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Abstract

In the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, America and Japan were in the

process of establishing their positions as powers in a world dominated by Western

Europe. The two nations with unconnected histories and cultures found themselves in

momentary sympathy as they embarked on their first forays into military imperialism,

expanded their trade, and constructed civic institutions intended to compete with those of

Europe. It was during this period that mass entertainments developed and began

circulating across national borders and, drawing on tourist practices, helped create a

“universal” visual culture which coexisted with local particularities. Visitors attended

entertainments in Japan or America with the knowledge that identical or similar versions

existed in the modern cities of Europe and thus, I argue, felt they were participating in a

shared modern culture and became, themselves, modern citizens. This dissertation

undertakes a study of their shared visual culture and modern entertainments with the goal

of nuancing current scholarship on East/West exchanges and expanding the definition of

modernity.

Existing scholarship on Japanese and American interactions too often relies on the

theories of orientalism and post-colonialism, theories which can be productive but also

presume a power dynamic in which the West subjugates and emasculates the East. This

approach runs the risk of denying the power and agency Japan possessed as well as

American interest and respect for Japan, both of which existed alongside the racist

imperialism practiced by the West. Many scholars have observed that Americans viewed

Japan as a confusing cultural other with a baffling skill at appearing modern. This

dissertation begins with the premise that Japan was modern and re-examines American
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and Japanese cultural exchanges from this position with the aim of shifting the paradigms

of modernity and modern visuality.

Three modern phenomena, panoramas, World’s Fairs, and film, form the core of

my three main chapters and describe a process of appropriation, assimilation, and

collaboration through their movements from Europe, across America to Japan, and then

returning to America. The first chapter introduces my argument of a shared modernity

through an analysis of the appropriation of visual power by Americans and Japanese

which manifested in panoramas of their respective civil wars. The second chapter

examines Japanese self-representation at the Louisiana Purchase Exposition, arguing that

the Japanese tea house and garden which formed their national pavilion were products of

Japan’s assimilation of modern historicizing practices and the canonization of their

architectural past rather than the product of Western orientalizing attitudes. In the third

chapter I look at representations of Japanese masculinity in American film and contextual

publications, arguing that Americans were receptive to Japan’s masculinity and invested

in Japanese military success.
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Introduction:

Japanese and American Spectacular Modernities

Expanded Modernity

The war between Russia and Japan dominated the America press throughout

1904; the press and public were fascinated with the small, Asian nation which could

successfully fight back against a Christian empire using an array of modern technology

which ranged from telegraphs to underwater mines. The response of the American public

was overwhelmingly sympathetic towards Japan, a turn of events which prompted one

author to postulate the following causes:

the past half-century has brought both America and Japan through
experiences strikingly similar, and their establishment at the same moment
as new world Powers has afforded both the same view of their older
competitors for first rank among nations. Both have earned their
centralized and effective governments after the throes of civil war; both
have built navies and expanded their foreign commerce; both have
arrested the belated and rather contemptuous attention of Europe by
success in foreign wars. No state of Christendom can appreciate so well as
America the vexation of enduring for generations the presumption or the
patronage of those European courts who have themselves been free for
less than a century from the bonds that Napoleon put upon the entire
Continental group; and Japan has suffered the same observance.1

This quote is from an introduction, written by Frederick Williams, a professor of Modern

Oriental History at Yale, for a book on the Russo-Japanese War written by Asakawa

Kan’ichi, a lecturer on the Civilization and History of East Asia at Dartmouth College

and former doctoral student of Williams’ at Yale.

                                                  
1 Kan'ichi  Asakawa, The Russo-Japanese Conflict: Its Causes and Issues (Boston: Houghton Mifflin and
Company, 1904) iv.
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The collaboration, mutual regard, and sympathy which produced Williams’

assertion was present throughout American and Japanese cultural exchanges during the

late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. Some of these exchanges are already well

known, such as the collaboration between Okakura Kakuzô and and Ernest Fenollosa in

their formation of the National Treasure System in Japan and the collection of Asian Art

at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. The exchanges that took place in the popular realms

of mass entertainments have remained obscure, and it is to these that I will turn my

attention in this dissertation. Panoramas, national pavilions at World’s Fairs, and

performances of Japan on American stages and screens, capitalized on the increasingly

urban and mobile nature of the two nations to draw large audiences, making them ideal

forums in which each country, and its public, would negotiate perceptions of themselves

and each other.2  As the quote by Williams indicates, America and Japan were engaged in

the process of finding their positions in a geo-political space dominated by Western

Europe, and defining themselves as modern, industrialized nations that were contiguous

with European modernity but also distinct from Europe.3 This process of self-articulation

took place in the realm of the popular as frequently as in the halls of academe.

In describing the late-nineteenth-century as a process of becoming modern I am

referring to technological and institutional transformations which altered the organization
                                                  
2 I use performance in both a literal and figurative sense. In some cases, such as the plays and films, the
performances are literal although they vary between Americans performing as Japanese and Japanese
performing themselves. In a few instances the performance is a ceremony covered in the news. In other
cases, the “performance” is conducted through images and texts which created narratives around Japan,
related cultural and political events and trends of note.

3 I am not arguing for Japan and America as alternatives to European modernity, a means of challenging the
ideological parameters set by England and France; Japanese and American colonization and display of the
Ainu, Fillipinos, Native Americans, and Taiwanese are unequivocal demonstrations of their participation in
the imperialist politics of used by European powers.  What is of interest is precisely this desire to emulate
without being perceived as mere mimics European political and cultural methods and norms. America, for
clearly racial reasons, achieved greater success in this area than Japan.
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of knowledge, the conceptualization of space and one’s place within it, and the

articulation of national identities which were tied to race, imperial conquest, and cultural

and economic power.4 The discourses of scientific rationalism and evolutionary theory

promoted ostensibly objective and universalist disciplines which placed caucasians and,

more specifically, Western Europeans at the apex of civilization with everyone else

arrayed below it. As the quote by Williams indicates, while Americans were largely

classed as caucasian and culturally associated with Europe, their relative paucity in the

realm of “culture” and youth remained a source of anxiety.5 For the Japanese, the

situation was both more evident and more serious. As a nation which was positioned

outside the cultural and racial boundaries of Europe, the dangers of becoming colonized

were very real. The rapidity with which they discerned the discursive threats, and the

astuteness with which they set about attempting to intervene, continues to provide rich

material for scholars. This project is a continuation of their interventions in that I am

proposing a number of interventions to the current approaches to the histories of

East/West interactions.

In presenting a shared history of visual attractions I am not arguing for exact

parity or mutuality between Japan and America. There were undeniable political

inequities between the two nations that were rooted in racial, technological, and political

difference. For much of the late-nineteenth century Japan was trying to get punitive trade

treaties renegotiated and ensuring they were not lumped together with Chinese

                                                  
4 See for instance: Stephen Kern, The Culture of Time and Spce, 1880-1918 (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1983).; Stefan Tanaka, New Times in Modern Japan (Princeton: Princetone University
Press, 2004).; David E. Nye, Electrifying America : Social Meanings of a New Technology, 1880-1940
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1990). Wolfgang Schivelbusch, Railway Journey: The Industrialization of
Time and Space in the 19th Century (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977).

5 Any discussion of American art at that time reveals the depth of this anxiety.
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immigrants in America.  I am, however, arguing that both nations were active participants

in the production and consumption of urban, transnational attractions which negotiated

modern subjectivity and modes of vision.

The attractions I look at in this project were more than simple presentations of

objects from another place and/or time – each of them presented the spectator with an

opportunity to experience some form of virtual travel, either through a completely

simulated environment that surrounded the viewer, or through the simulation of

movement through a space. In this they served as vehicles through which the public could

negotiate their own position in the world and nations could control their own self-

representation. Although the experience of the attractions was not identical in both

nations, and there is not always a direct correspondence in the nature of the

entertainments exchanged, the attractions of both countries can be seen to have engaged

in questions of self-representation in a modern world, a process that involved the ability

to signify fluency in technology, the presence of social infrastructure, and the display of

culture, both traditional and refined. The study of entertainments which were popular in

Europe, as well as Japan and America provides us with an opportunity to explore

experiences of modernity which were at once participating in the universal and resisting

the restrictive categorizations and binary structures which favored European rule.

During the same year that Williams wrote his introduction and Asakawa wrote his

book, Kawaura Ken’inchi came to America. He was sent to the Louisiana Purchase

Exposition in St. Louis by his employers, the Tokyo-based Yoshizawa Company.6 His

assigned task was to research the latest advances in American amusements and the

                                                  
6 Tadao Satô, Nihon Eigashi, 4 vols. (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1995) 15.
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current conditions of the film business. The most popular Japanese attractions at the St.

Louis Exposition were two garden environments featuring tea houses, serving girls, and

elaborate ponds with bridges. In contrast to this vision of a timeless and pre-industrial

Japan, Americans spent the year avidly consuming the latest news and films about

Japan’s successes in the Russo-Japanese War; American-made movies such as The Battle

of the Yalu (1904) and Hero of Liao-Yang (1904), provided audiences with sympathetic

portrayals of Japanese soldiers. Most approaches to transcultural studies between the two

nations articulate essential differences, maintaining an East/West binary in which

America exoticizes and feminizes Japan and Japan’s role either remains unvoiced or is

confined to a narrow realm of fine and decorative arts. A study of the attractions which

were produced and circulated between 1880 and 1906, reveals a complex engagement

between the two nations in which America was perceived by Japan to be receptive to

both traditional and modern images of Japan, Americans were involved in the production

of positive images of a militant Japan, and Japan was the source for many of the

romanticized images seen abroad as a result of their own modern self-historicization and

nostalgia for the past.

As a result of their positions as rapidly modernizing, non-European nations, Japan

and America have been viewed as exceptions to the broad categories and narrative arcs of

world history. I would like to take a moment to examine what this means, as obvious as it

may seem. What does it mean to say that America and Japan are thought of as

exceptions? America’s allegedly exceptional qualities involve the nature of its founding,

the notion that it is a country created faster than anyone thought possible. It is part of the

West but not part of Europe, its citizenship does not depend on blood or race. The rules
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of growth applied to European countries do not apply to America. The alleged

exceptionalism of Japan stems from its status as a non-Western country that escaped

colonization and is now the only country outside of Euro-America to be included in the

G-8.7 The rapidity of Japan’s industrial and economic growth (with particularly striking

bursts in the 1920s and 1960s) provide hard numbers in support of the argument that

Japan is unlike any other country. Japan’s greatest claim to the label of exceptionalism

lies in its success in meeting all the standards of Western modernity without being white.8

It is true that through the act of comparing these two countries I am engaging with

the myth of their exceptionalism and, to some degree, reinforcing it.9  However, I do not

want this to be a conclusion or uncontested view; rather, I hope my project might serve as

a point of departure, a bridge, of sorts, between modernity as defined by Europe and a

notion of modernity that is more global in its scope. Globalization is commonly accepted

as a development of the post-WWII era, a post-colonial era marked by the economic rise

of China, India and, of course, Japan. In examining the experience on the level of mass

culture, the realm of the un-exceptional, I hope to question the very category of

“exception” and expand the experience of modernity into an experience shared by

Western and non-Western cultures. The very term “exceptionalism” implies that there is

a normative experience – an implication which I contest.
                                                  
7 The G-8 is a selection of nations deemed the most powerful. It’s membership has come under increasingly
effective scrutiny and during the financial crisis of the fall of 2008 the summit included nations that are
currently economically powerful, such as India, China, and Brazil.

8 One of my questions, then, is what it means to be modern? Is it, as Naoki Sakai argues, impossible for the
non-West to represent itself to itself or can it only see itself through the gaze of the West? What is the
West, for that matter? Is it geographical? Cultural? If its a matter of participation in a common discourse
than Japan was certainly a member. Naoki Sakai, "Modernity and Its Critiques," Postmodernism and
Japan: Post-Contemporary Interventions, eds. Masao Miyoshi and Harry D. Harootunian (Durham: Duke
University Press, 1989) 3.

9 Robert Neelly Bellah, Imagining Japan : The Japanese Tradition and Its Modern Interpretation
(Berkeley: Univeristy of California Press, 2003) 1.
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Modernity was a transnational experience that created a shared culture but was

also experienced as localized, with infinite variations and particularities, each in dialogue

with the international and the national. Just as the experience of modernity was not the

same in France as it was in America, but is still considered to be part of the same

modernity, so too, I would argue, was the experience of modernity in Japan part of the

same modernity. The terms of modern experience have long been defined from a

European, or Euro-American, position. In the opening pages of Stephen Kern’s text, The

Culture of Time and Space, 1880-1918 he wrote that "[t]his book is about the way

Europeans and Americans came to conceive of and experience the time and space in

those years."10 The technologies he mentions as key actors in the new conceptualizations

of time and space were all introduced to Japan and America during the same period. Part

of the goal of this project is to reveal a history of modern culture in which Japan and

America are simultaneous and interactive participants. This entails bringing Japan further

into the discursive field, but it also results in shifting America a little away from the

Atlantic and towards the Pacific, figuratively speaking. Following an overview of the

chapters and material covered in this project I will engage in a brief discussion of the

main concepts that undergird my approach to the material at hand.

Overview

In 1899 Ichikawa Danjurô IX, a famous kabuki actor, allowed himself to be

filmed performing some of his most famous scenes. This short film, one of the first made

in Japan, prompted Danjurô to comment, “It is terribly strange to see one’s own dance.”

                                                  
10 Kern, The Culture of Time and Spce, 1880-1918  2.
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For Eric Cadzyn, the experience of the “terribly strange” is the experience of modern

subjectivity, “in which the strangeness or shock of seeing oneself in film for the first time

produces an awareness of being – at the same time – spectator and spectacle, subject and

object, seer and seen.”11 This experience of seeing oneself and being aware of being seen,

is part of the experience of modernity I am concerned with. While it is tempting to argue

that Danjurô’s experience of film was defined by the juxtaposition of traditional Japanese

culture with modern western technology, I posit that this experience was universal as well

specific. After all, film was a new medium that was greeted with a mixture of fascination

and unease everywhere it debuted. Further, this experience was not limited to film but

was a source of unease and anxiety for America and Japan as they participated in more

international activities. Danjurô’s awareness of being seen in film applies as well to the

national awareness of their image domestically and abroad.

The encounter between Japan and America was marked by ambivalence with

assessments of the other oscillating between condescension and insecurity, another form

of Danjurô’s “terribly strange.” Fukushima Keisaburô Yoshikoto, a member of the first

Japanese embassy to visit America, remarked, “seventy to eighty percent of the Japanese

believe the Westerners are little better than beasts. [But] the Westerners are…hospitable

and friendly to foreigners as though we were all one race. Especially because America is

a new country, its people are gentle.”12 He follows this with an expression of concern that

                                                  
11 Eric M. Cazdyn, The Flash of Capital : Film and Geopolitics in Japan, Asia-Pacific (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2002) 6.

12 As quoted in Masao Miyoshi, As We Saw Them : The First Japanese Embassy to the United States,
Kodansha Globe (New York: Kodansha International, 1994) 57. This trip took place in 1860, commencing
in San Francisco and proceeding across the country. Miyoshi’s book is a fascinating selection of excerpts
from both sides of this initial encounter. In the following years Japan sent a number of emissaries abroad
with the express intention of studying Western political and educational institution as well as Western
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Japan not be subjected to the same fate as China, hoping that Americans would “abandon

their intention to plunder.” American observers of the Japanese embassy were similarly

conflicted in their response. A reporter from the New York Illustrated News recounted his

desire to laugh at the comic appearance of the members of the Japanese Embassy as they

were ushered into the White House reception room.

“Nothing but the remembrance that they were strangers and persons of mark
in their own country, unused to western manners and habits, and that they
had come here as the representatives of a great civilized nation...kept me
from laughing heartily at their appearance. I know it would have been very
wicked and very uncourteous – nay, downright barbarous - in me to have
given way.”13

This shift between self as uncivilized to other as uncivilized and back permeated

American literature on Japan and helped the Japanese in the fight to alter the Western

discursive practices which sought to exclude them from the group of world powers.

Rarely is a study of Japanese and American interaction grounded in the fields of

both Japanese and American studies.14 As a result, America is frequently subsumed under

a general rubric of “the West.” Americanist approaches to Japanese presence in America

also subsume America as part of “the West,” approaching the interaction by using the

discourse of Japonisme, framing it within an orientalist exoticization, with little

awareness of Japan’s participation in the construction of their own image or the

specificity of Japanese/American relations and attitudes. Despite French interest in

Japanese art, the Japanese government was repeatedly denied requests to control their

                                                                                                                                                      
culture. The Japanese government also funded students who studied abroad. Many Japanese who wanted to
move up the new social ladder spent a few years studying law in Germany or medicine in America.

13 As quoted in Miyoshi, As We Saw Them : The First Japanese Embassy to the United States  67.

14 A couple of recent publications have ventured into this territory, most notably Christine Guth,
Longfellow's Tattoos : Tourism, Collecting, and Japan (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2004).
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own exhibition spaces at French expositions, or to be included in the exhibits of fine arts.

Starting in 1893, with the Columbian Exposition in Chicago, the Japanese displays

occupied large areas in the center of the fairgrounds and were included in the fine arts

pavilions. The Japanese pavilion was curated by Okakura Kakuzô who soon after became

curator of the Asian Art collection at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. America had

demonstrated that they were receptive to Japan as culturally equal to the nations of the

West, an opening which the Japanese were well aware of and used to try to shift the

paradigms which excluded them from the dominant strands of modern history and

political power.

In Chapter One I look at panoramas of battles which were popular in America and

Japan in the 1880s and 1890s. Within these immersive spaces, spectators were able to see

themselves in the view before them while also occupying the role of the omniscient

viewer. When the entertainment traveled out from Europe to America and Japan,

audiences were able to see themselves as part of the modern world as defined by Europe

and, in performing the panoptic gaze, inhabit a position of power associated with the

European metropoles. The “awareness of being” which was generated by being at once

subject and object, seer and seen, played out differently in Europe. The concept of the

“exhibitionary complex” defined by Tony Bennett resembles Cadzyn’s notion of the

modern subject. Rooting his discussion in the visual politics of European display culture

Bennett seeks to complicate Foucault’s concept of the disciplining function of the

panoptic gaze. The display culture of the fairs and museums positioned the viewer within

a system of public surveillance, instilling proper codes of behavior, but the display of

objects also put the viewer in the role of knowing subject. Bennett’s “exhibitionary
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complex” perfected a self-monitoring system of looks in which the subject and object

positions can be exchanged, in which the crowd comes to commune with and regulate

itself through interiorizing the ideal and ordered view of itself as seen from the

controlling vision of power.”15

In my second chapter I will look at Japan’s strategy of self-presentation at the

Louisiana Purchase Exposition, held over the summer of 1904, at the same time Japan

was fighting the Russo-Japanese War. In particular, I will focus on the national

“pavilion,” composed of seven small buildings (including a reproduction of Kinkaku-ji)

and their amusement concession, Fair Japan. Both sites presented American’s with an

image of Japan as a land of exotic beauty, tea houses, artfully landscaped gardens, and

demure service in the form of tea house girls. Japan’s choice to present themselves

through buildings which evoked a “traditional” past were, I will argue, the product of

their own transition to modernity and construction of a nostalgic past that existed in

juxtaposition to their modern present. In this they were little different from other modern

nations who created images of a preindustrial histories which operated as a cultural

legacy and affirmed their progression into modernity.16

My third, and final, chapter will look at performances of Japan, some of which

were created by American producers, while others were collaborative productions

including written material, plays, and films such as The Hero of Liao Yang. The

cooperation between Williams and Asakawa which produced the book, The Russo-

Japanese Conflict: Its Causes and Issues, was symptomatic of a larger collaboration
                                                  
15 Tony Bennett, "The Exhibitionary Complex," New Formations 4.Spring (1988): 133.

16 See for instance: Tanaka, New Times in Modern Japan.; and Dona Brown, Inventing New England:
Regional Tourism in the Nineteenth Century (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1995). Especially
Chapter Four, “Manufactured for the Trade”: Nostalgia on Nantucket, 1870-1890.
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between Japan and America in their rise as imperial nations engaged in military

conquests. During the 1890s, both nations acquired their first extra-territorial colonies –

America gained Hawai’i and the Philippines, while Japan gained Taiwan. In addition to

American consumption of Japan as an exotic land which fulfilled nostalgia for a pre-

industrial past, Americans were also fascinated by the emerging military nation who

could successfully fight, and defeat, old empires. In this chapter I will argue that

Americans were almost as receptive to Japan as a modern, military nation as they were to

the romanticized images promoted by Japan at the Louisiana fair. It has been far too

tempting to filter interactions through the rubrics of orientalism and post-colonialism.

However, those theoretical frames were developed out of studies based in the relationship

between Europe and its colonies. The relationship between Japan and America, on the

other hand, bears little resemblance to those and our insistence that it be forced into

similar structures results in the elision of the complexities of their interactions in favor of

an analysis which favors reductive attitudes towards race and the conflation between

West and modernity, and the non-West with the non-modern.

Spectacles, Attractions, and Authenticity

The growth of the kinds of mass entertainments I have just described was

embedded within the rise of display culture which was concurrent with the growth of

urban and consumer society.17 The emergence of the attractions under consideration in

this project were concurrent with the growth of museums and departments stores,

                                                  
17 See for instance: Rosalind Williams, Dream Worlds: Mass Consumption in Late Nineteenth-Century
France (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982).; William Leach, Land of Desire : Merchants,
Power, and the Rise of a New American Culture, 1st ed. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1993).
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buildings which housed goods from all over the world. These entertainments were

processed for the public through literature which catered to touristic desires – the

fascination with the foreign, the new, and that which existed in contrast to daily norms.

Spectacles such as panoramas, world’s fairs, and film, presented viewers with

reproductions of the world around them and provided an opportunity to engage in early

forms of virtual travel. Many of these attractions hovered between the authority of the

museum and the availability of the amusement districts. Often located in central urban

areas, the promoters capitalized on tourists and shoppers looking for leisure but able to

justify the activity through a veneer of education. The attractions were included in tourist

guides and listed in entertainment reviews in newspapers.18 In different ways, each of the

attractions I discuss engaged with the rhetorics and viewing practices of an emergent

tourist industry.

Modern tourism was closely associated with the industrial fairs. The first large-

scale tourist package offered by Thomas Cook was to the Great Exhibition of 1851 in

London. The fairs met the tourist half-way. Although many of the visitors did have to

travel to the fair, once there they were able to travel around “the world” with relative ease

and comfort. While the fairs were momentary, lasting from spring until fall, cities were

increasingly providing visitors with similar opportunities. Department stores amassed

goods from around the world, museums presented its art and objects, and amusements

traveled from city to city. Instead of having to travel to the site, the site was increasingly

traveling to the customer.

                                                  
18 Panoramas were housed in large buildings which often housed additional exhibitions or objects on
display which were associated with the battle depicted. World’s Fairs combined the attraction of
amusements with the display culture of museums and early films were frequently incorporated into travel
lectures or shown in venues such as the Eden Musée, a popular waxworks in New York.



14

Many of the objects I discuss in this project were informed by the touristic

valuation of authentic experiences. Concepts of authenticity are closely connected with

tourist practices and attendant consumer culture, and has been at the center to discussions

of modernity. The question of whether or not a cultural product is “authentically” of that

culture has continued to shape what we choose to study and how we approach the

material in ways that perpetuate the non-Western/pre-industrial correlation and views

cultural alterations as a form of dilution or corruption. In response to concerns over the

“inauthentic” nature of export-ware, the Japanese commission decided to send only

“mundane” objects to sell in the bazaar at the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893. This did not

always take the same form; the panoramas, for instance, strove to reproduce an

experience in its totality that was temporal and inaccessible to the public. Further, their

role as tourist attractions allowed them to function as a focal point for emergent national

identities and consciousness, bringing together heterogeneous groups into a unified body.

In the chapter on fairs, we learn that the Japanese exhibitors sought to reproduce the

tourist experience of visiting famous sites in Japan. In doing so, they opted to reproduce

buildings and cultural entertainments that had been defined as “authentically Japanese”

within their own tourist culture in the wake of a rapidly modernizing landscape.

The touristic desire for authenticity was not only the desire for the genuine article,

it increasingly involved a search for a place free from the effects of modernity, what

Dean MacCannell has termed a search for an “authentic past” or “authentic elsewhere.”

MacCannell who argues, “Touristic consciousness is motivated by the desire for

authentic experiences.”19 His view is that the modern subject, in an effort to escape the

                                                  
19 Dean MacCannell, The Tourist : A New Theory of the Leisure Class (New York: Schocken Books, 1976)
22.
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falsity of the modern world, seeks out an authentic elsewhere, and that tourist industries

catered to this need. Modern man, in the field of anthropology which has produced the

bulk of literature on tourism, is “in quest of authenticity. Since modern society is

inauthentic, those modern seekers who desire to overcome the opposition between the

authenticity-seeking self and society have to look elsewhere for authentic life. The quest

for authenticity thus becomes a prominent motif of modern tourism.”20 By the 1890s,

recreational travel had become increasingly common but in both Japan and America

travel was still accompanied by at least the semblance of a reason. One such semblance is

the “motif” of authenticity, whether it be the search for a world more closely connected to

nature, or participation in recent national events, such as the battle panorama of Japan’s

victory over China.

MacCannell’s view of modern society as “inauthentic” and a search for the

“authentic” as a central characteristic of modern subjectivity is useful as long as the term

“authenticity” is used critically rather than as a stable marker of an exterior truth.

According to Eric Cohen’s rather trenchant critique, the category of the authentic has too

often remained an uncritical term deployed by academics on its subjects. “The question,”

he writes, “whether the ‘tourees’ observed by the tourist at all possess such a concept,

and if so, which traits of their own culture they consider to be ‘authentic’ is rarely, if

ever, raised.”21 In the case of the Japanese displays in St. Louis, for instance, the question

of why those buildings were chosen for replication has been ignored. The general

assumption seems to be that the Japanese were obviously choosing to present themselves

                                                  
20 EErik Cohen, "Authenticity and Commoditization in Tourism," Annals of Tourism Research 15 (1988):
373.

21 Cohen, "Authenticity and Commoditization in Tourism," 374.
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authentically. However, as I will argue, the selection and construction of the buildings

were the result of modern tourist practices and a modern “rediscovery” of traditional

building techniques. Thus, rather than an unmediated representation of an authentic

Japan, the displays were a careful presentation of a newly constructed historical past.

This critique of the authentic is pertinent here for its relation to the objects of

study which operated as tourist destinations. What is more important, however, is

keeping this critique active in any discussion of Japan’s modernity which has long been

riven by the division of Japanese culture into its “authentic” components (tea houses,

geisha, etc.) and its “inauthentic” components (western style buildings, suits, jazz). To

this day the JTB (Japanese Travel Bureau) bases its tourism campaigns on images of

traditional Japan, eliding images of Osaka’s neon lights, the wide boulevards of Ginza, or

the banker’s suits of Aomori.22 America’s response to Japan should be understood in the

context of Japan’s own cultural anxieties and America’s search for escapes from the

city.23 The concept of authenticity that I want to focus on in this project is more along the

lines of Kjell Olsen’s argument that “Authenticity becomes a feature that is attributed and

ascribed to some objects and conditions by social processes in modern society that also

produce the motivation for its consumption.”24 In this frame, Japan’s self-presentation as

authentic and America’s consumption of these “authentic” objects are just as much a

                                                  
22 The JTB was founded in 1893 in response to a perceived need to facilitate Western travel in Japan. This
would, it was hoped, bring new revenue into the country and improve the image of Japan abroad.
Originally called “The Welcome Society” it changed its name to the Japanese Travel Bureau in 1909. The
marketing of rural and traditional Japan, untouched by modern influence, is not directed only towards
foreigners. It also serves as an effective marketing device for Japanese tourists.

23 See for instance: John F. Kasson, Amusing the Million: Coney Island at the Turn of the Century (New
York Hill and Wang, 1978).; Brown, Inventing New England: Regional Tourism in the Nineteenth Century.

24 Kjell Olsen, "Authenticity as a Concept in Tourism Research: The Social Organization of the Experience
of Authenticity," Tourist Studies 2 (2002): 162.
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product of their own modernities as the production and consumption of film and

panoramas. The question ceases to be whether Japan’s panoramas are “authentically”

Japanese. It becomes instead a question of why this “authentic” experience was popular

in both American and Japan.

The attractions under consideration here were both substitutes for real tourist

experiences and themselves tourist attractions. They engaged with rhetorics of

authenticity, at times allowing the viewer to perform the role of the expert, at others

offering guarantees that the views and objects before them were as good as, or better,

than the real thing. David Nye has proposed that Americans were fascinated by the

“technologically sublime,” the sense of awe and wonder that comes from experiencing

the irrational and overwhelming aspects of technological inventions.25 On the other hand,

Neil Harris has proposed that Americans’ approach to technology and illusion was more

along the lines of the “operational aesthetic” in which part of the fun was determining

how a device worked.26 I think both of these have merit and were responses which

characterized Japanese responses as well. It is precisely this pull between control and awe

that made immersive, realistic, tourist-based entertainments so appropriate to the

expression of emerging national narratives and the promotion of national identities.

Throughout this work I use the words “spectacle,” “attraction,” and “mass

entertainment” to denote the attractions under consideration. The term “spectacle” is

useful for its corresponding Japanese term misemono whose various meanings – show,

exhibition, and spectacle – closely correspond to the English usage of the term. The term

                                                  
25 David E. Nye, American Technological Sublime (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1994).

26 Neil Harris, Humbug: The Art of P.T. Barnum (Boston: Little, Brown and Co. , 1973).
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“spectacle” also marks the intent of works which functioned as nationalist and large-scale

public displays both impressive and entertaining for the viewers; they were intended to

draw crowds and, as a result, have been useful objects of study for scholars who have

sought to explore the development of a modern subjectivity. In this I am looking to the

work of scholars like Tony Bennett, whose theory of the modern subject as someone who

knows and is aware of being known, but also the work of Vanessa Schwartz, Jonathan

Crary, and Kinoshita Naoyuki, each of whom have used the term to encompass an array

of institutions and phenomena which brought heterogeneous crowds together and

transformed them into a society.27

Schwartz, like Bennett, uses the term spectacle to denote the exhibitionary culture

which encouraged people to see, and, through the shared experience of seeing, “begin to

imagine themselves as participating in a metropolitan culture because they had visual

evidence that such a shared world, of which they were part, existed.”28 While Schwartz

concentrates on the role of spectacular culture in Paris, I am interested in its function

transnationally, as a means through which Japanese and American crowds could visualize

                                                  
27 Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer : On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1990).; Naoyuki Kinoshita, Bijutsu to Iu Misemono: Aburae Chaya No
Jidai (Tokyo: Chikuma, 1999). Jonathan Crary has long been interested in the role of scientific apparatuses
and technologies in the development of modern spectator. Like Bennett, Crary is concerned with the self-
disciplining of the spectator. His study of a variety of objects and phenomena is a useful model. However,
like Schwartz, I am less concerned with the disciplining of the subject and more concerned with the
emergence of a shared awareness of being a modern subject and the role entertainments and attractions
played in unifying these groups. Kinoshita’s work focuses on a variety of urban phenomena which
straddled the boundary between art and entertainment and were new arrivals to Japan; these include
panoramas, architectural photography, bronze sculptures in public parts, and tea houses featuring the
exhibition of oil paintings. For Kinoshita, these various objects and phenomena are interesting for their role
in assimilating foreign and modern culture into Japanese practices.

28 Vanessa R. Schwartz, Spectacular Realities: Early Mass Culture in Fin-De-Siècle Paris (Berkeley:
University of California, 1998) 6.
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themselves as part of both their own nation and a larger modern culture. Like Schwartz,

my concept of the spectacle is indebted to the work of Guy Debord who writes:

The spectacle appears at once as society itself, as a part of society and as a
means of unification...it is a social relationship between people that is
mediated by images. The spectacle cannot be understood either as a
deliberate distortion of the visual world or as a product of the technology of
the mass dissemination of images. It is far better viewed as a
weltanschauung that has been actualized, translated into the material world
– a world view transformed into an objective force.29

Debord’s concept is useful in his careful acknowledgement that, while spectacular culture

could shape public opinion and attitudes, the creators of the spectacles were not

necessarily intentional in their mediations of the world around them. While studies of

such influential figures as Okakura and other institutional leaders reveal the debates and

strategies of those who sought to alter the discursive frame, the more chaotic and

inchoate character of mass spectacles provide insight into fluidity of popular thought at

the time, and the many ways in which the discourse had yet to become fixed. What is

particularly appealing about these attractions is the way they combined ideological and

commercial functions. Each of them deliberately engaged with nationalist positions, but

the ultimate goal was to sell tickets. Once they ceased to raise revenue they were

abandoned in favor of a more successful attraction.30

This leads me, naturally, to the use of the term “attraction.” Obviously, it

indicates the primary function of attracting customers, of attracting the eye. Tom

                                                  
29 Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle (New York: Zone Books, 1994) 12.. In using Debord to discuss the
late-nineteenth century I am following scholars like Jonathan Crary and Alison Girffiths who have
approached popular entertainments and visual technologies of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth
centuries as early forms of the spectacular culture Debord identifies in the 1960s. The mediated reality was
not as fully realized as in Debord’s time (the 1890s and 1900s lacked the television and radio) but there was

30 In some cases this meant the replacement of one panorama with another. In other cases this meant the
replacement of one from of entertainment with another. In the 1880s and 1890s, panoramas were present in
most major cities in America and Japan.
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Gunning has given the term a sharper focus in his discussion of early film. What Gunning

terms “the cinema of attractions” is an exhibitionist cinema, a cinema in which the actor

establishes contact with the spectator by looking at the camera. The cinema of attractions

“displays its visibility, willing to rupture a self-enclosed fictional world for a chance to

solicit the attention of the spectator.”31 He expands on the quality of attraction in early

cinema by noting both its relation to the emergence of amusement parks and that in the

earliest years of exhibition the actual mechanics of cinema itself was the attraction.32

Although I do not discuss cinema until the third chapter, the attractions of the first two

chapters circulated through many the same venues and terrains as the first films

screenings and I approach them as interrelated media. While I propose that these

attractions were not bound to clearly articulated ideological goals, they were produced

with an awareness of their effect on their audiences and are thus useful in providing

insights into the attitudes and desires of those who made them. In addition to simply

wanting to draw a profitable crowd, these desires also contained the hopes for strong and

successful nations and political and economic alliances.

The third term, “mass entertainment,” is useful for its stress on the primary

functions of the works under discussion. While many of them had a pretense of

education, their primary purpose was to entertain, and to entertain as many people as

possible. All of these entertainments hovered on the edges of controlled spaces and

experiences. Located in urban centers, rather than peripheries, they were easily

encountered during everyday life but were none the less slightly outside of the everyday.
                                                  
31 Tom Gunning, "The Cinema of Attractions: Early Film, Its Spectator and the Avant-Garde," Space,
Frame, Narrative, ed. Thomas Elsaesser (London: BFI Publishing, 1990) 57.

32 The concept of the attraction as used by Gunning finds its source in the work of Sergei Eisenstein who
locates the origin of the attraction in the circus and fairground.
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All of them incorporated a movement from normal space into the space of the attraction.

In Japan, many of these attractions moved through the amusement district of Asaakusa, a

centrally located park connected to the grounds of Sensôji Temple. Temple grounds were

long the site of seasonal festivals and over the years Asakusa became an increasingly

permanent space of amusement, assisted by its position as the gateway to both the Kabuki

theater district and the pleasure quarters of the infamous Yoshiwara district. By the late-

nineteenth century it was populated by an assortment of tea houses, small stages featuring

traveling entertainers, and a constantly changing assortment of attractions and displays of

foreign amusements. It was also on temple grounds that the earliest industrial fairs were

held, introducing Japanese public to foreign specimens displayed according to new

taxonomic systems, new schools of art with its different generic hierarchy, and products

of industrialization.33 Temple grounds functioned as carnivalesque spaces, as a space

outside of daily life that at once allowed for topsy-turvy inversions and ultimate

reassertions of normal order, if slightly altered. It is these spaces, liminal and disruptive,

that new practices can be explored and assimilated.

 The sense of play that infuses simulated environments, such as the panorama and

Japanese gardens plopped in the middle of a Western city, is touched upon in works by

both American and Japanese historians. I have already touched upon Neil Harris’ theory

of the “aesthetic of the operational.” In pondering why Americans took such pleasure in

the hoaxes of Barnum’s museum, such as the infamous Fiji mermaid, Harris concludes

that it spoke to problems particular to American audiences who were insecure in the

                                                  
33 Maki Fukuoka has written on the continuity of exhibition and representational practices between the
Tokugawa (1600-1868) and Meiji (1868-1912) eras. Maki Fukuoka, "Between Knowing and Seeing:
Shiftin Standards of Accuracy and the Shashin in Japan, 1832-1872," Dissertation, University of Chicago,
2006.
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ability to participate in cultural activities such as artistic appreciation. Displays of visual

trickery allowed the spectator to evaluate whether an exhibit or display was real or false,

rather than engaging in discussions of beauty, significance, or values. Such displays

“structured problems of experiencing the exotic and unfamiliar by reducing that

experience to simple evaluation.”34

Each of the entertainments I discuss involves a play with scale, frequently

combining miniaturization with enlargement and adding hyperbolic language to the

visual experience. Distortions in scale can be a source of amusement, a form of

carnivalesque inversion. As Christine Guth notes, diminution can also serve as a means

of expressing control over dangerous or overwhelming forces.35 Susan Stewart writes of

similar practices in European traditions:

In approaching the miniature, our bodies erupt into confusion of before-
unrealized surfaces. We are able to hold the miniature object within our
hand, but our hand is no longer in proportion with its world; instead, our
hand becomes a form of undifferentiated landscape, the body a kind of
background.36

 This play with scale provided another means of access to a transformative space, one in

which the spectator could be removed from their normal surroundings and modes of

being and assimilate the demands of modern society. Attractions like the panorama and

World’s Fairs are obviously not miniature in the sense that they can be held in one’s

hand, but they are miniature in the sense that the infinity of the horizon is contained

                                                  
34 Harris, Humbug: The Art of P.T. Barnum  78-79.

35 Christine Guth, Asobi: Play in the Arts of Japan  43-46.

36 Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1993) 70.
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within a free-standing building. The reproduction of an entire environment provides a

sense of control and containment to the viewer even as the viewer is immersed.

Even as the ability to reproduce an environment provides some sense of

regulation and control, the immersive aspects of the attractions threaten to overwhelm the

viewer. Stewart’s discussion of the gigantic proves just as resonant as her discussion of

the miniature:

We are enveloped by it, surrounded by it, enclosed within its shadow.
Whereas we know the miniature as a spatial whole or as temporal parts, we
know the gigantic only partially. We move through the landscape; it does
not move through us…the miniature as contained, the gigantic as
container…. We find the miniature at the origin of private, individual
history, but we find the gigantic at the origin of public and natural history.

Most of the attractions I discuss fit this description of the gigantic; they are enveloping,

requiring the viewer to move through them or into them, and all of them contributed to

the creation of public history. On the other hand, all of them were contained, were in

some form a microcosm of a vast landscape. At once reassuring and disconcerting, the

entertainments the succeeded in both Japan and America provided spectators with a

means of grappling with the contradictions and pleasures of modern life

The paradox of size, of containment and expansion, was one of the lures of

popular attractions. Entertainments like panoramas, villages at World’s Fairs, and

voyages taken through filmic proxy, certainly provided viewers with expressions of

visual control over an ever expanding world. The chaos of war, cultural difference, and

new technologies were contained through reproducibility and a correlative impression of

finite elements. At the same time, the space of the entertainments were irrational, often

premised on the presentation of the infinite, and entailing momentary dislocations in

space (the shift from Tokyo to Gettysburg, or from Chicago to Kyoto). They required
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viewers to imagine being in another place, often half-way across the world, places not

under their control. It is this last aspect that differentiates the experience of Japanese and

American viewers from those of English or French viewers of the same entertainments.

Studies which examine the relationship between Japan and America during this

period have usually followed one of two models: an American interest in Japanese

aesthetics in keeping with the discourse of Japonisme; or a study of American influence

in Japan, often looking at individuals like Ernest Fenollosa, Lafcadio Hearn, or

Japonisme, the general term used to describe European and American consumption of

Japanese aesthetic objects, positions Japan as a passive commodity representing an

artisan past which precluded modern production methods. This term, coined by European

consumers of Japanese goods marks the belief that Japan is a nation of people innately

attuned to aesthetic and natural beauty. This perception is not simply the result of

orientalist discursive practices; it is also, I will argue, the result of Japan’s intentional

self-presentation as an aesthetic nation through the sustained exportation of images of

Japan as an artisan culture, producers of decorative objects, and stylistically refined

buildings and gardens. The uncritical perpetuation of this perception reaffirms the view

of Japan as an essentially traditional nation, ignoring the modern context in which the

material was produced. Further, it elides the complexities of the American reception of

Japan which often allowed for, and at times embraced, Japan’s ascendance as a world

power. It is these areas I wish to address in this dissertation.
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Chapter One

Revisioning the World: Battle Panoramas

Panoramas had been popular in Europe from the very start of the nineteenth-

century but it wasn’t until the closing decades that they gained a foothold in America and

Japan. Once gained, the foothold quickly grew and soon panorama buildings appeared in

cities across each nation. The spread of the attraction was facilitated by a shift towards

standard production – once the canvases began to conform in size they could easily be

moved from building to building. Thus the Siege of Paris, the first panorama to be seen in

America, moved from its original location in Philadelphia in 1876, through New York,

Chicago, and Los Angeles before landing in San Francisco in 1898, over twenty years

after its debut (fig. 1). Other canvases traveled even further afield – the Battle of

Waterloo, for instance, was shown in Paris, in cities across the United States, and in

Osaka. When a local audience tired of a canvas, the company sold it and replaced it with

another.

Panoramas, more than any other popular amusement of the era, were

transnational experiences, made more pronounced by their immersive space, their

combination of the civic institutions of art and architecture, and the spread of related

urban attractions which emphasized spectacle and “realistic” experiences. Despite

panoramas having been staples in every major city in Europe, America, and Japan for at

least twenty years, these histories have yet to be integrated in one discussion. In doing so

here I hope to provide an approach to modern visual history which acknowledges the
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effect of European visual politics while also allowing for the agency and specificity of

Japanese and American experiences of modern visual phenomena.

The late-nineteenth-century was a moment when cities around the world were

populated by institutions and forms of popular culture that were increasingly shared

across national and cultural borders. The famed department stores of Paris soon found

their equal in Wanamakers and Mitsukoshi, spaces which sold goods from around the

world and introduced their customers to an international consumer culture. Museums in

Japan and America were established in rapid succession throughout the 1880s and 1890s,

using similar architectural style and plans, providing inhabitants with a sense of civic

pride and a shared understanding of display culture.37 Although scholarship on visual

culture has tended to emphasize the radical reorganizing of visual experience in Paris

following Haussmann’s renovations in the 1860s, New York, Chicago, and Tokyo were

all subject to similar efforts at urban planning. Vanessa Schwartz has written of Paris as

“quintessentially modern” and the spectacular attractions which arose there as a

phenomenon which brought the “heterogeneous mass” together through “the construction

of shared visual experiences.”38 I will argue that this argument can, and should, be

extended beyond the borders of Paris. Further, I will argue that the audiences of the

                                                  
37 Maki Fukuoka has written on the transition from Edo to Meiji cultures of display, making convincing
arguments for conceptualizing the shift on a continuous spectrum rather that as a rupture resulting from a
radical introduction of Western models. Fukuoka Maki, "Contextualising the Peep-Box in Tokugawa
Japan," Early Popular Visual Culture 3.1 (2005). Alice Tseng has written on the history of national
museums in Meiji Japan, with a specific focus on the architectural choices made. Alice Yu-Ting Tseng, The
Imperial Museums of Meiji Japan : Architecture and the Art of the Nation (Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 2008). Carol Duncan’s seminal work makes the case for museums as part of an overt
process to create a citizenry that understood a specific culture considered civilized. Carol Duncan,
Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums ( New York: Routledge, 1995).

38 Schwartz, Spectacular Realities: Early Mass Culture in Fin-De-Siècle Paris  pp. 3-5.
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panoramas were not only aware of the shared nature of their experience, they valued the

experience for precisely that quality and the sense of participation in a common modern

culture it provided.

