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Abstract
A political cartoon often contains a substantial amount of information that
serves to create a particular hypothesis about a historical event. It frequently
expresses ideas far more clearly and concisely than words and functions as a
powerful tool of communication. It is often intended to affect public opinion
or to influence foreign policy, and operates as potentially powerful propaganda. As a result of advances in printing technology, political commentary in
journalism flourished at the end of the nineteenth century. In particular, commentary in the form of cartoons spread throughout Europe and even to Meiji
Japan through European artists and correspondents. During the latter half of
the nineteenth century, political cartoons offered broad analyses of foreign
policies toward Korea as well as concise depictions of real events in Korean
history. This article examines the historical events that influenced political
cartoons and the images of Korea as reflected in cartoons published between
1876 and 1898. This study seeks to enhance the understanding of Korean
power politics in a vivid and accessible way and to build momentum toward
the use of political cartoons as primary source material.
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Introduction
Political cartoons help us understand the past. At times they remind
us of matters that historians have tended to ignore or forget. Political
cartoons often contain a substantial amount of information and,
through the use of symbols, tell a great deal about the assumptions of
the general public at the time—what they took for granted and what
they questioned.
This article seeks to elucidate both the rivalries and collaborations
among the imperialist powers at work in Korea, by examining the
symbolic content of the foreign policy that appeared in Western and
Japanese political cartoons. The satire in cartoons can be viewed as
comic allegory, but political cartoons cannot be interpreted as simple
fables, nor do they necessarily deal with subjects that inspire laughter.
In this paper, political cartoons are employed as the principal vehicle
for examining Korean international relations during the late nineteenth century.
This study of political cartoons primarily focuses on specific examples in order to examine international relations concerning Korea, as
well as to demonstrate the value of these visual images as pertinent
sources. The cartoons discussed are related to the years 1876-1898,
which, despite their political significance in Korean history, have rarely
been cited or interpreted within a historical context. The cartoons used
to illustrate the points made in this article refer to the following key
events: the Korean treaties with imperialist powers from 1876 up to the
1880s (Figs. 1-5); the Sino-Japanese War and the Triple Intervention by
Russia, Germany, and France (Figs. 6-9); the Korean Queen Min’s
assassination and King Gojong’s refuge at the Russian legation in Seoul
after the Sino-Japanese War (Figs. 10-12); and the Russo-Japanese
rivalry over Korea and subsequent collaboration of these countries in
their dealings with Korea until 1898 (Figs. 13-19). Further, this study
tries to understand the ways in which Koreans were portrayed, especially the manner in which they were stereotyped at large and constructed as “the Other.” This study includes the very first representations of Korea ever created by Western artists and attempts to identify
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some common patterns of stereotyping practices used by the cartoonists (Figs. 20-23). By focusing on cartoons, this work reveals how the
representation of Korea in political cartoons varied depending on the
style of the cartoonists and the political slant of the publications,
though most of them are seen as filtered through an imperialist lens.
As imperialism reached its climax in the late nineteenth century,
the use of satirical cartoons with strong political overtones became
increasingly widespread in daily newspapers, satirical weeklies, and
other periodicals. Political cartoons of the time provided a snapshot of
an event or a pictorial summary of contemporary power relations, in
many cases revealing the foreign policy of the imperialistic powers.
The scope of this study is limited to a specific category of media,
which employed national stereotypes and used punitive satire to depict
the major powers. The particular cartoons discussed below were
selected based on the extent to which they accurately represent historical facts in a visual form and the degree to which they serve as effective vehicles for portraying the international rivalries at work in
Korea. While analyzing political cartoons that represent Korea and the
imperialist powers, this study also takes note of the present research
trends in the history of Korea.

Sino-Japanese Rivalries over Korea in Political Cartoons
Cartoons that depicted the Sino-Japanese rivalry over Korea in the
1870-1880—perhaps for the first time—appeared in Japan Punch, a
Japanese monthly magazine. The magazine’s founder, Charles Wirgman, was an English artist who lived and worked in Yokohama as a
correspondent for the Illustrated London News from 1861 until the last
years of the Edo and Meiji period (Shimizu 2005, 479). Wirgman’s
satirical drawings and commentaries about the events that occurred
during the period when Korea opened up to foreign countries appeared regularly in Japan Punch. Wirgman’s political cartoons, with
its Western humor and political point of view, influenced the satire
and illustration of ongoing East Asian politics.

120

KOREA JOURNAL / SPRING 2013

Japan’s emergence and new diplomatic policies in the 1870s, symbolized by the Ganghwa Treaty of 1876, represented a major institutional challenge to the old East Asian world order. Korea was being
urged to open up the country and eliminate its policy of absolute seclusion. The policy had been instituted in the 1860s and early 1870s to
counter the reach of Western imperial powers and the exploits of Western priests, mobsters, and pirates. In fact, the Ganghwa Treaty was
modeled on treaties Japan had entered into with Western powers only
a dozen or so years before, in which the Western nations had extracted
unfair advantages with no reciprocity. Article I of the Ganghwa Treaty
declared that “Korea, being an independent state enjoys the same sovereign rights as does Japan.”1 Through this provision, Japan intended
to challenge China’s claim over Korea as its dependency.

