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This article contrasts two manifestations of the 
late-Victorian fascination with Japonisme – 
James Whistler’s painting Nocturne in Blue 
and Silver (1872-5) and the Daily News’ 
review of Tannaker Buhicrosan ‘Japanese 
Native Village’ (1885) – to question how, 
within the metropolitan context of Victorian 
London, Orientalist influences could be deployed 
in radically different ways, for (apparently) 
different ends. Comparing their antithetical 
approaches to claims of authenticity, I explore 
Buhicrosan’s ‘Japanese Native Village’ as a 
problematic, and ultimately unsustainable, 
exercise in cultural containment, within an 
increasingly-cosmopolitan city, and offer a 
reading of Whistler’s painting as an Orientalist 
cultural construction that resists an Orientalist 
reading.

James McNeil Whistler, Nocturne: Blue and Gold - Old Battersea Bridge, c.1872–5, 
oil on canvas, 68 × 51 cm, Tate Gallery London 

Copyright © Tate. Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND (3.0 Unported) 



At ten o’clock in the evening on Friday 
20th February 1885, as the ‘Japanese 
Native Village’, only recently installed 
at Humphreys’ Hall Knightsbridge, 
closed its doors on another day’s 
trading,1 just over a mile away at 
Prince’s Hall on Piccadilly, James 
McNeill Whistler stepped out onto 
the stage in full evening dress and 
commenced his ‘ten o’clock’ lecture – a 
much-hyped talk in which he outlined 
his provocative and passionately-held 
views on the relationship between art, 
nature, and beauty.2 After speaking 
for almost an hour, Whistler drew to 
a close: ‘the story of the beautiful,’ he 
concluded, ‘is already complete’ – it is 
to be found ‘hewn in the marbles of the 
Parthenon’ and it is ‘broidered, with 
the birds, upon the fan of Hokusai – at 
the foot of Fusi-yama.’3 Whistler had 
agonised over the speech all winter 
and his ‘ten o’clock’ would endure 
from this night forward as the clearest 
expression of his artistic beliefs he 
would ever make; that the final image 
Whistler left hanging in the minds of 
his audience that night should have 
been of a Japanese fan, adorned with 
imagery by the great Japanese master 
woodblock artist Hokusai, was a 
calculated move that would not have 
surprised many in the audience. By 

1 ‘Advertisements & Notices’, The Era, 21 February 1885, p. 13.

2 Daniel E. Sutherland, Whistler: A Life for Art’s Sake (New Haven: Yale UP, 2014), p. 206.

3 James McNeill Whistler, Mr Whistler’s ‘Ten O’Clock.’ (New York: Marion Press, 1908), p. 29.

4 John Updike, ‘Whistler in the Dark’, The New Republic; 20 July 1995, 25-29 (p. 29).

5 Grace E. Lavery, Quaint, Exquisite: Victorian Aesthetics and the Idea of Japan (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2019) p. 16.

6 Sutherland, p. 206.

this point in his career, Whistler’s 
love of Japonisme was decades old and 
well known. Like his monogram – a 
butterfly with a sting in its tail which 
signed off his letters, paintings, the 
invitations to the speech that night, 
and even the speech itself when 
Whistler came to have it published – 
his fondness for Japanese culture had 
come to be a personal trademark. As 
John Updike put it so well, Whistler 
had been:

the first to seize upon 
Japanese art as a clue to 
the future, when the abyss 
of three-dimensional 
perspective opened by 
the Renaissance would be 
sealed shut by the frankly 
two-dimensional canvas.4

Whistler embraced all the possibilities 
that Japanese art might afford his 
painting, and played a crucial role 
in shaping ‘the British Orientalist 
imaginary’ as, in Grace E. Lavery 
words, ‘Japan passed quickly from 
obscurity into eccentric modernity’.5 By 
February 1885, the Victorian fashion for 
Japonisme was approaching its zenith: 
among Whistler’s audience at Prince’s 
Hall that night sat Sir Arthur Sullivan,6 

whose Mikado was in rehearsal around 
the corner at the Savoy Theatre;7 while 
only a few hundred yards away on 
Regent Street, the Liberty & Co. store 
‘East India House’ boasted ‘Japan – 
Bric-a-Brac, Toys, Lacquer Ware’ 
at the top of its list of ‘Eastern Art’8 
and, as John MacKenzie has noted, 
employed ‘a Japanese boy called Hara 
Kitsui’9 among its small staff. However, 
nothing quite matched Tannaker 
Buhicrosan’s ‘Japanese Native Village’ 
in its scale and ambition: an attempt 
to reproduce Japanese rural life within 
an exhibition space in London’s West 
End, populated with one hundred 
Japanese workers and purporting to 
be, above all else, the one thing it most 
obviously wasn’t: authentic. 