Modernity is commonly defined as a temporal state, a distinction which has been

associated with a geopolitical ordering of the world in which the modern is conflated with

the West and defined in contrast to the premodern or non-West. That the temporal and

geographic dimension also coincide with race makes the discursive boundaries that much

more entrenched and resistant to redefinition. Despite the clear artifice of the binaries,

they have continued to exert a fundamental influence on academic discourse. As Naoki

Sakai writes,

there is no inherent reason why the West/non-West opposition should
determine the geographic perspective of modernity, except for the fact that it
definitely serves to establish the putative unity of the West, a nebulous but
commanding positivity whose existence we have tended to take for granted
for such a long time.39

The panoramas naturalized this “putative unity” through a visual rhetoric of consistent

space, objective representations of events and a shared tourist experience. The spread of

this unification replicated the geographic temporalization of modernity, taking years to

move from Paris to the United States, and finally Japan. However, I will argue that in

making the panoramas suit the particulars of their national needs, Japan and America

each sought to modify the “putative unity” of the West to include themselves. They took

control of the “magisterial gaze” of the panorama to represent themselves and inculcate

                                                  
39 As Sakai observes, this is scheme remains essentially the same as its 19th century version which provided
a system for ordering the nations, cultures, traditions and races of the world in relation to each other. Naoki
Sakai, Translation and Subjectivity : On "Japan" And Cultural Nationalism, Public Worlds (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1997) 153.
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the public into subjects of nations that held real power.40 Visitors, in entering the

panoramic space, also entered a consciously “Western” space that gave them rhetorical

access to the geopolitical center of the European metropoles and, in the process,

expanded the space of modernity to include themselves.41

The experience, while shared, was not a reciprocal one. Panoramas traveled in

one direction only – from east to west. The French cared little that their panoramas were

seen in America, just as Americans were oblivious to the appearance of some of their

panoramas in Japan and none of the panoramas made in those countries traveled back to

Paris. Therefore, this will not be a discussion of a cross-cultural exchange so much as an

argument for an expanded terrain of histories of modern visual experience and, more

specifically, the integration of Japan’s experience into the discussion as general histories

of panoramas already subsume American experience under the rubric of “Western” visual

experience.42 The two major shifts I’m advocating here are an increased attention to the

particularities of American experience as distinct from Europe and increased attention to

Japan’s active participation in the “universal” culture of modernity. In both cases, the

audiences understood Paris to be a cultural center and perceived themselves to be outside

                                                  
40 The term “magisterial gaze” comes from Albert Boime’s book on American landscape painting. While
his work is less nuanced than is ideal, his coinage of a term which encompasses the “will to power” in
American attitudes towards the landscape – manifested in a view of the landscape that was “panoramic,”
“elevated,” and “expansive” – is useful here. Albert Boime, The Magisterial Gaze: Manifest Destiny and
American Landscape Painting, C. 1830-1865 (Washington: Smithsonian, 1991) x-xi.

41 This “putative unity” manifested itself in concrete ways, such as the adoption of standard time,
something both Japan and the United States did before any other nations, the formed in 1888 and the latter
in 1883. For more see: Kern, The Culture of Time and Spce, 1880-1918. And Tanaka, New Times in
Modern Japan.

42 See for instance: Ralph Hyde, Panoramania! The Art and Entertainment of the 'All-Embracing' View
(London: Trefoil Publications, in association with the Barbican Art Gallery, 1988).; Alison Griffiths,
Shivers Down Your Spine : Cinema, Museums, and the Immersive View (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2008).; Bernard Comment, The Panorama.; and Stephan Oettermann, The Panorama; History of a
Mass Medium, trans. Deborah Lucas Schneider (New York: Zone Books, 1997).
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of it. The experience of the panorama in Japan and America was appealing for different

reasons than in Europe; it was about a homogeneous space that was at once democratic

enough to include anyone, while still containing the clear hierarchies that provided a

visual model of Japanese and American ascent to political power. This chapter will thus

focus on the ways in which the panorama provided viewers with some sense of access to

the center, and the political power that went with it.

Panoramas were inherently imperialist in their form and visual experience. The

viewer stood within the center of a regulated world in which the landscape and people

which populated it, were subjected to scrutiny and containment. European panoramas

included views of distant lands, bringing the far reaches of their imperial territories into

the metropole for the pleasure and consumption of the public. Stephan Oetterman, in his

insightful and extensive study of the panorama, argues that the panorama was the result

of European expansion and the concurrent discovery of the horizon. The awareness of

lands and possibilities beyond the horizon was both the impetus behind, and result of,

European exploration and colonization; the panorama, in turn, “is both a part of the

process of transforming human vision and a product of it.”43 In accommodating a large

group on the platform, all of whom were able to see the image from an ideal position

simultaneously, the panorama democratized the viewing public while placing them in a

position of visual power.44 As America and Japan were located outside the European

                                                  
43 Oettermann, The Panorama; History of a Mass Medium  8-10.

44 For studies on the role of amusements and the urban public see: Kasson, Amusing the Million: Coney
Island at the Turn of the Century.; David Nasaw, Going Out : The Rise and Fall of Public Amusements
(New York, NY: BasicBooks, 1993).; Gregory Waller, Main Street Amusements: Movies and Commercial
Entertainment in a Southern City, 1896 - 1930 (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1995).; Tadao
Satåo, Nihon Eigashi, 4 vols. (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1995).; Hirotaka Ichiyanagi, Harunosuke Ishizumi
and Toyokichi Hata, Asakusa No Misemono, Shûkyôsei, Erosu, Korekushon Modan Toshi Bunka (Tokyo:
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metropoles, the panorama’s imperialist visuality included these populations within its

gaze while also moving them into a symbolic position as members of the metropole.

The ability of the panorama to bring visitors into a symbolic position of power

associated with Europe lay in its unique qualities of visual and spatial immersion. In her

work on modern spectacles, Alison Griffiths describes battle panoramas as reenactments,

with the events presented “as if the action was happening along an immediate temporal

and spatial continuity.” Panorama spectatorship, she argues, is “one of revisitation, of

witnessing again, in modified form, that which has occurred in a different time and

place.” The panorama is:

a peculiarly embodied and highly immersive form of spectatorship…
Unlike the frame, which functions as a window onto an illusionistically
rendered space, the panorama attempted to create the sensation of the
spectator’s physical relocation into the center of such a space.45

This embodied quality, created by the act of entering the space, generated feelings of

relocation or having been transported somewhere else and the need to “find” oneself in

the new space. The sensation of relocation led Frank Kessler and Gabriele Jutz to see the

panorama as a form of virtual tourism which:

is simultaneously complementary to and dependent on phenomena like the
press, organized tourism, the railroad, etc. Complementary because it adds
illustrations; with its ‘You-are-there’ effect, it even produces the illusion of
replacing these phenomena. Dependent because it assumes a foreknowledge
on the part of the spectator, an already-existing interest that permits him to
appreciate the verisimilitude of what it shown.46

                                                                                                                                                      
Yumani Shob*o, 2005).; and Nam-lin Hur, Prayer and Play in Late Tokugawa Japan: Asakusa Sensôji and
Edo Society (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000).

45 Griffiths, Alison. Shivers Down Your Spine : Cinema, Museums, and the Immersive View. (New York:
Columbia University Press) 2008: pp. 39 - 40.

46 As quoted in: Lynne Kirby, Parallel Tracks: The Railroad and Silent Cinema (Durham: Duke University
Press, 1997) 43.
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The immersive form of spectatorship and “You-are-there” effect operated in America and

Japan in ways that were specific to their cultural and national needs while presenting the

spectators with the sense that they were experiencing it in ways identical to those of their

peers overseas. 

The double experience of the panorama, of being at once here and there, bears

some similarity to the production of modern subjectivity described by Tony Bennett in

his work on institutions that specialized in exhibition and display and which catered to

public, or mass, audiences. Bennett calls this array of institutions the “exhibitionary

complex,” and  it was responsible, he argues, for transforming viewers into self-

disciplined members of modern society.47 The nineteenth-century gave rise to institutions

such as World’s Fairs, museums – science, natural history, and art – department stores

and panoramas which provided visual models of new organizing principles and

technologically determined modes of vision. These institutions integrated economic

systems with the ordering principles of new disciplines such as history or anthropology,

while placing the visitor within a space in which they were simultaneously the viewer and

the viewed. The institutions that composed the exhibitionary complex, Bennett argues,

reversed the orientation of Foucault’s disciplinary apparatus, allowing the people to see

as well as be seen in order to “render the forces and principles of order visible.”48 The

result, he argues, is that the people were allowed “to know rather than be known” and “to
                                                  
47 This is similar to Jonathan Crary’s argument that there was a “related group of strategies” in the
ninetheenth-century “through which a subject is modernized as a spectator traverses a range of seemingly
different objects and locations.” Jonathan Crary, "Géricault, the Panorama, and Sites of Reality in the Early
Nineteenth Century," Grey Room Fall.4 (2002).

48 Bennett places institutions of exhibition in juxtaposition to Michel Foucault’s ‘carceral archipelago,’
although, Bennett argues, both operated within and reinforced the disciplinary and power relations with
which Foucault was concerned. In contrast to prisons, the exhibitionary complex brought objects and
bodies out of private domains into public arenas in which the public could inspect and be inspected.
Bennett, "The Exhibitionary Complex," 73-76.
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become subjects rather than the objects of knowledge.” In acquiring this knowledge,

however, the people also came to know themselves and thus became “both the subjects

and objects of knowledge,” a position that contains the power of the ruler, as well as the

ruled.

This doubling, of being at once subject and object, is built into the very structure

of the panorama. The patent for the panorama was filed by Robert Barker in 1787 the

very same year Jeremy Bentham filed his patent for the infamous panoptic prison (figs. 2,

3). The resemblance between the two structures is striking both for the form and the

relationship between vision and power they embodied. Like the panorama, the observer

in the prison occupied a position in the center of a circular space, in this case the prison

guard who was able to see, while not being seen by, the prisoners in the cells which lined

the walls. While the soldiers represented in the painted panoramas were not living, they

were subject to a gaze that sought knowledge, as well as the disciplinary forces of the

military and the regulating principles of anatomy and perspective. However, in contrast to

the panoptic prison which restricted the access to power to a few, the panorama was open

to the public who were thus given access to a position of visual power, specifically one

associated with the exhibitionary instituions of Europe.

Despite my argument for a shared experience, one that was acknowledged and

even promoted in texts surrounding the panoramas, there are some real differences in the

respective histories and reception in America and Japan; not least, the installation of a

massive oil painting was a far more radical event in Tokyo than in New York. In terms of

content, the histories still bear common qualities – in both cases the subject was limited
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almost exclusively to scenes of battles.49 However, the American panoramas were

restricted to the American Civil War while the Japanese panoramas began with a

panorama of the Bôshin War but then proceeded to include images of the contemporary

conflicts of the Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese Wars.50 Further, the panoramas seen

in Japan included a mix of those imported from the United States and those made by

Japanese artists while those seen in America were all commissions completed by

European painters.51 Due to the nature of the exchange – the movement out from Europe

and the virtual transportation in reverse – this chapter will take a different form from

those which follow: my discussion of the specificities of Japanese and American

experiences will be prefaced by a discussion of the universal aspects of the panorama.

Specifically, I will discuss the formal structure of the panorama and its relationship to

modern tourism in order to set the ground for its reception and appropriation in Japan and

America. My discussion will then follow the path of the panorama, moving from the

universal to America and finally concluding with Japan.

                                                  
49 There were a few panoramas of religious scenes that were exhibited in New York but, unlike other
panoramas, did not travel extensively and Asai Chû painted a panorama of the legendary Chushingura as
well as a view of Mt. Fuji. I have found no evidence of other panoramas on topics other than battles that
were shown in either America or Japan.  There were only a couple of instances in which the subject of the
panorama was not of a battle. In Chicago there was a panorama of the Great Chicago Fire of 1871. This
remained a local attraction. The other exception was a panorama of the Crucifixion of Christ which was
painted by Brune Piglhein of Munich. It was seen in New York City, Philadelphia, and Buffalo. As far as
I’ve been able to determine it did not travel outside of the Northeast.

50 Japan fought, and defeated, China in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-5; as a result they acquired Taiwan.
This was their first modern military engagement. Ten years later they defeated Russia, an event that will be
discussed in greater detail in Chapter Three.

51 The sole exception was John Vanderlyn’s Panoramic View of the Palace and Gardens of Versailles
(1818-19), currently on view in the Metropolitan Museum of Art. However, this panorama was an early and
isolated instance and was both much smaller and less sophisticated than the panoramas under discussion
here.
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Panoramas as Tourist Attraction

The panoramas were massive, their scale unlike any other single attraction at the

time, and created the sense of being transported to another (modern/Western) space

through the careful application of perspective, the use of lighting, and the construction of

terrain and props on the floor leading into the canvas. An article on cycloramas (an

American term for panoramas that was used interchangeably) includes a cross-section of

the Battle of Gettysburg which shows how the spectator was completely surrounded by

the scene (fig. 4). The visitors entered the building beneath the panorama, passed through

a dim passageway, up a spiral staircase, and finally emerged on a circular platform in the

center of a circular room whose walls were covered by a painted canvas, a structure

which precluded any desire to disrupt the illusion. The space between platform and the

foot of the canvas was covered by the installation of terrain and appropriate props, in this

case dirt, plants, and various articles related to the battle taking place. The effect was that

of being suddenly transported into the middle of a scene which surrounded the viewer in

a continuous, 360-degree band, stretching from the foot of the platform to the horizon. As

the panorama is currently on view in Gettysburg, and was recently restored to include the

original terrain, the effectiveness can be clearly seen.

A picture I took at the current site shows the battle unfolding on fields that stretch

out to the horizon, an effect that is created by the light source, originally a ring of

skylights (visible in the cross-section) hidden from the viewers which reflected light off

the canvas, creating atmospheric effects and the impression that the light was emanating

from the landscape itself (fig. 5). In this photograph the foreground terrain – including the

grass, rocks, and satchels – is real; the line where canvas meets dirt extends from the
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lower left corner to just under the fallen horse on the right edge. When the viewer

emerges from the dimness below onto the platform the effect is at once disorienting and

overwhelming and visitors frequently described it in terms of relocation. “Entering a

narrow corridor, dimly illuminated,” a reviewer wrote of Siege of Paris, “one or two

sharp turns are made, when a stair of easy ascent is reached. All of a sudden, when the

spectator emerges from the stairs, as if by enchantment he finds himself on what is really

a house-top.”52 Another wrote of Battle of Waterloo that being “transported… into the

midst of a raging battlefield… is a novel and rather bewildering experience.”

Due to the identical construction of the buildings and installation in Japan, visitors

there had experiences and responses that were similar to those in America. An illustration

from the popular Japanese magazine, Fûzoku Gahô, provides us with some sense of the

experience of entering a panorama through a sequence of images showing the entrance,

and viewing, of a panorama by the artists, Koyama Shôtarô (fig. 6). Moving from the

lower right to the upper left, a sequence of six images brings the reader from an exterior

view of the panorama to the sudden ascension into a position of visual power (figs. 7, 8).

The sequence moves from the lower right, across to the left, and is topped be a wide

image of the panorama itself. In the first frame the visitors are shown outside the

panorama, providing a sense of the physical presence of the building itself. In the next

frame, the participants in the opening ceremonies are depicted, while the images in the

lower left show the visitors passing through the dark passage and reaching the viewing

platform. As with the responses of the American viewers of the panorama, Japanese

                                                  
52 “The Panorama of a Battle: The Picture of the Siege of Paris,” in The New York Times (Sept. 17, 1882).



36

viewers wrote of being transported into another space. When the author Edogawa Ranpo

entered the panorama he wrote that:

outside the panorama trains run, merchants continue to operate their stalls,
my own home can be seen. However, upon entering the panorama all these
things disappear, and the vast plains of Manchuria continue unbroken to
the distant horizon. Here is occurring the terrifying bloody fight of war.53

Like the reviewer who wrote of being transported from the hustle and bustle of Market

Street, Edogawa Ranpo contrasts the local space of daily life outside the walls of the

panorama with the interior space in terms of relocation.

The qualities of relocation allowed the panoramas to virtually transport tourists to

another location – in this case, both the site of the battle and, through the shared tourist

experience, similar or identical panoramas in other locations. The act of being a tourist

brings one into a group that transcends social boundaries in a distinctly modern mode,

one that is dependent on shifts in the relationship between work and leisure, the

commodification of time, and the expansion of transportation technologies.54 It also, of

course, depends on the development of destinations that are consumable by a tourist

gaze.55 For a site to function as a tourist destination a number of factors have to be in

play. For Dean MacCannell, these include the relationship between a tourist, a “sight,”

and a marker – a piece of information about the site. The designation of the “sight”

involves four stages, the first requires marking off the site from similar objects as
                                                  
53 Kinoshita Naoyuki, "The Early Years of Japanese Photography," The History of Japanese Photography
(2003) 224.

54 For more on the history of tourism at this time see: Kasson, Amusing the Million: Coney Island at the
Turn of the Century.; Catherine Cocks, Doing the Town: The Rise of Urban Tourism in the United States,
1850-1915 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001).; Munetada Kitagawa, Kankô Bunkaron
(Kyoto: Mineruva Shobô, 2004).

55 John Urry has defined the tourist gaze as one that is shaped by commodity culture, unique to modern
society, and anticipated as a result of media, such as newspapers, magazines, and guidebooks which
construct the gaze in advance. John Urry, Consuming Places (New York: Routledge, 1995) pp. 132-33.
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particularly worthy. Second, the “sight” or object is put on display by framing it or

putting official boundaries around it. Thirdly, the original “sight” gains an aura through

its reproduction and, finally, the sight is reproduced socially through groups, cities, or

regions naming themselves after it.56 The panoramas of famous battles became the tourist

“sight,” a space that was marked off from the normal and presented to the consuming

gaze.

In the case of the panorama, the tourist site was complicated by the inability to

visit the original site of the battle field. Efforts to visit the original site were complicated

by the absence of the event that made the site significant in the first place. Some even

claimed the panorama was better than the real site, such as Theodore Davis who writes:

The visitor to those old battle-fields, however, finds to-day only slight
signs of conflict. Few of the old roads can be traced; towns have grown
into cities; pleasant farms have overgrown the earthworks; and forests
stand in the fields which, years ago, were marked with the smoke and
strife of battle. The aim of the battle panorama is to reproduce not only the
field of the conflict, as it was at the time, but also the most striking events
of the battle as they would have appeared to a spectator from the same
standpoint.57

Further, aside from the first, fateful battle of Antioch in which innocent spectators

showed up with picnics to watch the event (an event never to be repeated), the battles

were largely unwitnessed by anyone other than the participants and the few journalists

able to secure a safe spot from which to view the action. Even if they had been able to

view the battle unfold, the panorama presented the events in static form, allowing the

tourist to study all the details with no risk to themselves, the manifestation of a

magisterial gaze, at once encompassing and powerful. The formation of the Vicksburg
                                                  
56 MacCannell, The Tourist : A New Theory of the Leisure Class  pp. 41-44.

57 Theodore Davis, "How a Great Panorama Is Made," St. Nicholas; an Illustrated Magazine for Young
Folks 14.2 (1886): 99.
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National Park was decided upon in 1901 and it was announced that it would be restored

to its state during the war. The park, the article covering the news reads, “will rank with

the most magnificent battle panorama in the world.”58 The panorama had, during the

intervening decades, become the arbiter of authenticity.

This bring us to MacCannell’s third stage in the process of designating a site as a

tourist “sight” – the reproduction. The panorama presents an unusual twist to the process;

normally it is the tourist site itself that is subject to reproduction through the production

of images, miniatures, and text. In this case, the panorama is part of that process,

functioning as a reproduction of the original “sight” and event, thus granting it greater

power as the original. However, as the above quote indicates, the panorama was in

danger of overtaking the original. This was due in part to the reproductions and markers

produced around the panorama, itself – including the pamphlets, mentions in guidebooks,

tickets, and cabinet cards of the panorama building (figs. 9, 10). In a curious and

appealing moment of the production of simulacra, stereoscopic photographs were taken

of Battle of Gettysburg (fig. 11).59 Photographs are often taken of art works but to take a

stereoscopic photograph of a painting is pointless unless, of course, that painting includes

a three-dimensional foreground. Having looked through a stereoscope at these images I

can attest to their success in mimicking a real view. Stereoscopic slides were often a

means of armchair traveling, depicting scenes of exotic locations and famous landmarks

and their very presence adds legitimacy to the success of the spatial illusion and to the

authenticity of the experience. If photographs are usually taken of landmarks and tourist
                                                  
58 “Vicksburg National Park.” Wilkes-Barre Times (Feb. 9, 1901).

59 The illusion holds up remarkably when viewed through a stereoscope. The foreground installation “pop”
very effectively, while the two-dimensionality of the painted background is easily accounted for by its
greater distance from the camera rather than as the result of a shift from real to painted space.
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sites, then photographs of the panorama put it in the position of tourist site, as well as a

reproduction of the actual tourist site.

The practice of taking stereoscopes of the panorama provides another insight into

the viewing practices of tourists in the panorama as well as its evolution into a tourist

site. The photograph selects a single part of the panorama to focus on, providing the

viewer with the opportunity to distill the information and stop them from being

overwhelmed by the detail in the canvas surrounding them while maintaining the illusion

of space created through the joining of real and painted space of the panorama. This

practice was encouraged within the panorama itself, through the use of binoculars. A

pamphlet for the Battle of Waterloo an advertisement for Opera Glasses at Muller’s

Optical Depot reads “Visitors to the Panorama are respectfully requested to provide

themselves with Muller’s Opera Glasses.”60 This practice was also common in Japan, as

can be seen in an illustration from Fûzoku Gahô (which be discussed in more depth later)

(fig. 35). The act of viewing through binoculars added to the impression of reality

through a variety of factors. First, binoculars tend towards a flattening effect thus

mitigating the apparent two-dimensionality of the canvas. Second, the soldiers in the

distance do not devolve into brushstrokes, as might be expected, but emerge to the viewer

as individual faces, which increases the impression of that the panorama contains the

infinite detail of reality (fig. 12). Third, the act of looking through lenses at an image that

approaches the real yet never quite reaches it, is similar to the experience of peering into

a stereoscope and viewing an image that is indexical and seemingly three-dimensional

and, at the same time, utterly different from viewing the scene in person. Finally, peering

                                                  
60 Battle of Waterloo (San Francisco: 1885).
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through binoculars is a physical act which implies an embodied experience in real space,

one associated with the gaze of the surveyor as well that of the tourist.

The embodied acts of viewing described by Griffiths as central to spectatorship in

the panorama required the viewer to acclimate to the image before them as one that was a

realistic, and truthful, presentation of history and to the view as being in accordance with

the panoramic sublime. Hosama Hiromichi has described the specific type of reality

presented in the panorama as follows:

the realism of the panorama is not that it has naturalism and therefore
lives. Rather, the active looking generates depth and therefore the painting
lives. Thus, surrounding the viewer with a 360-degree painting and objects
was not intended to simply overwhelm the viewer through expanse and
magnitude. Through the seamless arrangement there was not a point where
the extreme depth of the painting broke off the viewers and the eye could
pass further and further into the depth in a ripple effect... In other words,
looking at the painting was not a rediscovery of the natural landscape, the
viewers themselves constructed the depth; it was the experience of making
the world clear ( 世界を明らかにする体験).61

The realism was formed through the acts of looking required to comprehend the image.

As Griffiths argued, unlike a painting or photograph which, no matter how large, requires

only the movement of the eyes, and perhaps the head, to take in the whole, the panorama,

as with a real landscape, demanded the movement of the whole body; the viewer had to

walk around the platform in order to perceive the entire space and thus, became aware of

themselves as occupying a specific kind of space, namely, one that was part of the

modern world and, in this case, shaped by European acts of looking.

Visitors to the panoramas frequently included descriptions of their experience in

terms of physical movement. A reviewer for the Siege of Paris discussed above wrote,

                                                  
61 Hiromichi Hosama, Asakusa Jyûni Kai: Tô No Nakame to <Kindai> No Manazashi (Tokyo: Seidosha,
2001) 107-08.
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“You look around, and, apparently, are on the flat roof of some country house. A shell

has grazed the parapet, and the stucco has been torn, showing the crude brick… You

crane your neck over the side of the parapet, and then below you is a wing of the house,

the roof of which has had its slates torn off by a shell.”62 The acts of viewing required by

the space, walking around the platform, craning ones neck over the edge to view the

ground, adjusting for foreground and distant views, and viewing the landscape through

binoculars, all added the impression of having been “transported” to a real place. Such

scrutiny rewards the viewer, much as a real landscape and battle, filled with infinite

detail, would bear up under sustained examination. As one viewer remarked, “The picture

is realistic and impressive, and its effect seems to increase the longer one looks upon it. It

is full of little details which are overlooked until one has become familiar with the

general tone of the painting.”63

The panoramas were able to function as transnational tourist attractions because

they performed a universalizing space, one that was regulated by scientific rules. Further,

news of their role as local tourist attractions in Europe either accompanied or preceded

their arrival in cities in America and Japan, creating an awareness of a shared experience

in which viewers could actively, and knowingly, participate. The particularities of their

production and content may differ from place to place but certain aspects of the

panorama, such as those outlined above (immersion, transportation, illusion, and

nationalism) remained constant. It was this universal quality which Japan and America

wished to access as a means of accessing the power of the gaze, the allure of the

                                                  
62 Anon., "The Panorama of a Battle: The Picture of the Siege of Paris," New York Times September 17
1882.

63 Pamphlet for the Battle of Vicksburg, (San Francisco)



42

metropole, and the aura of sophistication it brought with it. In the following sections I

will look at the specific histories of the panorama’s tenure first in America and finally

Japan.

The Arrival in America

The first panorama seen in America was overtly French, in subject, form, and

production. The Siege of Paris had been on view in Paris for three years before its copy

opened in Philadelphia in 1876, timed to capitalize on the visitors to the nearby

Centennial Exhibition.64 As the original was popular enough to stay open in Paris until

1890, American audiences could enter the local version with the knowledge that they

were sharing an experience with Parisians, a knowledge which results in a doubling of

the space, a sense of being at once “here” and “there.” As the panorama traveled through

American cities, the sense of a shared experience grew more layered, an aspect of the

panorama that I will return to in later pages. For the moment, I would like to focus on the

specificity of the awareness of an experience that was shared with the French and how it

impacted the American experience of the panorama as an attraction more generally.

As the name indicates, the Siege of Paris depicted a day in January, 1871, when

Paris was under siege by the Germans during the Franco-Prussian War. According to the

description by a reviewer, the panorama positioned the viewer on the rooftop of a country

house with Paris in the distance and battle raging in the middle ground. As with most (if

                                                  
64 Panoramas required a huge initial investment and could include the cost of the canvas, transport from
Europe, installation, and even the building itself. This sum could be over $200,000. As a panorama aged
the cost of procuring the canvas became less and, if a building was already in existence, a company could
purchase a new attraction for as little as $40,000, as was the case with the California Panorama Company
when they bought The Battle of Waterloo in 1889. (Papers of Richard N. Schellens. “Story of the
California Panorama Co.” California Historical Society.)
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not all) panoramas, a map was provided to situate the viewer in a specific, unique

location and provide a key for discerning the most salient aspects of the scene around

them (fig. 13). In this case, the country house is apparently just west of Paris and the key

indicates famous landmarks as well as key features of the battle; the Arc de Triomphe is

visible under the number 6, Notre Dame is 8 _, and the house of the artists, Félix

Philippoteaux is at 4 _ (fig. 14). When visitors stood on the platform and looked out over

the simulated landscape before them they were in space that was a real space, one that

could be found and identified if they traveled to Paris. In this case the effect of “You-are-

there” resulted in a sense of relocation from America to Paris.

All of these details, and the accuracy with which they were presented created the

impression of being firmly situated in a specific place, a characteristic of the panorama

that was articulated by viewers. Earlier in the century a different attraction, also called

panoramas, had been popular around the country. While it also consisted of a massive,

painted canvas, this panorama (often termed “moving panorama) was a long strip that slid

by the viewer, simulating a journey rather than the transportation to a specific, fixed,

point in space. The canvas unwound from one spool, moved across the stage, and was

taken up by another spool – much like a horizontal strip of film or an Asian handscroll.

However, commentators at the time saw the two as distinct. One author described the

difference between the two forms as a “deep gulf.” While the former “carried the

spectator on a long voyage,” the latter “provides the spectator with an elevated position in
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the center of a fixed landscape that has been made memorable by some great historical

event.”65 This fixity in space in combination with the accumulation of detail produced the

sense of being “transported” to another space.

The almost incomprehensible accumulation of detail required to produce the

effect of relocation caused people to describe the experience as “bewildering” and one

that produces an “uncritical mood.”66 The inability to effectively parse the information

presented is present in a review of Siege of Paris in which the author spends a surprising

number of words describing seemingly trivial details. Rather than start with a discussion

of the battle shown, the events leading up to it, or the artist, he chose to begin with a

description of visual details, a choice which emphasizes the sense of disorientation of an

abrupt dislocation. He begins by placing the reader on the platform which is “apparently,

the roof of some country house,” then proceeds to describe the parapet with exposed

brick, “seared leaves” of potted plants, the roof, the garden with trees, furrowed ground,

and “forcing beds covered with glass frames...which have been smashed.”67 Finally his

description reaches the battle which occupies another lengthy paragraph and before going

on to describe the skyline of Paris and the various landmarks visible to the viewer. He

returns to the battle to describe it in greater detail and then moves onto the landscape

itself, making note of rivers and bridges and various architectural features.

                                                  
65 “Panoramas, their origin and Development to their Present perfection and popularity.” in Daily Inter-
Ocean. Jan. 1, 1888.

66 From an article in the San Francisco Chronicle (March 27, 1885) as quoted in Panorama of the Battle of
Waterloo, permanently located at cor. Mason and Eddy Sts. (1885). Daily Transcript, Jan. 2, 1885, as
quoted in Sue and Kathryn Porch Boardman, The Battle of Gettysburg Cyclorama: A History and Guide
(Gettysburg: Thomas Publications, 2008) 27.

67 Anon., "The Panorama of a Battle: The Picture of the Siege of Paris."
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The exhaustive detail of the panorama, replicated in the article, removed the

inclination to doubt the authority of the image. The author arguably experienced what

Roland Barthes has termed the “reality effect” or the apparent denotation of a “concrete

reality.” The accumulation of detail leaves little room for argument or interpretation and

produces the impression that what they are perceiving is a “pure and simple

‘representation’ of the ‘real,’ the naked relation of ‘what is’ (or has been).”68 The result,

Barthes argues, is an approach to history as facts, and truths, another form of putative

universality. This “uncritical mood” and “vertigo of notation” thus results in the viewer

feeling as if they had seen the place and event itself, that they had been “transported.”

When Parisians stepped inside the Siege of Paris on the Champs-Élysées they

were stepping back in time with only a subtle spatial shift. Once on the viewing platform

they could see the very landscape in which they stood from only a slight distance away.

The experience of spatial dislocation was far more pronounced for viewers in America

who were at once in Philadelphia, New York, or Chicago and in Paris. The effect was

multiplied by the knowledge that the very same panorama was being viewed

simultaneously by audiences in Paris itself. The inclusion of Philippoteaux’s house, noted

above, is at once similar to the practice of the artist including himself in a group portrait

and a stand-in for the panorama building displaying this very canvas that would be

erected on the Champs-Élysées soon after the events depicted. The artist’s house,

included among other famous sites of Paris, served as a proxy for the absent tourist

attraction in which the viewer was currently ensconced.

                                                  
68 Roland Barthes, The Rustle of Language, trans. Richard Howard (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1986) pp. 145-46.
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The panorama may seem to be more closely aligned with commercial

entertainments than the cultural institutions of the art museum or Salon but this

distinction was not necessarily pronounced for viewers at the time. In her work on

Parisian spectacles, Schwartz has argued that the distinction between “high culture” and

“low culture” is frequently overstated. “Spectacular commercial culture,” she writes, “did

not necessarily and by definition work by setting itself against the seriousness of the

state’s didactic designs in its national museums. In fact, both publicly organized vision

for the edification and pleasure of their visitors.”69 In a review of current attractions in

New York, a reporter provides evidence of precisely this indeterminacy:

The metropolis is now rich in attractions… The Metropolitan museum is
now reopened, and its art collection is so varied that it will require more
than one visit to do it justice. A more accessible and thrilling work of art is
the Gettysburg cyclorama, which, in addition to its wonderful size and
skill, has a national importance as representing the crisis of the rebellion.
Last year this cyclorama had 250,000 visitors, among whom were many of
the heroes who survived the carnage of that fearful day, and who
recognized the accuracy of the scene. 70

In this case, the panorama is not simply more entertaining, it is also a source of

edification; the popularity of the panorama, rather than undercutting its cultural standing,

added to its legitimacy as an intellectually valuable experience.

A Nation Unified Through European Eyes

I have already touched on the idea that the movement of panoramas from city to

city helped form a connection between Americans as well as between Americans and

French culture. I would now like to turn our attention in more detail to the process by
                                                  
69 Vanessa R. Schwartz, "Museums and Mass Spectacle: The Musée Grevin as a Monument to Modern
Life," French Historical Studies 19.1 (1995): 8.

70 “Special Correspondence: The Hermit’s Letter,” Troy Weekly Times, Nov. 14, 1889.
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which this connection was established between heterogeneous publics. The most popular

panorama in America was Battle of Gettysburg, painted by Paul Philippoteaux and first

shown in Chicago in 1883 (figs. 16, 17). It was so popular that copies were soon ordered

– one was on display in Boston from 1884 until 1902, almost twenty years, another two

copies they toured all over the country. By the time it arrived in Washington D.C. in

1892, it was famous enough that a reporter remarked, “The panorama…is worthy of

especial attention, as being the first representation here of this famous battle which has

become one of the chief attractions of other cities.”71 Essentially, the panoramas went on

tour and thus provided Americans with a different form of virtual tourism, one which

both transported them into the space of the panorama and united them to the audiences of

the cities through which it had already been.

The arrival of the panorama in American cities was part of larger expansion of

cultural attractions that were associated with Paris. The panorama debuted in America

during the same decade as the first large-scale museums, openly modeled on European

examples and intended to compete with institutions like the Louvre.72 The Eden Musée

opened in New York in 1884, and the promotion of French sophistication contained

within its title found expression in the Second Empire Baroque style of its front (fig. 17).

The Eden Musée was modeled on yet another kind of Parisian attraction that was
                                                  
71 “The Battle of Gettysburg,” Washington Post, (Apr 24, 1892). The panorama had, by this point, been on
display in various cities for almost ten years and had, as according to an article a few years later, “grown
shabby.” The panorama did not achieve lasting success, and a mere three years later the stockholders met to
discuss whether to convert the space into a warehouse or public hall. It’s unclear why the panorama proved
to be such a failure in Washington. Perhaps it was due to a particularly poor condition of that panorama (it
was ‘restored’ in 1894) or perhaps it was poor management (it was sold in July, 1894, for an incredibly low
$750; the Battle of Vicksburg was sold in 1887 for $110,000).

72 The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston and the Art Institute of Chicago both opened in 1870, the Metropolitan
Museum of Art in 1872, and the Philadelphia Museum of Art in 1876. For more on the growth of these
museums see: Duncan, Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums  pp. 48-71. and Steven Conn,
Museums and American Intellectual Life, 1876-1926 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998).
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centered on simulation – the Musée Grevain wax museum in Paris, but it also hosted

international theatrical and musical acts, magic lantern shows and, a few years later,

movies. When the panorama arrived in San Francisco it was described as a museum

which could provide the West Coast with an equivalent of the Eden Musée, thus situating

it within a culture of urban entertainments which combined the latest transnational trends.

While each of these institutions differed in their characteristics, they each provided

visitors with the belief that they were participating in a transnational, rather than local,

culture of exhibition and display.

The duality of being the subject and object of a gaze takes on additional weight

when one considers that none of the American panoramas were made by American

artists. In addition to Félix and Paul Philippoteux, Sergent and Bertrand painted the Battle

of Vicksburg. Like the Philippoteauxs, Sergent and Bertrand were based in Paris and

painted the panorama on commission. Most of the remaining Civil War panoramas were

painted by a team of German artists brought over to Milwaukee for that express

purpose.73 I have yet to run across any texts about panoramas from the period that fail to

mention the nationality of the artists, and it is always stated with pride. Not only were

Americans being seen and presented for their own scrutiny, they were being seen by

Europe and presented just as Europeans saw themselves and unified under its gaze. In the

pamphlet for the Battle of Gettysburg handed out in Boston, a portrait of Philippoteaux

occupies the second page, preceded only by the portrait General Meade (fig. 18). A

biography of Philippoteaux appears after a few pages describing the events depicted, and,

like the articles on the Siege of Paris or the Battle of Vicksburg, stresses his reputation in

                                                  
73 Hyde, Panoramania! The Art and Entertainment of the 'All-Embracing' View  171-72.
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France. In addition to studying at the “Ecole des Beaux Arts” (where he won several

medals) he is “to-day among the foremost of the painters of Paris, where his paintings in

the ‘Salon are so highly esteemed that his fame is fast becoming world-wide.” Not only

were Americans being seen by Europeans, they were being seen by French painters of the

academy who were valued by the French. It goes on to list a number of panoramas he had

painted which were on view in Paris, St. Petersburg, Brussels, and London, again

stressing the cosmopolitan quality of the Battle of Gettysburg which is “the greatest work

of his life.” It concludes by stating that the panorama is, “without exception, the most

permanent and greatest artistic attraction every brought to Boston.”

The subject of the panoramas themselves also brought Americans together. Fifty

years after the war ended Battle of Gettysburg was still popular enough to be installed in

San Francisco, again coinciding with an exhibition, this time the Panama Pacific

International Exhibition of 1915. The text on the cover of the pamphlet contains a

mixture of nationalist sentiments. The top line reads, “One Country – One Flag – One

Destiny,” a phrase clearly intended to stress the reunification and healing the country had

gone through in the intervening years. There are also boasts that lay claim to America’s

potential as a cultural nation, one that is able to command large works of art. The

panorama, we are informed, cost $120,000 and it “The Largest War Scene in the World.”

This unifying aspect of the panorama is stressed in literature on the American panoramas

of the Civil War. The cover of a pamphlet used when the panorama was on display in

Boston has two soldiers on the cover, one Union and one Confederate solemnly shaking

hands under their respective flags (fig. 19). At their feet is a dismantled canon and the

Union soldier has his foot on top of a sword. The sentiment of reconciliation shown here
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was also expressed in anecdotal form. A “Touching Incident” took place within the Battle

of Vicksburg while it was on display in San Francisco. Captain L. S. Hudson, a veteran of

the battle, was on hand to provide “descriptive lectures” when he was approached by a

spectator and asked, “Do you remember whom your battery engaged” to which Capt.

Hudson replied in the affirmative. “I shall never forget it,” he said, “for… I sighted the

gun which killed the gallant General Thielmann.” The spectator’s eyes filled with tears

when he said that the General was his father. The article concludes, “There was a

moment’s silence, when Mr. Thielmann… extended his hand to Captain Hudson and

said, ‘The war is over; let us forget and forgive.’”74 The story was compelling enough to

be picked up in other papers around the country.

The “You-are-there” quality of the panorama involved a moment of dis-

orientation that was followed by a gradual re-orientation in the new space. The author of

an article on the making of panoramas published in Scientific American wrote that as a

result of the spiral staircase, “the spectator loses all orientation, and cannot tell north from

south. While looking at the picture, he must live in its scene.”75 This comment contains a

possibly unintentional political nuance, but it also speaks to the disorientation many felt

at the new society in which they found themselves – one that was increasingly urban,

ruled by industrial rather than agrarian principals, and global in nature (in terms of

economic and political systems as well as the increasingly immigrant population).76 The

                                                  
74 “A Touching Incident.” The Dallas Weekly Herald Oct. 15, 1887.

75 “The Cyclorama.” Scientific American.

76 Excellent discussions of the shifts the nation was experiencing include: Alan Trachtenberg and Eric
Foner, The Incorporation of America : Culture and Society in the Gilded Age, American Century Series, 1st
ed. (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982).; Nye, Electrifying America : Social Meanings of a New Technology,
1880-1940.;
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article provides a form of reorientation that is geopolitical and spatial through its detailed

descriptions of the panorama’s production, one that performs the disciplinary knowledge

of Bennett’s exhibitionary complex, simultaneously placing the reader/viewer in the

position of the subject and object of a universalizing gaze. Americans visiting the

panorama were thus unified into three spaces: a nation reunified after a civil war, a nation

increasingly shaped by shared urban tourist experiences, and a nation which was

becoming a cultural peer with the European metropoles.

Arrival in Japan

If the panorama’s arrival in America was inextricably linked to its original in

Paris, its arrival in Japan was just as linked to America as Europe. In May of 1890 two

panoramas opened in Tokyo and, just as the opening of the Siege of Paris was timed to

profit from Centennial Exhibition crowds ready to spend money on amusements, these

coincided with the Third Domestic Exhibition being held in Ueno Park. The first

panorama opened in Ueno Park and depicted a battle from the Bôshin War and was

painted by a Japanese artist, Yada Isshô (fig. 20). The second opened in Asakusa, an

amusement park located just over a mile away. This one housed Battle of Vicksburg, a

canvas that had been on display in San Francisco from 1887 to 1889. The timing of these

two openings created an unintentional sympathy between the two national histories; the

Bôshin War was a civil war in 1868-1869 that resulted in the overthrow of the Tokugawa
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shogunate and restoration of the emperor to a position of political power.77 A historical

parallel was thus drawn between the two nations, each having weather civil wars in the

1860s.

The association between the panorama and America manifested in more overt

ways as well. The Nihon Panorama Building, which housed Battle of Vicksburg, was

built according to the architectural plans of the original building in San Francisco (fig.

21). The building was designed by the San Francisco architect, Albert Pissis, who was

responsible for a number of monumental buildings along the same stretch of Market

Street, including the Hibernia Bank, the James Flood Building, and the San Francisco

Emporium (now the Westfield Shopping Center), all of which are still standing.78 The

plans include the name and address of the San Francisco panorama (Mason and Eddy) as

well as the Nihon Panorama, making the connection between the two as clear as possible.

Just as the American audiences of Siege of Paris knew that Parisians were entering an

identical space, so too could the audiences of Tokyo enter Battle of Vicksburg with the

knowledge that Americans had had an identical experience.

The promoters of Battle of Vicksburg emphasized the opportunity for a shared

experience through accompanying publications. As with the American panoramas,

visitors were given pamphlets combining important historical information with a plan of

the image and a key pointing out the most important features, both people and landmarks.

A pamphlet for the Battle of Vicksburg promoted its international appeal (figs. 22, 23). It

                                                  
77 The Tokugawa Shogunate was a warrior family who held power from 1603 to 1868. Although the
emperor remained in his palace in Kyoto, his position was symbolic. The Tokugawa ran Japan from their
palace in Edo, the new capital of Japan that later came to be known as Tokyo.

78 For more on Albert PIssis and his buildings see James Beach and James Lee Heig Alexander, San
Francisco: Building the Dream City (San Francisco: Scottwall Associates, 2002).
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begins by noting that the painters were the famous French painters, Joseph Bertrand and

Lucien Sergent, that they had traveled to America to conduct research for the panorama

(the actual panorama was painted in their studio in Paris). This was similar to the

promotional methods used for the panorama when it was seen in America which similarly

emphasized the prestige of attaining a painting made by established French artists.79 The

Japanese pamphlet also makes note of the role of General Grant in the battle depicted as

well as the commissioning of the painting (it was at his suggestion that the subject was

chosen) and Grants visit to Japan in 1879. The connection between Tokyo and America is

then reaffirmed by informing the reader that the panorama had been previously seen in

New York, Chicago and San Francisco. The implicit suggestion was that Tokyo was a

city that belonged to the same group as the famous cities of America, just as American

visitors were assured of their shared experience with Parisians.

The Nihon Panorama Building was situated in Asakusa, an entertainment district

located between Sensôji temple grounds and the Kabuki theater district which frequently

combined domestic amusements with those that had been imported. Just across from the

panorama building was the Denki-kan, a building which housed various amusements

related to electricity and other new technological inventions. It was here that people went

to see an X-Ray (the top attraction during the 1890s) and later became the first permanent

movie house in Tokyo. When the panorama was finally demolished after the Russo-

Japanese War, it was replaced with Luna Park, an amusement park modeled after the one

                                                  
79 The pamphlet visitors received in San Francisco made note of the fame of the two artist who “have
gained their reputation, not only in Europe, by the famous landscape and battle paintings, which adorn the
walls of a number of chambers in the new City Hall of Paris.” Panorama of the Land and Naval Battles of
Vicksburg (San Francisco: California Panorama Company, 1887).
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in Coney Island.80 Asakusa was a liminal space, where normal rules were inverted or

altered – where ones insides could be see and electric lights turned night to day, or where

a battle from another country and decade could was made visible in realistic, if silent and

static, grandeur. A liminal space is one that Victor Turner has described as “betwixt and

between the normal, day-to-day cultural and social states and processes of getting and

spending.” A space that is separated from the spaces of normal behavior encourages the

temporary suspension of normal codes and perceptions that govern our lives and Turner

goes on to argue that liminality is “particularly conducive to play…the introduction of

new forms of symbolic action” and even “new ways of acting, new combinations of

symbols.”81 The liminality of the panorama was only augmented by the passage through

the dark hallway and up the spiral staircase, a route which created a transitional space

between the normal world outside and the space within. This was a space in which

Japanese viewers could learn to view the world around them differently, as part of a

Western landscape and geopolitical sphere.

The liminal aspect of the panorama functioned differently in the Ueno panorama

than in the one in Asakusa, primarily due to the contrast in surroundings. Asakusa was a

location of entertainment and commerce and was connected to the grounds of the Sensôji

                                                  
80 For more on the history of Asakusa and its amusements see: Ichiyanagi, Ishizumi and Hata, Asakusa No
Misemono, Shûkyôsei, Erosu.; Andrew Markus, "The Carnival of Edo: Misemono Spectaces from
Contemporary Accounts," Harvard Journal of Asian Studies 45.2 (1985).; Nam-Lin Hur, Prayer and Play
in Late Tokugawa Japan : Asakusa Sens¿*Ji and Edo Society (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Asia
Center : Distributed by Harvard University Press, 2000). For more on the history of popular amusements in
Japan at the time see: Aoki Kôichirô, Meiji Tokyo Shomin No Tanoshimi (Tokyo: Chuokuron-Shinsha,
2004).

