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In the mid-nineteenth century, after more than 200 years of isolation from 
the West, residents of Japan were officially introduced to America, a coun-
try with a unique set of artistic conventions for race. As the Japanese en-
countered Americans of European descent and their images of the American 
“Indian” and “Negro” in newspapers, magazines, dime novels, and even in 
scientifically sanctioned history and geography books, they became aware of 
the racial stratification that existed in the white Western world and were, to 
some extent, forced to self-reflexively evaluate their place within it.1 This 
essay examines the exportation of U.S. racial stereotypes and their adoption 
in Japanese art and culture.
	 For the Japanese people, the reaction to first contact with Americans 
was predicated on earlier relationships with European nations. Encoun-
ters with the West in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries had 
proven unsatisfactory, and in 1639 the Japanese government ordered the 
country ’s borders closed to guard against perceived threats of foreign ag-
gression and challenges to the Tokugawa Shogun’s rule. Europeans were 
expelled, and Japanese people traveling abroad were not allowed to return. 
The only Western foreigners permitted to stay and trade in Japan were 
the Dutch, who were confined to a small manmade island off the coast of 
Nagasaki, where their activity was strictly controlled. For more than two 
centuries the government severely limited Japan’s exposure to the rest of 
the world.
	 This situation changed with the arrival of a fleet of American ships com-
manded by Commodore Matthew Calbraith Perry in 1853. Although Japan 
initially resisted a relationship with America and the West, Perry succeeded 
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in opening the country 
to trade with the United 
States, and eventually with 
other nations as well, when 
he returned in 1854 with 
the threat of force. Soon 
after treaties with the West-
ern countries were signed, 
a foreign settlement was 
established within the port 
city of Yokohama.

Not surprisingly, the 
presence of exotic-looking 
foreigners in Japan, with 
their strange hairstyles, 
feathered hats, and unusual 
clothing, fueled an interest 
in images of the Western-
ers. Woodblock print pub-
lishers in the nearby capital 
city of Edo (renamed To-
kyo in 1868) quickly capi-
talized on this fascination 
with the newcomers in the 

foreign settlement, issuing a new kind of woodblock print known as the “Yokohama 
picture” (yokohama-e). These prints were mass-produced for a general audience that 
could easily afford them and were sold by the thousands between 1859 and 1862, 
when their popularity began to wane.2 Some artists appear to have traveled to Yo-
kohama from Edo to “accurately” capture the appearances of their subjects. Access 
to the Westerners in these early years of the small Yokohama foreign settlement was 
difficult, however. The foreigners’ residences were segregated from those of Japa-
nese merchants, and their travel outside the boundaries of Yokohama was restricted. 
Most artists, therefore, drew their inspiration from newspapers and magazines that 
trickled into Japan through the foreign settlement.3

	 The Western inhabitants of Yokohama—Dutch, French, Russian, English, and 
American—were all represented in these prints.4 To the Japanese artists who de-
signed them, however, these strangers all looked much the same. Other than an occa-
sional costume flourish, the foreigners were distinguishable only by the accompanying 

1. 	 Utagawa Yoshifuji, Americans Strolling About [Americajin yu-kyo-], 
1861. Woodblock print, 14 15⁄16 × 9 11⁄16 in. Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington, DC, Gift of the Daval Foundation, from the Collection of 

Ambassador and Mrs. William Leonhart.
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text or by a printed inscription within the composition that noted their nationali-
ties. The emphasis was on the exoticism of the subject matter as a whole; specific 
cultural differences were secondary.
	 Americans—fair-skinned people of European descent—were a popular subject 
among the pictures of foreigners in Yokohama (Figure 1). The definition of “Amer-
ican,” however, was a complicated one. Unlike the homogeneous depictions of the 
peoples of Holland, Russia, France, and England seen in foreign publications, the 
image of the white Euro-American was but one of the representations of Americans 
that was coming into the Japanese consciousness. The books, newspapers, and mag-
azines that were reaching Japan through the foreign settlement depicted two other 
kinds of American people: Indians and Negroes. These “others” came to be known 
to the Japanese primarily through the filter of stories and illustrations conceived by 
the white Western world—accounts and pictures that provided a subtext defining 
nonwhites as less than human. The fact that this message was clearly received is evi-
dent in the nineteenth-century Japanese labeling of images of Native Americans and 
other non-white Americans with terms like Amerika no dojin (“American savages”) 
and Amerika no bo (“American ‘boy’”) in reference to adult males.5