Figure 1. Cartoon published in Japan
Punch, March 1876

Figure 2. Cartoon published in
Japan Punch, September 1882

The Ganghwa Treaty, signed on February 26, 1876, is depicted in Figure 1 as “Peace between Japan and Korea—Pas de deux dance.” However, in the background of the peace dance between a Japanese mili1. See Guhanmal joyak hwichan (Treaties in the Late Joseon Period), vol. 1 (Seoul: Korean Assembly Library, 1964), 3-16, for treaty provisions in Korean and English; for
Japanese, see Nihon gaiko nenpyo narabi shuyo bunsho
(Tokyo:
Gaimusho, 1961).
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tary officer in Napoleonic uniform holding the treaty in his hand and a
Korean intellectual, there is a cannon and flames of war. The Korean
intellectual’s awkward dance moves illustrate that the opening of premodern Korea involved surrender to a predatory modern Japan.
In actuality, Japan had been practicing Western gunboat diplomacy along the eastern coast of the Korean peninsula since 1875. In September of that year, the Japanese warship Unyo intentionally violated
the west territorial waters of Korea at Ganghwado island, a strategic
location near the mouth of the Hangang river, and drew fire from the
shore batteries.
Not to be outdone, the Chinese established its own policies in the
1880s to counter the political and territorial interests of Japan and
Russia by sustaining what they considered their traditional rights and
encouraging Korea to conclude treaties with the Western powers, thereby creating equilibrium of commercial interests (Tsiang 1933, 64, 70).
Sino-Japanese rivalry was severely intensified when anti-Japanese
protesters attacked the Japanese legation in July 1882, and Korean
troops excited a riot in Seoul. In reference to the Military Coup of
1882, the cartoon entitled “Korea Explains Matters to Japan” (Fig. 2)
depicted a Chinese mandarin (symbolizing the Viceroy Li Hongzhang)
whispering in the ear of the Korean, insinuating that China was the
real voice behind Korea.2
The cartoon was, in fact, a metaphorical representation of the
relationship between the two countries. For China, Korea was traditionally a strategically important area as the first-line defense of the
Three Eastern Provinces and, therefore, of Northern China as a whole.

Anglo-Russian Rivalries over Korea in the Mid-1880s
By the end of 1884, the political upheaval and continuous tension of
the mid-1880s had turned the Korean peninsula into an arena of

2. Previously, this cartoon was incorrectly dated and wrongly interpreted in Han and
Han (2006, 59-60).
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strategic clashes between Britain and Russia. China gained ascendancy
in Korea through its collaborations, first with Japan in 1885, then with
Russia in 1886 and also with Britain from 1885-1887. It was believed
that the British occupation of Port Hamilton (Geomundo) in April 1885
would block Russia from advancing into Afghanistan. The British government’s move served as a form of preventive occupation to forestall
the probable seizure of the port by Russia (North China Herald, April
29, 1887; Lensen 1982, 54-68). The British occupied Port Hamilton for
almost two years until February 1887, when the Chinese government
successfully secured a promise from the Russian government that it
would not seize any Korean territory. Accordingly, “British John” is
tossing the bone of “Port Hamilton” to the dogs (Fig. 3).

Figure 3. Cartoon published in Tobae, February 15, 1887

Figure 4. Cartoon
published in Tobae,
December 15, 1888

Figure 5. Cartoon published in Tobae,
December 1, 1888

The Korean Foreign Office was alarmed by the British seizure of Port
Hamilton. Fearful of the expansion of foreign influence in his kingdom, Gojong, the Korean King, requested protection from Russia (Fig.
4). It was subsequently rumored that Russia would enter into a treaty
with Korea to guarantee its integrity and, in exchange, receive Port
Lazareff (Songjeonman), a territory located on the eastern coast (Malozemoff 1958, 29) (Fig. 5).
The situation in Korea in the mid-1880s was, nevertheless, all in
favor of the preservation of the Chinese suzerainty. After ending the
scheme for a Russian protectorate over Korea, the Chinese Viceroy Li
Hongzhang sought to secure the British evacuation of Port Hamilton
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(Jones 1938, 464). Great Britain, by evacuating Port Hamilton and
returning it to Korea, either directly or through China, demonstrated
active support of the Chinese claim to suzerainty in Korea.3 Furthermore, Japan was acquiescent after its talks with China at Tianjin
(Fig. 4).
Russia also indirectly acknowledged the Chinese suzerainty
through its verbal exchange with Li Hongzhang in Tianjin. The British
occupation of Port Hamilton had shown Russia how easily its squadron
could be blocked from passage through the East Sea, east of the Korean peninsula. Conscious of its weakness in East Asia and apprehensive of a potential Anglo-Chinese alliance that would threaten its control over Vladivostok and the Maritime Province of Siberia, Russia had
no desire to interfere with China, provided that the Chinese did not
proceed with an actual annexation of Korea.
Both the Russian guarantee of Korea’s integrity and the British
evacuation of Port Hamilton greatly lessened the tension over Korea.
Nevertheless, there were still intrigues seething around Seoul. Yuan
Shikai, the Chinese supervisor and Li’s agent at the Korean court since
October 1885, openly displayed his intention to enforce the subordination of Korea to China, driving King Gojong to engage in feeble
attempts to counter the Chinese suzerainty. In August 1888, the conclusion of the Regulations between Russia and Corea, Respecting the
Frontier Trade on the River Tumen,4 which opened a few more ports
for Russian trade, again caused alarm in British and Chinese circles,
fearful of an additional secret treaty of protection between Russia and
Korea. Li made enquiries at St. Petersburg and initiated negotiations
with the objective of securing a Russian recognition of the Chinese
suzerainty and a Russo-Chinese guarantee of Korean territorial integrity. But these discussions resulted in nothing beyond Russia’s denial of
the existence of a secret treaty with Korea (Tsiang 1933, 101; Jones

