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 Katsushika Hokusai is credited with approximately thirty-five thousand works, spanning multiple 

genres within Ukiyo-e, which would later move on to inspire art movements such as Art Nouveau.(Megg’s, 

2011) Because of the very powerful inspiration and techniques that Hokusai was able to draw from his 

viewings of Dutch artistry, he was able to become one of the most prolific and skilled artists of the Ukiyo-e 

art movement. 

 

To first understand Hokusai’s influences and impact, one must explore how Hokusai became an 

artist in the first place. Katsushika Hokusai was born in 1760, in Edo, Japan (now present-day Tokyo).  

Around 1773, at the age of 16, Hokusai got a job working for a woodcut engraver, soon becoming one 

himself. After creating the engravings for a client’s book, Hokusai decided that he no longer wanted to 

simply be a vehicle for another’s creative wishes, but to become a creator himself. At the age of 19, 

Hokusai attended the studio of Katsukawa Shunshõ, where he learned the art of Ukiyo-e prints. Hokusai 

was dubbed “katsukawa Shunro” to let people know he was a student of Katsukawa. While attending the 

studio Hokusai painted actors and theatre sets, a common genre in Ukiyo-e. Eventually, in 1794, Hokusai 

was expelled from the studio. (de Goncourt, 2012) There seem to be many theories floating around as to 

why this happened. According to “Hokusai” by Edmond de Goncourt, Hokusai had created a poster for 

client who, very pleased with his purchase, placed the poster in front of his shop. An elder student of the 

studio saw Hokusai’s poster, and believing it to be quite terrible, tore it down. Conflicts arouse between the 

two, which ended in Hokusai being thrown out of the studio (de Goncourt, 2012). This event possibly 

encouraged Hokusai to explore his individuality as an artist instead of being constricted by the style his 

studio wanted him to emulate. It is quite possible that this transformation led his study of Dutch landscape 

painting. Katsushika Hokusai seems to have reached his personal “Golden Age” quite later in life, around 

the age of 60-70. His most popular prints were created during this time. One particular series of prints, to 

this day, are internationally recognizable. This series would be known as “Thirty-six views of Mount Fuji”.  

 

During the 17th century, Dutch painting was in its Golden age. The Dutch church no longer 

dominated the painting scene with their commissions. This allowed other genres to be more widely 

explored such as landscapes, portraits and still life. Artists’ explorations into the various genres allowed 

various new techniques exploring composition, scale and tonal quality to develop. One such technique was 

the use of a repoussoir. Martha Kempe states in her essay on 17th century Dutch Painting, “[t]here were 

innovative compositional devices that gave the Dutch landscapes a modern look. In trying to create the 

illusion of three-dimensional space on a two-dimensional surface, the artist then and now uses such devices. 

For example, a strong dark form like a large tree in the foreground against a lighter background was used to 

create depth. Such a feature is known as a repoussoir.” (Kempe, 2011, p. 6) Figures in Dutch landscape 

painting were not painted in great detail and were often placed in a way to invoke a sense of scale. One 

other innovative technique was the introduction of tonal painting. Tonal painting involved painters utilizing 

only a few hues in a painting, which gave the painting a monochromatic look and cut down on the amount 



of colours an artist needed. These techniques can be seen in the painting: “View of Dordrecht from the 

Dordtse Kil”, by Jan van Goyen [Fig.1]. In this painting you can see how van Goyen uses the darkened 

figures and boats as a repoussoir to give the painting a sense of depth and to help draw the viewer into the 

painting. His use of scale also adds to the illusion of depth with the objects in the foreground being the 

largest while the rest gradually becoming smaller as they recede into the background. He also uses scale to 

make the landscape appear quite vast compared to the figures. Lastly, this painting provides an excellent 

example of tonal painting. Aside form the blue sky seen at the top; the main colour seems to be a sort of 

ochre.  The tonal painting technique in particular allowed artists to create landscape paintings faster and 

with less cost. This allowed Dutch landscapes to become quite common. (“A brief overview”, n.d.) By the 

time Hokusai was born, with the Netherlands being one of Japan’s only trade partners during Hokusai’s life, 

Dutch landscape paintings would have easily found their way into Japan. (Ramos, n.d.) 

