using ukiyo-e design and printmaking processes during the Golden Age of
colour prints 1781-1801 in Edo (Tokyo), Japan.

— Create a series of drawings based upon one type of ukiyo-e picture. e.g. pictures of beautiful women
that reflect today’s popular past-times or tastes.
• Why were ukiyo-e pictures popular with people who lived in eighteenth century Japan? Find a
range of motifs, characters, past-times and patterns shown in ukiyo-e prints that identify them as
Japanese.
— Use water colours and fine liners to create a picture dictionary of Japanese ukiyo-e images, motifs,
characters and patterns.
• Create a list of design features or art elements that were used by one of the key artists from
The Golden Age of Colour Prints.
— Use a range of ukiyo-e design features or art elements to create drawings or images of high fashion,
popular characters or actors from a favourite drama or comedy, or daily life as you know it.

• Find a number of prints by one of the key artists from The Golden Age of Colour Prints exhibition.
What types of pictures are they known for? Select one type of ukiyo-e image, for example obuki-e
pictures which are like portraits, to investigate aspects of their technique or style and subject matter.
Compare and contrast the work of this artist with aspects of design and style that is used by a wellknown Australian artist or photographer.
• Look at the work of a contemporary or Australian artist who is well-known for their distinctive style
and subject matter e.g. Margaret Preston, Sally Smart. What elements or principles of design, including
composition, line and colour are used? How do their artworks compare with formal elements that are
used in ukiyo-e pictures.

VCE Art

VCE Visual Communication and Design

• Who were the key ukiyo-e artists from The Golden Age of Colour Prints exhibition. What subject
matter or genres did they become known for? What aspects of design made their pictures successful or
sought after at the time of production?

• What were the different types of ukiyo-e pictures that became successful during the Golden Age
(1781-1801)? Who bought ukiyo-e pictures and why? Compare aspects of style that are used in ukiyo-e
pictures with images that are produced in one of today’s fashion or media magazines. e.g. ‘Cleo’ or
‘Famous’ magazine. What similarities and differences might there be in relation to aspects of design
and the audiences who buy and enjoy them?

• Select one of the key artist’s from The Golden Age of Colour Prints whose work is of interest to you.
Examine the influences on their style and their use of subject matter. Consider the use of formal and
design elements that made their pictures of life in Edo Japan both popular and distinct. Compare
their work with a contemporary artist whose art work is influenced by ideas of beauty or who uses
printmaking techniques to create artworks.

• Investigate the relationship between ukiyo-e artists and publishers during the Golden Age of colour
prints 1781- 1801. What are nishiki-e pictures and what social and cultural factors led to both artists and
publishers becoming highly successful?

• What makes the pictures from The Golden Age of Colour Prints of greater cultural significance
from other prints that were produced during the Edo Period (1603 - 1868). Refer to aspects of ukiyo-e
woodblock design as well materials and processes of production that were used from 1781 – 1801 in
Edo, Japan.

• Compare the work of one of the artists from the Golden Age of colour prints 1781- 1801, with a
contemporary designer working in a particular industry, e.g. fashion, advertising or book publishing.
Investigate factors that make their approach to design, style and subject matter distinct, appealing and
successful?
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• The period of the Golden Age of colour prints was regarded as a high point in artistic achievement in
woodblock printing. Compare artworks created during the Golden Age with another significant period
or style from art history. e.g. classical Greek art, the Italian High Renaissance, French Impressionism,
Art Nouveau or American Pop Art. What do they have in common and how do they differ in terms of
innovation, subject matter, design, materials and processes of production?
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selected glossary.

selected reference.

Bijin-ga: pictures of beautiful women.

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston: http://www.mfa.org/search/collections

Edo Period: period of Japanese history between 1603 (when the Shôgun, hereditary
military dictator, took up residence in Edo, modern day Tokyo) until 1868 (when the
Shogunate was overthrown in favour of the Emperor).

