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Did Japanese Soldiers Dream of Home? The Integration of a Dreaming Soldier into the

Spirits of the War Dead

Yorimitsu HASHIMOTO

Several translations and adaptations of Thomas Campbell's “The Soldier’s Dream”
(circa 1800) appeared in Japan in the 1880s, and American illustrations derived from the
poem that circulated during the Civil War popularized the image of a soldier dreaming of
being reunited with his family on the battlefield. The Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895) led
to the further dissemination of these poems and illustrations. By describing a dream of a
triumphant return after a successful war, they became a useful tool for marshaling
support for the war effort and conveying war weariness. By the outbreak of the Russo-
Japanese War (1904-1905), Edouard Detaille’s Le Réve(1888), a nationalistic painting of a
soldier’s dream, had become widely known. The combination of the countless young
conscripts encamped in the wilderness and their aspiration for the past glorious marching
soldiers depicted in the clouds was arranged to unite the interior of Japan with the front
lines.

As the Sino-Japanese War worsened and became a protracted conflict in the 1930s,
Campbell’s poem and Detaille’s painting were modified to depict a family saying farewell
to a soldier before dying in a dream. In one of the most sung military songs, “Roei no Uta”
(Song of the Camp, 1938), a young soldier is told by his father to fight to the death in his
dream on the battlefield. Kobayakawa Shusei, well-known for his war propaganda
paintings, including works of troops sleeping in a combat zone, described a family
dreaming of a soldier on the battlefield in “Yume ni Kayou” (Communicating through a
Dream) and soldiers camped on the battlefield dreaming of their families in “Jyugo no
Yume” (Dreaming of the Home Front). In 1940, both works were hung at Kokubo Kan
(National Defense Hall) of Yasukuni Shrine, where war-bereaved families were supposed
to reunite with the war dead enshrined at Yasukuni, even in cases where soldiers died far
away from home. These paints of Kobayakawa implied that families on the “home front”
could communicate with soldiers through dreams regardless of whether the solider was
alive or not, and Campbell's poetry may have been appropriated and integrated into the

national system commemorating the war dead.



