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Meiji Tokyo as Seen by Kiyochika
Henry D. Smith II

Meiji Tokyo at the time Kiyochika depicted it in his
famous series of Tokyo landscapes (1876-81) did not
easily become a beautiful picture. On the one hand, the
collapse of the old regime had left large areas of the
former daimyo lands in ruins, with wide barren spaces
and crumbling mansions. At the same time, western-
style buildings were being erected here and there in an
urban landscape with which they were completely at
odds, appearing as awkward and isolated hulks. In
transportation as well, the old pedestrian pace of Edo
was totally upset by the introduction of wheeled vehi-
cles, which fit awkwardly into the existing unpaved
streets. The generally homely and awkward appear-
ance of early Meiji Tokyo is fully documented in surviv-
ing photographs and in the testimony of Westerners
who visited at the time.

This is by no means to say that Meiji Tokyo had no
views of beauty or interest. Indeed, as the majority of
Kiyochika’s landscapes show, most of old Edo survived
intact, and the beauty of the traditional scenic spots was
for the most part unaffected by the beginnings of
modern change. Moreover, even the most rapidly
changing parts of the city were of great visual interest
precisely because of their novelty, and the provocative
juxtapositions of new and old that they provided. Even
if Meiji Tokyo as a whole did not easily become a
beautiful picture, the possibilities of isolated beauty and
striking composition were numerous.

Most woodblock print artists of the time, in
response to the demands of their publishers and their
popular audience, chose to focus almost entirely on
those elements of the urban landscape that were wholly
new. In general, they tried to crowd as many new
Western elements into a single picture as possible. The
great majority of these “civilization and enlightenment”
(bunmei kaika) prints were triptychs, which enabled a
high density of pictorial detail, and were printed in the
bright colors that earned them the name “red pictures”
(aka-e). This genre remained popular until the woodb-
lock medium itself began to decline in the late 1880s.

The long-lasting popularity of such “civilization
and enlightenment” views of the capital is in itself an
indication of how divorced they were from the everyday
appearance of Meiji Tokyo : these prints showed the
city as it should be, not as it was. It showed a Tokyo
that had Western-style buildings everywhere one
turned, and new forms of transportation running along
every street. In particular, the horse carriage seemed
to be absolutely indispensable to such prints. In addi-
tion, all these novelties were shown in the best possible
light, as beautiful and colorful and accessible. In short,
they were shown precisely in those ways that they did
not appear in reality. They were fantasy pictures.

The cityscape of Meiji Tokyo shown by Kiyochika
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was different. Of course, it was not the city as one
would experience it in reality. As with Hiroshige,
Kiyochika showed nothing of the back streets of the
city, focusing on the more open and public areas—in
short, on the conventional "“famous places” (meisho).
And yet he was no reactionary, refusing to acknowledge
what was new on the cityscape. It is important to
remember that his earliest prints were works:in precise-
ly the popular "red picture” genre, two triptychs pub-
lished by Matsuki Heikichi in January 1876. This
proves that he had mastered this idiom—although these
two works do show signs of the future Kiyochika, as in
the reflections on the water in "View of Rydgoku, One
of the Five Great Bridges of Tokyo” (No.128) and the
caricature-like faces in “View of Edo Bridge in Tokyvo”.

But in the series that began in August of the same
year of 1876, Kiyochika began offering a wholly differ-
ent conception of what Meiji Tokyo at the time looked
like. The series probably began, it has often been
suggested, with a foreign audience in mind, which would
explain the English-language titles that accompanied
the first ones issued. It would make sense that in
trying to appeal to non-Japanese, Kiyochika would want
to show not only what was new, but also what remained
unchanged.

After the first five, however, later prints in the
series dropped the English titles, making it clear that
the primary audience was Japanese. In the process of
striving to appeal to non-Japanese, Kiyochika had,
perhaps unwittingly, hit upon a formula that was of
special attraction to the Japanese of that time. As the
series continued over the next five years, it is clear that
Kiyochika had evolved a clear and coherent conception
of the Meiji landscape that was wholly original and of
unique appeal. What was the nature of this landscape,
and what in the end does it tell us about Meiji Tokyo?