Search the museum’s extensive database for ukiyo-e images and labels using the artist’s
surname, key title words or the artwork’s accession number. You can send an e-card too!
Tokyo National Museum: http://www.emuseum.jp

Hōshō-gami: “high quality paper” made from mulberry bark. It is used for multicolour printmaking.
Hosoban: vertical print format.
Go: a complicated Japanese board-game similar to draughts.
Kabuki: classical Japanese dance-drama frequently depicted in ukiyo-e prints.

Search the e-museum database, Tokyo National Museum, for Sharaku. They display
many first period yakusha okubi-e (literally pictures of large heads of actors), which comprise of close-ups of actors who performed in summer programs presented by the three
main troupes of Edo in May 1794. Descriptive notes accompany many of the images of
famous characters and actors.

Koto: a Japanese musical instrument consisting of a long sounding-box over which
strings are stretched. It is played with a plectrum attached to the player’s fingers.

Search the e-museum database for Utamaro. Featuring several large nishiki-e prints by
Utamaro and notes on his technique for beautiful women bijin-ga prints.
Tokyo National Museum, http://www.emuseum.jp
View 3 prints by Chōbunsai Eishi, that use white mica for beautiful women bijin-ga prints.

Nishiki-e: literally “brocade pictures,” colour woodblock prints using five or more
colour blocks in addition to a black outline.

The e-Museum website is now also available as an iPhone application:
http://itunes.apple.com/en/app/id413457009

Oban: standard print size, approximately 36 by 25 centimetres.

Metropolitan Museum of Art: http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/ukiy/hd_ukiy.htm

Obuki-e: close-up pictures of actors’ head or bust.

This website includes four essays that offer a concise history of ukiyo-e woodblock prints,
slide show, accompanying descriptive notes for each slide and further references. The
primary essays are: Art of the Edo Period (1615- 1868; Art of the Pleasure Quarters of the
Ukiyo-e style; Life of the Buddha; Painting Formats in East Asian Art.

Onnagata: male kabuki actors who play a female role.
Sumi: a type of black ink used for printing, painting and calligraphy derived from
burning pine-wood or oil to obtain charcoal or soot.

Youtube video: Ukiyo-e Woodblock Printmaking With Keizaburo Matsuzaki.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t8uF3PZ3KGQ

Tachi: a long sword mounted to be slung from a belt.
Uki-e: perspective pictures.
Ukiyo-e: pictures of the floating world.

Master printer Keizaburo Matsuzaki visited the Art Gallery of New South Wales in March
2010 in conjunction with the exhibition Hymn to beauty: the art of Utamaro. He brought
the woodblocks to re-create a copy of the picture of the teahouse waitress known as
Takashima Ohisa, designed by Kitagawa Utamaro in the 1790s.

Yakusha-e: actor pictures.
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recommended texts.
The Golden Age of Colour Prints: Ukiyo-e from the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston,
Shepparton Art Museum, 2013. Essays by: Sarah E. Thompson, Museum of Fine Arts
Boston, An Introduction, page 8 ; and Wayne Crothers, The Evolution of Ukiyo-e, page
11-17.
Kanada, Margaret, Color Woodblock Printmaking, The Traditional Method of Ukiyo-e,
First printing, 1989, published by Shufunotomo Co., Ltd ISBN: 4-07-974653.
Reigle, Amy Newland (Editor), The Hotei Encyclopedia of Japanese Woodblock Prints,
2005, publisher: BRILL, ISBN-13: 9789074822657.
Marks, Andreas, Japanese Woodblock Prints: Artists, Publishers and Masterworks:
1680 – 1900, 2010, published by Tuttle and Co., ISBN 978-4-8053-1055-7.

Kitagawa Utamaro, ?-1806
Women Resting at the Fujimiya Teahouse
Vertical aiban diptych, nishiki-e
32.8 x 45.4 cm
about 1789-1790
Signature: Utamaro ga (on each sheet)
Publisher: Tsutaya Jūzaburō (Kōshodō)
William Sturgis Bigelow Collection,
11.14457 (left), 11.14458 (right)
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