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The Worlds Within Sugoroku: Depictions of Foreign Worlds and
Foreigners During the Bakumatsu

Dr. Robert Eskildsen

Professor by Special Appointment (History), International Christian Univeristy
Director, International Christian University Museum Hachiro Yuasa Memorial Museum

In the bakumatsu period esugoroku were published that depicted the peoples and places of the world in

strange and wondrous ways. These depictions appear unfamiliar to us today, but they also differed from early
modern depictions of foreign people. Esugoroku gained popularity around the 1830s as a game that children
could play, especially at New Years, and they were still quite popular in the bakumatsu period. Illustrations of
foreigners in woodblock prints and books changed dramatically in the late 1850s because of the foreign crisis,
and unsurprisingly esugoroku picked up these representations and depicted the world in new ways.

The arrival of Commodore Perry and the opening of Yokohama as an international port sparked this
change in the way foreigners were depicted. These intrusions into Japan provoked a wave of interest in the
foreign world, especially in Edo, and artists rushed to produce woodblock prints that would appeal to this
popular interest. This led to a boom woodblock prints, including esugoroku, that showed images of foreigners
and foreign places.

During this boom, however, something novel happened. Artists continued to use inaccurate and
outdated images of foreigners, but they began to combine images in a new way. Except for a few prominent
artists such as Shiba Kokan, who had a keen interest in the realistic artistic techniques used in Europe, accuracy
or realism was not a high priority in early modern Japanese art. In the 1850s and 1860s most artists continued to
use old illustrations of foreigners that had been circulating in Japan for hundreds of years. The author Kanagaki
Robun and the artist Hashimoto Sadahide were two prominent exceptions to this trend and they actively sought
out new information about foreigners, but most artists simply reused old images quite freely and made no effort
to check their accuracy.

Even as artists reused this old imagery, however, they did something new, and it is precisely this change
that makes their depictions of foreigners seem so interesting. Specifically, artists reorganized the existing
categories of images according to their imaginations rather than maintaining the established genres of the
images. This new creative mode of representation destabilized the existing organization of images of foreigners,
and the change opened the door for creative new representations of foreigners and foreign lands.

Where did these old genres of images come from in the first place? Most of the old images about
foreigners became established in Japan about two centuries earlier. For example, some of the images can be
traced back to illustrations on seventeenth century European wall maps (mostly Dutch). Others can be traced
back to Chinese sources such as the Sancai tuhui (= 4" ¥ &), which was a kind of encyclopedia. From that time
onward most artists simply reused the existing images in these two lineages and they almost never mixed or
combined images from different lineages. By the bakumatsu period the existing images were completely out of
date, but few Japanese people noticed or cared. News about Perry, and later about the opening of Yokohama,
circulated freely in Edo. Print artists responded to this new political context with a highly creative approach that
synthesized visual information taken from different lineages. The result was a disorganized and creative jumble
of imagery that gave artists more freedom to express their reaction to the foreign crisis.

The synthesis lasted only a few years, ending around the time of the Meiji Restoration. During that short
span of time artists produced many striking images of foreigners. The artists who produced esugoroku did not

aim for accuracy or consistency, but the shock of the foreign crisis pushed them to show how the world around ﬁ
Japan was changing. At the same time, they reinforced existing ideas about Japan’s central place in the world. 1‘!1:
The resulting representations are delightful to view. it ﬁ%
This creative period of representation came to an end when the Meiji Restoration changed the way that -
Japanese understood their place in the world. After the Restoration woodblock print artists aimed for more 6
realistic or accurate styles of representation that were suitable for the modern era, and the old lineages of <
images of foreigners died out. Because the images of foreigners completely changed in the early Meiji period rHE W
the esugoroku of that time looked different from those of the bakumatsu period. The difference shows just how Op 2

thoroughly and dramatically the Meiji Restoration changed Japanese understandings of the foreign world.
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