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Depicting homeland: on the clichés of local color in the early twentieth century

UEMURA Hiroshi

This article attempts to examine the role of clichés express-
ing "local color" worldwide found in landscape paintings at
the beginning of the twentieth century. Those images repre-
sented an area often with exotic nature and local attributes.
Postcolonial studies can easily point out symptoms of typical
Orientalism in these landscapes, which reflected the cultural
relationship between a modern Occident and a premodern
Orient. The landscapes depicted by native painters were thus
considered the results of forced or compromised assimilation

to the colonial gaze.

However, in admitting that this was the situation in gener-
al, one should ask, does painting one's homeland not ofter an
occasion to objectify one’s local identity? Even as a Europe-
an-made cliché of local color, could a painted homeland not
serve as a tool for local painters to refresh their conventional
perceptions? The concept of local color expanded consider-
ably in diverse artistic genres from the nineteenth century,
and it had two aspects—one as a conventional sign of a place
and the other an expression of the individuality of a place.
Romanticists, such as Victor Hugo, divided these two; never-
theless, the two aspects are not separable but coexist together,
serving as a two-sided communicative medium for the in-
dividuality of a place. This is also the case of the local color
found in the exotic landscape. It is through a commonplace,
familiar appearance of local color that we can approach a sin-

gular locality.
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Local painters who studied and adopted the Western style
of landscape as a method of representing their homeland
may have been paragons of the cultural policy of colonial-
ism. However, they also introduced to their countries a new
vocabulary for representing their homeland, which contrib-
uted to the identity of their country and the national con-
science. Those painters who were producing Mooi Indie or
beautiful East-Indies (picturesque landscapes of Indonesia),
or in Vietnam, disciples of French painter Victor Tardieu, or
in Taiwan, those of Kin'ichiro Ishikawa, an art educator in
Western-style painting, introduced a new way of seeing their

homelands and opportunities to realize their identities.

Visual representations, as in the case of uttered or written
words, are not simply transparent media which communicate
an ideology. They include noises and a surplus of meaning.
Acquisition of a new language of representation (verbal or
visual) makes uncertain one's existing situation. Even a ste-
reotyped local color can enlarge stereotyped self-image. Thus
in 1920s Indonesia, a young and intelligent native Kartini de-
scribed Javanese landscape in Dutch, appropriating the gaze
of Occidentals; however, she was also able to relativize both
her situation in the native Indonesian society and her situa-

tion under colonial rule in the process.



