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THE RED BRIDGE

By J. Alden Weir

About 1895
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The Influence of Japanese Prints on American Impressionism
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When American naval Commodore Matthew Perry arrived in what is today Tokyo, Japan had been closed to the western world for over 200 years.  In 1854, Perry carried a letter from U.S. President Millard Fillmore to the Emperor of Japan asking for friendship between the two nations.  Perry returned for an answer one year later, and a treaty was signed opening Japan's ports to foreign trade.  

Soon after Japanese products became widely available in Europe and the United States.  Woodblock prints, a very popular art form in Japan, became a favorite art form for the impressionists.  These prints seemed to confirm many of the artists’ ideas about their own work.  The prints were brightly colored, rejected traditional western composition and spatial relationships and focused on everyday happenings for subject matter.

By the early 1890s, J. Alden Weir was an enthusiast of Japanese art, as were his close artist-friends, John Henry Twachtman and Theodore Robinson.  Weir began to collect Japanese prints and visited exhibitions of Japanese art regularly.  He painted portraits of women wearing kimonos or holding Japanese fans.  He also produced a series of works in the Japanese manner, including The Red Bridge (1895).  Bridges were very typical subject matter in Japanese prints.  Additionally, the bridge Weir encountered when composing this picture was a bright red color - also common to many Japanese images.  The bridge Weir saw was an ideal subject for a painting. The Red Bridge remains one of Weir's greatest works.

In this painting, Weir uses several devices that are characteristic of Japanese prints.  For example, Weir cuts off forms in the painting, such as the bridge structure that extends off the canvas and the looping tree branch in the lower left that also continues on beyond the edges of the painting.  Weir has given the bridge a strong geometric pattern that is in contrast to the curving green forms of the leaves and branches.  Of course, many other aspects of the picture remind the viewer of Japanese works. 

Activity for Students:

Have students try to identify other characteristics of THE RED BRIDGE that make it reminiscent of a Japanese print:

- emphasis on geometry

- flattened space

- flat color

- asymmetrical design

- strong and simplified forms

- bold outlines

- high horizon line

- strong patterns

- scene viewed from below or above
UKIYO-E WOODBLOCK PRINTING

The Japanese artist Hishikawa Moronobu (c.1625-1695) is generally considered the founder of Japanese woodblock printing, or Ukiyo-e. Moronobu would draw a picture.  This picture was then pasted on a panel of pear or cherry wood and all but the fine lines were cut away to make a block from which to print sheets used in cutting other blocks.  Sometimes as many as 15 blocks were created, one for each color.  Then the pigment was brushed on and an impression was taken by placing paper on the block and rubbing the back with a circular tool.  This technique was passed on to many other artists, but Moronobu was always considered the master.  J. Alden Weir specifically collected Moronobu's work - like the pictures illustrated here. 
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“Musa” by Utagawa Hiroshige, about 1838/
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“Snowy Morning at Kioshikawa” by Katsushika Hokusai, about 1829-1832.

Activity:

Have students compose a print that requires three to five colors. Encourage students to include elements characteristic of Japanese prints. Create individual “blocks” for each color. Wood, linoleum, even potatoes can be easily carved and will give the desired effect. As a class, share the finished work and discuss the process and results!

