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IF ANY OF THE ABOVE AFFECTED EITHER THE ARTIST’S LIFE EXPERIENCE OR WORK BECAUSE IT/THEY  

PROVIDED A CHALLENGE AT THE TIME, PLEASE EXPLAIN. 

His race as a Japanese man affected the type of works he did. Since he lived in Japan, the Japanese embraced the art of woodblock 

prints. These were very common in that area at the time. It also led to his work as an Ukiyo-e artist (Wanczura).

DID THIS DESIGNER DO NOTABLE WORK IN FIELDS OTHER THAN WHAT WOULD BE CONSIDERED GRAPHIC 

DESIGN TODAY? EXPLAIN.

The designer avoided other fields and focused on printmaking. He was a master at printmaking and woodblock prints.

LIST AT LEAST ONE OTHER WORK THAT IS NOT NAMED IN THIS TIMELINE FOR WHICH THIS DESIGNER IS 

WELL KNOWN. IF WORK CO-CREATED, LIST THE OTHERS INVOLVED.

Another one of Utamaro’s works that goes unnoticed is the Three Beauties of the Present Day. The design of the three women is 

stylized heavily with elongated necks and improper facial proportions. However, the rich colors and textured patterns of the prints 

were executed excellently. The artwork focuses on the faces as the main focal point and this allows the women’s faces to pop out to 

the viewer. He created his prints alone but possibly had help from pupils (Wanczura). 

EXPLAIN IF THIS FAME IS ONLY WITHIN DESIGN CIRCLES OR ANY OTHER SUBSET OF THE POPULATION.

This work is popular within the design circle and also with many Europeans at that time. Japanese woodblock prints were in high 

demand from Europeans and the West (Wanczura).

DOES THIS WORK EXEMPLIFY ASPECTS EXPLAINED IN PREVIOUS QUESTIONS? 

This piece showed the unique style that he had developed and the work was very popular with many Europeans. It features many 

of the characteristics known with Ukiyo-e artwork. These characteristics often include beautiful women heavily stylized as 

shown in this work of art (Wanczura). 

FOR WHAT IS THIS DESIGNER MOST NOTED?  EXPLAIN.

He is known for his Japanese woodblock prints, in particular his Ukiyo-e artwork. Some of the influences he had was on the Art 

Nouveau movement. This movement was heavily inspired by the particular style in how the Japanese used the simplification 

of figures with the graphics becoming graphic interpretations. This style of art is more well known for its powerful and cultural 

influence on Europe than as an innovation to graphic design (Meggs). 

Kitagawa Utamaro

DESIGNER’S FULL NAME: The designer’s name is Ichitaro Kitagawa.

DESIGNER’S PSEUDONYM/NICKNAME: The artist went by Kitagawa Utamaro.

GENDER: Male

YEAR BORN: He was born in 1753.

COUNTRY IN WHICH DESIGNER BORN: He was born in Japan.

YEAR DIED: He died in 1806.

COUNTRY IN WHICH DESIGNER DIED: He died in Japan.



IS THERE ANYTHING CONTROVERSIAL ABOUT THIS DESIGNER? EXPLAIN. 

He got arrested in violation of censorship laws. He had published a print with a historic scene of the ruler Toyotomi Hideyoshi, his 

wife and their concubines. The authorities saw this as an offense against the ruling Shogunate of the Tokugawa 

family (Kitagawa Utamaro).

WHAT MATERIALS WERE MOST OFTEN USED BY THIS DESIGNER IN THE CREATION AND PRODUCTION  

OF WORK?

He used paper, ink, color and woodblock cuts.

EXPLAIN THIS DESIGNER’S EDUCATION/TRAINING, INCLUDING ACADEMIC, APPRENTICESHIPS,  

AND /OR MENTORSHIPS.

His mentorship included training with his master Toriyama Sekien. He also worked with

publisher Tsuta-ya Juzaburo as a young man (Kitagawa Utamaro).