In this brief article, I provide a fresh 
perspective on this moment when 
Japanese culture was transported to, 
and transformed within, the imperial 
cityscape of Victorian London by paying 
close attention to two objects associated 
with this night in February 1885: firstly, 
an early review of the ‘Japanese Native 
Village’ published in the Daily News on 
26th January 1885; and secondly, one 
of Whistler’s paintings, today known 
widely as Nocturne: Blue and Gold - Old 
Battersea Bridge (1872-5) but as this 

7 Nicholas Tarling, Orientalism and the Operatic World (Lanham & London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015) p. 268.

8 ‘Advertisements & Notices’, Pall Mall Gazette, 3 December 1880, p. 16.

9 John M. MacKenzie, Orientalism: history, theory, and the arts (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
1995) p. 128.

10 Glasgow, Glasgow University Library, MS Whistler W1053r; MS Whistler D131r

11 Hugh Cortazzi, Japan in Late Victorian London: The Japanese Village in Knightsbridge and the Mikado, 1885 
(Norwich: Sainsbury Institute for the Study of Japanese Arts and Cultures, 2009) p. 39.

12 Paul Budden, Paper Butterflies: Unravelling the Mystery of Tannaker Buhicrosan (Columbus Ohio: Gatekeeper 
Press, 2020).

paper actively seeks to ground these 
artefacts in their historical moment, 
I shall be referring to the painting 
by its 1870s / 1880s title, Nocturne in 
Blue and Silver. In doing so, I hope to 
excavate some of the tensions that 
arose from the relocation of Japanese 
cultural artefacts and practices into 
the metropolitan cultural space of 
Victorian London. 

Like the more obvious money-making 
enterprise down the road, Whistler’s 
ten o’clock lecture was also first and 
foremost a commercial venture: 
Whistler had spent over £12 on 
advertisements to help him clear a £109 
profit.10 Meanwhile the 1885 ‘Japanese 
Native Village’ in Knightsbridge 
attracted a staggering 250,000 visitors 
in its first 112 days – before a fire in 
early May 1885 killed one and injured 
many of the Japanese workers, and 
razed the village to the ground.11 The 
village had been masterminded by a 
dubious character named Tannaker 
Buhicrosan who fittingly, given the 
illusory nature of the exhibit, seems 
far more likely to have been a distinctly 
British rogue, rather than the Dutch-
Japanese merchant presented in the 
Victorian press, as Paul Budden’s recent 
book has demonstrated convincingly.12 
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‘An English Village from a Japanese Point of View’,
Punch, 24 January 1885, p. 47.

To accompany the exhibition, 
Buhicrosan’s Japanese wife, Otakesan 
Buhicrosan, wrote a guide book for 
visitors that succinctly explained the 
display was ‘intended to take the form of 
a complete Village, erected and peopled 
exclusively by native men, women and 
children, and designed to illustrate, in 
a unique and comprehensive manner, 
the industrial, social, and domestic life 
of Japan’.13 The opening of the Japanese 
village prompted a flurry of press 
reviews but the Daily News’ write-up 
stands out from its rivals for one key 
reason: the reviewer seems peculiarly 
interested in how the display may reveal 
more about the British public than the 
Japanese ‘exhibits’. It begins:

A collection of written opinions 
from English visitors respecting the 
Japanese village at Knightsbridge 
would doubtless be a curious study. 
How much more curious, on the 
other hand, would be the opinions 
entertained by the hundred or so 
of interesting Japanese villagers 
on view daily in Humphreys’ Hall14 

The reviewer, palpably dismayed at the 
rudeness of the British masses as they 
gawp and pronounce their verdicts 
(‘how very droll!’, ‘Oh, do look at her 
hair!’), then goes on to imagine exactly 
what the Japanese villagers must think 
of the endless procession of Britons 

13 Otakesan Buhicrosan, Japan, Past and Present: The Manners and Customs of the Japanese, ed. by R. Reinagle 
Barnett (London: The Proprietors of the Japanese Native Village, 1885) p. iv.

