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A TEMPESTUOUS TEA-PORT: SOCIO-POLITICAL 

COMMMENTARY IN YOKOHAMA-E, 1859-62 

� Todd S. Munson 

From 1859 to the early 1860s woodblock prints that took the recently-opened 
port of Yokohama .� as their subject-later categorized by art historians 
as 'Yokohama pictures' ( Yokohama-e.i��)-were best sellers, introducing 
a generation of Japanese to foreign customs and successfully stalling the 
eventual decline of the woodblock medium. This essay will focus on the 
works of the two most prolific Yokohama-e artists, Sadahide �* (1807-
c.1878) and Yoshikazu 7J jl (? - ?).l Along with their contemporaries, 
Sadahide and Yoshikazu purported to render accurately the customs, clothes, 
and eating habits of Yokohama's exotic new residents, namely, the Americans 
and Europeans who came to Japan in order to tap into the coveted Japanese 
market, along with their Chinese and Black servants. 

No present-day observer of the prints would dispute the failure to have 
met this objective: a cursory view of the pictures reveals gross inaccuracies 
with regard to subject matter, while studied observations have shown that 
some subjects were simply copied from other sources. However, academic 
interpretations have tended to adopt the deeply contradictory position that 
Yokohama-e provide a realistic 'window' onto treaty port life, despite the fact 
that many of the scenes depicted in the prints are clearly fanciful .  Some 
scholars have demonstrated the unoriginality of the prints by identifying their 
plagiarized sources, and yet nonetheless have gone on to describe (often in 
the same discussion) how such prints reflected actual conditions in Yokohama 
in the early 1860s.2 In order to resolve such contradictions it may be a more 

1 Japanese names prior to the Meiji Period, 
especially those of artists and writers, can be 
quite confusing. Sadahide's real name was 
Hashimoto Kanejiro m*�*l1!B (or Kane 
�); the surname he adopted as an artist was 

I Utagawa lifKJ II ; among his many 'pen-names' 
(go %) were Gyokuransai 3S.Jii�, Gountei 
li��, and Sadahide, the latter given to him 
by his teacher, Kunisada OO� (the third 
Toyokuni = �.OO). Although the name he 
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For their suggestions and advice in the 
preparation of this essay, the author would 
like to thank M. William Steele, Dror 
Wahrman, Jeffery Wasserstrom, and the two 
anonymous readers who reviewed this 
manuscript for East Asian History. 

I signed to most of his works was 'Gountei 
Sadahide', he is also often referred to as 
Hashimoto Sadahide, as well as Utagawa 
Sadahide and Hashimoto Gyokuransai 
(among others). For simplicity's sake I will 
refer to him as 'Sadahide' throughout this 
essay. Yoshikazu's common name was 
Jirokichi *l1!B-a. He often signed his works 
'Ichikawa Yoshikazu' -J 1171 �-using the 
pen-name of 'Ichikawa'-although he also 
used the surname Utagawa, as he was a 
disciple of Utagawa Kuniyoshi llftJlIOO71. 
For simplicity's sake I will refer to him by his 
most common name. 

2 There are two readily accessible studies of 
Yokohama-e in English and, as such, they 
have assumed the position of standard 
reference works: Julie Meech-Pekarik, The 
world oj Meiji print: impressions oj a new 
civilization (New York: Weatherhill, 1986), 
and Anne Y onemura, Yokohama: prints Jrom 
nineteenth-century Japan (Washington, DC: 
Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Instit
ution Press, 1990). The Japanese scholar 
most closely associated with Yokohama-e is 
Yokota YOichilfiB3i:F-. He, too, is lOVER 



68 

/reluctant to discuss the prints from the 
standpoint introduced above; although he 
acknowledges that the artists sought to 
"interpret the gap between fiction and 
reality," he does not tell us how or why 
other than to suggest that print makers 
"sought not to disappoint their audience." 
See Kanagawa Kenritsu Rekishi Hakubutsu
kan, ed. , Yokohama ukiyoe 10 sora tobu eshi 
Gountei Sadahide [Yokohama ukiyo-e and 
the high-flying artist, Gountei Sadahidel 
(Kanagawa: Kanagawa Kenritsu Rekishi 
Hakubutsukan, 1997), p. 1 S. 

TODD S. MUNSON 

fruitful endeavor, therefore, to examine Yokohama-e from another 
perspective-to wit, what if the inaccuracies were the product of wilful 
intent? Such a perspective renders possible analysis in terms of social and 
political commentary, rather then forcing the prints to serve as paradoxical 
'windows' on to nineteenth-century treaty port life. 

In order to avoid the latter position, I will essay a study of the Yokohama
e from a more contextual angle: first, by looking at the prints with an eye 
toward what was happening in Edo rIp and other areas outside of the 
settlement where they would have been sold; and second, by comparing 
them with other prints from the period that have had been labelled 'satirical' 
(jushi maJ1ilJ) by scholars. Seen in such a light Yokohama prints reveal that 
while nineteenth-century Japanese may have been passive reactionaries in 
the arena of foreign diplomacy, as regards foreign cultural relations it was 
another matter altogether. Yokohama-e had as their purpose not just to 
inform and entertain, but to provide pointed social commentary as well. 

Historical Context 

In the mid-nineteenth century, Japan was not a friendly place for visitors. 
For a Japanese to go abroad was an offense punishable (though not often 
punished) by death, and domestic travel was in principle heavily restricted 
for mostJapanese-to say nothing of barbarians from beyond the archipelago. 
In fact, for over two hundred years all official foreign contact was restricted 
to the Chinese, Koreans, and Dutch, the last of whom were forced to reside 
on a man-made island just off of the coast of Nagasaki *Iffit. Japan's 'closed 
country' (sakoku �IE) policy met its match in the 1850s, however, as the 
country was pulled into the burgeoning global economy by European nations 
eager to find new markets for their excess industrial manufactures. In 
compliance with the stipulations of the United States-Japan Treaty of Amity 
and Commerce (Nichi-bei shuko tsushojoyaku B *{�t.lf �iffj��) signed 
in 1858, five so-called 'open ports' and two 'open cities' were designated in 
which foreigners could reside and do business. Great Britain, France, the 
Netherlands, and Russia quickly followed with their own treaty demands, 
which were expeditiously granted; since news of the outcome of the Opium 
War in China had reached Japan's shores, the ruling Tokugawa �JI[ house 
knew full well that the foreigners meant business. The 'age of unequal 
treaties' had begun. 

In July of 1859 the first of these 'treaty ports' was opened in Yokohama, 
a small fishing village approximately seventeen miles from Edo (now Tokyo). 
Although Edo was not yet the capital, it was nonetheless the political center 
of Japan, the home of the shogun and his officials. In fact, Yokohama was 
not the area originally selected for 'opening': Kanagawa :flfl*J[!, a post-town 
on the Tokaido *M�, the major highway to Edo, was the site named in 
the 1858 treaty. Foot and palanquin traffic on that road was quite heavy, 
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however, and often comprised official traffic to and from Edo; over 250 
feudal lords (daimyo *.16) and their attendants traveled to and from their 
home domains in a system intended by the Tokugawa government to keep 
them in check. 3 Japanese officials consequently ordered the construction of 
an alternative settlement across the bay in Yokohama, one that would, it was 
hoped, draw merchants away from Kanagawa. Storehouses, roads, and a 
customs-house were quickly built, and a native population of merchants was 
brought in (with the urging of the government, in the case of Mitsui and other 
large firms) to set up shop. The new location also had the unforeseen benefit 
of deep-water anchorages, which allowed for cargo to be offloaded far 
closer to the shore. Early accounts of the numbers of foreign residents are 
scarce, but by the end of 1860 there were 35 to 50 Western merchants; by 
1861 ,  approximately 125; and by 1863, approximately 400.4 This population 
was overwhelmingly composed of adult males, as the number of Western 
women and children during the first few years of the port's existence was 
perhaps a dozen at most. The small number of diplomats and missionaries 
aside, these men were merchants drawn to new commercial opportunities 
in the Orient, and speculators looking for an alternative to the China trade 
centered in Shanghai. 

'Crisis Consciousness' 

Even before the settlement had officially opened, Edo publishing houses 
dispatched artists to Yokohama to illustrate the foreigners and their strange 
customs, clothing, and eating habits. Such prints fed a hungry public 
curiosity aboutjapan's newest residents; by all accounts, Yokohama-e were 
overwhelmingly popular during the years spanning 1859-62.5 Over 400 
designs by 31 artists were issued by 46 publishers during these years 6 True 
to what seems to be a universal law of consumer culture, however, the fad 
inevitably passed, and after 1863 the production of Yokohama prints 
dwindled. 