Americans: The Early Years
	 White Americans of European descent were not the first Americans to be in-
troduced to Japan through images. In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth cen-
turies, Dutch traders had brought maps that included quasi-scientific illustrations 
of the “people of different nations” and featured (correctly) images of Indians as 
the representative culture of America.6 These maps were widely disseminated, and 
it was through them that Dutch cartographers established global conventions for 
portraying the peoples of different nations—people with whom the Japanese had 
no experience and about whom they had no visual knowledge. These models were 
copied and codified by Japanese artists in the early seventeenth century in large 
paintings made for a wealthy military class interested in exotic themes.7

	 A celebrated example of this type of painting is a pair of eight-panel folding 
screens entitled Bankoku ezu: Sekai zu/Niju-hachi toshi zu (Pictorial Map of All Coun-
tries: Map of the World and Twenty-eight Cities) in the Imperial Household Collection 
in Tokyo. Almost six feet high and over 12 feet wide (each), this imposing set 
of screens is painted in ink and color on paper. On the right screen the anony-
mous artist has depicted 28 Western cities and a large map of Portugal derived 
from maps by the Dutch mapmakers Willem and Joan Blaeu. Above the cities, 
eight rulers of the Christian and Muslim worlds face off in pairs.8 The left 
screen features a map of the world flanked on either side by 42 pairs of costumed 
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figures representing the peoples of the world (Figure 2). These people are orga-
nized following Dutch models, what some scholars have called the “conquerors 
on the right and conquered on the left.” While care seems to have been taken to 
distinguish the different nationalities and to present them in an unbiased, almost 
anthropological way, there is no denying that the painting presents an iconogra-
phy of civilized versus uncivilized—with the grouping of white and light-skinned 
on the right and nonwhite on the left, the richly clothed on the right and the par-
tially clothed on the left, the weapon as accoutrement on the right and weapon 
as useful tool on the left.9

	 Through these Dutch-inspired paintings of the people of the world we get a 
sense that, for the first time, the Japanese had begun to think self-reflexively about 
their place in the global context. In most of the works the artists have placed the 
pair of Japanese representatives at the bottom of the “light-skinned” side of the 
maps, suggesting that they saw themselves as part of the “civilized world.” In this 
painting the artist has gone a step further to give the Japanese female figure an 
atypical, long and curly hairstyle, making her appear more like a Renaissance woman 
than a Japanese lady.10 In the nineteenth century, after the long break in regular 
contact with the West, the same hierarchy seen in these paintings would once again 
be clearly articulated to the Japanese—this time by Americans.

2. 	 Bankoku ezu: Sekai zu (Map of the World and Twenty-eight Famous Cities), Momoyama to Edo period, 17th century. 
Details from a pair of eight-panel screens, each screen: 70 5⁄16 × 191 1⁄2 in. The Museum of the Imperial Collections,  

