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In the latter half of the nineteenth century, a 
wave of interest in Japan that was comparable 
to Hokusai’s Great Wave off Kanagawa, 
broke upon western shores. The profound 
influence that this had upon western art and 
design spawned the name ‘Japonisme’. This 
article examines Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s 1865 
painting, The Blue Bower and specifically 
his depiction of a Japanese koto instrument. 
Rossetti’s artistic intentions are unraveled 
by comparing his painting to an eighteenth-
century Japanese writing box which has been 
fashioned outwardly into the shape of a koto. 
Both painting and box draw upon the koto’s 
gendered nature, but the female attributes to 
which they allude are very different. This essay 
offers a new analysis of Rossetti’s The Blue 
Bower and suggests its association with both 
Titian’s Venus of Urbino and Japanese ukiyo-e 
art.

Figure 1. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, The Blue Bower, 1865, oil on canvas, 84 × 70.9 cm, 
museum number 59.1. (©The Henry Barber Trust, The Barber Institute of Fine 

Arts, University of Birmingham.)
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From 1639 until 1853, Japan applied 
a policy of sakoku or ‘closed country’ 
which limited the export of its goods.1 
With our current access to information 
and global interactions, it may be 
difficult to capture fully the wonder 
and curiosity that Japan must have 
engendered once its borders opened 
fully to international trade. The 
resulting western infatuation with 
Japan would lead to long-lasting 
artistic and cultural changes in both 
the West and Japan. In this article, 
I consider a lacquerware writing 
box or suzuribako, that was used for 
calligraphy and made in Japan during 
its period of relative isolation in the 
eighteenth century, but which was 
eagerly acquired in the West a century 
later. I also examine the 1865 painting 
by Dante Gabriel Rossetti, entitled 
The Blue Bower, that exemplifies the 
early assimilation into western art 
of Japanese objects but also builds 
upon a more general, pre-existing 
interest in the East. Notwithstanding 
that a decorative box is, of course, a 
different artistic form from a painting 
and, further, that their creation is 
separated by both time and region, they 
disclose a common artistic approach 

1 The Dutch East India Company had enjoyed a privileged status and had been able to trade with Japan. See 
V & A, ‘Japan’s Encounter with Europe, 1573-1853’ < www.vam.ac.uk/articles/japans-encounter-with-eu-
rope-1573-1853 > [accessed 4 February 2021].

2 The Diary of Samuel Pepys, < https://www.pepysdiary.com/diary/1660/09/25/ > [accessed 2 February 2021]. 
David Beevers ‘Mand’rin only is the man of taste: 17th and 18th Century Chinoiserie in Britain’, in David 
Beevers (e.d.), Chinese Whispers: Chinoiserie in Britain 1650-1930 (Brighton: Royal Pavilion & Museums, 2008), 
pp. 13, 15.

3 See, for example, the Japanese figures at Erddig, Denbighshire referred to in Patricia F. Ferguson, Ceramics: 
400 Years of Collecting in 100 Masterpieces (London: Philip Wilson Publishers, 2016), p. 11, or the Japanese vases 
placed in a Chinese Temple at p. 70. Note that the Dutch East India Company seems to have sourced Japanese 
porcelain in a Chinese Wanli style when war disrupted exports from China during the latter half of the sev-
enteenth century: William Watson, The Great Japan Exhibition: Art of the Edo Period 1600-1868 (London: Royal 
Academy of Arts, 1981), p. 267, item 211.

in their depiction of the Japanese koto 
instrument which forms a central 
feature of each object. Analysis of The 
Blue Bower painting further leads to 
the conclusion that Rossetti’s attitude 
to the pleasures of the flesh had more 
in common with Japanese culture than 
it did with the repressed Victorian 
mores that prevailed in his own time.
 
From the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, exciting new wares from 
the Far East had become increasingly 
available in Europe. Whilst Samuel 
Pepys might have noted that his 
first taste of tea in 1660 had come 
all the way from China, consumers 
could, however, be forgiven for some 
‘geographical confusion’ with regard 
to other artefacts. 2 Even assuming an 
initial awareness as to the separate 
origins of Chinese and Japanese 
porcelain, for example, both were 
referred to as ‘china’; were often 
displayed together, and could even be 
combined in what was described as a 
‘Chinese room’.3 Similarly, lacquered 
goods could be described as having 
been ‘japanned’ even though they 
might have originated from China, or 
indeed, from elsewhere. Whilst greater 

discernment in the purchase of artefacts 
did develop, imported porcelain and 
lacquered goods were novel in Europe 
no matter where they had originated, 
and so too were the patterns that were 
decorated upon such wares. They 
appeared to be fluid, unregulated and 
often contained bright exotic motifs 
that could, for instance, be based upon 
nature, mythical animals or figures 
that were clearly non-European. By 
the early eighteenth century, therefore, 
European manufacturers sought 
to compete with these fashionable 
imports and produced objects in a 
similar style, sometimes giving them 
a western twist by mixing in elements 
of the rococo, baroque or gothic. In 
the late nineteenth century, the term 
‘chinoiserie’ was coined to describe the 
goods that resulted from this process.4

 
Curiosity at the opening up of Japan 
to the West in 1854, therefore, built 
upon an existing interest in the Far 
East that had, further, already entered 
into European artistic design.5 Like 
the collectors before them, nineteenth 
century artists such as Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti, and his friend James McNeil 

4 O.R. Impey, Chinoiserie: The Impact of Oriental Styles on Western Art and Decoration (Oxford: OUP, 1977), p.10. 
David Beevers ‘Mand’rin only is the man of taste: 17th and 18th Century Chinoiserie in Britain’, in David 
Beevers (e.d.), Chinese Whispers: Chinoiserie in Britain 1650-1930, p. 13. 

5 Siegfried Wichmann, Japonisme: The Japanese Influence on Western Art Since 1858 (London: Thames & Hudson 
Ltd, 1981), pp. 8-9. Note, for example, the remarkable longevity of the eighteenth-century willow pattern 
design which is still being produced on ceramics.