The heyday of Yokohama-e was one of unprecedented political turmoil 
for the ruling Tokugawa house. Crisis followed upon crisis, leadership 
struggles and political assassinations were legion, and increasing hostility 
between the Tokugawas and other domains put strains on the system that 
had been holding it in place for over 250 years. The ostensible cause for 
nearly all of these woes was the opening of Japan to foreign trade; the issue 
is complex, but suffice it to say that great numbers of people opposed the 
bakufu's decision to sign the trade treaties in the 1850s. Some objected to 
allowing 'barbarians' into the Land of the Gods (Kami no kuni fItI(l)OO, or 
Shinkoku fltlOO) on ideological grounds, while others resisted because 
Tokugawa control of foreign trade might hinder the economic development 
of individual domains. The foreign crisis of the 1850s may or may not have 
dealt the death-blow to the Tokugawa shogunate-the debate continues
but it is evident that at the very least it was a profoundly serious issue, and 
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3 The number of daimyo varied during the 
Tokugawa period; in 1853, the year Commo
dore Perry opened Japan to trade, the number 
was 265. 

4 These numbers, it must be stressed, are 
estimations, and additionally they do not 
reflect the large number of non-Western 
foreigners living in Yokohama, most notably 
the Chinese community. Ishizuka Hiromichi 
states that the number of foreign residents in 
1860 "did not exceed forty-four"; see Ishizuka 
Hiromichi, "Yokohama kyoryuchi zo no keisei: 
niju seiki hajime made" [The formation of the 
image of the Yokohama settlement: up to the 
early twentieth century], in Yokohama 
kyoryuchi no ibunka koryu [The Yokohama 
settlement and foreign cultural exchangel, ed. 
Yokohama Kyoryuchi Kenkyukai (Tokyo: 
Yamakawa Shuppansha, 1996), p.20. The 
number of foreign (meaning American and 
European) residents in 1861 is given as 125 in 
Saito Takio, "Bakumatsuki Yokohama 
kyoryuchi no shakai kosei to kyoryuchi 0 
megutte" [Concerning the Yokohama foreign 
settlement during the Bakumatsu years and 
its social structure], in Yokohama kY0ryUchi 
no shoso [Aspects of the Yokohama foreign 
settlementl (Yokohama: Yokohama Kaiko 
Shiryokan, 1989), pp.25-30. 

5 Exactly what might have constituted a 'best 
seller', however, is a matter that cannot be 
ascertained with any certainty. Hiroshige's 
Fifty-three stations along the Tokaido is said 
to have been printed as many as 20,000 times, 
so we may assume that the numbers printed 
of Sadahide's work were in the thousands as 
well. Additionally, an 1834 source reports that 
dealers in small works of illustrated fiction 
might sell twelve to thirteen thousand copies 
of a popular title in the first month of its 
release. See Nishiyama Matsunosuke, Edo 
culture: daily life and diversions in urban 
Japan, 1600-1868, trans. Gerald Groemer 
(Honolulu: University ofHawai'i Press, 1997), 
p.73. 

6 The list of publishers may be found in 
Tanba Tsuneo, Yokohama ukiyo-e: reflection 
of the cultures of Yokohama in days of the port 
opening (Tokyo: Asahi Shinbunsha, 1962), 
pp.8-9 (back matter), as well as the number 
of prints published by each. M. William Steele 
has conveniently graphed the latter data in his 
"Representations of self and other in late 
Tokugawa woodblock prints," Asian Cultural 
Studies 22 (996): 27-42, at 32; a dramatic 
spike of 100+ print production occurs in 1861. 
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7 For a brief discussion of Commodore 
Perry as a tengu or oni, see lshizuka 
Hiromichi, "Yokohama kyoryuchi zo no 
keisei," p.12 .  For a representative selection 
of such images, see Tanaka Akira, Kaikoku 
to tobaku ['Open-country' and 'anti-Bakufu'], 
Shueisha ban Nihon no rekishi [Shueisha's 
history of Japan], ed. Kodama Kota et aI., 
vo1. 1 5  (Tokyo: ShDeisha, 1992), pp.76-7.) 

8 Robert Eskildsen, "Renegotiating foreign
ness in Bakumatsu Japan," Asian Cultural 
Studies 22 (1996): 1-15, at 3. 

9 See Tanaka Akira, "Bakumatsuki no kiki 
ishiki" [Crisis consciousness in the Bakumatsu 
period], Kindai kokka e no shiko [Aiming 
towards a modern state] ,  ShDeisha ban Nihon 
no rekishi, vo1.18 (1994), pp. 103-45. 

10 See George M. Wilson, Patriots and 
redeemers in Japan: motives in the Meiji 
restoration (Chicago, Ill.: Chicago University 
Press, 1992), pp.77-93. 

11 F. G. NotehelferJapan through American 
eyes: the journal ojFrancisHall ojKanagawa 
and Yokohama, 1859-1866 (Princeton, N]: 
Princeton University Press, 1992), p.436. 

TODD S. MUNSON 

one that galvanized a generation of radical activists into violent action. 
The atmosphere of crisis pervaded all levels of society. Beginning with 

the arrival of the 'black ships' of the American navy that entered Tokyo Bay 
in 1853 and 1854 to open Japan to foreign trade, feelings of apprehension 
manifested themselves in journals, fiction, and works of popular art. For 
example, several artists depicted the American naval commander Matthew 
PeflY as a tengu :J(3fiJ or oni Jl, fantastic creatures who symbolizeded cha 
and inhabited dark, mysterious places7 Robert Eskildsen has analyzed the 
plethora of images produced during this period, and his comments on this 
issue will serve us well in order to understand the images produced in and 
about Yokohama a few years later: 

One of the most striking things about the popular reaction to the Perry 
expedition is that the demand for information about foreign people and 
things changed dramatically not because the supply of foreign information 
changed but rather because perceptions about the political utility of foreign 
information changed: news of the diplomatic events surrounding the Perry 
Expedition intruded so deeply into the lives of ordinary people that they 
began to seek out information about the foreign world and manipulate it in 
an unprecedented and distinctly political manner8 

In other words, ordinary people used what means they could to grapple with 
the welter of unfamiliar concepts and experiences the Perry crisis engendered. 

While Japanese scholars have debated whether that sense of crisis 
stemmed fromJapan's reluctant entrance into the wider world system of trade 
under the threat of being forced into a 'semi-colonial' state (han-shokuminchika 
�;ft!ER;!Ig{�, or whether it was closer to what Tanaka Akira EB cp � has 
termed the 'crisis of the times' (jidai no kiki IfifftO)fB�, it is clear that by 
the opening of the Yokohama settlement in 1859, trepidation regarding 
Japan's new foreign policy had spread socially and geographically.9 The 
period from the 1850s to the 1860s has been described by George Wilson as 
an eruption of millenarian phenomena among all classes, from bakufu 
reformers to hundreds of thousands of rural and urban people "whose 
millennial aspirations expressed their anxiety about their own future and 
Japan's."l0 Even the foreign community of Yokohama was not spared the 
millennial fears and apprehensions, which reached their ears in the form of 
rumors of impending doom. Yokohama resident Francis Hall wrote in the 24 
June 1862 entry in his journal that for "several days our ears have been full 
of rumors of disturbances in Japan, even so serious as their threatening 
revolution. ,, 1 1  

In sum, Yokohama prints appeared at a most tumultuous time, and yet 
the foreign subjects of these prints-the ostensible cause of the lion's share 
of the fears, anxieties, and millennial outbursts of tens of thousands of 
Japanese people-reflected none of this conflict whatsoever. In fact, they 
demonstrate the very opposite: Yokohama as a paradise of abundant food 
and drink, elaborate costumes, danCing, sexual dalliance, healthy and happy 
children, parades, and harmony between Japanese, Americans, Europeans, 
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Chinese, and Blacks. Teasing out possible motives for these discrepancies 
will be the subject of the following pages. 

