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The Meiji Sanriku Tsunami triggered by a huge earthquake on June 15, 1896, left 22,000 people dead. Photographic 
records of the tragedy had been widely believed to be scarce. The author started research on the subject in May 
2012 after examining 48 photos of the tsunami in photographer Matsuchi Nakajima’s albums, which have been held 
by antique photo collector and researcher Keisho Ishiguro. I found that a total of 25 photographers from Miyagi, 
Iwate and Aomori prefectures as well as Tokyo and surrounding prefectures went to the disaster region. About 250 
photos taken by 11 photographers were published, and a certain number of those photos were confirmed to have 
been kept as photographic plates and prints at the Morioka Local Meteorological Office, the Imperial Household 
Agency’s archives, the Japan Red Cross Society and other locations. This paper is an overview of the findings to 
help scholars on the history of disasters find pertinent photographs. 
Keywords: Meiji Sanriku Tsunami, photographer. 
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Fig 1a Nihei Matsusaki, b Naoju Takahashi, 
c Kotaro Miyauchi(Courtesy of Yukio Miyauchi) 
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Fig.2 Major devastated areas photographed by the 11 photographers after the Sanriku Tsunami 
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Fig.3 Photographic plates and prints of photographer 
Nihei Matsusaki’s photos, housed at the Morioka Local 
Meteorological Office. 
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Fig.4 Photos of heavily devastated Kuwagasaki town in 
Iwate Prefecture taken by Nihei Matsusaki. They are 
pasted on mounts. (Collection of Miyako City publisher 
Town News) 
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Fig.5 Photographer Otowa Ohashi’s disaster photos of 
Shizugawa town in Miyagi Prefecture, which appeared 
in the magazine Taiyo. 
 

 
Fig.6 Lantern slides of photos taken by photographer 
Hidematsu Komiyama. (Sendai City Museum Collec-
tion) 

 

Fig.7 Lantern slides of photos taken by photographer 
Kotaro Miyauchi. (Yokohama Archives of History Col-
lection) 
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Table 2 The list of photographic archive of the Meiji Sanriku Tsunami  

- 146 -



Fig.8 A photo of devastated Shizugawa town in Miyagi 
Prefecture taken by photographer Tomezo Kunifu. An 
explanation and Kunifu’s name were printed at the bot-
tom of the photo. (Collection of the Japan Red Cross 
Toyota College of Nursing) 

 

 
 

Fig.9 A photo of devastated Kuwagasaki town in 
Iwate Prefecture taken by Nihei Matsusaki. (Collec-
tion of Iwate Prefectural Museum) 

Fig.10 A caption signed by Nihei Matsusaki pasted 
on the back of the same photo of Fig9,owned by 
Miyako City publisher Town News. 
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Fig.11 The block print of devastated Kuwagasaki town 
in Iwate prefecture carried by Tokyo-nichinichi on June 
28 in 1896. 

Fig.12 The Tokyo Asahi Shimbun published a special 
supplement of tsunami photos on July 15, 1896. 
 

 

Fig.13 The block print in the report of Miyagi Branch 
of Japanese Red Cross (Disaster management Library 
collection). 
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The Graphic

Fig.14 British weekly newspaper The Graphic in its 
Aug 8 1896 edition carried photos taken by Otowa 
Ohashi. (National Diet Library Collection) 
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Fig.17a This photo, taken by photographer Nihei Matsusaki in June, 1896, shows the devastated town of Ku-
wagasaki in Iwate Prefecture. (Iwate Prefectural Museum Collection) 
Fig.17b The same location as Photo a) shows a protruded coastline due to reclamation in July 2013. 
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b) 

Fig.15a This photo shows tsunami-hit Shibitach fishing port on the Karakuwa Peninsula in Miyagi Prefecture in 
June, 1896. (Karakuwa Peninsula Visitor Center Collection)  
Fig.15b This photo shows Shibitachi fishing port in Miyagi Prefecture on March 11, 2011, after the Great East 
Japan Earthquake and tsunami devastated the region. (Photo by Morio Suzuki in Shibitachi) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
a) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
b) 

Fig.16a This photo, taken by photographer Naoju Takahashi, shows tsunami-hit Hosoura fishing port in Ofunato, 
Iwate Prefecture in June, 1896. (Magazine Taiyo) 
Fig.16b Hosoura fishing port was devastated by the Great East Japan Earthquake and tsunami on March 11, 
2011. (Blogger Mucha Bobo’s website) 
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Fig.18a This photo, taken by Shinzaburo Takahashi, shows Tanohama in Yamada town, Iwate Prefecture, 
after the killer tsunami in June 1896. (the Imperial Household Archives Collection) 
Fig.18b Tanohama in May 2018.
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Fig.19a This photo, taken by photographer Shinzaburo Takahashi, shows Maesuka Beach in Funakoshi in 
Yamada town, Iwate Prefecture after the tsunami in June 1896. (the Imperial Household Archives Collec-
tion) 
Fig.19b A coastal levee under construction on Maesuka Beach in May 2018. 
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Fig.20a This photo, taken by Tomezo Kunifu, shows houses swept away from Hosoura to Gongenhama in 
Shizugawa, Miyagi Prefecture, in June 1896. 
Fig.20b Gongenhama in May 2018. 
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Fig.21a This photo, taken by Tomezo Kunifu, shows monks praying for victims of the earthquake and tsu-
nami near Niidagawa River in Shizugawa town, Miyagi Prefecture, in June 1896. 
Fig.21b The same location as Fig.21a in May 2018. In the rear is the Takano Kaikan building to whose 
rooftop 327 residents fled to safety after the Great East Japan Earthquake and tsunami. 
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b) 

Fig.22a This photo, taken by Shinzaburo Takahashi, shows heavily devastated Otsuchi town, Iwate  
Prefecture, in June 1986 (the Imperial Household Archives Collection). 
Fig.22b The same location as Fig.22a in May 2017. 
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Fig.23a This photo, taken by Hidematsu Komiyama, shows the bodies of disaster victims in Otomo village 
in Rikuzentakata in June 1896 (Magazine Taiyo). 
Fig.23b The same location as Fig.23a in May 2017. 
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Fig.24a This photo, taken by Shinzaburo Takahashi, shows heavily devastated Ryoishi town in Kamaishi, 
Iwate Prefecture, in June 1896 (the Imperial Household Archives Collection). 
Fig.24b The same location as Fig.24a in June 2018. 
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Fig.25a The Tokyo Asahi Shimbun ran this photo of Mizuumi in Kamaishi, Iwate Prefecture, in July 1896. 
Fig.25b The same location as Fig.25a in May 2017. 
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b) 

Fig.26a This photo, taken by photographer Naoju Takahashi, shows tsunami-hit Ryoishi in Kamaishi , Iwate 
Prefecture (Magazine Taiyo). 
Fig.26b The same location as Fig.26a in June 2018. 
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