
Patricia Gatlin 

December 5, 2013 

Hokusai’s Great Wave Literature Review 

 Katsushika Hokusai, probably never imaged that his collection of woodblock 

prints, Thirty Six Views of Mount Fuji, would have housed the most famous image from 

Japanese society around the global.  It was his love for Mount Fuji that brought, The 

Great Wave off Kanagawa, to life with skill of his eye for lines depicting the raw 

vividness of each and every single subject he depicted. He never could have known that 

his unique way of looking at nature and capturing its basic elements would evoke artistic 

metamorphosis in an age that has long forgotten the images cultural history. The Great 

Wave off Kanagawa is known around the world for its visual aesthetic of a large grasping 

wave being sliced apart by three boats, each caring a crew of men, and in the distance a 

small mountain showcases the historical signification of the greatness of Japan’s 

topography. In this paper I will review four thesis discussing Hokusai and The Great 

Wave off Kanagawa in regards to the artist’s style and the mythological analyses that 

represent each author’s article in regards to the artwork. The first article offers only a 

historical insight to discovering who Hokusai was and his artistic style.  

 A. Hyatt Mayor and Yasuko Betchaku came together to display numerous artistic 

works from Hokusai over his lifetime in the article titled, “Hokusai.”  Yet it is Betchaku’s 

article that appeal directly to this paper and details the life in which Hokusai formed 

leading up to his iconic work of art. According to Betchaku, Hokusai was born in Tokyo 

(Edo) in 1760 and he did not come from a wealthy background. He started working with 

artisans while he was a teen. At eighteen years old he became an apprentice for a 
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woodblock cutter named Shunsho. Hokusai eventually adopted apart of his master’s 

name and called himself Shunro. Art historians such as, Tanka Hidemichi, also believe 

that Hokusai may have also been the artist Sharaku.1 During this time, under the assumed 

name, Hokusai also could have produced many actor prints. 

 Hokusai is later known for his woodblock prints and would have established his 

craftsmanship under his master Shunsho. The Yoshiwara district consisted of the pleasure 

quarters and Kabuki Theater there were also artesian who establish the district as a 

central place for artistic activity. The district is known as being the birthplace of 

woodblock prints called ukiyo-e, representing the floating world, in the art that was 

produced. Due to the rising popularity of these woodblock and the fear of social 

disruption the shogunate put a ban on the print of these woodcuts under the sumptuary 

reforms during the seclusion from the Tokugawa period. The ban was placed because 

they shogunate did not want prints depicting the events and lifestyles of those located 

within the Yoshiwara district. Hokusai would have been known under Sharaku to have 

braved depicting those located in district but no significant evidence can support that 

claim. Betchaku discusses Hokusai’s need for portraying real life events of average 

people. The author states that Hokusai drew wrestlers, fishermen, and jugglers. The pace 

of urban life drove his inspiration and the street became Hokusai’s studio.2 He traveled 

extensively and chang his name numerous times. 

 Hokusai’s drawings and woodcut style was emphasized by his line and technique 

which did not included shadows. He was able to show the beauty of inner details that 
																																																								
1	Tanaka, Hidemichi. “Sharaku Is Hokusai: On Warrior Prints and Shunrô's (Hokusai's) Artibus et 

Historiae 20.39 (1999):157-90. 
2	Mayor, Hyatt A. and Yasuko Betchaku. “Hokusai.” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, Vol. 43 
(1985): 5. 
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were located within the outlines of his objects and this would the major appeal of his 

woodblock prints. Hokusai’s uniqueness came from the way he depicted every detail, 

with lines, of each object he painted. He painted many things such as animals, plants, 

landscapes, human figures, and supernatural themes in which allowed him to perfect his 

technique in creating entire woodblock landscapes. According to Betchaku, in 1814 

Hokusai published a Manga book dedicated to the demonstrating how he was able to 

develop his technique listed above. Bertchaku states, “countless images produced for the 

Manga may have served as a ground for Hokusai’s best-known single-sheer prints,” (8). 

Thirty-Six View of Fuji (1831-1833) can be considered as one of those pieces of work for 

which these manga drawings inspired.  

