






  

“Captain Higuchi, A Fierce Warrior, Ready to Lay Down His Life for Mercy’s

Sake at Fort Motianling” by kura K t , January 1895 (detail)

[2000.179] Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Many of the basic themes of Japanese war propaganda are combined in this

print. The disciplined and victorious Japanese stand before the machinery of

modern warfare in their Western-style uniforms, while Chinese prisoners in

old-fashioned garb—symbols of backward “old Asia”—kneel before them.

Captain Higuchi’s rescue of a Chinese infant (a widely trumpeted story in

Japan) represents more than just Japan’s ostensible benevolence. Japan, as

this propaganda would have it, is actually saving China’ s future by forcing it

into the “modern” age.
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“Illustration of Chinese Generals from

Pyongyang Captured Alive” by Migita

Toshihide, October 1894 (detail)

[2000.380.08]

Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

“Illustration of Our Righteous Army

Capturing Money and Prisoners,” artist

unidentified (detail)

[2000.380.05]

Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Kokunimasa offered a harsh “Illustration of the Decapitation of Violent Chinese Soldiers”

that included a lengthy inscription. The benevolence and justice of the Japanese army,

this text explained, equaled and even surpassed that of the civilized Western nations.

By contrast, the barbarity of the Chinese was such that some prisoners attacked their

guards. As a warning, the Japanese—as depicted in the print—had beheaded as many

as 38 rebellious prisoners in front of other captured Chinese. The Rising Sun military

flag still fluttered in one panel of Kokunimasa’s print; the stalwart cavalry officer still

surveyed the scene; the executioner still struck the familiar heroic pose with upraised

sword. The subject itself, however, and severed heads on the ground, made this an

unusually frightful scene.
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“Illustration of the Decapitation of Violent Chinese Soldiers”

by Utagawa Kokunimasa, October 1894 (detail)

[2000.380.07] Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

The long description on this particularly grisly scene contrasts the

“civilized” behavior of the Japanese to the “barbarity” of the Chinese—and

as an example of the latter tells how Chinese prisoners rebelled against their

captors and were executed as a warning to other Chinese.

This is an extraordinary declaration given the atrocious nature of the

graphic. At the same time, it is perfectly in accord with the rhetoric of

Western imperialists of the time, who similarly portrayed their brutal

suppression of peoples in other lands as part of a “civilizing mission.”
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“Orientalism:” A sample of

Western racial stereotypes of the

Sino-Japanese War, as seen in

cartoons (and texts) from the

British weekly magazine Punch.

The derision of the Chinese that permeates these

prints found expression in other sectors of popular

Japanese culture. The scholar Donald Keene, for

example, has documented how popular prose,

poems, and songs of the war years took similar

delight in lampooning the “pumpkin-headed” Chinese

and making jokes about their slaughter. (It was

around this time that the pejorative Japanese

epithets chanchan and chankoro became popular,

amounting to a counterpart to the English-language

slur “chink.”)

Even today, over a century later, this contempt

remains shocking. Simply as racial stereotyping

alone, it was as disdainful of the Chinese as anything

that can be found in anti-“Oriental” racism in the

United States and Europe at the time—as if the

process of “Westernization” had entailed, for

Japanese, adopting the white man’s imagery while

excluding themselves from it. This poisonous seed, already planted in violence in

1894–95, would burst into full atrocious flower four decades later, when the emperor’s

soldiers and sailors once again launched war against China. Ironically, the Japanese

propaganda that accompanied that later war involved throwing off “the West” and

embracing “Pan-Asianism”—but that is another story.
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Because racism in the age of imperialism is most commonly associated with “white

supremacism” (and the smug rhetoric of a “white man’s burden”), this explosive

outburst of Japanese condescension toward China and the Chinese seems all the more

stunning. In the Western hierarchy of race, so-called Orientals or Asiatics or Mongoloids

were lumped together—below the superior Caucasians and above the “Negroid.” In their

inimitable way, the Japanese promoted these stereotypes where the Chinese were

concerned, even while trying to demonstrate their own identity with the Caucasians.

What made this even more disconcerting was the intimate overlay of race and culture in

the case of Japan and China. No non-Chinese society was more indebted to China.

Japan’s written language, its great traditions of Buddhism and Confucianism, vast

portions of its finest achievements in art and architecture—all came from China. In an

abrupt phrase familiar to all literate Japanese, even in the Meiji period, China and Japan

were culturally as close as “lips and teeth.”