Sannomaru Sho-zo-kan, Tokyo.
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Images of American Indians
	 Despite the self-imposed isolation begun in 1639, by the early eighteenth cen-
tury the Shogunate had relaxed some of the laws regarding contact with the Dutch. 
Western books could be purchased and translated. Rangaku or “Dutch learning” 
became an essential source of information on science and technology, and, with the 
extremely high literacy rate in Japan, thousands of copies of translated Dutch vol-
umes were published and sold. Dutch cartography, perpetuating the visual images 
of the “people of the world,” was once again studied as interest in the West grew.11 
Generally speaking though, the image of the American Indian—placed among the 
many “uncivilized” peoples on these maps—was rather benign. Native Americans, 
usually with the label Amerika or “people of America” (Amerika no jin) were depicted 
as one group of the many scantily clad, brown-skinned people wearing feathered 
headdresses that inhabited the Americas.12 It was not until the nineteenth century 
and interaction with the United States that the image of the American Indian began 
to change from a rather impersonal anthropological representation of earlier peri-
ods into something more savage and threatening.
	 The relationship between Native Americans and white Americans in the United 
States was constantly changing during the latter half of the nineteenth century, 
and, consequently, images of the American Indian that came to Japan took a variety 
of forms. This was reflected in contemporary newspapers such as Harper’s Weekly 
that featured everything from articles on the so-called noble savage—with cultur-
ally edifying engravings of what was perceived to be controlled Indian life on the 
plains—to advertisements and cartoons of savages wielding knives. The Indian as a 
sexually threatening savage was a popular literary theme in the United States, and a 
staple in luridly illustrated publications coming to Japan like Beadle’s Dime Novels.13 

This was the image that ultimately came to represent the American Indian in the 
minds of the Japanese.
	 The greatest influence on this choice of how the Indian would be both perceived 
and represented in Japan seems to have been the prolific writings of the renowned 
scholar Fukuzawa Yukichi, who not only made two trips to the United States, but 
was a leading figure in a zealous attempt by a new imperial Japanese government 
(which came to power in 1868) to undertake the modernization of Japan. This was 
a complex project that involved the seemingly contradictory embrace of Western 
culture and the self-conscious revival of old court rituals.14

	 Woodblock prints, a popular and influential form of media in nineteenth-cen-
tury Japan, capitalized on this imperially mandated modernization effort. Pictures 
showing technological innovations like the steam train, silk-reeling machines, and 
portraits of the emperor and his family wearing modern Western dress ultimately 
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became a means of visually educating the public to move toward what was referred 
to at the time as bunmei kaika or “civilization and enlightenment.” Fukuzawa’s writ-
ings were another means of educating the Japanese people. His ideas were not based 
as much on his personal experience in the West, however, as they were on informa-
tion from illustrated American geography books such as Samuel Augustus Mitch-
ell’s A System of Modern Geography, which he translated and interpreted for Japanese 
audiences. It was Mitchell—and therefore Fukuzawa’s—theory that the people of 
the world fell into general categories: the civilized, the semi-civilized, and the un-
civilized.15 Not surprisingly, Europeans and Americans of European descent were 
placed in the “civilized” category. Native Americans and dark-skinned Americans of 
African descent were placed in the “uncivilized” category. The Japanese people, and 
other Asians, fell into the “semi-civilized” category. Undaunted by this designation, 
Fukuzawa wrote that, with this knowledge that they fell between “civilized” and 
“uncivilized,” the people of Japan—in order to become modern—should strive to 
become civilized like the (white) peoples of Europe and America, hence providing 
the rationale for Westernization in the guise of modernization.16 In the chapter 
entitled “Western Civilization as Our Goal” in the 1875 text Bunmeiron no gairyaku 
(“Outline for a Theory of Civilization”), for example, he states:

When we are talking about civilization in the world today, the na-
tions of Europe and the United States of America are the most highly 
civilized, while the Asian countries such as Turkey, China, and Japan, 
may be called semi-developed countries, and Africa and Australia are to 
be counted as still primitive lands. . . . [T]he designations “civilized,” 
“semi-developed,” and “primitive” have been universally accepted by 
people all over the globe.

