
Chizuru Morii Kaplan burst onto the national watercolor scene with an award in this year’s American 
Watercolor Society juried exhibition for Hotel de Ville, Paris (opposite). She spoke to features editor 
Sarah A. Strickley recently about Chagall, Legos and the best advice she ever got.

Sarah A. Strickley: Have you always considered 
yourself an artist?
Chizuru Morii Kaplan: Ever since I was small, 
I’ve been interested in making or creating 
things, but I didn’t receive any formal art 
training until high school. 

You know, here in New York parents bring 
their children to art museums all the time, but 
I grew up in Japan, and at the time that just 

didn’t happen. When I was in the third grade, 
our family moved to Tokyo from the south of 
Japan. One day a boy brought a print of Marc 
Chagall’s [1887-1985] I and the Village to class. 
The teacher set it next to the blackboard, and 
every time I looked at the image I got lost in 
it. It was amazing—both the painting and the 
effect it had on me. The experience defi nitely 
magnifi ed my interest in art. 

Painting from dark to light with nary a hard edge in sight, 
Chizuru Morii Kaplan breaks with tradition to bring out 
the best qualities of watercolor in her surprisingly detailed 
architectural paintings.

By Sarah A. Strickley

Layers of Atmosphere “Sometimes paintings paint themselves,” says Kaplan. “Although it was a crisp, bright day when 
I took the reference photo for Hotel de Ville, Paris [watercolor on paper, 41x29], the classic hotel emerged swathed in layers 
of atmosphere as I worked with the colors.” 
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SAS: Do you still love surrealist work?
CMK: Yes, but even when I was young it was 
design that interested me most. 

Coincidentally, the same boy who brought 
the Chagall print to class also had lots of 
Legos. Here in the United States they’re fairly 
inexpensive but at the time nobody in Japan 
had them. I would go to his house and play for 
hours and hours. He infl uenced me a lot, this 
third-grade boy, but then we moved again and 
I never saw him after that. 

In high school I took drawing and painting 
courses and then went on to study interior 
architectural design and architectural 
rendering. My style was very detailed—every 
leaf on the tree kind of detail—using pen and 
ink and watercolor. I worked freelance for 
more than 20 years in Tokyo, Chicago and 
New York before architectural rendering 
moved to the computer. The programs were 

extraordinary—by mapping out every detail, 
you could create the experience of being 
inside a building before it was actually built—
but I just didn’t get excited about working on 
the computer. 

Around the same time, I was painting 
watercolor still life and fl owers as a hobby. 
Recognizing that the time was right to make 
a change, I signed up for a watercolor class 
with the amazing Paul Ching-Bor at The Art 
Students League of New York in 2007. The 
class met just once a week, but Ching-Bor 
completely changed my idea of watercolor. His 
paintings are huge, and he continually pushes 
the possibilities of watermedia. 

SAS: So it was a good match for you then, if you 
were looking for someone to help you transition 
from painting every single leaf.
CMK: It was a challenge for him and for me, 
too [laughter]. Painting is very different from 
rendering. As a renderer my job was to very 
precisely describe the details of a structure 
that wasn’t yet built. But the role of the fi ne 
artist is to express her emotions and feelings 
through her work. My tendency is still to go 

Play of Light Memorialized Rhythm of Light on Louvre (above, left; watercolor 
on paper, 41x29) and Rhythm of Light on Louvre III (above, right; watercolor on paper, 
41x29) are part of a series of fi ve paintings. “It was as if the sunlight was dancing and 
playing around on the structure of the Louvre,” says Kaplan. “To express that rhythm, 
I used quick, spontaneous brushstrokes.”  
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into detail when I paint; I have to tell myself 
all the time that this isn’t about the building. 
Whenever I struggle, Ching-Bor is there to 
encourage me to express myself.

SAS: Do you feel like watercolor is the right 
medium for you because it also encourages you 
to loosen up a bit?
CMK: I tried oil painting in high school, but 
it didn’t do much for me. I like watercolor. It’s 
more comfortable to me. 