3. Rockhill to the Secretary of State, confidential, January 13, 1887, NARA (National
Archives and Records Administration), FM 134, no. 47.
4. For provisions of the treaty in Korean, Chinese, and English, see Guhanmal joyak
hwichan, vol. 3, 56-80.
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1938, 477). In the end, the Korea-Russia Frontier Trade Treaty of
1888, preceded by the Commerce and Friendship Treaty of 1884, indicated that Korea was rejecting the Chinese suzerainty and positively
reversing its formerly Russophobic foreign policy.
Nevertheless, Li Hongzhang’s policy of strengthening the Chinese
suzerainty over Korea was, for the time being, successful. The Korean
customs service was converted into a branch of the Chinese customs
service after 1885. Viceroy Li even attempted to subjugate Korean representatives abroad when King Gojong endeavored to establish permanent legations in Europe and America. The Foreign Office of Korea was
under absolute Chinese control.5 The nine years of Yuan Shihkai’s residency in Korea from 1885 to 1894 was a period of Chinese ascendancy
and of declining Japanese influence. Without taking an active part in
policymaking, Japan still found China’s activities in Korea beneficial
because they prevented the Western powers, particularly Russia, from
establishing a stronghold in Korea (Tsiang 1933, 106).

The Sino-Japanese War and Russia’s East Asian Policy
In July 1894, on the brink of the Peasant War in Korea, Li Hongzhang
dispatched three thousand troops to Incheon. The Tokyo government
followed suit by sending a force of over thirteen thousand to Korea.
Mutsu Munemitsu, the Japanese Minister of Foreign Affairs at the
time, later boasted in his memoir the success of the Sino-Japanese
Convention of 1885 at Tianjin: “Not only did the Convention oblige
China to withdraw the forces it had stationed in a ‘tributary state’ but
it also required informing Japan in writing before it sent any troops
back to Korea in the future. The Convention thereby undercut the
claims to suzerainty in Korea which China had so often reiterated”
(Mutsu 1982, 13).
Indeed, by the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895, Korea had become
a focal point of the rivalries between the great powers. In one Austri5. Dinsmore to the Secretary of State, May 27, 1887, NARA, FM 134, no. 21.
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an cartoon, the Sino-Japanese war was depicted as a tug of war over a
rabbit, which symbolized Korea (Fig. 6). Another Austrian cartoon
(Fig. 7) depicted Korea as a crab caught between China and Japan,
both fighting to possess and cook the crab, while a European goddess
of peace observes the conflict from on high, apparently anxious due to
her hope that the battle will end.

Figure 6. Cartoon published in Der Floh, February
12, 1894

Figure 7. Cartoon published in Der Floh,
July 15, 1894

Figure 8. Cartoon from Old England in the Far
East, Album (1985), by Georges Bigot