14 ‘The Japanese Villagers’, Daily News, 26 January 1885, p. 3.

15 Ibid.

16 Ibid.

17 ‘An English Village from a Japanese Point of View’, Punch, 24 January 1885, p. 47.

before them, concluding acerbically 
that:

Should there be a special correspondent 
amongst them whose contributions 
will be republished hereafter, we 
should probably find that our visitors 
are not altogether lost in awe and 
admiration of Western civilization in 
its own home.15

True to the radical spirit of the paper, 
which had been founded by Dickens 
in 1846, this represents a deliberate 
reversal of the established hierarchy of 
the colonial gaze – starkly contrasting 
the best of Japanese culture and civility 
(‘they are picked workmen, the very 
elite of the industrial classes of Japan’) 
against the vulgarity of the British 
public with withering wit:

It is a peculiarity of the visitors of 
the Japanese village to address the 
people connected with the exhibition 
at the top of their voices, as indeed 
we invariably do when speaking to 
foreigners anywhere.16

A similar inversion was pictorialised 
in Punch the same week – a cartoon 
depicting ‘An English village from a 
Japanese point of view’17 which shows 
a metropolitan Japanese audience 
wandering, with expressions ranging 
from dismay to humour to horror, 
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Poster of the Japanese Native Village, c. 1886, Lithograph, 39 x 56cm, British 
Library London

Copyright © The British Library Board



through a grotesque depiction of 
British rural life with its drunkards, 
freakshows, pig farms and dog fights. 
However, the additional layer of irony 
in the case of the Daily News is that the 
reviewer has inadvertently fallen into 
the same trap of Anglocentricism he 
aims to critique, by assuming that the 
‘very elite of the industrial classes of 
Japan’ would agree to spending two 
years performing and posing eleven 
hours a day for public entertainment, in 
a cramped exhibition hall on the other 
side of the world. In fact, as Amelia 
Scholtz, Hugh Cortazzi, and Kurata 
Yoshihiro have shown, Tannaker’s 
performers were anything but the elite 
of Japanese cultural enterprise – the 
vast majority were a hastily-assembled 
group of amateurs, selected principally 
for their willingness to make the 
6,000-mile journey to Britain:

The notion that the ‘villagers’ 
were refined or bashful was 
laughably inaccurate. The exhibition 
participants’ low socio-economic 
status was obvious to members of 
the Japanese community resident in 
London18

The Daily News review demonstrates 
just how completely the oriental scene 
encountered at Humphreys’ Hall in 1885 
was suspended in misunderstanding – 
taken out of context deliberately and 
literally – allowing a wide spectrum of 

18 Amelia Scholtz ‘Almond-Eyed Artisans”/“Dishonouring the National Polity”: The Japanese Village Exhibi-
tion in Victorian London’, Japanese Studies, 27, 73-85 (p. 78).

19 Ayako Ono, Japonisme in Britain: Whistler, Menpes, Henry, Hornel and Nineteenth-Century Japan (Abingdon: 
Routledge, 2003) p. 41.

20 Hélène Valance, Nocturne: Night in American Art, 1890-1917 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018) p.3.

readings and, more often, misreadings. 

Whistler’s exposure to Japanese 
cultural artefacts made an undeniable 
and significant impact on his artistic 
practice, but more difficult to verify is 
the depth of Whistler’s encounter with, 
or understanding of, the intellectual 
and social contexts within which 
Japanese art was made. Ayako Ono 
observes:

It is true that Whistler derived 
inspiration from Japanese art in terms 
of composition, space and harmony of 
colour in order to accomplish his own 
style; but he did not mention Japanese 
aesthetics, nor is there any sense in 
this [his ‘Ten o’clock’] lecture that he 
had a real philosophical understanding 
of Japanese art.19 