 In the Manga book Hokusai depicted many images of a flower in different stages 

of bloom. He had skill for capturing the essence of his subjects at different stages of its 

natural state. The Great Wave off Kanagawa, according to the author, is a “ huge 

anthropomorphic wave [appearing] to engulf the tiny people holding on to their wooden 

boats. The viewer’s eye is directed by te boat toward the left, swiftly taken upward by the 

splashing waves, and then return to the center where Fuji stands undisturbed beyond the 

waves.” (8).  The series of artworks draws the viewer’s attention to the mountain but is 

the wave that has become a semiotic image over the years. Bertchaku places emphasis on 

the importance of the manga book and how Hokusai’s drawings of simple objects help 

him to perfect his icon work like The Great Wave. I will revisit this particular subject in 

my paper in another article that focuses on The Great Wave as a semiotic metaphor.  

For many Euro-Americans, The Great Wave, is an iconic piece of art and a 

masterpiece of artistic expression that embodies Japanese artistic culture. Yet, within 
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Japan this unique work of art is not as popular of an image. In the article, “Hokusai’s 

Great Waves in Nineteenth-Century Japanese Visual Culture,” by Christine M.E. Guth 

takes a semiotic approach to discovering the social and cultural context in which Under 

the Wave off Kanagawa was produced and consumed by Japanese during the 19th 

century. She explains why it became singled out from the series Thirty-Six Views of 

Mouth Fuji of which it was apart. Guth’s thesis states, “Guth’s emphasis is based on 

Hokusai’s depiction of “great waves” in the content of their maritime reality, heroic 

scale, pictorial style, and the material in which they were produce. Guth discusses 

Japanese fear of invasion from the west provoked by the arrival of Matthew Perry in 

1853. The Great Wave’s semiotic style is it’s use a sign to reflect its meaning within 

Japanese culture. Due to Japan’s seclusion at the time and the restrictions on political 

commentary Guth asserts that Hokusai used images of waves to evoke messages in a 

cryptic style.  

According to the author Hokusai’s artwork in Japan was not considered iconic 

due to the way it was reproduced during its time. Guth states, “It is not a unique work of 

art but a woodcut of which thousands of impressions were made for popular 

consumption,” (468). The Euro-Americans value the world of ukiyo-e “pictures of the 

floating world” because they are far removed form the culture and fail to look at the 

social context that stimulated its consumption. Guth states that means of production was 

to promote a maritime imagery that Japan would be able to fend off foreign invasion. She 

states, “Hokusai provoked thought about [their] country’s shifting geopolitical 

circumstances and, especially, its vulnerability to foreign incursions,” (468). Hokusai 

produced more images of waves than any other artist before him during the 1790s.  



	 5	Gatlin	

Hokusai was a master at marketing his artistic work and capturing the public’s 

attention. Although, he was known for painting people in everyday life, Guth tells us that 

he also painted with the emphasis of conjuring reactions within his own society. The 

Great Wave used elements surrounding the wave, not Mount Fuji, to establish a 

relationship with the social political issues occurring within Japan at that time.  

An example of this relationship came out the relationship already established 

within the culture of Japanese people believing that the island was safe guarded by the 

sea. During the Tokugawa period (1603-1868) the shogunate had banned the construction 

of large ships. This was apart of the seclusion of Japan from the rest of the world. 

Sightings of foreign ships during this time would cause alarm amongst the government 

and the people. There were threats of invasion coming form Russia, Britain, and 

America. In 1825, the shogunate ordered that foreign vessels entering Japanese ports be 

fired upon.3 Guth uses Japan’s international relations history to establish the social 

culture in Japan around the fact that maritime activity created a image of security in an 

uncertain time.  

Hokusai was familiar with European painting style and western idioms about life 

on the sea. The Great Wave symbolized a heroic force that would fend off invaders from 

aboard and was characterized by its relation to the samurai warrior. Guth states, “Hokusai 

introduced a new, highly eroticized, and enduring image of masculinity that was used in 

many contexts and against many enemies,” (476). Mt. Fuji was also a symbol to Japanese 

people as a destructive and immortal having brought visual pleasure but physical despair 

to those who lived around it. Hokusai’s The Great Wave sweeping over the small symbol 
																																																								
3	Guth, Christine M.E. “Hokusai's Great Waves in Nineteenth-Century Japanese Visual Culture.”Art 

Bulletin 93.4 (December 2011): 469. 
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of immortality could represent the strength of the waves in their fight against foreigner 

invasion. The wave is a spectacle through which Japanese people symbolized the strength 

of their country.  