Figure 9. Cartoon published in Punch,
August 4, 1894

The upset of the traditional balance between China and Japan had an
immediate global impact, especially in its consequences for the reigning power in Korea. The cartoons from the period of the Sino-Japan-
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ese War allow us to identify the symbols used to represent the international rivalries in Korea: China, Japan, Russia, Great Britain, Germany,
and France.6 The cartoon images used to portray the West European
powers constituted mostly of marines and military men, while animals
were often used to depict Eastern countries. For instances, some cartoons represented China and Japan as cocks and Russia as a big bear.
As a rule, political caricature of foreign relations criticized nations that
disturbed peaceful coexistence among peoples, and highlighted instigators of international unrest. Cartoons at this time were characterized by
a tendency to expose what were considered national vices in order to
scorn or ridicule a given country or event. The cartoonist did not
always employ humor as a device and often expressed prejudices
against a particular nation.
Political cartoons often make us laugh, disguising its intention of
crystallizing complex issues into a single metaphorical image. In one
cartoon illustrated by influential cartoonist Georges Bigot (Fig. 8),
who lived in Japan for seven years, a British man sits on the top of a
hill, thinking, “To go or not to go?” Meanwhile, the three European
powers of Germany, Russia, and France urge British intervention of
Japan’s disgorging of the spoils of war, in particular the retrocession
of the Liaotung peninsula to China (Fig. 8).
Historically, there were several reasons for British non-intervention during the Sino-Japanese War. Britain’s policy of non-intervention had, in fact, been a crucial factor in Japan’s initiation of the war.
As the most powerful influence on the Chinese Empire, Britain was
eager to preserve the status quo in order to facilitate its ascendancy in
East Asia. Britain’s concern was that a war in East Asia would further
Russian ambitions and harm British interests. Britain feared the possibility of retaliation by a Franco-Russian naval power if it intervened in
the East Asian crisis. By July 1894, the British had already agreed
to the revision of its so-called “unequal treaty” of 1858 with Japan
(Mutsu 1982, 70-71). And most importantly, before declaring war on
China, the Japanese had agreed not to attack the British arsenal in
6. About the cartoon symbols of the powers, see Seok (2007, 17-36; 2010, 19-37).
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Shanghai, thereby reassuring Britain’s trading interests.7
The Russians, on the other hand, took a “wait and see” approach
until they could arrange an agreement with Japan through the Triple
Intervention of 1895 regarding its spoils of victory. In a cartoon from
Punch, a weekly British magazine first published in 1841, the Russian
bear is a spectator at a “Corean cock-fight” between China and Japan,
saying, “Ha! Whichever wins, I see my way to a dinner!” (Fig. 9).
This cartoon illustrates a widely held view in Britain that Russia alone
would reap the advantages of the Sino-Japanese war.
Russia’s “wait and see” policy toward Korea, which played itself
out most prominently on the verge of the Sino-Japanese War, was discussed internally as early as May 1888 in talks between Baron Korf,
Governor-General in Amur Province, and Ivan Alekseevich Zinovief,
Chief of the Asiatic Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
After the outbreak of the war, Russia retained a policy of caution in
order to maintain the status quo in Korea, as revealed by reports from
a succession of Russian special ministerial meetings. The report of the
Russian Committee, submitted on May 8, 1894, declared that the
acquisition of Korea by Russia was undesirable since the country was
difficult to defend, far from the hubs of Russian power, and vulnerable to naval attack. The acquisition of Korea would disturb Russian
relations, not only with China but also with Britain, which also had its
own designs on Korea.8 Any attempt to occupy Korea would thus provoke the hostility of Britain, China, and Japan. On the other hand,
Korea’s weakness and the ambitions of its neighbors could constitute
a source of danger to Russia. On August 21, 1894, the Special Conference of Ministers was held by order of Alexander III to discuss the Far
Eastern crisis. The discussion, however, left Russia’s “wait and see”
stance unchanged. Russia could not be assured of who would win the
war and detected no issues that called for immediate attention or
change of policy.9 Therefore, the Conference came to the conclusion
7. Kimberley to Trench, September 3, 1894, British Foreign Office (FO), no. 379;
Mutsu (1983, 52).
8. Krasnyi arkhiv (Red Archives) 52 (1932): 55-56.
9. Krasnyi arkhiv 52 (1932): 62-67.
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that Russian interests would not be served by active interference in
the Sino-Japanese War, and that Russia should continue to act in conjunction with other Western powers to engage in conflict resolution
through diplomatic means.10

The Queen’s Assassination, the Royal Refuge, and Russia
in Korea
The Japanese government yielded completely to the terms of the
Triple Intervention on May 5, 1895, and the Peace Treaty was ratified
at Zhifu
three days later on May 8, while the Russian squadron lay
at anchor in the harbor. It was on July 4, 1895 that the Japanese government reluctantly agreed to the Triple Intervention and decided to
adopt a non-intervention policy toward Korea. This turn of events, in
conjunction with the establishment of the pro-Russian Cabinet in
Korea just after the Triple Intervention, provoked Inoue Kaoru, the
Japanese Minister in Korea, as well as one of the most influential
political brokers in Japan. Inoue disliked the fact that Queen Min had
drawn Russian influence into the Korean court. Not interested in conciliation with the Queen, Inoue plotted for her removal (Choi 2001,
202-206; 2006, 176-179; North China Herald, November 1, 1895).
In the meanwhile, as the Triple Intervention fell apart due to the
serious feud over the provision of Chinese reimbursement to Japan,
the Japanese quickly turned the international situation into a favorable opportunity for itself. It had generally been assumed that the
three intervening powers would cooperate to supply the Chinese an
indemnity loan. However, in the end, a Franco-Russian loan of
400,000,000 francs was offered, and arrangements were completed
with China on July 6, 1895. The Germans were indignant that they
were being excluded from the process, and the loan arrangements
thus caused a crack in the common interest of the three European
powers. For Japan, it was simply a matter of time before the feud
10. Krasnyi arkhiv 52 (1932): 66-67.
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among the intervening powers eliminated the obstacles that had hindered the pursuit of Japanese interests in Korea (Choi 2006, 152-157,
162-165).
On May 25, 1895, just after signing the Peace Treaty at Shimonoseki, the Japanese government replaced Count Inoue with LieutenantGeneral Miura Goro as Minister to Korea. Before Inoue left Seoul on
June 7, however, he set in motion plans to engineer a coup using
Japanese forces. General Miura subsequently expanded on this course
of action (Choi 2001, 202-206; Paine 2003, 316). Most of the literature
on the assassination of Queen Min, including the work of Peter Duus,
points to Miura as the driving force behind the incident without recognizing the policy influence exerted by the Tokyo government (Duus
1995, 111). But, as foreign representatives in Seoul, such as those
from Russia, England, France, Germany, and the United States, as
well as the North China Herald pointed out at the time, “Count Inoue
[was] the real author of the plot.”11 Moreover, recently uncovered private correspondence among members of the Japanese elites—Yamagata Aritomo, Mutsu Munemitsu, and Saionji Kinmochi—clearly reveals
the decision-making process underlying the conspiracy to assassinate
Queen Min.12 These letters provide crucial clues that the motive and
plotting behind the assassination did not originate with Miura, but
with Inoue and the Japanese government (Choi 2006).
Korean historians have recounted that King Gojong was so desperate that he had no choice but to flee for his life after Queen Min’s
assassination by the Japanese. On the other hand, according to the
testimonies of Georges Lefèvre, the French Consul to Korea, the Russian Minister Alexis de Speyer admitted to playing a role in initiating
the king’s move (Mutel 2008, 35-39). Speyer told Lefèvre, “I thought