 

Due to fear of European expansion and the Christian uprising know as Shimabara Rebellion that 

lasted from 1637-1638, Japan closed it’s doors to the outside world with the introduction of the seclusion 

laws, which remained in effect from the 1630s until the late 1800s (Hellyer, 2009) However, a few 

countries were still allowed to trade with Japan. One of these counties was the Netherlands. During the 

Shimabara Rebellion, the Japanese recruited the help of the Dutch to help put down the rebellion.(Turnbull, 

2012)  Along with promising to not proselytize, the Dutch were allowed to keep a trade relation with Japan. 

Because of this trade relation, Hokusai would have been allowed exposure to Dutch Landscape painting. 

His series “Thirty-six views of Mount Fuji” show the influence of Dutch artists most effectively.  

“Kajikazawa in Kai Province” [Fig.2] shows the use of repoussoir in that the man seen fishing and the cliff 

he is standing on are quite dark and full of detail while Mount Fuji, seen in the back ground, is lighter in 

value which gives the feeling that it is quite far in the distance.  The print is also a good example of 

monochromatic tone, though this was more likely a result of the limitations of woodblock printing rather 

than an influence of Dutch tonal painting. Another excellent example of the use of repoussoir is in the print 

“Viewing the Sunset over Ryõgoku Bridge from the Onmaya Embankment”. The figures in boat and the 

water underneath are portrayed in greater detail and deeper colour when compared to the background. The 

background elements are simple and only use one colour. Mount Fuji, being the main theme among these 

prints, is coloured a single blue hue. Mount Fuji is also quite small when compared to the figures in the 

foreground, however, because of the use of repoussoir and it’s placement on the horizon line, it seems quite 

far off in the distance.  The last example I would like to share is considered Hokusai’s most popular print.  

“Under the Wave off Kanagawa” [Fig. 4] is an excellent example of the use of scale. Again Mount Fuji is 

depicted as quite small and far off in the distance. The fishing boat closest to the viewer is quite large 

creating a feeling of closeness to the viewer while pushing the other boat further into the distance creating 

depth in the composition. The size of the wave in the foreground seems so close it pulls the viewer into the 

chaos and creates a personal connection with the fisherman seen in the print. It is quite clear from these 

examples how the Dutch painters of the 17th century influenced Hokusai. 



 

 Ultimately, without the influence of the Dutch landscapists, history might have turned out quite 

differently. The techniques that Hokusai utilized such as repoussoir and scale definitely helped his prints 

become what they are. Without Hokusai the Ukiyo-e art movement might not turned out how it did. In turn, 

without Ukiyo-e, European artists might have not found the inspiration that would give birth to the Art 

Nouveau movement. In an interesting turn of events, artists from the Netherlands spread ideas and 

inspiration all the way to Japan, which in turn is responsible for inspiring movements such as Art Nouveau. 

This truly shows us that inspiration can come from any part of the globe and how it important it is to keep 

an open mind.  
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[Fig.1] View of Dordrecht from the Dordtse Kil, Jan van Goyen, 1644, oil on panel 

 
[Fig.2] Kajikazawa in Kai Province, Thirty-six Views of Mount Fuji, Katsushika Hokusai, ca. 1830-32, 

Woodblock Print. 



 
[Fig.3] Viewing the Sunset over Ryõgoku Bridge from the Onmaya Embankment, Thirty-six Views of 

Mount Fuji, Katsushika Hokusai, ca. 1830-31, Woodblock Print 

 

 
[Fig.4] Under the Wave off Kanagawa, Thirty-six Views of Mount Fuji, Katsushika Hokusai, ca. 1830-32, 

Woodblock Print.
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