Nocturne in Blue and Silver is one of 
a group of paintings produced by 
Whistler from 1866 to the mid-1880s 
– many capturing scenes along the 
Thames at night or in a dim half-
light. Hélène Valance describes 
them deftly as ‘a series of night 
landscapes characterized by almost 
monochromatic abstraction’, with 
Whistler borrowing the ‘nocturne’ 
title from Chopin’s moonlight 
compositions, on the advice of his 
friend and client Fredrick Leyland.20 
The oriental presence in Nocturne in 
Blue and Silver is not as overt as in 

Whistler’s works such as Variations in 
Flesh Colour and Green - The Balcony 
(1864-1870; with additions 1870-
1879) or Caprice in Purple and Gold: The 
Golden Screen (1864) which feature 
Japanese costumes and art objects as 
their subjects; yet in spite of being 
less instantly visible, the Japanese 
influence in the series of Thames views 
painted in the 1870s that Whistler 
christened his Nocturnes is arguably 
more fundamental. Successive critics 
such as Shin Ando (1983), Ayako Ono 
(2003) and Peter Russell (2017) have 
pointed out the clear compositional 
similarity between Nocturne in Blue 
and Silver and Hiroshige’s ukiyo-e 
print Kyobashi Takegashi / Bamboo 
Yards, Kyobashi Bridge, No. 76 from One 
Hundred Famous Views of Edo (1857) – 
but just as important are the restricted 
palate and the monotone of deep blue 
that pervades his evening views of the 
Thames, reflecting the striking unity of 
hue and tone present in ukiyo-e prints 
of evening landscapes, together with 
a provocative abandonment of the 
artist’s strict adherence to Renaissance 
perspective as the incontrovertible 
method of rendering space in two 
dimensions and an equally dangerous 
rejection of pictoral realism as the 
best way of capturing a sense of place. 
Together, the effect is to defamiliarise 
the view for the viewer by a process of 
abstraction. As Grace E. Lavery puts it 
neatly, 

21 Lavery, p. 82.

22 Ruskin’s famous attack followed the Grosvenor Gallery’s 1877 Summer Exhibition, where Whistler exhib-
ited Nocturne in Blue and Silver alongside Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling Rocket (1875) – focussing on 
the latter, Ruskin accused Whistler of ‘flinging a pot of paint in the public’s face’ – a comment later deemed 
to be libellous. See: John Ruskin, ‘Letter LXXIX’, Fors Clavigera, 2 July 1877, pp. 181-213.

the idea of Japan enabled Whistler… 
to explore the material limits of 
abstraction, the affective and objective 
grounds from which the aesthetic 
movement’s speculations drew 
power.21

For many of his contemporaries, and 
John Ruskin in particular, Whistler’s 
process of defamiliarisation and 
abstraction went too far – straying 
beyond the limits of what could be 
considered art.22

Nocturne in Blue and Silver was 
submitted as evidence in the infamous 
libel lawsuit Whistler v. Ruskin, which 
had its day in court on 15th November 
1878. In the absence of the official court 
transcript, which has long been lost, 
Whistler’s own telling in The Gentle 
Art of Making Enemies (1890), describes 
(with questionable reliability) the 
painting’s appearance in court and the 
questions it elicited from the judge, 
Baron Huddleston towards Whistler 
(in the witness box):

Cross-examination continued: “What 
was the subject of the nocturne in 
blue and silver belonging to Mr. 
Grahame?”
 “A moonlight effect on the river near 
old Battersea Bridge.”
[…]
The picture called the nocturne in blue 
and silver, was now produced in Court
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“That is Mr Grahame’s picture. 
It represents Battersea Bridge by 
moonlight.”
Baron Huddleston: “Which part of the 
picture is the bridge?” (Laughter.)
His Lordship earnestly rebuked those 
who laughed. And witness explained 
to his 
Lordship the composition of the 
picture. 
“Do you say that this is a correct 
representation of Battersea Bridge?”
“I did not intend it to be a ‘correct’ 
portrait of the bridge. It is only a 
moonlight scene and the pier in the 
centre of the picture may not be like 
the piers at Battersea Bridge as you 
know them in broad daylight. As 
to what the picture represents that 
depends on who looks at it. To some 
persons it may represent all that is 
intended; to others it may represent 
nothing.”
“The prevailing colour is blue?”
“Perhaps.”
 “Are those figures on the top of 
the bridge intended for people?”
 “They are just what you like.”23

