
Prints of the Meiji Era ïA Reflection of Modernity
Civilization and Enlightenment - Enrich the Nation; Strengthen the Army - Encourage Industry  

[Prints drawn from The Lavenberg Collection of Japanese Prints www.myjapanesehanga.com]

Illustration of the Imperial National Diet Building, March 1892



Japanese Woodblock Prints - A Little Background

By the time of the 1867 Meiji Restoration, woodblock prints 
had been flourishing for over 200 years, with Edo being the 
major production center followed by Osaka and Kyoto.  At 
the height of their popularity in the 1850s total annual 
ƻǳǘǇǳǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƛƴǘǎ ǿŀǎ άǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŀǎ ƘƛƎƘ ŀǎ ŦƻǳǊ ǘƻ ŦƛǾŜ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ 
ǎƘŜŜǘǎΦέ1 Over  150 publishers of woodblock prints2 are 
known to have been active at the start of the Restoration, 
although that number would decline rapidly around 1900 
due to the impact of newer technologies such as 
photography and chromolithography.

A highly commercial art,  publishers competed for the best 
artists to create popular designs to be turned into prints by 
their carvers and printers.  Minimum print runs were 200-
400 prints, with some designs reaching over 10,000 printed 
sheets.  Sold to an increasingly literate and affluent public, a 
ǘǊƛǇǘȅŎƘ ǇǊƛƴǘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǿŜΩƭƭ ǎŜŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ 
sold for 4 to 7 sen.3

1 CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ōȅ /ƘǊƛǎ ¦ƘƭŜƴōŜŎƪ ǘƻ ά¢ƘŜ CƛǊǎǘ IƻǘŜƛ tǳōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ¦ƪƛȅƻ-ŜΣέ [ŜƛŘŜƴΣ 
The Netherlands, January 11-13, 2001
2 This number does not include publishers who exclusively produced woodblock printed books.
3 Publishers of Japanese Woodblock Prints: A Compendium, Andreas Marks, Hotei Publishing, 2011,, p. 25.



Prints of Civilization and Enlightenment (kaika-e)

The Emperor Goes Public ïIntroducing New Institutions

Shortly after the restoration of the emperor, a new genre of 
woodblock prints was introduced called kaika-e, named after 
the national slogan of early Meiji, bunmei kaika (Civilization 
and Enlightenment).  The issuing of kaika-e by print 
publishers was encouraged by the Meiji government, which 
also published kaika-e through the Ministry of Education, 
instructing students in the sciences and proper behavior.  

Kaika-e depicted members of the current Imperial family 
(allowed for the first time) along with institutions of the new 
government, a newly reorganized military and its assertion 
of its military power in Asia, newly constructed Western-
style buildings, newly introduced technology, and Western-
style dress and mannerisms.  They not only satisfied public 
curiosity, they were also άinstruments of propaganda and 
instruction for producing ςand reproducing ςa new 
Japanese nation, identity, and concept of Self.έ

άYokohama-e and Kaika-e Prints: Japanese Interpretations of Self and Other From 1860 through the 1880s,έ 
by Keiko Suzuki, appearing in New Directions in the Study of Meiji Japan : [Proceedings of the Conference on 
Meiji Studies, Held at Harvard University from May 4-6, 1994], Brill, 1997, P. 684.



Prints of Civilization and Enlightenment (kaika-e)

aƛǊǊƻǊ ƻŦ hǳǊ /ƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ wŜǾŜǊŜŘ 5ŜƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ 9ǎǘŜŜƳŜŘ Emperors, December 1878

Following the Satsuma Rebellion,a number ofprints were issueddepicting the emperor and his official 
imperial lineage. As in this print, the usual composition showed Emperor Meiji andEmpress Shoken front 
and center, surrounded by Shinto deities, past emperors, and the Three Sacred Treasures - the sword, 
mirror and jewel. Emperor Jimmu, WŀǇŀƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŜƳǇŜǊƻǊΣ sits on the right holding a bow on which the 
mythical three-clawed crow sent by the sun goddess to guide him alights.



Prints of Civilization and Enlightenment (kaika-e)

Illustration of the Ceremony for the Promulgation of the Constitution of Great Japan, June 1889

hƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇǊƛƴǘǎ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƴƎ 9ƳǇŜǊƻǊ aŜƛƧƛΩǎ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ ммΣ мууф ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇǊƻƴƻǳƴŎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ 
ŀ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tŀƭŀŎŜ {ŀƴŎǘǳŀǊȅΣ ƻŦ WŀǇŀƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ 
November 29, 1890.

