
 

From the issue titled: “A Vision de Hugo, 1802–1902.”
L'Assiette au Beurre, February 26, 1902 (No. 47)

Artist: Théophile Steinlen
Source: Bibliothèque nationale de France 

Duke University, David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library

[cb72-245_1902_26Feb_pg05_HugoIssueBySteinlen_lassiette_au_beurre] 

This special issue illustrated by Théophile Steinlen comprises a particularly gruesome
mural depicting the bloodshed of contemporary colonial wars in Turkey, China, and
Africa. The scene above turns the tables on the Harper’s Weekly cover (above) and
accuses foreign troops and missionaries of atrocities during the Boxer Uprising in

China.

[Click here for the complete issue]

[Click here for a website that discusses the full
panorama of Steinlen’s searing 1902 graphics]



Who is the Barbarian?

Juxtaposing the shocking Chinese barbarity depicted on the Harper’s
Weekly cover with the equally shocking barbarity of Steinlen’s

depiction of Allied atrocities in China gives rise to the question: who
is the barbarian? Severed heads. Slaughtered infants. At first glance,
the two mirror-image renderings could be part of the same picture.

  

Harper’s Weekly, July 28, 1900
(detail)

L'Assiette au Beurre, Feb. 26, 1902
(detail)
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Eighteen months before Steinlen’s disturbing “mural,” another German artist, Thomas
Theodor Heine, published a similarly blood-soaked rendering of the barbarities
perpetuated abroad by Western military forces. Heine used the pages of
Simplicissimus to denounce the atrocious conduct of Prussian troops during the Allied
intervention in China, where the German forces obviously took to heart Wilhelm II’s
exhortation to show no mercy. Heine provided Simplicissimus with what has become a
justly famous image: an armed knight, representing the West, pours a torrent of
blood over Asia, while his sword drips blood on Africa. Titled “Dream of the Empress
of China,” the dream is an obvious nightmare, as the sardonic sub-caption makes
clear. “Europeans,” this reads, “Pour the Blessings of Their Culture over the Globe.”

 

 

“Der Traum der Kaiserin von China”
(The Dream of the Empress of China)

Simplicissimus, July 3, 1900
Artist: Thomas Theodor Heine

Source: The Weimar Classics Foundation 
[cb80-010_Simplicissimus_July3_1900]

“Der Europäer giesst die Segnungen seiner Kultur über den
Erdball aus.”

(The Europeans pour the blessings of its culture over the globe.)

The satirical weekly, Simplicissimus, flourished from 1896 to
1967 with a hiatus from 1944 to 1954.

[Click here to view complete issue]
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“Think It Over: All this for politics—is civilization advancing?”

In the United States, the most famous counter-voice to Kipling and his “white man’s
burden” rhetoric was the writer Mark Twain. The U.S. conquest of the Philippines,
coupled with the multi-nation “Boxer intervention” in China, prompted Twain to
become an outspoken critic of America plunging into what he denounced as the
“European Game” of overseas expansion.
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Twain’s most celebrated anti-imperialist essay, “To the Person Sitting in Darkness,”
was published in the February, 1901 issue of the North American Review. His biblical
title, which came from Matthew 4:16 (“The people who sat in darkness have seen a
great light”), picked up on many pro-imperialist themes of the times. The language
obviously resonated with the Kipling-esque imagery of white men bringing
enlightenment to “new-caught sullen peoples, half-devil and half-child.” People of
darkness was, moreover, a perception that missionaries (whom Twain excoriated)
routinely applied to the “heathen” natives of non-Christian lands. As the cartoon
record of these turn-of-the-century years repeatedly demonstrates, moreover, it was
taken for granted by the imperialists that the people on whom they were bestowing
the light of civilization were literally—and often grotesquely—of various shades of
darker complexion.

“To the Person Sitting in Darkness” addressed Great Britain’s Boer War as well as the
Philippine conquest and Boxer intervention. As Twain saw it, the U.S. war against the
nascent Philippine Republic amounted to little more than mimicry of Britain’s bloody
war of conquest in South Africa. Turning to China, his stinging indictment extended
beyond the two Anglo powers to target the Kaiser’s Germany plus Tsarist Russia and
France.

Beyond flat-out aggression and repression, the common thread that linked the
imperialist powers, in Twain’s critique, was the hypocrisy of expansionist rhetoric
about “Civilization and Progress.” (He itemized the virtues that supposedly animated
this white man’s burden as “Love, Justice, Gentleness, Christianity, Protection of the
Weak, Temperance, Law and Order, Liberty, Equality, Honorable Dealing, Mercy, and
Education.”) The February 1901 essay opens with the satirical observation that:

Extending the Blessings of Civilization to our Brother who Sits in Darkness
has been a good trade and has paid well, on the whole; and there is
money in it yet, if carefully worked—but not enough, in my judgement, to
make any considerable risk advisable.

The noble rhetoric that buttressed overseas expansion, as Twain presented it, was
largely for “Home Consumption,” and stood in sharp contrast to “the Actual Thing that
the Customer Sitting in Darkness buys with his blood and tears and land and liberty.”
Where “the Philippine temptation” in particular was concerned, he cited press reports
of atrocities by American troops. There should be no problem designing a flag for the
conquered Philippines, he opined in drawing his biting essay to a close: “we can have
just our usual flag, with the white stripes painted black and the stars replaced by the
skull and cross-bones.”
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Around 1904 or 1905—in another impassioned response to the American war in the
Philippines (which officially ended in 1902 but in practice dragged on for many years
thereafter)—Twain penned a short essay titled “The War Prayer.” The essay is now
regarded as an exemplary indictment of blind patriotism coupled with religious
fanaticism. At the time, however, Twain’s family, acquaintances, and publisher feared
the piece would be denounced as both unpatriotic and sacrilegious, and urged him not
to publish it. Twain went along, partly out of concern for his family, and “The War
Prayer” was not published until 1916, six years after his death.