Accuracy Issues 

The first issue is the degree to which the scenes depicted in Yokohama
e tally with the settlement's actual appearance. It is no new revelation that 
the prints portray several inaccuracies with regard to foreign clothing, food 
and eating utensils, writing implements, and so forth. American merchants 
did not hold fountain pens as a Japanese would a calligraphy brush, for 
example. Loaves of bread, we may safely assume, were not the size of 
basketballs. No one played the violin on her lap, as a Japanese musician 
would the shamisen -=-,*Rf (see Figure 1) .  And yet details in other prints by 
the same artists correspond quite closely with what is known from both 
Japanese and non-Japanese sources of the period. For example, Sadahide's 
'bird's-eye view' maps from the early eighteen-sixties (Figure 2) and the 
close, detailed rendering of Yokohama's main street in his 1862 travelogue 
Yokohama kaik8 kenhunshi �t�l�m�J!Il8� (A Record ofThings Seen and 
Heard in the Open Port of Yokohama) have an air of photographic realism, 
and appear to be the result of a great deal of meticulous effort. 12 

As mentioned earlier, the European and American population of Yokohama 
was less than 100 from 1859 to 1861 ,  and of this figure the percentage of 
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1 2  A reprinted edition of Yokohama kaiko 
kenbunshi was published with an intro
duction by Kida ]un'ichiro (Tokyo: Meicho 
Kankiikai, 1967). Page numbers given in 
further references refer to the typed version 
of the text that is appended to this edition. 

Figure 1 

Sadahide: Yokohama ijin shokan no 
zu :.Kfl7��AifijfiiJz� {Picture of 

foreign trading house in Yokohama} 
(detail), 1861 (Konishi Shiro, 
Yokohama kaiko {The opening of the 
port of Yokohama} (Tokyo: Kodansha, 
1977J) 
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1 3  See Meech-Pekarik, Tbe world of Meiji print, 
pp.18-20; Yonemura, Yokohama: prints from 
nineteenth-century Japan, pp.141-3. The definitive 
source for such comparisons may be found in 
Kanagawa Kenritsu Hakubutsukan, ed. ,  Shutaisei 
Yokohama ukiyo-e [Compendium of Yokohama 
ukiyoel (Kanagawa: YOrind6, 1979). Yokota Y6ichi 
takes this process one step further and traces 
examples of plagiarism (his term) from one 
Yokohama-e artist to another. See Shutaisei 
Yokohama ukiyo-e, pp.435-D. 

14 Although Yokohama-e artists owe a great deal 
to the work of their predecessors in Nagasaki, 
space does not permit a detailed discussion of 
which exact images were 'borrowed' from the 
earlier Nagasaki prints. Readers interested in how 
Nagasaki artists portrayed foreign subjects might 
profitably consult Masanobu Hosono, Nagasaki 
prints and early copperplates, trans. and adapted 
by Lloyd R. Craighill (Tokyo and New York: 
Kodansha International, 1978), or Calvin L. French 
(Cal French), Through closed doors: Western 
influence onJapanese art 1639-1853 (Kobe: Kobe 
City of Namban Art; Rochester, Mich.: Meadow 
Brook Art Gallery, Oakland University, 1977). 

Figure 2 

TODD S. MUNSON 

women and children was velY small. Although the foreign community would 
have spent considerable time shopping and doing business about town, there 
is no record of any early resident of Yokohama posing for a portrait, nor is 
there any specific mention of unusually curious observers other than 
children, sight-seeing pilgrims, and government 'spies' (metsuke § #). It is 
quite possible, then, that the early artists of Yokohama were simply tlying to 
do their jobs-and if real life lacked sufficient material, then they looked 
elsewhere for inspiration. The work of Yokota Y6ichi, Ann Yonemura, and 
Julia Meech-Pekarik make it plain that Sadahide and Yoshikazu both 
borrowed liberally from available resources; images were copied directly into 
several prints, and often were used more than once . 1 3 Resources included not 
only foreign materials such as Frank Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper and the 
Illustrated London News, but also earlier woodblock prints of foreign subjects 
published in Nagasaki.1 4 

In sum, we know that a great deal of the subject matter of Yokohama-e was 
not based on what the artists personally observed in the Yokohama settlement 
from 1859 to 1862. Sadahide and Yoshikazu, as authors and/or artists, were 
aware of this, but what about the consumers of these prints? If, in fact, the 
inaccuracies of detail were part of some kind of socio-political commentary, 
as I have suggested in the introduction to this essay, did the great numbers of 
people who bought these prints realize this? Unfortunately, there is little 
available material that can decisively answer this question for us-there being 
no diarist mentioning the funny political cartoon he had just bought concerning 
the new foreign settlement. Therefore we must look elsewhere for possible 
shared meaning between the artists and consumers of Yokohama-e. 

Sadahide : Saikai Yokohama fOkei W���)g!.I.� [Revised Yokohama landscape}, rebrnary, 1861 (Yokohama ukiyo-e to 

sora tobu eshi Gountei Sadahide, PP38-9) 

1 
1 
I 

� 
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Play and Satire in Ukiyo-e 
Figure 3 

Woodblock prints were an established medium 
of political satire, and several prints from precisely 
this period demonstrate that this particular usage of 
the medium was still very much in evidence. For 
example, the marriage of the young shogun Iemochi 
*JJt to the Emperor K6mei's 1}a� sister Kazu no 
Miya 109 was a major political issue in the early 
1860s, since this marriage of 'court and camp' (kobu 
gattai 1}jt1}fL$:) was widely viewed as an effort by 
the Tokugawas to shore up their political prestige 
by making unprecedented overtures to the imperial 
court in Kyoto. Several satirical prints of this event 
were published, though caution was exercised in 
not mentioning names expliCitly or engaging in 
overt criticism, as such behavior often led to jail 
sentences and/or heavy fines. Similarly, when 
Iemochi made his historic trip from Edo to Kyoto in 
order to curry favor with the court, the event was 
duly reflected in the publication of several prints on 
this theme, often of a covertly satirical flavor. For 
example, a print by Chikamaro mJ � entitled Tokaido 
meisho no uchi-Akibayama *ifiHallIW 

Chikamaro. Tokaido meisho no uchi-Akibayama *7fi1�:&ffl 
;;;::,pgf.k�LIJ [Famous scenes along the Ti5kaidi5} (Konishi, 
Yokohama kaiko, P.53) 

ZJ1;Jf.k�LlJ (Figure 3) depicts a group of tree
dwelling tengu engaged in a raucous banquet along 
the procession route, apparently ignoring the historic 
and exaggerated parade of the shogun and his 
attendants into Kyoto 1 5  

Not unlike contemporary political cartoonists, 
woodblock artists utilized satire and multiple 
meaning in order to communicate and entertain, 
and the tengu mentioned above may be considered 
a representative example of this. One method, 
referred to as 'classical imitation' (giko�tt), entailed 
the depiction of a recent event disguised as a happening from the distant 
past-Iemochi's marriage to Kazu no Miya, for example, was obliquely 
alluded to in a print depicting a scene from the eleventh-century epic Genji 
monogatari iJj.lf;�� (The tale of Genji). Another method utilized in ukiyo
e, and one directly applicable to our study of the Yokohama-e, was that of 
metaphor or hidden meaning (gui �)j). 'Hidden meaning' pictures were 
another means available to artists to criticize the government playfully while 
ostensibly portraying up-to-date affairs. Again, since censorship and imprison
ment were never far from the minds of woodblock-print publishers, the use 
of hidden meanings was a sine qua non for any social commentator who did 

15 This print, and other similar examples, 
may be seen in Konishi Shiro, Yokohama 
kaiko [The opening of the port of Yokohama I 
(Tokyo: Kodansha, 1977), p.95. Konishi 
notes that the tengu are avidly watching the 
procession while enjoying their banquet, 
but I do not agree-only one of the fifteen 
figures in the print are paying any attention 
whatsoever to the shogun's procession. 
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16 Shimizu Isao, Edo no manga [Manga of 
the Edo period] (Tokyo: Bungei Shunj6, 
1981), p.28. 

Figure 4 

TODD S. MUNSON 

not wish to suffer the fate of Utagawa Yoshitora ;JXJlIjjm ( ?  - ? ) , who, in 
1837, was sentenced to fifty days' hand-shackling for making a print satirical 
of the Tokugawa government.1 6 Yoshitora, who would years later go on to 
create several Yokohama prints, would have been especially careful not to 
offend government censors. 

To recapitulate, many of the woodblock prints published during the 
height of the Yokohama-e craze dealt with a multiplicity of political and social 
topics, but were usually of a metaphorical or satirical nature. Woodblock
print artists did not shy away from controversial current events, but rather 
communicated them in a language of visual metaphors that resisted obvious 

interpretation. And the issue of the day-as 
mentioned above-was above all the matter of 

Yoshiiku: Furansujin to Oran ikoku kotoba rango (Konishi Shiro, 
Yokohama kaiko, p.62) 

foreign diplomacy and the 'opening' of the country 
to foreign intercourse. This was a matter of life 
and death in many instances; the radical activists 
who espoused the xenophobic slogan "revere the 
emperor, expel the barbarians" (sonni5 ji5i 
�3:.�) were responsible for several murders 
and political assassinations, including not only 
Tokugawa leaders but also residents of, and 
visitors to, the new settlement of Yokohama. 

