
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.


