
By Erin Hanson

I recently returned from my 
second trip to Japan, this time to 
find inspiration among the white 
and pink cherry tree blossoms, 

known in Japan as “sakura.”
Japan's cherry blossom viewing is 

a centuries-old cultural tradition. 
During the much-anticipated weeks 
of peak bloom, cherry flower festivals 
take place all across the country, with 
millions flocking to see the transient 
blooms. Often accompanied by 
picnics, parties, and sake, the viewing 
of cherry blossoms is called “hanami,” 
which means “flower viewing.”

Before planning my flights, I re-
searched where to travel for the high-
est likelihood of hitting “peak bloom.” 
Japan is a long, narrow island with six 
distinct cherry blossom regions, and 
each region blooms at a different time. 
Within each region, there are white 
cherry blossoms, which bloom first, 
followed by the pink weeping cherry 
blossoms, which bloom later. The per-
fect dates to find peak blooms vary as 
you move from north to south, from 
east to west, and from sea level to  
Mt. Fuji. My goal was to arrive in the 
best location I could guess at, based 
on cherry blossom prediction charts 
published in February, and then travel 
to where the finest blooms would be 
once I was on the ground.

Each passing week, the cherry blos-
som and weather forecasts changed, 
and I waded through contradictory 
weather reports and waited with 
bated breath to see if I would arrive 
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CHERRY BLOSSOMS
I TRAVELED HALFWAY ACROSS THE WORLD TO FIND THE BEST CHERRY BLOSSOMS

“My goal was to arrive in the best location 
I could guess at, based on cherry blossom 
prediction charts published in February, 

and then travel to where the finest blooms 
would be once I was on the ground.”



in the right window of time. At first, 
I thought I'd be arriving too late, and 
then it looked like, due to an unex-
pected cold spell that delayed the 
buds from forming, I would arrive too 
early and miss the blooms entirely. 

I arrived in Tokyo the day after 
Easter Sunday into rain and gray skies. 
The blooms had not yet reached full 
bloom. The famous cherry trees that 
lined the moat at the Imperial Palace 
were still mostly bare twigs. After 
covering the most popular sakura 
spots in Tokyo (and learning how to 
use the train system maze), I headed 
to Kyoto, where the promise of sun 
beckoned. 

Kyoto was filled with hundreds of 
cherry blossom sites, and the white/
pale pink Yoshino cherry trees were 
nearly in peak bloom! The gray 
skies parted to reveal thin sunlight, 
just strong enough to cast shadows, 
which is all I needed for my reference 
photos. By the end of the week, the 
darker pink weeping cherry trees 
were also blooming. I eagerly chased 
the fickle sunlight and found enough 
inspiration to paint a hundred sakura 
paintings.

While in Kyoto, I saw many of 
the same gardens and temples I had 
visited during my last trip, when I had 
photographed the Japanese maple 
trees at peak fall color. I recognized 
several of the exact same maple trees 
I'd painted before (having painted 
them, I knew all their branches by 
heart) – but now the trees were cov-

ered in tiny, bright green maple leaves, 
like miniature stars forming delicate 
veils of green filigree.

As the week passed by and reports 
of rain threatened, I decided to try my 
luck searching for blooms and sunny 
skies in Osaka, which was further 
south. The rains and gray skies closed 
in even there, but fortunately I dis-
covered the night-illuminated cherry 
trees at Osaka Castle. 

As the sun set over Osaka, the gray 
sky turned a deep, rich blue, a much 
better background color for white 
cherry blossoms. Once the sky turned 
black, the multicolored night lights 
made the blooms come alive in a 
whole new way. One of the first paint-
ings I created when I returned home 
was a Crystal Light Series landscape 
inspired by nighttime, backlit trees 
around Osaka Castle.

 

During cloudy days, I visited the local 
historical art museums and centers 
and soaked in antique paintings and 
depictions of cherry blossoms. I’ve 
always loved Japanese brush paint-
ings—in fact, I practiced the art of 
brush painting for many years in 
college. I didn’t realize this until much 
later, but van Gogh was also fascinat-
ed with Japanese art, especially the 
landscape prints by Hiroshige.

The trip was exciting and chal-
lenging, and I can’t wait to return to 
Japan. I honestly don’t know which 
season I like better… the autumn ma-
ple trees or the spring cherry blooms?

(left) Erin stands 
beneath a ma-
ple tree she had 
previously painted. 
(opposite) Erin finds 
beauty even be-
neath gray skies.



By Erin Hanson

Here are some of the reference photos  
I took in Japan. I thought you would enjoy seeing 
how I transform an ordinary-looking photograph 
into an impressionist work of art. When I take 

reference photos in the field, I search for unique compo-
sitions in the landscape. When I get back home to paint, 
I have to recreate the emotional excitement that made me 
pick up my camera and say to myself, “Here is a beautiful 
landscape to paint!”

Working backward from my reference photographs 
means choosing one or two things to focus on in my 
painting. My photos will often have too much informa-
tion (since a camera sees every element in the landscape 
as equally important.) My job as an artist is to create an 
emotionally impactful work of art by limiting my com-
munication to one message, like focusing on a single 
tree, a single group of flowers, or a certain arrangement 
of branches selected from the mass of information in the 
photograph.

My goal is never to “copy” an image. Instead, I want 
to use my photo to help me recapture the magic of the 
original inspiration I got being out of doors.

I hope you enjoy this peek into my creative process.

Japanese 

INSPIRATION
DELVING INTO THE MAGIC BEHIND THE JAPANESE CHERRY TREE BLOSSOM



i just returned from my second trip to Japan, this time to find inspiration 
among the blossoming cherry trees, known in Japan as “sakura.” Japan's cherry 
blossom viewing is a centuries-old cultural tradition. During the few weeks of peak 
bloom, cherry flower festivals take place across the country, with millions flocking 
to see the transient blooms. Often accompanied by picnics, parties, and saki, the 
viewing of cherry blossoms is called “hanami,” which means “viewing flowers.”

Sakura 
Original oil on canvas, 2024  

34 x 20 in  SOLD



this painting captures an arbor of  
Japanese cherry trees blossoming overhead. 
I love how these trees are pruned in Japan 
to create beautifully arching branches. I 
captured the white and pink blossoms with 
thickly applied oil paint brushstrokes laid 
side-by-side, like a mosaic tapestry of color. 

(opposite) 
Cherry Arbor

Original oil on canvas, 2024  
24 x 30 in







this work was inspired by 
my recent trip to Japan to explore 
the cherry blossom season. Osaka 
Castle had the most beautiful 
night-illuminated cherry trees. 
This painting captures the magic 
of cherry blossoms that spurs an 
entire country to celebrate their 
transient beauty.

Night Blossoms
Original oil on canvas, 2024  

36 x 24 in



when i was photographing the cherry 
blossoms in Japan, I came across the most beau-
tiful flowering quince I have ever seen. The bush 
was covered in flowers varying in color from 
pure white to blush to deep pink. The beauty of 
these Japanese flowers is expressed with thick, 
impasto brushstrokes of luscious oil paint.

(opposite) 
Flowering Quince

Original oil on canvas, 2024  
10 x 16 in





the philosopher’s path in 
Kyoto, Japan, has beautiful color 
in the autumn when maple trees 
turn color, but also in the spring, 
when the cherry trees burst into 
full bloom. This painting cap-
tures the white cherry blossoms 
that surround the stepping stone 
pathway. The brushstrokes are 
loose and impressionistic,  
capturing the transient beauty  
of the scene.

Philosopher's Path
Original oil on canvas, 2024  

32 x 22 in