6 Hence the eclectic mix of items that were Chinese, chinoiserie, Japanese and Indian which were sold follow-
ing Rossetti’s death in 1882. See 1882 auction particulars ‘16, Cheyne Walk, Chelsea: The Valuable Contents of 
the residence of Dante Gabriel Rossetti (Deceased)’ <https://www.google.com/books/edition/Dante_G_Ros-
setti_deceased_Catalogue_of_t/00gOAAAAQAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1 > [accessed 19 March 2021].

7 Commercial considerations influenced what Rossetti painted: Sir Hall Caine, Recollections of Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti, (London: Elliot Stock, 1882), p. 162. As to competition, see William Michael Rossetti, Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti. His Family-Letters with a Memoir, 2 vols (Boston: Roberts Brothers, 1895), II, p. 180. 

Whistler, could have a passion for 
collecting old blue and white Chinese 
porcelain but also enjoy a fascination 
for Japanese artefacts, upon which 
this new spotlight of interest shone.6 
Rossetti and Whistler sourced many of 
their Japanese artefacts from Madame 
Desoye’s shop on Rue de Rivoli in 
Paris. However, other outlets existed, 
including the nearby ‘La Porte Chinoise’, 
which, like the ‘Chinese room’ of some 
houses, obviously felt that there was 
nothing in a name to constrain its 
showcasing objects that were not, in 
fact, Chinese.
 
Given the public’s fascination with the 
Far East generally, and increasingly 
with Japan in particular, it was natural 
for artists to incorporate into their work 
objects and themes with which such 
regions were associated. Inevitably, 
this might enhance the prospects of 
selling their art, but the creative and 
competitive spirit of artists also acted as 
incentives. 7 Japan generated particular 
interest as an idyllic, possibly primitive 
culture that was untainted by modern 
innovation and industrialisation, yet 

https://www.pepysdiary.com/diary/1660/09/25/
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Figure 2. Japanese writing box in the form of a koto in gold and silver lacquer inlaid 
with lead, 1700-1775, 7.5 cm (h) × 10.8 cm (w) × 24.8 cm (d), accession number 

W.54-1922. (© Victoria and Albert Museum, London.)

still capable of producing objects that 
could be unrivalled in their beauty and 
sophistication.8 Japan would, therefore, 
have chimed with artists like Rossetti, 
who had already shown an affinity 
for medievalism. Japanese influence 
is notable in several of Rossetti’s 
picture frames where decoration was 
simple and restrained and included 
Japanese emblems or mon motifs.9 It is 
also revealed in Rossetti’s book cover 
designs that might include Japanese 
style roundels or a grille pattern.10 In 
fact, both these latter features find 
expression in the japanned sofa that 
Rossetti designed in 1861 for Morris 
& Company.11 However, it is his 1865 
painting, The Blue Bower in Figure 1 
that is chosen for close analysis in this 
article, where inspiration comes from 
both the Far East and the great Venetian 
painters of the cinquecento period. 

8 Elisa Evett The Critical Reception of Japanese Art in Late Nineteenth Century Europe (Michigan: Umi Research 
Press, 1982), pp. 44, 58-59.

9 See for example the roundels on the frames to Proserpine (1874) and Astrate Syriaca (1877). Note also the 
mon or Chinese Yin and Yang symbols to the corners of the inner slip to Rossetti’s frame for A Christmas Carol 
(1867).

10 See the roundels on Rossetti’s binding for Swinburne’s Songs Before Sunrise (1865). <www.victorianweb.
org/victorian///////art/design/books/43.html> [accessed 19 March 2021]. Note the flower and grille pattern 
on the binding for his own Poems (1870). Siegfried Wichmann, Japonisme: The Japanese Influence on Western 
Art Since 1858, pp. 228-241. Toshio Watanabe, “Pre-Raphaelite Japonisme? Enthusiasm for and Ambivalence 
Towards a New Culture,” Journal of Pre-Raphaelite Studies 3, no. 2 (Fall 1994): 2-7 (p. 4).

11 The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge <https://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/collections/furniture/95820> 
[accessed 19 March 2021].

12 Paul Spencer-Longhurst, The Blue Bower: Rossetti in the 1860s (London: Scala, 2000), p. 50.

13 Jaqueline Banerjee, ‘The Blue Bower’, The Victorian Web <https://victorianweb.org/painting/dgr/paint-
ings/18.html> [accessed 19 March 2021].

14 Edward W. Said, Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient (London: Penguin Books, 1991), p. 72. As 
to literature, see Julia Kuehn, British Library, ‘Exoticism in 19th-Century Literature’, <https://www.bl.uk/
romantics-and-victorians/articles/exoticism-in-19th-century-literature# > [accessed 19 March 2021]. In 
respect of music, see Josiah Raiche, ‘Romantic Exoticism: The Music of Elsewhere in the Nineteenth Century’, 
<https://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1355&context=honors> [accessed 9 Febru-
ary 2021].

15 See The Barber Institute Fine Arts online lecture series, series one, 12 May 2020 <https://barber.org.uk/
tuesday-talks-series-1/ > [accessed 19 March 2021]. A comparable robe was featured by Skinner Auctions 
‘Asian Works of Art’ lot 293, 23 April 2013 < www.skinnerinc.com/auctions/2647B/lots/293> [accessed 15 

The Blue Bower is presented within an 
English gilded frame, which appears to 
be original to the painting, but the style 
is not Japanese as Rossetti had chosen 
for various of his other paintings.12 
Instead, the frame is in a classical Italian 
cassetta form with scrolling foliage 
detail. Rossetti was very particular 
about the framing of his pictures and, 
as will be discussed later, his decision 
in this respect provides a clue as to 
his inspiration. The painting further 
features a pale, blue-eyed woman with 
auburn hair who is decidedly western, 
if not ‘very English’.13 In many other 
respects, however, Rossetti appeals to 
the sensuous exoticism with which the 
Far East was then associated and blends 
together items from this region.14 
The woman is wearing a Chinese 
‘kingfisher’ hair clip and is dressed 
in what appears to be a fur-lined 
Chinese robe.15 Significantly, the robe 



106

T
IM

O
T

H
Y 

H
A

N
SO

N
 /

 V
ID

ES

105 106

is plain and lacks the busy decorative 
motifs that were typically depicted 
in Japanese garments of this period. 
Behind the woman are tiles decorated 
with Oriental prunus blossoms (that 
Rossetti probably copied from a Chinese 
vase that he had collected), whereas the 
hexagonal shape of the tiles suggests an 
Arab inspiration.16 The central activity 
depicted in the painting, however, 
involves the playing of a koto, being a 
stringed instrument that has long been 
associated with Japan.