But that, of course, was the point—and what made this outburst of anti-Chinese

sentiment a very peculiar sort of racism on the part of the Japanese. The Chinese were

contemptible because they were deemed inept. At the same time, however, “China” was

symbolic and self-referential. “China,” that is, stood for “Asia.’ It stood for “the past.” It

stood for outmoded “traditional values.” It stood for “weakness” vis-à-vis the Western

powers. It stood, coming even closer to home, for “evil customs of the past” that

Japanese leaders ever since the Meiji Restoration argued had to be eradicated within

Japan itself if their nation—and Asia as a whole—were to survive in a dog-eat-dog

modern world.

“Old” China was the Anti-West, the Anti-Modern (a notion China’s own Communist

leaders would later embrace with a vengeance themselves). As a consequence, while

the corpses were unmistakably and brutally Chinese, they stood for a great deal more

as well.

To return to Fukuzawa’s famous phrase, killing Chinese amounted to “throwing off Asia”

in every conceivable way. This was seen to be essential to Japan’s security, its very

survival. It was deemed progressive. It amounted, when all was said and done, to

embracing a “modern” kind of hybridization. Where the old Japan had been

distinguished by enormous indebtedness to traditional Chinese culture, the new Japan

would be distinguished by wholesale borrowing from the modern West.
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At the same time, of course—as is true of nationalism everywhere—it was necessary to

think oneself unique. In the Japanese case, this was accomplished by “reinventing” the

mystique surrounding the throne and imperial family. It was not coincidental that the

war against China coincided with the consolidation of a modern emperor system under

the new constitution of 1890.

From the Japanese perspective, the denigration of the Chinese that permeates the

Sino-Japanese War prints was really secondary to the obverse side of this triumphal

new nationalism. It was secondary, that is, to the story of the surpassing discipline and

self-sacrifice of Japanese from every level of society. That is why many of the most

memorable war prints do not depict the enemy at all, but rather focus on the Japanese

alone. Sometimes they are simply battling raw nature (the fierce blizzards and

turbulent seas), sometimes simply shown in control of the powerful machinery of

modern warfare. Always there is a celebration of brave men engaged in a noble mission

—throwing themselves against an ominous, threatening, but also thrillingly challenging

and alluring world.

Thus Gekk , who often reveled in particularly grisly combat details, devoted one print

to a serene depiction of “Officers and Men Worshipping the Rising Sun While Encamped

in the Mountains of Port Arthur.” (That the sun rose in the east, the direction of the

Imperial Palace in Tokyo, intensified the ideological implications of such worship.)

Another Gekk  offering focuses on the solitary figure of “Engineer Superior Private

Onoguchi Tokuji, Defying Death,” and yet another on “the Famous Death-Defying Seven

from the Warship Yaeyama” rowing through high waves.

“Officers and Men Worshipping the Rising Sun While Encamped in the

Mountains of Port Arthur” by Ogata Gekk , December 1894

[2000.154] Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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“Picture of the Second Army’s Assault on Jinzhoucheng: Engineer Superior

Private Onoguchi Tokuji, Defying Death, Places Explosives and Blasts the Gate

of the Enemy Fort” by Ogata Gekk , 1895

[2000.407] Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

“Illustration of the Death-Defying Squad of Captain Osawa and Seven Others

from the Crew of the Warship Yaeyama Pushing Forward in Rongcheng Bay” by

Ogata Gekk , 1895

[2000.408a-c] Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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Nobukazu’s most famous war print is probably his heroic close-up rendering of “General

Nozu” leading his horse and three men across a deep river in the moonlight. Toshihide

paid tribute to “Sergeant Miyake” and a sturdy subordinate, who stripped to the waist

and braved the frigid waters of the Yalu River to carry out their mission. An unidentified

artist went Toshihide one better by depicting a certain “Sergeant Kawasaki” swimming

across a turbulent rain-swollen river with a sword clenched between his teeth.