The Prints 

In this charged atmosphere, it should not 
surprise us that woodblock-print artists-masters 
of a medium that was used not only to 
communicate current events, but also to provide 
pointed commentary-would turn to the new 
settlement of Yokohama for subject matter. While 
describing the food, clothing and customs of the 
European, American, Chinese, Black, andJapanese 
residents of the new settlement, these prints 
could also serve as a medium for socio-political 
commentary. If this was indeed the case, then it 
stands to reason that the political message inscribed 
within them was somewhat 'hidden' or 
metaphorical in nature; it was, one will recall, 
unwise to criticize the government directly, and 
the paradigm of hidden meanings was already 
long-established by the middle of the nineteenth 
century. I will argue below that the 'vocabulary' 
of inaccuracy was utilized to overemphasize 
foreign opulence and prosperity; at the same 
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Figure 5 
time , Sadahide and Yoshikazu themselves 
demonstrated that the Japanese were capable of 
besting their unwanted guests on the playing field 
of popular culture. 

Yoshiiku: Gaikoku jinbutsu zuga (Yonemura, Yokohama: prints 
from nineteenth-century Japan, p.114) 

Labeling 

One simple observation with which to begin 
is that with velY rare exceptions were any of the 
foreigners identified by name in the works of 
Yokohama-e artists, even though: (a) the names of 
many of the prominent residents would have 
been familiar to the artists, or at least to the 
Japanese residents of Yokohama; and (b) non
Yokohama woodblock prints invariably identify 
their subject matter, if a person, by name. 17 
Sadahide's Yokohama kaiko kenbunshi (A Record 
of Things Seen and Heard in the Open Port of 
Yokohama; c. 1862), demonstrates that the author 
knew the names of several prominent residents, 
including Eugene Van Reed, Raphael Schoyer, 
and others. In Yokohama-e, though, non-Japanese 
are labeled either according to their country of 
origin-'American', 'Frenchman', 'Nanking-man' 
(Chinese), 'Russian'-or their race, such as 'Black 
woman'. Often persons of different nationalities 
are randomly paired together: in 1860 Yoshiiku 
H� ( 1833-1904) composed a series of three 
prints: in one, there is a French woman and a 
Dutch man; in another, an Englishman with a 
Russian woman; in a third, an American man and 
a Chinese man (Figure 4 is the first-mentioned: 
Furansu Oran ikoku kotoba rango 
{h,Nig§fONil.- �.: < .: C. �;f' � Iv::: [French 
and Dutch Persons)) . In Yoshiiku's 1861 Gaikoku-jinbutsu zuga 
7I-�A� �il!ii (Picture of Foreigners-Figure 5), we see that 
under the rubric of 'foreigners' a Frenchman and a Chinese are 
depicted together in animated conversation. This may seem innocuous 
now, but given the shrill invective aimed at Chinese immigrants in 
California during the same period, we may assume that few 
nineteenth-century Americans would have been pleased to be 
included in the same category as 'John Chinaman'. 

Prints such as these are cultural constructions that Occidentalize 
the Western subject-Europeans or Americans, French, Dutch, 

17 The lone exception to this appears to be Sadahide's 
1861 Amerikakoku-Uenriito [America: Uenriitol, which 
identifies its subject, the American Eugene Van Reed, by 
name. See Yonemura, Yokohama:printsfrom nineteenth
century Japan, pp. 104-5. Yonemura states that the 
figure in this print "may be" Van Reed, but there is little 
doubt that this is the case. His name is spelled exactly 
the same in other contemporary Japanese primary 
sources, such as the Yokohama newspaper Bankoku 
shinbunshi JJ OO?1JTIiiI�. See Meiji Bunka Kenkyflkai, 
ed., Bakumatsu-Meiji shinbun zenshu, [Compendium 
of Bakumatsu and Meiji newspapersl, 7 vols .. (Tokyo: 
Sekai Bunko, 1961--{)2): 2, p .286. 
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Figure 6 

Yoshiiku: Bankoku danjo jinbutsu zue (detail) (Konishi, Yokohama kaik6, PP.34-5) 

Russians, Chinese, and Blacks were de-contextualized, labeled, and catalogued 
for consumption. Somewhat reminiscent of nineteenth-century American 
and European (and later, Japanese) attempts to classify all of humanity into 
categories such as 'Caucasoid' or 'Mongoloid', the artists of Yokohama-e 
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repeatedly categorized their European, American, 
and Chinese subject matter along racial or national 
lines. Of course, this robbed their subjects of their 
identity and reduced them to stock caricatures-a 
process that would not be unfamiliar to a nineteenth
(or twentieth-) century Westerner, if only it were the 
other way around. 

Though not a Yokohama print per se, the 1861 
Bankaku danja jinbutsu zue :500�3C"4m�� 
(Picture of Men and Women of the World) [detail
Figure 6) by Yoshiiku more effectively demonstrates 
this phenomenon. The print is of a colorful assortment 
of peoples from around the world, and the 
accompanying list of countries betrays an extensive 
knowledge of the world beyond Japan's shores
one, it will be remembered, that was officially off
limits. Looking more closely, however, it becomes 
evident that mixed in with the Americans, Chinese, 
Koreans, French, and others, are several denizens 
of, shall we say, lesser-known countries: 'No Belly 
Land', 'Long Arm Land', 'Long Leg Land', 'Small 
People Land', and 'Belly-hole Land'. Each of these 
unusual characters is labeled and depicted with the 
fantastical physical characteristics suggested in the 
name. This resonates with the grotesque creatures 
of Japanese folk tales-monsters with exaggerated 
physical attributes who lived on the fringes of 
Japanese time and space. That these characters are 
in some way otherworldly or grotesque is reinforced 
by the fact that there are no Japanese present to lend 
an air of familiarity to the scene. 

Yoshikazu's 1863 Shojinjima Ij\.Alih (Small 
People Island-Figure 7) is another example. This 

Figure 7 

Yoshikazu: Sh6jinjima (Konishi, Yokohama kaik6, 

P·136) 

'"', 

print shows a foreign man standing next to a small family-a very small family. 
The father is the tallest, and he barely comes up to the man's knee. They stand 
around a basket of peaches, and the father holds a peach up to his own head, 
both of which are the same size. The caption for this print reads in part as 
follows: "Now small people have come from their country to Yokohama, from 
about 18,000 Ii to the west of Dai Nippon Uapanl. The male is forty-five years 
old and is 1 shaku R 5 sun':t [approx. 45 cm] high. The female is thirty-eight 
years old and about 1 shaku 4 sun [approx. 42 cm] high, and the child is five 
years old and 6 sun [approx. 18 cm] high." By blending together elements of 
the fantastic and the real, the artists conSigned non-Japanese to an otherworldly 
status of the strange and grotesque, while keeping themselves out of the picture 
entirely. 

77 
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Figure 8 

Yoshikazu: Yokohama Gankir6 kodomo teodori no zu (Konishi, Yokohama kaik6, pp.46-9) 

Figure 9 Detail of the above 
The Presence of Absence 

Yoshikazu's 1861 triptych Yokohama Gankiro 
kodomo teodori no zu ��:6i1.�r#t--¥llmZ� 
(Picture of a Children's Hand-Dance at the Gankiro in 
Yokohama-Figures 8 and 9) and Sadahide's 1860 
Kanagawa Yokohama shin kaiko zu f$�}I[�i� 
moom;� (Picture of the Newly-Opened Port of 
Yokohama in Kanagawa-Figure 10) are representative 
of a group of Yokohama-e that self-consciously use 
subject positioning and angles in order to convey 
'hidden meaning' . Yokohama Gankiro kodomo teodori 
no zu portrays, as its title suggests, a performance 
staged by the young girls who lived in the licensed 
prostitution district of Yokohama. This district, known 
as Miyozaki m;� (also referred to by the foreign 
residents as 'Yoshiwara' -aJff- or 'Oshiwara', after the 
famous red-light district in Edo), was located a short 
distance from the settlement proper, accessible by a 
long causeway and surrounded on all sides by a moat. 
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Figure 10 

Sadahide: Kanagawa Yokohama shin kaik6 zu (Yokota YOichi, Yokohama ukiyo-e, p.28) 

The Gankiro was the largest and most elaborate ofMiyozaki's establishments, offering 
extensive services for both Japanese and non-Japanese patrons. 