The koto was introduced into Japan 
around the eighth century, having 
first originated in China. It is a form 
of zither but the individual bridges 
over which each string sits are capable 
of being moved, thereby altering its 
tuning. However, as Henry Johnson has 
observed, the depiction of equidistant 
bridges in The Blue Bower appears to be 
inapposite for the Japanese pentatonic 
tuning system.17 As Johnson further 
notes, Rossetti seems to have been 
unaware of how the instrument would 
be played as he depicts the musician’s 
hands as being next to each other, so 
that they appear to be on one side of 

November 2020]. As to the hair clip, see Paul Spencer-Longhurst, The Blue Bower: Rossetti in the 1860s, p. 11.

16 Compare, for example, with Mamluk hexagonal tiles from Syria. See The Met <https://www.metmuseum.
org/art/collection/search/442905> [accessed 19 March 2021]. See also Paul Spencer-Longhurst, The Blue 
Bower: Rossetti in the 1860s, p. 50. The later suggestion at p. 112 that using such pattern is, in fact, a Japanese 
technique is arguable, if not a non sequitur. 

17 Henry Johnson, ‘Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Japan: The Musical Instrument Depicted in The Blue Bower and 
A Sea Spell,’ Music in Art 30, 1-2 (2005), 145-153 (p. 148).

18 Henry Johnson, ‘Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Japan: The Musical Instrument Depicted in The Blue Bower and 
A Sea Spell,’ p. 149.

19 Such technique being used by various traditions after the sixteenth century. For a modern demonstration, 
see ‘Koto Demonstration’, online video recording, YouTube, 5 November 2012, <https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=_V3GoJEVbzA> [accessed 19 March 2021].

20 For a miniature example of 49.5 cm in length, see The Met <https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/

the bridge only, although the small 
size of the instrument does make the 
exact position difficult to determine 
from the painting.18 The bridges (which 
are inverted V-shapes) may be set for 
a particular performance, but a player 
often uses the left hand to depress or 
lift up a string on the furthest side of a 
particular bridge so as to alter the pitch 
of that string, or achieve the effect 
of vibrato.19 Traditionally, the koto is 
then plucked using the right hand and 
usually by means of three plectra, with 
each note generating a short percussive 
sound. There are different types of 
koto, but the most common type has 
thirteen strings as is depicted on the 
Japanese writing box in Figures 2 and 
3. Rossetti, in contrast, has shown 
fourteen strings; a number which no 
koto possesses. Whilst miniature kotos 
of the size indicated by Rossetti existed 
in the nineteenth century and could, 
therefore, also be played from a table, 
their sound quality was greatly inferior 
to a koto of conventional length. These 
were, instead, around 180cm in length 
and usually played while seated or 
kneeling on the floor.20 
Sarah Phelps Smith has described The 

Figures 3 & 4. Plan view with lid (above) and internal tray to writing box, sitting 
above inkstone and water dropper (below). (© Victoria and Albert Museum, 

London.)
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Blue Bower as ‘Rossetti’s most musical’ 
painting.21 Certainly, the background 
shapes of the tiles and bursts of flowers 
do seem to visualise the percussive 
sounds that would emanate from a 
koto and, further, convey its strange, 
exotic sound (to western ears at least.) 
However, given the earlier technical 
analysis, it is doubtful that the koto 
which Rossetti depicts could have 
produced any music, or at least authentic 
Japanese music.22 It has already been 
noted why such a Japanese object 
might have appealed to both an artist 
and ultimate purchaser of a painting. 
However, it is necessary to consider if 
deeper aesthetic reasons existed for 
its inclusion and particular depiction. 
Some insight into Rossetti’s artistic 
thinking may be gleaned by comparing 
this painting to an eighteenth-century 
Japanese writing box (Figures 2-6) 
which also depicts a koto in its outward 
form.23 As will be argued below, the 
writing box and Rossetti’s painting 
demonstrate a congruence in artistic 
thought that assists an understanding 

search/500671> [accessed 19 March 2021]. For a full sized seventeenth century example of 189.5 cm in length 
see The Met <https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/505626> [accessed 19 March 2021].

21 Sarah Phelps Smith, ‘Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Flower Imagery and the Meaning of his Paintings’ (unpub-
lished doctoral dissertation, University of Pittsburgh, 1981), p. 98.

22 Paul Spencer-Longhurst, The Blue Bower: Rossetti in the 1860s, pp. 11-12. Henry Johnson, ‘Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti and Japan: The Musical Instrument Depicted in The Blue Bower and A Sea Spell,’ pp. 146, 149, 151.

23 Further images and museum commentary available at V & A <https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O458655/
writing-box-unknown/ > [accessed 19 March 2021].

24 Henry Johnson, ‘Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Japan: The Musical Instrument Depicted in The Blue Bower 
and A Sea Spell,’ p. 148.

25 Michael Tomkinson, A Japanese Collection, 2 vols (London: George Allen, 1898), p. 124, item 85 <https://
archive.org/details/japanesecollecti02tomk/page/n123/mode/2up> [accessed 9 March 2021].

26 Michael Tomkinson, A Japanese Collection, p. 1 <https://archive.org/details/japanesecollecti02tomk/page/
n17/mode/2up> [accessed 20 March 2021].

27 See lot 349 of the 1882 auction particulars ‘16, Cheyne Walk, Chelsea: The Valuable Contents of the res-
idence of Dante Gabriel Rossetti (Deceased)’ <https://www.google.com/books/edition/Dante_G_Rosset-
ti_deceased_Catalogue_of_t/00gOAAAAQAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1 > [accessed on 19 March 2021].

of what Rossetti was seeking to achieve. 
 