11. Allen to Olney, October 10, 1895, NARA, FM 134, R-61, no. 156; North China Herald, November 21, 1895.
12. See Dong-A Ilbo, June 5, 2006. In Japanese National Diet Library, Professor Choi
Moonhyung found private letters on July 8, 1895 among Japanese power elites
including Yamagata Aritomo, Mutsu Munemitsu, Inoue Kaoru, and Ito Hirobumi,
which proved that the assassination plan was initiated secretly according to the policy decision made by the Japanese cabinet members.
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that the simplest plan to adopt in order to knock the ministers from
power would be to try to induce the king to leave his palace secretly
and come to our legation. . . . When I unbosomed myself of the
scheme ‘Je me suis ouvert de ce projet’ to the King, I found at first a
certain hesitance on his part to venture on the undertaking” (Lensen
1982, 587). It now appears certain that Speyer initiated the project
along with Karl Waeber, Russian Consul General to Korea, who had
not left the legation after his replacement as the representative in
Korea since 1885. In some ways, their actions resembled the conspiratorial scheme of former Japanese ministers and Miura, who also did
not leave their legation in Seoul upon replacement.

Figure 10. Cartoon
published in Jiji
shimpo (Current
News), December 7,
1895

Figure 11. Cartoon
published in Jiji
shimpo, February
18, 1896

Figure 13. Cartoon from Greece and
Turkey, Album (1897), by Georges
Bigot

Figure 12. Cartoon from
Greece and Turkey, Album
(1897), by Georges Bigot

Figure 14. Cartoon published in Jiji
shimpo, October 1, 1899
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Several cartoons published in Jiji shimpo 時事新報 (Current News)—a
Japanese newspaper founded by Fukuzawa Yukichi in 1882—between
1895 and 1896 reflected the Russo-Japanese conflict in Korea during
the years. As illustrated, Japanese soshi (literally, “brave knights”)
encroached on the palace and assassinated Queen Min on October 8,
1895 (Fig. 10). On November 28, the pro-Russian entourage of king
Gojong unsuccessfully attempted to help him escape (Fig. 10).13 After
this failed attempt, the king later fled to the Russian legation in Seoul
where he remained from February 10, 1896 to February 20, 1897.
Depicted as a doll-like figure, the king is held in the arms of Russia,
while China and Japan expressed concern about the growing Russian
influence in Korea (Fig. 11). These events involving the king and
queen sparked the first Russo-Japanese conflict in Korea and later
became known as “the first Russo-Japanese war without declaration
and without bullets” (Choi 2006).
Following the Triple Intervention, the Russian initiative was put
into immediate effect after contact with Korean representatives who
attended the coronation of Nicholas II in May 1896. The Russian government dispatched three officers and ten drill instructors to Korea in
1897, and an army of over four thousand men was organized thereafter.14 All military drills were conducted in Russia, and all newly
enlisted troops were equipped with rifles provided by the Russian
government (Langer 1972, 407; M. Lee 2001, 295-279) (Fig. 12).
Russia’s acquisition of rights and interests in Korea culminated in
1896-1897. While King Gojong sought refuge in the Russian legation,
Russia was planning to build a terminal for the Trans-Siberian Railway at a Korean port (Uiju) on the Yellow Sea, which would provide
transit to and from northern Manchuria.15 On July 3, 1896, when
13. Arkhiv vneshnei politiki Rossiiskoi Imperii (AVPRI) (Archive of Foreign Policy of
the Russian Empire), f. 150, op. 493, d. 6, ll.175-179ob.; Oh (2006, 185-189).
14. AVPRI, f. 150, op. 493, d. 7, ll.85-86ob.
15. Krasnyi arkhiv 7 (1932): 78-83; Conger to William R. Day, telegram, Dispatches
from United States Ministers to China, NARA, China Roll 105, August 14, 1898,
vol. 7, doc. no. 126, III; FO, China 17/1450, November 22, 1900; Documents diplomatiques français, première série, July 30, 1896, August 7, 1896, August 18, 1896,
Ministère des Affaires Etrangères.
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French company Fives-Lille obtained concession of a railroad from
Seoul to Uiju, from the Korean Government, the Russian newspaper
Novoe Vremya pointed out that the trunk line of the Chinese Eastern
Railway—which, in fact, was part of the Trans-Siberian Railway
through north Manchuria that had been built by the Russians—should
extend to Pyeongyang in Korea.16 If the French were to build a connection from the Chinese Eastern Railway to the Seoul-Uiju Railway
using the wide Russian gauge, British and Japanese railway interests
in Manchuria and Korea would be at peril. It is doubtful that the Korean government would have allowed the Russian extension of the
Trans-Siberian Railway to the Korean border. However, as depicted in
Figure 13, Korea signaled Russia to operate the Trans-Siberian Railway across the border and up to the western tip of Korea, suggesting
permission to do so. At the same time, the Japanese also had plans to
construct railways running from Busan via Seoul to Uiju in Korea, in
an effort to extend the railroad from Newchang and Kinchow on the
Manchurian coast, northward to Fengtien. Such a Japanese railway in
Manchuria would connect the railroad from Beijing to Fengtien constructed by the British (Inoue 1989, 18-23). Accordingly, a 1897 political cartoon (Fig. 13) depicts the British and Japanese apprehension of
the Russo-Korean cooperation.17
On August 28, 1896, King Gojong signed an agreement permitting a
Vladivostok merchant of the First Guild, Jules I. Brynner, to harvest
timber for a period of twenty years in northern Korea in areas surrounding the Yalu and Tumen rivers and on the island of Dazhelet (Ulleungdo) in the East Sea.18 In a Japanese cartoon published in 1899 (Fig. 14),
a Japanese lumberjack is swept off his feet by the blow of a Russian
who is cutting down a big tree labeled “Ulleungdo, Korea.” The Japanese caption, “Sharp Diplomacy and Blunt Diplomacy,” implies that the
huge, sharp Russian saw was more effective than the smaller, blunt
16. FO 405/71/17.
17. FO 405/71/17; FO 405, pt. VII, confidential 6817, no. 9; British Parliamentary
Papers; China, no. 1 (1899), dispatch no. 16; Nihon gaiko bunsho (NGB), vol. 29,
nos. 324, 569, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Tokyo.
18. AVPRI, f. 150, op. 493, d. 170. See also appendix in Brynner (2006, 305-310).
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Japanese one, criticizing the failure of Japanese to secure the Korean
timber concession first. In fact, prior to Brynner’s arrival, the Japanese
had already begun cutting the island’s cedar trees without permission
and secretly smuggling the lumber into Japan. In June 1899, in
response to the Japanese preemptive action, the Russian Government
sent Robert A. Stein, Russian Chargé d’Affaires ad interim, to Ulleungdo to conduct a general survey of the land (Park 1997, 89).

