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My profile

Before touching upon the main interest in this article, I will take
the opportunity to introduce myself. My name is Anders Saxon,
a Swedish citizen having reached the respectable age of 83
years. [ am married to a good-looking sporty woman called
“Ulla” who is two years younger but seems more. We are
happy to have three children and seven grandchildren all but

one living in Stockholm.

After my highschool exam here in Stockholm in 1956, I spent
half a year in Paris studying at the Sorbonne University. There I
lived in the “Cité Universitaire” in the Swedish House. It was
during wintertime and very chilly, but the lectures on
“Civilisation Francaise” were interesting. After my military
service I studied law at the Stockholm University taking my
Bachelor of Law degree in 1962. Then, I was lucky to be
invited to Yale Law School in New Haven in USA. It was a
very interesting and busy year. Among my memories I recall
the lessons held by Anna Freud, Sigmund Freud’s daughter.
The name of the subject was “Psychology and the Law” .

After my Master of Law exam at Yale I returned to Stockholm.
Since then up to the age of more than 70 years I worked as a
business lawyer with many interesting clients , primarily
inventors. In this context it may be of interest to mention that

Sweden has more inventors per capita than any other nation.
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My postcards

A hardworking lawyer needs some kind of distraction. In my
case it turned out to be something so odd as collecting
postcards from all over the world. Why postcards? It is because
they serve as important time documents showing how people
lived, how they were dressed, which types of communication

they used such as cars, trains, boats, bicycles, aeroplanes ete.

Also, many postcards have been designed by famous artists. It
was fairly easy to find good foreign cards. One reason may be
that around the beginning of the 1900s the Swedish trade fleet
was one of the largest in the world. The Swedish seamen who
visited distant harbours used postcards as means of

communication with their families at home.

The beginning of the 20th century was also the beginning of
“the Golden Age of Postcards” . In what concerns Japan this
age started with the Russian-Japanese War 1904-1905. Over a
million soldiers who were sent out during the war used to
communicate with their families via postcards. One reason for
this was the fact that the postal rate for postcards was half of
that for normal letters. Another reason was that many of these
postcards were of high artistic value- even those which depicted
the War.

Good relations between
Sweden and Japan

For a long period Japanese Picture Postcards became my
favourite field of collection. It was through those that I could
learn much about this far off country, its history, geography,
folklore and nature and not in the least, its good relations with

Sweden.

One of the first contacts between the countries was in the year
1775 when the Swedish botanist Carl Peter Thunberg was
allowed to visit and travel around the Japanese mainland in
order to conduct empirical studies including collection of herbs.
Thunberg was even invited to visit the Japanese Emperor’s
quarters. Thunberg has described his findings in the rare book
“Flora Japonica” . Sweden/Norway were the first nations
during the reign of Emperor Meiji to enter a Treaty which
allowed them to conduct trade with Japan. This Treaty was
undersigned in the year 1868. In 2018 a 150-years celebration ot
the Treaty took place in Sweden in form of art exhibitions,

festivals, workshops all over the country.

Another memorable contact was when the Swedish/Finnish
discoverer Adolf Erik Nordenskisld with his polar vessel
“Vega” was received in Yokohama by the Japanese Emperor
Meiji in person in 1879. Nordenskidld had succeded to find a
navigable route north of Siberia called “the North East
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Passage” . Before going back to Sweden he acquired a large
number of old Japanese books and woodcuts which are now on

deposit at the East Asian museum in Stockolm.

In 1906 Sweden was invited to open its first legation in Tokyo.
A year later the Swedish trade company Gadelius opened its
first office in Yokohama and a few years later in Tokyo and
Kobe. The Gadelius was to provide Japan with high technical
products such as diesel engines, steam-turbines,
air-compressors, safety-match machines etc. Gadelius is still
active in Japan. Later on the Swedish shipping company
Wallenius started in Japan with one of its object to transport

Japanese cars to Sweden.

Japonism

“Japonism” is the term used to describe the influence of
Japanese art and thinking on the Western art-scene. It spread
over the whole European continent during the years 1880-1920.
A central point was the French art colony Grez sur Loing where
painters from all over Europe, including Sweden, could meet
their Japanese collegues. Especially the French impressionists
were impressed. Characteristic for this art form is i.a. its lack of
perspective and shades, freedom to place the main subject away
from the centre of the picture, day-to-day scenes, focus on

details.

The woodcuts of Hokusai and Hirosige were much admired
when shown on the Stockholm Art and Industrial Exhibition
1897. Many Swedish artist such as Gustaf Fjaestad, Bruno
Liljefors and Carl Larsson were among the admirers. The latter
is rather well known in Japan. As late as 2018 an exhibition
called “Carl Larsson and his Home” was arranged by Sompo
Japan Nikkonkoa Museum of Modern Art in Tokyo. One of
Carl Larsson’s sayings was “For me as an artist Japan is my

homeland” .
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The Japanese who disappeared

In my own lifetime I have enjoyed the end of the wonderful
story of Kanakuri Shizo who appears in one of my postcards
from the Stockholm Summer Olympic Games 1912. Kanakuri
is seen together with four other athletes entering the Olympic

Stadium, one carrying the Japanese flag.

Kanakuri was one of the many
marathon runners who broke
the race due to extremely hot
weather. After having
completed half the race he |
was totally exhausted. He #%
noticed a Swedish family
sitting outside a house
drinking coffee. They offered
him a seat and he stayed with
them for some time. As he
was ashamed of his behaviour
to break the race, he sneaked
back to his hotel, packed and took the first boat back to Japan
without reporting to his team leader. In Stockholm the police

was alerted but of course failed to find him.

50 years later, that is 1962, a group of Swedish businessmen got
the idea to try to find Kanakuri in Japan and invite him back to
Stockholm to complete the marathon race as from where he had
broken it. This he did, getting the official finishing time of 54
years, 8 months, 6 days, 5 hours, 32 minutes and 20 seconds.
The story became world news. Kanakuri became immensely

popular both in Sweden and Japan.

Other impressions

Later on in my life I have learnt to know Japan not only via
postcards but also through appreciation of Japanese film
productions, manga, literature, architecture, sports, food etc.
The number of Japanese Nobel Prize winners showing up in
Stockholm every year seems to be increasing not only in
disciplines like chemistry, physics and medicine but also in

literature.

Advertisement for the Book
“Japanese Picture Postcards
A Forgotten Art”

All the examples above have been described in my recently
published book “Japanese Picture Postcards-A Forgotten Art” .
The book title refers to the reactions of a number of Japanese
tourists who visited my Japanese Postcard Exhibition at the
Stockholm East Asian Museum in the year 2013. They stated
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that they were very surprised by the fact that this kind of
Japanese art was something they had never seen or heard of

before.

The Book is written in the English language. It has 112 pages
and about 170 illustrations, whereof the majority are genuine
Japanese postcards from the so called Golden Age from 1904 to
the early 1930s. The Book has six chapters: 1) Geographical
Background, 2)The Ainus, 3)Early History, 4) The Meiji Era
(1868-1912), 5) The Taisho Era(1912-1926), 6) The Showa Era
(1926-¢carly 1930s).

A Preface has been written by Mr. Magnus Vahlquist, the
former Swedish Ambassador to Japan during five years. A
generous contribution has been received from the
Scandinavia-Japan Sasakawa Foundation. The Book is not
directed solely towards collectors but rather to readers at large

interested in history, sociology and politics.

With the Best Regards.
Anders Saxon

ANDERS SAXON
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