Rossetti is understood to have painted 
the koto in The Blue Bower from a real 
instrument, albeit exercising some 
artistic licence, and it may well be that 
he had, himself, bought this miniature 
version on one of his collecting forays.24 
The writing box (which is now held by 
the Victoria and Albert Museum), was 
part of an English nineteenth century 
collection of Michael Tomkinson 
(1841-1921).25 He was fascinated by 
the artistic and technical merits of 
Japanese lacquerware which, at its 
best, was unsurpassed.26 There is no 
doubt that it would also have appealed 
to Rossetti. Rossetti, for example, 
owned at least one Japanese box, albeit 
a far plainer one than this example.27 

This writing box is, however, a curious 
object in that outwardly it is fashioned 
as a koto. (See Figures 2 and 3). Such 
design was not an isolated example, 
as other comparable boxes exist, so 
what may have been the thinking 

behind it?28 The answer appears to lie 
in the fact that each element of the 
box is a statement of certain values 
or accomplishments that would have 
been highly prized in Japan during 
the period that it was made and, in 
particular, considered desirable on the 
part of a young woman. 
 
The koto emerged from a court tradition 
and was played by both men and 
women. However, those who were of 
noble birth, affluent or simply aspirant, 
came to encourage their daughters to 
have a knowledge of the koto to signify 
their daughter’s status and gentility. In 
this way, the instrument became part 
of an artistic home life. 29 Perceptions 
of the koto were also influenced by early 
Japanese literature that linked the koto 
to romantic tales of beautiful women 
who were discovered only by the sound 
of their koto music.30 During the Meiji 
Period (that commenced during the 
decade that Rossetti painted The Blue 
Bower), proficiency in the koto by young 
Japanese women became something of 

28 For another comparable version sold at auction, see Eldreds, lot 335, 23 August, 2011 <www.eldreds.com/
auction-lot/gold-lacquer-box-in-koto-form-with-hiramaki-e-chi_7FFF94D983> [accessed 20 March 
2021].

29 Hisao Tanabe, Japanese Music trans. by Shigeyooshi Sakabe (Tokyo: Society for Cultural Relations, 1936), 
p. 45. William P. Malm, Japanese Music and Musical Instruments (Tokyo: Tuttle, 1959), p. 165.

30 William P. Malm, Japanese Music and Musical Instruments, pp. 166-167.

31 Hisao Tanabe, Japanese Music trans. by Shigeyooshi Sakabe, p. 45. William P. Malm, Japanese Music and 
Musical Instruments, p. 175.

32 See, for example, Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, Kitagawa Utamaro, ‘portraits of courtesans’ <art.
famsf.org/kitagawa-utamaro/yosooi-matsusaya-her-kamuro-nioi-tomeki-and-yosaoi-plllaying-ko-
to-untitled-series>, or Suzuki Harunobu, ‘parlour views’ <art.famsf.org/suzuki-harunobu/descend-
ing-geese-koto-bridge-kotoji-no-rakugan-series-eight-parlor-views-zashiki> [accessed 20 March 2021].

33 William Michael Rossetti, Dante Gabriel Rossetti: His Family-Letters with a Memoir by William Michael Rosset-
ti, 2 vols (Boston: Roberts Brothers, 1895), II, p. 180.

34 Toshio Watanabe, “Pre-Raphaelite Japonisme? Enthusiasm for and Ambivalence Towards a New Culture,” 
pp. 4-5.

35 ‘I went to his Japanese shop…’ (emphasis supplied) in William Michael Rossetti, Dante Gabriel Rossetti: His 
Family-Letters with a Memoir by William Michael Rossetti, 2 vols., II, p. 180. 

a necessary preparation for marriage 
and a sign of good breeding.31

Unlike the creator of the writing box, 
Rossetti may not have been aware of 
all these associations, but he would 
certainly have appreciated the link 
between the koto and young women. 
Japanese ukiyo-e art, in the form of 
woodblock prints, flooded Europe 
during the last four decades of the 
nineteenth century and these prints 
sometimes included young women 
playing the koto.32 Rossetti would likely 
have seen such images and, indeed, 
mentions purchasing four books of 
Japanese prints during November 1864 
from Madame Desoye.33 Additionally, 
Rossetti’s brother, William, could have 
been a source for such prints. William 
came to possess some eighty volumes of 
Japanese prints and even had an article 
published on the subject as early as 
1863.34 This may also explain William’s 
familiarity with Madame Desoye, which 
Rossetti refers to as William’s shop in 
1864.35 The fact that the koto is depicted 

https://archive.org/details/japanesecollecti02tomk/page/n123/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/japanesecollecti02tomk/page/n123/mode/2up


110

T
IM

O
T

H
Y 

H
A

N
SO

N
 /

 V
ID

ES

109 110

as being played by a woman in The Blue 
Bower, is, therefore, consistent with 
Rossetti having acquired knowledge 
as to the gendered nature of this 
instrument and, most probably, derived 
from Japanese prints.

Inside the writing box, we find an 
inkstone, where ink would have been 
ground from an inkstick, and then 
mixed with water. The brass water 
container shown in Figures 5 and 6 is 
in the shape of a ribbed fan that has 
been partially unfolded.36 Obviously, 
such a shape has a decorative value, 
but its choice of inclusion adds to the 
messages conveyed by this writing 
box. Given the hot summer months 
in Japan, fans were used by both men 
and women to keep cool. However, 
highly ornate and colourful fans, 
tended to be used by women and, of 
course, also became highly collectable 
in the West simply as decorative 
objects.37 It is important to appreciate, 
however, that fans also functioned 
as intrinsic elements in other art 
forms, such as in Japanese dance and 
theatrical performance. In the latter 
instance, the fan could operate as a 
‘symbolic prop’ which, with skilful 

36 For another example incorporating fans, see Christies, lot 288, sale 12 May 2016 <https://www.christies.
com/lot/lot-a-japanese-lacquer-suzuribako-writing-box-edo-meiji-period-5993154/?> [accessed 20 
March 2021].

37 Nearly 16 million fans were exported by Japan in 1891 alone: Julia Hutt and Hélène Alexander, Ōgi : a History 
of the Japanese Fan (London: Dauphin Publishing, 1992), p. 30.