Behind this entertaining exchange, 
revealing the inevitable mismatch 
between Whistler’s foggy aesthetic 
penumbra and the black and white 
letter of the law, it is possible to 
trace an explanation of why Whistler 
experimented with Japanese modes of 
painting in his nocturne scenes. Critics 
still have a tendency to refer to the 
Nocturnes as ‘subjectless’ paintings24 

23 James McNeil Whistler, The Gentle Art of Making Enemies (Los Angeles: Vertex Edition, 2015) p. 27.

24 For example: David Craven, ‘Ruskin Vs. Whistler: The Case against Capitalist Art’, in Art History as Social 
Praxis (Leiden & Boston: Brill, 2017) pp. 141-154 p. 154; Ono, p. 72; Colleen Denney, At the Temple of Art: 
The Grosvenor Gallery, 1877-1890 (London: Associated University Presses, 2000) p. 120.

25 Scholtz, p. 82.

but it is important to note that this is not 
a term Whistler seems to have ever used 
publicly himself. Rather than denying 
this painting is a portrait of Battersea 
Bridge, in court Whistler insists 
instead that it was never intended 
as a ‘correct’ portrait of Battersea 
Bridge - promoting the primacy of the 
viewer in conceptualising meaning 
and ascribing a subject at the moment 
of seeing, rather than the picture’s 
meaning(s) being fixed by the artist’s 
intention at the point of composition, 
or the material scene that appeared 
before his eye. 

By bringing together Japanese pictoral 
aesthetics with British topography, 
Whistler seemed to recognise the 
possible instability of visual meanings 
in an increasingly-globalised world. 
In much the same way as a Japanese 
Village in the heart of Knightsbridge 
created a plurality of meanings that 
allowed some viewers to see ‘poor 
benighted barbarians’, others the ‘very 
elite of the industrial classes’, and yet 
others ‘a reckless national disgrace’25 
– the influence of Japanese woodcuts 
on Whistler’s images also created 
ambiguity, out of which some might see 
Battersea Bridge, others a moonlight 
scene, yet others nothing at all. 

A possible source of this ambiguity 
might be found in the fact that both the 
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James McNeil Whistler, Variations in Flesh Colour and Green – The Balcony, 1864-
1870; additions 1870-1879, oil on wood panel, 61.4 × 48.5 cm, Freer Gallery of Art 

Washington. CC0 - CREATIVE COMMONS (CC0 1.0)

Utagawa Hiroshige (Ando), Bamboo Yards, Kyobashi Bridge, No. 76 from One Hundred 
Famous Views of Edo, 1857, woodblock print, sheet: 36 x 24 cm, Brooklyn Museum, 

Gift of Anna Ferris, 30.1478.76. CC0 - CREATIVE COMMONS (CC0 1.0)



‘Japanese Native Village’ and Nocturne 
in Blue and Silver display considerable 
ambivalence to the modern city around 
them. The material presence of a 
Japanese village in the heart of London 
is a result of, and a celebration of, 
the modern connectivity of Britain’s 
imperial networks, yet it also deliberately 
and necessarily must exclude and reject 
all ideas of ‘modernity’, ‘Britain’ or 
‘connectivity’ to achieve its effect. A 
particularly telling moment in the Daily 
News review occurs as the writer is 
shown around by Tannaker Buhicrosan 
and they are approached by one of the 
lacquer-makers in a state of excitement:

He had conceived the idea that the 
foreigners [the British ticket-holders] 
would prefer some design that was 
not Japanese, and offered for approval 
some perfectly sketched pen-and-ink 
designs of an English frame which he 
had copied. The sparkle went out of his 
black eye, when it was explained [by 
Buhicrosan] that the more Japanese 
everything in the village can be the 
better26

Likewise, Whistler displays a similar 
ambivalence to the forces of modernity 
(although, thankfully, without the overt 
racism). On the one hand, Nocturne in 
Blue and Silver is a picture painted with 
a new aesthetic mode, made possible 
only by the transcontinental networks 
that connected Victorian London to 
the rest of the world; it captures – and 

26 ‘The Japanese Villagers’, Daily News, p. 3.

