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“Photo-Portraits” in Meiji Japan:
Focusing on Memorial Portraits of the Dead

Michio TAKAHASHI

7 Abstract N
Photography was introduced in Japan at the end of the Edo period, and since the beginning of the Meiji era,
portrait paintings using photographs were being made. It is well known that western style painter Horyu Goseda
made this type of portraits in cooperation with the photographer Reiji Ezaki, but many unknown painters also
painted portraits based on photos (“photo-portraits”) catering to public demand. Most of these paintings were
made to remember the dead or for preparing for death while alive. This study, focusing on the “photo-portraits”
commissioned by family members or close friends for the remembrance of the dead, investigates the influence of
the preceding Edo period portraits and their relations with other photographic representations, and considers the
characteristics of this kind of portraits, the motives behind the commissions, and the reason for using photos.
When making portraits, painters more or less copied photos exactly rather than looking at them for reference.
These portraits not only embodied the desire to preserve figures of the dead—a desire inherited from the attitudes
of acceptance in the Edo period—but also reflected the ordinary feeling at the time that photographs could repro-
duce everything accurately and faithfully. In the case of the portraits, facial features of the sitters were depicted
precisely, but their surroundings were insufficiently depicted and personal belongings representing their taste,
hobby, and livelihood were rarely depicted. And these portraits shared characteristics with identification photos
and photographs of the deceased placed on funeral altars. In this way, these “photo-portraits” inherited the func-
tion of the Edo portrait paintings and had features similar to other photographs. This study discusses the unique
characteristics of the “photo-portraits” in the Meiji era, the period immediately after the introduction of photogra-
phy in Japan.
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