81 Victor Turner, "Frame, Flow, and Reflection: Ritual and Drama as Public Liminality," Performance in
Postmodern Culture, ed. Michel and Charles Caramello Benamou (Milwaukee: Center for Twentieth
Century Studies, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 1977) 33.; and Victor Turner, "Variations on a
Theme of Liminality," Secular Ritual, ed. Sally Folk and Barbara G. Myerhoff Moore (Assen/Amsterdam:
Van Gorcum, 1977) 40.
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temple which created an aura of religious as well as secular liminality. The placement of

the Ueno Panorama in Ueno Park carried with it the stamp of official approval. During

the Meiji era Ueno Park had become a central location for staging the new Japanese

empire. Not only was it the host to the Industrial Exhibitions, it was also the location of

the first national art museum, the zoo, and the science museum, all of which functioned

as symbols of the new government’s fluency in Western civilization and tools for

educating the public in modern epistemological and taxonomic systems. The coordinators

of the Ueno Panorama framed the panorama as an educational tool, specifically to

promote art education.82 Their petition was granted under the condition that the subjects

be historically important events.83 Within this context, the panorama of the Bôshin War

provided visitors with the visualization of their break from the past, the moment when the

feudal era was overthrown in favor of a new order which sought to become integrated

with the modern world beyond Japan’s shores. The rendering of this moment as a

massive oil painting which adopted Western practices of perspective and anatomy

presented Japanese history as one that was part of modern history and Japanese space as

contiguous with Western space.

The inclusion of the panorama in Ueno also located it firmly within the

exhibitionary complex of fairs, museums, and other visual attractions which Bennett

argues helped shape modern subjectivity. Within this environment, the audience was part

of the system of display of knowledge rather than the more liminal spaces of Asakusa.

Here, the public was moving through buildings that were all referencing Western

                                                  
82 Urasaki Eishaku, Nihon kindai bijutsu hattatsushi, p. 313 (via Mayu Tsuraya, p. 81)

83 Eishaku Urasaki, Nihon Kindai Bijutsu Hattatsushi: Meiji Hen (Tokyo: Tokyo Bijutsu, 1974) 313.
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strategies of display and civic architecture; they were being intentionally and openly

encouraged to see themselves as members of this new, modern public and understand

their place within it.84 That the panorama showed their own history, rather than American

history, and painted in the Western style, enabled them to see themselves as part of the

modern disciplines of history and science, as well as their bodies as part of that

disciplined society. It was only the previous year that the new constitution had been

promulgated and it was that very year that the Diet opened and the first general election

was held. The Japanese public was being forced to redefine what nationhood meant and

what being a member of that nation entailed.

The panorama of the Bôshin War may not have been as overtly connected with

America or France as Battle of Vicksburg, but the bridge was still there, this time through

the artist. Little is known of the details of Yada’s life prior to the completion of the

panorama. It is known that he started his career painting backdrops for the puppet theater

and then went abroad from 1882 to 1887 and there is some evidence that he stopped for

at least part of that time in America and, more specifically, in San Francisco where he

would have been able to see Battle of Waterloo (also by Bertrand and Sergent it opened

in 1885). What is most important is that at the time of the panorama’s opening, and in the

years following, Yada insisted that he learned the art of making the panorama in

America.85 Just as the American panoramas emphasized their French production as a

means of establishing greater artistic and cultural import, so Yada used his artistic

training in America as a method for attaching greater value to his work. In both cases, a
                                                  
84 For more on the role of museums in Japan as part of the programme of bunmei kaika see Tseng, The
Imperial Museums of Meiji Japan : Architecture and the Art of the Nation.

85 Masanobu Nishimoto, Takuya Kurita, Isshô Yada and Fukuoka Kenritsu Bijutsukan., Yomigaeru Meiji
Kaiga : Shûfukusareta Yada Isshô "Môko Shûrai Ezu" (Fukuoka-shi: Fukuoka Kenritsu Bijutsukan, 2005).
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primary feature of the panorama’s attraction was its importation, it’s ability to connect its

local audiences with a larger world of art production and culture of attractions.

It is unclear how Yada actually learned how to make a panorama. Even if the

rumors are true that he studied with G. V. Cappelleti while in San Francisco, there was

little work done on panoramas in America during his stay in the United States. The only

possibility is if he traveled to New York to the studios of Félix Philippoteaux’s son, Paul,

and observed him painting Battle of Gettysburg. However he learned, his efforts were

apparently successful. Although pictures of Yada’s panorama as it was installed do not

seem to exist, sketches from a later panorama indicate reasonable skill in creating a

convincing landscape with recessive planes and foreground action (fig. 24). According to

a review in the Nichinichi Shinbun, the panorama was effective in conveying the action

of battle:

The war play of gunpowder smoke and the hail of bullets is in all four
directions. In the distance can be seen Aizu Street and Shirokawa Castle.
There is a lot of fire with black smoke rising to the heavens… men and
horses meet violently, while dancing swords and raised guns prevent
retreat. There are uncountable numbers dead, small rivers of blood and the
wretched smell of decay. It is so skillfully done as to be beyond words.86

Here we can, once again, see evidence of the reality effect at work, the ability of the

panorama to suspend critical observation in the face of such an overwhelming abundance

of information and detail and produce a historical discourse that, in turn, produces a new

reality, the assertion that this happened.

The effect of entering the panorama was of a conscious sense of being transported

into a space that was shared by audiences throughout the modern world, but it was also

one which, whether overtly or not, created a shared experience of space and historical
                                                  
86 Nichinichi Shinbun, May 10, 1890.
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events. Further, it inculcated viewers into a shared understanding of what history, as

discourse, was and where they stood within it. One of the most powerful acts of exclusion

is that of writing a histories that maintain separation between cultures and nations. For

Japan, it was crucial that they first saw themselves as a constitutive part of modern

history and second, that they convinced the West of the same.87

A crucial step in this process was creating an awareness of national identity that

was in accordance with modern needs and Western discursive practices. I have already

noted that the Ueno Panorama was granted permission to open based, in part, on its

educational appeal. The promoters of the Nihon Panorama in Asakusa made a similar

claim. According to Ôkura Kihachirô, one of the primary investors, “abroad panoramas

are classed as Natural History Museum, Educational Museum. In our country, they are

displayed as art… moreover, they encourage the ideals of the military spirit in the

people.”88 Ôkura was insistent that the panorama was more than a misemono (a visual

spectacle), and that it should be taken seriously for its artistic qualities as well as its

educational ones. It is unclear why he thought they were classed as Natural History

Museums in America and Europe – we have already seen that Americans more closely

associated them with art museums. However, his emphasis on the panorama’s ability to

“encourage the ideals of the military spirit in the people” makes it clear that the

promoters, at least, thought the panorama had the potential to rouse nationalist

sentiments.

                                                  
87 For more on Japan’s struggle to write its own history see Stefan Tanaka, Japan's Orient : Rendering
Pasts into History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993).

88 As quoted in Kinoshita, Bijutsu to iu misemono, p. 226-8
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Just as the panorama in America became a tourist destination that was included in

guidebooks, the panoramas in Japan were included among tourist destinations in a series

of articles in the Fûzoku Gahô which provided readers with a new guide to famous cites

in Tokyo. As I have discussed, the image accompanying the text on Koyama’s panorama

included images of the spectators arriving at, entering, and viewing the panorama (fig. 6).

The picture accompanying a discussion of the panorama on view in Ueno Park is

dominated by an interior view of the panorama with the viewer placed in an impossible

position above the viewing platform and towards the canvas (fig. 25). The platform is

crowded with spectators engaged in touristic acts of viewing we now know are common

to panoramas, including viewing the scene through binoculars (visible in the lower left

corner as well as the center). The population shown includes people from all parts of

society, a testament to its public appeal; there are soldiers, women in fashionable dress,

children, older men and women, people in western hats (a popular fashion item of the

day) and those dressed entirely in Japanese style. The panorama’s potential to bring

together a heterogeneous viewing public into a single, nationalist body is emphasized by

the two Japanese flags visible at the entrance to the panorama which occupies an inset

frame.

The text of the articles articulate the sense of immersion the viewer is expected to

experience upon entering the panorama, providing the anticipatory description common

to tourist literature. In the article on the Ueno panorama, the author describes the scene in

bloodcurdling detail, opening with the dramatic line, A single shot rang out, an

earsplitting sound immediately rang out, here and there, thousands of countrymen on

horseback… I start running as well.” After setting up a scene of imminent danger the text
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reassures the reader that “The bullets don’t come here, so it’s the best place for watching

the battle.” The text goes on to assert that “No facility was spared in order to closely

observe the appearance of the war” before proceeding to describe the effects of being

surrounded by images of war:

Looking out, east and west, the artillery fire and hail of bullets surround
us… there is so much debris the scene is obscured. Soldiers on horses run
around everywhere. Bullets, mines, and grenades explode; the horses and
soldiers running around the exploding bullets, mines, and grenades is
unlike anything else.89

The author’s description places the reader, and the viewer, within the midst of a raging

battle, one that involved their “countrymen.” Within this space, the Japanese populace

exists both as spectator and the object of the gaze, they are, in effect, looking at

themselves in the process of redefining their nation and what it means to be Japanese.

Japanese Particularities - Yôga and Koyama Shôtarô

The arrival of the panorama in Japan coincided with fierce debates about the role

yôga (Western-style painting) should play in the Japanese art world and the search for

new forms of self-representation.90 Western painting was alternatively included and

banned from art exhibits and schools. In 1890, the year Yada Isshô’s panorama and the

Battle of Vicksburg opened, yôga was included in the Domestic Exhibition for the first

time. The inclusion of history paintings was in response to a call for Western-style

paintings that monumentalized historical events that had been issued the previous year.

Debates raged in the papers over which form of art was most appropriate to the new

                                                  
89 “Ueno Panorama” in Fûzoku Gahô, (Sep. 25) 1896: 27-28.

90 The term yôga was defined during the Meiji era and literally means “western picture.” It was used in
opposition its neologic pair, nihonga (Japanese picture) to differentiate between the two pictorial traditions.
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modern nation.91 In an article called “The Need for History Painting” Ômori Korenaka

insisted that the largest paintings in American exhibitions were history paintings and that

these were the most famous works. Similarly, Toyama Shôichi urged people to cease

painting the mundane or the imaginary, urging people to paint things based on reality.92

There was a desire for Japanese art and culture to be compatible with the taxonomies of

the west and intelligible to foreign viewers who often found Japanese painting opaque;

yôga clearly fulfilled this desire. Although the exhibition of the Meiji Art Society held in

October of 1889 contained no history paintings, the Third Domestic Industrial Exhibition

gave a number of awards to history paintings by Japanese painters. The coincidence of

history painting at the exhibition and the panoramas of battles (both Japanese and

American) could only have augmented the prestige of the panorama and created an

association in Japanese viewers between the most esteemed form of art in the West and

the giant paintings of battles, newly imported from the West.

In 1896, Koyama Shôtarô, a leader of the yôga completed a panorama of a battle

from the Sino-Japanese War (1894) in which Japan had defeated China and acquired

Taiwan. The panorama, Nisshin Sensô Heijô kôgeki no zu (Scene of the Sino-Japanese

War battle of Pyongyang), was installed in the Nihon Panorama building in Asakusa.

While all the American panoramas were set within the continental United States, this

panorama was of a battle for Japan’s first extraterritorial acquisition and, combined with

the debates over yôga as a medium for images of the nation, provided the Japanese public

                                                  
91 For more on the debates surrounding Japanese art during the Meiji period see: Dôshin Satô, "Nihon
Bijûtsu" Tanjyô: Kindai Nihon No "Kotoba" To Senryaku, Kodansha Sensho Metier, ed. Sawako Noma,
vol. 92 (Tokyo: Kodansha, 1996).

92 Shûji, Takashima. “History Painting in the Meiji Era: A Consideration of the Issues.” in Challenging the
Past and Present: The Metamorphosis of Nineteenth-Century Japanese Art, ed. By Ellen P. Conant.
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with a more radical experience than viewers in America experienced. By the mid-1890s

Koyama was a key player in the debates over the role of yôga in the Japanese academy.

The fervor with which Western methods, cultures, and practices were adopted in the

1870s was called into question by the late 1880s.93 In 1872 the instruction of Western-

style pencil drawing had been mandated but by the early 1880s this had become a point

of contention. Led by the advocates of nihonga (Japanese-style painting), it was replaced

in 1885 by instruction in the use of brush and ink painting and calligraphy. An older

generation began to worry that the younger generation was so well trained in Western

ways they were becoming ignorant of Japanese history and culture. People worried that

Japanese skills were not being passed on to the next generation and started calling for

greater emphasis on Japanese cultural legacies in the curriculum. The younger

generation, confident in their ability to engage with the West on its own terms, also began

to question the uncritical adoption of Western culture. They advocated increased

prudence, the application of discernment in which aspects of Western culture were of

merit. Those that were to be admired could be adopted and combined with the best

aspects of Japanese culture, creating a new, modern culture that would be fully integrated

with international culture but remain Japanese.

Although Koyama’s panorama did not survive, we are able to attain an idea of

what the panorama looked like from photographs and Koyama’s other work. As with all

the modern battle panoramas, Koyama combined a foreground installation with a painting

which featured a battle in the middle-distance and a landscape that receded towards the

horizon. In one photograph the bushes and dirt of the installation between the platform

                                                  
93 For more see Kenneth Pyle, The New Generation in Meiji Japan: problems of cultural identity, 1885-
1895. (Stanford: Stanford University Press) 1969.
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and the canvas are clearly visible although the line between canvas and ground is difficult

to determine, attesting to Koyama’s skill (fig. 26). The bodies of soldiers and horses lie

scattered across the ground, much as they did in the Battle of Gettysburg, testament of the

fierce battle taking place. In the middle-distance the lines of soldiers are visible, dressed

in modern military uniforms, guns raised, and moving in standard formations. In another

photograph horses come charging over a rise, their hoofs raised in realistic movement,

the bodies of their riders convincingly rendered, and the rolling plains receding behind

them (fig. 27). This panorama appears to be every bit as ambitious in scale and lively in

action as those seen in America. It is hard to tell from this photograph whether the

horizon is obscured by smoke, is painted using the atmospheric effects common to

sansuiga (ink landscape painting), or simply did not photograph well. A brief look at

some of Koyama’s other painting leads me to conjecture either the first or the last is the

most likely.

Koyama was trained in painting under Antonio Fontanesi at the Technical Art

School when Western painting was still valued more for its use of perspective and

anatomy than its aesthetic potential.94 His early oil paintings bear evidence of this

lineage, using the dark tones of the Barbizon school. In Quenching thirst with raw sake at

a shop in the autumn countryside (1890), Koyama’s ability to render figures in space as

required for a successful panorama is apparent (fig. 28). The road winds into the canvas,

pulling the eye into a space whose horizon is just visible in the distance (a strategy shared
                                                  
94 The first art school in Japan, the Kôbu bijutsu gakkô (Technical Art School) was founded in 1876 by the
Meiji government with the intent of gaining practical and scientific knowledge of the West. Despite the
presence of Antonio Fontanesi, formerly an instructor at the Royal Academy of Art in Turin, yôga was
more closely associated with engineering than with art and was a subset of the Imperial College of
Technology operating under the jurisdiction of the Kôbushô (Ministry of Industry and Technology). Many
of the early yôga artists moved through this program including Koyama, Asai Chû, Goseda Yoshimatsu,
and Yamamoto Hôsui.
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by Philippoteaux), the trees have volume, helping to create the sense of space, the horses

are skillfully drawn, and the figures, while not exceptionally lively, are convincing. If

there is any point where his skill might be questioned, it is in the way the horses don’t

quite sit solidly on the ground. However, from this image, it is easy to imagine how his

panorama would have appeared before the viewers. In another painting, this time a

watercolor called View of a Landscape, the landscape appears luminous and delicately

rendered, with an expansive space, lively figures that are well-proportioned and solidly

situated in space, and hills in the background that are textured, and geologically

convincing (fig. 29). The objects in the foreground are similar in placement and form to

the wheels that so often appear in panorama foregrounds. Again, it is easy to believe that

Koyama was fully capable of producing a panorama that presented a convincing illusion

of space that would absorb the spectators.

The skill with which Koyama could render space was a result of his training at the

Technical Art School, but it was also a product of Japan’s military endeavors. After

working with Fontanesi, Koyama studied under Kawakami Tôgai who taught Western

Studies at the Military Academy, and managed the Army Land Survey Department in

addition to teaching Western-style painting at his private studio. Koyama then went on

become a drawing instructor at the Military Academy. Not only was Koyama exposed to

Western art methods through multiple sources, his practice was embedded within the

Japanese imperialist project. Yôga, for Koyama, and Japan, was part of the larger systems

of cartography and technical drawing used to promote industrial development and

military expansion.
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In writing about panoramas, art historian Kinoshita Naoyuki situates them within

the context of Japanese imperial expansion and a new discovery of the horizon, much as

Oetterman does for the panorama in Europe. Kinoshita opens by citing a letter from

journalist Kunikida Dotsubô, sent to cover the Sino-Japanese war in which he describes

his arrival in Manchuria as the experience of a landscape dominated by a horizon and

expanse beyond imagination.95 For Kinoshita this moment marked a shift in Japanese

conception of landscape from the hanging scroll in a tokonoma to one that

accommodated the vast landscapes of Manchuria. In fact, the journalist he cites uses a

word, tensai that is associated with the English language concept of “beyond the

horizon.” The term “panorama” was, itself, a neologism, invented to name the attraction

itself. It was quickly adopted to describe any view that ostensibly revealed an entirety to

the viewer. In the words of Stephen Oetterman, the panorama “is a response to a way of

seeing that its viewers are already presumed to have, while at the same time it instructs

them how to see in this manner.”96 Just weeks after the Nihon Panorama opened in

Asakusa, the famous Twelve-Story Tower opened at the opposite end of the park, a

structure which was the tallest structure in Tokyo (and included its first elevator) (fig.

30). Although the word “panorama” was only introduced with the opening of the

entertainments, within a year people were describing the view from the tower as

panoramic.

I have already discussed Asakusa and Ueno as liminal spaces in which the

Japanese public could explore the new structures of modern life within a playful and fluid

                                                  
95 Naoyuki Kinoshita, Bijutsu to Iu Misemono (Tokyo: Chikuma, 1999) 213-15.

96 Oetterman, p. 13.
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environment. Before the panorama and Twelve-Story tower provided visitors with

experiences that were clearly Western, another attraction began to introduce an awareness

of panoramic vistas and virtual travel to the public; for the two years preceding the

construction of the Nihon Panorama a papier-mâché replica of Mt. Fuji occupied the very

same plot of land (it was destroyed by a typhoon, thus making room for the panorama).

The replica mountain was 810 feet around and 100 feet tall and was enormously popular,

as can be seen in a board game which shows famous kabuki actors of the day enjoying

the climb to the top (fig. 31). The mountain could be climbed for a small fee while

another small fee granted them access to the telescopes mounted on its summit through

which they could attain a closer view of Mt. Fuji as well as the surrounding metropolitan

area and its outskirts. The presentation of Mt. Fuji as site for recreational activity was a

radical reconceptualization of the Japanese landscape; the mountain was historically

considered a sacred site, to be climbed as part of a pilgrimage rather than for sport or to

obtain the commanding view obtainable at its peak. It also prepared visitors for the

experience of virtual travel that was embodied and, through the act of standing at once on

Mt. Fuji’s peak and looking at Mt. Fuji, for a dual consciousness, the sense of being at

once here and there that Americans experienced during their visits to the Siege of Paris. 

The secularization of the Japanese landscape was a consequence of the

reconceptualization of place and space that followed the opening of Japan to the West

and the influx of Western culture that followed. Koyama himself was a promoter of this

new attitude towards the Japanese landscape, arguing that artists should paint what they

saw, rather than presenting views of famous places (meishô) that were filtered through
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poems and other literary sources historically associated with the spot.97 Consequently,

Koyama approached the landscape with the same, ostensibly neutral gaze as

Philippoteaux used when surveying Gettysburg or Bertrand and Sergent applied to the

battlefields of Vicksburg. In preparation for the panorama, Koyama visited local army

field practice exercises to ensure the greatest possible accuracy in all the details.98 The

result was a new perception of space that can be entered, a landscape that surrounds the

Japanese public and is perceptually, cartographically, and politically contiguous with the

space occupied by the West. In effect, the Japanese space becomes part of the West,

without rescinding the particularities of nationhood and culture that are still present in the

scene depicted and the surrounding atmosphere of Asakusa and Ueno parks.

These particularities also manifested in the supplementary documents provided to

visitors of the panorama or present in the page of newspaper and magazine articles.

Rather than the pamphlets printed in book form with two maps, one a standard map of the

battlefield and the other a plan of panorama commonly used in America, the Japanese

visitors received a single sheet that contained both the key to the panorama and

contextual text. The pamphlet for the Nisshin-no yaku kôkai sensô (Sino-Japanese War

Yellow Sea Battle) pictures the viewing platform as a boat in the midst of battle (fig.

32).99 The text includes descriptions in both Japanese and English, something that was

                                                  
97 For more on Koyama’s views on landscape, and the role of the artist’s subjective view in choosing and
rendering the landscape see Naoko Yamada, “Koyama Shôtarô ni okeru shisen shasei ni tsuite - nihon
kindai feukeiga tanjyô ni kan suru - giron” (Shotaro Koyama’s Sketching of Nature - A study of ‘Japanese

modern landscape painting”), in 女子美術大学研究紀要 (2002, no. 32).

98Mayu Tsuruya, "The Ascent of Yôga in Modern Japan and the Pacific War," Inexorable Modernity:
Japan's Grappling with Modernity in the Arts, ed. Hiroshi Nara (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2007) 83.

99 This practice seems to have been used more in Europe than America, although it presages the practice of
using a train car as a viewing space for early travel films, popularized by Hale’s Tours, and the various
amusements that began to populate World’s Fairs which combined circular panoramic practices with
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unusual from the pamphlets I was able to see during my research but still speaks to the

awareness of a foreign gaze that was inherent to the medium. In addition to being known

as an entertainment that was popular abroad, the very means of representation itself

retained a more profound sense of the foreign than the panorama did in America, despite

the role of the foreign painters. The panoramas, Mayu Tsuruya writes, and yôga more

generally, were an effective means for disseminating the conditions of war to the public.

“Through imagery in panorama pictures,” Tsuruya writes, “the Japanese public thus

became more familiar with realistic depiction in Western-style painting and came to

equate what was depicted with what actually happened.”100 While the quality of authentic

representation is similar to the American experience of panoramas, Tsuruya’s observation

contains an additional valence of learning a new concept of space and one’s position

within it.

Panoramas occupied a transitional ground between traditional forms of

representation and the modern media of photography and film that would come to

dominate war imagery. The most common method for depicting the drama and heroism

of the battles to the public were nishikie (brocade prints), full-color woodblock prints that

appeared in triptychs in newspapers.101 The nishikie presented images of war which were

                                                                                                                                                      
moving panorama techniques and light effects to produce virtual voyages. However, all of these involved
motion, something that was still absent in this panorama of the Sino-Japanese War. In later years, a version
of the popular “Around the World” attraction appeared in Asakusa and most likely implemented some of
the aforementioned techniques.

100 Tsuruya, "The Ascent of Yôga in Modern Japan and the Pacific War,"   83.

101 For more on the representation of Japanese wars during the Meiji era see: Donald Keene, Louise Erica
Virgin, Anne Nishimura Morse, Frederic Alan Sharf and Museum of Fine Arts Boston., Japan at the Dawn
of the Modern Age : Woodblock Prints from the Meiji Era, 1868-1912, Selections from the Jean S. And
Frederic A. Sharf Collection at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 1st ed. (Boston, Mass.: Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston, 2001).; Yasunori Tanô and Akihisa Kawada, Imêji No Naka No Sensô : Nisshin, Nichiro
Kara Reisen Made, Iwanami Kindai Nihon No Bijutsu (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1996).



69

vibrant, close-up, and dynamic. In a print by Mizuno Toshikata, Ban-Banzai for the

Great Japanese Empire! Illustration of the Assault on Songwhan: A Great Victory for

Our Troops (1894), the scene unfolds in an immediate and lively fashion (fig. 33). The

commander is clear from his stance (straddling the trunks of trees, sword raised, he is the

most physically active of all the soldiers; he is also the only body in the entire image

which is visible in its entirety). The smoke from the discharge of weapons clouds the

image, obscuring the distance between the Japanese and Chinese troops. In the print,

however, it bears more resemblance to the clouds of screen painting, used to obscure and

collapse the distance between key areas. Despite the presence of the journalists taking

notes and making sketches in the lower right corner, this image does not give the

impression of shasei, (a term meaning on the spot sketch with strong connotations of

realism). It is fun to imagine that one of the artists busy with his sketch pad might have

been Koyama, practicing his own theory of shasei, and presenting an image of war that

would resemble his sketch of the beach (a true example of shasei) than this lively, but

clearly constructed, nishikie.

At the same time, photography was becoming an increasingly common means of

disseminating war imagery, especially when used in postcards or published in

volumes.102 In a photograph taken on the battlefield, the rolling hills of Kunikida’s

Manchuria are visible behind the two officers gazing through the telescope and at the

cameraman (fig. 34). This image of battle is striking for its impression of repose rather

than the action one expects from a military conflict. The combatants are evidently so far

                                                  
102 For more on the photographs and postcards during late-Meiji see: Ann Nishimura Morse, "Art of the
Japanese Postcard," Art of the Japanese Postcard: The Leonard A. Lauder Collection at the Museum of
Fine Arts Boston, ed. Ann Nishimura Morse, et. al. (Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 2004).; and
Kason Suzuki, Nisshin Sensô Emaki (Tokyo: Shun'yodo, 1895).
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out of the frame that a telescope is needed to perceive the effects of the canons,

something common to modern warfare but new to a country whose martial history

revolved around the sword. For the first time, mediated vision is required to successfully

conduct battle and in this image the viewer looks through the proxy camera lens at a man

who gazes back – we are seen as we see. The close proximity between the soldier facing

the camera and the one bent over the telescope makes them almost appear to be one

person in different moments; the man who looks at us, has a power of site we are denied

but covet – the site of the battlefield where the canons hit. The panorama placed the

viewer in both positions, the observer who documents and the person in a position of

privileged site, just as the nishikie grants the viewer an impossible angle on the action.

However, while the nishikie is clearly imaginative – however based on the sketches and

accounts of correspondents it may have been – and is bound by its realism, the panorama

provides an image that is imaginative but appears realistic and thus combines the appeal

of the nishikie with the authority of the photograph.

The panoramas of Meiji Japan, combined the color and movement of the nishikie

with the documentary eye of the photograph and the large-scale appropriate for such

dramatic accomplishments. Just a few years later, Wada Sanzo painted Southern Wind

(1907), a yôga style painting depicting Japanese fishermen at sea (fig. 35). It is at once

intimate and monumental; the viewer is on a small fishing boat, a trade with strong

cultural resonance in Japan and one that lacks any of the trappings of Western-style

modernity. However, the central figure stands tall, dominating the scene with a muscular

torso and solid legs and arms, feet planted firmly and confidently on the deck, and his

gaze set towards the horizon. The style of his figure clearly uses Western classical art as a
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model (the nose in particular seems far more Roman or Greek than Japanese), but the

scene is so intimately Japanese that the image was embraced by the government and hung

for many years in government buildings in Tokyo (it’s now in the collection of the Tokyo

National Museum). The struggle to find sufficiently monumental methods of self-

representation was first tackled by the panorama painters. Their appropriation of the

medium was, in effect, a claim to power through their demonstration of control over the

methods, the architecture, and the military behind the victories represented.

Coda: Revisioning the World

The panorama’s function as a device through which spectators discovered a new

world and, through the acts of looking constructed depth and made the world clear, made

it an ideal medium for two nations on the cusp of becoming full participants in the

modern geopolitical sphere which had been shaped and dominated by Europe for so long.

The widespread popularity and focus on battles rather than city views or natural wonders

(subjects that were just as popular as war pictures in Europe) speaks to the needs the

panorama fulfilled. The effect of the panorama was such that once entered, its vision of

the world altered the way people saw once they exited. The use of the horizon, with its

implication of infinite space just beyond the limit of the eye, allowed the universalizing

approach of the panorama to be applied to the world beyond its walls. This

transformative potential rested in the shift from real to not real – the difficulty in

discerning the illusion from the concrete – which was so captivating.

This potential had a utopian quality which is articulated by Louis Marin in his

discussion of the Sears Tower in Chicago. The Sears Tower, like the panorama and
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Twelve-Story Tower which preceded it, is a tourist attraction which is both gazed at from

below and ascended in order to obtain the omnipresent view from its peak. Both gazes

contain an awareness of the other within them, just as the panorama contained the dual

awareness of being the subject and object of the gaze. “How not to read this in

opposition,” Marin writes, “the deep-rooted American will, fantasy, dream, or utopian

drive, of a completely homogenized world.” This utopian drive, I believe, applies as

much (if not more) to Japan as America during the age of the panorama. Further, Marin

goes on to write that the subject of Utopia exists in the interval “where our attempt of

seeing together the dominating term and the dominated one…would change itself into a

neutral or neutralizing relationship.”103 This experience, of finding the Utopian possibility

of a neutral relationship and homogenized world in the dual vision of dominated and

dominating, is what the Japanese and American viewers of the panorama shared with

each other and did not shared with Europe. In their struggle to both free themselves from

a subordinate position to Europe, and lay claim to the power Europe possessed, each

nation sought to make the world more neutral. It was the ability of the panorama to

encompass all of the dynamics of visual power which made them so popular at the very

moment each nation was in the process of becoming imperial.

                                                  
103 Louis Marin, "Frontiers of Utopia: Past and Present," Critical Inquiry 19.3 (1993): 402-04.
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Chapter Two

Marketing a Nation: Creating “Japan” at the St. Louis Fair

A study of American responses to Japan’s displays at St. Louis’ Louisiana

Purchase Exposition in 1904, reveals a mild curiosity about their displays in the

exhibition palaces and a far larger fascination with their national pavilion and amusement

concession. Americans were already familiar with Japanese displays from previous fairs;

the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition in 1876 is credited with generating the “Japan-

craze” in America, and interest in the consumption of Japanese textiles, pottery, and

prints which was only reinforced by the displays at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago

almost twenty years later. A little over ten years later, Japan’s position among the world

powers had advanced considerably. Japan had undergone what Carol Gluck has termed a

period of “ideological settling.” She describes the first decades of Meiji as a period of

pragmatic and epochal changes – the leveling of social classes, the establishment of a

new political system, industrialization and the formation of a capitalist system that was

integrated into the global economy. “It was almost as if,” she writes, “the early Meiji

scenarios for gaining parity with the West were being played out in a late Meiji world, so

that treaty revision, the victories over China and Russia… seemed both the successful

conclusion to a past quest as well as a departure in imperial power for the future.”104 By

1904, the years of groundwork and preparation were over and Japan was ready to enter

the international scene as equals. The defeat of China was seen by the Japanese as a

crucial step in their ascent. According to Baron Kaneko, after Japan’s victory, “the

                                                  
104 Gluck, Japan's Modern Myths : Ideology in the Late Meiji Period. p. 18.
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Western nations discovered in us a Power which they could no longer suppress by

keeping us ostracized as a semi-independent nation; they at once changed their attitude,

and admitted us to membership in the family of civilized nations.”105

The Japanese government displays in the palaces provided Americans with a view

of a nation that had mastered the requirements of modernity through exhibits that ran the

gamut from education and forestry to mining and medicine. The national pavilion and

amusement concession, on the other hand, gave America visitors the chance to visit

“traditional” Japan.106 The national pavilion, “Imperial Japanese Garden,” was actually a

garden with a variety of small, wooden buildings “artistically scattered” in a hilly

landscape with dwarf trees and a pond with a bridge (fig. 1). The amusement concession,

“Fair Japan,” was similarly composed of an assortment of buildings in a landscaped

environment, complete with waterways and bridges (fig. 2). Each of them contained tea

houses and a bazaar, and Fair Japan also had dancing girls and a stage where scenes from

a kabuki play were performed. Between the two, a fantasy of Japan was sold to American

viewers. It is not surprising that these immersive environments garnered the lion’s share

of the public’s attention; they were exciting, exotic, very photogenic, and they affirmed

American perceptions of Japan as a romantic land of Geisha and tea houses. In this

chapter I will argue that Americans were not solely responsible for the construction of

Japan as an exotic and romantic land. Rather, the image of “Japan” at St. Louis was a

                                                  
105 Baron Kentaro Kaneko, "The Yellow Peril Is the Golden Opportunity for Japan," The North American
Review 179.576 (1904). p. 642.

106 Hajime Hoshi, Handbook of Japan and Japanese Exhibits at World's Fair, St. Louis 1904 (1904) 114.
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carefully managed self-construction that was the result of a modern nation promoting

itself commercially and politically with the goal of forming trading partners and allies

during a period of imperial expansion.

It is tempting to rely on theories of orientalism and argue that Japan internalized a

political dynamic which resulted in their discursive containment as a diminutive land on

which Americans could play out their fantasies; however, this analysis would not only

deny the agency of Japanese impresarios, politicians, and businessmen in shaping their

own image, it would also deny the very modernity of the position from which they made

their decisions. In becoming a modern nation, Japanese leaders and thinkers did more

than adopt the technology and economic systems of the West; they entered a discursive

field defined by Western philosophy, religion, science and history. Each of these were

fundamentally different from those existing in Japan, yet they adopted a rhetoric of being

universal. As participation in this discursive field was a prerequisite to being included

among the advanced nations, the Japanese had to figure out how to alter the contours of

the discourse as well as assimilate the technology and systems into the own society

without losing their own sense of cultural identity. The tension between the cultural

specificity and universalizing teleological framing of history and art history proved

particularly difficult for Japan to effectively negotiate. When Japan started trying to write

their own histories, the Western versions were already in place with a closed narrative

that began in the Classical world and culminated in the leading nations of Europe. The

power of history thus lay in its potential to define the categories and content of narratives

and from the transparency of these frameworks.107 The fairs specialized in making these

                                                  
107 Stefan Tanaka has written about the historical debates and struggles to control the discourse during the
Meiji years. In particular, the creation of a separate political and historical geography called tôyô, a
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frames visible and attracted massive audiences, making them ideal venues in which to

intervene with these frames and shift the parameters of the discussion. In the following

pages I will argue that the Japanese exhibitors set out to accomplish just this through a

combination of modern and apparently traditional displays grounded in a new Japanese

architectural history which was compatible with those of Europe. My discussion will

focus on the individual buildings that comprised the Japanese Garden and, through an

analysis which locates them in the emerging fields of art and architectural history and

tourism, argue that they were the products of a nation in the process of articulating their

identity within modern discursive practices.

American scholarship on the fairs has primarily focused on the Chicago fair in

1893 as a coalescence of America’s growing urban culture, imperialist ideologies which

relied on anthropological theories of race, and technological advances.108 Robert Rydell

is among the most influential scholars on the fairs, providing general overviews of fairs

from the 1870s into the twentieth century.109 While his work is helpful in outlining the

racial ordering the objects and people on display according to anthropological theories of

evolution, he provides little room for alternate readings or agency on the part of the

participants. Rydell’s reliance on the material produced by the organizers results in him

being perilously close to replicating their positions. Among those who have looked
                                                                                                                                                      
construct that positioned China at the discursive center rather than Europe. Japanese historians in late-Meiji
engaged in a prolonged campaign to write a history of Japanese origins that was not tailored to the interests
of Western historians. Stefan Tanaka, Japan's Orient : Rendering Pasts into History (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1993) p. 68.

108 James Gilbert provides an urban reading the Chicago fair, Benedict Burton approaches the material from
an anthropological perspective, and Eric Breitbert studies the photographic representations of the people on
display. James Gilbert, Perfect Cities: Chicago's Utopias of 1893 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1991).; Burton  Benedict, The Anthropology of World’s Fairs: San Francisco’s Panama Pacific
International Exposition of 1915 (Berkeley: Lowie Museum of Anthropology, 1983).; Eric Breitbart, A
World on Display, 1904: Photographs from the St. Louis World's Fair (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press, 1997).
109 Robert Rydell, All the World's a Fair (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984).
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specifically at the Japanese exhibits few writing in English have been versed in Japanese

sources. Recently Ellen Conant has written about the Japanese art on display in Chicago

from the perspective of the Japanese organizers and Carol Ann Christ has written on the

Japanese displays in St. Louis. Each of these authors have added key voices to the

discussion through their ability to integrate Japanese agency with American reception.110

However, Conant restricts herself to the Fine Arts Pavilion, a fascinating, if bounded,

topic and one which is dominated by the shadows of Okakura Kakuzô and Ernest

Fenollosa. Christ, on the other hand, moves around the fair grounds, approaching Japan

as a nation which projected a “double identity,” at once imperial and also “a unique and

ancient culture.” Her describes this mode of self-presentation as a “modern/ancient”

duality, a point which I contest in this chapter.111 While the Japanese displays did present

Japan as both historical and modern, I argue that the historical presentations were

grounded in the modern fields of architectural and art history and the product of a new

generation of architects. Further, I will argue that the inclusion of historical presentations

was firmly rooted in Japan’s modern projects, just as other modern nations included

historical structures as components of their displays.

The material in Japanese is just as rich as that in English with the obvious

difference that the Japanese material provides a much richer discussion on the Japanese

                                                  
110 The approach of Conant and Christ is in contrast to the work of such authors as Neil Harris who, while
providing some useful discussion of America’s perception of Japan at the fairs, fails to address the Japanese
context of Japan’s display choices and intentions. Ellen P. Conant, "Japan ‘Abroad’ at the Chicago
Exposition, 1893," Challenging the Past and Present: The Metamorphosis of Nineteenth-Century Japanese
Art, ed. Ellen P. Conant (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2006).; Carol Ann Christ, "'the Sole
Guardians of the Art Inheritance of Asia': Japan at the 1904 St. Louis World's Fair," Positions 8.3 (2000).;
Carol Ann Christ, "Japan's Seven Acres: Politics and Aesthetics at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase
Exposition," Gateway Heritage Magazine 17.2 (1996).; Neil Harris, "All the World’s a Melting Pot? Japan
at American Fairs, 1876-1904," Cultural Excursions : Marketing Appetites and Cultural Tastes in Modern
America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990).
111 Christ, "Japan's Seven Acres: Politics and Aesthetics at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition," 1.
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presentations and attitudes towards the fairs. The scholarship has been primarily

interested in the process of nation-building and self-articulation conducted by Japan at the

international expositions. While the specific arguments vary, the general format tends to

address a few of the major European fairs (the 1873 fair in Vienna - Japan’s first major

presentation, the 1888 fair in Paris, the 1893 fair in Chicago, and the 1900 fair in Paris),

and the five domestic exhibitions, culminating in the 1903 fair in Osaka. In most of these,

the Osaka fair marks a shift in attention from the foreign fairs to the domestic ones, an

approach which results in the St. Louis fair often being overlooked despite its

coincidence with the Russo-Japanese War. There are a number of scholars who have

done work which discusses Japanese presentations at international fairs in the context of

Japanese nationalism and the government’s efforts to intervene in the Western discursive

practices which sought to limit Japan’s role in the modern world to a lesser one. Many of

these works, such as those by Yoshimi Shun’ya, Matsuda Kyokô, and Ito Mamiko have

provided comprehensive studies of the fairs within the context of Japanese politics,

imperial actions, and social conditions.112 There are, as well, a number of recent articles

on the architecture at the fairs which I will be drawing on in my discussion.

The Japanese Garden

The Japanese Garden and Fair Japan, I will argue, gave the appearance of an

unmediated traditional Japan, but were actually products of Japan’s modernization. The

Japanese Garden was created by men trained in modern methods of architecture and

business who were invested in discourses of Japanese history that were developed in the

                                                  
112 Shun'ya Yoshimi, Hakurankai No Seijigaku: Manazashi No Kindai (Tokyo: Chûkô shinsho, 1992).;
Kyôko Matsuda, Teikoku No Shisen : Hakurankai to Ibunka Hyôshô (Tôkyô: Yoshikawa Kôbunkan 2003).;
Mamiko Itô, Meiji Nihon to Bankokuhakurankai (Tokyo: Yoshikawa Kôbunkan, 2008).
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Meiji era. Fair Japan, on the other hand, was run by Kushibiki Yumeto, Arai Saburô, and

Shibata Tadajirô, private businessmen who operated the Ginza-based Arai Trading

Company and imported the first Vitascope movies.113 In the years before the fair,

Kushibiki developed a name for himself as a man who was skilled at producing Japanese

environments for Americans. These men were interested in developing their international

trade and producing marketable fantasies of cultural others for both American and

Japanese audiences. In this chapter I want to explore Japan’s strategies of self-

presentation at the 1904 exposition, specifically their decision to construct a national

pavilion and concession that deliberately excluded anything associated with the “modern

Japan” that prevailed throughout the rest of the fairgrounds.

The most powerful and prestigious nations were given space in each of the major

pavilions as well as a plot of land on which to build a free-standing national pavilion.

Delegates from the countries visited the future site of the fair and negotiated for the best

available locations in a mix of first-come-first-served and preferential treatment. The size

of the plot and building generally correlated to the status of the nation; at St. Louis the

largest national pavilions were Germany, England, France, and Japan. A national pavilion

was usually a large building which referenced royal houses or state buildings, was

designed to impress through physical presence and treasures, and needed to be culturally

distinct to have the greatest impact. Successful examples of this mode include The

Orangery at Kensington (England) or The Palace of Charlottenburg (Germany) (figs. 3,

4). The Japanese government pavilion differed in only one respect, but it was a crucial

                                                  
113 For more on the history of film and the Arai Trading Co. See Jun'ichirô Tanaka, Nihon Eiga Hatattsushi,
vol. 1 (1974) esp. chs. 2, 3. I discuss Kushibiki again in Chapter Three.
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one: rather than constructing one massive structure  they opted to present themselves

through a grouping of six buildings on four landscaped acres in an exhibit titled The

Japanese Garden.

The Japanese Garden was an entire environment, dominated by the garden

landscape rather than the small buildings distributed throughout the space, that promised

to transport visitors to another land while offering a veneer of historical information and

cultural experience (fig. 1). The Japanese Garden sat on a rise behind the Machinery Hall

and across from the Observation Wheel (a large Ferris Wheel). The garden was enclosed

and the gate rested at the bottom of the slope, with the Formosa Tea House at the

southern edge of the gate. At the top of the hill stood the Main Pavilion and a large

bazaar where visitors could buy various Japanese goods marked the northern border.

Near the Main Pavilion at the crest of the hill stood a small pavilion called the Bellevue

which had originally been part of the forestry exhibit at the Fifth Domestic Industrial

Exhibition held in Osaka the previous year (fig. 5). The Kinkaku Tea House (a replica of

Kinkaku-ji in Kyoto), is just visible behind some trees at the bottom of the slope on the

left side of the photograph and functioned as both a viewing location and tea house (the

upper floors provided a good view of the fairgrounds) (fig. 6). While each building is

modest in size, the entire plot was about four-and-a-half acres, or the equivalent of four

football fields, an area large enough to be able to create a distinct environment.

Contemporaneous reporting as well as recent scholarship tend to focus on the

impressive quality of Japan’s exhibits despite the strain the Russo-Japanese War placed
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on resources.114 Yabashi Kenkichi, Japan’s Minister of the World’s Fair, strongly favored

an initial proposal that the Main Pavilion be a reproduction of Nagoya Castle which

would contain an exhibit of Japanese art (figs. 7, 8). According to a report Yabashi wrote,

Nagoya Castle would provide a pleasing and unique representation of Japan that appealed

to American tastes which favored size over detail; he felt Americans would therefore

respond more positively to an imposing castle than a smaller temple that may have been

more delicate and artistic. In addition, the castle would serve as an example of purely

Japanese architecture; a classical temple, on the other hand, was closely related to

Chinese architecture which could lead to an unfortunate confusion between the two

cultures or, at the very least, emphasize Japan’s history of borrowing from China.115 The

bazaar was also intended to be larger than the final product, again in an effort to appeal to

American taste for large buildings. The exhibit of Japanese art also proved too difficult to

manage and the was replaced by an exhibit of Japan’s Red Cross Association and a

display of the history of Japan’s costumes (fig. 9).

The garden designers were just as aware of their intended audience as Yabashi.

According to The Report of Japanese Participation in the St. Louis World Exposition the

landscape designers widened the paths “[f]or the ease of visitors”; the dimension and

curb design were copied from Western gardens.116 Thus, despite the purely traditional

                                                  
114 Japan sent more than sixty technical engineers, craftsmen, and artisans and shipped more freight than
any other country after Great Britain. Christ, "Japan's Seven Acres: Politics and Aesthetics at the 1904
Louisiana Purchase Exposition," 4.