I would like to offer a brief analysis of the Tokyo
series in terms of the way in which Kiyochika depicted
the new customs of Meiji—while remembering that in
over half of the series, he showed a city that was wholly
unchanged from Edo. Here I should insist that the
concept of the “cityscape” not be limited to buildings,
streets, and the natural environment, but should also
include people and their dress. In making such an
analysis, it is clear that one must make careful distinc-
tions among different types of "new customs,” since
some became much more quickly naturalized (and hence
no longer "new”) than others. Let us see how these
different types appear in Kiyochika's prints, keeping in
mind the comparison with the popular “red picture”
triptychs of the time.

Dress. While western dress was an inevitable fea-
ture of the "red pictures,” it appears rarely in Kiyochi-
ka's Tokyo. Only a single woman appears in Western



dress, in the very rare and exotic view of the gaslight
“Illumination™ at the First Domestic Industrial Exposi-
tion in 1877 (No.6). A man appears in full Western
dress in only one other view ("View of Mt. Atago,” No.
15), also early in the series. Other than this, men may
be seen wearing Western-style hats in about five more
prints, but these scarcely stand out as signs of the new.
So also one may detect Western-style umbrellas in
about five views, but as with the hats, one has the sense
that such items no longer carry any special sense of
“civilization and enlightenment.”

Jinvikisha. Out of the total of 93 prints in the
Tokyo landscape series, I count 20 with jinrikisha.
Some are very small, to be sure, but in many, this new
vehicle of Meiji Tokyo assumes central importance.
One senses always a feeling of intimacy and familiarity
in Kiyochika’s depictions of the jinrikisha, which he
found to be a useful compositional device. In short, the
jinrikisha for Kiyochika was no longer exotic, but could
be expressed in wholly lyrical ways. Perhaps this is
because it was a vehicle of Japanese invention, and
hence never considered especially foreign. More likely,
it is because there were so many of them by the late
1870s that it was already naturalized.

Telegraph wires. No issue has raised more pas-
sions in debates about the quality of the modern
Japanese cityscape than exposed posts and wires, first
for telegraph, later for telephone and electricity. One
foreign observer, the British architectural critic J. M.
Richards, even coined the term “wirescape” to describe
the dominant sense of the Tokyo landscape in the 1960s.
Kiyochika's views, however, show that from a very
early point, these posts and wires could be seen by the
Japanese themselves as wholly natural to the cityscape,
and even beautiful. The appear in about ten per cent of
the Tokyo landscapes, and generally serve as an impor-
tant compositional device.

Gas lights. As the literary scholar Maeda Ai
pointed out in one of the finest essays ever written
about Kiyochika’s Tokyo landscapes (“The Light and
Darkness of Kiyochika,” in Literature in Urban Space,
Chikuma shobd, 1982), gaslight may be the explanation
for the riddle of the artist’s unique preoccupation with
the effects of light, so much that his prints are said to
have been called “light ray pictures” (kdsenga). Maeda
proposed that, it may seem a paradoxical way to put it,
but what Kiyochika discovered anew under the influ-
ence of the brightness of gaslight was precisely the
profound darkness and deep shadows of Edo space that
enveloped the domain of ‘civilization’.” In other words,
it was by way of one of the leading symbols of “civiliza-
tion and enlightenment” that Kiyochika was able to
express what had changed the least, the darkness of
Edo.

In thinking about it, it seems that perhaps these
three aforementioned tokens of “civilization”—jinriki-
sha, telegraph wires, and gas lights—all serve the some-
what paradoxical function of “naturalizing” the Tokyo
landscape in Kiyochika’s prints, and creating a sense of
continuity with Edo. Although none existed in Edo, all
are incorporated into a lyrical sense of the landscape
that owes much to Hiroshige and that hence makes
these "new” items seem as though they had always been
there. '

This is not the case, however, with other aspects of
Meiji “civilization” in Kiyochika's prints. The horse
carriage, for example, which seems such an inevitable
and positive image in almost all "red picture” triptychs,
appears only twice in Kiyochika’s series. The first is in
* Nitsu-pou-shiya of Gin-za in To-kei” (No.1), the first
print in the whole series and the only one that really
shares the “red picture” spirit. The only other appear-
ance is in “Snowy Evening on Honcho Street” (No.38),
in which the horse carriage seems a terrifying monster,
its lanterns like threatening eyes, charging out of the
snowy darkness. It is an almost completely opposite
conception from the jinrikisha, and shows that these
two equally new modes of transportation were con-
ceived by Kiyochika in wholly different ways. This
reflects a basic contrast in scale and speed: the horse
carriage was too big and too fast for a city like Edo.