Russo-Japanese Rivalries and Collaborations

Figure 15. Cartoon from Greece
and Turkey, Album (1897),
by Georges Bigot

Figure 16. Cartoon
Figure 17. Cartoon
from Old England
from Old Engin China, Album
land in China,
(1898), by Georges
Album (1898),
Bigot
by Georges Bigot

With Russian power in ascendancy, the conflict between Russia and
Japan was further exacerbated in Korea. The two powers, however,
chose a temporary compromise, as illustrated in Bigot’s cartoon (Fig.
15), which perceptively captured the intent of the Russo-Japanese collaborations as laid out in the Waeber-Komura Memorandum of May
1896. The memorandum between Karl Ivanovich Waeber, Russian
diplomat, and Komura Jutaro, the new Japanese Minister, turned out
to be a Russian victory. Article I of the memorandum dealt with the
king’s return to his own palace, implying the retreat of Japanese influence in Korea. Seemingly admitting to Japan’s role in Queen Min’s
assassination, the article read, “the Japanese Representative shall
pledge himself to adopt strict measures for the control of the Japanese
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soshi.” Articles III and IV, which stipulated conditions for stationing
foreign forces in Korea, also signified a defeat for Japan on the Korean
peninsula.19 According to a North China Herald article, the outcome of
the convention was an illusory one. “The point in this convention of
most importance to Japan is the stipulation that Korea shall be left to
organize her army and her police ‘without recourse to foreign aid,’
whereas Russian officers have been engaged for some time and are
still engaged in reorganizing the Korean army and drilling her soldiers” (North China Herald, March 12, 1897).
The Moscow Protocol of June 9, 1896, between the Russian Foreign Minister Lobanov and the former Japanese Foreign Minister Marquis Yamagata was more or less an extension of the Waeber-Komura
Memorandum at a higher political level. Article II stipulated that the
Russian and Japanese governments would endeavor to leave to Korea
the creation and maintenance of an armed force and a native police to
maintain order without recourse to foreign aid, inasmuch as the financial and economic situation of that country would permit them to do
so.20 The final interpretation of the article rested in the hands of the
King of Korea, who was still at the Russian legation. Unhappy with
and mistrustful of Russia’s collaboration with Japan regarding the
spheres of influence under the protocol, King Gojong decided to
return to his palace.21
It is obvious from many of the political cartoons published at this
time that Korea was considered a puppet, held under the control of
imperialist powers. In one image, Russia was portrayed as partially
supportive of Japanese interests in Korea (Fig. 16). With the RosenNishi Convention on April 25, 1898, Russia relinquished some of
its power in Korea to Japan in order to focus on its interests in
Manchuria. At a time when Russian influence was growing in Korea,
Russia regarded Korea only as a buffer area for infiltration into
Manchuria after the Russian occupation of Lushun and Dairen in late
19. AVPRI, f. 150, op. 493. d. 192; Guhanmal joyak hwichan, vol. 2, 173-178; NGB,
vol. 29, no. 458, 789-792; North China Herald, March 12, 1897.
20. NGB, vol. 29, no. 478, 815-818.
21. Satow to Salisbury, March 30, 1897, FO 405, pt. X, confidential 7041, no. 53.
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1897. In one cartoon, the Russian officer has turned his back on Korea
and headed for Manchuria, leaving Japan in control of Korea (Fig.
17). Considering the date of publication, Bigot must have anticipated
the turning point in Russia’s East Asian policy in which Manchuria
became its highest priority.
In Article I of the Convention of 1898, both Russia and Japan recognized the independence of Korea and pledged not to interfere in its
internal affairs. Most importantly, Article III stated, “In view of the
great development of the commercial and industrial enterprises of
Japan in Korea . . . Russia shall not obstruct the development of the
commercial and industrial relations between Japan and Korea.” Further, Article II required that Russia and Japan not send military and
financial advisors to Korea without advance notice. This article was
somewhat misleading, however, because Russia already had a vested
right to send military advisors to Korea. While Russia withdrew its military and financial advisors from Korea before the convention, it did
not commit to a pledge to surrender its interests there.22 In sum, after
the Triple Intervention, Russia had ousted Japan from the suzerainty of
Korea, without firing a gun or losing any man in battle. It would be
several years before Japan made an attempt to recover its lost ground.

