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Whistler’s palette of colors:
On the woodblock prints of
Anna P. Ostroumova-Lebedeva

Jotaro OHTA

Anna P. Ostroumova-Lebedeva (1871-1955) is well known as the author of
woodblock prints, the “Noted Places” of St. Petersburg and its suburbs. She places
the bows of ships or columns of the Birzha in front of the perspective, and that is
indeed reminiscent of Hiroshige’s treatment. The water landscapes of Edo (the old
name of Tokyo) seem to be superimposed on the sights of St. Petersburg. She is
regarded as an important artist who infused a new style into Russian woodblock prints
at a time when they had fallen into mere craftsmanship without creativity. As a
matter of fact, it was she who started “original woodblock prints” in Russia. This
year, 2021, is the 150th anniversary of her birth. The present article lays the
groundwork for further research into her works in the immediate future.

“I was greatly influenced by Japanese masters, second only to Durer”, said
Ostroumova-Lebedeva in her memoirs “Aviobiograficheskie zapiski” (3 volumes;
1935-51). She saw old Japanese woodblock prints for the first time at the end of the
nineteenth century in the hall of the Academy of Arts in St. Petersburg, where Sergei
Kitaev’s Japanese art collection was being exhibited. At the time, she was studying
painting at the Academy under II'ya Repin, but she wasn’t satisfied with his teaching
and went to Paris for further training at James A. M. Whistler’s school of painting
“Académie Carmen” in 1898-99. Whistler is a crucial key artist when you discuss
Japanese influence on European fine arts in general. Ostroumova-Lebedeva once
said, “Whistler had exceptional influence on me in colored prints”. At Académie
Carmen she was told how to lay out colors on the palette—Ilead white was placed in
the center at the top edge and to the left came as the following: yellow ochre, raw
Sienna, raw umber, cobalt and mineral blue, while to right—vermillion, Venetian
red, Indian red and black. Whistler taught his disciples how to manage their palettes
and master their skills of arts. He trained her to paint with gradation of colors and
tones, with relief of lights and shadows. That training turned out to be vital for her

work on original woodblock prints.
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Deepening her knowledge of Japanese woodblock prints, many of which had
circulated there in Paris during the 1890s, Ostroumova at the same time saw
contemporary French original woodblock prints that had been influenced by Japanese
masters. Stimulated by that, once back in Russia, she began to work seriously on
woodblock prints. A “woodblock print revival” was emerging in Western Europe at
the time, effected by the mode of “Japonism” in the arts. And in Japan, too,
woodblock printing started being reevaluated, stimulated by its Western counterpart.
Taking everything into account, the heritage of Ostroumova-Lebedeva seems to be
critical as a knot (or node) in the “network of woodblock prints”, which had been
copied, edited and widely circulated.

The prints and woodblocks of Ostroumova-Lebedeva are currently stored in the
print department of the Russian Museum in St. Petersburg. Without considering
how she had colored them to make multicolored woodblock prints, how she had
composed plates to make one colored surface, it would be impossible anyway to
discuss the influence of Japanese prints on her. By imitating them purposely for
herself, she learned that Japanese masters had completely different tools, materials,
printing methods. Out of superficial resemblance it’s impossible to easily discuss the
“Japanese influence” on her and her fellow artists of the “World of Art”—Aleksandr
Benois, Konstantin Somov, Igor’ Grabar’, Ivan Bilibin, Mstislav Dobuzhinsky and

others.
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