115 Tomoko  Hata, "Seintoruisu Bankokuhakurankai Ni Okeru "Nihon" No Kentikubutsu: On the Study of
the Japanese Buildings in the Louisiana Purchase Exposition at St. Louis, 1904 " Nihon Kenkyû gakkai
keikaku bunshû: J. archit. Plann. Environ. Eng., AIJ.no. 53２ (2000): 235.. It could be politically
hazardous for Japan to be too closely associated with Japan, a nation that was semi-colonized by European
powers and widely associated with cheap labor in America.

116 1 shaku is 30.3 cm or about 1 foot.
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appearance, the landscape was, in fact, a cultural hybrid as were, I argue, all the

buildings. According to the report, which was written two years after the conclusion of

the fair, the efforts paid off; the “Japanese garden was chosen as the best from among the

three greatest gardens in the world: the Japanese, English, and French.” This was, the

report makes clear, in spite of the short construction time, inclement weather, unskilled

labor, and comparatively low cost (Japan’s garden was half the cost of England’s

Orangery, and France’s pavilion was even more expensive).117 The decision to construct

an environment that let visitors feel like they were visiting a traditional Japan proved to

be a successful device for drawing attention and creating a positive impression of Japan

as a culturally sophisticated nation.

The Japanese Garden was designed by government officials and architects, and the

Central Tea Association, producing an environment in which nationalism and trade were

mutually constitutive. This relationship was openly acknowledged in supplementary texts

intended to promote Japanese interests. In an article for the North American National

Review, Count Okuma provided a summary of Japan’s encounter with the West, moving

from resistance to the adoption of Western methods to prevent colonization.118 He boasts

                                                  
117 Ministry of Agriculture of Japan. St. Louis bankoku hakurankai hompo sando jigyo hokoku [The Report
of Japanese participation in the St. Louis World Exposition], vol. 2 (Tokyo: Ministry of Agriculture), 1906.
As quoted in Seiko Goto, "The First Japanese Garden in the Western World: The Garden in the Louisiana
Purchase Exposition," Studies in the History of Gardens and Designed Landscapes 27.3 (2007): 247-49.
The dimensions of the grounds, like many aspects of the Japanese exhibits, are not completely consistent
across publications. The Final Report, for instance, says that the final dimensions were 148,361 while the
Handbook rounded up to 150,000 square feet. Most likely the reason for the discrepancy is a late
renegotiated expansion of the grounds.

118 Ôkuma Shigenobu (1838-1922) served as the Prime Minister of Japan in 1898 and again from 1914-
1916. In 1882 he founded the Rikken Kashintô (Constitutional Reform Party), a party of urban elite
intellectuals, industrialists and merchants who called for the adoption of a parliamentary democracy. The
same year he founded Waseda University.
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of the “new laws to meet new conditions,” the railways, banks, and compulsory education

system. However,

the rapid growth of the country necessitated much expenditure… [Japan]
has labored under a considerable disadvantage with regard to its recent
development. In America and Russia… much foreign capital has been used
to develop the country; whereas in Japan…[almost] nothing but Japanese
capital has been used.”119

 Okuma wanted to alter the laws to allow foreign ownership of Japanese land in order to

bring money in. Others focused on increasing trade as the answer, a message so

effectively conveyed that even the most superficial reader of the news or material related

to the fair would have found it impossible to miss.

The emphasis on trade was repeated almost verbatim by the various

representatives to St. Louis. The opening text of the Handbook of Japan and Japanese

Exhibits at World’s Fair, St. Louis by Hajime Hoshi reads:

 Since Commodore Perry, of the United States Navy, opened Japan to the
world's commerce, the foreign trade of that country has developed with
wonderful rapidity. The startling rapid development of Japanese trade is due
to the readiness and celerity with which the frank and courageous people of
the Empire abandoned their old customs and turned their faces toward a new
civilization. There was no hesitation, no halting, no looking backward. The
entire Nation awoke with a start to the realization that it was moving in the
wrong direction, and turned about and dropped easily in the march of
modern progress.120

The text goes on to promote trade with Japan, noting that the adoption of foreign ideas

and methods led to the desire for foreign goods, generating a robust trade with America.

                                                  
119 Count Okuma, "Japanese Problems," The North American Review 180.579 (1905). pp. 164-165.

120 Hoshi, Handbook of Japan and Japanese Exhibits at World's Fair, St. Louis 1904. p. 5. Commodore
Perry was the American who sailed a black, armored ship into Tokyo Bay and dropped anchor. He then
proceeded to fire shots from his canon and negotiate trading treaties with Japan which had maintained
closed borders since 1603.
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Hoshi describes a Japan that has already broken their ties with the old and embraced the

new in the name of progress and this Japan was present everywhere in the fairground

except the Japanese Garden and Fair Japan.

The role of the United States in ushering in Japan’s modern era was emphasized by

some more than others. In a speech given at the ground-breaking ceremony for the

Japanese Pavilion in November, 1903, Seiichi Tegima, the Imperial Japanese

Comissioner-General, said:

It is by you that the majority of our countrymen, who have made Japan, with
all its unique experience of long isolation, what it is to-day, have been
educated. Japan at present is enjoying with your country an annual trade of
no less than sixty-five million dollars' worth of your money, and this
amount, unsurpassed by that of any other country trading with Japan,
comprises something over one-fourth of the aggregate annual amount of our
international trade.121

Tegima both flatters the United States (he created a student/teacher relationship between

the two countries) and places Japan in a position of emerging equality (the student has

matured and become a peer). This was a delicate balancing act of deference and the

assertion of independence that was complicated by the uncertain racial categorization of

Japan. Much of Asia was already colonized by Europe and America had just “liberated”

the Philippines, with the result that Asians were generally classed as the colonized, rather

than the colonizer. Both Hoshi and Tegima manage to simultaneously acknowledge

Japan’s initially subordinate position in the political and economic ranking of nations and

assert Japan’s new position as an increasingly mature, modern, imperialist nation. The

shift in Japan from pre-modern to modern is often coded as a shift from Japanese to

Westernized, with the era of unadulterated “Japanese” culture being located in the pre-

                                                  
121 “Japan’s Building Site.” World’s Fair Bulletin. Dec. 1903: 21
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modern.122 Although both the Japanese Garden and Fair Japan play into this dynamic,

Japan’s exhibition practices throughout the fairgrounds sought to present an integrated,

rather than bifurcated, image of Japan as at once “Japanese” and “modern.”

World’s Fairs may have presented unsurpassed opportunities to communicate a set

of ideologies and promote one’s own interests, but they required a delicate balance

between conversing in the visual language of the fair and creating the appearance of a

distinctive voice. At the fairs, each nation was, despite the many protestations of peace

and mutual cooperation, in fierce competition with each other. Nations that did especially

well were copied by other nations at subsequent fairs with the result that, as Benedict

Burton puts it, “Towers engendered yet other towers. Civic grandeur competed with yet

more civic grandeur. Thus competition bred a kind of uniformity of display.”123 By the

time of the St. Louis fair, Japanese intellectuals had been struggling to articulate a history

specific to Japan for a few decades. Fair organizers had incorporated these ideas in

previous fairs, achieving greater success at balancing between presenting Japan as a

nation with a distinct culture and mastering the rhetorics of presentation. The Fifth

Domestic Industrial Exhibition held in 1903 in Osaka included all the most salient

aspects of world’s fairs, from anthropological and colonial displays to amusement rides

like Shoot-the-Chute and electric lights that blanketed the grounds and kept the fair open

                                                  
122 Robert Bellah has recently noted that this interest in Japan as a peculiar combination of “tradition” and
“modernity” is exceptionalist in a way that bears a close relationship to Orientalism. Like Bellah, I situate
Japan’s exhibits “within a comparative spectrum, and not outside it; for the Japanese people…represent a
set of possibilities within the normal range of human culture and society.” Robert Neelly Bellah, Imagining
Japan : The Japanese Tradition and Its Modern Interpretation (Berkeley: Univeristy of California Press,
2003). p. 1.

123 Burton  Benedict, The Anthropology of World’s Fairs: San Francisco’s Panama Pacific International
Exposition of 1915 (Berkeley: Lowie Museum of Anthropology, 1983) 15.
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late into the night.124 In looking at Japan’s presentation in St. Louis I am keeping in mind

Japan’s conviction that the particularities of their own history could, and should, be

integrated with the universal histories which came out of the West.

Japan at the Fair

By the time of the St. Louis fair, Japanese organizers had become skilled in the

rhetorics of displaying nation, empire, and race that informed the narratives of

technological progress and industrial advances that predominated World’s Fair

exhibitions; between 1870 and 1904, Japan hosted five national exhibitions and

participated in twenty-seven fairs in Europe and America. From the first, the organizers

and participants were a mix of the government and private, with ministers and

businessmen working together to promote Japanese interests abroad. When Japan

participated in the 1872 fair in Vienna, they may have presented a fairly one-dimensional

image of Japan which focused on artistic goods and a traditional identity, but they also

studied western technology, the basics of running a fair, and the price of goods and

potential weaknesses in the market that Japan could exploit. Those who participated in

the fair “astutely saw through the discourse of technology to the authority lurking beneath

it.”125 One participant, Sano Tsunetami, perceived that fairs weren’t just about trade. In

                                                  
124 For more on the amusements at the Osaka fair and the Osaka fair in general, see:Matsuda, Teikoku No
Shisen : Hakurankai to Ibunka Hyôshô , Yoshimi, Hakurankai No Seijigaku: Manazashi No Kindai ,
Takeyuki Kuni, Hakurankai No Jidai：Meijiseifu No Hakurankai Seisaku (Tokyo: Iwatashoin, ２００５).

125 Yoshimi, Hakurankai No Seijigaku: Manazashi No Kindai 116.
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writings that he compiled upon his return from the Vienna fair, Sano argued that fairs

were important to the process of modernization; specifically, their visual ordering

inculcated people into the modern geo-political world.

The fairs provided the public with a schema of the world, a sense of their place

within it, and training in the behaviors necessary to become a modern citizen.126 In this,

Sano anticipates Tony Bennett’s concept of the “exhibitionary complex” – a disciplinary

array of institutions including museums, departments stores, and World’s Fairs which

“served as linked sites for the development and circulation of new disciplines.”127 These

institutions, fairs included, sought to “render the forces and principles of order visible to

the populace,” allowing the people (citizens) to become “subjects rather than objects of

knowledge” and, ideally, regulate themselves.128 The people, Bennett proposes, having

known power, interiorize its gaze and direct it both outward and on themselves. In 1872,

when the Japanese visited Vienna and became “subjects… of knowledge” they became

aware that their geo-political position was in danger of being closer to the bottom than

the top due to their lack of industrial development, their racial classification, and

profound cultural differences in areas such as economy, law, science, and medicine.

During the next three decades, the Japanese government adopted the gaze of the

“exhibitionary complex” and directed it towards their own nation, resulting in an
                                                  
126 Satô Dôshin has discussed the role the Vienna, and other, fairs played in the development of new
disciplines and conceptual terms such as “Art,” “Fine Art,” and “Aesthetics” during the Meiji Era. The
importation of these concepts, and the neologisms required to express and define them, altered the very
understanding of visual objects, creating new divisions, disciplines, and hierarchies that closely matched
those in the West. This process extended across all areas of Japanese life. As Satô argues, many of these
concepts and categories were most clearly apprehended at the European and American fairs; as Yoshimi
argues, they were subsequently disseminated at the Japanese domestic fairs. Satô, "Nihon Bijûtsu" Tanjyô:
Kindai Nihon No "Kotoba" To Senryaku.

127 Tony Bennett, "The Exhibitionary Complex," New Formations 4.Spring (1988): 73.

128 Tony Bennett, "The Exhibitionary Complex," New Formations 4.Spring (1988): 76.
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aggressive agenda of national improvement; this was distilled into slogans such as

“Civilization and Enlightenment” and “Western Science, Japanese Spirit.”129 The civic

leaders propagated their views and advanced their goals through the new national

curriculum, the ratification of a new Constitution and formation of a parliamentary

system, and the various imperial Ministries.

Throughout the fair, Japan presented displays of their modern industry within

traditional aesthetic frames. The goal was to convince the American public firstly, that

Japan was a modern nation albeit one with a history and culture distinct from those of the

West, and secondly, that this was not only possible, but could be an asset. Japan included

exhibitions in all the major exhibition palaces and in most exhibits combined a distinctive

Japanese cultural presentation with the methods and products of modernity.130 The

exhibition in the Palace of Varied Industries, for instance, was marked by a reproduction

of the Yomeimon, a famous gate from Nikko, a site popular among Japanese and foreign

tourists due to its proximity to Tokyo (fig. 10).131 The gate was written up in various

guide books as a noteworthy site. The displays within were a combination of affordable

export ware and expensive goods that promoted the image of Japan as a nation in

                                                  
129 For more on the process of Japan’s modernization and political ideology during the Meiji period see
Carol Gluck, Japan's Modern Myths : Ideology in the Late Meiji Period (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 1985).

130 The Japanese exhibitions at St. Louis were far more extensive than any previous fair, measuring twice
the area of Chicago and three times the area of Paris.

131 Until the treaties were renegotiated in 1898? Foreign visitors to Japan were restricted to staying within
25-miled of the established treaty ports: Kobe, Nagasaki, Yokohama, and Hakodate (?). As Nikko lay
within these bounds and was located in a beautiful mountain area readily accessible by train, it became a
favored tourist spot during the Meiji era.
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possession of wealth and refined luxury goods as well as production. The display was

essentially a trade catalogue, as the Handbook of Japanese Exhibits so clearly states:

These articles represent the highest artistic ideals of Japanese workmen and
are famous the world over for their beauty and excellence. Similar goods are
exported from Japan to all countries of the civilized world, where they meet
a ready market.132 

The text reassured buyers that these goods had received aesthetic approval by those who

knew and many of the goods on display did end up on the shelves of department stores

and museums.

Other exhibits were intended to convey Japan’s institutional solidity as reassurance

to trading partners and investors that Japan could be trusted with bank exchanges and

shipments. The message was stated clearly in the official catalogue, The Exhibition of the

Empire of Japan, which reads:

the remarkable industrial progress of Japan in recent years, coupled with an
increasingly wider dissemination of technical knowledge and a greater
completion of educational institutions, has brought about a significant
advancement in the quality and volume of our products and manufactures - a
fact which has been fully proved by the extensive, varied and superior
nature of our exhibits at the present Fair.133

The terms used to describe Japan (industrial, technical, institutions, advancement) clearly

situate Japan within the modern world while quietly demanding respect and equal

treatment. This message was rendered visible in displays in the Palace of Education

which presented a well-trained national body, well-versed in international law and

                                                  
132 Hajime Hoshi, Handbook of Japan and Japanese Exhibits at World's Fair, St. Louis 1904 (1904). p.
118. This market included department stores. The Japanese displays at the 1876 Centennial Exposition in
Philadelphia helped generate the “Japan Craze,” a nation-wide fascination with Japanese objects that lasted
for a couple of decades or more, a fashion which, in turn, contributed to the Arts and Crafts movement.

133 Imperial Commission to the Louisiana Purchase Exposition, The Exhibition of the Empire of Japan,
Official Catalogue (St. Louis: International Exposition, 1904) 3.
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business policies. There were also sub-exhibits such as the ones for the Imperial Institute

of Infectious Disease and the Police Association of Japan which made the case for the

physical safety of the nation (figs. 11, 12).134 The display for the Police Association was

demarcated by a gate that mimicked the post and lintel construction of domestic

architecture. The sign for “Japan” at the top of the gate was black lacquer with gold

writing and bore the abstract chrysanthemum emblem of the emperor. The display within

contained photographs, portraits, and information on the investigation of criminals. The

exhibit on Infectious Diseases contained vaccines and bacterial cultures in addition to

illustrations and photographs laid out in orderly rows. Both of these sub-exhibits were

located within the larger display in the Palace of Education which included charts and

photographs related to the education system in which over 90 percent of Japanese aged 6

to 14 participated.

The exhibits in the Palace of Liberal Arts advertised their newspaper printing

technology and the Palace of Mines and Metallurgy attracted attention from American

viewers for its models of some of the largest mines in the world (fig. 13). Finally, the

display in the Palace of Fine Arts (only the second time Japan was invited to exhibit

there) occupied central areas of the second floor. Each of the larger displays was

demarcated by reproductions of famous temple and palace gates, creating both a

consistent visual presence across the fair grounds, and reinforcing Japan’s identity as a

nation with a long-standing aesthetic tradition. Although the American public received

the intended message that Japan was fast becoming one of the most comprehensively

                                                  
134 Japan’s health policies and public relations efforts were effective and many Americans took note of their
achievements. See, Louis Livingston Seaman, The Real Triumph of Japan, the Conquest of the Silent Foe
(New York,: D. Appleton and company, 1906).
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modern nations in the world, it was the idealized pre-modern view of Japan on display in

the Japanese Garden that received the most attention. If Japan was represented by only

one or two images in a journal, newspaper article, or book of photographs then the

picture was of one of the buildings in the four-acre plot of sculpted land, an immersive

environment that created an image of a traditional Japan (fig. 10).

Race and Empire at the Fair: The Formosa Mansion

The Formosa Mansion was intended to function both as a means of generating

interest in Japanese tea and as a device for promoting awareness of Japan as an empire

with colonies. The building, which stood at the entrance to the Japanese Garden,

functioned as a teahouse and was constructed and operated under the supervision of

Yamaguchi Tetsunosuke, a representative of the Central Tea Association (fig. 1). Almost

ten years earlier, Formosa (now known as Taiwan) had been acquired by Japan as a result

of their victory in the Sino-Japanese War; the territory was Japan’s first colonial

possession and was the moment when other imperial nations began to perceive Japan as a

modern military power. The Formosa Mansion was primarily a device to market tea from

the new colony to Americans, but it also provided Japan with an opportunity to

participate in the dynamic of imperial power by exhibiting their colonial possessions that

was common to fairs.135 Colonial powers frequently used tertiary pavilions as a means of

augmenting their image as a powerful ruler of other populations, and possibly generating

a little extra money; for instance, a popular spot for refreshment at St. Louis was the

                                                  
135 The United States was Japan’s biggest trading partner in general. In 1902, the United States imported
over 80 million yen in goods, almost double the amount China imported and far exceeding France’s 27
million, Hong Kong’s 26 million, and England’s 17 million. Although silk dominated Japan’s export
market, tea was a major export at 10 million yen in 1902.
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rather spacious Ceylon Pavilion, a British-run tea house which advertised England’s

colonization of Ceylon and generated a reasonable profit. On the symbolic level, the

Formosa Mansion positioned Japan as a member of the imperial class, a nation that

possessed a colony; the fact that Japan had defeated China to acquire the colony had the

added benefit of moving Japan away from Asia and towards the West.

Like other World’s Fairs of the era, the St. Louis fair paired visions of peaceful

relations between nations and educating the people of the world with competitive

displays of military technology and conquest which relied on racist definitions of

civilization. For the United States, the Philippine Village was their first display of

modern, imperial conquest. Covering about forty-acres, the village put the population of

the new quasi-colony on display in huts, schools, and military barracks. Americans could

first be assured that they were the white colonizers, rather than the brown-skinned

colonized, and then be reassured that they were a edifying influence through the

education and training they provided. Although the Japanese were not able to present a

similar display, their construction of race defined in opposition to the less-civilized as

well as their recent imperialist advances were evident in the exhibition of some Ainu

people, the indigenous population that resided in northern Japan, and the Formosa

Mansion. Both were a result of territorial expansions during Meiji, enabled by the

increase of capital and technology, and the development of a successful military force.

The need to display dominance over other populations as proof of one’s own

advanced state was a result of the combination of Social Darwinism and military

occupation that defined international politics at the fair. The ideological function of fairs

was to promote ideas of progress, both industrial and social, the latter of which largely
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drew on the evolutionary theories of Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer and produced a

schema that correlated industrial progress with evolutionary development. The main

participants could justify the enormous expenditure needed to assemble a decent exhibit

by, in the words of one scholar, “using the exercise to express or reconfirm their degree

of ‘civilization,’ and simultaneously to justify their incursions into the territories of other

‘lesser’ peoples.”136 The previous year, Japan had constructed an imperial display at their

Fifth Domestic Industrial Exhibition, held in Osaka; in celebration of their victory in the

Sino-Japanese War and acquisition of Taiwan, the fair included a display on the new

colony that was “a fair within the fair,” similar to the Philippine Village (fig. 15).137

Although Japan had the Ainu and Formosa to define themselves against, the Japanese

Garden and Fair Japan were closer to these “villages” of the pre-modern than seems wise

for an Asian nation struggling to be accepted as a member of the Western powers.

In the 1880s some Japanese businessmen built a Japanese “village” in London. A

Japanese visitor read the reviews and reported back to the Japanese government that such

displays were detrimental to Japanese interests since they encouraged European viewers

to equate Japan with exotic colonial lands that were considered semi-civilized at best.138

As a result, displays staffed by Japanese serving girls and replicating a Japanese

environment were banned by the government until 1893 when the Central Tea

Association received permission to build a tea house and staff it with women brought

over from Japan. That the Japanese official pavilion bore a dangerous resemblance to the

                                                  
136 Joy Hendry, The Orient Strikes Back: A Global View of Cultural Display (Oxford: Berg, 2000). p. 50.

137 Matsuda, Teikoku No Shisen : Hakurankai to Ibunka Hyôshô

138 Ayako Hotta-Lister, The Japan-British Exhibition of 1910: Gateway to the Island Empire of the East,
Meiji Japan Serie (Richmond, Surrey: Japan Library, 1999).
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ethnographic “village” is all the more curious considering its appearance decades into

international presentations (Japan’s first presentation at a World’s Fair was in 1873 in

Vienna) and Japan’s careful monitoring of its international reception.139 The problem for

Japan was to ensure that their modernity was sufficiently demonstrated that the villages

would be seen as idealizations of their past rather than representations of a present state.

 Japan may have received popular support from Americans in their war with Russia,

but the issues of Japan’s general level of civilization and inclusion among the leading

nations of the world were far from settled. Fairs were giant semiotic systems that

provided Japan with unparalleled opportunities to shape public opinion. In addition to the

displays at the fairs, the events generated massive amounts of written commentary, often

in tomes a couple of inches thick or entire issues of magazines. The key was not just to

get written about, but to get written about in the right way. The precarious position of

Japan is clearly illustrated in an illustration associated with the fair, Types and

Development of Man which ranked twelve “racial types” in a hierarchy from the savage

to the civilized (fig. 16).140 According to this diagram of civilization and power, the

pinnacle is occupied by the “Americo-European” and the bushman is followed only by

the prehistoric man in bringing up the rear. The Russian is in second place in the

evolutionary ladder. The rest of the ranking holds few surprises for anyone familiar with

histories of racial (stereo)typing: Japan is third, followed by (in order) the a bearded and

                                                  
139 Another example of Japan’s acuity on the complexities of race and international presentation resulted
from their initial journey across the United States. The emissaries made note of the divisions between
White, Chinese, and African-American laborers and wrote that they had to make sure they were grouped
with the Whites, rather than the Chinese. (see Masao Miyoshi, As We Saw Them : The First Japanese
Embassy to the United States, Kodansha Globe (New York: Kodansha International, 1994).).

140 The image serves as a frontispiece to volume five of Louisiana and the Fair: An exposition of the world,
its people, and their achievements, a ten volume set which covers everything from the history of the United
States and the Louisiana Purchase to a summary of the amusements on offer on the Pike.
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turbaned Hindoo; a lighter skinned Turk with a Sephardic nose and exotic mustache; a

Chinese man with the queue and black silk clothing; the Arab that follows is fully

swathed and an older gentleman; the Indian is in full profile, chin uplifted in an

embodiment of the “noble savage”; the bottom edge is populated by the “primitive”

Negro, Ainu, Bushman and Prehistoric man, all lacking in the trappings of civilization

such as clothing and grooming. According to the caption:

 The photogravure herewith is from an excellent specially prepared drawing
which very accurately, as nearly as the science of ethnology is able to do,
the characteristic types of mankind arranged in a progressive order of
development from primitive or prehistoric man to the highest example of all
civilization.141

In this schema, Japan is positioned on the cusp of the higher examples of civilization, the

highest of all the non-Western nations but still separated from the Americo-European by

Russia, the nation that Japan was in the process of beating at war.

The photogravure is the frontispiece for the fifth volume of Louisiana and the Fair;

the entire volume is devoted to an anthropological discussion of the various people who

participated in the fair and was written by W. J. McGee, a professor of anthropology.

McGee ascribed to evolutionary theories of race and believed that humans moved from

“lower grades” to “higher grades,” a feat accomplished through a mix of cultural and

racial blending and illustrated in the Types and Development of Man. “The blood of the

races is blending slowly,” he wrote, “...while the culture of the world is blending still

more rapidly...the blood-blending may be sometimes injurious, though it is more

frequently beneficial, while the culture blending is rarely followed by deterioration of the

                                                  
141 J.W.  Buel, Louisiana and the Fair: An Exposition of the World, Its People, and Their Achievements, 10
vols. (St. Louis: World's Progress Publishing Co. , 1904). np.
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better.”142 People searched for explanations for Japan’s success that fit into the racial

schema developed by ethnologists and anthropologists. McGee’s found his answer in

Japan’s “complexity of the blood.”143 Japan’s blood, like that of the Anglo-Saxons,

McGee explained, was the most complex of its continent, created through waves of

successive populations.144 While the ranking may be slightly surprising in its lucidity the

only element that is remarkable is the positioning and portrayal of Japan and Russia. The

first point worth noting is the ranking of Russia as second and Japan as third at a moment

when Japan was on its way to defeating Russia at war. Japan had already succeeded in

gaining attention for its art and rapid adoption of modernity, and was a major trading

partner with America. Although military success did not alter racial categories they did

shift the power dynamics and demonstrate mastery over technology and bureaucracy as

well as physical strength and discipline, all of which were considered markers of a

“mature” civilization. A victory over Russia could seriously threaten to alter the order of

nations and do much to move Japan closer to the ruling sphere of the “Americo-

European.”

                                                  
142 W. J. McGee, "The Trend of Human Progress," American Anthropologist 1.3 (1899): 447. For more on
McGee’s role in the St. Louis Fair see Rydell, All the World's a Fair., pp. 160-164.

143 M. Carl Hundt, "Head of Anthropology Department of World's Fair," Post-Dispatch February 19 1904.
As quoted in, Rydell, All the World's a Fair  181. See also Neil Harris, "All the World’s a Melting Pot?
Japan at American Fairs, 1876-1904," Cultural Excursions : Marketing Appetites and Cultural Tastes in
Modern America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990). Harris looks at the Japanese presentations
at the Philadelphia, Chicago, and St. Louis expositions and argues that Americans were fascinated by the
mix of artisanal craft and modern technology and culture that Japan presented. Japan’s ability to assimilate
modern culture while retaining their own was, Harris argues, of particular interest to Americans struggling
with questions of immigration and assimilation. For those worried that the influx of immigrants posed a
threat to American unity, Japan provided evidence that non-whites could assimilate with great success. For
others, like Randolphe Bourne, Japan was proof that cultural assimilation did not take generations and
could include alterations in Anglo-Saxon culture as well. Randolph Bourne, "Trans-National America,"
Atlantic Monthly 118 (1916). 86-97.

144 As quoted in Robert Rydell, All the World's a Fair (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984) 160.
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Those populations that lacked sanguinary “complexity”  and were thus not included

in the upper echelons, were believed to be in need of moral and material guidance.

Within the illustrated ranking, Japan was awarded the third place spot, behind only the

caucasian races of “Americo-European” and “Russian.” Japan’s location in the top row,

can be read as at the bottom of the modern, white races or as the apex of the non-white,

“heathen” races. The position is a manifestation of the uncertainty and ambivalence

towards Japan’s advances that were being carefully and inexorably resisted by the

Japanese organizers at the fair. Even at the Chicago fair the Japanese display was a

source of confusion for viewers. “The beauty of the exhibits, coupled with the

industriousness of the Japanese workers,” Robert Rydell writes, “seemed incompatible

with the prevailing stereotypes of non-white people.”145 Eleven years later this

conundrum was more, rather than less, perplexing. Japan’s apparent ability to retain a

strong sense of traditional identity distinct from those of Europe while excelling in all

areas of modern culture was fascinating to Americans. It did not, however, come easily to

Japan; the decades following the arrival of Commodore Perry and the opening of the

Treaty Ports were filled with debates and experimentation as politicians, professors,

artists, and businessmen struggling to create a new, modern Japan that was still “Japan.”

McGee subscribed to a school of anthropology that applied theories of evolution to

groups of people in such a manner that different races were situated in temporal as well

as geographic relationships to each other. Although his theories were purportedly based

in objective science (Europeans had larger craniums and were therefore more advanced

evolutionarily speaking) his conclusions were blatantly subjective. For instance, in a list

                                                  
145 Robert Rydell, All the World's a Fair (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984) 30.



98

that varies from the silly to the absurd are included such fallacies as: “the less cultured

scribe writes from the right, the more cultured toward the right”; and, “the self-centered

subject swills his soup from bowl tipped toward him, the out-seeing sovereign and citizen

instinctively tip the soup-plate outward.”146 McGee was even more explicit when he

wrote:

for those who know the races realize that the average white man is stronger
of limb, fleeter of foot, clearer of eye, and far more enduring of body under
stress of labor and hardship than the average yellow or red or black - despite
the special proficiency along a few narrow lines sometimes displayed by the
lower type and drawn large in travelers’ tales.147

In this fixed and comprehensive theory of human development, Japan had to find an

opening in which they could argue for inclusion among the “white” group rather than the

allegedly weaker “yellow” one.

Theories about the racial make-up of the Japanese were the subject of much

debate; it was clear they were too adept in the modern skills to be true “mongoloids” (the

general term for Asians), but they were not entirely Aryan either. Mongoloids were,

according to the experts, still part-way down the scale towards the evolutionary origin of

the animal; as such, Mongoloids, or Asians, were only capable of reaching the maturity

and intelligence of an adolescent. This classification resulted in the Japanese frequently

being described as “child-like” or “precocious.”148 The Japanese were, a number of

American scholars determined, a hybrid of both Ayran and Mongoloid, an explanation

which accounted for Japan’s ability to function as a link between the West and the

                                                  
146 W. J. McGee, "The Trend of Human Progress," American Anthropologist 1.3 (1899). pp. 411-412.

147 McGee, "The Trend of Human Progress." p. 413.

148 For a good overview of the development of Western views on the racial status of the Japanese see
Kowner, "'Lighter Than Yellow, but Not Enough': Western Discourse on the Japanese 'Race', 1854-1904."
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“Asiatic” continent.149 Japan’s victory in the Sino-Japanese War, cooperation with

Western forces in suppressing the Boxer Rebellion, and war with Russia in 1904, put

strain on the assertions that Japan, no matter how skilled at modernizing, was still a

“youthful” nation which was in a relatively immature stage. During the 1890s and early

1900s, performances of a Japan populated by small acrobats, mysterious magicians, and

alluring tea house girls populated screens and stages across the country and helped to

establish the discourse on Japan.

American views of Japan are often discussed within rubrics of Orientalism that

are modeled on the European encounter with the Near East; such discussions may also

group all of Asia into one category. However, Japan was not China, and certainly was not

the Philippines, and America was not France or Britain. The American relationship with

Japan was one that engaged with the possibility of Japan as a “Western” peer even as it

engaged with Orientalist tropes and indulged in fantasies of the exotic. By the onset of

World War I, Japan was being fully acknowledged as a world power, and thick books

were written dedicated to discussing its rise and success. In the 1890s, however, Japan

was a nation still in the process of becoming, a place where the old ran up against the

new creating intriguing and confounding juxtapositions. The question was whether these

rapid transformations were trickery and illusion, a modern veneer hiding a feudal and

backward culture, or was more similar to the magic of Chicago which seemed to grow

from backwater to skyscraper capital overnight. Japan’s development was easily rendered

                                                  
149 Included among these are William Elliot Griffis, a leading Japanologist, and W. J. McGee, the
organizing anthropologist for the St. Louis Fair. See for instance: William Elliot Griffis, The Japanese
Nation in Evolution: Steps in the Progress of a Great People (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell & Co. ,
1907) 8-10.; and Buel, Louisiana and the Fair. An Exposition of the World, Its People and Their
Achievements  vol. V.
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romantically – the sleeping princess woken to find the world changed – but it also spoke

to America’s desires for rapid transformations, on the world stage and in its own

population.150

Japan’s most troublesome roadblocks in being treated as equals by Americans and

Europeans were their race and religion, both of which marked them as “outside” of the

civilized world. In an article published in the Annals of the American Academy of

Political and Social Science, Baron Kaneko Kentarô addressed the problems of race and

religion which confronted Japan. After stating that Japan was aware of the prejudice it

faced as a “heathen” nation fighting a Christian one, Kentarô challenged the correlation

between religion and civility. It was “[w]ith this condition of threatening prejudice,” he

writes, “that we decided we would fight the war according to the principles of

humanity.”151 He then provides a number of examples that, he felt, demonstrated Japan’s

participation in international policies and mores of the “civilized” world. These included

Japan’s efforts to save Russian seamen by lowering lifeboats, to treat captured soldiers

with the “best medical care” at the hands of the Japanese branch of the Red Cross

Society, and to always consult professors of international law before taking any military

                                                  
150 The American Japanologist, William Elliot Griffis, initially resorted to European Orientalist tropes to
boast about America’s “magical” powers in accomplishing what Europe could not. “Once a sealed country,
like the closed cave of Arabian story,” Griffis wrote, “the American Perry found the talismanic ‘Open
Sesame.’ Our Ali Baba made the portals unfold.” In Griffis’ view, Japan was a “hermit nation” that
contained marvels and wonders revealed by American magicians which then seduced the American public,
some of whom are so “Japanese-mad… as to suggest Titania before Bottom.”18

151 Baron Kaneko Kentaro, "Japan's Position in the Far East," Annals of the American Academy of Political
and Social Science 26 (1905). p. 78. Kaneko was a member of the Iwakura Mission, the diplomatic journey
through the United States and Europe that commenced in 1871. Kaneko, however, stayed in America to
study at Harvard University while the rest of the delegation proceeded on to Europe.  Kaneko graduated in
1878 and then lectured at Tokyo Imperial University before becoming a member of the National Diet’s
House of Peers in 1890. He helped craft the Meiji Constitution, for which he was awarded an honorary
doctorate fby Harvard. In 1904 he returned to the United States as a special envoy to enlist American
diplomatic support.



101

action. Russia, he writes, repeatedly violated the law. “Is Russia, then,” he asks, “the

Christian nation, and Japan the heathen nation? Loud talking counts for nothing; it is

deeds that reveal true Christian humanity.”152 Kaneko, and other Japanese dignitaries and

businessmen, felt they had a good chance of impressing Americans with their humanity

despite the differences in race, religion, and culture.

In light of the ranking of types in the Types and Development of Man, Kaneko’s

interrogation of Russia’s inclusion among the civilized leaders based on religion alone

has real significance. One’s morality and intellectual advancement, Kaneko argued,

should be judged by one’s actions rather than assumed as a consequence of race or

religion. If Japan were evaluated for their actions alone, rather than their race and

religion, they could arguably move up a rank, overtaking Russia and occupying the

position adjacent to the “America-European.”

The ambivalence of Japan’s position vis-à-vis civilization and world powers is

located in more than just their third place ranking; it is also visualized in the

characterization of Japan as female, the only female among the “types,” something which

sets the nation apart from all the others but also creates a connection between Japan and

the two allegorical figures in the center of the image. According the text of the caption,

the two figures are “symbolical,”

representing Intelligence, with the torch of Enlightenment and book of
Wisdom, invading the darksome cave in which Ignorance skulks in
companionship with the bird of evil omen and superstition. It is aspiration
lighting the dungeon of savagery and directing the race to better conditions,
moral, intellectual, and social.153

                                                  
152 Kentaro, "Japan's Position in the Far East." p. 79.

153 James W. Buel, Louisiana and the Fair. An Exposition of the World, Its People and Their Achievements,
[Monroe ed. (Saint Louis,: World's Progress Publishing Company, 1904) Vol. 5, frontispiece.
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The face of Japan is situated within the nimbus of Intelligence’s torch, occupying the

lofty realm of Wisdom and Enlightenment, while the swarthy figure of Ignorance is

squeezed into the lower left corner, next to the “less civilized” Indian, Negro, and Ainu.

On other hand, Japan lacks the golden tresses of the “highest examples” of civilization,

instead sharing the dark tresses of Ignorance and all the races of the lower realms of

human life. This liminal position is in keeping with the idea that Japan could serve as an

edifying influence on the rest of Asia, transmitting the values of Western civilization.154

While the bulk of Baron Kaneko’s discussion was devoted to arguing for Japan’s

inclusion among the ranks of the civilized, he paired this argument with a push for

increased trade.  After arguing that Americans should support Japan in the fight with

Russia for moral and political reasons, he presents free trade with China as another

possible reason for supporting Japan. In his concluding paragraph Kaneko writes:

This war is not simply a conflict between Russia and Japan, it is the struggle
between continental militarism and maritime commercialism. The first,
represented by Russia, France and Germany, is leaning toward the
dismemberment of the Chinese Empire, whereas, England, the United States
and Japan are advocating what will be for the interest of the world’s
commerce and are always striving for the ‘open door policy’ in China.155

Kaneko openly articulates Japan’s political position as an ally of England and the United

States with trade as the motivation.156 This is a friendly position, one uncomplicated by

moral, religious, or political agendas.

                                                  
154 I discuss this concept further in the next chapter.

155 Baron Kentaro Kaneko, "Japan's Position in the Far East," Annals of the American Academy of Political
and Social Science 26 (1905): 82.

156 While President Roosevelt was privately sympathetic towards Japan, the official stance of the United
States was neutral. England, on the other hand, had recently signed a treaty with Japan that officially made
them allies.
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It was in this environment that the Japanese organizers sought to present Japan as

a modern and imperial nation, one that could be equal to the United States and other

international powers, and in definite contrast to the “savage” races that needed civilizing

instruction. Japan’s exhibits at previous fairs had fascinated American visitors with the

displays of an exotic land defined by mysterious customs and a nation adopting and

adapting modern life with alacrity. The displays at St. Louis continued this trend, and

many marveled at the contrast between Japan’s traditional and modern aspects; their

success in completely creating both modern and traditional identities has led scholars to

describe Japan’s presence at the fair as divided or “dual.”157 The Japanese sought to use

the Formosa Mansion as a marker of their newfound imperial identity and role as a

colonizer rather than colonized. However, the building’s placement in space populated by

traditional Japanese buildings encouraged visitors to perceive it as the non-modern/non-

Western side of Japan’s dual identity rather than the modern side.

Constructing History: The Main Pavilion

If the Formosa Mansion was a symbol of Japan’s contemporary imperial identity,

the Main Pavilion atop the hill was a symbol of the strength of Japan’s imperial past. The

construction of a “traditional past” was a necessary element of any modern nation

wishing to demonstrate the distance from the past required by the modern narrative.158

                                                  
157 See Carol Ann Christ, "Japan's Seven Acres: Politics and Aesthetics at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase
Exposition," Gateway Heritage Magazine 17.2 (1996). She writes that “Japan projected a double national
identity to curious fairgoers,” that of imperialist military power on the one hand and a unique and ancient
culture on the other.

158 For more on the Meiji construction of a modern Japan in juxtaposition with a traditional Japan in the
past see Tanaka, Japan's Orient : Rendering Pasts into History. For a discussion of the formulation of
ceremonial traditions as a means of constructing a national identity see Takashi Fujitani, Splendid
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Japan’s presentation of its history and tradition was actually a recent construct, shaped by

the merging of a cluster of modern phenomena: recently conceived historiographies, a

commodity culture that was international in scope, imperialism, and tourism all of which

were taking place within an industrialized society.159 Although the Japanese combined

traditional aesthetic motifs in their displays of modern advances in the Palaces, they also

described the Meiji era as a period in which, as I mentioned earlier, the “entire Nation

awoke with a start” and “abandoned their old customs and turned their faces toward a

new civilization.”160 As with other industrial nations, the narrative of a break from the

past defined by the adoption of industrialization resulted in a “pre-modern” and “pre-

industrial” past that was characterized by “authentic” labor and agrarian, rather than

urban, culture. For Japan, this pre-modern history was additionally defined by 250 years

of almost complete isolation which produced a readily digestible binary of pre-modern

feudal Japan vs. industrial, westernized Japan.

In an entertaining encounter between the industrial and pre-modern worlds, one of

the most frequently reproduced images of the Japanese Garden was taken from the

Observation Wheel, a 250-foot tall ferris wheel that stood next the to Japanese plot (fig.

14). From this vantage point the winding paths and major pavilions can be seen clearly,

while the large, white, exhibition palaces are visible in the background. At the top of the

hill sits the Main Pavilion, the only real government building in the garden. A single-

story wooden structure, the Main Pavilion was either a reproduction of the Shishinden or

                                                                                                                                                      
Monarchy : Power and Pageantry in Modern Japan, Twentieth-Century Japan ; 6 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1996).

159 For more see Satô, "Nihon Bijûtsu" Tanjyô: Kindai Nihon No "Kotoba" To Senryaku.

160 Hoshi, Handbook of Japan and Japanese Exhibits at World's Fair, St. Louis 1904  5.
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a Reception Hall built after the style of a Daimyo’s house, depending on which catalogue

you read. According to the Handbook of Japan and Japanese Exhibits at World’s Fair,

St. Louis which was published by the Japanese government, the Main Pavilion was:

built entirely by native carpenters after the style of Daimyo’s garden -
Goten, of about 400 years ago… The artistically curved roofs, majestically
projecting one upon the other, and the graceful symmetry of the effect, yet
that strong and massive appearance of the structure commands
admiration.161

The text emphasizes cultural and historical authenticity, and describes an imposing

presence that is belied by the photograph which, instead, shows a comparatively modest

wooden building (especially in contrast to the massive scale of the buildings behind it).

The Official Guide to the Louisiana Purchase Exposition writes that the main pavilion is

“an ornate reproduction of the ‘Shishinden, a palace at Tokio, in which the Japanese

Emperor grants audiences to his ministers of state.”162 In both instances the text is less an

accurate description of what was there than an articulation of an ambition that was not

realized. In either case, the building presented a vision of Japan’s past that was not

locatable in either time or place, resulting in a generalized “pre-Western” Japan.

A photograph that appears to have been taken from the vicinity of the Kinkaku Tea

House provides us with a good sense of just how large the space was and how it might

have felt to traverse it (fig. 17). Although the Main Pavilion is technically only one story

tall, the roof easily doubles its height. The text in the Handbook may have exaggerated

the features of the Main Pavilion when it wrote that the building possessed “artistically
                                                  
161 Hoshi, Handbook of Japan and Japanese Exhibits at World's Fair, St. Louis 1904  112.

162 M. J. Lowenstein, compiled by, Official Guide Ot the Louisiana Purchase Exposition (St. Louis: The
Official Guide Co. , 1904) 131. I am not sure why the Guide locates the building in Tokyo rather than
Kyoto. Most likely this was simply a mistake, resulting from the inconsistent transliterations and lack of
knowledge of Japan on the part of the author.
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carved roofs, majestically projecting one upon the other” in a “strong yet massive

appearance” which “commands admiration,” but the building was substantial enough

that, when viewed from the entrance gate at the bottom of the hill, it created a reasonably

imposing sight.163 While the source building or buildings remains unclear (and may not

have even existed), the Main Pavilion bears a strong resemblance to the Shishinden, the

Ceremonial Hall of the Kyoto Imperial Palace, and Kyoto palace architecture in general

(fig. 18). Like the Shishinden, the pavilion had the characteristic hip-gable roof and

exterior veranda with columns of the Heian-era Shinden-style buildings.164 American

coverage of the Japanese displays loved to repeat that the buildings were constructed

according to traditional Japanese methods by Japanese carpenters without using a single

nail.165 The Shishinden was built in the shinden style, an aristocratic style that

consciously adopted vernacular Japanese building traditions after years of imitating

Chinese architectural styles. The original building is deceptively massive and imposing,

despite the simple, unadorned construction and wooden materials. The gabled roof soars

up, so tall that it doubles the height of the building; the eaves that extend out well beyond

the walls, and dark cypress bark shingles creates an impression of a great weight. It was

also part of a much larger complex that sprawls out to either side and behind the

Shishinden, a format typical of the shinden style.

                                                  
163 Hoshi, Handbook of Japan and Japanese Exhibits at World's Fair, St. Louis 1904. p. 115.

164 The Heian era lasted from 794 to 1185, and is known for the abundance of art that was produced, much
of which has been defined as representative of a pure Japanese culture as a result of the shift away from
Chinese influence and development of indigenous styles and aesthetics. It was in this period that the Heike
monogatari and Tale of Genji were written and scrolls illustrating the stories were produced.

165 This originally fascinated Americans in 1876 when visitors observed the Japanese carpenters
constructing the Japanese bazaar. This was repeated again in 1893 and was often accompanied by
photographs of the Japanese carpenters in their distinctive jackets and boots. Thus, by 1904, it was part of
the spectacle Japan’s appearance and an expected part of their show.
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Despite its traditional appearance, the Main Pavilion was the product of new, and

contested, fields of architectural studies and art history which were firmly situated within

larger projects of modernization and nationalism. Although the Main Pavilion and the

promotional literature created an impression of a traditional culture that continued

unbroken into the modern present, the building was actually designed by Kuru

Masamichi (1855-1914), an architect trained in Western engineering and building

methods.  As a result, the pavilion featured a number of modifications that locate it

within the Meiji-era including glass in the shoji screens, iron plates on the roof and a

brilliantly painted ceiling. By the time the reproduction of the Shishinden appeared in St.