The artist did not attend the ceremony, which was limited to invited dignitaries, foreign and 
domestic, and eighteen members of the press.  He created this print from the published accounts, 
taking a requisite amount of artistic license.



Prints of Civilization and Enlightenment (kaika-e)

Illustration of the [Emperor at the] National Diet Building, 1890

On November 29, 1890 the ceremonies for the long-awaited opening of the 1st Imperial Diet took 
place. That morning the emperor left the palace at 10:30 and proceeded toward the House of 
Peers. He was accompanied by Prince Taruhito, Interior Minister Sanjo Sanetomi, Prime Minister 
Yamagata Aritomo, President of the Privy Council Oki Takato, and various high officials. On reaching 
the Diet building, the emperor was met by other dignitaries.



Prints of Civilization and Enlightenment (kaika-e)

Illustration of the Imperial Assembly of the House of Peers, August 21, 1890

Picturing a meeting of the Imperial Diet's House of Peers (the upper house), consisting of 
appointed high-ranking nobles, this print was published on August 21, 1890, three months before 
the actual first meeting on November 29, 1890. Portrayal of future events was not unusual, and 
the Meiji government encouraged publishers to "introduce the public to this new institution and 
its members."



Prints of Civilization and Enlightenment (kaika-e)

A List of the House of Representatives, 1891

This print pictures the emperor and 
empress in bust portraits flanking the 
interior of the First Temporary Diet Building. 
The Meiji government published an 
imperial rescript in 1881 calling for the first 
session of the Imperial Diet to be convened 
in 1890. The first House of Representatives 
election was held on July 1, 1890 (Meiji 23), 
with 300 seats to be filled. The franchise 
was limited to males, with only some one 
percent of the total population eligible to 
vote. 



Prints of Civilization
and Enlightenment

(kaika-e)

Illustration of the Japanese Red Cross Society General Meeting, date unknown

Meiji-era publishers often reused 
existing woodblock designs to 
illustrate different events. In the 
case of these almost identical 
prints we see the emperor and 
empress and, possibly, the 
governor of Tokyo arriving via royal 
carriage at a celebration in Ueno 
Park. The top print portrays one of 
the annual Japanese Red Cross 
Society celebrations which drew 
massive crowds and the bottom 
illustrates the celebration of the 
30th anniversary of the moving of 
the capital from Kyoto to Tokyo. In 
addition to different titles, the 
wording on several of the banners 
has been altered to fit the print 
title and, for an unknown reason, 
the likenesses of the emperor and 
empress in the carriage have been 
overprinted in purple on the top 
design.

Ueno Park, Congratulatory Celebration - 30-Year Festival of the Capital City,April 1, 1899



Prints of Civilization and Enlightenment (kaika-e)

Imperial Prosperity: Ceremony in the Eastern Capital, 1900

Issued in the year of Crown Prince Yoshihito's wedding, this print was one of many to portray the 
ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛŜǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǎƛȄǘŜŜƴ ȅŜŀǊ ƻƭŘ YǳƧǁ {ŀŘŀƪƻ ƻƴ aŀȅ млΣ мфллΦ From the time the 
decision of the prince's marriage was made on August 21, 1899 to the marriage ceremony itself on May 
10, 1900 , a series of newly fabricated events, including the marriage ceremony itself, had been instituted 
by the newly formed Imperial Institutions Investigatory Bureau, which was tasked with studying European 
monarchy practices in order to "create a modern monarchy ǘƘŀǘΧ would represent a level of civility equal 
to that of the WestΦΦΦά

Splendid Monarchy: Power and Pageantry in Modern Japan, T. Fujitani, University of California Press, 1998, p. 118.



Prints of Civilization and Enlightenment
(kaika-e)

Enrich Industry

Famous Places of Tokyo, First National Bank, 1875

The Japan First National Bank built in 1872 was one of the 
first pseudo-Western style buildings erected in Japan. The 
green cartouche to the left of the bank building contains 
the building's dimensions: Height "more than 12-Ƨǁ ƘƛƎƘϦ 
[about 120 feet]; Frontage "15-ken" [about 89 feet); Depth 
"more than 28-ken deep" [about 167 feet]

Famous Places of Tokyo, Shimbashi Station, 1875

Among the most celebrated symbols of modernization was 
the train service initiated in 1872 between Yokohama and 
Shimbashi station in Tokyo. Eager to capitalize on the new 
subject matter, publishers had artists design train prints as 
soon as the plans were announced in 1870.



