What is Art Nouveau influenced by? And what does it symbolise?
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Fig1. Le Morte Darthu ,Aubrey Beardsley
Art Nouveau was a style and movement that flourished between the 1890s and 1910s throughout Europe and the United States and has never really gone away. ‘It was a genuinely cosmopolitan project of modernity that existed in all sorts of media, forms, scales and geographies.’ (Curious Muse, 2021) The art Nouveau movement influenced most of the art world, everything changed in some form. For example, jewellery, fashion, graphic design, illustration and architecture was all influenced by the movement. The Art Nouveau style continues design in the modern world, things like lamps, jewellery. And techniques remain the same/ similar. When most people think of Art Nouveau, they instinctively ‘picture the entrances to the Paris Metro, with delicate swirling leaves and elegant glass canopy, (Curious Muse, 2021). The art nouveau movement was mainly influenced by the natural world, ‘artists incorporated organic forms, curvilinear lines, and motifs from plants, flowers, and animals.’ (Museum Selection, 2025).  This essay will explore; the very things that first influenced art nouveau and where they stemmed from, semiotics and symbolism, and my favourite parts of the art nouveau movement. 
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Fig2. Job, Alphonse Mucha
Fig3.Hygieia, Gustav Klimt

The art nouveau movement began in the second half of the nineteenth century, originally stemming from the arts and crafts movement. Art nouveau originally took inspiration from the unrestrained aspects of the natural world. Art Nouveau influenced most of the art and design, especially illustration, applied arts, and graphic work. Art nouveau’s complete embrace of elegant, naturalistic imagery helped the art pieces come alive, bringing back its beauty to modern life. Art nouveau artists learned to see the world with fresh eyes, enabling them to envision gleaming colours, fluid lines, and sensual textures. ‘Art nouveau was promoted as an entirely new visual approach, with distinctive, sensuous flowing lines and vivid colours. Along with the influence of Japonisme, ideas also came from other historical sources, including Celtic and Saxon jewellery and Gothic Architecture.’ (National Galleries, n/a)
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[bookmark: _Int_p17EY1n2]Fig4. Golden Neck Ring, c.550 BC. [Celtic]                                  Fig5. Anglo Saxon Jewellery
Japonisme was a French term used to describe the craze for Japanese art in the west, it provided a fresh source of inspiration for the art nouveau movement, challenging established western norms and leading to the creation of a new visual language that was centred on nature, ornamentation, and the fusion of art with everyday life. ‘japonisme inspired art nouveau artists to break away from traditional western art forms, with the use of unconventional spatial representation, asymmetrical curves, new materials and techniques.’ (Museum Selection, 2025). 




Examples of Japonisme:
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Fig6. Three Figures: pink and grey, James McNeil Whistler
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Fig7. Divan Japonais, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec
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Fig8. Lady with Fan, Gustav Klimt
Although art nouveau was inspired by many different themes, it was mainly influenced by the natural world, this inspiration manifested in diverse ways. Artists used stylised florals and organic form to breathe nature back into modern life, ‘Crustaceans and dragonflies, orchids and irises, poppies and tulips’ (Europeana, 2017) numerous different types of flora and fauna appears in art nouveau pieces, for example; glassware, ceramics, interiors and illustrations. 
Animals, birds in particular, were used as decorative motifs in Art Nouveau pieces, butterflies and dragonflies were decorative subjects because of their wings, while peacocks were attractive because of their spectacular, dazzling colours they displayed. Japonism appears once again as it played an important role because of the cross-cultural references, with dragonflies and cranes being favoured by the western Nouveau and the Japanese artists. ‘Exotic creatures of the deep, in their surprising and often surreal forms, exerted a powerful fascination on visual artists.’ (Europeana, 2017) Sea lifeforms like jellyfish, crustations and sea anemones compliment the fluid lines and prominent colours of the nouveau style. 
Art Nouveau’s most ‘distinctive’ and recognisable hallmark is the ‘whiplash curve’, the whiplash curve is described as ‘A flick of the wrist. A sensuous curve. A freedom from restraint.’ (Victoria & Albert Museum, 2025). The ‘whiplash curve’ is a decorative motif that has come to define much of art nouveau, it's a dynamic line that ‘breathes movement into every object and surface, from wrought-iron balconies to delicate furniture legs.’ (Museum Selection, 2025). The lines often sweep in unexpected arcs, uniting elements of the design into a continuous composition. The emphasis on the motion and fluidity reflected the movements' broader philosophy: ‘that art should harmonise with life, echoing the vitality, spontaneity and elegance inherent in the natural world.’ (Museum Selection, 2025). My favourite example of the whiplash curve being used is in most of Alphonse Mucha’s artwork, especially ‘peonies’. 
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Fig9. Peonies, Alphonse Mucha