Hokusai and other artist made explicit the dangers of foreign invasion, with their 

dramatic scale and frequent combination with warriors and elements of Western 

perspective, they formed a new cultural specific maritime lexicon that widely recognized 

and understood the geopolitical changes that were occurring. Guth states, “Prints were an 

important medium of communication in nineteenth-century Japan...artistic commercial 

products intended to provide amusement and diversion,” (479). In conclusion, the image 

of The Great Wave carried a collective message both socially and culturally. The wave 

became the signifier of the strength that Japan had to over come their enemies. Mount 

Fuji remained an icon of which united people that believed in its immortality. The image 

today in the eyes of both Euro-Americans and Japanese has remained inconsistent. For 

Euro-Americans the image signifies a commodity of which commercial opportunism can 

redevelop for a specific audience. For Japanese the art work’s significance has devolved 

because its dialogue has changed and Japan no longer lives in a state of seclusion.  

Julyan H.E. Cartwright and Hisami Nakamura, authors of “What Kind of Wave is 

Hokusai’s Great Wave off Kanagawa?” scientifically analyze the type of wave depicted 

by Hokusai with the use of iconography. Their thesis states, “Did Hokusai really have a 

tsunami in mind when he composed this art work?” The authors constructs a pictorial 

analyses of evaluation the wave in terms of discussing the image main objects, the waves 

dynamics or break waves, and the circumstances surrounding the artwork’s composition.  

The main issue the authors have is with the way in which the media uses the 
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image to promote a metaphor for tsunami. Cartwright and Nakamura state, “The image 

[is] being presented in the media, on the Internet, on t-shirts, and even in science 

textbooks, as an example of a tsunami,” (19). Therefore, the articles give reasons to why 

this artwork has aroused scientific interest to prove that the wave in Hokusai’s Great 

Wave off Kanagawa is not an actual tsunami. 

 The first objects in which the author’s analyze are that of the three boats depicted 

in the artwork called oshiokuri-bune. The cargo boats were created to be fast and were 

used to carry fish, rice, veggies, charcoal, and logs.4 Fishermen would travel from Tokyo 

Bay to fishing ports near by to collect supplies. The boats in the picture were suggested 

by the authors to have been heading out to collect their catch and may have been 

surprised by a storm of waves. “Tuna and bontio were and are caught in Sagami Bay 

during their spring and autumn migrations,” (122). Therefore, the authors assumed the 

boats were heading our this particular catch being the fishermen’s attire are the blue color 

that is typically worn in the spring and autumn seasons. 

The sky in the artwork was the second object to be author analyzed by the 

authors. The sky would clearly reflect if Hokusai actually saw Mount Fuji after a stormy 

day. Yet, there are no storm clouds shown in the picture and Mount Fuji is clear of fog. 

The authors’ suggest the dark color of the sky signifies that is early morning. Their 

evidence of this comes from Philipp Franz von Siebold, a German naturalist, who visited 

Tokyo in the 1820s. Siebold states, “Mt. Fuju, we have seen during our stay in Edo was 

truly wonderful. Especially, in the cool hour of the morning, when the vision is clear,” 

(123). He continues to explain that the site of the volcano only last a little while because 
																																																								
4	Cartwright, Julyan H.E. and Hisami Nakamura. “What Kind of Wave is Hokusai’s Great Wave off 

Kanagawa?” Notes and Records of the Royal Society of London 63.2 (June, 2009):112. 
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as they day heats up a thick layer of fog covers the view.  

The author note that Hokusai greatly exaggerated the size of the wave on the 

canvas because the boats were not as long and Mount Fuji was not as small in perspective 

to the location of Kanagawa. Yet, they do want this be considered as proof that Hokusai 

did not see the wave because Hokusai is known for depicting actual events and not 

aiming to give a purely aesthetic experience. Little is known about Hokusai’s intensions 

for this particular work of art. The author’s assume that if The Great Wave were a 

tsunami then Hokusai would have depicted it as such. Yet, there is not evidence of 

tsunami occurring during the time Hokusai was alive or in having occurred in Tokyo Bay 

where the image was depicted.  