38 Julia Hutt and Hélène Alexander, Ōgi : a History of the Japanese Fan, p. 22.

39 Yoshiaki Shimizu, et al., Masters of Japanese Calligraphy: 8th-19th Century (New York: Asia Society Galler-
ies, 1984), p. 11. Stephen Addiss, ‘Japanese Calligraphy Since 1868’ in Since Meiji: Perspectives in the Visual Arts, 
1868-2000, ed. by J. Thomas Rimer (University of Hawai’i Press, 2011), pp. 445-470.

40 Yoshiaki Shimizu, et al., Masters of Japanese Calligraphy: 8th-19th Century, p. 11.

41 See, for example, Yuuko Suzuki, An Introduction to Japanese Calligraphy (Tunbridge Wells: Search, 2005), pp. 
6-12.

manipulation, could indicate objects, 
actions or emotions.38 By inclusion of 
the fan-shaped container, therefore, 
further art forms are alluded to by the 
creator of the writing box.

The primary function of the box, 
however, was for housing the 
necessary implements for writing 
and, in particular, calligraphy. To this 
end, the box would also have once 
contained a brush and paper in the 
tray. In the Far East, calligraphy was 
(and remains), not simply a matter of 
good handwriting executed through 
the medium of brush and ink, but 
rather a major art form, with various 
identifiable traditions or styles.39 It 
has long been part of Japan’s high 
culture and practised by educated 
men and women.40 The development 
of different writing systems in Japan, 
including kanji whereby Chinese 
characters act as ideograms, and the 
later phonetic hiragana and katakana, 
no doubt contributed to the richness 
of Japan’s calligraphy.41 Japanese 
calligraphy can comprise written 
script alone or act as an intrinsic 
component to a larger painting and, 
further, be employed upon a variety of 

Figures 5 & 6: (Top) Inkstone and water dropper in box and (below) detail of water 
dropper in the shape of a fan. (© Victoria and Albert Museum, London.)
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mediums. An example from the poet 
tradition of Japanese calligraphy can 
be seen in Figure 6 where the poem 
also operates as visual art.42 When 
referring to good Japanese calligraphy, 
Yoshiaki Shimizu and John Rosenfield 
emphasize its potential for qualities 
of balance, rhythm, vitality, contrast 
and continuity. These, they argue, are 
qualities shared with painting, music 
and even dance and, therefore, see 
calligraphy as a bridge between these 
various art forms.43 

It is clear that the writing box, therefore, 
celebrates artistic expression through 
music, writing and visual art but, 
further, creates links to theatre and 
dance. The design of the box suggests, 
therefore, that a proficiency in at least 
the three former art forms was to be 
prized, and given the gendered nature 
of the koto, particularly in a young 
woman. In conveying this message, 
the creator of the box was adept in 
visualising one art form as a component 
of another and, in so doing, draws an 
association between each. Accordingly, 
the artefact appears in the form of a 
koto but functions as a writing box, 
while the fan shaped object within, 
actually operates as a water dropper 

42 See further The Met, <https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/727181> [accessed 20 March 
2021].

43 Yoshiaki Shimizu, et al., Masters of Japanese Calligraphy: 8th-19th Century, p. 11.

44 Laura Hendrickson, ‘Against Photography: The Idea of Music in Pre -Raphaelite Visual Reform’ (unpub-
lished doctoral dissertation, University of Brown, 2008), pp. 336-370.

45 Walter Pater, ‘The School of Giorgione’ in The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry (London: Macmillan & 
Co. Ltd., 1910), pp. 134-135. 

46 See Jerome J. McGann, ‘The Rossetti Archive’, ‘Doubleworks’, <www.rossettiarchive.org/racs/double-
works.rac.html> [accessed 20 March 2021]. 

for writing, or calligraphy. Further, the 
fan, itself, can represent something 
beyond its physical form and act as a 
symbolic prop when used in theatrical 
performance, just as a poem expressed 
in calligraphy can function, also, as 
visual art. In suggesting a relationship 
between different art forms, therefore, 
the writing box parallels a debate that 
occurred during Rossetti’s own time 
and, in particular, the extent to which 
other art forms could and should take 
inspiration from music.44 In placing 
music at its ultimate, exterior form, it is 
arguable that the creator of the writing 
box highlights music over other art 
forms that are included within; perhaps 
even anticipating Walter Pater’s famous 
observation that ‘all art constantly 
aspires to the condition of music’.45 It 
is, however, the box’s suggestion that 
music, and, specifically, a koto, can 
assume multiple roles that will now 
be explored in the context of The Blue 
Bower.
  
The Blue Bower painting was not one 
of Rossetti’s ‘double-works of art’ 
where, for instance, a poem might 
be inscribed onto the frame of his 
painting.46 (A practice which was 

different to Japanese calligraphy, 
but which bears some comparison.)47 
However, there remains justification 
to draw a link between this painting 
and certain of Rossetti’s poems. 
Rossetti describes the bower in his 
poetry and strongly associates it with 
lovemaking. His poem, The Song of 
the Bower, for example, describes the 
‘prize’ of sexual pleasure that awaits 
‘entry’. The female lover of that 
bower is described as having ‘large 
lovely arms and a neck like a tower’, 
a description that one can readily 
associate with Fanny Cornforth. She 
was Rossetti’s sitter for The Blue Bower 
painting, but also his lover for many 
years. Significantly, Cornforth’s own 
identity was relevant to this painting 
because Rossetti creates a visual 
pun on her name by his inclusion of 
cornflowers in the foreground, just next 
to the koto. This reference to her name 
might, therefore, explain why Rossetti 
also depicts the koto (incorrectly) 
with fourteen strings. As Johnson has 
suggested, the name Fanny Cornforth 
has fourteen letters that correspond 
to the number of strings depicted.48 
Johnson does not offer an explanation, 
however, as to what purpose Rossetti 
might have had in the identification 

47 Unlike Japanese calligraphy, Rossetti’s poems never became an image in their own right and were not 
included on the picture itself. By being on the frame, therefore, there remained some sense of separation, 
between poem and visual art. Rossetti’s approach was not entirely successful in that it can lead to an element 
of bobbing forwards to read the text, and then backwards to appreciate the picture. Rossetti, of course, also 
provided illustrations for poetry.

