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The Role and Influence of Photography in Poster
Production in Pre-World War II Japan

Abstract : The purpose of this paper is to study the various influences of photography in the
poster production scene of pre-World War II Japan.

Photography and lithography, one of the essential poster printing methods, were brought to
Japan from the West during the last days of the Edo Period. In the process of Japan's moderniza-
tion, each method was widely promoted and adopted as the latest technology for replicating the
images of figures. Lithography was also used to reproduce photographs, which in those days

were tiny slips of black-and-white images, into larger colored prints. In fact, it is highly likely that



“gakue,” or B4-size single-sheet lithographic prints, of famous geisha were produced based on
photographs of these women. Such lithographic prints were popular in the 1870s through the
1890s. The method of using photographs as the basis for lithographic prints, along with the
choices of print subjects, lived on in poster production that started in earnest from the 1890s.

It should be noted that photographs were used to produce posters not just as images to trace
over to create drawings, but from the early days were also directly used as motifs, and with time
the proportion of a poster’'s photograph became increasingly large. With the introduction of the
photomechanical process in 1922, photographs expanded to the standard-size “kiku-ban paper
(939 mm % 636 mm) " used for commercial posters. In other words, from 1922 onwards, photogra-
phy began to be used to create original pictures for posters. Photography, however, was mono-
chrome in those days, meaning the images featured on posters were mostly black-and-white, and
although colors were partially applied, this type of poster gradually lost its appeal as an advertis-
ing medium.

What followed was an effort to promote the development of the technology for applying colors
to the entire photograph in the printmaking process so that the finished poster looked like an
enlarged full-color photograph. This printing method was first used to produce posters in 1927,
and established itself as one of the standard poster production techniques in Japan after being
actively adopted by the cosmetics and textiles industries, which often used actresses in their

advertising campaigns.
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