ASIA RISING

JAPANESE POSTCARDS OF THE RUSSO-JAPANESE WAR (1904-05)
by John W. Dower
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Introduction

On February 8, 1904, Imperial Japan launched war against Tsarist Russia and
changed the global balance of power. A Japanese armada under Admiral Togo
Heihachiro attacked the Russian Far Eastern Fleet—inflicting heavy losses, driving the
Russians back into their anchorage at Port Arthur, and clamping a blockade on them.

On February 10, Japan formally declared war.

Despite the initial surprise attack, the war itself was no surprise. Both nations looked
upon northeast Asia—Manchuria and Korea in particular—as critical to their strategic
interests. Russia was developing its vast eastern frontier and completed the Trans-
Siberian Railway between Moscow and Vladivostok (a distance of 5,772 miles, passing
through eight time zones) at the turn of the century. Links to lines running across
Manchuria (the Chinese Eastern Railway) and south to Port Arthur (the South
Manchurian Railway) were in operation by 1903. Ever since the 1880s, Japan had cast
its eyes west to Korea (“the dagger pointing at the heart of Japan”) and the northern
reaches of China, including Manchuria north of the Great Wall. The two expanding
empires were on a collision course.
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The Russo-Japanese War took place neither in Japan nor Russia, but largely in
Manchuria—the vast part of China that lay north of the Great Wall.

Much of the fighting focused on control of Port Arthur, where the Japanese had
bottled up the Russian Far Eastern Fleet at the outset of the war in February 1904.
The greatest land battle took place at Mukden in March 1905. The greatest naval

battle was Admiral Togo'’s devastating May 1905 victory at Tsushima, where he
destroyed a huge Russian fleet that had sailed around the world from the Baltic.

The vast distance that Russian troops and supplies had to travel to get to the front
posed enormous difficulties. The Trans-Siberian Railway and connecting railway
lines were the key to these challenging logistics.

Tension between the two countries had been intense since 1895, when Russia, France,
and Germany intervened to force Japan to give up one of the territorial spoils it
acquired by crushing China in the Sino-Japanese War. The prize in question was a
strategic leasehold in Port Arthur and the surrounding Liaodong Peninsula—and three
years later, in 1898, Russia extracted this same concession from China for itself. That
is how the Russian fleet came to be in Port Arthur; and that is why Admiral Togo's
early victory brought almost delirious joy to the Japanese.

Japan entered the war well prepared. Its military machine had been enlarged and
updated in major ways in the decade since the defeat of China. Beyond this, a
bilateral military alliance with Great Britain, dating from 1902, guaranteed that no
other nation would intervene on Russia’s side (for this would trigger British support of
Japan). Japan and Russia would be left to pound each other one against one. To help
finance the war, Japan raised large loans in London and New York.
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The Russo-Japanese War was brutal and left hundreds of thousands dead before a
peace treaty was signed on September 5, 1905. For journalists, photographers,
artists, and military attaches from around the world, it was an engrossing and even
attractive affair—modern war turned into a spectator sport. Foreign observers flocked
to the scene, and large numbers of them traveled officially with the Japanese army.
British, American, French, and German warships gathered off the China coast to
witness the mayhem, occasionally dropping anchor together. In the United States and
Europe, photographs of this titanic struggle between “East” and “West” were published
in periodicals and collected in large-format volumes.

Military attaches, journalists, and photographers from around the world flocked to
Asia to observe the Russo-Japanese War. This photo depicts “embedded”
Westerners who accompanied Japanese forces led by General Kuroki.

War photos were also popular in Japan, where their reproduction in the mass media
made graphic coverage of the front “realistic” and widely accessible in ways that were
only beginning to emerge at the time of the war against China a decade earlier. Not
only had the technologies of warfare changed. The technologies of communication had
changed as well. The brilliantly colored “war prints” that flooded the market during the
Sino-Japanese War suddenly seemed old-fashioned.

The disappearance of a Japanese audience for woodblock-print “reportage” of the war
was precipitated by more than just wide-scale reproduction of photographs, however.
As it happened, the Russo-Japanese War coincided with the emergence of picture
postcards as a global phenomenon. Photographers, artists, illustrators, flat-out
propagandists—all suddenly possessed, in these engaging little mass-produced
graphics, a new vehicle for reaching a huge popular audience.
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International postal conventions made it possible to circulate these images globally.
Collecting postcards became a modest way to become cosmopolitan without much
expense, and the war between Japan and Russia provided the first dramatic
international spectacle for postcard manufacturers to focus on in common. Admiral
Togo's surprise attack triggered a postcard boom—not just in Japan but around the
world.

In retrospect, although there are exceptions, most photographs of the Russo-Japanese
War are prosaic—warships not in action, officers and conscripts sitting for the camera,
troops en route to battle, soldiers in trenches, stationary artillery, barren landscapes
and nondescript buildings. Cameras were still too slow for action photos as such, and
no cameramen had the consistent, steady, tragic eye of a Mathew Brady. Certainly for
viewers today, it is only rarely that these photographs succeed in capturing the
imagination.

This is not the case with the general genre of picture postcards of the war. A great
proportion of these is literally colorful (the significant breakthrough involved perfection
of high quality color lithography just after the turn of the century). The graphics
accommodate a variety of mediums and styles, extending from photos, paintings, and
sketches to caricature and caustic political cartooning. Many carry a distinctive
“national” flavor. At the same time, postcards can be idiosyncratic and subjective, for
more than a few artists and illustrators imposed their own distinctive styles.



In Japan, the kiss of death to war reportage in the form of woodblock prints thus
came from picture postcards as much (or more) than from photography per se. This
new mode of expression attracted many of the nation’s talented artists, including
some who were or would become well known. The postcards themselves became
ephemeral little works of art as well as little gems of propaganda.

This makes Japanese postcards of the Russo-Japanese War interesting in their own
right, but this is just the half of it. Because Russia was also producing postcards of
the war, and not only Russia but also France, England, Germany, Italy, and the
United States, the great “war in the Far East” of 1904-1905 is the first modern war
we can revisit, in a compact and manageable way, from a truly multi-national
perspective.

We can literally “see,” through thousands of fixed-format images (postcards have
remained the same size to the present day), what people throughout the world were
being offered as a mirror to the war and all that it portended.

Images from the Leonard A. Lauder Collection of Japanese Postcards at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Unless otherwise
indicated, all are by unidentified artists and date from the 1904-1905 war years.
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