Also revealing is Kiyochika’s treatment of the new
Western-style buildings that were so central to “civiliza-
tion and enlightenment” prints. In almost every case,
such buildings seem awkward and often threatening in
their size and color. The station building in “Shinbashi
Station” (No.81) appears as a ghostly nighttime silhou-
ette, while the brick buildings of the Imperial College of
Engineering in "Evening View of Toranomon” (No0.58)
seem to be from another world. Even the more pleas-
ing form of the eclectic First National Bank in “Kaiun
Bridge™” (No.14) seems to offer a challenge to the fore-
ground figure, in ways provocatively analyzed by
Maeda Ai ("The Panorama of Enlightenment,” op. cit.).

Similarly, the various prints in Kiyochika’s Tokyo
landscapes that relate to the “wealthy nation, strong
military” (fukoku kyohei) policy of the Meiji state con-
vey a sense of distance and apprehension. Such are the
officer in “Mounted Soldier at Nijabashi Bridge" (No.5),
the western ships in “Seascape at Shinagawa” (No0.22)
and "Moonlit Sea at Kawasaki” (N0.91), and the explo-
sive demonstration in “Torpedo on Sandbar in the
Sumida River” (No.72). Of course, later generations
might find these rather quaint and charming, but I
wonder if Kiyochika's intentions were not quite differ-
ent. Somehow, they do not belong to the city.

And finally, it is revealing to see how Kiyochika
shows the impact of steam power on the Tokyo land-
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scape, in the steamboat on the Onagigawa Canal in
"Moon on a Rainy Night at Gohonmatsu” (No.52) and
the train on the Tokyo-Yokohama line in "View of
Takanawa Ushimachi Under a Shrouded Moon” (No.
35). In both of these, which are the only depictions of
steam power in the entire series, we see dark silhouettes
with bright patches of light (much as in “Shinbashi
Station”) that create an eerie effect. No human life
can be seen on the steamboat, while the figures inside
the train are only ghostly shadows. Above, the moon
struggles to break through a cloudy sky. The "mod-
ern” that we see here seems distant, even frightening.

It is most revealing to compare the Tokyo land-
scape seen in the western-style series of 1876-81 with the
very different sense of the city in One Hundred Views
of Musashi (Musashi hyakkei) three years later (1884-
85). In this series, Kiyochika's approach is mannered
and nostalgic, as he consciously alludes to Hiroshige's
One Hundred Famous Views of Edo (Meisho Edo
hyakkei) of 1856-59. Here almost all Western elements
have disappeared or been relegated to the background
with the single exception of "Takahashi Bridge at
Teppozu with Distant View of Tsukudajima” (No.120).
Gone in particular are the three features that were most
familiar and most naturally depicted by Kiyochika
before: jinrikisha, telegraph poles, and gas lights. The
style of the prints, and particularly the witty composi-
tions, seem in many ways modern, but the actual land-
scape of the city is in fact largely traditional.

There is one major exception to this rule, however,
in the appearance of factory smokestacks, which were
absent in the earlier series but here appear in three
prints——about the same proportion as those showing
gaslight before. In two cases, these factories are dis-
tant background scenes (“"Edomizaka Hill" (No.106) and
“Hundred Stakes on the Sumida River” (No.126)).
Their very smallness reduces the visual impact, and at
the same time suggests that factories were now a famil-
iar and accepted part of the new cityscape of Meiji.
This had clearly not been the case just a few years
before.

The third depiction of a factory, however, hints that
Kiyochika viewed this naturalization of the factory
with a sense of irony. This is "Meguro Arsenal” (No.
123), which is a parody of Hiroshige's “Grandpa’'s Tea-
house, Meguro.” Here, Hiroshige's teahouse has been
replaced by the buildings of a naval gunpowder factory,
from whose smokestack puffs of gray smoke float
through the sky, drifting across the face of Mt. Fuji.
Above, the white clouds of nature pass in an echoing
pattern. But there is irony in this equivalence of the
factory smoke with nature. On the one hand, Kiyochi-
ka seems to be saying that factories are indeed now a
new kind of “nature” in the city. And vet for those
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who know the Hiroshige original (as all viewers of the
time would have), the irony of the parody is inescapable:
the new "nature” is not the old nature. Tokyo was no
longer Edo.

(Professor of Japanese History Columbia University)