“The War Prayer” begins with a preacher praising the nation’s just and holy war, and
leading his congregation in praying for victory. It ends with a stranger entering the
church and delivering a devastating description of the carnage experienced by invaded
countries. Given the fact that Twain was famous and widely admired for his
outspokenness, it is especially disconcerting to learn that he and his close supporters
concluded that challenging the mystique of “civilization and progress” in such stark
terms was not feasible given the political and religious fervor of the times.

At the same time, however, the suppression of “The War Prayer” helps highlight the
courage and critical edge that many political cartoonists brought to the very same
subject of spreading death and destruction in the name of civilization and progress.
Indeed, the visual record was, in its unique way, more powerful—more literally
graphic—than words alone could ever be.

As early as mid 1899, for example, Life called attention to the staggering death count
among Filipinos with a cartoon titled “The Harvest in the Philippines.” It is now
estimated that, all told, between 12,000 and 20,000 Filipino military perished in this
conflict, as opposed to 4,165 killed on the U.S. side. Estimates of civilian fatalities, on
the other hand, range from 200,000 to possibly well over a million. In “The Harvest in
the Philippines,” Uncle Sam stands, armed to the hilt, gazing at the viewer with a field
of Filipino corpses lined up in rows behind him and stretching back as far as the eye
can see. The caption reference to “harvest” surely carried multiple meaning to many
of Life’s American readers. It evoked both the fact that the bulk of the U.S. force was
made up of units from the Midwestern states. And, more subtly yet, it reflected the
shift from the nation’s agrarian roots toward global engagement.
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“The Harvest in the Philippines”
Life, July 6, 1899

Artist: Frederick Thompson Richards
[cb91-313_1899_July6_Life]

In mid 1899, Life published this chilling view of the war in the Philippines that was to
drag on for several more years. Uncle Sam, armed and dangerous, cocks an eyebrow

as he displays his handiwork: countless dead Filipino soldiers laid out in rows.

 

A year later, Judge magazine published a two-page cartoon by Victor Gillam that sets
the contemporary “civilization versus barbarism” debate against a grand panorama of
historical carnage. The caption reads “Think It Over”—a phrase that also appeared
later in Mark Twain’s “To the Person Sitting in Darkness” essay. Gillam’s sub-caption
is “All this for politics—is civilization advancing?”

Contemporary wars in the Philippines and Transvaal (the Boer War) comprise the
foreground of the “Think It Over” battlefield. Close behind them lie corpses from the
“Franco-Prussian War,” “Russia and Turkey,” “Napoleon and Austria.” Far off in the
distance, with labels reading “Roman Wars” and “Alexandria,” the artists carries his
viewers back to ancient times, when the civilization myth first emerged to mask the
brutal realities of politically-motivated conflicts.
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“Think It Over.
All this for politics—is civilization advancing?”

Judge, February 3, 1900
Artist: Victor Gillam

Source: Widener Library, Harvard University
[cb82-016_judge_1900_007]

The barbarity of imperial war is displayed on a battlefield littered with dead soldiers
of many nationalities that stretches from contemporary wars—here, the “Philippines”
and “Transvaal” (Boer War)—back through time to “Roman Wars.” The sub-caption
of this 1900 Judge cartoon once again asks the disturbing question: “is civilization

advancing?”
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In September 1901, the French artist Jean Veber used the pages of L’Assiette au
Beurre to call attention to one of the often-forgotten ironies of the mystique of “the
white man’s burden.” His cartoon, depicting a vast field of flat stone grave markers,
carried the simple caption “United Kingdom” (Le Royaume-Uni).

A scrawny female figure in the background appears to be a skull-faced depiction of
Britannia, grown thin and solitary through endless pursuit of war. The full sardonic
irony of the rendering, however, resides in the dead occupants of the graves. All are
erstwhile British soldiers. Their diverse identities, however, reflect the global reach
and ethnic diversity of the British empire—and the extent to which England relied on
colonial subjects to fight its imperialist wars. Thus, under the &lldquo;Here lies” (Hic
jacet) on each gravestone, we see generic names coupled with places of origin
extending from England to Scotland, Ireland, New Zealand, Canada, Australia,
Gibraltar, India, Ceylon, and Egypt. 

 

“Le Royaume-Uni”
(“United Kingdom”)

L’Assiette au Beurre, September 28, 1901
Artist: Jean Veber

Source: Bibliothèque nationale de France 
[cb90-210_1901_Sept28_Transvaal_pg22]
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In this cartoon from the French special issue on concentration camps in the Boer War,
a gaunt Britannia is the only living creature in a vast graveyard for dead British

soldiers. Generic names on the gravestones are coupled with places of origin,
including England, Scotland, Ireland, New Zealand, Canada, Australia, Gibraltar,

India, Ceylon, and Egypt, indicating the diversity of those recruited to fight and die
for the British Empire. This military dimension of the multi-ethnic “United Kingdom”

is often forgotten. (The artist signed his name on the grave on the lower right.)

[Click to view complete issue]

 

The wars undertaken in the name of “Civilization and Progress” were more savage,
tortuous, and contradictory than is often recognized. And the political cartoons of the
time—subjective, emotional, ideological, highly politicized and at the same time,
politically diversified—convey this complexity with unparalleled sophistication and
intensity.

It is all too easy to assume that Americans, English, and others on the home front
could not see what their nations were doing overseas. The turn-of-the-century visual
record tells us otherwise.

 

 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology © 2017 Visualizing Cultures  Creative Commons License  
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