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Sakamoto”

“Colonel Sat ” “Captain Higuchi” “Captain Higuchi”

unidentified officer “Colonel Sat ” “Captain Sakuma”
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Much of the appeal of the prints to Japanese on the home front resided in predictability

of this sort—much like seeing the same theatrical play staged and performed by

different directors and actors. Repetition is reassuring. Comfort lies in the familiar—not

just recognizable posturing, but the larger formulaic melodrama of heroic struggle and

rousing triumph. Sometimes the print even became a crowded stage in which the artist

literally threw a spotlight (here a searchlight) on the disciplined Japanese annihilation of

archaic China. A dramatic “searchlight” print by Toshimitsu of “Our Army’s Great Victory

at the Night Battle of Pyongyang,” is a typical example of this.

“Our Army’s Great Victory at the Night Battle of Pyongyang”

by Kobayashi Toshimitsu, September 1894

[2000.051] Sharf Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

As these prints make clear, the other side of stirring triumphalism was thoroughgoing

defeat of the enemy. This, too, followed predictable patterns: the Chinese foe

overwhelmed and in disarray, smashed to the ground and sent flying through the air,

lying dead as rag dolls on the ground—often but half seen, or half buried in snow.
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Routing the Foe

While Japanese fighting men were invariably depicted as heroic, renderings of the

Chinese foe also followed predictable patterns. Their brightly colored,

old-fashioned garments posed a sharp contrast to the austere Western-style

uniforms of the Japanese, and they were commonly depicted as being

overwhelmed, routed, and slaughtered. Such images graphically captured the

double implications of “Throwing off Asia” rhetoric: first, getting rid of

old-fashioned and non-Western attitudes, customs, and behavior in Japan itself;

and second, literally overcoming Japan's Asian neighbors, who were perceived as

having failed to respond to the Western challenge, and thereby imperiling the

security of all Asia. Such attitudes reflected the survival-of-the-fittest ideas that the

Japanese learned from the Western powers themselves.

“The Skillful Harada

J kichi of the First

Army in the Attack on

Hyonmu Gate Leads the

Fierce Fight” (detail) by

Mizuno Toshikata,

October 1894

[2000.101] Sharf Collection,

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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“Picture of Colonel Sat

Attacking the Fortress at

Niuzhuang” (detail) by

Migata Toshihide, 1894

[2000.433] Sharf Collection,

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Clothing, too, rendered the two sides as different as night and day. In contrast to the

disciplined Japanese fighting men in their somber Western-style uniforms, the Chinese

wear loose garments in almost riotous colors. They appear strange, old-fashioned,

almost picturesque—trapped in a time warp and certainly out of place in a modern war.

Japan’s heroes are up-to-date—always moving as a disciplined unit, but at the same

time frequently singled out by name. The Chinese, with very few exceptions, emerge as

a disorderly mass redolent of a backward and bygone time.

There is nothing unique about valorizing and personalizing one’s own side while

diminishing the enemy. In the Sino-Japanese War, however, the Japanese were

encountering war in unfamiliar ways. To begin with, although they possessed a deep

history of warrior rule dating back to the late-12th century, this had actually ended with

several centuries of peace. From the early-17th century until the arrival of Commodore

Perry in the 1850s, Japan’s samurai elite had been warriors without wars.

Story-tellers and actors and artists in late-19th-century Japan thus had a rich tradition

and repository of images concerning medieval warfare to draw upon—but no major

recent wars apart from domestic conflicts just before and after the Meiji Restoration.

The long Tokugawa period (1600–1868) that preceded the Restoration produced famous

swordsmen rather than battlefield heroes. Beyond this, moreover, the “samurai”

battlefield heroes of earlier times had come from a hereditary elite; there were few

commoners among them.

The Sino-Japanese War thus provided something very new—not only real war and real

battlefield heroes, and not only heroes from the lower ranks and lower classes, but also
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a modern and highly mechanized war against a foreign foe. Before the Restoration,

Japan was not a “nation” per se. It did not define itself vis-à-vis other countries or

interact in any serious way with them. The Restoration marked the real initiation of

what we now call “nation building”—and the Sino-Japanese War carried this to an

entirely new level. When Lafcadio Hearn spoke of the conquest of China as marking

“the real birthday of the new Japan,” it was this sense of nationalistic—and now

imperialistic—modernity that he had in mind.

There was tension, danger, huge risk in all this—and, certainly as the artists conveyed

it, exhilarating beauty as well. Japan’s leaders threw the dice when they took on China

in 1894. Indeed, most foreign observers initially assumed that China—with its rich

history and vast size and population—would prevail. Instead, as the Japanese war

correspondents and artists breathlessly conveyed to their fired-up audience back home,

Japanese victories came swiftly. Chinese forces were routed. Japan had mastered

modern war—not only on land, but also on the sea.

Most of the woodblock artists who tried to capture this excitement were young. (In

1894, when the war began, Kiyochika, the doyen of these artists, was 47 and Ogata

Gekk  35. Toshikata was 28, Toshihide 31, Taguchi Beisaku 30, Kokunimasa 22,

Watanabe Nobukazu a mere 20. Toshimitsu’s birth date is unclear, but he was probably

in his late 30s.) They not only imbibed the new nationalism, but seized the moment to

introduce new artistic subjects (the weapons and machinery of modern war, explosions,

searchlights, Asian enemies, real contemporary heroes in extremis)—and, with this,

what they perceived to be a new Western-style sense of “realism” that extended

beyond subject matter to new ways of rendering perspective, light, and shade.

When all was said and done, what they visualized in their propagandistic “war

reportage” was a beautiful, heroic, modern war. For what turned out to be a fleeting

moment, the woodblock artists imagined themselves to be splendidly up-to-date.
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