48 See Henry Johnson, ‘Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Japan: The Musical Instrument Depicted in The Blue Bower 
and A Sea Spell’, p. 148.

49 Loosened hair and loose dress can signify loose morals: J.B. Bullen, The Pre-Raphaelite Body: Fear and 
Desire in Painting, Poetry, and Criticism, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), p. 142. Paul Spencer-Longhurst, The 
Blue Bower: Rossetti in the 1860s, p. 13.

50 Paul Spencer-Longhurst, The Blue Bower: Rossetti in the 1860s, p. 15. 

of the koto with Fanny Cornforth, but 
this aspect will become clearer in the 
analysis which follows.

In this painting, Cornforth engages 
with the viewer primarily by her 
direct outwards gaze that renders the 
viewer a participant to her music-
making. The sense of space in The Blue 
Bower is confined, but the complex, 
almost hallucinogenic effect of the 
background, emphasizes Cornforth’s 
figure and accentuates the feeling 
of her proximity. The viewer feels 
involvement in a very intimate scene. 
Cornforth’s hair is shown down, as 
would have been appropriate in a 
private, intimate setting of that time, 
but it is also uncombed with strands 
that fall haphazardly down her neck, 
as might have resulted from lying 
down.49 She, therefore, projects sexual 
readiness in a scene that is saturated 
with rich sensuous colours and the 
perceived scent of flowers.50 Many of 
the features just described in relation 
to The Blue Bower (facial expression, 
tilted head, direct engagement with 
the viewer, hair worn down, sexual 
readiness, prominent placement of 
flowers and use of colour) are, in fact, 
reminiscent of Titian’s Venus of Urbino 
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who, whilst naked, engages with the 
viewer but with her left hand touching 
her pudendum.51 It is suggested that 
it is because of this association to 
Venetian art that Rossetti further 
showcases The Blue Bower in an Italian 
Renaissance style frame. Whilst 
commentators have often emphasized 
the Venetian influence of colour in The 
Blue Bower, it may not be surprising 
that they have neglected to explore a 
direct analogy between The Blue Bower 
and Titian’s Venus of Urbino.52 After all, 
Cornforth is not nude, but is shown 
with garments. More importantly, 
she is depicted playing a musical 
instrument which occupies both of her 
hands. It is argued, however, that this 
would be to overlook Rossetti’s use of 
erotic suggestion that transforms the 
koto from a decorative object to female 
genitalia that she does, indeed, touch.
Cornforth is wearing a soft textured 
silk robe that is also fur-lined and 
unfastened to the front, but nothing 
to indicate undergarments.53 An 
important sensation of touch is, 
therefore, conveyed of fur upon skin. 
However, Rossetti heightens the erotic 
nature of this image because the 

51 Painting at the Uffizi Gallery, Florence, Italy, <https://www.uffizi.it/en/artworks/venus-urbino-titian> 
[accessed 20 March 2021].

52 Venetian influence is noted, for example, by Paul Spencer-Longhurst, The Blue Bower: Rossetti in the 1860s, 
pp. 15, 28-30, and 62-63 where a direct comparison is made between The Blue Bower and Palma Vecchio’s 
Portrait of a Young Lady. Elizabeth Prettejohn, Art for Art’s Sake: Aestheticism in Victorian Painting (Yale Uni-
versity Press, 2007), p. 209.

53 J. B. Bullen, Rossetti: Painter and Poet (London: Frances Lincoln, 2011), p. 171.

54 Rossetti owned this as a brooch and gave it to Jane Burden (Mrs. William Morris) as a love token: Paul 
Spencer-Longhurst, The Blue Bower: Rossetti in the 1860s, pp. 122-123.

55 In French, the term bijou is considered slang for the clitoris or female genitalia. The French philosopher, 
writer and art critic, Denis Diderot (1713-1784) wrote Les Bijoux Indescrits in 1748 where talking female geni-
talia are referred to as jewels. Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford University Press, 2018), slang for male genitals 
but also used figuratively, as an extended metaphor, a ‘jewel in the casket of female charms’.

56 Richard Lane, Images From The Floating World (Hong Kong: Alpine Fine Arts Collection, 1978), p. 39.

edges of the fur robe also create a thin 
aperture that receives emphasis in the 
light. This allows Cornforth’s chest to 
be glimpsed but is also suggestive of 
her vulva. The heart-shaped pendant 
(that ordinarily suggests romantic love) 
hangs in the centre of the painting, 
towards the top of this opening of 
fur.54 In this context, the pendant may 
be suggestive of the clitoris; the upper 
two red jewels giving further definition 
to such structure. This reading of the 
pendant is also supported by jewels 
being objects of value and desire, just 
as Rossetti describes in The Song of the 
Bower the ‘prize’ of sexual pleasure 
that awaits. In fact, jewels have long 
been used as a metaphor for genitalia 
and in French, the word bijou has long 
referred to both.55 Such association 
can also be seen in Japanese art with 
which Rossetti had some familiarity. 
In Images from the Floating World, 
Richard Lane illustrates an anonymous 
cover sheet for a Japanese Shunga 
scroll from 1660 that he gives the title 
Courtesan and Lover.56 It is unlikely 
that Rossetti would have seen this 
early print, or if he did, that he would 
have understood the inscribed text. 

However, in terms of composition and 
sentiment, it is not dissimilar to many 
other Japanese prints containing genre 
scenes.57 Like The Blue Bower, it depicts 
a woman who is clothed and playing a 
stringed instrument (in this case, the 
samisen) but with a man lying to her 
side. The inscribed text to the image, 
however, eroticizes the handling of the 
instrument to masturbation and, like 
Rossetti’s fur aperture and pendant, 
alludes to the woman’s genitalia as 
being a ‘Jewelled Gateway’. It is argued 
that these erotic sentiments are also 
seen in The Blue Bower.