DID THIS DESIGNER PROMOTE A SPECIFIC IDEOLOGY IN HIS/HER WORK? EXPLAIN. 

The artist followed a simple ideology and that was to improve upon Ukiyo-e artwork. During this time, Japan had just outlawed the 

Japanese from traveling overseas and only a few selected Dutch and Chinese traders were allowed to trade goods. This restricted 

any outside elements from influencing Japanese artwork. With so little outside influences, the Japanese were able to focus on a 

single national character in its artwork. This allowed various Japanese artists to hone their craft and produce beautiful pieces 

of art (Meggs). 

WHY IS THIS DESIGNER VIEWED AS ICONIC IN THE HISTORY OF GRAPHIC DESIGN? 

Utamaro is well known for his prints of women. The unique coloring style and how the patterns were created helped him gain fame. 

His coloring technique and precise printmaking made good quality prints that even masters struggled to achieve. He is also well 

known for having an impact on artists during the Art Nouveau movement. He inspired many artists with his use of partial views and 

his strong emphasis on light and shade (Wanczura). 

 

IS THERE ANY OTHER IMPORTANT INFORMATION TO KNOW ABOUT THIS DESIGNER?

He was deeply humiliated after being arrested. This caused him to fall into a deep depression but he still continued to make prints up 

until his death at age 53.
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GIVE YOUR EDUCATED OPINION OF THIS DESIGNER AND HIS/HER WORK. ALSO  EXPLAIN WHAT 

INFLUENCE, IF ANY, THIS WORK HAS HAD ON YOUR OWN. A LACK OF INFLUENCE MUST BE EXPLAINED.

Kitagawa Utamaro was an excellent printmaker whose approach to design opened new ideas for many. His unique printing style 

and how he was able to precisely print each piece is admirable. My own design work wasn’t particularly influenced by his artwork. 

I avoid human like subjects in most of my pieces of work. This is due to having a heavily stylized style that causes the human 

subjects to look a bit off.

 I do like that Utamaro uses his stylized line art to create these interesting portraits of women. The soft texture the skin adds to the 

dreamlike quality of the image. In the fabrics, realistic patterns can be seen as though the fabrics were real. Something I noticed 

while looking at several of his prints is that the women are always facing sideways. Their gaze never looks straight at the viewer. 

The portrait side angles make for unique compositions. It makes me wonder what these women could be looking at. Some of the 

prints have several women interacting with each other. Sometimes it’s a game of some sort or just a causal conversation.

The culture and history in the prints is also very rich. It provides a glimpse into the fashion and appearances of women during this 

time period. The gorgeous robes are always the dominant element in all his prints. It almost resembles a recent trend in modern art 

now, where artists use washi tape to create complex patterns in their pieces. The robes in the prints also remind me of a collage with 

the pale white skin contrasting against these bright and vibrant clothes. In some ways, it looks more like a mixed media piece than 

a single inked woodblock print. Taking a closer look at some of the faces, it looks more like hand drawn lines with ink rather than a 

carving that was made in a woodblock. The backgrounds are also interesting in that its usually blank or filled in with a solid color. I 

think this allows the woman figure to stand out against the plain background. This allows the robes to contrast and pop even more. 

If the artist had added in a background, even a simple one, I feel this would have caused the piece to lose its point of creating these 

ideal beautiful women.

At the time, Europeans were fascinated by Japanese artwork, culture and its people. This strangle perversion helped printmakers like 

Kitagawa Utamaro gain some fame and get their artwork shipped overseas. I wonder if this fascination with ukiyo-e was perhaps 

quite ignorant in some ways. The need to discover new art is a trait that is understandable, but I wonder if that creates negative 

stereotypes. The women in Utamaro’s prints are not realistic. They share the same basic features like the face and overall shape, but 

the facial expressions and look are very strange compared to actual women. These prints create a false idea of Japanese women at 

the time, thus possibly fetishizing them to an extent. Regardless, the prints are excellently done and create an interesting and unique 

perspective into the lives of the women of Japan.
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