“[T]he attainment of modern civilization is of the greatest importance,” he later adds. 
“ . . .We have only now reached the stage where true progress can be envisioned.”17

	 Images played a powerful role in this propaganda, in part because Fukuzawa was 
also indirectly involved in another part of the modernization effort: the transfor-
mation of the Japanese educational system. In 1872 new textbooks were required, 
and Fukuzawa’s illustrated Sekai kunizukushi (“Nations of the World”), an abridged 
translation and adaptation of several geography and history books published in 
the United States, became an officially mandated textbook for Japanese schools. 
First published in 1869 as a text for both adults and children, it was reprinted 
several times and sold over a million copies. Sekai kunizukushi greatly influenced how 
Japanese people, from childhood, viewed the Western world and the permutations 
of “civilization.”18 Its contents consequently shaped the Japanese conception of 
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the American Indian. In Sekai kunizukushi Fukuzawa describes the discovery of the 
Indians (injiyan) by Christopher Columbus, their life on the plains, and their dwin-
dling numbers. He also includes an illustration (Figure 3) of Native Americans, 
with the caption, written within the frame, explaining: “Savages of America Beating 
European People to Death.” This was an image drawn from the American geogra-
phy and history books he used as his source material—one that was sociologically 
and scientifically sanctioned by the Western authors he held in such high regard.19 
Variations of images on this theme appear in countless American books in the 
nineteenth century. Despite Fukuzawa’s belief in their authenticity, however, the 
authors of these history and geography texts were not traveling across America to 
sketch true-to-life depictions of native peoples. They too were often drawing from 
an earlier visual source—a powerful image found in the first American history 
painting to be accepted by the Paris Salon: the 1804 painting of The Murder of Jane 
McCrea by the American artist John Vanderlyn (Figure 4). Although the painting 
did not create the initial excitement the artist had hoped for in Paris, it indirectly 
began the codification of the image of the American Indian that would, in a vari-
ety of permutations, transcend its time and place. It was a pictorial convention so 
pervasive that it was the model on which many illustrated articles, books, cartoons, 
advertisements, and dime novel covers were derived throughout the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries.20

3. 	 “Savages of America Beating European People to Death.” Woodblock print, 3 1⁄4 × 4 3⁄4 in. From Fukuzawa Yukichi, 
Sekai kunizukushi [Nations of the World] (ca. 1868–71 reprinting). Collection of the author.
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Vanderlyn’s painting depicts a 
young American woman being scalped 
by savage Indians in the employ of the 
British army during the Revolutionary 
War. It related a story based on actual 
events that took place in 1777 but 
continued to capture the imagination 
of the American public for more than 
a hundred years. The subject was en-
graved, painted, and lithographed by 
artists as popular as Currier & Ives 
well into the early twentieth century, 
with most versions closely adhering to 
the Vanderlyn prototype.21 Fukuzawa 
derived his image of the American In-
dian from illustrations like these, heav-
ily influenced by the convention estab-
lished by Vanderlyn.
	 That Fukuzawa’s representa-
tion of the American Indian became 
part of the Japanese consciousness is 
clearly seen in an 1879 woodblock 
print by the artist Adachi Ginko- and 
in the kabuki play on which that 
print was based (Figure 5).22 The 
print is an illustration of the play 
The Strange Tale of the Castaways: A 
Western Kabuki, produced in 1879 by 
the celebrated theatre owner Mori-
ta Kan’ya and playwright Kawatake 
Mokuami. Fresh from a highly ac-
claimed performance of a play in 
honor of and attended by General 
Ulysses S. Grant two months ear-
lier, they hoped to capitalize on the 
publicity and on their celebrity by 
writing and bringing to the stage a 
play about Japanese people traveling 

4. 	 John Vanderlyn, The Murder of Jane McCrea, 1804. 
Oil on canvas, 32 1⁄2 × 26 1⁄2 in. Wadsworth Atheneum Museum 

of Art, Hartford, CT, Purchased by Subscription. Photo,  
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art/Art Resource, New York.