The last, yet most important, element in which the authors chose to analyze was 

that of the wave being considered a tsunami. A tsunami, scientifically, does not break 

apart in the middle of the sea as Hokusai’s wave is depicted as doing in the artwork. 

Cartwright and Nakamura define what exactly a tsunami is, “a tsunami would have to be 

near the shore to break as it is doing; out at sea a tsunami does not have this aspect but it 

is just an unnoticeable small-amplitude swell with a long wavelength,” (125). Most 

tsunamis are a steep wave and can be flat and unnoticed in the water. Therefore, the 

fishermen in the picture would not have come into harsh contact with the wave. 

The actual type of wave that is being depicted in this work is called a plunging 

breaker, “A plunging breaker endorses a tube of air within a layer of water that rolls over 

the splash into the water in front of the wave,” (128). Hokusai’s claw-like fingertips of 

the wave in his woodblock print show the actual movement of a plunging breaker wave. 

Also, Hokusai produced numerous sketches of waves like this in 1812, Ryakuga Heya-
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oshi, where he repeats the claw-like fingers next to a drawing of a rabbit. This is again a 

reflection back to Hokusai’s style of manga from the Betchaku article, previous used, 

examining Hokusai use of taking a single object and disregard everything about it that is 

not essential to its details. Cartwright and Nakamura do believe it is possible for a freak 

wave to have existed and they believe that is what Hokusai has articulated in The Great 

Wave off Kanagawa. If the winds in Tokyo Bay are strong enough they could great 

waves up to 10 m high. 

In Conclusion, The Great Wave most likely was not a tsunami but a freak wave 

cause by rough sea. The boats could have been on their way to collect their catch of fish 

from a distant place and were caught in the storm. Since, tuna and bonito were prized 

during the spring and they fisherman may have believed it was worth braving the storm. 

The giant plunging breaker, the wave in the artwork, had to be at least 10 m in height 

based on its location in the Tokyo Bay and should be consider a freak wave according to 

Cartwright and Nakamura. The authors believe the use of the iconic image of The Great 

Wave off Kanagawa as a metaphor for a tsunami should be disembodied as nothing more 

than myth. Tsunamis are serious environmental issues and should only be associated with 

the facts surrounding the serious nature of the damage they create. 

 The last analysis is also done by Christine M.E. Guth is an exploration of how the 

image of The Great Wave has been used on commercial products and within the 

marketing and advertising industry. In the article, “The Local and The Global: Hokusai’s 

Great Wave in Contemporary Product Design” the author objective is to, “examine the 

mobilization of “The Great Wave” to promote and sell-mass produced goods in the first 

decade of the twenty-first century, throwing light on the ways that this highly adaptive 
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graphic design can mediate between the local and the global with necessarily referencing 

Japanese tradition,” (16). Even though The Great Wave off Kanagawa was apart of series 

published in 1831 it has been recognizable around the world. Arguably, this is Japan’s 

first global brand and is commonly known and been used in many advertisements and 

merchandise. Most the goods that use this image are sold based it the image’s celebrity 

status but the image is not synonymous with Japanese aesthetic or locale. 

 Guth looks closely at the way The Great Wave can be manipulated because it 

originally had no uniformed set of meanings. Without a uniform set of meanings anyone 

can apply their own set of beliefs and therefore mobilized the artwork. The author points 

out that many Euro-Americans who have helped make this image famous view it as a 

tsunami yet I have previously covered this iconographical perspective in article by 

Cartwright and Nakamura. Therefore, referring to back to the issue of The Great Wave’s 

ambiguity allowing for easy metaphorical or semiotic manipulation Guth also believes 

that the image is socially and culture created relationship amongst its viewers. 