In Yoshikazu's print, it is not so much the scene-an assemblage of seated 
foreigners enjoying a performance-than the means used to convey it that is of 
principal interest. First, we are looking at the performance from behind the stage, past 
the actors and onto the audience itself. The back wall has been 'cut away' (a process 
used by Yoshikazu on other occasions to give a dioramic perspective to a scene), so 
the immediate foreground reveals the girls changing costume, a scene that would 
ordinarily be hidden from view. In the center of the triptych is the audience, comprised 
of foreign men and women seated in a row of chairs. This is the second level of self
conscious play at work here: the foreigners, who are ostensibly the watchers of the 
action, are transformed into the watched. And they are watched not just on one level, 
but three: first, by the viewer of the print itself; second, by the young girls performing 
on stage; and third, by several courtesans, who peer from behind the screen doors in 
the background. By manipulating the vantage point in this print, Yoshikazu has deftly 
turned watcher into watched, as the foreigners are framed on all sides by the stage. 

Sadahide's 1860 triptych Kanagawa Yokohama shin kaiko zu (Figure 10) makes 
a related point. It depicts a crowded and lively scene on Honcho Odori ::$:IIIJAJl, 
the wide main street of Yokohama's native quarter. The businesses that lined this street 
were those of particular prominence in the Japanese business world- Mitsui -=:f:!:and 
others whose wares were aimed specifically at the foreign merchant, such as silk, 
porcelain, woodwork, and copperwork. 18 Sadahide's print shows all of this bustling 
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18 Konishi Shiro, Yokohama kaikO, 
p.7. 
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19 Notehelfer,japan through American eyes, 
p.39S. 
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commercial activity and more: animals, street-vendors, candy-sellers in 
Korean costume, and sightseeing pilgrims all find their way into the three 
sheets that comprise this triptych. Apart from this impressive degree of detail, 
and the use of Western-style perspective, it is not a particularly remarkable 
print; none of the Japanese art-books in which it is reproduced have much 
to say about it, other than to comment upon the details of the house of Mitsui 
and similar historical tidbits. 

However, if we take into consideration the Yokohama-e as a larger 
group-both the primary purpose of these prints, which was to depict 
foreigners, as well as the social and political circumstances of the time-this 
print takes on a new significance. Close examination reveals that there are 
over one hundred figures in this print, but one particular group is made 
especially prominent by its absence: there is not one single foreigner among 
them. A print entitled Picture of the Newly-Opened Port of Yokohama, that 
takes as its subject the specific area in which foreigners would have the most 
contact with the native population, yet without a single member of the 
European/American community? Sadahide does not neglect to remind us 
what is missing. In the foreground to left and right are groups of Sightseeing 
pilgrims. Such Sightseers were frequently seen in Yokohama; as Francis Hall 
recorded in journal entry for 10 FebrualY 1862 (a few years later, to be sure, 
but valid nonetheless), "our streets are daily thronged with travelers. . . .  
Curiosity to see how we tojins [tojin !l! A; lit. 'Chinese', but used by Japanese 
to mean foreignersl live has brought them in such numbers to Yokohama. " 19 
Thus the scene is set, and the audience is in place, but where were the stars 
of the show? At the exact center of the triptych, but at the most distant point 
in terms of perspective, is where the foreign settlement would be if it were 
visible. 

A similar print by Kuniyoshi entitled Yokohama Honcho no zu ��* 
IIlJz� (A Picture of Honcho in Yokohama), composed a scant two months 
later, takes up the same scene-lively crowds walking along the main street 
of the Japanese quarter. While the perspective is somewhat different, one 
would be hard-pressed to find any real difference in the various types of 
human figures in the two. prints: workers pulling enormous loads of raw silk, 
tourists, merchants, gaily-dressed women-no real difference, that is, save 
for the fact that Kuniyoshi has integrated foreigners into the picture: there are 
both Westerners and Chinese to be seen here, walking around and peering 
into the shops along the street, just as might be expected in such a scene. 

What are we to make of this? It is true that in the early months of 1860, 
the year in which Kanagawa Yokohama shin kaiko zu was published, there 
were few foreign merchants in Yokohama who could be used as models for 
a sketch. However, this had never deterred Sadahide (or any of his 
contemporaries) from copying illustrations out of Western newspapers or 
Nagasaki woodblock prints in order to endow the settlement with a foreign 
presence. Therefore, it is possible to assume that a lack of foreign models was 
not the reason for excluding them from this print, even though Yokota 



A TEMPESTUOUS TEA-PORT 

Y6ichi-the leading authority on Yokohama-e-assumes this to be the 
case.20 Rather than question the absence of a particular presence, it may be 
more worthwhile to look more deeply into the presence and location of 
absence: Like Yoshikazu's Yokohama Gankiro kodomo teodori no zu (Figure 
8), Sadahide's print places foreigners squarely in the center (even if unseen), 
but contained on all sides and relegated to a subordinate position. In so 
doing, Sadahide and Yoshikazu seem to have demonstrated a form of 
"cultural resistance" (to use Edward Said's term) to the foreign presence in 
ways the Tokugawa government did not.21 

Women in Yokohama-e 

As far as gender issues in the Yokohama prints are concerned, most 
scholars have restricted their discussions to the great disparity that existed 
between the large number of foreign women who appear in the prints, 
compared with the small number who actually inhabited the settlement. To 
be sure, the number of European and American women living in Yokohama 
from 1859 to 1861 cannot be precisely ascertained, but suffice it to say that 
the number was far, far fewer than the Yokohama-e would suggest. Francis 
Hall notes in his journal entry for 17 August 1860 (more than one year after 
the port's opening) that "twenty four persons assembled at [the house of Mr. 
and Mrs. Schoyerl in Yokohama at one P.M. and of that number eleven were 
ladies! A goodly gathering of our fair sisters in a distant land."22 Ann 
Yonemura suggests that women appear in such disproportionate numbers 
because Japanese woodblock print artists were "accustomed . . .  to depicting 
beautiful women [of the Yoshiwara district]" and so "were naturally inclined 
to favor the subject of foreign women, even in the absence of opportunities 
for direct observation."23 Whether or not Japanese artists considered foreign 
(American and European; there are few Chinese women in the prints) women 
beautiful, however, is a matter of some speculation: some artists felt it 
necessary to label foreign women as 'female', implying that from a Japanese 
perspective it might be difficult to recognize them. as such. 

But what of Japanese women? Of course, women played no role in 
diplomatic foreign policy between the 'Five Nations' and Japan, 24 but foreign 
relations in the settlement itself were another matter altogether. Japanese 
courtesans were most probably the closest point of contact (no pun intended) 
between the West and Japan in the mostly-male Yokohama settlement, but 
we may only speculate about the substance and quality of their relationships 
since there are scant written records to draw upon. The courtesans were 
farmer's daughters, with little education and probably illiterate, while the 
merchants and diplomats of the Victorian age were not wont to record their 
sexual escapades for posterity.25 Several Yokohama-e, however, exploit the 
theme of these unusual cross-cultural relationships. It must be noted, of 
course, that the makers of these prints were exclusively male, and that the 
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2 0  Yokota Y6ichi, "Yokohama-e josetsu" 
[Yokohama ukiyoel, in Tanba Tsuneo, 
Yokohama ukiyo-e [Yokohama ukiyoel 
(Tokyo: Asahi Shinbunsha, 1962), p.6 (back 
matter). 

21 Edward W. Said, Cultureand imperialism 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1994). 

22 Notehelfer,fapan through American ryes, 
p.2 1 1 . 

23 Yonemura, Yokohama: prints from 
nineteenth-century Japan, p.82 . 

24 There is the matter of the relationship 
between American Consul Townsend Harris 
and the 'tea-girl' Okichi in the 1850s, but 
most would agree that the relationship has 
been greatly embellished upon by later 
novelists, movie-makers, and tourist trappers 
in Shimoda rB3 and elsewhere. 

25 A famous exception to this is Pierre Loti's 
Madame Chrysantheme (1887). 
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Figure 11 
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courtesans were the (often unwilling) employees of 
Japanese men-men who took the trouble to have a moat 

Yoshitora: Amerikajin yuk6 sakamori (Yonemura, 
Yokahama: prints from nineeteenth-century Japan, p.145J 

dug around Miyozaki so that its female occupants would 
be discouraged from running away. Nonetheless, 
Yoshikazu and Sadahide made a strong case for the denial 
of the West's dominant position vis-a-vis Japan as it was 
played out in the relations between the different sexes and 
nations of Yokohama, while the government in Edo--the 
'official face' of Japan-had extremely limited room to 
maneuver with their foreign guests. 