[bookmark: _Int_Yqg4Fqkf][bookmark: _Int_GqJF9tVW]Art nouveau is more often than not accompanied by symbolism and allegorical imagery, Art nouveau artists wanted to convey deeper meaning through their works, investigating themes like life, death, romance, the role of women, and the connection between humans and nature. The female form was vital and central to art nouveau, often having religious connotations and being the epitome of femininity and beauty. The women in the art nouveau pieces were often depicted as ethereal, with flowing hair and botanical motifs, or occasionally framed by floral ornamental halos. ‘These depictions celebrated femininity not only as aesthetic ideal but also as a symbol of life, fertility, and the natural world’ (Museum Selection, 2025).  Artists like Gustav Klimt, Alphonse Mucha, and René Lalique frequently portrayed women in paintings as elegant and decorative.  

Semiotics and symbolism are very apparent in the art nouveau style. ‘Symbolism and Art Nouveau emerged in the late 19th century as reactions against prevailing artistic movements.’ (fiveable, 2025) Semiotics is about the tools, processes and contexts we have for creating and understanding meaning in a variety of ways, semiotics is evident in lots of different art forms, for example; music, design, film, illustrations and fashion. Semiotics change how art, and the world is perceived, they provide a framework for analysing art movements as each art movement uses specific visual cues like colour, form, composition, and cultural symbols. For example, art nouveau pieces are easily recognisable as most pieces share the same three semiotics; natural forms, symbolic figures, and feminine figures. 
‘Mucha’s Art Nouveau style is instantly recognisable, defined by a harmonious blend of natural forms, decorative ornamentation, and idealised femininity.’ (wahooart, n/a) Nouveau Artists like Mucha are perfect representations of what the art nouveau style typically looks like, the fluid compositions and intricate details are what make the nouveau style truly breath-taking, Mucha manages to include the three popular semiotics in most of his own pieces. Floral motifs, references to classic mythology and the halo elements he adds to his pieces are just beautiful and adds layers of intellectual depth. Many of his pieces focus on the feminine figure, mainly young almost ethereal feminine figures depicted in flowing gowns and florals.
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Fig10.Autumn, Alphonse Mucha
In contrast to Mucha’s dreamlike pieces, Gustav Klimt uses semiotics differently in his pieces. Instead of a dreamlike visual, Klimt uses his connection to semiotics to explore themes like life, death, and sexuality. Klimt still uses the feminine figure in his pieces but unlike Mucha, Klimt’s portrayal of the feminine figure is rawer and more realistic in comparison. A big difference between the two artists artworks is the portrayal of women, while both artists depict femininity, Mucha does it in a romantic and decorative visual, Klimt conveys sexuality and mysticism. This can be seen in Klimt's ‘Golden Phase’, it was in this period where ‘the main character of his paintings of this period was a woman. A beautiful nymph, an image of the ideal woman, or a femme fatale- for Klimt she was always a creature that has a connection both with spiritual and real worlds.’ (Art De Vivre, 2023)
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Fig11.Danaë, Gustav Klimt

[bookmark: _Int_vJSL7AfN]The Art Nouveau movement is one of my favourite art movements based off visuals, i love the floral motifs and how the composition flows in the pieces. My all-time favourite art nouveau artist is Alphonse Mucha, i love how all of his pieces embrace femininity and portray women in an ethereal way. I love the history behind it and writing this essay has reinforced my love for this movement more because i now have a lot more knowledge on it.
[bookmark: _Int_gXWKKnXd]Another one of my favourite art nouveau artists is Gustav Klimt, i first learnt about Klimt when i was doing a workshop on an artist called Egon Schiele. Schiele and Klimt developed a close friendship and occasionally shared techniques. When i first saw Klimt's artwork i first thought it was a bit strange but fell in-love with his pieces from his ‘Golden Phase’.

To conclude, Art Nouveau is an ethereal art movement thats been influenced by a plethora of different themes and semiotics. 
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