In Japan we were surround by water—
oceans, ponds, streams. I know how calm and 
tranquil water can be, but I know how aggres-
sive it can be as well. In the same way, I came 
to watercolor with some knowledge of the 
medium’s calm, tranquil qualities; Ching-Bor 
was the one who taught me just how dynamic 
and powerful watercolor could be.

SAS: You embrace the properties that are specifi c 
to watercolor and make that part of your expres-
sion, creating a surface texture that’s very wet 
but not drippy. Your work is very textured with a 
lot of paint mixing on the paper, but it’s still quite 
controlled. How do you do it?

CMK: First, I make a pencil sketch on Arches 
rough paper. Inspired by Ching-Bor to break 
from the traditional process of painting water-
color from light to dark, I then start with the 
darkest dark—typically Payne’s gray—loading 
my hard-bristle oil brush with paint. Painting 
the darkest areas—the shadows—fi rst, I estab-
lish contrast from the beginning. In essence, 
I’m assembling the building out of the shadows. 
Ching-Bor calls this stage “materializing the 
image.” Next, I use big—usually 3- or 4-inch but 
sometimes up to 6- or 8-inch—hake brushes to 
brush, spatter or glaze on the paint. 

After the initial color is down, I begin 
deconstructing the image I’ve just painted. 
Using a sponge or paper towel, I lift the still 
wet paint from the surface. I may even use a 
kitchen scrubber to scrub out color, or spray 
the surface with water from a spray bottle to 
diffuse color or lift it out. 

I go back and forth in this process of con-
structing and deconstructing, creating layers of 

The Allure of the Unknown “The scene in Faint Expectation [above; watercolor on 
paper, 32x45] was an ‘off limits’ room in the palace at Versailles,” says Kaplan. “As I was 
rushing past, I quickly snapped a photo. I didn’t know what was behind the door or up 
the stairs. All I had was my imagination.”
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texture as I go, until I’m satisfi ed. These layers 
are my expression of the history of the build-
ing as well as my own emotions. I’m physically 
experiencing the creation of the painting.

SAS: About how long does it take you, once you 
put paint on paper, to decide that you are done with 
a painting?
CMK: Depending on the painting, I could fi nish 
very quickly or it could take months to fi nish. 
Sometimes I put a painting away for a while 
and start new things, so it’s really hard to tell. 

SAS: Many artists go so far as to have a paint-
ing framed and then take it back down and start 
working again.
CMK: It’s especially easy to want to do that if 
you put the painting in your house. You look at 
it everyday and you think, I can do more.

SAS: What attracts you to a building or scene 
in the fi rst place? 

CMK: I’m particularly attracted to centuries-old 
European architecture—the repeating patterns 
of windows and columns, especially as the 
sunlight hits them and creates shadows, which 
in turn creates more interesting shapes. When 
I was in college, one of my professors said that 
even things that are ugly when viewed on their 
own can become gorgeous if repeated to create a 
pleasing sense of rhythm.

As an architectural renderer, I know how 
much effort, skill and emotion go into making 
these structures. I don’t just see the beauty of 
European architecture, but I feel the weight of 
human history in the buildings. People have 
literally given their lives for these creations. 

SAS: You’re painting the buildings themselves, but 
you’re also connecting with the passage of time, and 
that carries emotion for you. It makes sense when 
I connect that emotion to your process because your 
painting is a record of the time you spent working 
on it—putting paint on, moving it around and 
taking it off; there’s a chronological process that’s 
depicted on the paper. 
CMK: Studying the details of the ancient 
stonework, I can’t help but be amazed at what 

Simply Black The large Santa Maria della Salute II (watercolor on paper, 45x65) 
consists of two panels. “To express the scale and dynamism of this very complicated 
and busy structure, I worked only with black watercolor—Winsor & Newton ivory black 
and lamp black—to bring out the most prominent aspects,” says Kaplan.
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human beings can do. In those days they didn’t 
have the tools we have today, but they still 
managed to create something extraordinary 
and lasting. For me, it speaks to the almost 
limitless potential human beings have. Many 
times we can’t see this potential in ourselves, 
but I know I must have it inside of me, too. It 
gives me the courage to try to bring out the best 
in everything I do. 