In The Blue Bower, Cornforth’s 
attentive gaze upon the viewer is 
arresting. It conveys her keen interest 
in the reaction to her dexterity from 
the viewer, rather than the process of 
creating music itself. Rossetti then uses 
touches of red to guide the viewer’s 
eye. The red in the hair clip highlights 
the fact that Cornforth’s hair is down 
and, in general, loose. Next, the eye is 
drawn diagonally to her red lips; then 
vertically down to the red jewels of 
the pendant that hangs above the fur 
aperture and, finally, to the tassel on 
the koto that she plays. In the process, 
Rossetti emphasizes the relationship 
between these elements and suggests 
a train of thought. By the time the 
eye reaches the koto and Cornforth’s 
hands, Rossetti has already implanted 
the idea of female genitalia in the mind 

57 See, for example, Richard Lane, Images From The Floating World, p. 61 (fig. 47). For the depiction of sexual 
activity with background musical instruments, see p. 52 (fig. 36 koto), p. 90 (fig. 83 samisen), p. 112 (fig. 103 
samisen), p. 293 (n. 503 samisen), p. 305 (n. 548a samisen).

58 Paul Spencer-Longhurst, The Blue Bower: Rossetti in the 1860s, p. 50.

of the viewer. The overall effect is for 
the koto to take on a very different form 
in the hands of Cornforth and create a 
scene in the mind that is reminiscent 
of the Venus of Urbino or, indeed, as is 
conveyed in the combined text and 
image of the Courtesan and Lover. The 
koto, an instrument that we have 
seen to be associated with women in 
Japanese culture, becomes Cornforth’s 
own genitalia that she touches. 

It is to this end, that Rossetti further 
associates Fanny Cornforth’s name to 
the instrument by the placement of 
cornflowers to its side and, arguably, 
by giving the koto fourteen strings, 
Rossetti further matches the number 
of letters in her name. The background 
features of the painting that were earlier 
described as potential visualisation of 
the sound of the koto, also now function 
as the viewer’s resulting euphoria at 
Cornforth’s sexual performance. It is 
no coincidence, therefore, that Rossetti 
has depicted passion flowers that 
bloom in full glory behind Cornforth. 
Further, the web-like effect of the 
tiles conveys a feeling that the viewer 
is very much entranced by Cornforth 
and under her control. Paul Spencer-
Longhurst seems to acknowledge some 
sexual dimension to the playing of the 
koto when he observes that it is ‘hinting 
perhaps at an absent lover’, but the 
analysis in this article suggests that 
the lover may in fact be the viewer.58 
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Figure 7: Poem by Fujiwara no Ietaka, 1158–1237, on decorated paper with bush 
clover, artist Ogata Sōken, Japanese, 1621–1687, 97.2 × 30.4 cm mounted, accession 

number: 2015.300.242b. (The Met open access.)

As we see Cornforth through the gaze 
of Rossetti (as both artist and lover), 
the latter would also be biographically 
correct.

Like the writing box, therefore, The 
Blue Bower depicts a koto as a decorative 
object which has the additional 
capacity to transform into something 
quite different. The mechanism for 
transformation, however, is not the 
same. The box is a physical object that 
separates to reveal its function for 
writing and calligraphy. In contrast, 
the koto in The Blue Bower has the 
potential to transform only in the mind 
of the viewer; Rossetti’s technique 
being comparable to a conjuring trick 
where the participant’s thoughts or 
choices are influenced by the subtle 
use of suggestion. An understanding 
of the messages conveyed by each 
object, however, depends upon an 
appreciation of the gendered nature 
of the koto and, in both instances, 
attention is drawn to certain female 
attributes. In respect of the writing 
box, this is to a proficiency in certain 
forms of artistic expression by a young 
woman and the sense of gentility that 
results. In the case of the painting, it 
is a celebration of female sexuality. 

59 Charles Grosbois, Shunga Images of Spring: Essay on the Erotic Elements in Japanese Art (Geneva: Nagel, 
1964), pp. 13, 21.

60 Even Katsushika Hokusai (1760-1849), a Japanese artist who became particularly well known in the West, 
produced work of this nature. See for example his 1814 Dream of the Fisherman’s Wife <https://www.brit-
ishmuseum.org/collection/object/A_OA-0-109> [accessed 15 March 2021].

61 See J.B. Bullen, The Pre-Raphaelite Body: Fear and Desire in Painting, Poetry and Criticism, (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1998), p. 78.

62 Rossetti completed the painting by October: Jerome J. McGann, ‘The Rossetti Archive’ <www.rossettiar-
chive.org/docs/s178.raw.html> [accessed 20 March 2021]. Rossetti also states it took two months in total: 
William Michael Rossetti, Dante Gabriel Rossetti: His Family-Letters with a Memoir by William Michael Rossetti, 2 
vols., II, p. 182. Manet’s Olympia, at the Musée d’Orsay. <https://www.musee-orsay.fr/en/collections/works-
in-focus/search/commentaire_id/olympia-7087.html> [accessed on 10 March 2021].

Whilst gentility and genitalia are 
obviously very different female 
attributes that each object addresses, 
Rossetti’s celebration of female 
sexuality would not have been out 
of place in Japanese culture at that 
time. Sexuality had long been openly 
and frankly acknowledged in Japan 
and was simply part of the vitality of 
nature.59 As such, it did not provoke 
embarrassment. Even sexually explicit 
work, known as Shunga art (or ‘pictures 
of spring’), was accepted in Japan and 
was widely produced and distributed.60 
During Rossetti’s career, in contrast, 
European artists risked condemnation 
if, when portraying sexuality, they 
strayed too far from accepted academic 
standards.61 A month after Rossetti 
had started The Blue Bower, Edouard 
Manet (1832-1883) famously caused 
outrage by his work Olympia when it 
was exhibited at the Paris Salon in May 
1865.62 Manet’s depiction of a naked 
Parisian prostitute who engaged with 
the viewer almost as a client, was 
offensive because it was considered 
too close to the grime of contemporary 
life. In mitigation for such artistic 
misdeed, Manet pleaded that he had 
taken partial inspiration from Titian’s 
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Venus of Urbino. However, it was not 
enough to save him from vilification.