Louis, the original in Kyoto had been retired from official use for nearly forty years. The

emperor was moved from Kyoto to Tokyo in 1868 to consolidate all the political power

in one city; prior to the 1868 Meiji Restoration, the country was run by the military class

led by Shoguns, who resided in Tokyo, a city they essentially founded when they took

over in 1600.166 During this period (Edo), the emperor was reduced to a symbolic

function and remained in Kyoto. As a result, during the Edo period Kyoto became a city

increasingly devoted to the arts and courtly culture while Tokyo became the city

associated with the merchant classes and popular culture, as well as politics. After the

Shoguns were overthrown and the emperor was reinstated as the political, as well as

symbolic, ruler of Japan, the division was exacerbated in the Meiji era after the emperor

was relocated, and created what Takashi Fujitani has termed a “symbolic topography” in

which Tokyo represented progress and Kyoto represented the past, an identity which was

                                                  
166 For the duration of the Edo Period (1602-1868) the political power was centered in Edo (now Tokyo)
where the shoguns and samurai held court. The Emperor was reduced to a ceremonial role and remained in
Kyoto. Thus, the designation of Kyoto as a cultural repository and the Edo as the location of the
contemporary culture was not a new development.
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solidified when the government designated Kyoto the repository of the nation’s cultural

heritage.167 In 1895 Kyoto celebrated the 1100th anniversary of its founding by Emperor

Kanmu, the opening of the Imperial Kyoto Museum, and hosted the Fourth Domestic

Industrial Exposition, the first to be held outside of Tokyo. The Imperial Palace had been

vacated since 1869, when the emperor moved to Tokyo, who ordered the Palace be

preserved in 1877, an act which rendered the Palace a static symbol of Japan before being

opened by the West.168 At the fair the Shishinden represented a “pure” Japan, one

untouched by Western modernity and the trappings of progress.

 The seamless combination of the modern with the traditional was present

throughout the Japanese exhibit at St. Louis. The interior of the building was originally

intended to contain art but, due to the demands of war, this was ultimately replaced with

an exhibition of the Japanese Red Cross Society and a history of Japanese costume. A

photograph of the interior shows a neat display case, similar in form to those in the

Japanese exhibits in the Palaces, creating a visual cohesion that linked the Main Pavilion

to the modern exhibits in the Palaces (fig. 9). The contents of the case are difficult to

discern, with the exception of a small pouch bearing the insignia of the Red Cross at the

front of the right corner of the case. Photographs of the hospital and nurses attending

patients are hung just above the case which is topped with a litter for carrying the

wounded. The portraits of the Emperor and Empress hang on each side of the case,

visually lending the authority and support to the enterprise. At the far right is a stand

                                                  
167 Fujitani, Splendid Monarchy : Power and Pageantry in Modern Japan  87-92. For more on the
consolidation of Kyoto as a symbolic centers of Japanese culture and religion see Gluck, Japan's Modern
Myths : Ideology in the Late Meiji Period  102-56.

168 The Palace was a successful symbol of Japan’s Imperial heritage which, according to Japanese
mythology, goes back to the Sun God. The Palace’s symbolic ability to confer power continued into the
twentieth century as both the Taisho and Showa emperors held their coronation ceremonies there.
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containing a series of display pages with rows of transparencies. The exhibit made an

argument for Japan’s participation in an international culture of law and civility, and

presented it using media and methods of display common to American educational

displays. In contrast, the environment in which the display was presented was assertively

Japanese: to the right of the portrait of the Emperor is a hanging scroll; the timber joints

are marked by metal chrysanthemums, the symbol of the Emperor; the walls are painted

using traditional motifs of ink paintings of small flying birds against a flat background –

most likely gold.

The selection of a building from Kyoto, more specifically from the vacated

Imperial palace, was a presentation of a Japan that was fast becoming separated from the

present, spatially as well as temporally. The palace complex was originally built in the 9th

century, when the capital was moved to Kyoto (then called Heiankyô), a city that was

designed on a grid, with all the markets and temples assigned locations that mirrored each

other. It was a city of peace and order, designed on a Chinese model, with the palace

complex at the center of the northern edge and the Shishinden the largest building within

it. Behind the Shishinden, the living quarters of the Imperial family and less formal

ceremonial halls extended northward, linked by covered corridors.169 The selection of a

building from the Heian period emphasized a moment when Chinese influence in Japan

was on the wane and the arts flourished. The Shinden style “represents the re-emergence

of a self-assured, native building tradition in the high culture which, while benefiting

from the stimulus of international contacts, had reached a stage of confidence in its own

                                                  
169 Fire has always been a problem in Japan and, as a result, the oldest and most important buidlings have
been rebuilt numerous times. The Shishinden has been rebuilt eight times, six of them during the Edo
period alone.
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identity.”170 This made the period an ideal pair to the late-Meiji period – both followed a

period of concentrated importation from another culture, followed by a period of

synthesis, and resulting in the emergence of a strong, domestic style.

 The Main Pavilion may have appeared to be the embodiment of Japan’s traditions,

but it was in fact the product of modern Japan, its new institutions, new discourses of

history, and Kuru’s participation in the process of creating Meiji culture and attitudes.

Kuru, and his peers, were developing a new Japanese identity which continued previous

aesthetic traditions while also participating in an international modernity.171 The first two

decades of Meiji – and particularly the 1880s – were characterized by an aggressive

adoption of all things Western in a government-endorsed drive to maintain sovereignty

and achieve international parity with the leading powers. The initial era of bunmei kaika

(civilization and enlightenment) was less an assimilation or synthesis than full-out

adoption of Western architecture, law, science, and politics. At first many of the new

buildings were designed by Western architects, the most famous being Josiah Conder, a

British architect who arrived in Japan in 1877 to be the first professor of architecture at

the Tokyo College of Engineering.172 He subsequently designed a number of buildings

that were physical embodiments of bunmei kaika (Civilization and Enlightenment),

including the Ueno Imperial Museum (1881), the Navy Ministry Building 1895), and the

                                                  
170 William Howard Coaldrake, Architecture and Authority in Japan, Nissan Institute/Routledge Japanese
Studies Series (London ; New York: Routledge, 1996). pp. 83-84.

171 See Kenneth Pyle, The New Generation in Meiji Japan: Problems of Cultural Identity (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1969).

172 The Imperial College of Engineering was founded as part of the Meiji government’s plan to master
Western technology. Initially many of instructors were brought over from Europe and America but by the
late-Meiji period there were enough Japanese educated in Western methods to begin staffing the
universities. Kuru was one of those who bridged that transition, studying under Western teachers before
becoming one himself.
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Rokumeikan (1883) (figs. 19, 20).173 His students included many of the leading Japanese

architects of the day including the man who responsible for the Main Pavilion, Kuru

Masamichi, an early graduate from the College of Engineering (1881).

When Kuru first undertook his study of architecture, the discipline was dominated

by foreign influence; in addition to the new materials, methods of construction, and

functions of the buildings, the very concept of an architect as distinct from a carpenter

was literally foreign.174 If the first decade of Kuru’s career took place during the most

aggressive period of Western adoption, the second decade was defined by the move

towards the preservation of Japanese culture. The Tokyo University of Fine Arts opened

in 1889, the same year the new constitution was promulgated (although the Imperial Diet

didn’t open until the following year), and included courses on Japanese art at the

exclusion of Western art methods.175 Classes in Japanese building methods were also

taught, and students began to write treatises on the history of Japanese architecture.176  Itô

Chûta, a student of master carpenter Kigô Kiyoshi, wrote a thesis on Hôryûji (a temple
                                                  
173 The adoption of Western culture was symbolized by a Western-style building in Tokyo called the
Rokumeikan (Deer Cry Pavilion) in which foreign diplomats were entertained by Japanese in Western
dress. For more on the Rokumeikan see, Toshio Watanbe - Art Journal 1996 and Norman Bryson, Vision
and Painting : The Logic of the Gaze (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983).

174 During the Meiji era many new concepts and categories were incorporated into Japanese thought
prompting a minor industry in the creation of neologisms such as bijutsu (fine art) and kenchiku (architect).
For a thorough and interesting study of the debates surrounding the neologisms (and the concepts they
discursively produced) see Naoyuki Kinoshita, Bijyuutsutoiu Misemono (Tokyo: Chikuma, 1999). Also,
Satô, "Nihon Bijûtsu" Tanjyô: Kindai Nihon No "Kotoba" To Senryaku.

175 The Rescript on Education was issued in 1890 by the Ministry of Education, a system which emphasized
the Confucian values of filial piety and loyalty. The rescript read (in part), “Ye, Our subjects, be filial to
your parents, affectionate to your brothers and sisters; as husbands and wives be harmonious, as friends be
true; bear yourselves in modesty and moderation; extend your benevolence to all; pursue learning and
cultivate arts, and thereby develop intellectual faculties and perfect moral powers.” (as quoted in Benson,
John and Matsumura, Takao. Japan 1868 - 1945: From Isolation to Occupation. (Harlow: Pearson
Education) 2001. p. 134).

176 The introduction of Japanese architecture was part of a larger trend emphasizing Japanese methods in
higher education. The year 1889 was also the year the Tokyo School of Fine Arts opened, an institution
which taught Japanese art methods to the complete exclusion of western art.
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complex dating back to the 7th century); the thesis was subsequently published in

Kenchiku zasshi (Journal of Architecture).177 As Kigo was trained in traditional

construction he introduced a new view of Japanese architectural history. As an instructor

at the Imperial University and a master carpenter employed by the Imperial Household,

Kigo provided the younger Western-trained architects with a link to a lineage of Japanese

architecture that was not filtered through Western methods. By the early 1890s Japanese

culture was seeing a shift back towards nativist impulses and Japanese architects began

searching for ways to define a Japanese style that integrated the new with the old.178

Like other graduates of architecture programs, Kuru contributed to the development

of an architectural historiography with a thesis on Japanese architecture, in his case it was

titled “History and Theory of Japanese Architecture.” The theses by early graduates

developed an architectural history that was based on the Western evolutionary models, a

progression which began in Egypt, continued through Greece and Rome and then arrived

in Western Europe. Don Choi has argued that, “because the standard model of

architectural evolution assumed a linear chronological development, Japanese buildings

could not fit into the Western model… [and] lay outside the fundamental narrative of

architectural history, and the prevalence of this Western model.”179 It was in this

environment that Kuru participated in the Japanese struggle to create a modern Japanese

architectural aesthetic and philosophy. In 1883, Kuru joined the Ministry of Education

                                                  
177 It was published in 1893 under the title, “Hôryûji kenchikuron” (An architectural theory of  Hôryûji)

178 For more see Alice Yu-Ting Tseng, The Imperial Museums of Meiji Japan : Architecture and the Art of
the Nation (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2008) 93-99.

179 Choi, Don. “The End of the World as They Knew It: Architectural History and Modern Japan.”
Conference Proceedings, Seeking the City: Visionaries on the Margins. Association of Collegiate Schools
of Architecture. 2008.
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and spent the rest of the decade designing school buildings, many in the red brick that

characterized the Meiji era’s embrace of the foreign. Towards the end of the decade Kuru

and his fellow alumni, Yamaguchi Hanroku, designed the prestigious Sôgokudô (Hall for

Instrumental Music) which, in addition to instructing Western-style music, contained

Japan’s first Western concert hall.

An example of another pavilion designed by Kuru that was more firmly located in

history, and actively contributed to the development of historiographies of Japan in the

United States, is the Hô-ô-den, the Japanese pavilion at the Chicago fair. Like the

Shishinden, the Hô-ô-den was modeled on a Heian period building, in this case the

Byôdô-in (1052), a Buddhist Temple in Uji (fig. 21, 22). The Hô-ô-den was Kuru’s first

experiment with wooden construction and, like the Main Pavilion at St. Louis, was “an

exhibition indigenous in form and material but vey much Western-influenced in

conception.”180 The building had a historically uniform skin, while the interior presented

visitors with three phases of Japanese art history: the Ashikaga era in the left wing, the

Fujiwara in the right wing, and the Tokugawa in the center. The contents of the interior

were carefully curated by Okakura Kakuzô with the goal of providing American visitors

with a visual schema of Japanese art history, one that included periodizations and

comparative assessments; he also stood firm on the inclusion of the category of the

decorative as “fine art” (figs. 23, 24). The comprehensive interiors of the Hô-ô-den,

Cherie Wendelken has argued, “not only encapsulated but appropriated history,

legitimizing and authenticating the Meiji regime by presenting it as the inevitable

                                                  
180 Tseng, The Imperial Museums of Meiji Japan : Architecture and the Art of the Nation. p. 125.
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culmination of Japan’s past.”181 Japanese delegates were successful in arguing the

validity of Japanese histories and categories to the Department of Fine Arts and Halsey

Ives (the director), and Japan was allowed to submit decorative objects assigned to the

Department of Liberal Arts in previous fairs.182 This development did not go

uncelebrated in Japan and a reporter made note of the achievement, writing:

It is not that our nation has no art, but that Europeans and Americans operate
from the bias that outside of [their] oil painting and sculpture there is no art
in other parts of the world. But this time at the request of our representatives
at the Chicago exposition, they have made the special exception for our
nation to expand their categories so that Japanese artworks could be
exhibited at an international exposition for the first time.183

Japan was determined that the West learn to accommodate Japan, just as Japan had

learned to accommodate the West.

The insistence that art history be amended for Japanese needs was endorsed by

politicians as well. In an article that appeared in the North American Review, Gozo

Tateno, Japanese Minister posted to Washington, combined the demand for the

renegotiation of the unequal treaties with an assertion of Japan’s own artistic taxonomies.

Objects included in the category of fine art, he explains,

differ in some respects from the category recognized in the West. The
exhibits under that head in the Exposition will, of course, conform to the
classification adopted in Japan. They will include gold lacquer, cloisonné,
bronzes, paintings, carvings, embroidery, and that kind of painting upon silk
and velvet peculiar to Japan...Inspectors have been appointed in the office of

                                                  
181 Cherie Wendelken, "The Tectonics of Japanese Style: Architect and Carpenter in the Late Meiji Period,"
Art Journal 55.3 (1996). p. 31.

182 Their advocacy was assisted by the growing American interest in the Arts and Crafts movement which
emphasized the artistic value of crafts.

183 The reporter uses the term bijustu for art, a neologism that was created to denote the Western concept of
“fine art.” Miscellanea in the Kyôto Bijutsu Zasshi, no. 3 (August 1892) as quoted in Alice Tseng, p. 176.
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the Commission at Tokio, whose duty it is to closely examine every article
offered for exhibition under this classification, and to accept only the best
and most truly representative specimens of Japanese art.184

 As with the reporter quoted above, Tateno insists that, if objects Japan considers art have

no place in Western categories then the fault is with the categories, not with Japan.

Despite the overtly ideological function of the building and its contents its location

worked against it. The Japanese delegates pressed the organizers of the Columbian

Exposition to let them occupy a prime piece of real estate on the northern tip of the

Wooded Isle, an island located in a lagoon at the very heart of the fair grounds. The

island was surrounded by Daniel Burnham’s gleaming (some said blinding) white palaces

and Frederic Law Olmsted, the landscape architect of the fair, wanted the island to

provide visitors with a relaxing retreat. After some negotiations in which Japan gave the

building to the city of Chicago as a permanent structure, Japan’s petition for space on the

Wooded Isle was granted. As a concession to Burnham and Olmsted, the building was

reduced from its height of approximately two stories to one to blend more smoothly into

the natural topography of the island.185 Of course, this adaptation not only diminished the

impact of the building (the same mistake they made ten years later with the Shishinden),

it also moved Japan further into the nature side of the nature/civilization binary.

 The Main Pavilion and the Japanese Garden in which it stood, were just as much

the result of the earlier scenarios as the military victories. The Russo-Japanese War built

                                                  
184 Tateno Gozo, “Foreign Nation’s at the World’s Fair: Japan.” in The North American Review vol. 156,
no. 434 (January, 1893): 64.

185 For more on the motivations and factors contributing to the construction of the Hô-ô-den see: Masahiro
Mishima, "1893nen Shikago Bankokuhaku Ni Okeru Hôôden No Kensetsu Keî Ni Tsuite: The Factor and
the Motivation of the Hô-Ô-Den's Construction in the World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago," Nihon
Kenkyû gakkai keikaku bunshû: J. archit. Plann. Environ. Eng., AIJ 429.1991 (1991). and,Masahiro
Mishima, "Hôôden No Keitai to Sono Seiritsu Yôin Ni Tsuite:The Factors Surrounding the Form of the
Hô-Ô-Den in the World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago, 1893 " Nihon Kenkyû gakkai keikaku bunshû:
J. archit. Plann. Environ. Eng., AIJ 434.April (1992).



116

upon the earlier Sino-Japanese War which was, in turn, the result of the military

conscription and decades of studying Western military strategies and technologies. In a

similar fashion, the Main Pavilion built upon the earlier Hô-ô-den and previous

experiences at the World’s Fairs, the domestic exhibitions, the histories of architecture

and art developed in the modern universities, and the initial rejection and subsequent

reclamation of Japanese architectural traditions.

Selling History - Kinkaku Tea House

The most popular building in the Japanese Garden was arguably the Kinkaku Tea

House, a building which presented yet another example of what Wendelken described as

Meiji Japan’s appropriation of its own history to legitimize and authentic itself. The

Kinkaku Tea House, also called the Kinkaku Pavilion and Kinkakukissaten, rested at the

lowest point in the garden (fig. 6). The building was erected at the edge of a pond,

producing a reflection and thus replicating one of the most iconic and picturesque aspects

of the original building. While the display within the Main Pavilion, and the building

itself, solicited the disciplined gaze of the museum attendee, the Kinkaku Tea House

appealed to the more participatory, and commercial, experience of the tourist (fig. 25).186

 The Kinkaku Tea House was built under the direction of Yamaguchi Tetsunosuke,

a representative from the Central Tea Association of Japan. Like the source for the Japan

Pavilion, the source for the Kinkaku Tea House was both aristocratic and historically

                                                  
186 I am here drawing on the ideas of John Urry, Tony Bennett, and Kristen Kirshenblatt-Gimblett. Bennett
argues that the the way the disciplinary gaze operated at fairs and museums instructed viewers in being a
self-disciplining subject, as they developed an awareness of seeing they also developed an awareness of
being seen. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, looks at the overlap between the gaze of the museum and the gaze of the
tourist and the areas in which they overlap - namely, cultural displays, For Urry, the tourist gaze is the gaze
of a person at leisure who is free to consume from a distance.



117

significant. Unlike the Main Pavilion, which was a merger of a specific building and a

general historical style, the Kinkaku Tea House was a replication of a specific structure,

Kinkaku-ji (Temple of the Golden Pavilion) (fig. 26). It was built to be a retreat by the

Shogun Ashikaga Yoshimitsu (1358-1408) upon his retirement in 1394, and was

converted into a Zen temple after his death.187 As a visual attraction, Kinkaku-ji, with its

delicate eaves, was more effective at capturing the attention of the American visitors and

press than the Main Pavilion’s more massive but simpler bulk. Yamaguchi had previous

experience in marketing tea to foreign audiences having operated the tea house at the

Chicago fair which was similarly associated with the Central Tea Association and staffed

by women brought over from Japan just for the event (fig. 27).188 The Kinkaku Tea

House was a spectacular attraction both in its quality of fantasy and play and in its

mediation of history through a simulation with commercial and nationalist ends. More

specifically, history was both created and used by Yamaguchi to raise the prestige of the

nation in order to sell tea. In contrast, the tea house in Chicago was a modest, single-story

structure that replicated the type of tea house one might find at a historic site or tourist

attraction in Japan. Despite the proclaimed authenticity of the St. Louis buildings, the

Chicago tea house was arguably the more authentic structure, in both form and mode of

presentation. The shift from the carefully orchestrated display of the Hô-ô-den and lack

                                                  
187 The proper name for Kinkaku-ji is Rokuonji (Deer Garden Temple). The conversion of the villa to a
temple was in accordance with the wishes of Yoshimitsu. The Shoguns were hereditary military rulers of
Japan and Yoshimitsu was the third in the Ashikaga line (which ruled from 1336 to 1573).

188 The use of Japanese women in the tea houses was the subject of some debate in the months leading up to
the fair. Anon., "Women Dispatched to Chicago Fair シカゴ博覧会喫店に女子を派遣,"  (1893). Kendall
Brown has found in his research that Yamaguchi may have had some assistance in running the teahouse,
specifically from Japanese who had been in the country for a few years and thus had some sense of what
might appeal to American customers. Kendall H. Brown, "Rashômon: The Multiple Histories of the
Japanese Tea Garden at Golden Gate Part," Studies in the History of Gardens and Designed Landscapes
18.2 (1998).
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of showmanship of the tea house to the more spectacular Main Pavilion and Kinkaku Tea

House is a product of the increasingly assimilated modern urban culture in Japan.

The Kinkaku Tea House merged business interests and nationalism, a joint

endeavor that was a particularly common feature during late-Meiji as many of the

members of the political class were either closely allied with, or participated in, the

commercial world and vice-versa. For instance, a group of twenty-six men formed the

Welcome Society (Kihinkai) in 1893 with the expressed intent of attracting more foreign

tourists to Japan; this would, it was hoped, improve Japan’s standing in the world and

promote trade.189 The founding members were a mix of businessmen and politicians; the

businessmen had often studied abroad and involved in modern industries such as

electricity and railroads, while the politicians were ambassadors and ministers. A few of

the participants held positions in both sectors. This partnership between policy and

commerce shaped the content and agendas of Japanese displays at fairs as well, both

domestic and abroad.

The Kinkaku Tea House was subject to approval by the Imperial Commission

overseeing the Japanese Garden and thus had to further the government agenda while

also promoting Japanese tea and culture. In a sign of the close relationship between the

government and private sectors, Yamaguchi secured a government loan of 15,000 yen on

                                                  
189 The primary goal of the Welcome Society was to encourage the growth of the Japanese economy
through the promotion of tourism, specifically attracting Western tourists and ensuring that when they
arrived in Japan they found comfortable accommodations, reliable and linguistically proficient guides, and
all the infrastructure needed for easy travel to and from major tourist attractions. Out of the founding 26
members of The Welcome Society, three were foreign and fifteen had either studied, worked, or traveled
extensively abroad. They were all, therefore, knowledgeable about the conventions and standards of travel
in Europe and America; they would also have been aware of how modern nations conceptualized their past
and present in terms of traditional culture and industrial imperialism. See: Zen'ichirô Shiga, "Kihinkai No
Setsuritsu Menba Ni Kan Suru Ikkô Sasshi: A Thought on the Institutors of the Welcome Society," Obirin
kokusaigaku ronshû: Magis 5 (2000).
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the condition that the pavilion’s interior and exterior all be characteristically Japanese and

that the building could function as a model of Japanese architecture.190 It was a far more

faithful copy of the original than either Kuru’s Main Pavilion or the Hô-ô-den; both the

silhouette and height remain faithful to the original. The reproduction is not exact – the

St. Louis structure appears to be taller than it is wide while the Kyoto building is at least

as wide as it is tall. 191 However, the most salient features are preserved, such as the

three-tiered format with balconies, the wide eaves on the second floor which make the

small room and roof visually separate. The apex of the roof is topped with a phoenix

poised with wings spread; it punctuates the recognizable silhouette of the building and is

carefully reproduced in St. Louis, rendering the building easily identifiable even when

seen from afar and only in part. As a result, the building is still readily identifiable and

the iconic role of the building is maintained.

Kinkaku-ji is currently one of the most famous landmarks in Japan. Even if a

viewer is not able to name the specific building, or its location, they can most likely

identify it as Japanese. In the late-Meiji period, the association between Japan and

Kinkaku-ji was still being formed, but its potential as a symbol of Japan was already

being used in marketing. In the Official Exhibition Catalogue of Japan the black

silhouette of Kinkaku-ji can be seen in an advertisement of Kawashima & Co. of Kyoto

(fig. 28). The advertisement relies on the presumption that the potential customer would

form an association between the refinement, exclusivity and opulence of Kinkaku-ji and

                                                  
190 In the original building the small room at the top was dedicated to religious use; in St. Louis it was a tea
room with an excellent view of the fair grounds. Hata, "Seintoruisu Bankokuhakurankai Ni Okeru "Nihon"
No Kentikubutsu: On the Study of the Japanese Buildings in the Louisiana Purchase Exposition at St.
Louis, 1904 ": 235.

191 Hata, "Seintoruisu Bankokuhakurankai Ni Okeru "Nihon" No Kentikubutsu: On the Study of the
Japanese Buildings in the Louisiana Purchase Exposition at St. Louis, 1904 ".
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the fabrics from Kawashima & Co. which was operating a display in the Palace of Liberal

Arts. The text of the advertisement augments the association between Kinkaku-ji and

opulence as well as between Japanese goods and royal quality; the ad prominently

mentions that Kawashima fabrics won the grand prize at the Paris exposition in 1900 and

are purchased by the Imperial households of Japan and Russia. The consistent

deployment of a historic location transforms it from an artifact into a symbol, in this case

of pedigree, luxury, and elegance, appropriate connotations for silk, Japan’s largest

export and thus both a luxury item and part of Japan’s branding abroad.

The belief that Kinkaku-ji could assist in the sale of tea and silk, and help form a

positive image of Japan was dependent on the building’s increased standing as a popular

tourist attraction during the 1890s and early 1900s. As I mentioned above, the Fourth

Domestic Industrial Exhibition in Kyoto was a moment in which the identity of the city

as a repository for pre-Meiji (i.e. Japanese) culture was consolidated through promotional

material, the opening of the National Museum, and the government mandated opening of

historic temples and gardens; Kinkaku-ji was one of the sites that was opened to the

public. A hand-colored postcard of Kinkaku-ji indicates that a bridge was built for the

1895 exhibition, allowing visitors to walk directly onto the second level (fig. 26).

Shirahata Yôzaburô has compellingly argued that this bridge was most likely built for the

1895 fair; it is, therefore, safe to assume that attendance to the site increased during the

mid-1890s, the same moment in which a national past was being attached to the

architectural landscape of Kyoto.192 While the creation of Kinkaku-ji as a modern tourist

                                                  
192 Images dating from 1890 do not include a bridge; it was gone after 1904 and it has the appearance of a
quickly built structure intended to be temporary. Yôzaburô Shirahata, Bakumatsu•Ishin Saisiki No Kyoto
(Kyoto: Kyoto shinbun shûppan senta, 2005) 4.



121

attraction took place in 1895, the process was solidified during the summer of 1904 – at

the very moment its replica stood in St. Louis the original was being restored. The

process of marking a site off as a tourist attraction, Dean MacCannell has argued, is a key

step in the articulation of a modern subjectivity and a site’s restoration is necessary to the

transformation from lived space to tourist attraction. "Restored remnants of dead

traditions,” he writes, “are essential components of the modern community and

consciousness. They are reminders of our break with the past and with tradition, even our

own tradition."193 Kinkaku-ji, and much of Kyoto, thus functioned as a touchstone for

Japan’s modernity, visual proof that Japan had a clearly defined past which provided a

strong cultural identity in the face of sweeping cultural transformations. The evacuated

imperial buildings, like the Shishinden and Kinkaku-ji, also served as evidence that the

feudal era was past, that Japan was now run by a parliamentary government that looked

outwards.

If the Main Pavilion was embedded in an intersection of art history, architectural

history, and architecture, Kinkaku-ji was embedded in an intersection of art and

architectural history and tourism, a peculiarly modern combination which encouraged

nationalist sentiments, economic growth, and cultural standing. The restoration of

Kinkaku-ji was part of a larger process of preserving Kyoto (and the neighboring Nara)

as the classical and ancient capital of Japan. The preservation of Japan’s history in the

face of rapid change was encouraged by the emperor both directly and indirectly. During

visits to Kyoto he remarked on the run-down condition of the palace and historical

                                                  
193 Dean MacCannell, The Tourist : A New Theory of the Leisure Class (New York: Schocken Books,
1976). p. 79
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buildings and directly ordered their preservation and restoration.194 Meanwhile, Okakura

Kakuzo and Ernest Fenollosa traveled around Japan under the auspices of the Imperial

Household, selecting sites and objects to be selected as National Treasures. The selection

and valuation of objects that were then placed within the discursive field of “Japanese Art

History” was, as Mimi Hall Yiengpruksawan puts it, a “complicated story of state and

private interests” that originated in, and was later sustained by, the “voracious buying

habits of foreigners–Americans especially–and their Japanese partners and associates.”195

The valuation of Japanese art was thus a joint project between the collectors and scholars

in America and the Japanese government, all of whom were invested in creating a canon

that favored the works in their collections, and, by extension, the cultural property of the

nation; this was particularly for two nations which lacked the treasures of Europe.

Americans were, therefore, particularly receptive to the introduction of a new icon of

Japan.196 Kinkaku-ji thus operated within a pre-existing discourse of Japanese art and

historic artifacts in which Japanese and Americans collaborated in the mutual creation of

cultural capital.

These restorations were modern in their implementation as well as their conception

and function. In Nara, Todai-ji’s Great Buddha Hall underwent restoration around the

same time as Kinkaku-ji (fig. 29). Despite the involvement of a classically trained master
                                                  
194 Takashi Fujitani, Splendid Monarchy : Power and Pageantry in Modern Japan, Twentieth-Century
Japan ; 6 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996).

195 Mimi Hall Yiengpruksawan, "Japanese Art History 2001: The State and Stakes of Research," The Art
Bulletin 83.1 (2001): 112.

196 The French were, of course, avid collectors of Japanese art and some of the earliest modern Japanese art
history was being produced by French dealers. The primary difference is that the Americans were
participating in shaping the institutions in Japan, such as the Tokyo School of Fine Arts, the Imperial
Museum and Ministry of Education, as well as the inclusion of Japanese art within Western institutions; in
addition to the Boston MFA, the Cleveland Museum of Art and the Freer Gallery in Washington D.C. are
among the best collections of Japanese art in the world.
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carpenter, it was ultimately determined that the best method for ensuring the stability of

the massive roof was to reinforce it with steel beams and concrete rather than try to

replicate the elaborate wooden bracket system that was originally used.197 Thus, it was

less a “restoration” than a fundamental rebuilding using modern engineering techniques

and industrial building supplies. This synthesis between new and old methods and styles

was a consolidation of the experiments of the previous decade. The 1895 celebration in

Kyoto prompted building experiments that presented contrasting approaches to

embodying the nation: the Kyoto National Museum was a Western-style brick building,

modeled on Western-museums and in the style of French architecture; the Heian Shrine,

also designed by two young architects, looked to classical temples and used traditional

building techniques, relying on the skills of trained carpenters (fig. 30, 31). A common

feature of all the buildings was their function as a destination, a tourist site. Tourism was

an effective means for creating a unified cultural consciousness at home and

disseminating a national identity abroad.

For the Japanese, then, Kinkaku Tea House operated as a marker of their modern

present, and the reproduction of a building undergoing restoration was an act which

“reminded” Japanese of their “break with the past.” In a twist on Benjamin’s notion of

the aura of the original, MacCannell proposes that the aura is created through the

existence of its reproductions. The image in the Kawashima Silk advertisement, and the

reproduction of the entire building – complete with pond and reflection – created an

awareness in the American mind that the original site both existed and was a desirable

                                                  
197 For more on the restoration process, and the role of master carpenters, see Cherie Wendelken, "The
Tectonics of Japanese Style: Architect and Carpenter in the Late Meiji Period," Art Journal 55.3 (1996).
See also, William Howard Coaldrake, Architecture and Authority in Japan, Nissan Institute/Routledge
Japanese Studies Series (London ; New York: Routledge, 1996).
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place to visit. In addition to the surface goal of imputing Japanese tea with an aura of

luxury and exoticism, the reproductions produced the original in the American

awareness; they added to the value of Kinkaku-ji. American visitors were, of course,

largely unaware of the discursive struggle that lay behind the visual programme of the St.

Louis displays and their emphasis on a distinctive (i.e. “pure”) Japanese aesthetic. What

Americans saw in the Japanese Garden was a fantasy of Japan that was actively created

and intentionally marketed.

The Dangers and Profits of Tea Houses

I will conclude my discussion with a turn around Fair Japan, an independent

amusement concession which was operated by a consortium of businessmen with

minimal government regulation. Fair Japan was less concerned with the intricacies of

international trade, foreign relations, and emerging disciplines than with appealing to a

local audience in order to make a profit. The amusement zone called “The Pike” provided

fairgoers with a more spectacular, less pedantic vision of exotic lands and technological

marvels. Reproductions of traditional environments was a particular common attraction at

World’s Fairs and The Pike’s features included a German mountain village in “Tyrolean

Alps,” the streets of Cairo, Jerusalem, a Moorish Palace, Chinese Village, Irish village,

Paris, and Fair Japan. Not all the attractions were of exotic foreign lands – some, like Old

St. Louis and Old Plantation, were exotic representations of America’s own past.198

Japan’s own re-visioning of its past as a pre-modern fantasy was thus one among many

on The Pike. The villages were accompanied by modern technology-based attractions like
                                                  
198 Curiously, the Japanese Garden was included among the attractions on the Pike in a map published in
the World’s Fair Bulletin, except it was listed as “Japanese Tea House.”
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Creation (a mutli-media tour through time), Shoot-the-Chutes, and the Galveston Flood

which treated audiences to the destruction of the city multiple times a day. Just as the

fairs resulted in “towers begetting towers,” so they resulted in amusement parks with

shared features around the world. For instance, Shoot-the-Chutes also made an

appearance at Luna Park in Coney Island, the 1903 fair in Osaka, and Tokyo soon

after.199

The Japanese concession, Fair Japan, was run by a group of businessmen who

specialized in the circulation of popular amusements: Arai Saburô, Shibata Tadajirô, and

Kushibiki Yumeto.200 The three of them ran the Ginza-based Arai Trading Company

which imported Western toys, medicine, and films, including the first Vitascope movies

seen in Japan in 1898.201 Kushibiki had left the company some years earlier and had since

earned himself a reputation for putting on excellent Japan-themed shows across America.

An article in the World’s Fair Bulletin summarized his career as follows:

Yumeto Kushibiki is undisputedly the best Japanese showman in America.
His "Japan" on the Pike will be the most ambitious of his many successful
Japanese amusements in this country. The most charming and characteristic,
and the best remembered of these enterprises was his original Tea Garden at
Atlantic City, where it became the rendez-vous of the best people who go to
that resort. This was succeeded by fine Japanese horticultural displays at
Newport. Mr. Kushibiki, in fact, has managed Japanese enterprises at every
American Exposition since the Chicago World's Fair, appearing last at the
Pan-American Exposition, where his "Fair Japan" made a sensation. Other
pleasing attractions were a fine exhibit at the American Art Gallery,
production of a street of Tokio at the Metropolitan Opera House, two
successful roof garden displays at Madison Square, and staking of "Otoyo,"

                                                  
199 For more on the popular amusements at the Osaka fair see Yoshimi, Hakurankai No Seijigaku:
Manazashi No Kindai .

200 Hoshi, Handbook of Japan and Japanese Exhibits at World's Fair, St. Louis 1904  125. Specifically, it
names Arai as the business manager and a J. M. Carpenter, a local real estate dealer, as the president of the
Fair Japan Company.

201 For more on the history of film and the Arai Trading Co. See Tanaka, Nihon Eiga Hatattsushi  ch. 2-3.
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a Japanese comic opera, which scored a big hit in the roof garden shows.
Mr. Kushibiki is an exceedingly intellectual Japanese, and highly popular
among all his brethren of the amusement world.202

By the time of the St. Louis fair, Kushibiki was an expert at distilling the cultural tropes

of Japan and presenting them to Americans as environments in which they could engage

in forms of virtual travel and cross-cultural play.

It was under Kushibiki’s management that acrobats, jugglers and geisha toured

through American amusement halls and restaurants. His most famous accomplishment

was the American leg of Sada Yacco’s international tour in 1899-1901.203 His endeavors

in America were not without controversy; an article in a Japanese newspaper criticized

Kushibiki’s staging of the The Mikado as “outrageous” and representing Japan

“ridiculously.”204 Kushibiki was so successful at his trade that he was still constructing

Japanese environments in 1915 when he ran “Beautiful Japan” at the Pan-Pacific

International Exposition in San Francisco. By this point his endeavors had become both

more elaborate and more fantastic; “Beautiful Japan” featured a colossal statue of

Buddha.205 Although the Japanese reporter may have fretted about representations of

Japan abroad, the government found Kushibiki’s representations to be satisfactory – he

received a $50,000 government subsidy to build Fair Japan.

                                                  
202 Anon., "Various," World's Fair Bulletin: Published in the interest of the Louisiana Purchase Exposition
to be held in St. Louis  (1902 - 1904).

203 Steve and Paul Smethurst Clark, Asian Crossings: Travel Writing on China, Japan and Southeast Asia
(Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2009) 150-52.

204 As quoted in Clark, Asian Crossings: Travel Writing on China, Japan and Southeast Asia  151. Sada
Yacco will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter.

205 Japan Beautiful, California's Magazine: Edition De Luxe vol. 2 (1916) 346.
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An illustration in the World’s Fair Bulletin, “Bird’s Eye view of ‘Fair Japan’ as

Reproduced on the Pike,” gives some indication of the size and scope of the concession.

The entrance gate was a commissioned reproduction of a gateway from Nikko – a famous

temple-shrine north of Tokyo – that cost $25,000 and was one of the tallest structures on

the Pike (fig. 32). Once inside the gate, visitors could visit “A Street of Tokyo” –

supposedly a reconstruction of the entertainment district of Asakusa – that hosted a

Japanese Theater, a tea house, an art collection, and a Japanese garden. The Japanese

Theater was staffed by eighty actors and actresses brought over from Japan and the tea

house featured fifteen Geisha girls. Rickshaws roamed throughout the concession,

providing visitors with a ride in a vehicle that seemed quaint but was, in fact, a Meiji

invention.206 Adding to the exotic spectacle, Arai and Shibata brought over plants and

trees and a 300-year-old gate, the Nio-mon, which originally was part of a temple north

of Tokyo.207 Naturally there was a bazaar housing a number of companies, mostly based

in Yokohama or Tokyo, both cities with large foreign populations. Finally, there was a

restaurant run by Shibata and Arai located just to the left of the entrance gate which

served both Japanese and American meals. Although Fair Japan had little of the didactic

function of the Japanese exhibits throughout the fair, the Kabuki play being performed in

the theater did come with an informational booklet and a translation of the play and the

                                                  
206 There is even some supposition that, contrary to the aura of being an exotic and indigenous form of
conveyance, the rickshaw was invented by an American missionary.

207 The gate belonged to Taikozan Seion-ji, a temple in Furmachi in Hitachi Province which lay about 120
miles to the northeast of Tokyo. It is mostly coincident with contemporary Ibaraki Prefecture.
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restaurant handed out buttons with an image of the Japanese flag and text that read,

“Celebrate Japanese Victory: Victory to the Japanese Army and Navy” (fig. 36).208

The concession succeeded in capturing the American imagination and expanding

American interest and sympathy towards Japan, although this interest came perilously

close, at times, to classifying Japan with the “lower” types of man that cascaded down the

side of the Types and Development of Man photogravure.209 The responses of the popular

fictional character, Samantha, and her husband, Josiah Allen, to Fair Japan and the

Japanese Garden cover the breadth of American reactions to Japan, from a cautious

respect and curiosity to the condescending tones of a Christian nation viewing a heathen

one. The entrance gate was the first object to make an impression on Samantha who took

a dim view of the dragons winding up the columns and its height of a hundred feet. “It

would have been magnificent lookin’,” she remarks, “if it hadn’t been for what looked

like serpents wreathin’ up the pillars in front.” The use of the term “serpents” conjures

the fall from grace but the comment is immediately modified by Samantha’s declaration,

“I hate snakes!” and offered the reassurance that, as they were fastened to the pillars, they

“didn’t offer to hurt us.” The complaint is a light-hearted one (obviously the metal

dragons are decorative) but is also colored by the vague fears that so often inform

confrontations with the foreign.

                                                  
208 The Kabuki play was described by in The Greatest of Expositions Completely Illustrated as “not only
weird and charming, [but] also historic.” Louisiana Purchase Exposition, The Greatest of Expositions
Completely Illustrated. Official Publication. (Saint Louis: Official Photographic Company of the Louisiana
Purchase Exposition, 1904) 256.

209 The Tyrolean Alps cost an astounding $999,082 and brought in just over $1 million so it made a scant
$86,000. Fair Japan, on the hand, cost only $179,000 and made over $205,000 with a net profit of $27,000.
The most profitable concession was the spectacular Boer War which generated a profit of over $112,000.
The Fair Japan revenues, although more modest than the most successful, were higher than the Chinese
Village, Jerusalem, and most of the various multi-media attractions like Battle Abbey. If one adds in the
revenue from the Japanese Bazaar and the Kinkaku Tea House the revenue nearly doubles.
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Samantha and Josiah proceeded into the fair and “got quite a good meal, but queer,

in a tea-house” that “had the best tea I ever drinked.”210 Unfortunately, when she asked

for the directions on making the tea “they, bein’ ignorant, didn’t seem to understand,”

presumably due to language barriers as all the serving girls were brought over from

Japan.211 Samantha described the experience as being “jest as if we had traveled

thousands of milds and wuz sot down in the real Japan.” Josiah got distracted by the

dancing Geisha girls “posterin’ in their pretty modest way” while dressed in “what

seemed to be gay colored night gowns.” When Samantha told him it “wuzn’t becomin’ an

old man” to be ogling the young girls he replied, “Oh, well, fetch on your girl blinders

and I’ll put ‘em on. But till you git ‘em for me and harness me up in ‘em I’ve got to look

round some.”

These opening sentences describe a Japan that is so culturally different that any

communication is limited to the senses, the allure of taste and sexual attraction. However,

in the very next sentence Samantha challenges Josiah’s fixation with the dancing girls by

arguing that:

it beats all what long strides the Japans have made in every branch of
education and culture. If they keep on in the next century as they have in
this some of the so-called advanced nations will have to take a back seat and
let this little brown, polite people stand to the head. But then they have been
cultured for hundreds of years, though lots of folks don’t seem to know it.

Despite Samantha’s efforts to get Josiah to engage in the more intellectual aspects of the

displays, Josiah remained most interested in the exotic roosters and plants trained into

forms of men and animals, the carved grains of rice and the garden with its “arched
                                                  
210 Marietta Holley, Samantha at the St. Louis Exposition (1904) 197-200.

211 Samantha could have found direction in the Handbook, a good indication of how important tea exports
were to Japan. Hoshi, Handbook of Japan and Japanese Exhibits at World's Fair, St. Louis 1904  65.
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bridges, lanterns hangin’ everywhere, pagodas, temples, lagoons with ornamental boats,

cascades, etc.” And then there was Asakusa, “a native village of Japan,” with forty stores

with workmen making the goods, jugglers, acrobats, and fortune tellers. Of course,

Samantha’s lamentations over the crudeness of her husband’s interests provided her

cover to linger over descriptions of these exotic objects and, aside from her protestation

quoted above, she provides little evidence of “modern” Japan.

Samantha’s characterization of Asakusa as “a native village of Japan” reveals the

degree to which Kushibiki, Arai, and Shibata created and marketed a fantasy of a Japan

that was long gone. Contrary to being a “village,” Asakusa was a large, very urban,

gathering spot that featured the latest trends in international amusements. As we have

seen, it was in Asakusa that the panorama made its first appearance in Japan, that the first

movie theater opened, and, in 1907, where a reproduction of Coney Island’s Luna Park

opened on the former site of the panorama. The “village” that was created in St. Louis

reproduced a fantasy of Asakusa during the Edo period when the amusement district was

dominated by food stalls, fabric and toothpick vendors, and small stages that included

puppet shows, dancers and acrobats, and optical illusions.212 Fair Japan was a concession

and the primary concern of the organizers was to earn some money in the short term and

increase Japanese culture’s revenue potential in the long term. The history of Kushibiki’s

productions make it clear that he cared little for the concerns around race and political

standing that concerned the Japanese government officials and intellectual class.
                                                  
212 Peep boxes, known as nozoki-megane were especially popular. For more on these see: Fukuoka Maki,
"Contextualising the Peep-Box in Tokugawa Japan," Early Popular Visual Culture 3.1 (2005). For more on
the role of Asakusa in urban culture in Edo see: Nam-Lin Hur, Prayer and Play in Late Tokugawa Japan :
Asakusa Sensôji and Edo Society (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Asia Center : Distributed by
Harvard University Press, 2000). For more on the history of Asakusa see: Hirotaka Ichiyanagi, Harunosuke
Ishizumi and Toyokichi Hata, Asakusa No Misemono, Shûkyôsei, Erosu, Korekushon Modan Toshi Bunka
(Tôkyô: Yumani Shob*o, 2005).
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Although Kushibiki and company chose Tokyo’s Asakusa district as the subject, the

Japanese Garden conducted a similar erasure of the modern on the city of Kyoto.

