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The Construction of the Visual Representation of the Imperial Family and

Reconstitution of their Public and Private’ Images: 1946-1955

Megumi KITAHARA

This article examines historically the visual representation of the imperial household
from the perspective of gender during the early occupation period, 1945-1947. Given the
crisis of the emperor system after Japan’'s defeat in war, the article analyzes the
reconstituted physical representation of the emperor and his family, as well as
representational mediums such as the newly created “visit of the general public to the
Palace” and the “imperial family” portrait. The shock of Japan’'s defeat threatened to
unravel the boundaries of the emperor’'s gender. At this time when the imperial image
wavered greatly, what was the physical image of Emperor Hirohito who was on the verge
of a crisis? The establishment of new imperial garb inherited from the prewar image of
the commander in chief, and the image of a “human emperor” wearing a suit and
surrounded only by female family members in a photograph taken on New Year's Day,
1946, can both be understood as a political construction based on gender, given the
political context of the contemporary debate over the continuity and status of the
emperor. This photograph of the “human emperor” and its confusing gender was
photographed and disseminated as part of a joint US-Japanese effort. Those who took the
photograph were photographers and technicians who during the war were at the
forefront of producing national propaganda in support of the war effort.

The photograph of the emperor, empress, and the crown prince sitting in a circle
appeared on New Year's Day after the occupation when Japan regained its sovereignty,
introduced for the first time as the “imperial family” portrait. On the other hand, the
public appearance of the emperor, who had energetically embarked upon his imperial
tours throughout Japan, was originally referred to as the “visit of the people to the Palace”
in 1948 and then the “visit of the general public to the Palace” from 1953. The blessing of
Japan regaining independence and its determination to return as a member of
international society was completed by the (re-) construction of the image of the “imperial

family” portrait and the “public and private” representation of the imperial household. By
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constructing the representation of the “public and private” of the imperial household and
distinguishing the boundaries between the two, court rituals were able to survive as the
“private affairs” of a family’'s traditional customs. However, the icon of the “imperial
family” portrait, which visualized the imperial succession that has been limited to male
family members from the father to the son since the Meiji period, can be said to be in a

transitional phase today.