SAS: Few people probably think of paintings of 
buildings or architectural landscapes as being neces-
sarily emotional, but I think that anyone who looks 
at your work is immediately aware of an emotional 
aspect to it. Your hand is apparent in your work; 
your paintings are a refl ection of you, but also of the 
people who created the buildings and the buildings 
themselves, so there are several layers of meaning 
going on. When people engage with your work, what 
do you fi nd that they connect to?
CMK: The poet Peter Sharpe (Lost Goods and 
Stray Beasts) wrote this about my paintings: 

“when you look at these watercolors it’s as 
though you see the passage of time as it is 
happening and the effects of the weather and 
light on the buildings in real time. Like one 

was melting into the other.” I thought, wow, 
he understands. For me light is one of the most 
important elements of my paintings. When 
I’m painting a very old building, capturing 
one moment in time as the sunlight—which 
is always changing—hits it in a very beautiful 
way, I feel like the past, present and future are 
all intersecting in the work. I was so happy to 
see that someone else recognized it as well.

SAS: Even though you try to stay loose, accuracy 
in the details is still really important to you. Do you 
take photos back to the studio with you?
CMK: I sketch outside a bit, but not much; 
mostly I work from photos. For now, my ten-
dency still goes to detail, but I’m trying to get 
away from relying so heavily on photo refer-
ences. Although I want to continue to capture 
architectural details, I’m trying to let emotional 
considerations take the lead more and more.

Scenes of Paris What made the iconic view in Pyramid in Paris (above, left; water-
color on paper, 41x29) even more appealing to Kaplan were the fi gures—“two travelers 
searching between the old and the new”—as she felt the sentiment refl ected her own 
experiences at the time. Of Val de Grace (above, right; watercolor on paper, 41x29), she 
says: “I saw the church every day from the window of my fl at in Paris, where I lived for 
one month. To emphasize the dome, I deconstructed the other parts of the structure 
with a large brush.”
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SAS: How else do you push yourself out of your 
comfort zone?
CMK: For one thing, I’ve recently been using 
powdered graphite rather than a pencil for 
sketching. Instead of making controlled pencil 
lines, I’m simply suggesting contours. The 
loose drawing medium helps me loosen up 
as well.

This past Christmas, I also did a series of 
huge 45x35-inch portraits of my family. I don’t 
usually do portraits, but I really enjoyed it. 
After so many years of architectural rendering, 
I wanted to try something different. They didn’t 
have to be good because nobody outside of my 
family had to see them. Since portraits aren’t 
my thing and nobody was expecting them, I felt 
more free. When I came back to architectural 
scenes again, something had changed—for the 
better. In general, I’ve found that anytime I try 
something new, my work improves.

Breaking out of my comfort zone isn’t easy 
for me to do; it can be quite scary actually. Even 
doing this interview is scary, but I know that 
if I keep pushing and keep exposing myself 
through my art—even though it can be uncom-
fortable—I might reveal my true self and realize 
my full potential.

SAS: If you could go back and talk to your younger 
self when you fi rst started painting, what bit of advice 
would you share?
CMK: Someone once told me to be brave at 
the easel, and I realized I’d been given the key 
to becoming a real artist. It’s hard, though, 
because I’d rather be comfortable. I have to con-
stantly remind myself to be brave and to take 
risks, otherwise I won’t improve. I was raised 
in a strict environment; I wanted to behave and 
do what was expected, but sometimes you have 
to stop worrying and just go for it. 

SARAH A. STRICKLEY is features editor of Watercolor Artist 
and the recipient of a 2012 National Endowment for the Arts 
writing fellowship.

Sun Effects “The sudden spotlight of sun breaking through an overcast sky made this 
typical Parisian building the dominant character in Paris [opposite; watercolor on paper, 
41x29],” says Kaplan. “For the dark shadows in Notre Dame [above; watercolor on paper, 
29x41], I used many layers of color to express the accumulation of history over the centuries. 
Where the strong sunlight hit the building, I left the paper white to represent the present.”

Chizuru Morii Kaplan talks about how her 
experience with calligraphy informed her 

watercolor painting at www.artistsnetwork.com/
medium/watercolor/kaplan-calligraphy.
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