And how did the women of the Yokohama-e assert 
their dominance over the foreign men? Quite graphically, 
although it is not always apparent what is being alluded 
to. For example, take Yoshitora's 1861 Amerikajin yukO 
sakamori OOl!fU1m A�f1WHi (An American Drinking 
and Carousing-Figure 1 1), in which the courtesan firmly 
grips a bottle of sake held in a position that unmistakably 
indicates a phallus: there is little doubt as to who is in 
charge in this relationship. Some of these prints, such as 
Yoshikazu's 1861 Yokohama Miyozaki-kaku Gankiro ijin 
yukyo nozu�����¥H�,��A�OOz� (Picture 
of Foreigners' Revelry at the Gankiro in the Miyozaki 
Quarter of Yokohama) are more graphically direct; some 
are less so. While in the presence of foreign women, 
foreign men remain on their best behavior; in the company 
of Japanese, however, they turn silly-drunken dancing in 
underwear is not an uncommon sight in Yokohama-e. We 
may conclude that, in addition to the presumed shock value 
of seeing a foreign man and a Japanese woman together, 
such prints served to remind an anxious populace that the 
barbarians were not the omnipotent overlords many had 

feared they might be. 

Health and Wealth 

As noted above, the world of the Yokohama-e bears little resemblance to 
the actual conditions in the settlement from 1859 to 1862. While several of 
the prints (especially those of Sadahide) seem to have been composed from 
real life-such as street scenes and panoramic maps-others are drawn 
purely from imagination or Western newspapers. The area of greatest 
disjunction between the actual and the fantastic is the representation of the 
foreign section of the settlement, which comprised the western half of 
Yokohama during the years in question. The image one receives from the 
foreign settlement as it is depicted in Yokohama prints is a paradise of the 
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Figure 12 
exotic: shimmering glass and elaborate decorations; food 
and drink in abundance; healthy, playful children; well
dressed women and contented servants, both Chinese, 
Black, and Japanese, all working and living together in 
harmony. 

Sadahide: Ikiutsushi ikoku jinbutsu-Oranda fujin kyosho 
aijido no zu (Yokota YOichi, Yokohama ukiyo-e, p.28) 

Health 

Children and family life were a common subject of the 
Yokohama-e. Several prints bear titles such as Foreigner 
Embracing a Child (Gaikokujin kodomo choai no zu 
7!-OOA f-#tR�z[�); Yoshikazu, 1860), or Life Drawings 
of People of Foreign Nations: Picture of a Dutch Woman 
Raising a Toast to Her Beloved Children (Ikiutsushi ikoku 
jinbutsu-Oranda fUjin kyosho aijido no zu 1:��OO 
A¥lJ : j)iiJJljW��A*M�%fi:z� (Sadahide, 1861-
Figure 12) .  A theme that unites all of these prints is that of 
the elaborately costumed mother and her smiling, elaborately 
costumed children, who appear to be the vety picture of 
health. 

PhYSical health was an issue of great concern during the 
heyday of the Yokohama prints; contrast this image with 
reports from Yokohama and Edo, its neighbor to the north
east: "in the 6th month an epidemic of cholera spread 
throughout the land, and about 30,000 persons died in Edo 
alone." In 1862, cholera gripped the city of Edo: "according 
to the registers of the Buddhist temples, no less than 224,808 
persons [were buried], of whom there were men 71 ,095 , 
women, 101 ,391 ,  and children, 52,322. In Yokohama and 
the small villages around, from the same disease, 900 died." 
The following year "there was a terrible visitation of measles, in Yedo this 
summer. In the 56 days from 17 June to 1 1  August, inclusive, no less than 
567,713 persons were attacked, of whom 73, 158 died." These numbers 
certainly indicate an epidemic, primarily among the young, who were the 
most susceptible to infectious diseases.26 As Francis Hall notes in the 2 1  
September 1862 entry to his journal: 

At Yedo [Edo] the mortality is very great . . . . Of the measles which prevailed 

before the cholera 75,000 are said to have died. Death in many cases rapidly 

follows the first attack. At Yokohama there are, too, many deaths. Among the 

foreigners there has been little sickness except in the fleet where a few 

deaths have occurred.27 

Public health and epidemics were not topics ignored by woodblock artists 
during this period. Woodblock prints about measles-called hashika-e 
���, or 'measles prints'-were one primary source of information about 
the measles epidemic that raged between the fourth and sixth months of 

26 The figures are those given in John R. 
Black, Young Japan: Yokohama and Edo, 
1858-1879 (London: Trubner & Co. ,  1880-
81;  reprint ed. , Tokyo: Oxford University 
Press, 1968), voU, pp.1 18, 147. Black's 
sources are unknown, and as with all such 
'reminiscences' of the period care should be 
taken not to take any information given 
within as necessarily accurate. There is no 
question that the cholera and measles 
epidemics took the lives of many thousands, 
however. 

27 Notehelfer,]apan through American eyes, 
p.4S0. 
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1862, and several with various forms of health advice 
Figure 13 were published in that year. Most are lists of foods 
Sadahide: T6s6, hashika, suit6 (Konishi, Yokohama kaik6, p. 71) and practices to be avoided, presented in a humorous 

28 Konishi Shiro, Yokohama kaiko, p.17. 

29 Minami Kazuo, BakumatsuEdo no bunka: 
ukiyoe to !ushiga [The culture of Edo during 
the Bakumatsu period; woodblock prints 
and satirical picturesl (Tokyo: Yoshikawa 
Kobunkan, 1998), p. 183. 

30 Black, Young Japan, p. 147. Since Black 
lived in Yokohama through the epidemic, 
his testimony has historical merit despite the 
fact that his sources are unverifiable. 

31 Ishizuka, "Yokohama kyoruchi z6 no 
keisei, "  p.5 .  

fashion-as advice from a famous actor, as a sumo
style ranking list-with the first and foremost 
recommendation that sexual intercourse be eschewed 
in order to avoid contracting disease. The great 
majority of the hashika-e that were available for this 
study depict single women, courtesans, and young 
girls being exhorted by men to avoid sexual 
intercourse. An exception is Sadahide's 1862 T6sa, 
hashika, suit6 m«f, Wf�, 7l<m (Smallpox, Measles, 
and Chicken-pox-Figure 13), a print that shows two 
Japanese boys, their faces spotted with disease, and 
a master of flower-arranging, who, curiously, is using 
a western-style pair of scissors in his work. 28 

This print makes it very evident that the measles 
epidemic was an issue on Sadahide's mind in 1862, 
the year in which several of his mother-and-child 
Yokohama-e were published in addition to the 
hashika-e noted above. Sadahide, born in Shimosa 
�� province near Edo and student of Edo resident 
Utagawa Kunisada ;fi(J I I  OO�, must have keenly felt 
the sufferings of his fellow chanin HIJ A in that 
summer of 1 862;  of a chanin population of 
approximately 500,000, nearly twenty thousand died 
of measles or cholera that year.29 It is, therefore, 
difficult to believe that the issue of Japanese illness 
versus foreign health was not a motive for the 
adoption of these subjects in such prints. In addition 
to the journal of Yokohama resident Francis Hall, 
John Black also notes in his Young Japan that the 
foreign community was left untouched by these 

epidemics, and that some Japanese blamed the foreigners for introducing the 
diseases into Japan from abroad.3D Bearing this in mind, prints such as 
Foreigner Embracing a Child, revealing as they do a world close to Edo and 
yet unchecked by famine or disease, take on an entirely different light. 
Images of rosy-cheeked children were cruelly ironic when (in the eyes of 
some Japanese) the foreigners were the cause of such widespread suffering 
in 1862-doubly so, in fact, when we consider that the Yokohama settlement 
was envisioned as a sort of 'rest and rehabilitation center' for Western 
merchants on the run from airborne diseases in Chinese treaty ports .31 
Yokohama was a world apart, protected from disease and misfortune. 



A TEMPESTUOUS TEA-PORT 

Wealth 

Not only did immunity to disease signify a vast contrast between 
Yokohama's foreign community and Sadahide's fellow Edokko rIp "? :::f, 
but the Yokohama-e also reveal a cognizance of the marked disparity in 
financial prosperity between the two groups. After 1859 prices soared as the 
trade imbalance began to mount and political and social unease spread. For 
example, between 1859 and 1867 the price of items such as rice rose 370%, 
hair and lamp oil 400%, and spun cotton 430%. 32 W. G. Beasley has noted that 
the rise in prices may not have been due to foreign trade (the volume of trade 
in the early 1860s was still very small, and in fact Japan enjoyed a favorable 
trade imbalance for the first few years of Yokohama's existence), but many 
Japanese blamed foreign trade nonetheless. 33 These and other price increases 
led to the frequent occurrence of urban 'smashings' (uchikowashi n 1; � U 
in the 1860s, as the number of men who could no longer feed their families 
increased. 

