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The Japanese Embassy 1871-1873 and Museums in Western Countries
—With a Case Study of Their Museum Visits in Britain—

a A& B
Yohji IWAMOTO

Three main streams were identified in the formation of modern Japanese museums. One was
founded by the Home Office to preserve the pre-modern cultural heritage. Next was the Educational
Museum by the Ministry of Education. Both of them started as exhibitions in the early 1870s and were
followed by the construction of local museums in the same categories. To these were added in the late
1870s, permanent exhibition centres to display commodities. These new facilities greatly increased in
number since their foundation, however most of them ceased to exist by the turn of the century.

The first Japanese embassy sinse the 1867/68 revolution to twelve Western countries from
December 1871 to September 1873 was called the Iwakura Mission after the name of the Chief Ambas-
sador Extraordinary, and it played a crucial part in Japanese Westernisation at the very beginning of
the modern era. There were museum. promoters of the government in the mission as well as very
powerful politicians of the day; however, there was no previous study for the Embassy of the context '
of museum history in Japan. In this paper their museum visit is discussed to identify théir influence on
Japanese museum history throughout the late nineteenth century. Their museum experiences in
Britain in the autumn of 1872 were especially reconstructed with the aid of contemporary British
records as well as their official report edited by K. Kume, the private secretary of the Ambassador
Extraordinary.

As a result it became clear that they visited at least a dozen museums in Britain and visited the
International Exhibitions at South Kensington twice. Their shared experience seems to provide a rea-
sonable explanation for the exhibition centre boom of the country after the late 1870s.
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