It has been argued in this article 
that Rossetti was in part influenced 
by Japanese ukiyo-e art but also 
took inspiration from Titian’s Venus 
of Urbino when painting The Blue 
Bower and, further, conjures up a 
similar scene. As Manet’s Olympia 
demonstrates, the works of Titian, and 
Venetian art more generally, remained 
part of the dialogue between artists and 
critics during this period.63 Of course, 
Rossetti also visited Manet’s studio 
in November 1864, so it is possible 
that he could even have seen Olympia 
or at least its concept have emerged 
during discussions.64 Rossetti was 
not to start The Blue Bower until the 
following spring, so some connection 
in creative thought is possible and 
notwithstanding Rossetti’s critical 
reaction to his visit. However, in 
contrast to the overt sexuality that 
is depicted by Titian or Manet, there 
is a sense of plausible deniability in 
Rossetti’s The Blue Bower. Rossetti’s 
figure is clothed and, it is only by 
erotic suggestion that Cornforth is 
doing something other than playing a 
Japanese koto. Her sexual performance, 

63 The 1860s and 1870s saw particular interest in Venetian art and both John Ruskin (Volume V of Modern 
Painters 1860) and Walter Pater (The School of Giorgione 1877) wrote extensively on the subject. 

64 Elizabeth Prettejohn, Art for Art’s Sake: Aestheticism in Victorian Painting, pp. 211-213. J.B. Bullen, Painter & 
Poet, p. 164.

65 William Michael Rossetti, Dante Gabriel Rossetti as Designer and Writer (London: Cassell & Company Ltd., 
1889), p. 54: ‘…while it attracts some eyes, it is in comparative disfavour with others.’

66 For the criticism sustained by Rossetti, see summary by J.B. Bullen, Rossetti: Painter and Poet, pp. 226-228. 
F.G. Stephens, ‘Mr. Rossetti’s Pictures’, The Athenaeum, no. 1982, 1865, pp. 545-546.

67 For example, see William Michael Rossetti, Dante Gabriel Rossetti as Designer and Writer, p. 54; William 
Sharp, Dante Gabriel Rossetti: A Record and a Study (London: Macmillan, 1882), p. 193; J.B. Bullen, Rossetti: 
Painter and Poet, p. 171-2; Jerome J. McGann, ‘The Rossetti Archive’ <www.rossettiarchive.org/docs/s178.raw.

therefore, can take place only in the 
imagination of the viewer. Further, 
Rossetti sets his scene in the Far East 
rather than, as Manet chose, a place 
to which his audience could relate. By 
appealing to an exotic, distant realm 
where ‘unusual’ things might happen, 
Rossetti avoids an overt challenge 
to the mores of his own society and, 
therefore, minimises the opprobrium 
that could result from his depiction. 
Of course, the fact that Rossetti was 
also reluctant to exhibit any of his 
artworks publicly, also limited the 
scope for adverse comment. Although 
Rossetti was to suffer deeply from later 
criticism at the sexuality contained in 
his poetry, The Blue Bower seems only 
to have raised a few eyebrows from 
those that saw it.65 In fact, during 
October 1865, it was the subject of a 
glowing review by F.G. Stephens in 
The Athenaeum.66 

What is surprising, however, is that 
whilst scholars have since referred 
to The Blue Bower as ‘sensuous’, 
encapsulating ‘desire’ and even a 
‘strongly erotic’ work, they have failed 
to explain fully the features that make 
it so.67 In particular, the dynamic and 
metaphorical role played by the koto 

has hitherto been overlooked or, at 
least, has remained unstated.68 In 
‘The Rossetti Archive’, for instance, 
Jerome J. McGann relegates the koto 
to a ‘purely decorative function’, not 
even acknowledging the gendered 
significance of the instrument.69 Yet 
in a different work, McGann identifies 
how certain of Rossetti’s Venetian style 
pictures can ‘operate as machines of 
desire’ and extend beyond the painting 
by way of ‘dialectical exchange’, 
which he likens to ‘an act of magic’.70 
Surprisingly, The Blue Bower is not 
included by McGann in this list and, in 
fact, is not included in this particular 
text at all.

The review by Stephens in 1865 perhaps 
gets closest to explaining Rossetti’s 
technique of erotic suggestion, when 
he dwells upon Cornforth’s ‘act of 
slowly drawing the luxurious music 
from the strings so that the eyes and 
ear of fancy go together.’ Propriety 
at that time would have prevented 
Stephens from giving a more explicit 
and expanded account but, in any event, 
would only have damaged Rossetti’s 
reputation. William Holman Hunt had 
once compared an earlier painting 

html> [accessed on 20 March 2021].

68 The leading study in respect of Rossetti’s musical imagery is Kirsten H. Powell, ‘Object, Symbol, and 
Metaphor: Rossetti’s Musical Imagery’, Journal of Pre-Raphaelite Studies 11, 1 (Spring 1993), 16-29, (p. 20) but 
comments very little upon The Blue Bower.

69 Jerome J. McGann, ‘The Rossetti Archive’ <www.rossettiarchive.org/docs/s178.raw.html> [accessed on 10 
March 2021].

70 Jerome McGann, Dante Gabriel Rossetti and the Game that Must be Lost (Michigan: Yale University Press, 
2000), p. 21.

71 When referring to Rossetti’s 1859 painting, Bocca Baciata, Holman Hunt described it as ‘gross sensuality of 
a revolting kind’, cited in Virginia Surtees, Dante Gabriel Rossetti 1828-1882: The Paintings and Drawings. A 
Catalogue Raisonné, 2 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), I, p. 69.

72 J.B. Bullen, Rossetti: Painter and Poet, pp. 226-233.

by Rossetti to ‘foreign prints’ and 
suggested, therefore, that Rossetti’s 
work did not reflect the values of his 
own society.71 As has been addressed 
in this article, Rossetti’s approach to 
the pleasures of the flesh had more in 
common with the mores of Japan than 
England. Sadly, and wholly unrelated 
to The Blue Bower, public criticism 
on such score was to cause Rossetti 
profound anguish and ill health, 
eventually contributing to his death on 
9 April 1882.72 