Prints of Civilization and Enlightenment
(kaika-e) - Enrich Industry

Producing Uji Tea in Yamashiro Province

This series of 118 prints depicts various economic activities 
throughout Japan. Its release coincided with the opening of 
WŀǇŀƴΩǎ First bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ LƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ 9ȄǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ ¢ƻƪȅƻΩǎ 
Ueno Park in August 1877. ¢ƘŜ ǎƘƻǿΩǎ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘǎΣ collected 
from across Japan, were categorized into six groups - mining 
and metallurgy, manufactures, fine art, machinery, 
agriculture, and horticulture.  Nearly half a million visitors 
attended during its 3 month run and four more exhibitions 
were to follow.  These fairs were modeled after Western 
ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ άŀ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ 
²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ WŀǇŀƴŜǎŜ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇŀǊǘǎΦέ

National Diet Library website http://www.ndl.go.jp/exposition/e/s1/naikoku1.html
Coal Mining in Iga Province

Products of Greater Japan, 1877

Silkworm Culture in Hitachi Province



Prints of Civilization and Enlightenment (kaika-e) ïEnrich Industry

Illustration of the Second National Industrial Exposition in Ueno Park, 1881

This print is set in the courtyard in front of the Art Museum in Ueno Park, built by the British Architect 
Josiah Conder (1852-1890) for the exhibition. As visitors proceeded along the central axis of the 
fairgrounds, they were confronted by a monumental building. A description from a printed guide to the 
ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΥ ά¢ƘŜ ŀǊǘ ƎŀƭƭŜǊȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŎƪ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
middle gate. Its height is over 45 shaku [45 feet], its length is over 354 shaku [352 feet], and it covers over 
724 tsubo [25,700 square feet]. Twin round towers add to the impressive height and beauty of the façade. 
This structure was built to the design of a professor at the Imperial College of Engineering, the Englishman 
aǊΦ /ƻƴŘŜǊΧ¢ƘŜ ǎƻƭƛŘƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǊŜ ƳŀǘŎƘŜŘ ōȅ ƴƻ ƻǘƘŜǊΦέ



Prints of Civilization and Enlightenment
(kaika-e)

Enrich Industry

Kawarake-nage at Asukayama Park

This series of prints contrasts a current (1884) view of a 
"famous place" in the Tokyo area with a past view. In this 
pair of prints, the past view pictures a game ofkawarake-
nagein which unglazed pottery is thrown through the air 
accompanied by prayers to ward off evil spirits while the 
present view portrays Western and traditionally clothed 
park-goers gazing out to thenƧƛ tŀǇŜǊ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅΣ WŀǇŀƴϥǎ 
first manufacturer of Western-style paper, founded in 1873.

nƧƛ Paper Company Viewed from Asukayama Park

Famous Places of Tokyo Past and Present, 1884



Prints of Civilization and Enlightenment (kaika-e) ïEnrich Industry

Illustration of Ueno Park Exhibition Royal Visit, April 1890

The emperor, empress and crown prince arrive at the Third National Industrial Exhibition in Ueno Park 
which opened on April 1 and attracted over 1 million visitors in its three month run.  Held against a 
backdrop of recession and an influenza epidemic, it was considered somewhat of a failure, but a big crowd 
pleaser was the Tokyo Electric Lamp /ƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ electric streetcar as was the presence of 60 
domestically brewed beers.



Rumblings of Empire - Taiwan

Showing the Flag, November 12, 1874
a supplement to the

Tokyo nichinichi shinbun

Published in November 1874 as a 
supplement to the newspaper the Tokyo 
nichinichi shinbun, this print shows 
Japanese celebrating the agreement with 
China that ended the  eight month 
Japanese occupation of southern Taiwan.



Rumblings of Empire - Korea

Record and Transcript of the Korea Incident, 1882

This print depicts the attack on the Japanese legation in Seoul, Korea on July 23, 1882 by 
disaffected Korean soldiers.The right panel pictures the former regent of Korea and the 
father of the Korean king, the Daewongun,on horseback, leading the mutineers. The 
legation is shown burning in the background, while the Japanese ambassador, Hanabusa 
Yoshitada and other legation officers fight them off.



Scenes of War (senso-e)

Prints of warriors (musha-e) and war (senso-e) go back to the mid-1600s.
They were marked by fluidity between fact and fiction, truth and fable.

Senso-e (c. 1850)

Three Battles [1547, 1552, 1558],Between Takeda Shingen
and Uesugi Kenshin, c. 1850

TakedaShingen(1521ς1573) and UesugiKenshin(1530ς1578) are regardedas the
most brilliant military strategistsin Japanesehistory. Their bitter rivalry trapped
them in endlessconflictwith eachother.