Kushibiki may have created an environment that was finely tuned to attract the American

gaze, but the Japanese Garden grew out of Japan’s own fantasies about its own past and

the preservation of Kyoto and Nara that was being undertaken in Japan. Although

Marietta Holley, the creator of Samantha and Josiah Allen, provides the reader with an

impression of Fair Japan as pre-industrial land filled with curiosities, that impression of

Japan was created by Japanese showmen who, in turn, were tapping into images of

Japan’s past that was targeted towards Japanese tourists.

The crux of the issue was one of perception and the possession of wider cultural

knowledge of the country and culture on display. There was, as well, a greater tension

between Japan’s past and modern present than between the pre-industrial and industrial

periods of European countries. Both the Japanese and Americans associated modern

culture and technology with the West, a move which precluded Japanese culture from

being perceived as modern. Despite Kushibiki’s elision of all things overtly modern, the

very production of the concession was itself a product of a modern subject creating an

authentic elsewhere for tourist purposes. Thus, Americans were not solely responsible for

the construction of Japan as an exotic and romantic land. Although it readily fit in with

exotic and feminizing tropes, the fantasy of Japan as a land of Geisha and artisanal craft

that was so popular in America, was generated in large part by the Japanese themselves.

The theories of orientalism and post-colonialism which inform our approach to trans-

cultural interactions is useful in dissecting the use of knowledge by the colonizers against

the colonized. It is less useful when the “other” on display is, itself, a colonizer, has a
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long legacy of tourist literature, and is a full participant in the construction of its own

traditional past in the name of nation-building and social advancement. Japan’s self-

presentation in limited spheres of the fair as a nation with a past should not be read solely

through the orientalist attitudes of “the West” towards “the East.” Rather, it should be

read as one among many modern nations who presented themselves in terms at once

modern and nostalgic.
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Chapter Three

Performing Modern Japan

Japan was a subject of American films from the earliest years. In 1894 Edison

filmed a Japanese trio, producing a kinetoscope film entitled Imperial Japanese Dancers

(fig. 1). For thirty-seconds, three women dressed in kimonos wave fans and cloth banners

against a black background; the woman in the center spins and kneels, her long sleeves

swinging. The film was shown in a loop, unintentionally producing a vision of Japan as

timeless, mysterious and exotic through the repeated actions of dancers whose

movements lacked context or a clear beginning or ending. A pair of films shot by the

Edison Company just a few years later provides a very different image of Japan. In

Launch of a Japanese Man-of -War “Chitosa” (i.e. Chitose) and Launch No. 2, the

camera records the battleship leaving its stays at the Union Iron Works in San Francisco,

an event that was well documented in the press (figs. 2, 3). This pair of films, while

beginning in media res, are firmly located in both time and space and present a view of

Japan that is, rather than timeless nor exotic, transformative and a participant in the

familiar politics and business of the present. Of course, while the Imperial Japanese

Dance may appear temporally and spatially dislocated, as I will demonstrate later, it too

was a product of modern culture. Films of the Russo-Japanese War culminated in Hero of

Liao-Yang, a film which, I will argue, integrated the Japan of the Imperial Japanese

Dancers and that of the launch, thereby providing audiences with an image of Japan that
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was both traditional and modern (fig. 4).213 Americans were constantly engaged in the

production of “Japan” around the turn of the century and there was a constant tension

between Japan as exotic other and Japan as modern ally, a tension that played out in the

areas of race and gender.

Histories of American and Japanese visual exchanges in the late-nineteenth and

early-twentieth centuries often focus on the Arts and Crafts movement or the importation

of the French appropriation of Japanese aesthetics known as Japonisme.214 These

discussions assume that American consumption of Japan as a primarily aesthetic nation

was motivated, at least in part, by Orientalist discursive practices – the desire to moderate

racial anxieties through strategies of containment which emasculated and exoticized

Japan. There is certainly some truth to this view; to this day American discussions of

Japan continue to be infused by exoticism and sexualized language. As recently as 1900,

                                                  
213 None of the films under discussion in this chapter were made in Japan. In fact, Launch of a Japanese
Man-of-War and Imperial Japanese Dancers are the only ones that were not a staged reenactments; all the
battle films were either films of models produced in studios or filmed with actors. This was not unusual for
the time. Although companies were sending cameramen to the battlefront this was an expensive endeavor
that involved a rather lengthy time delay. While staged battles shot in New York or New Jersey lacked
authenticity they could be screened within days of the newspaper reports, capitalizing on a sense of
immediacy. Further, the cameras were bulky and heavy, making them hard to carry over rugged terrain and
set up in less than ideal conditions. Much of the footage of the Spanish-American War in Cuba, for
instance, were restricted to scenes of the soldiers disembarking from ships, marching through the towns, or
doing drills. This hardly necessitated the expense of sending a man to the battle front. The footage
Americans audiences saw was American interpretations of Japanese battles and, as a result, reveal
American attitudes towards Japanese masculinity and militarization. They are also located within a web of
visual images of Japan that are exotic and spectacular, speaking to American desires for escapes from
modernity, anxieties over race and modernity, and interest in a nation that was a tenuous ally in territory
that fell under the purview of growing American imperialism.

214 Japan existed as a counter to America’s urban industrialization and was therefore a good fit for the Arts
and Crafts movement which sought to preserve artisanal traditions and promoted an aesthetic derived from
natural forms. On the adoption of Japanese aesthetics in the Arts and Crafts Movement see Nancy E.
Green, Jessie J. Poesch and Iris & B. Gerald Cantor Center for Visual Arts at Stanford University., Arthur
Wesley Dow and American Arts & Crafts (New York: American Federation of Arts, 1999). For a
discussion on America’s engagement with the French adoption of Japan aesthetics see Julia Meech-Pekarik
and Gabriel P. Weisberg, eds., Japonisme Comes to America : The Japanese Impact on the Graphic Arts,
1876-1925 (New York: H.N. Abrams in association with the Jane Voorhees Zimmerli Art Museum,
Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey, 1990).
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William Hosley resorted to sexual language to characterize the artistic interaction

between Japan and America during the late-nineteenth century. “The throbbing pulse of

industrialization had taken its toll,” he writes. “Like lovers, Japan the the West were

eventually drawn toward one another by a yearning for wholeness and fulfillment.”215

While this example is among the most egregious, the sentiments continue to infuse

writing on Japan which bear the imprint of work by early scholars and popular culture.

The most famous, and arguably influential, text which presents Japan as the sexualized

other is the enormously popular Madame Butterfly (1900), a play by David Belasco

adapted from the story of the same name by John Luther Long (1898) and subsequently

adapted by Giacomo Puccini into the famous Madama Butterfly (1905) (fig. 5). The well-

known  story has been described as a “master-text” of orientalism and as one of the

“classic narratives of East/West relations.”216 However, just as a comparison of the films

of the Chitose and the Japanese dancers produces a tension that seems to threaten a

cultural bifurcation, Madame Butterfly, I will argue, is rife with fissures and tensions that

allow for a reading that at least resists, if not subverts, the dominant orientalist

interpretation. A more thorough study of the images and texts which were produced

around the time of Madame Butterfly provide further evidence that American views of

Japan were more complicated than most scholars have allowed. Through a discussion of

performances of Japan in America, I will argue that Americans were almost as interested

in a modern, and masculine, Japan as they were to the exotic and romantic timeless land.

                                                  
215 William Newell Hosley and Wadsworth Atheneum., The Japan Idea : Art and Life in Victorian America
(Hartford, Conn.: Wadsworth Atheneum, 1990) 29.

216 Marina Heung, "The Family Romance of Orientalism: From Madame Butterfly to Indochine," Visions of
the East: Orientalism in Film, ed. Matthew and Gaylyn Studlar Bernstein (New Brunswick: Rutgers
University Press, 1997) 160. Mari Yoshihara, Embracing the East : White Women and American
Orientalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003) 3.
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I have already argued that Japan was an active participant in the production of a

“traditional Japan.” In this chapter I will argue that Americans participated with the

Japanese in the production of a “modern Japan.”

Meiji Japan posed challenges to American theories of race, social evolution, and

cultural superiority which justified European and American imperialism. On the one

hand, Japan was the source of refined aesthetic objects, arcane customs, and recent

feudalism, all of which contributed to romantic tales of star-crossed love between white

male travelers and the geisha. On the other hand, Japan was modernizing with greater

rapidity than any other nation, demonstrating rapid mastery over modern legal, economic,

and political systems as well as scientific principles, and machinery – all considered to be

the purview of the “civilized” races alone.217 Performances of “Japan” in turn-of-the-

twentieth century America reveal these contradictions and tensions which haunted

American discourse on Japan. We are familiar with the story of Madame Butterfly, which

ends in the Japanese heroine’s tragic demise, as well as the portrayals of Japanese

soldiers as barbaric and savage which circulated during World War II. Less familiar to us

now, are the portrayals of Japanese soldiers as honorable men with loving families who

accomplish heroic feats and live to tell the tale which also existed at the time. Or the

stories of Japanese and American couples who end with a happily ever after. Or even the

articles on Japanese men who meet American men in physical contests that are portrayed

with a neutral eye and end without a clear victor. These positive representations existed

                                                  
217 Kowner establishes both the accepted connection between mastery over complicated machinery and
white racial superiority, and Japan’s role in upsetting this assumption. Rotem Kowner, "'Lighter Than
Yellow, but Not Enough': Western Discourse on the Japanese 'Race', 1854-1904," The Historical Journal
43.1 (2000).
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in tension with those which reduced Japan to a pre-modern, exotic land with a veneer of

Western culture; at times this tension exists in the juxtaposition of texts and images, at

others within a narrative or body of images.

The range of texts and images discussed in this chapter were made possible by a

widespread circulation of visual objects and people related to Japan during the 1890s and

early 1900s. Not only were more Americans making the voyage to Japan, increasing

numbers of Japanese were coming to America to perform on stages, work in teahouses, or

run an import business, but also to attend school (many of them receiving graduate

degrees from prestigious institutions), study American production systems, or conduct

diplomatic missions.218 As a result, American impressions of Japan were influenced by an

increasingly diverse array of images, texts, and news items.219 Despite efforts by the

Japanese government to exert control over the image of Japan abroad, the production of

representations of Japan took place primarily in the realms of popular culture and

commerce and the producers were less concerned with promoting a judicious image of

Japan than attracting and keeping an audience.220 The performances of “Japan” seen on

                                                  
218 The phenomenon of Japanese students coming to America to study was addressed in an article at the
time which opens with a familiar discussion of assimilation. A Japanese merchant worries that his children
will stop being Japanese, but he also wants them to be American. According to the article, many of the
Japanese living in the United States were wealthy, and they raised their children as bicultural, schooled in
both systems. "The Japanese in America How They Come Here Penniless for an Education and Often Win
Their Way Handsomely," The Evening Times Jan. 29 1904.

219 Articles on concerns over Japanese trade, militarization, and America’s imperialist actions in the Pacific
appeared with regularity in magazines and newspapers; the concerns also resulted in a number of books in
English by both American and Japanese authors.

220 Japanese efforts ranged from Japanese restrictions on laborers to the United States in an effort to present
Americans with a more educated population (the exception to this being Hawai’i), to concerns over sending
women to serve in the tea houses and a temporary ban on the construction on Japanese “villages” during
the late-1880s and early 1890s. For more on the early responses and strategies of the government regarding
behavior and immigration policies see, Masao Miyoshi, As We Saw Them : The First Japanese Embassy to
the United States, Kodansha Globe (New York: Kodansha International, 1994). For more on the history of
American and Japanese exchanges see Priscilla Clapp and Akira Iriye, eds, Mutual Images : Essays in
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American stages and at entertainment sites like Coney Island, along with stereocards and

photo albums, contributed to American understandings of Japan as an exotic land of

geisha, flowers, and tea houses. However, this fantasy of Japan was countered by the

images of Japan which emphasized Japan as a military nation capable of using the most

advanced technology to reach victories in modern warfare.

There are three scholars who have previously undertaken wide-ranging

examinations of American consumption and production of Japan that this chapter is

building upon. Christine Guth has written on American fantasies of Japan in her book,

Longfellow’s Tattoos, an ambitious text which moves from Boston to Tokyo and back,

addressing tourism, collecting, and masculinity.221 Her book focuses on the 1860s and

1870s, a period that marks the start of the transformations of Meiji and precedes the

imperial successes of the Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese Wars (1894 and 1904

respectively). Guth’s book situates Charles Longfellow’s two-year stay in Japan within

the culture of the Grand Tour and American anxieties over masculinity that many men,

unable to prove their mettle in battle, felt. Further, she argues, the Japanese women most

western men were introduced to were both sexually available and servile, providing a

retreat from the social transformations of modernity and increasing demands for power

being made by women. For Guth’s project, the American appreciation of Japanese

masculinity was rooted in the samurai tradition. In this chapter I will argue that, by the

end of the century, this notion of Japanese masculinity had expanded to include modern

soldiers as well as the bureaucrat.
                                                                                                                                                      
American-Japanese Relations, Harvard Studies in American-East Asian Relations ; 7 (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1975).

221 Christine Guth, Longfellow's Tattoos : Tourism, Collecting, and Japan (Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 2004).
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Gregory Waller, on the other hand, focusses entirely on the Russo-Japanese War

period in an article on The Hero of Liao-Yang. Like Guth, Waller includes at a wide

context of image production, looking at images of the Russo-Japanese War in magazines

and books in order to better understand the representation of Japanese masculinity in the

film. In his discussion –the only one of any length on Japan in American film prior to

1910 – Waller explores the representation of Japanese masculinity in the context of

American sentiments about Japan’s success in the Russo-Japanese War. Americans,

Waller argues, were particularly struck by the modern military organization – or “war

machine” – of “New Japan.”222 The visualization of the Russo-Japanese War was both a

source of entertainment and spectacle and the cause for debate over Japan’s increasingly

powerful role in Asia and the Pacific. There was also the crucial question of why Japan

was victorious against a larger, more powerful, white, Christian nation.223 Waller’s

research is exhaustive and I will re-tread some of the same terrain, both in in terms of

primary source material and the issues of war and masculinity. While I agree that

Americans were anxious about the nature of Japanese masculinity, I believe they were

also invested in Japanese successes and receptive to the idea that Japan could approach, if

not fully equal, western modernity.

Finally, Neil Harris has examined the Japanese displays at the American fairs. In

his article, “All the World’s a Melting Pot? Japan at American Fairs, 1876-1904,” Harris

                                                  
222 Gregory Waller, "Narrating the New Japan: Biograph's the Hero of Liao-Yang (1904)," Screen 47.1
(2006): 58.

223 Anxiety over the import of Japanese victory over Russia, especially in the context of Social Darwinism,
permeated articles and books related to the St. Louis Fair as well as the Russo-Japanese War. Buel, for
instance, addresses this issue in his text on Japan in James W. Buel, Louisiana and the Fair. An Exposition
of the World, Its People and Their Achievements, [Monroe ed. (Saint Louis,: World's Progress Publishing
Company, 1904).
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argues that the tension between tradition and modernization that characterized the

Japanese displays was a bifurcation that found an echo in American life; specifically, it

resonated with American concerns about modernization and immigration. Japan, Harris

argues, “telescoped a major American problem.” Specifically, Japan’s ability to

assimilate Western culture resonated with American anxieties over their own immigrant

populations and the related debates over racial essentialism, social degeneration, and .

Japan was closely watched as Americans argued over whether or not Japan would lose

their cultural identity as they modernized. Interest in Japan reached an apogee in 1904, he

writes, as Americans struggled to understand the Japanese and, by extension, “examine

the future shape of their own civilization, one in which modernization itself would soon

form the only tradition.”224 This discussion of Japan as an example of modernity that

Americans might get guidance from is fascinating but limited to the last few pages of his

article; the bulk of his article focusses on American responses to Japan which articulate

admiration mixed with dismissal and condescension, an all too common combination

during this era. Despite the brevity of his discussion, Harris does touch on an important

facet of American interaction with Japan that merits further discussion; specifically, if

Japan was being looked at by Americans as a model or guide for their own society there

was an implied possibility of equality.

In 1916 Randolphe Bourne, arguing for the strengths of America’s assimilation to

its immigrant populations as well as the assimilation of said immigrants, pointed to Japan
                                                  
224 The question of assimilation is a fascinating one, especially when one considers that Japan provided a
model for more than the white leaders of English descent concerned about the influx of immigrants;
Japan’s move into modernity also served as a model for the immigrants themselves, most of whom who
were searching for a path to retain their own culture while also becoming part of American culture. Neil
Harris, "All the World’s a Melting Pot? Japan at American Fairs, 1876-1904," Cultural Excursions :
Marketing Appetites and Cultural Tastes in Modern America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990)
54-55.
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as an example of the positive possibilities. For Bourne, Americans of English descent

were too conservative, holding onto a cultural identity that was abstracted and thus

prevented change. The immigrants, with “the order of the German and Scandanavian, the

turbulence of the Slav” were necessary infusions that kept America vital. Contrary to the

belief of some, Bourne argues that this process of mutual assimilation does not take

generations, and cites Japan as an example:

[t]he spectacle of Japan’s sudden jump from mediaevalism to post-
modernism should have destroyed that superstition. We are not dealing
with individuals who are to ‘evolve.’ We are dealing with their children,
who, with that education we are about to have, will start level with all of
United States. Let United States cease to think of ideals like democracy as
magical qualities inherent in certain peoples… We are all to educate and
to be educated.225

Bourne was writing after Japan’s victory over Russia, a victory that America participated

in when President Theodore Roosevelt negotiated the treaty (an event that will be

discussed in greater detail later in this chapter), but his willingness to see the Japanese as

models of adaptation and the powers of education had its roots in the missionary work of

the 1870s and 1880s.

Imperialist acts were buttressed by scientific treatises on the racial superiority of

whites, and the belief that only Christians were truly civilized. Much of the scholarship

on Japan sought explanations for their rapid assimilation of Western culture and clear

sophistication in their domestic arts and letters.226 The initial tendency to view Japan as a

                                                  
225 As Bourne was a victim of the influenza epidemic of 1918, the possible evolution of his thought must
remain a mystery. Randolph Bourne, "Trans-National America," Atlantic Monthly 118 (1916).

226 This question was so prevalent that citations seem superfluous. However, some examples include:
William Elliot Griffis, The Japanese Nation in Evolution: Steps in the Progress of a Great People (New
York: Thomas Y. Crowell & Co. , 1907).; Esther Singleton, Japan: Described by Great Writers (New
York: Dodd, Mead, and Company, 1912).; Rev. Kota  Hoshino, The Mission of Japan and the Russo-
Japanese War (Yokohama: The Fukuin Printing Company, LTD, 1904).
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beautiful land populated by ‘child-like’ people was persistently challenged by Japan’s

refusal to cede control over their country or the discourse surrounding it. As early as

1876, James McCabe remarked after viewing Japan’s display at the Philadelphia

Exposition that Japan had provided “abundant evidence that it outshines the most

cultivated nations of Europe in arts.” The previously held belief that Japan was

uncivilized or “half-civilized at best” had to be reconsidered.227 According to Neil Harris,

thirty years later Japan was “still seen as an anomaly, a nation treated as if it were a

retarded child who unexpectedly passed a college examination.”228 This sentiment was

similarly articulated by Baron Kaneko Kentarô during the Russo-Japanese War in 1904 in

an article that sought to refute the discrimination at the root of the phrase “Yellow Peril”

(fig. 6). Japan, Kaneko argued, had spent the previous few decades “building herself up

to be strong enough to claim power” as the West would never freely grant it. However,

despite Japan’s various achievements, Kaneko wrote, “We felt that Europe and America

were kindly patronizing us, simply patting us on the back.” That is, until Japan displayed

their military strength in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894, after which “the Western

nations discovered in us a Power which they could no longer suppress…and admitted us

to membership in the family of civilized nations.”229 As I will demonstrate in the

following pages, Japan’s struggle for recognition as a peer met with some positive results

in America, even as the images of Japan as child-like, feminine, and exotic continued.

                                                  
227 As quoted in Harris, "All the World’s a Melting Pot? Japan at American Fairs, 1876-1904,"   35.

228 Harris, "All the World’s a Melting Pot? Japan at American Fairs, 1876-1904,"   104.

229 This article was one of a number of articles written by Baron Kaneko as part of a concerted publicity
campaign to win American public support during the Russo-Japanese War. Similar articles were published
in the North American Review during the 1890s, when Japan was seeking to renegotiate the punitive trade
treaties that had been drafted in the 1850s. Baron Kentaro Kaneko, "The Yellow Peril Is the Golden
Opportunity for Japan," The North American Review 179.576 (1904): pp. 643 - 46.
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Performances of “Exotic Japan”

The first reports of Japan to reach America described a country devoid of all the

obvious elements of modernity. Samurai, rather than the bureaucrats and businessmen,

ruled the nation, the use of machines as a means of production was banned, and there

were none of the civic institutions the West believed central to a rational, enlightened

society and government.230 Thus, Americans were swept up in stories of castles and

warriors, rituals and traditions steeped in centuries of tradition, interiors decorated with

gold leaf, elaborately decorated silks and lacquer-ware, and a land of  refinement in

everything from gardening to pottery to manners. The goods which flowed into American

department stores and import shops, only served to reinforce these initial impressions.231

Japan’s displays at the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia emphasized these strengths,

all of which still lay outside of the realm of industry and technology; consequently, their

display centered on decorative objects such as pottery, textiles and lacquer. In Chicago

nearly twenty years later the emphasis was still on aesthetics but this time it was

presented as art and architecture that had been subjected to study, with historical eras,

famous figures, stylistic schools and periods and experts’ valuations. This evaluation of

Japanese art as a corpus on par with that of Europe was promoted by American collectors

who were major donors to and participants in the development of American museums. A

number of leading intellectual figures returned from their stays in Japan with cultural
                                                  
230 Mechanical devices were allowed to be used in entertainments – like kabuki, automata – but mechanical
production was banned. For more see: Yamaguchi Masao, "Karakuri: The Ludic Relationship between Man
and Machine in Tokugawa Japan," Japan at Play: The Ludic and the Logic of Power, ed. Joy and Massimo
Raveri Hendry (London: Routledge, 2002).

231 For more on the so-called “Japan-Craze” see, in addition to Christine Guth, Clay Lancaster, The
Japanese Influence in America (New York: Abbeville Press), 1983; William Hosley, The Japan Idea: Art
and Life in Victorian America (Hartford: Wadsworth Atheneum), 1990; Kendall H. Brown, "Rashômon:
The Multiple Histories of the Japanese Tea Garden at Golden Gate Part," Studies in the History of Gardens
and Designed Landscapes 18.2 (1998).
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knowledge and object collections that they were invested in validating, desires which

produced the Freer Gallery as well as the collections at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts,

Peabody Essex Museum, the Cleveland Museum of Art (all of which remain among the

best in the world) as well as foundational text by authors such as Lafcadio Hearn,

William Eliot Griffis, and Samuel Morse.

For many Americans, the encounter with Japan was mediated through the text and

image combination of stereocards or the lectures accompanied by magic lantern slides

that had become popular in the 1880s and 1890s.232 These text and image combinations

gave shape to the earliest travel films. The first magic-lantern lecturer to recognize the

advantages and potential of travel films was Burton Holmes; he began integrating film

into his lectures in 1897, a mix of commercially produced travel films and those shot by

Holmes’ personal cameraman.233 Initially, pertinent films were screened after the close of

the lantern talk but they were soon integrated into the lecture and, in 1904, Holmes

coined the term “travelogue” to describe his particular blend of film and lecture. The first

films to be integrated into his lecture features scenes from Hawai’i, the Philippines, and

Japan. Travel films were staples of the film industry, accounting for fifty-percent of the

                                                  
232 For more on the history and circulation of stereocards and photo-albums of Japan see: Sebastian
Dobson, Anne Nishimura Morse, Frederic Alan Sharf and Museum of Fine Arts Boston., Art & Artifice :
Japanese Photographs of the Meiji Era : Selections from the Jean S. And Frederic A. Sharf Collection at
the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (Boston, MA: MFA Publications, 2004).; Kendall H.  Brown, "Postcards,
Commerce, Adn Creativity in Japan, 1904-1940," Art of the Japanese Postcard: The Leonard A. Lauder
Collection at the Museum of Fine Arts Boston, ed. Ann Nishimura et. al. Morse (Boston: Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston, 2004). Tony Bennett, Photography in Japan, 1853-1912 (Tokyo: Tuttle Publishing, 2006);
and Kinoshita Naoyuki, "The Early Years of Japanese Photography," The History of Japanese Photography
(2003).; and Alan Hockley, "Expectation and Authenticity in Meiji Tourist Photography," Challenging the
Past and Present: The Metamorphosis of Nineteenth-Century Japanese Art, ed. Ellen P. Conant (Honolulu:
University of Hawaii Press, 2006).

233 For more on the history of travel lectures, their relationship to travel films, and their role in the
development of narrative cinema see: Charles Musser, "The Travel Genre in 1903-04: Moving toward
Fictional Narrative," Iris 2.1 (1984). and Theodore X. Barber, "The Roots of Travel Cinema: John L.
Stoddard, E. Burton Holmes and the Nineteenth-Century Illustrated Lecture," Film History 5.68-84 (1993).
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stock of Vitagraph in 1903. These films were selected by exhibitors and woven into

discussions that contained assumptions about race, imperialism, and cultural

superiority.234

Holmes was the personally appointed successor of the famous travel lecturer,

John Stoddard, who toured the northeast lecture circuit throughout the 1890s and was

renowned for being one of the few lecturers who actually visited the places he described

(coincidentally, Stoddard and Holmes met on a steamship to Japan in 1893).235

Stoddard’s standard format was a “course” of five lectures and, in 1893, he devoted an

entire course to Japan. The structure of his lectures brought the viewers along on the

journey with him; before delving into historical and cultural details, Stoddard first

described his departure and journey to the subject of his lecture, and then his initial

impression of the alien culture in which he found himself. In his lecture on Japan,

Stoddard adopts a tone of casual superiority and cultural imperialism:

Nothing stands out more clearly in my recollection of the Orient than the
bright, long anticipated hour when, after thirteen days of dreary ocean
travel, we suddenly beheld, emerging from the waves, that strange,
unique, and fascinating land, which promised so much novelty and
pleasure, — old Japan. Old, and yet new; for the fair sheet of water which
first greeted us was Mississippi Bay, named from the flagship of
Commodore Perry, which, with the remainder of his American fleet,
dropped anchor here in 1854. The coming of this envoy to the East was
not for the purpose of war or invasion, but to request that this important
empire, our nearest neighbor westward, lying directly in the path of
commerce between Asia and America, should, for the sake of mutual
benefit, open its doors (till then resolutely closed to foreigners) and
become, to some degree, accessible to the outer world.236

                                                  
234 Musser, "The Travel Genre in 1903-04: Moving toward Fictional Narrative," 47-48.

235 During the course of his career, which spanned the last three decades of the century, he delivered as
many as 3,000 lectures in front of about 4 million people. Barber, "The Roots of Travel Cinema: John L.
Stoddard, E. Burton Holmes and the Nineteenth-Century Illustrated Lecture," 70.

236 John Stoddard, John L. Stoddard's Lectures: Complete in Ten Volumes, 1911 Revised ed., vol. 3
(Chicago: Geo. L. Shuman & Co., 1897) 23.
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Japan becomes America’s playground, a semi-colonized terrain that Americans could

profit from while enjoying its charms and eccentricities.

The combination of image and informative lecture was also present in stereocards

and foreign views were one of the most popular subject. Stereocards came in series which

could replicate a journey through Japan with explanatory text on the back of each card,

thus providing the armchair traveler with an immersive viewing experience and

guidebook narration. For instance, a stereocard by the Keystone Company shows two

Japanese girls standing by the edge of a pond in a garden with a large tea-house in the

background (fig. 8). The caption reads “An Idyllic Spot Where Little Japanese Maids

Delight to Stroll,” while the reverse side informs the viewer that the Japanese excel at

landscape art, have a keen appreciation for beauty. The Japanese, the card reads, “have

caught the spirit of nature, and achieve the highest expression of beauty in a little garden,

by reproducing the curves of nature.” The card concludes that, “We will find the same

neatness and beauty in the cultivated fields of tea and rice.” Other cards in the series

include photographs of the tea fields of Shizuoka and the temple complex at Nikko. The

attitude towards Japan articulated here is in keeping with the objections raised by Baron

Kaneko and patterns observed by Neil Harris; the attributes and strengths of Japanese

culture are reduced to instinctive behavior, characterized by the close relationship the

Japanese have with nature, a relationship that implies an alienation from or discomfort

with the world of industrial production.

As with many of the other subjects selected by Edison and his associates, the

Japanese dancers for Imperial Japanese Dance were picked from the vaudeville stage

(fig. 1). The trio of dancers performed under the name Sarashe Sisters, a named derived
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from the term sarashi, which referred to the act of waving the streamers.237 A perusal of

the entertainment pages during this period indicates that Japanese magicians, acrobats,

and acting troupes were popular attractions on the vaudeville stage, with new performers

coming through each year. In May of 1891 the “Imperial Japanese Troupe” proved a

popular attraction at New York’s Eden Musée; two years later the Japanese magician,

“Majilton,” performed at the same venue and was popular enough to warrant additional

bookings in 1894 and 1895.  Japanese magicians and Geisha were still popular

performers at the start of the twentieth-century. According to the Washington Post, Ten-

Ichi, the Japanese court magician, was “undoubtedly first in the favor of audiences

yesterday” despite being placed last on the programme. His act consisted of “marvels of

legerdemain” that culminated in him swallowing live coals and then lighting fireworks

with his “combustible exhalations.” His act was made more exciting by the presence of

three “Geisha” whose “graceful movements added extra interest to his picturesque

evolutions.”238

The write-up on Ten-Ichi includes many of the tropes common to Japanese

performances at the turn-of-the-century. There is the dubious assertion of royal favor

(imperial dancers, court magician) that gives an already exotic attraction the added allure

of far away palaces and courts – the promise of a bonafide taste of the “land of the

Mikado,” as Japan was frequently called. There are the “Geisha,” as any Japanese women

who danced were termed, regardless of their actual credentials (in addition to assisting

magicians, they were popular staples in tea houses and plays). When Luna Park re-
                                                  
237 The film was shot between mid-October and mid-November by W. K. L. Dickson and William Heise,
the two men responsible for most of the actualities shot by the Edison Company during these early years.

238 "Ten-Ichi, Japanese Magician, and Splendid Vaudeville Bill at Chase's," Washington Post Nov. 26
1901: 3.
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opened in 1904 after being decimated by fires the year before, the Japanese tea house

staffed with over forty “Geisha girls” who served tea in “real Japanese teahouse style.”239

Japanese acrobats were also popular, appearing both on stage and in Japanese “villages”

like the Fair Japan concession at the Buffalo and St. Louis World’s Fairs. The Edison

Company shot a film at the Pan-American Exposition called Japanese Village (1901), in

which three boys perform acrobatic feats including handsprings, cartwheels, and the more

complicated feat of performing a handstand atop another person’s head (fig. 7).

Many images of Japan were being produced by Americans who profited from the

vision of Japan as a land of sexually available girls in delicate “toy” houses and

surrounded by flowers. Artists such as Theodore Wores and Humphrey Moore, traveled

to Japan and created images of women in loosely fastened robes with instruments (a

marker of their role as entertainer) and flowers.240 These women usually looked directly

out of the canvas at the viewer, but their gaze contained no confrontational attitudes.

Rather, they are flirtatious invitations that are complemented by the open posture of their

body. Occasionally the sexual nature of the image is shockingly direct, as is the case with

                                                  
239 "A New Coney Island Rises from the Ashes of the Old," New York Times May 8 1904: SM5. The notion
that there was a “real Japanese teahouse style” of course leaved out the variety in tea houses and cafes that
were proliferating in Japan at the period. Kinoshita Naoyuki has written of the tea houses that functioned as
an early venue for the display of oil paintings and place where the artists could meet. Hayashi Tetsuo has
written a history of the kissaten (tea house/cafe) that describes them as public houses that might serve
coffee, tea, or beer, places to read the newspaper and try out new, foreign culture. The “teahouse” as seen
in America was a distillation of drinking and entertainment venues in Japan.  Kissaten no jidai: ano toki
konna mise ga atta (Osaka: Henshû Kôbô Noa, 2002).

240 For more on the history and circulation of stereocards and photo-albums of Japan see: Sebastian
Dobson, Anne Nishimura Morse, Frederic Alan Sharf and Museum of Fine Arts Boston., Art & Artifice :
Japanese Photographs of the Meiji Era : Selections from the Jean S. And Frederic A. Sharf Collection at
the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (Boston, MA: MFA Publications, 2004).; Kendall H.  Brown, "Postcards,
Commerce, Adn Creativity in Japan, 1904-1940," Art of the Japanese Postcard: The Leonard A. Lauder
Collection at the Museum of Fine Arts Boston, ed. Ann Nishimura et. al. Morse (Boston: Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston, 2004). Tony Bennett, Photography in Japan, 1853-1912 (Tokyo: Tuttle Publishing, 2006);
and Kinoshita Naoyuki, "The Early Years of Japanese Photography," The History of Japanese Photography
(2003).
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Moore’s Geisha Playing a Shaminsen (1896). The Geisha takes up most of the canvas

with the exception of the bottom which leads directly into the space of the viewer. She is

barely clothed, her puzzlingly transparent kimono falls open across her breasts; her

mouth is open and her tongue peeks out in a bluntly sexual gesture (fig. 9). Most of the

paintings were usually a bit more circumspect in their portrayal of sexual availability. In

Albert Herter’s Geisha Standing on a Balcony (1893), the woman is positioned with her

arms spread out along the balcony railing, her face in near profile as she looks off to her

right (fig. 10). Her body is angled towards the viewer, creating a pose that is invites the

gaze, and contains the promise of receptivity to touch. A shamisen, a marker of her trade

as a provider of pleasure, is idle at her side, gently held upright by her fingers just barely

touching the top. Her kimono is made of a soft fabric that flows around her form, clearly

free of the petticoats and corsets that enshrouded the American woman. The colors of the

fabric, gradations of purple and lavender, so closely echo the shades used to paint the

shadowed walls of the buildings, the narrow strip of water, and the sky that form the

backdrop that, were it not for the bright boards of the railing, she could quite easily

disappear. In this image the Geisha is Japan, an embodiment of the beauty, grace, and

fantasy of sexual availability that Americans believed (or wanted to believe) were

essential characteristics of Japan.

Madame Butterfly

Despite Japan’s increasingly urban, industrial, and imperialist culture, staged

performances of Japan in America primarily reproduced visions of an exotic land. The

most famous performance of Japan from the turn-of-the-century is, of course, Madam
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Butterfly (The Mikado runs a close second). Madame Butterfly first appeared as a short

story by John Luther Long in the January edition of Century Magazine in 1898 (fig. 11).

The tragic story of a Japanese bride who was abandoned by her American sailor husband

only to have his American wife returning to claim their child, was quickly adapted into a

one-act play by David Belasco in 1900 and, most famously, into an opera by Puccini in

1904. Belasco was a playwright, director, and producer who was behind over one-

hundred productions between 1880 and 1930 which, while centered on Broadway, toured

the United States.241 Between the magazine, the play, and the book, the story was quickly

and widely disseminated throughout American popular culture, and provided a romantic

vision of the American encounter with Japan. Puccini’s original version of Madama

Butterfly was more faithful to the Long version but met with such poor reviews after its

initial performance at La Scala in 1904 that he significantly altered the text. The

subsequent version increased the comedic aspects of the Japanese characters and made

the American sailor, B. F. Pinkerton, into a more sympathetic figure, changes which were

more appealing to European audiences but increased the orientalist attributes of the story.

Thus, although Puccini’s opera is the most lasting version, I will not be discussing it here

in favor of focusing my attention on the two versions that were produced by Americans

and tailored for American audiences.

The Long version contains significant room for resistance and critique of

American imperialism and racism towards the Japanese and its failure in Europe is

indicative of a real difference in their respective attitudes towards Japan at this moment.

                                                  
241 Belasco’s productions also toured abroad. It was in London that Puccini saw the play and requested
permission to turn it into an opera. A few years later he adapted another of Belasco’s plays, The Girl of the
Golden West.
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Further, while Belasco’s version is imperialist in the American “colonization” of

Butterfly’s body and mind, it also proves to be surprisingly complicated upon closer

examination, fraught with internal contradictions brought about by the ultimately

sympathetic character of Butterfly (also called Cho-Cho-San, the Japanese word for

Butterfly) and anti-heroism of the American male and the interactions of the supporting

characters.242

Long’s version opens at sea, with a fellow sailor warning Pinkerton against his

callous approach to a temporary marriage with a Japanese woman, a move which makes

it clear to the reader that Pinkerton’s actions are the product of his personal failings rather

than a more benign cultural misunderstanding. Belasco’s play opens with Butterfly

awaiting the promised return of Pinkerton; although he had promised to return before

“the robin’s nest,” the robins had already nested twice and it is clear to everyone

(characters and audience) that she has been abandoned. The crux of the drama rests on

Butterfly’s innocent (and willful) belief that Pinkerton took their marriage as seriously as

she did. Pinkerton, however, had “married” Butterfly according to the play’s concept of

Japanese customs, which meant it was a non-binding act that was nullified through the

simple act of departure. Each adopts the customs of the other, decisions which lead to

tragedy rather than mutual understanding. The character of Pinkerton is modeled in part

on the concept of sailors having a “girl in every port,” and also on the travelers to Japan

discussed by Guth, many of whom set up house with mistresses.243

                                                  
242 Here, as in a number of American writings on Japan, the -san honorific becomes part of the name.

243 For more on the culture and influence of male travelers and tourists in Japan see: Guth, Longfellow's
Tattoos : Tourism, Collecting, and Japan  esp. the first chapter. There was a law regarding temporary
marriages in Japan’s treaty ports. Known as “Customary Law” it dictated that abandonment by the husband
nullified the contract; any offspring from the relationship could be claimed by the father. See: Koshy,
Sexual Naturalization: Asian Americans and Miscegenation  pp 41-42.
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Throughout the play the extent of Pinkerton’s influence on her life is repeatedly

elucidated: she agreed to convert to Christianity and sever her familiar ties at his urging;

she speaks only English at home and her speech is peppered with American slang. The

dialogue between Butterfly and her servant, Suzuki, provides the narrative exposition but

also is an opportunity for audiences to enjoy the “charm” of Butterfly’s broken English.

We learn that, unbeknownst to Pinkerton, Butterfly has given birth to their son, Trouble.

It is later disclosed by the American Consulate that Pinkerton has remarried and soon

everyone except Butterfly knows this fact. The play culminates with the arrival of

Pinkerton’s wife who wants Butterfly to let Trouble be raised in America. In the play,

Butterfly acquiesces and then takes up the sword with which her father killed himself (he

was on the wrong side of the conflicts during the Meiji Restoration) and proceeds to do

the same. Butterfly became stuck in a liminal space between Japan and America; having

forsaken her own culture she is not accepted into the new one. Despite the cautions of

those around her, including Suzuki (her servant), Mr. Sharpless (the American Consul)

and Yamadori (a marrige broker), Butterfly persists in her optimistic faith in Pinkerton.244

In this she appears not only naive, but foolish in her denial of reality. She is thus rendered

as sexually available to the Western male, disdainful of the Japanese male suitor whom

everyone urges her to marry, and child-like. However, her faithfulness to the institution

                                                  
244 Koshy argues that Sharpless presents an ideal model of a foKoshy, Sexual Naturalization: Asian
Americans and Miscegenation  38.reigner abroad, one who restrains from sexual dalliances and treats the
Japanese with respect. I agree there is some validity to this argument but I find his failure to be direct with
Butterfly to be cowardly and, ultimately, makes him complicit in the Pinkerton’s exploitation.
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of marriage and the family is the morally superior position and she ultimately “rises to

become a heroine, who is ironically destroyed by the Western values that elevated her to

the status of martyr.”245

Much of the scholarship on the various versions of Madame Butterfly views the

story through the frame of theories of orientalism. Authors have been intent on parsing

the dynamic of submissive, and doomed, Asian female conquered and destroyed by the

sexually and culturally dominant white male. Butterfly herself has become a trope, a

shorthand for the gendering and sexualization of the East/West relationship.246 Some of

the scholars look at the legacy of Butterfly through the various film versions or through

depictions of Asians on screen in general. Nick Browne discusses the 1915 version,

starring Mary Pickford, in the context of American imperialism and racism towards

China, arguing that “Japan stands in for Asia generally and in particular for China as the

figure of a territory susceptible to American domination.”247 Marina Heung similarly

places the Butterfly narrative within a larger lineage of colonialist performances such as

Indochine, focusing on the transfer of the child from asian mother to white imperialist

father.248 Gina Marchetti points to an ambivalence alongside the racism which manifests

                                                  
245 Marchetti, Romance and The "Yellow Peril": Race, Sex, and Discursive Strategies in Hollywood Fiction
81.

246 The persistent sexualization of Japanese and American relations is worth sustained attention and
critique.As recently as 1990, William Hosley resorted to sexual language to characterize the artistic
interaction between Japan and American during the late-nineteenth century: “Like lovers, Japan and the
West were eventually drawn toward one another by a yearning for wholeness and fulfilment.” Hosley and
Wadsworth Atheneum., The Japan Idea : Art and Life in Victorian America  29.

247 Nick Browne, "The Undoing of the Other Woman: Madame Butterfly in the Discourse of American
Orientalism," The Birth of Whiteness: Race and the Emergence of U.S. Cinema, ed. Daniel Bernardi (New
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1996) 251.

248 Marina Heung, "The Family Romance of Orientalism: From Madame Butterfly to Indochine," Visions of
the East: Orientalism in Film, ed. Matthew and Gaylyn Studlar Bernstein (New Brunswick: Rutgers
University Press, 1997).
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in the callousness of Pinkerton and the “horrific consequences of not only Western moral

hypocrisy but also the West’s racist disregard for the values and emotions of those who

live outside its domain.”249 Mari Yoshihara seeks to complicate the dynamic by pointing

out the imperialist role of Pinkerton’s wife (Kate in the Long version, Adelaide in

subsequent adaptations). It is, after all, Mrs. Pinkerton who usurps Butterfly’s position as

Pinkerton’s wife and mother of their child.250 The blonde American wife is far more

complicit, Yoshihara argues, with the male imperialist agenda than interested in the plight

of the Japanese female.251

I agree that the legacy of Madame Butterfly perpetuated imperialist attitudes in the

West towards Asian territory and its people. However, in failing to draw distinctions

between the different incarnations of Butterfly, or the contexts in which they were

produced, the authors are in danger of simplifying American attitudes towards Japan and

the Japanese and even exaggerating the orientalism in the original story by Long. This

problem has been exacerbated by the tendency to conflate Butterfly with the female

characters in texts produced by French authors, such as the above-mentioned Indochine

or Pierre Loti’s Madame Chrysanthème (1887), a text often credited with being the

source for Madame Butterfly. In this I agree with Seung Ah Oh who wrote that

Yoshihara’s argument, while “cogent and compelling...tends to play up the picture of

                                                  
249 Gina Marchetti, Romance and The "Yellow Peril": Race, Sex, and Discursive Strategies in Hollywood
Fiction (Berkeley: University of California, 1993) 81.

250 Yoshihara, Embracing the East : White Women and American Orientalism  esp. pp. 2-8.

251 The 1988 play M. Butterfly, by David Henry Hwang, adds an additional twist the effeminization and
sexual subordination of the Asian body by making Butterfly a male, Chinese opera diva who masquerades
as a woman and maintains the disguise for the duration of a twenty year affair with a French civil servant.
Eventually the ruse is revealed, the civil servant is sent to prison and, in another reversal, commits suicide
by seppuku (harakiri).



155

Cho-Cho-San as a fragile casualty of American expansionism.”252 Oh sees in Butterfly an

upwardly mobile woman who has the desire of an immigrant. Certainly, much of the

story is taken up with Butterfly’s dreams of a better future, buttressed by the security and

freedom of American legal code. Similarly, Susan Koshy examines Long’s story within

the context of American missionaries, and the debate of Japanese race and related issues

over immigration. According to Koshy, American missionaries tended to develop “more

progressive and egalitarian attitudes” towards the Japanese as a result of their immersion

in the language and culture, and their work in the areas of women’s education and social

improvement.253 (Many missionaries supported open immigration from Japan, as well as

Japanese naturalization in the United States.)254 Although Loti’s Madame Chrysanthème

is often looked to as a source for Madame Butterfly, Long himself insisted that his story

was inspired by a sad tale of a real Japanese tea house girl told him by his sister, recently

returned to America after years of missionary work in Japan.

In contrast to those who find Madam Butterfly to be an exemplary orientalist text

(perhaps because they focus on Puccini’s version which more problematic than the

American ones), I find that both Long’s story and Belasco’s play contain moments of
                                                  
252 Seung Ah Oh, Recontextualizing Asian American Domesticity: From Madame Butterfly to My American
Wife! (Lanham, Md: Lexington Books, 2008) 3.

253 Susan Koshy, Sexual Naturalization: Asian Americans and Miscegenation, Asian America, ed. Gordon
H. Chang (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004) 41.