Additionally, Edo in 1862 faced a crisis all its own: after 200 years, the 
Tokugawa government attempted to mollify the increasingly independent 
daimyo, and decided to abandon the 'alternate attendance' system (sankin 
kotai�f1JX�) that had kept the lords and their families virtually part-time 
hostages in Edo. Under the new system, daimyo were only obliged to spend 
one hundred days every three years in Edo, while their families were allowed 
to remain in their home provinces. Although this was a great relief to the 
daimyo and their families (some of whom had actually never been 'home' in 
their lives), it was a crushing blow for the townsmen of Edo who had spent 
the last two hundred years doing business with the daimyo and their vast 
numbers of retainers and employees. "In the twinkling of an eye, "  a 
contemporary writer observed, "the flourishing city of Edo became like a 
desert ."34 

Seen in this light, the prosperity of neighboring Yokohama must have 
struck quite a chord with the artists employed to depict the foreign 
settlement. It is no wonder that many of the Yokohama-e show us a world 
that directly contrasts with that of Edo with its financial hardships: exotica 
such as glass windows and chandeliers, musical instruments, lavish dinner 
parties, elaborate costumes, contented servants, and high-class courtesans 
were all de rigueurin the Yokohama of Sadahide's imagination. For example, 
in his 1861 triptych Yokohama ijin shokan no zu �iJU�Alflfflllz� (A 
Picture of a Mercantile Establishment in Yokohama), nearly all of the pictorial 
elements listed above are present, along with the requisite happy, healthy 
children. In Yoshikazu's 1860 Ikokujin shuen yuraku no zu �IEAm� 
Jaf9RZ.� (A Picture of Foreigners Drinking and Carousing), we see a 
similarly lavish scene copied directly from the 9 June 1860 edition of Frank 
Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper; in his 1861 Yokohama ijin yashiki no zu 
�i��A§U1J(z.� (Figure 14), we are, in addition, shown the kitchen in 
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Figure 14 

Yoshikazu: Yokohama ijin yashiki no 
zu (Yokota Yoichi, Yokohama ukiyo
e, P36) 

36 The subject of the opposite end of this 
equation, namely, the increasing poverty of 
the Japanese, also figured in several 1860-
62 prints, but space does not permit a 
discussion of them here. 
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which foreign delicacies were prepared .35 Prints such as these served to 
reinforce the gap between foreign rich and native poor, as well as the 
perception that bakufu policies such as opening up Japan to foreign trade, 
and relaxing the alternate attendance system were benefiting the foreigners 
at the expense of the Japanese.36 

Shall We Dance? 

Yokohama-e show us a world that is not just financially prosperous and 
disease-free, but also home to frequent celebrations and expressions of racial 
harmony. It is unlikely that the events that Sadahide described ever took 
place, but the prints are Significant nonetheless for what they reveal about 
the artist and his perception of the settlement. 

Dancing 

The dancing habits of European/Americans, Chinese, and Blacks was a 
topic of recurring interest for Sadahide. In his 1862 travelogue A Record of 
Things Seen and Heard in the Open Port of Yokohama, the following text 
accompanies an illustration of foreigners of both sexes-Europeans and 
Americans, Blacks, and Chinese-dancing in a large circle (Figure 15) :  

The foreigners who have come to Yokohama gather in Miyozaki-cho for the 
beginning of the seventh month's bon � dance. When people crowd in great 
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numbers to see, the foreigners run in to look. The following month, the 
eighth, [I] had matters to attend to in Hon-cho *1iIJ. When [I] went on this 
day, the foreigners had gathered in great numbers on a broad area at the jetty. 

They arranged themselves in a circle, like [the dancers) in Miyazaki ,  and set 

apart from them a great drum was being beaten. Men, women, and children 

all moved their hands and feet in rhythm to the beat, going round and round 

in a circle.37 

In another section of Things Seen and Heard, Sadahide reiterates this 
information with a few new details: "Blacks and Chinese, to say nothing of 
foreigners, all dance constantly, so every evening they come to Miyozaki-cho 
to watch and feel jealous" of the skill of the young dancing girls. 38 The reason 
for the dancing is stated several times: the occasion is a dontaku F /' .y l.l, 
or holiday. 

What are we to make of this information? There is no record of any such 
activity by the residents of the foreign area of the settlement, and it seems 
unlikely-to say the least-that Blacks, Chinese, and Europeans and Americans 
would have engaged in any group leisure activity. In fact, racial and national 
harmony was most likely the exception rather than the rule among the foreign 
community. The fact that Chinese and Blacks are nearly absent from the 
diaries and memoirs of the Western treaty port residents of the nineteenth 
century should also alert us to the fact that these peoples, though surely 
present, were relegated to positions of no status or importance outside of the 
commercial sphere. Additionally, as stated earlier, there were scarcely 
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Sadahide: Illustration 
from Yokohama kaiko 
kenbunshi (see n. i2J, 

vol .i ,  pp. 66-7 
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enough foreign men in 1861-62 to have populated such scenes, to say 
nothing of the large numbers of women and children depicted. There is little 
argument, then, that these prints are not the product of some actual event that 
Sadahide may have witnessed in Yokohama. What, then, might the connection 
be between dancing/parading and the residents of the foreign settlement? 

First, there is the fact that the dances took place on a dontaku.  Dontaku 
is a Japanese pronunciation of the Dutch word for Sunday, Zontag, and was 
used by extension to refer to either Sunday or any other special rest-days, 
such as festivals. In Things Seen and Heard in Yokohama, Sadahide reports 
that he asked a foreigner why he was dancing. "Because," the latter is said 
to have replied, "today is a dontaku, so we dance. "39 Similarly, the print 
mentioned above is not entitled 'Picture of a Parade', for example, but rather 
'Picture of a Dontaku'. While dancing and parading on holidays was a 
concept familiar to the Japanese, the fact that a foreign word was used to 
describe the phenomenon must mean that the custom of a regular, weekly 
holiday was an unfamiliar one. The western calendar, of course, did not come 
into use in Japan until the Meiji period, but the custom of Sunday holidays 
had been observed in Yokohama by both Japanese and foreigners since 
shortly after the opening of the port 40 

If dontaku and festival/holidays were related, then the link to danCing 
would be a logical one, since most Japanese festivals incorporate dance to 
some degree. Furthermore, by the end of the Edo period, festivals had 
become largely the domain of the non-samurai classes. They were an 
opportunity for the commoners to usurp temporarily the privileges of the 
elites, and a chance to give periodic release to some of the frustrations of their 
working lives. Francis Hall recorded in the 31 July 1860 entry to his journal 
that "these days are holidays of the [common] people par excellence, where 
they wear not only the swords and dresses of superiors in rank, but have 
every license permitted them of speech and behavior. 

,,
4 1  Japanese society in 

the 1850s and 1860s was one in which the neo-Confucian social order was 
beginning to crumble, as the lower orders acquired the trappings of wealth 
and education while large numbers of the samurai class were forced into 
penury. This period was also one in which outburst of spontaneous and 
frenzied dancing were beginning to occur throughout Japan (culminating in 
the massive eeja nai ka ;t ;t  t � I:t. "  �tJ>phenomenon a few years later42), 
so we may assume that for Sadahide festival dancing meant the sort he 
witnessed in Edo and elsewhere-a celebratory ritual of role reversal. Might 
this explain his portrait of racial harmony in a world of assassination and 
"revere the emperor, expel the barbarian?" Sadahide had a longstanding 
interest in foreign matters, having worked as an illustrator of works with 
foreign themes for over a dozen years; perhaps his fantasy of racial harmony 
was a type of role reversal with which his audience could connect. 

In any event, Sadahide most likely viewed the foreigners' dontaku 
dancing as an approximation or imitation of the Japanese custom. "Although 
it is like hon [dancing] , "  he wrote in Things Seen andHeard in Yokohama after I 

] 
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witnessing the foreigners' dance, "can it be that it also exists in foreign 
countries?" Perhaps, but perhaps not. He suggested that the foreigners went 
to Miyozaki in order to learn dancing patterns, and that they watched and "felt 
jealous" of the superior abilities of the young girls who performed before 
them. To depict the foreign community dancing in imitation of the obon i>� 
festival dancing (it i s  clearly mentioned on more than one occasion that the 
foreigners' festival was in the eighth month, following the obon festival of the 
seventh) was to depict a mimiClY of Japanese culture by the foreign 
community. Through these prints of dancing, Sadahide co-opted foreigners 
into the Japanese culture sphere, and denied them the sense of cultural 
superiority that they surely felt in real life. 