5. 	 Adachi Ginko-, The Strange Tale of the Castaways:  
A Western Kabuki [Hyo-ryu kidan seiyo- kabuki]: The Desert Plains of 

America, 1879. Woodblock print, 14 3⁄16 × 9 5⁄8 in. Princeton  
University Art Museum, Museum purchase, Anne van Biema  

Collection Fund. Photo by Bruce White.
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through America and Europe. In 
this illustration of the begin-
ning of Act II, Adachi Ginko- has 
depicted the dangerous desert 
plains of America. There has 
been a train crash, which has left 
these young Japanese travelers in 
Western dress victim to the sex-
ual and barbarous nature of the 
bright red, barefoot, and feather-
adorned American savages (as 
they are described in the yellow 
cartouches within the composi-
tion) who loom over them. It is 
clear in the positioning of the 
figures—especially the standing 
Indian wielding the club—and 
the landscape with a large tree 
and lush grass in the background 
that the ultimate model for this 
woodblock print was Vanderlyn’s 
painting of The Murder of Jane Mc-
Crea. In its own context it recap-
tures the drama of the earlier work, and we sense the terror that Japanese audiences 
must have felt as they viewed such an image. Copied in the name of authenticity 
from American prototypes, the depiction of the red savage wielding a weapon be-
came the accepted image of the American Indian in nineteenth-century Japan.

Images of the American Negro
Another of Adachi Ginko-’s woodblock prints illustrating The Strange Tale of 

the Castaways hints at the images that were being cultivated in Japan of the third 
type of American coming into the national consciousness: the American Negro 
(Figure 6).
	 Producer Morita Kan’ya had the revolutionary idea of ending his production 
with a “play within a play” for which he would hire real Western musicians to 
perform for both the characters in the story and the kabuki audience watching the 
performance. He brought in a troupe of English and American performers touring 
Asia at the time who, among other things, sang contemporary operettas, played the 

6. 	 Adachi Ginko-, The Strange Tale of the Castaways: A Western  
Kabuki [Hyo-ryu kidan seiyo- kabuki]: Theatrical Scene with Foreigners, 

1879. Woodblock print, 141⁄4 × 91⁄2 in. Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York, Bequest of William S. Lieberman. Photo © Metropolitan 

Museum of Art/Art Resource, New York.
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violin, and performed the Highland fling. As we can see in this print, there was also 
a comic number based on the American minstrel show staple Brudder Bones.
	 As Vanderlyn’s representation of the Indian as a savage killer became the con-
vention for portraying the American Indian, so too did this minstrel figure por-
trayed with wooly hair, a dull gray-colored face, and exaggerated, almost ape-like 
features become one of the conventions for portraying the American Negro in 
nineteenth-century Japan. The black-faced minstrel was an image exported from the 
United States in a variety of media, and it is clear from the positioning of the figure 
with his arms and legs spread wide that Adachi Ginko- is working from a standard-
ized image for this character of Brudder Bones.23

	 The minstrel show had been known to the Japanese as early as 1854 through 
paintings of the one performed following a large banquet given by Perry for Japa-
nese guests after his second arrival in Japan.24 It was performed by some of his 
crew members, who blacked-up their faces with burnt cork to perform a number of 
songs, and is recorded as having delighted the Japanese audience.25