Anglo-Russian Rivalry

Figure 18. Cartoon from In the Far
East, Album (1898), by Georges
Bigot

Figure 19. Cartoon from En Chine,
Album (1898), by Georges Bigot

22. AVPRI, f. 150, op. 493, d. 198; AVPRI, f. 191, op. 768, d. 110; Park (2002, 379).
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These two cartoons illustrate the Anglo-Russian rivalry with respect to
the Korean Customs Service in 1897. For years, John McLeavy Brown,
a British lawyer by trade who served as the Director of the Korean
Customs Service, was a leading figure among the foreign diplomatic
community in Seoul. But on November 10, 1897, he was replaced by
Russian Kiril Alekseevich Alexeev (Fig. 19). Another cartoon by Bigot
contrasts the Russian’s pleased look to the dissatisfaction of the
British man, though apparently not Brown (Fig. 18). Brown was reinstated shortly thereafter on December 30, 1897, when the British Far
Eastern squadron was stationed at Jemulpo (present-day Incheon),
ostensibly to influence the Koreans in a “gunboat diplomacy” fashion
and to indirectly oppose the Russian attempt to oust the British Director of the Korean Customs Service. Earlier that month, five ships of
the Russian Asiatic Squadron had made an appearance at Jemulpo in
order to secure the Deer Island (near Busan) naval base (Paine 2003,
317). The naval tension in the area near Jemulpo waters between Russia and Britain continued until the end of 1897, when Russia effectively occupied the Liaotung peninsula in order to expand its influences
through China by leasing the ice-free ports.

Images of Korea in Political Cartoons at the End of
the Nineteenth Century

Figure 20. Cartoon from Greece and
Turkey, Album (1897), by Georges
Bigot

Figure 21. Cartoon
from In the Far
East, Album
(1898), by
Georges Bigot

Figure 22. Cartoon
published in Jiji
shimpo, March
28, 1896

Great Power Rivalries over Korea as Reflected in Political Cartoons

137

Political cartoons published in the nineteenth century frequently summarized ideas far more clearly and concisely than a long editorial. As
detailed above, political cartoons offered a comprehensive overview of
foreign attitudes toward Korea during the latter half of the nineteenth
century. They often revealed assumptions, biases, and political agendas of the imperialist countries. Images of Korea in political cartoons
varied according to national viewpoints, as well as the views of particular illustrators and their publishers.
In Japan Punch, cartoonist Charles Wirgman depicted the Korean
literate class in human form, and is the first known satirist to do so
(Figs. 1, 2). Georges Bigot’s cartoons, published in Tobae—a magazine that Bigot founded in 1887 at Yokohama—from 1887 to 1890, as
well as in his cartoon series, mostly represented Korea using the caricature of an intellectual in dark glasses or sometimes in yangban
dress, probably symbolizing a government official blind to changes in
the international sphere (Figs. 3, 4, 5). In contrast, the cartoons in the
Austrian journal Der Floh (1869-1919) used a small and insignificant
creature such as a rabbit or crab to represent Korea (Figs. 6, 7). Why
an Austrian cartoonist would choose these two particular creatures is
not clear, but one reason for the rabbit imagery may be that the shape
of the Korean peninsula was sometimes described as resembling the
figure of a rabbit; as for the crab, one hypothesis is that small animals
or insects were expressive tools for depicting a weak nation in the age
of imperialism. In Japanese and French cartoons, including many by
Bigot, Korea is shown as a doll-like figure or infant who needs to be
protected or aided by someone (Figs. 4, 11, 15, 16, 17).
As a preindustrial society, Korea failed to understand or anticipate
the main trends of international and imperialist relations. Political cartoons seemed to be able to anticipate the fate of Korea in the late
years of the nineteenth century. In one instance, Korea was portrayed
as standing alone on the surface of the globe, pulled from both sides
in a tug-of-war among the imperial powers (Fig. 20). Another cartoon
accurately portrayed Korea’s continuous failed attempts to find trustworthy partners that would have its interests in mind, be it the United
States, France, or Russia (Fig. 21). Jiji shimpo published a satirical
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piece on Korea’s acceptance of cultural influences from various powers (Fig. 22). In this cartoon, a Korean intellectual wears a hat, which
reads “Face for Japan,” and carries in his right hand two grotesque
masks with hats that read “Face for China” and “Face for Russia.”
The teashop he is passing is marked with a sign that expresses the
idea that the tearoom, symbolizing Korea, would welcome and host
any of the imperialist powers.
The yangban image, a stock character for representing Korea and
Korean people in political cartoons, can also be interpreted as figuratively representing King Gojong (Fig. 21). In this image, he carries the
crown in his hand as if approaching the Great Powers with “cap in
hand.” The cartoon highlights Gojong’s ineffective leadership of
Korea, which resulted in the country’s aimless and uncertain foreign
policy during the late nineteenth century.23 Beginning with the influential work of Herbert Spencer, social theorists at the time contrasted
the image of the “incomplete, insignificant, and immature” Korean to
“the latest and most heterogeneous creature in the progress of the history of the globe—[European] Man” (Spencer 1864, 10-13; Bowman et
al. 2007, 26). Like other early social Darwinists, Spencer did not specifically have an imperialist agenda in mind, but his theory was nonetheless adopted by proponents of Western imperialism who justified the
European domination of the globe with the idea that those most fit
and best equipped should govern those who were less so.
A study of nineteenth-century imperialism reveals that the powerful nations intervened in cases of internal disorder and political dissent. This phenomenon was not limited to the case of Korea alone,
but rather could be found around the globe during the nineteenth century. Political cartoons of this era captured and reflected the recurring
pattern of intervention by the imperial powers, which utilized events
of disorder in Korea—e.g., the Military Uprising of 1882, the Gapsin
Coup in 1884, and the Peasant War of 1894—for their own gain.

