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Christian Polak is a French busi-
nessman and historian of Franco-
Japanese relations. Based in Ja-
pan he has established a unique
collection of both historical and
graphic value.

A part of these treasures was
shown in the exhibition Ishin:

the dawn o

“scientific exchanges
between France and Japan, at
the Tokyo university museum
(2009).

We will exhibit only a small selec-
tion of his collection. These items
are not only exquisite photogra-
phs but valuable documents for
researchers. An ambrotype for
example, exhibited for the first
time, shows soldiers and officers
of the Shogun in 1868. One of
them is wearing a French uni-
form as a French military mission
sent by Napoleon III was instruc-
ting them. The most famous of
these instructors, Jules Brunet,
was an inspiration for the movie
The Last Samurai. He refused to
abandon his pupils and fought
alongside them in the short lived
“Ezo Republic” as explained by
Mr. Polak in Soie et Lumiéres. Its
appears that the famous photo-
graph of Brunet, supposely made
in Hakodate, was taken in the
same studio as this ambrotype.
So maybe in Edo ? A new historic

mystery to unravel...
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Faces of Others — Christian Polak Collection
Claude Estebe
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In 1839, when Francois Arago unveiled the
invention of photography, he didn’t even mention
portraiture among the potential usages.

The first daguerreotypes were landscapes and still
lifes. Eighteen years later, in 1857, the first
photograph taken by a Japanese was a portrait of
the daimy6 of Satsuma, Shimazu Nariakira.

But the daguerreotype process was already obsolete
and was quickly replaced by the new wet

collodion process, easier to use.

In this process, the photosensitized collodion-coated
glass plate could be used to make a unique
ambrotype that the sitter carried away in the protec-

tion of a paulownia box.

LWV THEIMCHE L7 d 0T, WAKES HICXE %R
HTniz,

Zo7aeREMVWE LIk T, BGHFERIAY VI
NDAT ZFICICHR LD O, BIIHGCBIER T Y v b
LT, BRICET S LB TEZDTH S, G E

BERF7ZTH A5 [HDW]| (musume morning) Tl

KA S FHEHICEER I, F—t1L A4
b ERMTEOM & b5 2 2 RPN O WY 72 5T
by, ECHEAZBBOLDLICEIDOVD 3.
COFEHIZT CICAKAR DO LAY BHEG EATR
VETED & ORI E 2R, MooikEEho T
AE U 724680 72 PR OGTE 2 R L Tu .

T ARG THEIRREDRBEIh T TE Y, iy
BRENTRAONZRFBCH 2 B0 HS Z0—
plcd s, CoffmTidiOiikng ey M TTiZ
P L CZBZMRL T Y, HAOMEFO RBlO R X
JirZEEx5,

ThS oDfEMIE, IR RICHAZIKL 2P A O
HROHIEY O [HRT A3 4] (Album rouge) I &
NTbDTHD, THEZIICHRAONIHEIET
HED7 7 v AEOHYIE, YRS Ek 7 T HAT O
R, RE-HRALP IR > TORVWAADTED X 4 4

NEIBEZATVS,

Hori Yohei (1826 — 1880), who opened the first
photo studio in Kyoto in 1864, used it for

his portraits. His studio (shajo) was just an outdoor
platform and was closed on rainy days.

With the collodion process, the photographer could
also choose to keep the original negative and

make multiple contact prints on albumen paper to
sell them to his customers.

This print of a musume morning could be by Hori
Yohei. A bedroom is approximately staged on

the platform of a shajo harshly lit by the sun. A typical
image of early Meiji hesitating between portrait

and genre photograph. Both awkward and touching.
Staging rapidly becomes more professional

and Yokohama Shashin studios provided rich western
tourists with meticulously composed and delicately
hand-colored prints.

Scenery was also well documented, like this

unusual view of the island of Takaboko in Nagasaki
Bay offering a complex spatial composition

of parallel planes with a hint of central vanishing point
specific to Japanese landscape perspective.

These two prints are from the Album rouge,

the red leather-bound album of a Western traveler

in Meiji Japan. The prints, with naive hand-

written captions in French, show the diversity

of studios and styles of the still partially unexplored

continent of Japanese photography.
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From collodion to collotype with Benrido printing house
Claude Estebe
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Collotype printing, like wet-collodion process,

had its golden age in the nineteenth century. It culmi-
nated in the West in the 1880s, before being
superceded by the less expensive photogravure, but

it was still widely used in Japan until the 1930s.

The popular success of collotype printing is

another facet of the enthusiastic reception of photogra-
phy in Japan at the end of the Shogunate, and

recalls the unique development of collodion “glass

photography” (or “Ambrotype”) in this country.

Collotype technology, invented by the Frenchman
Alphonse Poitevin in 1856, is a dichromate-

based printing process resulting in high quality,

fine grain reproductions.

A thick plate of glass is coated with photosensitive
dichromate gelatin (colloid) carefully dried,

and then exposed to light via a photographic negative.
The exposed portions of the gel harden and

become waterproof. The unexposed parts remain
permeable to water. The plate is then dried

and aged.

For printing, the plate is dampened again. The unex-
posed (therefore permeable) parts absorb

water. Then with a roller, an oil-based ink is applied
which will adhere to the non water-saturated,

exposed parts. The printing transfer to art paper takes

place on a lithographic press.

Collotype process was imported to Japan

by photographer Ogawa Kazumasa (1860 — 1929)
after his stay in Boston where he worked

with Albert Type Company. He returned to Tokyo in
1885.In 1889, he opened the first collotype
printing company in Japan, Ogawa shashin Seihanjo,
where he printed the new Kokka periodical.

Ogawa also published books like Celebrated Geysha
of Tokyo and lavish sets of color studies of flowers,

using collotype printing.
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Meanwhile, in 1887, the print company

Benrido opened in Kyoto and quickly specialized

in collotype printing. Today, Benrido is one

of the few remaining collotype printing houses in
the world, continuing moreover to improve

upon the process. While it is no longer considered
a commercial process, its potential in terms

of quality is such that Benrido can justify its continued
use in the reproduction of fine art photography.
Compared to a photographic reproduction, it allows
the use of permanent inks and of a wide range

of art paper.

For this Christian Polak collection exhibition,
Benrido has reproduced, in large format

collotypes, the albumen prints from the souvenir
album of a French traveler in Meiji Japan.

Benrido thus perpetuates the promotion of japanese
artworks initiated a century earlier by Kazumasa
Ogawa with the Kokka periodical. The pristine condi-
tion of the flowers Ogawa printed in 1895
confirms the importance of collotype in preserving

cultural heritage.
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