254 Until 1907, restrictions on Asian immigration applied primarily to Chinese immigrants. However, as
more Japanese took up residence in California, there was increasing pressure to apply similar legislation to
the Japanese. For a comprehensive history of American laws on immigration, miscegenation, and their
relationship to eugenic theories, see: Alexandra Minna Stern, Eugenic Nation: Faults and Frontiers of
Better Breeding in Modern America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005). Most of the material
in this chapter was produced in the Northeast which had a very different encounter with Japan than the
West Coast. In contrast to the working immigrants that populated the West Coast, the Northeast
encountered scholars and diplomats, men who attended ivy league universities or men like Okakura
Tenshin, who became curator of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. For more on the variety of Japanese
immigrants see Yuji Ichioka, The Issei : The World of the First Generation Japanese Immigrants, 1885-
1924 (New York: Free Press; Collier Macmillan Publishers, 1988).



156

resistance and spaces in which alternate possibilities present themselves. When Mrs.

Pinkerton arrives she describes Butterfly as a “pretty little plaything,” a description to

which Butterfly immediately objects, saying to Suzuki, “No – playthin’… I am Mrs. Lef-

ten-ant B.F. – No – no – now I am only – Cho-Cho-San, but no playthin’.” Her protest of

legitimacy is cut off by her realization of her newly revealed status, but she perseveres in

her assertion of personhood. She is not an object. In the Long version, Butterfly’s sense

of self-hood remains even more intact. She makes a similar comment to Suzuki after

meeting Mrs. Pinkerton, only this time she does not turn to her married status for

legitimacy. Instead, it remains a wounded lament: “She – she thing me – jus’ a –

plaything.” The ending provides a more active resistance. Rather than handing Trouble

over to the Pinkertons, Mrs. Pinkerton arrives to find the house empty; Butterfly and

Suzuki have left, taking Trouble with them. As Mari Yoshihara has argued, in the play it

is ultimately Mrs. Pinkerton, the blonde American woman, who acts as the protector of

American nationalism and imperialist concerns by recovering Trouble and, inadvertently,

bringing about her rival’s death.255 Long’s story remains more ambiguous. It is unclear

whether Butterfly returned to her family, simply moved, or took Yamadori, a Japanese

merchant, up on his offer of marriage. In any case, she refused to participate any longer

in the narrative of imperial domination and objectification that had defined her

relationship with Pinkerton.

Analysis of the play and story tends to focus on the tragic fate of Butterfly, but

there are other characters to consider. First is the fate of Trouble who becomes an object

of contestation. In Long’s version, Sharpless and Yamadori encourage Butterfly to

                                                  
255 Yoshihara, Embracing the East : White Women and American Orientalism  7.
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remarry, telling her tales of the fate of an illegitimate child in America. Curiously, the

mixed-race state of the child never comes up as a concern, apparently it was considered

unimportant by both Belasco and Long. In fact, in Belasco’s version, Mrs. Pinkerton

seems to have no issue with raising a child not her own and half-Japanese. This is the real

point of Yoshihara’s argument that Mrs. Pinkerton is the real force of imperialism:

Trouble will be fully assimilated into American culture. Yamadori presents a different

example of cross-cultural travel. He is a Japanese merchant who operates in America and

he greets Sharpless as an old friend mentioning that it is always good to see him, “here or

in America.” In fact, the only body that doesn’t manage to make the trip across the

national divide is Butterfly. Yamadori is not so far from Pinkerton in his treatment of

women – apparently every time he returns to Japan he picks up a new wife and takes her

with him to America. The fate of these wives remains unknown, but for Butterfly it is,

understandably, reason enough to refuse his advances. Madam Butterfly reveals the

confusion and concerns Americans felt about their presence abroad as well as

problematic attitudes towards the Japanese. Yamadori might have been a successful

merchant, was also a comic

character. With the exception of Suzuki, there are no reasonable portrayals of Japanese

men or women in the story. This was not the case with all stage performances of Japan.

Other Stage Performances of Japan

Madam Butterfly was far from the only representation of Japan on stage at the

turn-of-the-century; performances of Japan by Americans frequently appeared at the

same time as performances of Japanese plays by the Japanese themselves on neighboring
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stages. The responses of American critics indicate that many were willing to consider

Japanese performances as legitimate additions to the American stage, and Japanese

performers as more than exotic oddities and spectacles. One of the most striking

examples occurred in New York City in March of 1900 –the same month Blanche Bates

was written up for her portrayal of Butterfly two performances of Japanese plays by

Japanese actors were also covered. In at least two instances the write-up of Madame

Butterfly and Blanche Bates appeared on the same page as the reviews of the Japanese

performers. The first to be written up was the Japanese actress, Sada Yacco, who

performed in The Geisha and the Knight (fig. 12).256 According to the critic, the first two

acts were entertaining but unsurprising tales from Japan; the third, however, was “a

surprising revelation of Japanese womanhood.” Sada Yacco’s performance of a woman

who kills in a fit of jealous rage was “surprisingly human” and led the critic to write that

“Sada Yacco does not understand the methods of English-speaking melodramatic

actresses, but she shows plainly that a Japanese woman can love deeply, hate savagely,

and then die quietly.”257 In Yacco’s performance, as in Bates’, the heroine dies but rather

than giving in to her rival as Butterfly does, Yacco’s heroine gives license to her anger.

Yacco presented another counter to the model of Japanese womanhood presented

by the character of Butterfly. In the play, Butterfly is surrounded by characters who move

easily between the East and West: Pinkerton who sails around the world and has sexual

liasons wherever he goes ultimately escapes unscathed; the American Consul has

                                                  
256 For more on the history of Sada Yacco (also Sadayakko) see: Ayako Kano, Acting Like a Woman in
Modern Japan : Theater, Gender, and Nationalism (New York: Palgrave, 2001).; Steve and Paul Smethurst
Clark, Asian Crossings: Travel Writing on China, Japan and Southeast Asia (Hong Kong: Hong Kong
University Press, 2009).; and Lesley Downer, Madame Sadayakko: The Geisha Who Seduced the West
(London: Review, 2003).

257 "A Japanese Actress," New York Times 1900.
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expertise in two cultures, and occupies positions of power in both America and Japan;

Yamadori shuttles goods and people back and forth between America and Japan; and

Mrs. Pinkerton is secure in her position in America and able to usurp Butterfly’s position

in Japan. It is only Butterfly that gets destroyed in the encounter between the two

countries, fulfilling the delicate ephemerality of her name. Sada Yacco was the opposite –

she reached fruition by traveling abroad and in this Yacco realized the upwardly mobile

woman Oh saw in Butterfly. Yacco may have been promoted as a famous Japanese

actress (according to the article she was known as the “leading emotional actress of the

Flowery Kingdom”). The idea that Japanese women could be more than gently smiling

girls posed under cherry trees or picking tea was unfamiliar to American audiences

accustomed to views of Japanese womanhood that were informed by paintings and

postcards which relied on notions of the pastoral and attractive to sell. “It is difficult,” the

critic writes,

to think of the Japanese woman of any age, rank, or character as anything
but a pretty, dainty little creature sitting in her toy house, arranging her
single branch of cherry blossoms or amusing herself in her miniature
garden…It is a revelation.

The critic echoes both Mrs. Pinkerton’s characterization of Butterfly as a “pretty little

plaything,” and Butterfly’s own refutation. Americans were open to having their

preconceptions challenged.

The following week it was a pair of plays performed by a Japanese troupe at the

Bijou which shared a page in the paper with Bates – “The Scarlett Snow,” set at the time

of Commodore Perry’s treaty with Japan, and “Teijo, the Faithful Wife.” Although the

substance of the plays were described, it was Bunkio Matsaki, the man who introduced
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the troupe and provided interpretation, who garnered most of the attention.258 Matsaki

was a Japanese merchant living in Boston and married to an American girl from Salem.

According to the article, they had two children with Japanese names who “are to be

brought up,” he assured the interviewer, “as good American citizens.”259 The apparent

aplomb with which this news was delivered indicates once again that there was little

remarkable about Mrs. Pinkerton’s willingness to raise a mixed-race child. In an

additional challenge to any assumption that Japanese/American interactions followed an

orientalist model of male domination and female submission, such marriages were not

limited to the white male and the asian female. If the male Asian characters in Madame

Butterfly were comic characters whom Butterfly refused to take seriously, Matsaki’s

identity as a viable male was legitimized in the article through its narration of a cultural

assimilation that began in Japan. According to the article, Matsaki read The Life of

Benjamin Franklin while studying English in school. Inspired by the story of a self-made

man, he came to America and eventually made his way to Boston (he found San

Francisco to be “too immoral”), where he became one of the most successful Japanese

merchants in Boston.260 Although he assimilated to American society he also maintained

his own cultural identity and, given the Japanese names of his children, intended to pass

it on to the next generation.

                                                  
258 Bunkio Matsaki was friends with Arthur Wesley Dow, author of the enormously influential treatise of
design, Composition. Green, Poesch and Iris & B. Gerald Cantor Center for Visual Arts at Stanford
University., Arthur Wesley Dow and American Arts & Crafts  57.

259 "Those Japanese Actors," New York Times 1900. p. 18.

260 Like the plays performed by Sada Yacco, the plays performed by the troupe provided a sensational view
of Japan set against picturesque scenery. The first, Scarlet Snow was named for the color of the snow when
the Prime Minister lost his head for endorsing the treaty with the American Commodore Perry, ending
Japan’s 250 years of closed borders. The second ended with the faithful wife losing her head (for her
husband’s sake) behind a “beautiful and expensive Japanese screen.” The closing paragraphs of the article
neatly sum up American impressions of Japan. The first praises the “charming little pieces of Japanese
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Even fictional stories of interracial marriages between Americans and Japanese did

not always end in tragedy. In a well-received production by Yumeto Kushibiki (the man

responsible for Fair Japan at the St. Louis Exposition and Sada Yacco’s manager), a

couple is allowed a happy ending. The production, called Otoyo, was performed on the

roof of Madison Square Garden during the summer of 1903 as part of “Japan by Night,” a

rooftop garden featuring Japanese lanterns and waiters in Japanese dress serving tea.

Otoyo was a comic opera complete with crossed paths and mistaken identities and was

“well received.”261 Otoyo is the daughter of the Mayor of Tokyo, and promised in

marriage to Takahakiba, an old war hero. However, Otoyo and Arthur Roberts – a

visiting American – fell in love. When she refused to marry Takahakiba her father is

sentenced to death by the Emperor and Otoyo is imprisoned.262 However, it turns out that

Takahakiba had previously married Sallie Scruggs and they had children. The play ends

with Roberts and Otoyo being married and setting sail for America, along with her father.

Takahakiba is sentenced to death for bigamy. Although the Japanese male turns out to be

somewhat villainous, there is still a surprising attitude towards interracial marriage and

the resultant offspring. Further, Sallie Scrugg provides a curious parallel to Butterfly as

the abandoned first wife whose husband abandons her if favor of another. It would be

tempting to argue that the moral message was to marry within one’s own race were it not

for the happy ending of Otoyo and Roberts in this play, as well as the article about

                                                                                                                                                      
materials” decorating the lobby which “bring envy to the heart of every woman who sees them.” The
second paragraph discusses the “most interesting” of the props, the Japanese swords, “the handles of which
emit as many sparks as a Brooklyn trolley car.”

261 ""Japan by Night" Is Opened; the New Opera "Otoyo" Is Well Received on the Roof of Madison Square
Garden," New York Times July 2 1903.

262 There are shades of The Mikado here, with the ridiculous Imperial decree that flirtation results in death.
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Bunkio Matsaki. Both of these indicate that attitudes towards American and Japanese

miscegenation were less stringent than those towards other racial mixing.

 Kushibiki himself, presented a vision of a modern, civilized male at ease in the

realms of commerce, bureaucracy, and the transnational life-style that lead to the greatest

profits. His portrait in an issue of World’s Fair Bulletin shows a dapper man with neatly

parted hair, fashionable mustache and nicely tailored three-piece suit (figs. 13 and 14).

He wears the high, white collar that gave modern Japanese men their haikara nickname.

While the other organizers shown on the page are confined to head shots, Kushibiki is

granted a three-quarter view in the center of the page. His pose is a standard from

portraiture: one hand in his pocket and the other resting on a classical column (fig. 15).

Their is the hint of a smile in his expression, and his gaze is directed into the camera lens,

giving the viewer a feeling of privileged communication (compare, for instance, the

wide-eyed gaze and frozen expression of Ferdanand Akoun). According to the

accompanying article, Kushibiki was “undisputedly the best Japanese showman in

America.”263 This is the portrait of a respected member of society, not an ethnographic

portrait of a non-white “mimicking” western society, an aspect of Japan that was

increasingly visible in 1904 through the portraits of their military officers and political

leaders that accompanied articles on their latest victory over Russia.

                                                  
263 Anon., "Various," World's Fair Bulletin: Published in the interest of the Louisiana Purchase Exposition
to be held in St. Louis  (1902 - 1904).
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The Battleship Chitose

The first visualization of Japan as a modern, military nation in film were two

shorts shot by the Edison Company in the spring of 1898 which are significant for the

merging of American and Japanese imperialism; any success Japan achieved with the

American-made battleship would be a positive reflection on America’s own military

industry. Launch of a Japanese Man-of -War “Chitosa” (i.e., Chitose) and Launch no. 2

are brief, when seen consecutively they amount to less than a minute-and-a-half. The

Chitose was one of two American ships commissioned by the Japanese government and

was touted by the American press as something of a “something of a national triumph” as

the builders had to compete with England, France, and Germany for the contract. It was,

the paper declared, “an event of great importance to the shipbuilding of this Coast and of

the whole United States.”264 The Edison film of the launch documented a step in

America’s coming of age. A month earlier, the U.S.S. Maine had been sunk in Havana

harbor and the following month America declared war on Spain, a war which resulted in

the acquisition of Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines. The launching of an

American-made battleship bound for Japan was a sign that American power included

both economic and military strength but it also created a mutually constitutive

relationship between American and Japanese military achievements. In manufacturing

and selling the Chitose, America helped Japan develop the ability to kill, and to kill

                                                  
264 "Will Launch the Chitose for the Japanse Navy," San Francisco Chronicle Jan. 7 1898: 66, 127, 216.
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quickly and effectively. The ship was one of the largest, and fastest, ships of the time

measuring 405 feet in length, with 30 guns and 5 torpedo tubes, and was the fastest ship

of her class in the world.265

Launch of a Japanese Man-of -War “Chitosa” (i.e., Chitose) celebrates the

spectacle of technology and even evokes a sense of the sublime as the massive ship glides

through the frame; when projected onto a large screen the effect would have been literally

magnified.266 The film opens with the ship already in the process of leaving its berth (fig.

2). The entire width of the frame is filled with the battleship sliding past the camera, the

prow has already left screen right when the film begins and the stern doesn’t appear until

almost half a minute later (fig. 3). For a full 24-seconds the battleship moves by from left

to right in an unending strip of gray over black, punctuated by portholes and the square

openings for guns, a mixture of eerie calm and quiet threat. In the foreground a trio of

small wooden dinghies provides the viewer with both scale and proxy spectators. The low

position of the camera, near the water level, places the viewer on the same level as the

other spectators and emphasizes the mass of the ship. As it passes out of the frame, and

our range of vision, an excited spectator turns to his fellow passenger in the dinghy,

gesturing enthusiastically. While a few other small boats row past the camera in chase of

the battleship, the man and his friend jump into the water in an apparent fit of enthusiasm

(fig. 16). Considering their fully clothed state (and how cold the waters around San

                                                  
265 "Chitose Best of Her Class," San Francisco Chronicle Feb. 12 1899.

266 The sublime combines wonder and awe, a sense of beauty paired with the threat of destruction, a pairing
the battleship manifests in its grace and menace. David Nye has written about America’s fascination with
the sublime that was produced by technology and its function as a form of social glue, a shared experience
that could transcend social divisions and help bind the nation together. In this instance, the sense of
technological sublime produced by a film of a battleship operated on a patriotic level but also shared this
achievement with Japan, thus creating a bond, however tenuous, with the neighbor across the Pacific. See:
David E. Nye, American Technological Sublime (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1994).
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Francisco are) this act provides some indication of the fervor the launch of the battleship

could generate. When projected onto a large screen, the figures in the foreground provide

scale for the mammoth ship too large to be contained within the boundaries of a screen.

In the second film, Launching no. 2, the Chitose sails away, the American bunting and

Japanese flag sharing places of privilege on its stern (fig. 3).

The film of Chitose’s launch existed in an interstitial space defined by the

vaudeville, newspaper stories, scientific spectacle, and international relations. Film was

past the initial novelty stage in 1898, and audiences had begun to look for something

more than the basic reproduction of motion.267 In the early months of 1898, film’s

popularity was on the wane; film’s potential as a news document was revealed with the

screening of the footage of the Maine shortly after it was sunk. This event has often been

credited with reinvigorating the medium. The footage of the Maine was filmed prior to

the attack; what viewers saw, then, was a form of technological resurrection in which

film had the power to “undo” the devastation wrought by Spain. When film was screened

on Biograph equipment at Proctor’s Pleasure Palace, a popular vaudeville house in New

York City, cheers rose from the crowd.268 According to the trade paper, Dramatic Mirror,

                                                  
267 For more on this moment in film history see: Musser, The Emergence of Cinema: The American Screen
to 1907  225 - 97., Patrick Loughney, "1898-1899 – Movies and Entrepreneurs," American Cinema, 1890-
1909 : Themes and Variations, ed. André Gaudreault (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press,
2009).

268 Early films were often shown in vaudeville houses and most, if not all, of the films under discussion in
this chapter would have been seen by audiences as part of a program that included a number of films as
well as other acts. The Eden Musée in New York City, another popular screening location, was most
famous for its wax representations of famous people and events and also included vaudeville acts and
classical music concerts. It was the interest in war films that caused the shift from films as occasional acts
to being a near constant presence in vaudeville houses. See: Gregory Waller, Main Street Amusements:
Movies and Commercial Entertainment in a Southern City, 1896 - 1930 (Washington: Smithsonian
Institution Press, 1995) Ch. 4., Robert Clyde Allen, Vaudeville and Film, 1895-1915 : A Study in Media
Interaction, Dissertations on Film 1980 (New York: Arno Press, 1980) Ch. 4, especially pp. 134 - 44., and
Charles Musser, "The American Vitagraph, 1897 - 1901: Survival and Success in a Competitive Industry,"
Film before Griffith, ed. John L.  Fell (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983) 32 - 34.
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the prospect of war “has advanced film to being the biggest sensation in the program.”269

(The film also provided Edison Company with a minor means of competing with

Biograph’s footage of the Maine.) The film of Chitose’s launch provided American

viewers with proof of their industrial power at a moment when they needed reassurance

in the face of war.

According to newspaper accounts, the launch was, “a proud event for San

Francisco, America, and the builders” and was attended by 200 “distinguished” guests.

The press coverage described a congenial role between American and Japan, with the

Japanese presence at the launch lending credence to the import to the international import

of the event. San Francisco Chronicle described the event as follows:

[A]s she dipped into her future element, and as she gently moved across
the bosom of the bay, builder and captain, Japanese and American,
grasped hands in delight at their success… Many Japanese of all grades of
life were present and their patriotic cries and handclapping was a pleasing
feature of the launching… It was pride of San Francisco’s achievement in
constructing the war ship of an ambitious foreign power… [and] Japan
and Japanese were made much of and their fighting spirit commended,
sentiments that gladdened the hearts of the Mikado’s subjects present and
drew from them hearty responses and ardent wishes for the cementing of
the ties between their nation and the United States.270

The newspaper text boosted the image of Japan, describing it as “ambitious” with a

strong fighting spirit and friendly opinions of America. What is of interest, is that Japan’s

                                                  
269 Dramatic Mirror, (Mar. 5, 1898) as quoted in: Allen, Vaudeville and Film, 1895-1915 : A Study in
Media Interaction  135.

270 “Chitose in Old Ocean’s Arms.” San Francisco Chronicle, January 23, 1898, p. 40.
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opinion of America boosted Americans’ self-perception, and Japan’s increased status as a

modern nation enabled it to commission a battleship from the United States which, in

turn, enhanced America’s status.271

This moment of mutual satisfaction was not without some conflict, however.

Japan may have been busy assembling a fleet that could stand up against Russia, but

America was beginning the Spanish-American War and in immediate need of a strong

fleet. In a display of Japan’s own power, the United States government’s request to

purchase either the Chitose or its sister ship, the Kasagi, from Japan was respectfully

refused. A statement issued by Marquis Ito, the former Premier of Japan was reproduced

in the papers:

Japan prefers to retain her war ships, and officers have been ordered to
bring the Kasagi and Chitose to Japan… I hope the people of the United
States will not take offense at  Japan’s unwillingness to part with those
cruisers. I have always appreciated their kindly feeling for Japan. The
United States is the nation above all others where public sentiment
absolutely controls national policy, and for that reason I wish to have the
people there understand that Japan retains the Kasagi and Chitose not
from lack of willingness to oblige the United States, but because she needs
them herself.272

In all their statements regarding their military position, Japan maintained this tone of firm

determination expressed in polite and respectful tones. At one point, Ito issues a gentle

rebuke to America, pointing out that there are critical situations “elsewhere than on the

Western continent” and then going on to conclude that it is only prudent for Japan to

continue the military preparation “which we had the forethought to begin some time

ago.” In other words, it’s not Japan’s fault the United States was caught unprepared.

                                                  
271 Japanese battleships in the early 20th century included ships built in most of the major countries in
addition to the two built in America and a few built in Japan.

272 “Needs her Warships” Special Dispatches to the Chronicle, San Francisco Chronicle, Mar 14, 1898, p. 2.
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Films of the Russo-Japanese War

The relationship between the actual outcome of events on the Korean Peninsula,

their coverage in the American press, and the framing and staging of these events through

cinematic re-enactments reveals attitudes and opinions towards Japan that complicate,

and even contradict, the more frequently discussed interaction with Japan which was

informed by Japonisme and the Arts and Crafts movement. American coverage of Japan

during the Russo-Japanese War was largely sympathetic, and allowed the Japanese male

to be an honorable and courageous modern soldier as well as civilized gentleman like

Matsaki and Kushibiki. News of the war appeared on the front pages of American papers

around the country every day for months at a time throughout 1904.273 In keeping with

the coverage in general, the  films favor the Japanese. In Battle of Chemulpo, the camera

is positioned on the deck of the Japanese ship behind a group of sailors firing a canon; the

film ends with the Japanese sailors celebrating as the audience looks over their shoulders

at the destruction of the Russian ship (fig. 17). In Battle of the Yalu, the camera spends

most of the film behind Russian lines, but the battle ends with a Japanese victory, the last

shot a medium-close-up of three Japanese soldiers triumphantly waving their flag over

the Russian guns (fig. 18). Finally, there is Hero of Liao-Yang, a film which follows a

Japanese father from his home to the battle-front and ends with him being awarded a

                                                  
273 The Russo-Japanese War was of significant interest to those watching from abroad due to the clash of
civilizations and the new deployment of technology in conducting the fights. Land and sea mines were key
players, as was the transmission of information via telegraph. As a consequence of both interest and the
expanded media technology that enable increased circulation and rapid transmission of images and
information, the war generated a picture industry that was unprecedented in size. For more on images of the
war see:
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medal for his heroic actions (fig. 19).274 These films were shown in venues across the

country, and should be taken into consideration in any discussion of American

perceptions and understanding of Japan at this moment. Americans may have been avidly

consuming Japanese decorative objects and performances of Japan as a romantic land of

teahouses and dancing girls, but they were also fascinated by the actions of the modern

Japan, a nation whose inhabitants were sometimes referred to as “the Yankees of the

East” due to their rapid advancements and enterprising spirit.275 The rest of this chapter

will explore these filmic representations of Japan, looking at how Japan as a military

nation was constructed and performed, and how these representations related to print

media depictions.

 It is difficult to determine the source and nature of many of the Russo-Japanese

War films that screened in America. For instance, in July the Eden Musée was screening

“war pictures” showing the movement of the Japanese Imperial Guards from Tokyo to

Liao-Yang.276 It is very possible that this footage was shot on site by an international

company, if not an American one than a Japanese, English, or French company.277

                                                  
274 Biograph was the first to produce what Charles Musser refers to as “fiction ‘feature’ films,’ headline
attractions that were at least 500 feet. In comparison to Battle of Yalu’s 400 feet, Edison’s Battle of
Chemulpo was a brief 100 feet (just under three minutes) and The Hero of Liao-Yang, filmed later in the
year, is a noteworthy 1,052 feet (with the short version still measuring 711 feet) and lasts a good fourteen
minutes.

275 J.W. Buel mentioned that the Japanese “have been called the Yankees of the far east” in Volume Four of
Louisiana and the Fair (1904) and William Eleroy Curtis wrote a two volume set on Japan titled Yankees of
the East, published in 1906 (New York: Stone and Kimball).

276 "In Vaudeville Houses," New York Times Jul. 10 1904.

277 I have yet to confirm the screening of Japanese films in the United States. However, according to Joseph
Anderson and Donald Richie, Ken’ichi Kawaura, owner of the Yoshizawa Company, brought films of the
war to the St. Louis Fair before moving on to New York to meet with Edison and research American film
production methods. It is thus very likely that Japanese footage of the was made it at least as far as New
York. Joseph L. Anderson and Donald Richie, The Japanese Film : Art and Industry, Expanded ed.
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1982) 27.
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However, regardless of who shot them, most of these films would have been a single shot

lasting between one and three minutes with minimal camera movement. Films of troops

walking past the camera was a particularly well-known format, having been used since

the Spanish-American War and replicated extensively during the Boxer Rebellion of

1900. The film advertised at the Eden Musée most likely had a camera positioned by the

side of the road facing the advancing parade of troops which walked past the camera.

The first American film of the Russo-Japanese War was Battle of the Yalu, shot

by Billy Bitzer for the American Mutoscope and Biograph Company in late March, was

marketed as a film of either 400 or 623 feet; eighteen months later it was still featured in

their catalogue but had been separated into 4 parts which were grouped sequentially but

assigned discrete numbers for individual ordering. According to the catalogue text for a

1903 film, The American Soldier in Love and War, (1903), purchasers were explicitly

encouraged to assemble their own film by combining the three scenes with two war views

to make a complete story. Like Battle of the Yalu, this film was divided into three parts:

the departure of the American officer; the regiment leaving their post to embark on the

transport; and the bulk of the story in which the officer is wounded, rescued by a Filipino

girl, and reunited with his sweetheart in the Filipino hut.278 It also had a market for years

after the war ended. It is thus very possible that Americans saw films of the Russo-

Japanese War that combined footage shot on site with staged footage shot in the United

States (or possibly even battle scenes from previous conflicts if the exhibitors wanted to

skimp on expenses).
                                                  
278 Each entry was accompanied by a brief description of the action so purchasers could select between the
Russian cavalry galloping towards the Japanese position, the Japanese attacking the Russians, and hand-to-
hand conflict. These could then be paired with footage listed under the “Military Views” section or “Scenic
Views” such as A Rickshaw Parade, Kioto, Japan. Kemp Niver, Biograph Bulletins, 1896 - 1908 (Los
Angeles: Artisan Press, 1971) 66-67, 90, 216.
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Like the Chitose, Battle of the Yalu is a record of American involvement in the

growth and success of Japan’s military. The film was shot at St. John’s Military Academy

in Syracuse, New York where Bitzer was already engaged in shooting scenes of daily

life. The cadets reenacted the battle which had been covered in the press for the previous

few weeks. The six-minute film followed the attacks and counter-attacks of battle,

staying with the Russians as their fortunes change; for most of the film, the viewer is

positioned behind the Russian line. In the first shot, the Japanese have already retreated

and we are only allowed to see the dead and wounded. The snowy ground is littered with

the bodies of Japanese soldiers, identifiable by their all black uniforms. The Russians,

clothed in light-colored jackets, run over the fallen Japanese, periodically pausing to fire

their rifles off-screen at the retreating Japanese troops (fig. 20). The flag-bearer occupies

the center of the frame, giving the viewer a great view of the flag with its Russian eagle

and making it clear which uniform belongs to which nation. Just before the end of the 40-

second scene, a Russian is hit, his body jerking as he tumbles to the ground and lies next

to a fallen Japanese soldier, the first indication that the casualties are not one-sided.

In the next scene the camera is positioned right behind the Russian cannons which

are being fired into the woods. Puffs of white smoke mark the site of explosions.  In the

third scene a group of Russian troops is standing to the right of a shed which they are

using as field headquarters. It is clear the action is located off-screen to the left from the

occasional puffs of smoke and the horsemen who ride up to the headquarters and deliver

messages before riding away again. The Japanese enter just before its end and only stay

long enough to ensure the destruction of the Russian munitions in a series of dramatic

explosions (fig. 21). They then leave in the same direction the Russians fled. In the last
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scene, the camera films the action from behind the Russian cannons, which are firing into

the woods. Soon, a line of Japanese soldiers appears and advances on the Russian

cannons, seemingly undeterred by the danger. The Japanese soon gain control of the

Russian position, and their cannons, and the Russians find themselves on the wrong end

of their own weapons. Three Japanese soldiers run up to the camera and pose with the

flag, close enough that only their upper bodies are visible and the flag fills most of the

screen, providing the only moment in which the viewer is able to see anyone’s face

clearly.

The film, and war coverage in general, emphasizes the mastery of technology. In

this film it is ultimately the Japanese who are portrayed as the masters, both of the war

technology and of the spectacular properties of film. Formally, the film presents the

Russians as the army with whom the viewer should identify: with the exception of the

opening shot, the camera is always positioned behind the Russian line and in the opening

shot the only Japanese visible are those already felled by Russian guns. In the second shot

our view is limited to the Russians firing their cannons and we are not able to see the

Japanese troops who are firing from the shelter of the trees. However, in the last two

shots the dynamic shifts and the Japanese take control of the events on screen. This

occurs in the most literal sense – the Japanese are the only soldiers left on the screen at

the end of the shot – as well as the more figurative control over the cinematic spectacle

through the generation of explosions and their performance of the dramatic closing

moments.
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Battle of the Yalu, at once a news document and a spectacular entertainment,  was

praised for its accurate portrayal of events. As with the panoramas and the World’s Fairs,

“accurate” did not mean “authentic” in the sense of the genuine or original object or

event, in this case a film of the actual battle. Rather, it meant a convincing and accurate

approximation or replication of the “authentic.” According to a full-page article in the

Hearst newspapers, accuracy was created through the “happy coincidence” of snowy

ground, the use of explosives and regulation uniforms. More importantly, the Japanese

and Russian armies were seniors at the school whose years of military training led to a

“smart and soldierly” appearance and included three Japanese students, the soldiers seen

in the final shot.279 There was no attempt to pass the film off as real. In the American

Mutoscope and Biograph catalogue the text reads:

Of all the reproductions of Russo-Japanese battle scenes, this stands out in
a class by itself; for it is the only production carried out under strict
military order. Large bodies of troops, correctly uniformed, are employed
and manoevered exactly as in actual warfare. There is, therefore,
absolutely nothing ‘fakey’ in the film.280

The catalogue entry could mention, as the Hearst article does, that the accuracy is

strengthened in the closing shot of the three Japanese soldiers as these were actual

Japanese students at St. John’s Military School. America was, in this instance, both

literally and figuratively producing the Japanese army.281

                                                  
279 The explosives were set around the landscape prior to the filming and set off according to plan by an
electrician located off-screen. "The Awful Battle of the Yalu Fiercely Fought by Boys of a Military School
in Front of the Mutoscope-Biograph Camera " San Francisco Examiner April 10 1904.

280 Niver, Biograph Bulletins, 1896 - 1908  127.

281 American excitement over the war, and any role America might play in it, extended to the spheres of
women as well. One article wrote that hundreds of American women wished to go to Japan to nurse the
Japanese soldiers. However, the reporter viewed this gesture as unnecessary as Japan had the best Red
Cross Society in the world. Another article reported that Geisha, wishing to help the war efforts, had turned
away from their traditional hairstyle in favor of the simpler, American mode which didn’t require a
hairdresser resulting in $2,000 saved for the war fund. Red "Japanese Women Nurses of the Red Cross
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The presence of Japanese in the school (and therefore the film) is an aspect of the

circulation of people which complicates the scenarios described in Madame Butterfly and

Otoyo. In addition to the art dealers, dancers and tea house girls, the Japanese population

in America included diplomats, as well as students at universities and military schools.

This last phenomenon was extensive enough that it entered the popular realm, a notable

example of which is the publication of For the Mikado, or a Japanese Middy in Action.282

The book was written by Kirk Munroe, a popular author of boy’s adventure books whose

previous endeavors included “Forward March!” (set during the Spanish-American War)

and stories that narrated adventures all over America, from the Pacific Northwest to the

Mississippi to the Florida Everglades. He had even written a book about Perry’s arrival in

Japan entitled Son of Satsuma (1901). Munroe’s books were enormously popular and

were frequently mentioned in newspapers and magazines as recommended reading for

young boys. His depiction of male adventures served as ideals for young boys exploring

the future identities and, as such, his inclusion of a Japan as a reason for adventure, and a

Japanese boy as a co-adventurer, is worth discussing further.

The exploits of two cadets from the Annapolis Naval Academy are at the center of

the action in For the Mikado. Dunster Brownleigh and his roommate, Takahaki Matsu,

run off to participate in the Russo-Japanese War and it is this arena that provides the

source of their adventures, rather than a voyage to the romantic Japan of Madam Butterfly

or Otoyo. After becoming friends at the Academy, Takahaki departs when the war starts.

Dunster, who is first-generation Polish, hates the Russians for their actions against Poland
                                                                                                                                                      
Society," Macon Telegraph Apr. 4 1904., "Patriotic Geishas Adopt American Pompadour," Chicago Daily
Tribune 1904.

282 Kirk Munroe, For the Mikado or a Japanese Middy in Action (New York: Harper and Brothers
Publishers, 1905).
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and imprisonment of his grandfather; he also envies his friend’s access to the action of

the battlefield and soon departs for the battlefield as a correspondent. He is quickly taken

prisoner by the Russians and re-united with Takahaki who is disguised as a Chinese

worker. The two of them plot and scheme and together they build a submarine using what

they learned at the Academy. The submarine is the first of its kind and, as the Russian

overseeing them lacks their knowledge, Dunster and Takahaki are able to trick him into

believing the submarine is sinking. They overpower him, shoot him out of a torpedo

chute, and take off in the submarine, eventually managing to capture two ships and lead

them safely to a Japanese port.

While Dunster is undeniably the protagonist of the story, Takahaki is presented as

a sympathetic figure who is smart, athletic, and courageous. In order for the adventure to

proceed with any credibility, Munroe must first convince his readers that both boys are

up to the challenges that lie ahead. He accomplishes this within the first few chapters by

creating a confrontation between Takahaki and his classmates after Takahaki threatens to

fight anyone who insists on calling him “Jap" rather than “Japanese.” The initial

challenge provides Munroe with the opportunity to work through the confusing and

conflicting impressions of the Japanese that were present in American thought, a debate

he summarizes in a quick series of statements and questions voiced by students:

Would he fight? Could he fight? Of course he could and would, for the
Japanese notoriously are a fighting people. Nonsense! What can a little,
insignificant chap like him, always bowing and smiling like a French
dancing-master, know of fighting? No, the Japanese are not notoriously a
fighting people. They notoriously are polite and devoted to the raising of
flowers… As for standing up against a white man, no little Jap living – nor
any four of them for that matter – could do it for a minute.283

                                                  
283 Munroe, For the Mikado or a Japanese Middy in Action  18.
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He thus summarizes the doubts around Japanese masculinity in a few brief lines. He then

proceeds to settle the question of Takahaki’s masculinity in the next chapter when he has

Takahaki stun a score of classmates through his skilled application of jiu-jitsu, (also

known as judo). Takahaki’s honor is established when he refuses to name his opponent.

Munroe thus quickly makes it clear that a small stature and polite manners do not equate

to an inability to fight. Nor does the ability to fight necessarily indicate a savage or

barbarian nature.

In a moment of cultural assimilation, Takahaki’s skill at jiu-jitsu was

subsequently applied to the football field in a display of his physical ability and strength

(fig. 22). In one illustration, Takahaki is shown tackling a Russian player from L—

University (the same Russian who later oversees their construction of the submarine).

Takahaki makes a point of attacking the larger Russian throughout the game and

ultimately succeeds; the Russian has to leave the game and the victory goes to Annapolis,

much to the delight of Takahaki’s fellow students. The value of his knowledge is also

immediately recognized by a naval officer who encouraged the superintendent to have

Takahaki teach jiu-jitsu to his classmates. According the officer, those skilled in jiu-jitsu

can defend themselves against many opponents at once, as well as those who are

physically stronger. “It is something that should be taught here,” he opines, “and, if that

young fellow proves an expert, you couldn’t do better than to appoint him jiu-jitsu

instructor of his class.”284 Later in the story, Dunster Brownleigh emerges triumphant

from a close-quarters fight with a Russian officer and declares that “Jiu-jitsu pulled me

through.”285

                                                  
284 Munroe, For the Mikado or a Japanese Middy in Action  30.
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Munroe’s use of jiu-jitsu as a device for establishing Matsu’s masculinity and

value to the development of the American Brownleigh’s own masculine capabilities, was

part of a larger fascination with jiu-jitsu in American culture. Throughout the Russo-

Japanese War, and for a few years following its conclusion, the validity of jiu-jitsu as a

sport and physical culture regimen was fiercely debated in the American press. As with

most coverage of Japan at the time, the coverage of jiu-jitsu was conflicted, with

Americans clearly reluctant to fully embrace Japan as a land of physical equals but also

drawn to the idea that you could disable a man through a sharp hit with the side of one’s

hand. Interest in jiu-jitsu began even before the war broke out as part of the general

concern with physical culture. The connection is made explicit in a 1903 review of H.

Irving Hancock’s book on jiu-jitsu titled Japanese Physical Training.286 According  the

article, “Physical Culture in Japan,” Hancock believed that jiu-jitsu was a system that

encompassed diet, exercise, and “healthful apparel” and could be adopted by women as

well as men.287 President Theodore Roosevelt, an well-known enthusiast of physical

culture, was a student of jiu-jitsu and promoted its instruction at the Annapolis Naval

Academy. Instruction at the Naval Academy began in the fall of 1904 but two years later

the new superintendent was not convinced the technique had any merit and announced

                                                                                                                                                      
285 Munroe, For the Mikado or a Japanese Middy in Action  175.

286 Hancock, H. Irving. Japanese Physical Training. (New York: G. P. Putnam’s and Sons, 1904). The
book is accompanied by photographs which show the musculature Japanese jiu-jitsu masters and
demonstrate various holds and postures.

287 "Physical Culture in Japan," New York Times Aug. 29 1903. The implications of women learning jiu-
jitsu are intriguing. Hancock did, in fact, publish another book devoted to women and jiu-jitsu entitled:
Physical Training for Women by Japanese Methods (New York: G. P. Putnam’s and Sons, 1904).
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the termination of the program. According to an article published in papers across the

country, Roosevelt stepped in and ordered that the course be continued at least another

year.288

Jiu-jitsu hovered on the boundary between modern culture and ancient rituals

shrouded in mystery and Americans, while interested in what the technique had to offer,

were also wary of the idea of the Japanese possessing such physical skill. The mixture of

physical prowess and mystery was perpetuated by the Japanese as much as the

Americans. A half-page advertisement for jiu-jitsu lessons described it as “The Japanese

National System of Physical Training and Self-Defense” (fig. 23). According to the text

of the advertisement, jiu-jitsu had been a “jealously guarded secret” which was as “potent

at short range as the most deadly weapon.” Learning the skill could make “the timid man

bold, courageous and self-reliant.” Instruction was provided by correspondence by Mr. Y.

K. Yabe. In classic marketing style, the first lesson would be sent free. The fascination

with jiu-jitsu resulted in multiple matches between Japanese practitioners and American

boxers or wrestlers, with rather inconclusive results. One article asserted that jiu-jitsu

would produce “The next Jim Jeffries” (a famous boxer) while the headline of another

declared “Jiu Jitsu Proves Ineffective,” and wrote of a Japanese sailor overpowered by

American policemen.289

                                                  
288 "To Continue Jiu-Jitsu," Los Angeles Times Aug. 19 1906. This same article was also printed in the
Atlanta Constitution on the same day and originated in the Washington Post.

289 A. M. Loughney, an American athlete who studied jiu-jitsu in Japan, believed that if the Japanese
studied boxing they would prove formidable opponents (""Jim Jeffries" From Japan," Los Angeles Times
Dec. 1 1907.).  The sailor’s skill in jiu-jitsu, as well as his sobriety, is debatable. According to the article,
the sailor was accused of insulting a woman and then declared “I can beat six American policemen.” "Jiu
Jitsu Proves Ineffective," New York Tribune Mar. 5 1907. This was not the only one of its kind. Another
story made its point in its title: “Jiu-Jitsu ‘Not in it’; Good American Punch on Chin Settles Officer’s
Contest With Japanese Prisoner.” (Los Angeles Times Sep. 26, 1907, p. Ii1).
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The effectiveness of jiu-jitsu was the topic of an article in The Cosmopolitan in

1905 in which the tension between jiu-jitsu-as-sport and jiu-jitsu-as-mystery is

elucidated. The article recounts a meeting between H. F. Leonard, a wrestling instructor

at the New York Athletic Club, and K. Higashi, an instructor of jiu-jitsu in which the two

of them engaged in a debate on the relative merits of their respective disciplines.290 The

article refuses to offer any verdicts, instead preferring to leave the arguments of each man

as they are, without any additional explanation or analysis. Leonard’s tone borders on

dismissive, and he refuses to believe that jiu-jitsu is as effective as Higashi attests. “[A]s

for the claim of jiujitsu in regard to its secret tricks,” he says, “I have never seen them

demonstrated against a thoroughly trained wrestler. I am not afraid of spooks…”291

Higashi, however, refuses to provide proof, arguing that, unlike wrestling, jiu-jitsu is not

a sport – it is a method of self-defense that has serious, and potentially lethal,

consequences. Such a demonstration, Higashi insists, “would be impossible without

incurring danger, which I am unwilling to do.”292 Leonard’s skepticism is allowed to be

literally the last word. After allowing that the Japanese methods are scientific and Higashi

has the “quality of muscle” he concludes, “I have yet to see anything that you can show

me which we could not match here in America, and in some respects improve upon.”

Higashi protests, “But I cannot show you our serious tricks.” Leonard’s succinct reply –

“Ah!” – concludes the article, effectively relegating Higashi’s protestations of effective

physical threat to the realm of foreign mysticism and idle fancy.

                                                  
290 Higashi’s first name is not provided. H. F. Leonard, and K. Higashi, "American Wrestling Vs. Jujitsu,"
The Cosmopolitan 39.1 (1905).

291 H. F. and K. Higashi Leonard, "American Wrestling Vs. Jujitsu," The Cosmopolitan 39.1 (1905): 35.

292 Leonard, "American Wrestling Vs. Jujitsu," 37.
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The text may provide little to reassure readers of the efficacy of jiu-jitsu but the

images presented a view of equals meeting in physical combat. Eleven figures illustrated

various holds and throws of wrestling and jiu-jitsu with Higashi and Leonard alternating

as the dominant figure. The first image shows the two men demonstrating a half-nelson,

with Leonard astride Higashi whose upper arms and back are bear, which reveals his

musculature but also underscores the vulnerability of his position (fig. 24). In the next

image, Higashi is astride Leonard, with one hand at Leonard’s throat, demonstrating a

jiu-jitsu hold that should break the opponent’s arm (fig. 25) This time they are wearing

the loose top and shorts of Japan. Thus, each man takes turns wearing the customary

clothing of the discipline they are demonstrating, a decision which grants both practices

additional equality and credibility through visual parity. Throughout the eleven images,

two men of equal size and, visually at least, equal skill, fight each other, each taking turns

being the aggressor. Although Leonard never accepts jiu-jitsu as the superior sport, he is

receptive to the idea that it could be equal to wrestling, an opinion the images reinforce.

Leonard’s skepticism can be read as at least partly an anxious response to the threat that

Higashi might be able to beat him on his own turf. The images, however, reveal none of

this anxiety, instead giving the impression of interest and curious study.

American receptivity to Japanese masculinity was present in a later issue of The

Cosmopolitan, in this case a masculinity defined by scientific and technological mastery

resulting in military strength rather than physical fitness. A few months after the article

on jiu-jitsu, they ran a multi-page article on  the success of Japanese munitions against

Russian battleships, “The Highest of All Explosive” by Paul Brière. The article is a

essentially a profile of Dr. Gian Shimose, a chemist who had developed an extremely
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effective explosive that was a “potent factor” in Japan’s defeat of Russia (fig. 26).