“Our Forces Crossing the Yalu River: In Honor of Lieutenant General

Nozu” (detail) by Watanabe Nobukazu, October 1894

[2000.380.31] Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

“Sergeant Miyake’s Courage at the Yalu River”

by Watanabe Nobukazu, 1895

[2000.380.30] Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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“Sergeant Kawasaki Crossing the Taidong River,”

artist unknown, October 1894

[res.23.255] Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Toshikata (the maestro of the predictable pose with whom this discussion began) also

captured this spirit of valor transcending any specific battle or foe without necessarily

explicitly flourishing a sword or unfurling a Rising Sun flag. One of his most effective

war prints, for example, simply depicts sailors poised almost like a group statue as they

man one of their warship’s big guns. Another of his well-known scenes portrays naval

officers seated on deck calmly planning strategy. Toshikata’s remarkable “Picture of the

Fearless Major General Tatsumi” portrays the general sleeping “peacefully under a pine

tree, taking his own life lightly.”
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“Japanese Warships Fire on the Enemy near Haiyang Island”

by Mizuno Toshikata, September 1894

[2000.380.13] Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

“Picture of a Discussion by Naval Officers about the Battle Strategy

against China” by Mizuno Toshikata, September 1894

[2000.380.09] Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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“Picture of the Fearless Major General Tatsumi”

by Mizuno Toshikata, about 1895

[2000.437] Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

This was precisely the sentiment the Meiji leaders had devoted themselves to

inculcating ever since the emperor’s 1882 “Rescript to Soldiers and Sailors.” Duty was

heavy as a mountain, death light as a feather. These were free-floating heroes, ready to

sacrifice themselves for the nation whenever and wherever they were commanded to

do so. The precise enemy was secondary.

Among the last prints to come out of the Sino-Japanese War were depictions of the

Chinese surrender in February 1895. All of the participating officials were rendered

straightforwardly and reasonably realistically—and the impression that Japan had truly

thrown off Asia could not have been conveyed more strongly. The Chinese envoys were

garbed in traditional ceremonial gowns and caps; Japanese dignitaries wore formal

Western dress; and both British and American diplomats were present, particularly to

act as advisers to the Chinese side. There could be no doubt whatsoever concerning

with which side the Japanese were identifying.

“Throwing Off Asia II” by John W. Dower — Chapter Four, “Symbolic ‘China’” 5 – 7

Massachusetts Institute of Technology © 2008 Visualizing Cultures

http://visualizingcultures.mit.edu



 

This woodblock print is an almost perfect example of how the Japanese (left

detail) saw themselves as totally different from the Chinese and fundamentally

similar to the Westerners, seen here in the figures of Western advisors (right

detail) standing behind the Chinese.

“After the Fall of Weihaiwei, the Commander of the Chinese Beiyang Fleet,

Admiral Ding Juchang, Surrenders” by Mizuno Toshikata, November 1895

(above, with details).

[2000.123] Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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The Chinese are accompanied by two American advisors. The two Japanese

officials, on the right, are Prime Minister It  Hirobumi and Foreign Minister

Mutsu Munemitsu.

“Japanese Representatives Meet with a Chinese Peace Mission”

by Tsuchiya K itsu, February 1895.

[res.27.160] Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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Sources, followed by Credits

SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY

Complementary Readings

For background reading and/or classroom assignment, teachers may find entries #1

and #2 below particularly useful.

1. Marlene Mayo, ed., The Emergence of Imperial Japan: Self-Defense or Calculated

Aggression? (D. C. Heath, 1970). This collection of essays addressing Meiji Japan’s

emergence as an imperialist power includes a particularly valuable “Prologue” by

Yoshitake Oka, from which several of the quotations in the Essay derive. Oka’s concise

essay is one of the best short overviews available of “Social Darwinist” and “Realist”

thinking by late-19th-century Japanese.

2. Donald Keene, “The Japanese and the Landscapes of War,” in Keene’s Landscapes

and Portraits: Appreciations of Japanese Culture (Kodansha International, 1971),

259-99. This essay by one of the most distinguished literary and cultural scholars of

Japan is excellent for placing the woodblock prints of the Sino-Japanese War in the

broader context of Japanese popular culture (and war enthusiasm) at the time. The

essay has had several lives. See also Keene’s “The Sino-Japanese War of 1894-95 and

Its Cultural Effects in Japan,” in Tradition and Modernization in Japanese Culture,

Donald Shively, ed. (Princeton University Press, 1971), 121-75; also the 1981

Kodansha reprint of Landscapes and Portraits, which is titled Appreciations of Japanese

Culture.