Figure 16 

Sadahide : Yokohama dontaku no ZlI (Yokota, Yokohama ukiyo-e, pp.l�16) 

Processions 

The procession (gyoretsu fT7U) was another trope widely familiar to the 
Japanese, and several Yokohama-e portray the citizens of the 'Five Nations' 
parading around the settlement. Two prints from 1861, Sadahide's Yokohama 
dontaku nozu ;.fJit���z� (Picture of a Yokohama Holiday-Figure 16) 
andYoshikazu's Yokohamagaikokujingyoretsu nozu.�5i-�.AJT7UZ� 
(Picture of a Procession of Yokohama Foreigners) are representative examples. 
Both depict the foreign community parading along the open area near the 
coastline, with musical accompaniment and a crowd of onlookers, as ships 
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crowd the harbor in the background. The peoples of the five nations may be 
distinguished by their clothing and national flags. 

Because of the 'alternate attendance' system instituted by the first 
Tokugawa shoguns over two hundred years earlier, daimyo were compelled 
to make the lengthy and expensive trek to Edo every other year in order to 
demonstrate their allegiance to the shogun.  The families of the daimyo, in 
addition, were forced to reside in Edo permanently. Such processions found 
their way into innumerable ukiyo-e over the years, and the Yokohama-e were 
no exception. Since foreign military troops were not stationed in Yokohama 
in large numbers until 1864, and it is unlikely that troops of various nations 
would ever have marched together as Sadahide's prints show them to have 
done, it is safe to assume that these procession scenes were at least partially 
modeled on similar Japanese practices. Military troops marching in line, 
musicians, horse-drawn carriages, and national flags in place of banners all 
point to a self-conscious imitation of the Japanese procession. 

Imitation: the sincerest form of flattery, yes, but also a powerful 
accusation to levy against one's imperial betters. By making print after print 
of foreigners dancing and parading together in imitation of their unwilling 
hosts, Sadahide was restating his claims of cultural equality, despite what 
might have been occurring between the foreign diplomats and the bakufu.  

Conclusions 

Let us briefly summarize the conditions from 1859 to 1862. The Yokohama 
settlement during these years was small, dirty, and sparsely populated by 
foreigners (whose numbers grew from 20 in 1859, to 44 in 1860, and 200 by 
1862). Trade was negligible-the Japanese government attempted to keep 
the amount of trade as small and unprofitable as possible, following a pattern 
set earlier in Nagasaki. The foreign merchants were bored and frustrated with 
government attempts to impede trade, and an initial currency dispute led to 
ever more hostility between the Japanese and the foreign community: first, 
when the Japanese government representatives refused to allow Mexican 
dollars to be circulated or exchanged weight-for-weight for Japanese coin; 
second, when the government did acquiesce, it led to a rush on the Japanese 
gold market and the exportation of massive amounts of the metal. 43 This led 
to animosity from all quarters; the diplomat Rutherford Alcock decried the 
merchants who engaged in this trade as "the scum of the earth, "  while at least 
one samurai cited it as a motive when confessing to the murder of two British 
army officers in 1864.44 

In addition, Yokohama and Edo were dangerous places. Space does not 
permit a detailed description of all of the politically motivated violence of the 
times, but a short list will suffice to make the point. In 1860, the highest
ranking government official, Ii Naosuke :ff:f}trn:jij, was assassinated for 
signing a trade treaty with America without imperial consent Qanuary) and 
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two Dutch sailors were murdered in broad daylight in Yokohama's main 
shopping district (February); in 1861 ,  Townsend Harris's Dutch secretary/ 
interpreter Henry Heusken was murdered (January) and the British Legation 
at Tozenji Jlft.tlt�Temple was attacked (July); in 1862, a British citizen was 
murdered at the village of Namamugi 1:3t: near Yokohama by samurai of the 
Satsuma �/4l clan. Most historians of Japan would concur that even without 
the arrival of the 'foreign crisis' in the 1850s, Tokugawa society was on the 
brink of drastic change, as the social, political, and economic rules that had 
underpinned the system for 250 years were losing their valence. Nevertheless, 
opening Japan to foreign trade greatly exacerbated the crisis of the times, and 
Edo and Yokohama bore the brunt of the bloodshed during these years. 

Compounding these troubles, as noted earlier, were contagious and 
deadly illnesses as well as severe economic hardship. Tens of thousands lost 
their lives in cholera and measles epidemics in 1862, women and young 
children being among the hardest hit; the men and women 
who survived were often unable to work for long periods of Figure 17 
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time. Price inflation, perceived by some to have been 
brought about by the trade imbalance, raised feelings of 
desperation to a pitch in urban areas. The end of the alternate 
attendance system turned Edo into a ghost town, more 
evidence that the ruling Tokugawa house was losing its 
tenuous grip over the other 250 daimyo that made up the 
baku-han _rI system. 

Yoshikazu: Tadashii-utsushi Igirisujin (Yokota Yoichi, 
Yokohama ukiyo-e, p.9J 

None of these issues was lost on the artists of the day. 
Woodblock-print publishers produced copious quantities of 
satirical prints during these years, with themes ranging from 
measles prevention to government critique. Mindful as ever, 
however, to avoid government censorship and/or persecution, 
artists who wished to draw attention to an issue that might 
reflect poorly on bakufu policymakers were cautious to 
couch their message in visual metaphors. Thus the marriage 
of the shogun and imperial princess was recast as a scene 
from the Tale of Genji, and the journey of the shogun to the 
imperial palace in Kyoto was ignored by a treeful of partying 
tengu. 

Traditionally, Yokohama-e have been put into a different 
category from the prints mentioned above. One will not find 
them in any discussion of bakumatsu satirical prints, but I 
find it remiss to leave them out: any statement about 
Yokohama in the 1860s was a political one, and to produce 
an image of the settlement as a prosperous and happy 
interracial paradise was a comment on the actual conditions 
of the time. Affluent foreign merchants, residing in glass 
houses filled with exotic contraptions like cellos and 
chandeliers, dancing with their servants and enjoying 
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Figure 18 
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themselves: such a fanciful portrait, as we know, did not 
accurately reflect settlement life. Sadahide is said to have lived in 

Yoshikazu: Oroshiyajin' (Meech-Pekarik, The world of 
Meiji print, p.89J 

Yokohama for some time, and there is no question that his 
detailed maps and street scenes could only have been the product 
of close observation and research. Therefore it is difficult to 
believe that the gross inaccuracies of several prints were anything 
but intentional. I have come to the conclusion that the Yokohama
e served several different functions: first, they were most certainly 
a form of popular entertainment, a means to feed the public 
appetite for exotica. Second, they were a form of sharp political 
satire-in the face of copious troubles, all possibly attributable 
(rightly or wrongly) to the presence of foreigners and the advent 
of foreign trade, the new residents of Japan are depicted as 
blithely enjoying health and prosperity at the expense of their 
unwilling hosts. 
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For all of their material wealth and happiness, however, there 
is an element of control lacking in this foreign life. Men are 
inebriated, their genitals either figuratively or literally held in the 
grip ofJapanese prostitutes. The residents of the foreign settlement 
are under the voyeuristic gaze of their viewers, either in reality 
or as the subject matter of the prints themselves. They dance and 
parade about, but seemingly in imitation of their hosts. Finally, 
there are prints which depict foreigners holding up Yokohama
e of themselves-a reductive, self-conscious statement that the 
foreign community was not only going to be defined and 
categorized on Japanese terms, but that they, too, were 
collaborators in this narrative of Japanese agency (for example, 
Yoshikazu's Tadashii-utsushiIgirisujin iE1J:�aflJ .A  [Portrait 
of English Personsl-Figure 17, and Oroshiyajin 3g!HH!.A 
[Russiansl-Figure 18, both dated 1861) .  In the creation of such 
portraits, Sadahide and Yoshikazu effectively denied foreigners 

some of the superiority bestowed upon them by the unequal treaties, and 
restored at least some agency to themselves. Yokohama-e, then, provide ample 
evidence that Japan's semi-colonial period was one of cultural contestation, 
rather than simply the top-down, 'Orientalizing', and hegemonic march of 
America and Europe. 

Unfortunately, Yokohama-e have until now largely been isolated and 
evaluated only in the narrow context of prints with 'foreign' themes. Other prints 
from the late 1860s and beyond, the so-called 'civilization and enlightenment' 
pictures (bunmei kaika-e itHA r,�H��), are often grou ped in this same category, 
although they are the product of different impulses altogether. In addition, the 
success of a given print seems largely to have been conferred by the degree to 
which it reflected 'accurate detail' ,  without any thought being given to the fact 
that inaccuracies may have been intentional. By assessing the Yokohama-e so 
narrowly, historians have overlooked a rich source of social and political 
commentary from a most turbulent time in nineteenth-century Japanese history. 