23. The evaluation of Gojong’s survival-oriented dependency and naïve trust of the
imperialist powers has been vigorously debated among Korean history scholars to
date.
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Korea’s experience with the political machinations of Western diplomatic representatives occurred at a time when the imperial powers
had reached their final stage of expansion and all of their proposals
were politically motivated. Joint proposals for guaranteeing the neutrality and integrity of Korea and for territorial division frequently
occurred. In presenting such proposals, the imperialist powers or their
representatives (such as Parkes, Mollendorf, and Speyer) often intended to gauge the influence of their rivals rather than to ensure sovereignty for Korea. Such cautious pursuit of foreign policy interests
without actual intention of enforcement, as well as the mutual distrust
between the imperial powers and Korea, created an atmosphere of
impending peril rather than tranquility and sovereignty in Korea.
During this period, the political cartoon flourished as a form of
criticism and political argument in Europe. Accordingly, the portrayals
of Korea in political cartoons often embodied a Eurocentric worldview
or Orientalist perception, often making use of the imagery of the
“exotic Orient.” Western political cartoons, in spite of their critical
and skeptical stance, were affected by the dominant political discourse
and power politics within the unique context of the relations between
Korea and Japan during the latter’s period of imperial expansion.
Bigot used his keen insight to analyze historical events and
international relations in East Asia through the satirical magazine
Tobae (Shimizu 2005, 480-481). In his extensive collection of works
on a wide variety of international topics, Bigot cynically ridi-culed
power politics in East Asia. His satire was famous for its acuteness
and revealed a broad knowledge of the situation in Korea, which was
derived from his extensive travels around Korea during the SinoJapanese War as a photographic correspondent to the British magazine London Graphic (Polak 2005, 497). Bigot also provided illustrations to French publications L’Illustration and Le Petit Parisien, in
addition to Japanese newspapers. In addition, he published a collection of illustrations at Yokohama, one of the largest settlements of
Westerners, an evasion of censorship by Japanese authorities. He left
Yokohama and returned to France in 1899 when the unequal treaties
between Japan and the West were revised, consequently ending the
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extraterritoriality of the Western powers in Japan.
Beyond political discourse, cartoons also reveal the values and
the symbolic system of a particular society. For example, satirical cartoons published in Der Floh explained international situations with
remarkable insight, although they also revealed national attitudes,
with their racist portrayal of East Asia, which exhibited the country’s
blindness and prejudice toward the region, for example, by describing
weak countries as miserable animals, insects, worms, women, children, etc. Der Floh’s popular weekly cartoon series was highly inventive and creative, derived from a long-established history of satirical
commentary that dated as far back as the eighteenth century. The cartoons published in the British weekly magazine Punch frequently
aimed to influence public opinion and thus operated as a powerful
propaganda medium. Similarly, the cartoons in the Japanese newspaper Jiji shimpo represented remarkably nuanced viewpoints without
losing sight of mainstream discourse on international relations.
Due to linguistic differences and particular cultural prejudices,
cartoons may present a distorted image of affairs. They often exaggerate and oversimplify in order to conform to a convenient hypothesis
about a real event. But a skillful and creative cartoon can also serve as
a powerful tool of communication. In particular, political cartoons in
the nineteenth century had the capacity to provide a relatively balanced view and analysis of historical events, diplomatic documents,
and other political issues.

Conclusion
This study aims to understand rivalries between the international
powers concerning Korea and the imperialist perceptions of Korea
during the late nineteenth century through an examination of political
cartoons from this era. Initially, the study began with the objective of
finding out how the rivalries over Korea were represented in political
cartoons. A closer study showed, however, that the shrewd satire of
many cartoonists often offered a cutting-edge, and even sometimes
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predictive, analysis of international developments. While taking into
account the distortion and prejudice present in many of the cartoons,
it can nevertheless be surmised that the analysis and criticism offered
by the cartoons examined in this paper were suggestive, vivid, and
critically accurate in describing international relations. The ideas and
words used in the political cartoons depicting Korean power politics
and foreign relations did not contradict diplomatic documents or other
written records and can therefore be considered an effective documentary source. Depending on the objectivity and accuracy of the satirical
criticism, a political cartoon can have value as material evidence in
historical research and analysis.
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