27 ‘Two New Metropolitan Improvements’, The British Architect, 34, 25 July 1890, p. vii.

28 Walter Benjamin, ‘The Storyteller’ in Illuminations ed. by Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken Books, 
1969) p. 87.

perhaps celebrates – the glow of city 
gas lamps and the bursting cascade of 
fireworks, launched into the inky sky 
from the cosmopolitan playground 
of the Cremorne Gardens. Yet, it also 
shows to us a city populated by ghosts: 
contorted human silhouettes haunt the 
scene and Whistler seems drawn to the 
glimmers of an older city that was being 
cleared away in his lifetime. At the time 
of painting, Old Battersea Bridge was the 
last remaining wooden bridge over the 
Thames – a relic that was deemed unsafe 
and closed to traffic in 1883 before being 
replaced by a new cast-iron crossing, 
designed by London’s Moderniser-in-
Chief, Sir Joseph Balzalette in 189027. 
By depicting Old Battersea Bridge with 
the new iron Albert Bridge visible under 
construction, in scaffolding just down 
river, Whistler was, to borrow a phrase 
from Walter Benjamin, ‘making it 
possible to see a new beauty in what is 
vanishing’.28 For Whistler, paradoxically 
perhaps, the techniques of Japanese art 
afforded a new way of seeing that which 
was disappearing. 

By bringing the ‘Far East’ into 
uncomfortable proximity with the 
modern metropolitan realities of 
London, Whistler and Buhicrosan 
‘artworks’ reveal a desire that Said found 
‘everywhere amongst Orientalists’: 

the ambition to formulate their 
discoveries, experiences, and insights 

suitably in modern terms, to put ideas 
about the Orient in very close touch 
with modern realities.29

Later in Orientalism, Said’s critique 
of Ernest Renan (a contemporary of 
Whistler and Buhicrosan) also feels 
pertinent to Whistler and Buhicrosan’s 
handling of Oriental culture, as Said 
concludes:

He constructs, and the very act of 
construction is a sign of imperial power 
over recalcitrant phenomena, as well 
as a confirmation of the dominating 
culture and its “naturalization.”30 

Arguably Said’s criticism of Renan is one 
that could also be levelled at both Whistler 
and Buhicrosan. While the case against 
Buhicrosan looks open-and-shut, the 
question it begs in relation to Whistler 
is whether the act of a ‘Western’ artist 
using ‘Oriental’ techniques or modes of 
representation to ‘construct’ an artwork 
is always an act of imperial domination 
– or whether it could ever be something 
closer to hybridity. And if we can argue 
for Whistler’s hybridity within the four 
walls of a canvas, why not Buhicrosan’s 
construction within the four walls of 
Humphreys’ Hall? As Said turns to single 
out Renan’s truth claims for criticism 
– his presentation of his text ‘as if it 
were the truthful narrative of a natural 
life’31 – we can identify a significant 

29 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (London: Penguin, 1985) p. 43.

30 Ibid, p. 145-6.

31 Ibid, p. 146.

32 Buhicrosan, p. iv.

33 MS Whistler W1046r

point of difference between Whistler 
and Buhicrosan. Whereas Buhicrosan 
promised a village ‘so arranged that 
every characteristic of the country will 
be fully and accurately demonstrated’,32 
Whistler actively eschewed any claim of 
veracity: his cultural signature was to 
defy all easy explanations of his work – 
both in and out of court. In this sense, 
within the global networks of Victorian 
London, Buhicrosan’s village offered 
a commodification of Japanese culture 
that propagated misunderstanding; 
Whistler, meanwhile, melted hierarchies 
of space and place in a painting that 
fused cultural influences and exposed 
the subjective nature of understanding 
in the process. When, in the days 
after his ‘ten o’clock’ lecture, Whistler 
received a note from Oscar Wilde writing 
only half-jokingly about the perils 
of explaining one’s own work, it was 
advice to his friend ‘Jimmy’ Whistler, 
but it was also both an apology and an 
apologia for critics everywhere:

Be warned in time, James; and remain, 
as I do, incomprehensible: to be great is 
to be misunderstood.33
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