	 Black people (Africans) and images of black people were not new to Japan in 
the mid-nineteenth century. They too had appeared on Dutch maps and Japanese 
interpretations of these maps in the “uncivilized” category. Yet contemporary re-
cords suggest that there was a certain reverence for the Africans who came to Japan 
in the late sixteenth century as both crewmen and slaves of European traders. Many 
Japanese people thought their dark skin indicated that they were from India, the 
land of Buddha’s birth, and they came from miles around to see them. This interest 
is evidenced in early-seventeenth-century paintings of the port of Nagasaki, show-
ing Portuguese traders and clergy members with their Javanese and African slaves. 
In these works there is only a slight difference in appearance between the slaves and 
their masters. The skin and hair color is not the same, and the slaves are barefoot; 
otherwise there is little differentiation in their features and form—they were all 
strange and exotic foreigners. They were—and this was what was important at the 
time—not Japanese. Gradually, however, the subhuman treatment of these African 
slaves by the white Europeans with whom the Japanese identified caused them to 
feel that they also should despise them and see them as inferior.
	 In the Yokohama prints made in the early 1860s artists adopted different ap-
proaches in portraying dark-skinned people. Works by artists like Utagawa Sada-
hide, who is believed to have traveled to the foreign settlement to study his subjects, 
reveal an interpretation similar to the early-seventeenth-century paintings of the 
Portuguese and their slaves at Nagasaki; beyond skin color, there is little difference 
in their appearance. In a woodblock print of a salesroom of a foreign mercantile 
firm in Yokohama, for example, we see a woman who is described in a cartouche as 
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a “black laundress.”26 Ex-
cept for the grayish color-
ing of her skin, however, 
she looks just like the 
white women in the room. 
It is interesting, though, 
that she is the only wom-
an identified by a cartou-
che. Perhaps it is because 
she is so similar in appear-
ance to the other women 
that the artist felt she had 
to be labeled as different. 
This sensitive approach to 
the subject contrasts with 
the treatment of black 
American men we see in 
Yokohama prints.
	 In a Yokohama print 
by the artist Ichiryusai 
Yoshitoyo, for example, we 
see another type of depic-
tion of the American Ne-
gro. These men are not 
performers, conforming to the conventions of the minstrel, but sailors who came 
to Japan on merchant ships as both slaves and free men. They are dark-skinned, 
half-naked, and barefoot and, despite being served food and drink by a woman (who 
appears to be white), they are the quintessential image of the definition of “uncivi-
lized” in appearance (Figure 7). The title of the print in the upper right corner 
telling us that these are Amerika kuronbo- (American black “boys”/inferiors) informs 
these images. It does not contain the word jin or “person,” the term used for depic-
tions of white European and American men and women in Yokohama prints, but the 
distinctively different ending bo.
	 Like the representation of the minstrel, the model for these figures appears to 
be the visual documentation of Perry and his crew. There are two images of Negro 
sailors in the earlier scrolls. Both have naked torsos with the same defined muscles 
of the men seen in the woodblock print made about six years later. They have baggy 
short pants and scarves which are held or hung around their necks. It is interesting to 

7. 	 Ichiryu-sai Yoshitoyo, American Black Men [Amerika kuronbo-], 1860. 
Woodblock print, 14 5⁄16 × 9 5⁄8 in. Harvard Art Museums, Arthur M. Sackler 

Gallery, Bequest of William S. Lieberman. Photo, Imaging Department  
© President and Fellows of Harvard College.
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note that in the two watercolor paintings of Perry ’s trip and this Yokohama print, 
the clothing, the scarves, and the definition of their nude muscular bodies all have 
an uncanny resemblance to paintings and sculptures of Buddhist demons turned 
guardians who are threatening in their fierce protection of Buddhist law. The ap-
propriation of this form in both the 1854 paintings and in this 1860 print further 
emphasized the “uncivilized,” possibly hidden demonic nature of the American 
Negro, known to the majority of the nineteenth-century Japanese population only 
through pictures like these. This too was a subtle message to the Japanese audience 
of the racial stratification that existed in the West.
	 Relatively speaking, there are few images of Native Americans and Americans of 
African descent in Japanese art of the nineteenth century, and this helped to solidify a 
singular impression of these “other Americans.” It is important, however, to acknowl-
edge these works that were derived from exported American models, because they 
created a negative view of the Indian and Negro that existed well into the twentieth 
century. As pictures of the Japanese themselves began to trickle into Japan through 
the foreign settlement at Yokohama—images often less than flattering with exagger-
ated features and dark skin—the depictions of Indians and Negroes also helped them 
to consider their own place in the global community as defined by white America.
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