 The author discusses the historical significance of the artwork being created as a 

commercial product to be consumed in a popular market. Guth’s study is based on the 

designs market, advertising, and exhibition. The author believes that both designers and 

consumers build differently on the symbolic complexity that has grown from the art 

works popularity.5 In Japan during the 19th century woodcuts were not valued in the same 

way regarding paintings, calligraphy, or the decorative arts. Instead, in my view, 

woodcuts were just seen as articulated newspapers that expressed a secret messaged of 

oppressed artist during the sumptuary reforms given during Japan’s seclusion and ban on 
																																																								
5	Guth, Christine M.E. “The Local and the Global: Hokusai's Great Wave in Contemporary Product 

Design.” Design Issues 28.2 (Spring 2012): 17. 
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Yoshiwara depicted prints. It was not until after Hokusai’s death that Japan opened up 

and Europeans were able to set their sights on Hokusai’s The Great Wave and it was 

European modernism that placed the artwork in its celebrity status.  

 Guth asserts that museums helped perpetuate the symbolic exchange between 

designers and consumers today. She believes that museums allow the image to be 

exhibited to the world through travel. When tourists visit the museum or showcase they 

are able to purchase items with the image on it. When they purchase these items they 

doing it to symbolize the existence of their visit to the museum. Guth states, “museum 

merchandising has also become a part of a vast network of material symbolic exchanges,” 

(20). The article concludes the statement by saying that institutions are unable to maintain 

control of their “brands” because there are so many adoptions of The Great Wave for 

sale.  

 The significance of the symbolic meaning of the Great Wave comes from the 

power it exerts to its audience as a lived experience. Many people have come to identify 

the wave as an alternative lifestyle and easily replace the symbolic Mount Fuji with 

something or place that is conveys a meaning to them. Joseph Pine and James Gilmore 

from Harvard Business describe this experience as, “the commercial value of a promise 

to provide a transformative sensorial experience,” (20). For example, Hokusai’s 

woodblock print depicts a perfect wave frozen in time and it can be interpreted as the 

perfect image to capture a fleeting moment. Therefore, The Great Wave has become a 

metaphorical image to market and sell a way to commemorate a special event or 

membership into a particular social community. 

 An example of this in Guth’s article is the use of The Great Wave as graphic on a 
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women’s t-shirt with an wave exploding from a washing machine. Guth states, “when a 

women wears a t-shirt or sweatshirt that shows a great wave emerging from a top-loading 

washing machine, with the inscription reading, ‘The laundry as perceived by Mrs. 

Hokusai,’ she not simply wear an item for functional attire but make a personal 

statement,” (22). According to Guth the image suggest that behind every great artist there 

is a hard-working wife who is willing to brave taking on less mundane aspects of life. 

Even thought this is not the only example given by Guth all the example explore the 

social experience but most do not refer back to the artist or his art work to the original 

design or message. 

 In conclusion, Guth makes it clear that The Great Wave has grown to its own 

celebrity status as an icon derived from Japan. Its capability to take on new plural 

identities had causes it’s displacement with the media and therefore expressed and 

suppresses its own cultural difference. Even though it is considered a stereotype by 

Europe and America, the image is most likely a modern-day Japonisme and left to the 

viewer own interpretation. This article relates to post structuralism and semiotics because 

the image of The Great Wave holds infinite meanings based on the producer and the 

consumer of the image. Hokusai’s original woodblock print focused on its interaction 

between the reader and the message he was trying to convey. That message could have 

been about the maritime political issue during the time as suggested by Guth in the 

pervious article or it could have just been a stormy day off the shore of Kanagawa.  

Hokusai should receive the recognition he deserves for his amazing use of lines 

and style in depicting his subjects with the upmost rawness to evoke their true function. 

Hokuasi was master of marketing a product and he has proven with the Great Wave that 
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he could create a piece of art that would outlive him. The Great Wave off Kanagawa 

should communication the social and cultural globalization of the nature art and how is 

has the ability to become apart of our lives in symbolic ways. In support of the thesis 

used by all the authors, I support the proper use of the wave as an image that should 

attribute to the rich social and cultural history of Japan. All authors argue that the image 

has the power to take on new meanings and relay messages about the importance of 

images and the message they relate to their viewers. Art loves in the twenty-first century 

should take more time to discover the meanings behind the images we chose to 

manipulate for our signification in the world.  
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