3. Shumpei Okamoto, The Japanese Oligarchy and the Russo-Japanese War (Columbia

University Press, 1970). This scholarly analysis is the best account of the politics of the

Russo-Japanese War on the Japanese side. It concludes with discussion of the riots that

erupted in Japan when the terms of the “Portsmouth peace settlement” were made

public.
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4. Richard Hough, The Fleet That Had to Die (Ballentine, 1960). Although not at all

essential to understanding the background of the war prints, this readable account

describes the ill-fated journey of the Russian Baltic Fleet as it sailed around the world to

Port Arthur, only to be destroyed by Admiral T g  in the Battle of Tsushima in 1905.

Hough’s narrative captures some of the flavor of the times on the (hapless) Russian

side in a particularly colorful manner.

5. Henry D. Smith II, Kiyochika: Artist of Meiji Japan (Santa Barbara Museum of Art,

1988). This short (and hard-to-find) publication provides an overview of the greatest

Meiji woodblock artist, whose war prints—particularly of the Sino-Japanese

War—receive close attention in the present Web site.

 

Illustrated English-Language Publications of Meiji War Prints

“Throwing Off Asia” is at present the most densely illustrated and accessible treatment

of Meiji woodblock prints focusing on the Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese wars. (The

Essays alone include 165 prints, of which 111 depict the Sino-Japanese War and 34 the

Russo-Japanese War.) There are four noteworthy published catalogs in English that

feature the war images. These include prints not included in the MFA collection on

which “Throwing Off Asia” is based, as well as interesting captions and commentaries.

6. Impressions of the Front: Woodcuts of the Sino-Japanese War, 1894-95 (Philadelphia

Museum of Art, 1983). Devoted entirely to prints of the Sino-Japanese War, this

excellent catalog is based on the extensive collection of Meiji war prints at the

Philadelphia Museum of Art. A total of 86 full-color prints are reproduced (in small

format), accompanied by generous commentary. The arrangement is chronological

rather than thematic or by artist, enabling the reader to follow the course of the war

visually. Essays by Shumpei Okamoto (on the war) and Donald Keene (on the prints)

enhance the value of this hard-to-obtain publication. Impressions of the Front also

includes maps, a battle chronology, and a bibliography.

7. The Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895), Nathan Chaikin, ed. (Bern, Switzerland:

privately published, 1983). This sumptuous volume reproduces 92 prints of the

Sino-Japanese War, primarily from the Geneva-based collection of Basil Hall

Chamberlain, a famous turn-of-the-century British expert on Japan. The full-page

reproductions include many in color, and editor Chaikin provides detailed commentary

on both the prints and the military history of the war. Organization is chronological,

rather than by artist or theme.
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8. In Battle’s Light: Woodblock Prints of Japan’s Early Modern Wars, Elizabeth de

Sabato Swinton, ed. (Worchester Art Museum, 1991). Based on Meiji war prints from

the Sharf Collection (before that collection was donated to the Boston Museum of Fine

Art), this catalog includes prints from both the Sino-Japanese War (53 plates) and

Russo-Japanese War (27 plates). Within this, grouping is by artist. Brief captions and

commentary accompany each print.

9. Japan at the Dawn of the Modern Age: Woodblock Prints from the Meiji Era, Louise E.

Virgin, ed. (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 2001). This exhibition catalog celebrates the

donation of the Jean S. and Frederic A. Sharf Collection of Meiji prints (on which this

present “Throwing Off Asia” web site is primarily based) to the Museum of Fine Arts,

Boston. The catalog contains 77 color plates (22 depicting Meiji Westernization and the

emperor, 39 on the Sino-Japanese War, and 16 on the Russo-Japanese War), with brief

commentaries for each. Also included are essays by Donald Keene, Anne Nishimura

Morse, and Frederic Sharf.

 

Illustrated Japanese Publications of Prints

10. KONISHI Shir , Nishikie—Bakumatsu Meiji no Rekishi [Woodcuts—A History of the

Bakumatsu and Meiji Periods], 12 volumes (Tokyo: Kodansha, 1977). This lively, large

format, full-color collection of “brocade pictures” (nishikie) depicting current events

between 1853 and 1912 includes volumes devoted to the Sino-Japanese War (vol. 11)

and Russo-Japanese War (volume 12).

11. ASAI Y suke, ed. Kinsei nishikie Ses shi [A History of Modern Times through

Woodcuts], 8 volumes (Tokyo, 1935-36). This old collection, with extensive black-

and-white reproductions, is a standard reference source.

 

Illustrated Collections

12. H.W. Wilson, Japan's Fight for Freedom: The Story of the War Between Russia and

Japan, 3 volumes (London: Amalgamated Press, 1904-1906). This exceptionally lavish,

large-format British publication totals 1,444 glossy pages and includes hundreds of

photographs as well as excellent black-and-white reproductions of sketches and

paintings by foreign artists. This is surely the best single overview of the type of war

photography and serious war art that appeared regularly in British periodicals like the

Illustrated London News. As the title indicates, the overall approach is favorable to

Japan.
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13. James H. Hare, ed., A Photographic Record of the Russo-Japanese War (New York:

Collier & Son, 1905). This glossy, large-format, 256-page volume includes photographs

by a number of cameramen (as well as a brief commentary on “The Battle of the Sea of

Japan” by the influential American naval strategist A. T. Mahan). In comprehensiveness

as well as clarity of the reproductions, this is an outstanding sample of the war

photography of the times. (The same publisher produced another large-format volume

on the war—titled The Russo-Japanese War: A Photographic and Descriptive Review of

the Great Conflict in the Far East—that includes many of the same images, is also of

considerable interest, but is of lesser technical quality.)

14. Nishi-Ro Sens  [The Russo-Japanese War] (Tokyo: Yomiuri Shimbunsha, 1974).

This volume reproduces the distinctive and elegantly tinted photos of the American

photographer Burton Holmes, whose war work deserves to be better known.

15. Shashin: Meiji no Sens  [Photos: Wars of the Meiji Period], Ozawa Kenji, ed.

(Tokyo: Chikuma Shob , 2001). This thick volume (270 pages) contains numerous

black-and-white reproductions of photos of the Seinan civil war (1877) and the

Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese wars.

16. A Century of Japanese Photography, John W. Dower, ed. (Pantheon, 1980). This is

an English-language adaptation of an outstanding collection of prewar Japanese

photography edited by the Japan Photographers Association and originally published

under the title Nihon Shashin Shi, 1840-1945 (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1971). Three plates

depict the Sino-Japanese War (plates 169-71) and twelve are photos from the Russo-

Japanese War (plates 172-83). The latter include several truly classic images.

 

General Historical Texts

Teachers, students, and anyone else who wishes to pursue the history of Japan’s

emergence as a modern nation further will find the following publications particularly

useful as both general overviews and reference sources:
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17. Kodansha Encyclopedia of Japan. This outstanding encyclopedia exists in two

editions: (1) a detailed 9-volume version (published in 1983 and containing over

10,000 entries, including extended essays by major scholars); and (2) an abridged and

lavishly illustrated two-volume version titled Japan: An Illustrated Encyclopedia (1993).

Anyone seriously interested in Japanese history and culture should have these

reference works on hand. For this present web site, see in particular the entries on

“Sino-Japanese War of 1894-95” (by Akira Iriye) and “Russo-Japanese War” (by

Shumpei Okamoto).

18. Paul H. Clyde & Burton F. Beers. The Far East: A History of Western Impacts and

Eastern Responses, 1830-1975, 6th edition (Prentice-Hall, 1975). Originally published

in 1948, this standard “diplomatic history” remains a useful reference for sharp analysis

as well as basic data.

19. Andrew Gordon, A Modern History of Japan: From Tokugawa Times to the Present

(Oxford, 2003). This survey history by a leading scholar reflects the most recent

research on modern Japan. (384 pages).

20. Mikiso Hane, Modern Japan: A Historical Survey, 2nd edition (Westview Press,

1992; originally published in 1982). Hane’s great strength lay in his keen ear for the

“voices” of people at all levels of Japanese society. (473 pages).

21. Kenneth B. Pyle, The Making of Modern Japan, 2nd edition (D.C. Heath, 1996).

Originally published in 1978, this thoughtful overview has the additional virtue of

brevity. (307 pages).

22. Peter Duus, Modern Japan, 2nd edition (Houghton Mifflin, 1998). Originally

published in 1976, this is another reliable survey text. (376 pages).

23. Julia Meech-Pekarik, The World of the Meiji Print: Impressions of a New Civilization

(Tokyo and New York: John Weatherhill, 1986). This is the standard introduction to Meiji

prints in English.
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Illustrated Periodicals

For American and British graphic responses to the Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese

wars as these appeared in popular periodicals, the following weeklies are of particular

interest:

Illustrated London News

Punch

Harper’s Weekly

Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper
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