Shimose is described as a self-made man made his way to Tokyo, worked through school,

and went on to invent an ink that foils counterfeiters as well as the explosive that may

have been the decisive factor in Japan winning the war (fig. 27). As I mentioned earlier

when discussing Bunkio Matsaki, The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin was known

to be popular in Japan; the resonances between Franklin’s scientific endeavors,

involvement with printing, and self-creation from poverty to influence would have been

viewed with not only sympathy, but possibly even proprietary pride. The portrait of

Shimose shows a slight man with glasses and a soft chin laden with medals bestowed on

him by the Japanese Emperor. Brière went on to assert Shimose’s bravery, mentioning

that he was “well-nigh blinded” and several times nearly killed in his efforts to develop

the perfect explosive powder. In contrast to Shimose’s excessive civility and intellectual

merit, the Russians are depicted as corrupt, disorganized, and superstitious. At first

glance, the damage from the shells as shown in the accompanying photographs is not

particularly severe, amounting to holes about five feet square which were easily patched

over. However, the captions make it clear the damage was far greater, as does Brière’s

assertion that the “ignorant” Russians thought the “all-destroying thunderbolts that no

power of steel could withstand” were the product of the devil.293 The captions describe

the extent of the damage done by the shells beyond the visible puncture in the skin of the

battleship: the shell that hit the Tsarevitch in August of 1904 killed an Admiral, while the

Askold lost fourteen men and had to rebuild their officer’s quarters.294

                                                  
293 Paul Brière, "Highest of All Explosives," The Cosmopolitan 39.5 (1905): 471.

294 It appears from the photographs that the damage was accomplished by two different shells.
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The Hero of Liao-Yang

Yet more aspects of Japanese masculinity were presented to the American public

in a film released by American Mutoscope and Biograph in the fall of 1904, this time the

roles of the father and hero. The film, The Hero of Liao-Yang, was shot about a month

after the battle took place, once again capitalizing on a quick turn-around to garner the

greatest possible audience interest. The film runs about 15-minutes and is possibly the

first 2-reeler shot by the company; like Battle of Yalu, the film was shot by Billy Bitzer

and employed a mixed cast of Japanese and American actors. In the spring of 1904,

Biograph began shifting its focus from shorter actualities to longer, narrative films; Hero

of Liao Yang was their fourth such film.295 Hero of Liao Yang is not yet a fully-formed

fictional film; it is composed of a series of sequences which each represent distinct film

forms: cinema of attractions, travel film, the chase film, and war footage.296 When seen in

succession, they create a loose narrative which might have been tightened through

narration by the exhibitor. The transitional, and as of yet undetermined, quality of Japan

is reproduced through the transitional, and as of yet undetermined, state of film.

Japan’s transition from feudal to modern is inscribed within the narrative structure

of the film itself; the film incorporates a series of stylistic and physical transitions that are

negotiated by our hero through a couple of transitions from traditional to modern Japan,

                                                  
295 The previous films were Personal (June), The Moonshiner (June/July), and The Widow and the Only
Man (August). Hero of Liao-Yang was shot in September, days after the conclusion of the battle which
ended in the first week of September.

296 It has been argued that the development of the “chase film” was a key moment in the shift to narrative
film. For more on this see: André Gaudreault, "1904-1905: Movies and Chasing the Missing Link(S),"
American Cinema, 1890-1909 : Themes and Variations, ed. André Gaudreault, Screen Decades, American
Culture/American Cinema (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2009).
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and dead to alive. The structure of the film can be loosely divided into four sections; the

first is a composed of two shots, each devoted to a separate of activity: Blind Man’s Bluff

and a Kendo match (figs. 28, 29). These are similar in content and form to films seen in

kinetoscope machines and early Vitascope films - one, long shot with a static camera

lasting about 30 seconds. The game of Blind Man’s Bluff is filmed in a single, static shot

which is wide enough to include all eight participants, a footbridge on the right edge and

the house in the background. The group is composed of two women (one of whom is

clearly white), three men in Japanese clothing, a young man in a western-style suit, and

two of kids (one of whom also might be white, but it’s hard to tell).297 The young man in

western dress leads the group, placing the blind-fold on one of the other men.298 In the

next shot, two of the men have changed into the protective costume modeled on samurai

armor, complete with a head mask to protect the participant from the wooden swords.

The action has moved closer to the bridge, providing a better view of both the bridge and

the house in the background and consolidating the signifiers of “Japan” within the frame.

The two scenes effectively creates a sense of “Japan” for the viewers, filled with people

in traditional outfits, and a garden environment rather than an urban setting. The kendo

                                                  
297 Although all the actors are uncredited and their faces remain somewhat indistinct (there are no close-
ups), most have recognizably Asian features and have a physical attitude that is distinctly Japanese. Their
interactions are peppered with Japanese gestures, all performed with an ease that speaks of ingrained habits.
The woman who I believe to be white has hair that is both lighter and more curly than one expects of a
Japanese woman; further, she moves as if she is unused to the restrictions of a kimono.

298 While the majority of the group participates with evident enthusiasm, the Japanese woman hovers
uncomfortably on the edges, torn between participating and retreating from the uncontrolled body at the
center of the game. While the white woman happily cavorts, the Japanese woman repeatedly looks towards
the camera for guidance, in a state of anxiety or confusion. After each glance she gives the game another
chance before once again withdrawing to the edges. In this unscripted body a candid look at the encounter
between cultures is revealed as one that is defined by curiosity and hesitation, a desire to learn something
new offset by the fear of harm.
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match fulfills the desire for exotic spectacle and virtual travel which viewers had come to

expect in entertainment with Japan as a subject, but it also establishes the hero as a man

skilled in Japanese martial traditions.

The scene is filled with signifiers of Japan, familiar to viewers from paintings,

stereocards and travel lectures (such as those by Burton Holmes). The filmmakers use

familiar tropes to quickly situate the action in a Japan familiar to viewers from media

associated with virtual travel and the spectacle of the foreign. To the right is a small

footbridge with the high arch characteristic of bridges in Japanese gardens, like the bridge

seen in Fair Japan at the St. Louis World’s Fair. In the background, a small house is

visible, readily identifiable as Japanese by the lanterns hanging from the eaves, the

veranda, it’s single-story height and simple, wooden construction. Again, the form is

nearly identical to structures seen in Japanese gardens around America, including the

Imperial Garden and Fair Japan, as well as stagings of Madame Butterfly.299 Opening the

film with a familiar game in a clearly Japanese setting creates a space in which the viewer

can bridge the cultural differences and find a point of identification with the family and

its hero. The man in western dress provides another transitional element through which

viewers could negotiate the cultural divide.

The second section of the film provides a dramatic interlude in which the father

takes leave of his family; the sequence provides the bulk of the narrative content as well

as a series of cultural behaviors and thus doubles as the “travel” component of the film.

This section begins with the group sitting on mats in the Japanese house, it’s shoji slid

back so that the bodies spill out of the interior and across the veranda. Refreshments are

                                                  
299 Kendall Brown has done extensive work on the emergence and spread of Japanese gardens and tea
houses in America.
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being distributed and the actions would have been familiar to viewers from the staging of

Madame Butterfly and the tea houses at the Chicago and St. Louis fairs and American

amusement centers such as Coney Island and Atlantic City and thus easily readable as

“Japanese.” From there, the camera cuts to a view of the front gate. A soldier arrives and

delivers a message to the nascent hero who returns to the house, changes out of his

sugata, and emerges in a modern military uniform. In the following succession of shots,

viewers are treated to views of Japanese customs and rituals: the wife brings out a sword

over which the father bows; the father goes to a shinto shrine to pray; the family says

their farewells (figs. 30, 31). Without the supplemental explanation provided by

Biograph, the nuances and meaning of these actions would have remained rather cryptic

for American audience members. According to the Biograph catalog text, “A young

Japanese officer is interrupted from the quiet pleasures of home life by official notice to

join his regiment at once, swears fealty to his Emperor on the swords of his ancestor, and

in a characteristically unemotional way bids farewell to his wife and children.”300

However, in the preceding lines the hero is described as enjoying “the quiet pleasures of

home life,” a phrase that allows for the presences of deep emotional bonds. There is also

a rather sweet moment in which the son or younger brother plays with the hero’s sword in

the moments before he emerges in his military uniform. Again, this is an emotional act,

shaped by the desire for future heroics and the fear of imminent departure or loss.

The remainder of the film is a war film, much of which bears a close resemblance

to previous war films in the Biograph catalog. When the hero gets to the battlefield he is

“intrusted with a deed of desperate daring – the carrying of a message through the

                                                  
300 Biography Bulletin, 1905, as it appears in Niver, Biograph Bulletins, 1896 - 1908.



186

enemy’s country to the commander of the second Japanese army.”However, during his

attempt he is ambushed by Russian soldiers and engages in a firefight in which he hits a

couple of enemies before being wounded (fig. 32). He is taken to the field hospital where

“by feigning death and with the assistance of a faithful Chinese coolie, [he] escapes.” In

fact, he is buried alive and saved from suffocation when the Chinese worker places a

cloth over his face; as soon as it is safe, the Chinese man digs up the hero and provides

him with a uniform jacket. The final scene of the film shows footage of the battlefield

that is very similar to those of The Battle of Yalu; a static long shot shows soldiers behind

cannons looking out over the battlefield which is filled with puffs of smoke from

explosions. The figure of the hero emerges from the smoke and staggers across the

battlefield to the commanders to whom he finally delivers his message at which point he

is awarded a medal, “taken from the breast of the general himself” (fig. 19).

In his discussion of the film, Gregory Waller notes that the first part of the film is

filled with signifiers of the hero’s “Japanese-ness.” He goes on to ask, “does anything

identify the protagonist as Japanese in the second half?”301 For Waller, the link between

the first and second parts of the film lies in Bushido which, according to Inazo Nitobe,

was the “animating spirit of Japan” and why they won the war.302 It is in this legacy of

feudal fealty, Waller argues, that Americans found the explanation for Japanese military

success as it produced soldiers that were disciplined, purposeful, energetic, and ego-less.

Within this discursive terrain, he concludes, the Japanese body remained disciplined but

untechnologized, an equivocation that resonates with the racial theories of Japan as

                                                  
301 Waller, "Narrating the New Japan: Biograph's the Hero of Liao-Yang (1904)," 53.

302 Inazo Nitobe. Bushido: The Soul of Japan, An Exposition of Japanese Thought. (New York: G. P.
Putnams’s) 1905: 171,



187

hybrid. I do not dispute that Japanese soldiers were perceived by Americans as still

feudal and willing to die for their emperor. (This perception of Japanese fatalism as

something unusual was prevalent enough to provoke a forceful refutation by a Japanese

author who argued that any patriot fights to the death to defend their homeland.)303

However, I think Waller glosses too readily over the space created within the discursive

field for the Japanese male to be at once feudal and modern. While Waller asks whether

anything identifies the protagonist’s “Japanese-ness” in the second half, I am interested in

the fact that there are no overt signifiers, that the Japanese body, and his heroism, is

subject to the same filmic treatment as an American hero might have been. Within an

environment of concerns over race and difference, of increasingly imperialist interests in

the Pacific, there was a moment when a Japanese male was allowed to dominate the

screen as an individualized hero who was identified by nation but not by race and who,

above all, survived.

Waller’s belief that there must be something in the modern soldier-hero that is

“Japanese” – that he must find the traditional core within the modern veneer – is a

question which haunts much of the scholarship on Japan. Japan may appear modern on

the surface, the reasoning goes, but at its heart it must still provide the West with a

counter, an escape from itself, an alternative. In short, despite all appearances Japan

cannot be part of the West and must, therefore, be other. Particularities can, and do, exist

within the universal. The protagonist in Hero of Liao-Yang is allowed to be both

particular and universal, and is shown moving from one to the other with ease. Further,

                                                  
303 Baron Kentaro Kaneko, "The Yellow Peril Is the Golden Opportunity for Japan," The North American
Review 179.576 (1904): 80. I have always been puzzled by the perception of difference between the
sacrifices of the kamikaze pilots of WW II and the soldiers landing at Normandy or those depicted in
Glory.
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there is no duplicity in this movement, nothing uneasy in his transformation from

Japanese father to modern soldier.

While Waller’s research is exemplary and his argument valid, his refusal to see

the modern soldier as “Japanese” speaks to larger problems which continue to shape our

approach to the study of cultures outside of the discursive field called “the West.”

However, when one considers the film without the expectation of cultural or national

essentialism, the hero emerges as a figure who is allowed to exist in multiple worlds

without conflict. Further, in watching this film it becomes clear that Americans not only

respected this complexity, they were able to create a sympathetic character who

embodied this modern phenomenon. In continuing to let ourselves be bound by the frame

of “the West” versus “the East,” we not only perpetuate the very discursive structures

many of us seek to critique, we may even miss the evidence which would aid our critique.

The Conclusion of the War

The Russo-Japanese War ended with the signing of the Treaty of Portsmouth on

September 5, 1905 in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. In a continuation of America gaining

international prestige through their involvement with the war, the negotiations were led

by President Theodore Roosevelt, an achievement for which he was awarded the Nobel

Peace Prize. During the war Roosevelt gave “friendly counsel” to Japan through meetings

with Baron Kentaro Kaneko, a classmate from Harvard. Kaneko reassured Roosevelt that

a victory over Russia would not make Japan unduly aggressive and that Japan had no

intention of challenging American interests in the Philippines. Roosevelt, in turn,

expressed his faith in Japan’s ability to become a civilizing force in the East and said that
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he saw “nothing ruinous to civilization in the advent of the Japanese to power among the

great nations” and went so far as to concede a kind of Monroe Doctrine to Japan.304

Roosevelt had, despite these friendly relations with Japan, managed to maintain a stance

of neutrality which allowed him to host and preside over the negotiations. The outcome

of the treaty was less than Japan had hoped for, especially considering their close ties to

the President; they failed to get war indemnity from Russia and were only granted the

southern half of Sakhalin island rather than its entirety.305 However, Japan was leased the

Liaodong Peninsula which contained key Ports (Arthur and Talien) as well as the Russian

rail system in Manchuria.

Americans were understandably excited by the events of international import

taking place in New Hampshire, and huge crowds turned out to see the arrival of the

envoys.306 The negotiations lasted five weeks during which multiple films of the envoys

were produced. A pair of films shot by Biograph opens with a scenic shot of the harbor

through which the launches carrying the envoys passed each day. All of the footage of the

treaties shows the envoys in transit – either leaving the hotel, getting on the launch,

getting off the launch, or riding through the streets in open cars and carriages through

streets crowded with onlookers. In these films, all the men involved are shown dressed in

their finest suits, politely doffing their hats to each other and generally providing viewers

with images of the men who lead the world. The American press continually emphasized

their country’s achievement in being chosen as the host nation of such an important

event. One author rather grandly asserted that, “the generous action of President
                                                  
304 Raymond A.  Esthus, Theodore Roosevelt and Japan (Seattle: University of Washington, 1966) 40-43.

305 The failure to get the war indemnity resulted in riots in Tokyo the following January.

306 “Envoys at Portsmouth.” New York Times (Aug. 9, 1905): 1.
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Roosevelt ought to be applauded, not only by the American people, but by the whole

universe.”307 In addition to the films by Biograph, footage by the Edison Company

helped to produce the important status of the events. Over the course of four films,

Americans were shown American sailors in their dress whites shuttling the envoys onto

small barges and larger yachts, the envoys being picked up from the Hotel Wentworth in

automobiles, and a parade of American soldiers, all of which signified America’s

emerging status as a nation with the material resources and diplomatic power required to

host such an event (figs. 33, 34).308 In this instance, Japanese military victory turned into

an American diplomatic victory.

American engagements with Japan in the late-nineteenth-century were defined by

attitudes of racial superiority, cultural imperialism, and condescension. Japan was

frequently described as a land of “little brown men” and “musume” (pretty young girls) –

a fascinating fairy kingdom only recently awakened to the modern world. However, it

was also a nation Americans felt warranted the moniker “Yankees of the East,” and as a

nation that should be admired and studied for the speed and success of its modernization.

Further, there was awareness that American investments in Japan’s modernization could

boost America’s own process of modernization and international standing. As a result,

the performances of Japan exhibited a tension between Japan as exotic other and Japan as

modern peer, a tension which is present in the discursive practices surrounding the

various representations and constructions of Japan. Within this space of constant

questioning and oscillation there existed the real possibility that Japan might escape

                                                  
307 F. De Martens, "The Portsmouth Peace Conference," The North American Review 181.588 (1905): 643.

308 There is another film showing the envoys boarding the launches which is clearly from the same day but
shot from a few feet apart from the Edison camera so there were at least two cameras present.
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classification as racial other and become a true peer and member of the West. This

moment in which Americans were supportive of Japanese endeavors and open to the

possibility of advancement did not last long. Within three years, anti-Japanese action in

California led to the Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907, an informal agreement in which

America would allow the immigrants already in America to stay and Japan agreed not to

issue new passports to laborers wishing to work in America.309 This Agreement

remained in effect until the Immigration Act was passed in 1924, banning all Asians from

migrating to America and officially concluding Japan’s struggle to be perceived as

distinct from other Asian nations.

                                                  
309 However, Japanese were allowed to emigrate to Hawai’i and were movement from Hawai’i to the
mainland could be accomplished with relative ease.
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Conclusion

The entertainments and visual phenomena selected as objects of study in this

dissertation were the products of developments in technology and commercial exchange

between nations. Through their construction of spaces which transcended the local and

their ability to influence public perception of themselves and others, they could produce

as well as process the changes each society was undergoing. They not only traveled

across national borders, they were variously appropriated, amended, and redistributed by

the governments, businessmen, and consumers of each nation in turn. Their production

was collaborative, immediately (in that multiple people were involved in their creation

and performance), and historically (in that their existence was the result of layers of

previous production and response). The increasingly complex modes of vision manifested

and utilized within these entertainments corresponds to the more sophisticated forms of

visual presentation available and to the progress Japan and America were making in

redefining themselves as modern powers. When viewed with these contexts of production

and reception in mind, a transnational study of popular entertainments and visual

phenomena can provide a fresh take on the politics and cultural developments of the era,

as well as open up new lines of inquiry in our approaches to race, nation, and visual

culture.

The two nations shifted uneasily within the binary schema set forth by the

Europe/Colony dynamic which defined most of the world. They can thus productively be

thought of as liminal nations, in that they occupied an in-between space according to the
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political lines of power defining their world. Liminal spaces, as defined by Victor Turner,

are intermediary spaces in which the subjects “fall into a limbo between their past and

present modes of daily existence,” and are frequently improvisational, expressing

“supposition, desire, and possibility rather than actual fact.”310 The liminality of Japan

and America was manifested in their racial character (one entirely Asian but with the

appearance of the civilized, the other composed of a heterogeneous population), in their

political and cultural state of becoming, and in their geographic separation from other

locations of power.

The entertainments also exhibited liminal traits. Turner argues that although

liminality is associated with the traditions of pre-modern ritual, modern recreations

contain many of the same playful inversions and potentially transformative power. The

entertainments can thus be viewed as liminal in a similarly multivalent manner – they

were all set apart from the rules which governed quotidian life, they did not belong to

either the realm of high culture or the amusement zone but bled into each, and they

assisted in transforming the viewers into modern subjects through the mediation of

current events and social developments. Mass entertainments were thus an ideal venue

for the presentation and exploration of possible future identities, be they national, racial

or individual in nature. The combination of transformation and experimentation provides

the contemporary scholar with a potent means of critiquing and challenging the binary

divisions which still exert a strong influence on our thinking.

                                                  
310 Victor Turner, "Frame, Flow and Reflection: Ritual and Drama as Public Liminality," Japanese Journal
of Religious Studies 6.4 (1979): 466-70. Turner argues that although liminality is associated with the
traditions of pre-modern ritual, modern recreations contain many of the same playful inversions and
potentially transformative power.
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The most productive approaches in academia to critiquing the binary schemas

established during the era of European dominance have been those of orientalism and

post-colonialism. However, while these discourses have been crucial in helping us

understand the consolidation of rhetorical and real power of one population over another,

as well as the perniciousness of its legacy, their limits become apparent when applied to

the histories of Japan and America. Japan is notable for being a non-white nation which

not only resisted modern colonization, but became a colonial power in its own right.

America was very aware of its position outside of Europe and was, itself, formed from a

mix of former colonies and racially diverse populations which challenge a method which

relies upon the binary structures of colonizer/colonized and West/non-West. More

problematically, the focus of both orientalism and post-colonialism on a Western (and

usually European) consolidation of power means they run the risk of presuming the racial

subjugation of the non-whites by the whites, or focusing on that history of exercised

power and violation. The very focus on discerning the politics of power and control

which motivates these methods can result in an unintentional perpetuation of a

Eurocentric binary world view through the repeated emphasis on the exoticization and

exclusion of the other from the discourses of power. For instance, as I have argued,

America was not nearly so secure in its own power as the binary dynamic of orientalism

and post-colonialism would suppose; neither were Americans as insistent on containing

Japan through strategies of feminization and emasculation as those theories presuppose.

Additionally, Japan’s self-presentation as feminine was not necessarily the product of the

internalization of orientalist attitudes but the result of their own process of viewing their

past through a nostalgic lens, a normal result of becoming a modern culture.
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In addition to selecting objects of study which challenge binaries through their

categorical indeterminacy, the integration of Western and Japanese scholarship can

provide another means for interrogating common approaches to East/West and

Japanese/American engagements. The integration of Western scholarship into Japanese

studies is already common, and the study of popular visual culture within a socio-political

context, particularly during the Meiji era, has seen exciting developments in recent years.

The Japanese art historians Kinoshita Naoyuki and Satô Dôshin have made excellent

progress in parsing and illuminating the emergence of new artistic categories and

practices in the Meiji era (1868-1912) and a perusal of bookstores in Japan reveals an

increasing number of texts on Meiji artists, both nihonga and yôga. Few of these works

have been translated, although their influence is being felt in Western scholarship. Recent

work by new scholars such as Alice Tseng, Maki Fukuoka, Alicia Volk, Chelsea

Foxwell, and Gennifer Weisenfeld have embraced the complexity of Japanese modernity

and done much to expand the historical field of Japanese art history in English.311

Recent work in Japanese film studies has also done much to expand and enrich

the field during the past couple of decades. Japan has been an avid consumer of American

films from the very advent of cinema – screening Edison’s first films only months after

they were first seen in America and this history of international exchange and

                                                  
311 Alice Tseng looks at the history of Japanese national museums with a focus on the relationship between
the architectural and display strategies and the promotion of the nation-state in Tseng, The Imperial
Museums of Meiji Japan : Architecture and the Art of the Nation. Maki Fukuoka argues against a rupture
around 1868, instead looking at the points of continuity in display culture from the 1830s to the 1880s:
Fukuoka, "Between Knowing and Seeing: Shiftin Standards of Accuracy and the Shashin in Japan, 1832-
1872." Alicia Volk’s recently published monograph looks at the work of an oil painter connected with
modern art movements in Europe in the early twentieth century in Alicia Volk, In Pursuit of Universalism:
Yorozu Tetsugorô and Japanese Modern Art (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010). Gennifer
Weisenfled set the stage for much of this work in her groundbreaking work on the Japanese avant-garde in
Gennifer Weisenfeld, Mavo: Japanese Artists and the Avant-Garde, 1905-1931 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2002).
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collaboration thus infuses any history of Japanese cinema. The work of Japanese scholars

Satô Tadao and Yoshida Yoshishige  have presented histories of early Japanese cinema

which are firmly rooted in their political and social contexts.312 Recent publications by

Aaron Gerow, and Mark Nornes, Joanne Bernardi, have added nuance, historical context

and theoretical grounding to the existing English-language scholarship on Japanese film

much of which, until recently, relied on the first histories produced in the wake of World

War II.313 Although their scholarship of each of these authors has contributed to the

growing body of work on early twentieth century Japanese film their work is confined to

the section of the shelf dedicated to Japan, a division which perpetuates the belief that

modernity belongs to the West.

While Japanese scholarship integrates Western methods and new Western

scholarship, due to the paucity of material translated from Japanese into English the

reverse is still rare, is almost entirely confined to scholars of Japan, and therefore remains

                                                  
312 Satô’s epic work on the history of Japanese cinema provides a rich contextualization of the appearance
of film in Japan, looking at screening venues, music which accompanied the screenings, and
contemporaneous performance traditions. Yoshida helped edit a volume on early Japanese film which
provides histories of production and political context. Satô, Nihon Eigashi. Yoshishige Yoshida,
Yamaguchi Masao, Kinoshita Naoyuku, eds. , Eiga Denrai: Shinematografu To "Meiji No Nihon" (Tokyo:
Iwanami shoten, 1995).

313 Aaron Gerow’s most recent publication looks at the emergence and development of Japanese film
theory in the early twentieth century and will greatly expand the resources for those who are interested in
Japanese film. Mark Nornes has written on the history of Japanese documentary films, providing readers
with a useful overview of the development of Japanese cinema and its role as news medium. Joanne
Bernardi wrote one of the first books in English on pre-1930s cinema, addressing the history of
scriptwriting and the Pure Film Movement. Each of these has greatly expanded the English-language
material on pre-World War II film history, theory, and context. Aaron Gerow, Visions of Japanese
Modernity: Articulations of Cinema, Nation, and Spectatorship, 1895-1925 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2010).; Markus Nornes, Japanese Documentary Film: The Meiji Era through Hiroshima
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2003).; Joanne Bernardi, Writing in Light : The Silent Scenario and
the Japanese Pure Film Movement, Contemporary Film and Television Series (Detroit: Wayne State
University Press, 2001).
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largely unread by those who do not engage with Asian studies.314 As a result, histories of

American engagement with Japan are limited to the history of American texts about

Japan which, despite the more complex history I’ve outlined here, generally viewed

Japan as a confusing cultural other with a baffling skill at appearing modern. Thus,

contemporary texts often argue that Japan was seen as a counter to American modernism,

a nation in harmony with nature which provided escapist fantasies for a society in the

throes of industrialization. As I have argued, this engagement was actively marketed to

Americans by the Japanese and coexisted with other engagements which were rooted in

the shared experience of becoming modern and gaining power in a world otherwise

dominated by a few European nations.

The exceptions are the work of two scholars who have recently produced texts

which integrate Japanese and American studies through studies of individuals who

traveled between the two countries. The first is Christine Guth, a Japanese art historian

who undertook a study of Charles Longfellow and his interaction with and consumption

of Japan during the years he lived there in the 1870s. The result is a book of great

relevance to American Studies which draws on the primary Japanese and American

source material as well as recent Japanese and American scholarship. 315 The other is

Daisuke Miyao, a scholar of Japanese film who wrote a book on Sessue Hayakawa, a

Japanese actor who was a successful leading man in Hollywood during the silent era.316

                                                  
314 The work of Satô Dôshin, for instance, has only just appeared in English for this first time this summer,
work by Kinoshita Naoyuki is limited to essays in exhibition catalogs, and work by Japanese film scholars
is still limited to citations and quotes by English-language scholars.

315 Guth, Longfellow's Tattoos : Tourism, Collecting, and Japan.

316 Largely forgotten outside of his role in Bridge Over the River Kwai by people other than film scholars,
Hayakawa was a major box office draw in the 1910s and was able to purchase a mansion in Hollywood
which rivaled that of Douglas Fairbanks. Daisuke Miyao, Sessue Hayakawa: Silent Cinema and
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Like Guth, Miyao has written a book rooted in Japanese studies but with relevance to

scholars of American history, culture, and film studies and, like Guth, he draws on

scholarship and source material relevant to both fields. Their approach is similar to mine

in their transnational approach, specifically their study of movements and exchanges

across national boundaries.

Employing a transnational, rather than bi-national or national, approach

introduces new material, both contemporaneous and contemporary, thus increasing the

available primary source material that make new methods possible. The term

“transnational” rather than bi-national or integrative was selected to emphasize the

combination of nationalist agendas the objects discussed promoted while also pointing to

their movements across national borders, and incorporation of the foreign gaze. A

transnational approach allows for multiple voices to enter the discussion – for instance,

the comparative study of the panorama reveals unexpected sympathies between the

American and Japanese experience and the integration of Japanese and American

histories surrounding the tea houses at St. Louis reveals the political and cultural

sophistication and commercial modernity which lay behind their success. A transnational

approach is especially important to studies of American history and culture which has

always been shaped by the arrival of new populations with their attendant cultures,

traditions, and outlooks. While my work approaches the two nations as discrete entities,

choosing to focus on Japan and America rather than, say, the integrated identity of

                                                                                                                                                      
Transitional Stardom (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007). Thomas Kurihara worked for Thomas Ince
in America from 1913 to 1917 before returning to Japan and bringing many of the American production
methods with him. Ince employed a number of Japanese actors as well, including Hayakawa’s wife, Aoki
Tsuruko, who starred in “Oriental productions.” For more see: Bernardi, Writing in Light : The Silent
Scenario and the Japanese Pure Film Movement  118-20.
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Japanese-Americans, my work is integrative in the manner of the scholars mentioned

above, namely, the combination of sources and methods used in Japanese and American

studies.

There is another aspect in which my work is integrative – rather than opting to

focus on either those who produced the amusements, and their goals in doing so, or

public reception and desires, I chose to include a mixture of the two and thus approach

the entertainments themselves as hybrid forms. The circulation of mass visual culture

between the two nations, with each return producing a new iteration of modern identity,

requires a discussion of both reception and production. Popular entertainments, which

occupied interstitial spaces formed by the intersection of national, corporate, and

consumer desires, provide the visual historian with a greater understanding of the often

conflicting impulses and demands which resulted from belonging to a nation fighting for

autonomy and power on the world stage.

A brief look at two formative Americanist historians can provide some insights

into the advantages of studying popular culture and the limits of restricting that study to a

national one and to either production or reception. Robert Rydell and John Kasson each

tackle the phenomena of large-scale attractions in the late-nineteenth and early twentieth

centuries yet they approach this material from opposite directions. Rydell focuses almost

entirely on the producers of the American fairs, elucidating their agendas, and their

representation of the world and its peoples, and their efforts to direct the visitors’

experience through “scripts,” the educational material which interpreted the exhibits and

located their import within political and racial frames and attempted to ensure that the

visitors learned specific moral and political lessons. Rydell’s research is thorough and
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convincing; it is clear that the American organizers of the fairs employed leading

anthropologists to organize the exhibits in both the palaces and the amusement sections in

order to inculcate a world view in which white Americans could lay claim to civilization

and power. His work is valuable for its excavation of the large role racial ordering played

at the fairs, and construction of American imperialism. However, what Rydell’s approach

misses as result of a focus on the production and implementation of the American scripts

is how the scripts produced by other nations may have amended those produced by the

primary organizers as well as how the scripts were actually consumed.

Not all exhibits at the fair fit into the neat schema outlined by the organizers and

Rydell, like fellow historian of American culture, Neil Harris (who I discuss in Chapter

Two), makes note of the confused and conflicted response by the American public to the

Japanese displays.317 While they both realize that the positive response raises questions

around our understanding of race and American history without having access to the

Japanese scholarship and sources, they are forced to limit their analysis to reiterating the

confused American responses rather than provide any insight into the sources or

consequences of their confusion. Rydell’s argument is further bound by his focus on the

official scripts which were intended to make the world coherent, through the ranking of

the world’s populations according to an anthropological scheme based in the theories of

evolution. As a result, his discussion of Japan is limited to a brief page, most of which is

devoted to the anthropological classification of the Ainu and the tempering of admiration

for the Japanese with the view that they were “little brown people.”

                                                  
317 Rydell, All the World's a Fair  pp. 48-50 and 180-81. While Rydell devotes considerable pages to his
discussion of the Philippine Village and other displays of racial others at the fairs, the comparative brevity
of his discussion of Japan is most likely the result of the challenge Japan posed to the racial order Rydell is
intent on elucidating.
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In focusing so completely on the goals of the primary fair organizers, Rydell has

left the reader with little recourse other than to read their scripts as a complete experience

of the fair. Japan’s aggressive self-promotion at the fair, and in the American press, is

entirely elided, as well as the close political ties between Tokyo and Washington. Japan’s

emerging status as a modern nation is restricted to a brief observation that their

appearance as one of the first nations of the world “occasioned concern.”318 This

description does a disservice to the actual complexity of the encounter between the two

nations. For instance, the Japanese, like the Americans, participated in the creation of

world defined by racial hierarchies, although they defined themselves against the Ainu

and Taiwanese. Further, and of more significance to the field of American studies, while

Rydell’s argument is valid and it is undeniable that American views of the Japanese were

mixed at best, I believe I have demonstrated in these pages that Americans were far more

open to Japan as a potential partner across the Pacific than Rydell’s discussion allows.

The history of racial attitudes in the United States has been fluid and complex and the

experience of race was frequently more porous than the scripts reveal. Rydell’s analysis,

despite its focus on the racial attitudes of Americans, fails to accommodate the moments

in which Americans were open to racial diversity, or the instances in which the racial

hierarchy could be altered or amended.

John Kasson’s work on Coney Island does an excellent job of elucidating the

impact amusements parks had on society through his study of popular reception.319 There

is much to be learned about American culture, social class, and race through a study of

the crowds at mass entertainments and Kasson makes a good argument for the role of

                                                  
318 Rydell, All the World's a Fair  p. 181.

319 Kasson, Amusing the Million: Coney Island at the Turn of the Century.
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Coney Island as a nexus for exploration, experimentation, and the cultural assimilation of

the heterogeneous population of New York City.320 Kasson focuses on the liminality of

the period and the amusements that emerged, arguing that the diversity of the crowd

(specifically the influx of immigrants and the working class in urban areas) brought about

an increasingly diverse array of entertainments, many of which challenged the conception

of society set forth by the cultural and civic leaders of the day. For Kasson, Coney Island,

and its concentration of amusements, was the Midway of the Chicago Fair freed from the

conventions of the White City. To put it another way, Coney Island was site of Turner’s

conception of liminal exploration and play, in which the scripts of Rydell’s fair

organizers could be set aside in favor of different rules and relationships.

Where Rydell focuses on the directive intent of the organizers, Kasson devotes

most of his time to a discussion of the transformative qualities of amusements which

allowed for the interaction of members of the crowd and a respite from regulated social

situations and provided the people with what they wanted, rather than what the planners

thought they needed.321 For Kasson, Coney Island is almost the antithesis of the world

described by Rydell; almost because, as he argues at the end of his discussion, the liminal

quality of Coney Island was an illusion created by those who ran the parks. Although the

amusement parks engendered the appearance of wild abandon, the movements and

experience of the visitors were, of course, dictated by those who ran the parks and created

                                                  
320 Vanessa Schwartz makes a similar argument about the entertainments popular in Paris during the same
period. I discuss Schwartz in the Introduction and Chapter One. Schwartz, Spectacular Realities: Early
Mass Culture in Fin-De-Siècle Paris.
321 Kasson also points out that, “Genteel reformers never achieved the control they sough, a fact they
readily acknowledged...Despite determined efforts, they particularly sensed their failure to exert a
pervasive influence upon the urban working classes and new immigrant groups.” This failure points to the
chaotic and heterogeneous experience of life as it was experienced by the public and it is these fissures and
lapses that are explored in this dissertation.
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the rides and attractions. In this respect, Kasson does an excellent job of addressing both

the corporate and consumer aspects of entertainments while also pointing to the import of

their relationship to the development of new American identities. However, Kasson’s

focus on the formation of a new American public through a study of the behavior of the

crowds means he doesn’t attend to the role the diverse population played in the

production of the attractions. He makes a brief note of the presence of exotic attractions

such as the “Streets of Cairo” which could “capitivate” and “transport” the visitor.322 The

role of Japanese entrepreneurs in operating the popular Japanese Tea House, for instance,

has no place in Kasson’s discussion. If Rydell overemphasizes the coherence of a racist

agenda at the World’s Fairs, Kasson pays too little attention to the racial diversity of the

producers and participants. In the end, both authors, however unintentionally, create the

impression of an America run by white leaders and a crowd of European heritage which

assimilated into a reasonably well-ordered citizenship.

This dissertation builds on the cultural history foundations laid by scholars such

as these with several crucial modifications. Where Rydell studies the idealized societies

imagined by the civic leaders and Kasson looks at the consumption of corporate

entertainments, this project looks at entertainments which existed between these two

poles and looks beyond national borders in order to better understand their genesis. The

entertainments discussed in these pages frequently combined the authority of civic

institutions with the suspension of convention found in the amusement park. Panoramas

                                                  
322 This discussion, a scant two paragraphs, follows a discussion of carnival “freaks,” which produced the
following segue: “Besides freaks of nature, Coney Island further mocked the hum-drum character of the
larger society by presenting freaks of culture.” A neat turn of phrase, perhaps, but one which undoes much
of the fruitful work Kasson does on the positive aspects of Coney Island as a site of assimilating diverse
ethnic groups into a unified society. Kasson, Amusing the Million: Coney Island at the Turn of the Century
p. 53-4.
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and films were seen in museum-like settings (the panorama buildings, the Eden Musée)

in the city centers. The national pavilions at the fairs were outside of the official

exhibition palaces but neither were they a part of the amusement zone and their displays

drew on both forms of experience and display strategies to create an environment at once

playful and didactic. In employing a transnational approach, the contradictions of the

American response to Japan, and the role Japan played in American politics and culture,

can be more fully understood; a greater understanding of the sophisticated political and

marketing strategies which determined the Japanese displays, for instance, makes any

positive response seem like a reasonable response to a modern peer rather than a

confusing upset of the racial norms of the era.

A review of the chapters reveals a progression through paradigms of vision which

are paired with a movement out from Europe, through America to Japan and then back to

America to tell a history of mutual appropriation and assimilation. The study of

politicians, entrepreneurs, and the public, facilitate the movements from nation to nation

and decade to decade. The media discussed in each chapter roughly corresponds to a

different mode of vision: first, the desire to see oneself within a global world; second, the

desire to determine how one is seen; and third, how one sees the other. Thus, the chapter

on panoramas argues that the entertainments presented a nation to a domestic audience,

letting them visualize themselves as members of a national and international community.

The panorama marks an early stage of participation in an international culture of

entertainment and self-visualization as members of the world powers. The second stage –

the internalization of this self-awareness of one’s own place in the world and the ability
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to present oneself to others within a shared culture – is explored in the second chapter.

Japan’s displays at American fairs were the product of the Japanese having situated their

nation in the world, comprehended the politics of visual culture, and improved their

international standing. Finally, the third chapter studies the American reception of

Japan’s efforts by examining how America presented Japan to American audiences.

Japan’s mastery of modern visuality and incursion into other modern media is visible in

the positive representations of Japan in popular American culture.

The advantages of a transnational approach to American studies can be most

clearly seen in the third chapter which relies upon the exchange of gazes and history of

adoption and self-presentation outlined in the previous two chapters. While the first

chapter studied the movement of a European visuality to America and Japan and the

second looked at Japan’s synthesis and command of this visuality in its self-presentation,

the third chapter looks at the American internalization of Japan’s presentation. The

argument that Americans participated in the representation of Japan as a modern,

masculine, and military nation builds upon the preceding chapters in which the two

countries were aligned in momentary sympathy in their struggles to envision themselves

in relationship to the dominant influence of Europe. The integration of political, popular,

and corporate forces with entertainments whose liminality allowed for moments of

experimentation and the renegotiation of social regulations, is echoed in the movement

back and forth between the two nations, and the accumulation of gazes given and

received. A grasp of both Japanese and American politics and culture allows for the use

of material from each area of study and results in an analysis in which the two countries

can be perceived as equal players in the formation of the modern world, despite the
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pressures and constraints of Western imperialism and the racist discourses that came with

it. Without the context provided by such a history, the events of the century which

followed lacks either context or explanation.

During the decades addressed in this dissertation, both nations were in the process

of consolidating their national identities as industrial and military powers and displayed a

readiness to be considered equals among the world leaders of the age. By the end of

World War I, Japan and American had largely achieved their goals. Japanese and

American militaries were recognized as among the strongest and most capable in the

world, and their economies carried enough weight to shape international policy; when the

League of Nations was formed in 1920, Japan was included as one of the four permanent

members of the League Council, the others being Great Britain, France, and Italy.323

Although the United States was not a member of the League, it was powerful enough to

influence their policy decisions; in 1933, when Japan’s invasion of Manchuria should

have incurred trade embargoes, the League remained silent since the trade between Japan

and the United States was so extensive that any impact of an embargo by League

members would have been negligible.324 In short, the efforts of the Japanese and

American governments to be regarded as world powers were successful and the two

nations continued to shape world politics, culture, and economics in the decades which

followed.

The questions raised and arguments posed in this dissertation are relevant to

contemporary exchanges between Japan and America and the scholarship they engender.

                                                  
323 Marius B. Jansen, The Making of Modern Japan (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 2000) see esp. pp. 511-28 and 77-86.
324 Despite the fact that President Woodrow Wilson was the impetus behind its creation, the United States
never joined the league as a result of the Senate's refusal to ratify the Versailles Treaty.
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In the century since the conclusion of the Russo-Japanese War, the exchanges between

America and Japan have continued to be contradictory, complex, and even mutually

constitutive. The patterns of travel, mutual regard, appropriation, and collaboration

outlined in this project are visible in all aspects of our respective societies today. The

wave of American interest in Japan seen in the 1880s through the early 1900s was

repeated in the years following World War II. A new body of scholarship was produced

as a result of the American Occupation of Japan; the work by Americans was

complemented by the self-examination conducted by Japanese scholars, producing a rich

body of work that rejuvenated approaches to Japanese history and culture. Contemporary

scholarship on Japan is still strongly influenced by the large volume of work produced by

Americans who first visited Japan during the Occupation.325 Thus, any study of Japan

contains within it the history of Japanese-American contact, the intellectual

collaborations, cultural exchanges, and fights of over a century of engagement.

The limitations of retaining the distinction between Japan and the rest of

modern/Western history is, I hope, made evident in this dissertation. The consequences

are just as dangerous in work on post-War material which suffer from the impoverished

historical contexts, as well as the consequent absence of effective theoretical and

methodological models. Without more nuanced historical studies in place, there is little

ground upon which contemporary studies can build. Take, for instance, Akira

Kurosawa’s film Yojimbo (1961) which used a jazzy score used to punctuate the action of

a samurai drama, had a structure and setting influenced by American Westerns, and used

                                                  
325 For more on the impact of this generation on the field of Japanese art history see, Mimi Hall
Yiengpruksawan, "Japanese Art History 2001: The State and Stakes of Research," The Art Bulletin 83.1
(2001).
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camera work that bears striking similarities to Japanese noir of the 1950s and 1960s and

the French auteurs (fig. 1). Adding to the transnational context of the film, it was an

adaptation of a book by an American author, Dashiell Hammett’s Red Harvest, and was

remade as A Fistful of Dollars (1964), directed by the Italian director, Sergio Leone and

again (if less notably) as Last Man Standing (1996), a Prohibition-era film starring Bruce

Willis (fig. 2). Yojimbo can thus be reasonably discussed transnationally, as a film rooted

in both Japanese theatrical and film history and the international film and literary culture.

The influence of Daisetsu Teitaro (DT) Suzuki on the New York art scene in the

1950s provides example of an instance in which a transnational approach can nuance our

understanding of Japan’s influence on American art and modernity. Suzuki is most

famous in America for the lectures he delivered at Columbia University in the 1950s

where he influenced such influential figures as John Cage, Philip Guston, Robert

Rauschenberg and Alan Ginsberg. This was not Suzuki’s first moment of influence on

American thought – in 1893 he translated the talk which his teacher, Sôen Shaku,

delivered at the World Parliament of Religions, held in conjunction with the Chicago

World’s Fair. A decade later he accompanied Sôen on his tour of the United States,

serving as his translator and wrote his first English-language book on Buddhism in 1907.

Thus, his influential years in New York in the 1950s were preceded by a series of

encounters with America which provide a continuous thread from the period addressed in

this dissertation to the post-War art scene of New York. Situating DT Suzuki and the

American consumption of his thought in the 1950s within the larger history of

transnational exchange and modernity minimizes the chances that Suzuki’s presence can

be rendered as either exotic or exceptional.
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I would like to conclude with a recent image of a baseball game that took place in

Tokyo which encapsulates the ongoing relevance of the themes of transnational gazes,

assimilation, and collaboration outlined in this dissertation. On March 26th, 2008, the

front page of The Boston Globe featured a photograph of crowds at Japan’s Tokyo Dome

watching the first game of the Major League Baseball season between the Boston Red

Sox and the Oakland Athletics (fig. 3). The politics of both the event and the image defies

easy reading and resonates with the images of spectators viewing the panoramas. The

game took place in the Tokyo Dome, home of the Japanese baseball team, the Yomiuri

Giants who date back to 1934.326 As the name suggests, the uniforms are modeled on

those of the San Francisco Giants. The fans shown in the image, however, are wearing

Red Sox shirts, a fan base that was generated by the team’s recent acquisition of Daisuke

Matsuzaka, one of Japan’s most famous pitchers. The decision on the part of the Globe’s

editors to show the fans, rather than an exciting moment from the game, is a telling one.

They opted to show Boston being seen Japan, a decision which marks their gaze on us as

an important one. Within the image Boston readers are treated to the sight of a variety of

spectators, some of whom are just as interested in being seen by us as we are in being

seen by them – in the center of the frame a man faces the camera, arms raised in the act

of clapping and in the top right an excited Red Sox fan cheers and waves at the camera.

There is in this image the desire to participate in a shared experience of being a fan, just

as the panorama and tea houses encouraged the shared experience of being a tourist, and

                                                  
326 Baseball was first played in Japan in the 1870s, became increasingly formalized between 1890 and 1930
through college teams, and became fully professionalized in the 1930s. After Sumo, it is arguably the most
popular sport in Japan.
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the footage of the Russo-Japanese War encouraged a shared experience of being an

emergent modern nation. There is also, in the figure of the woman in a kimono looking at

the game through binoculars, the markers of difference, of this being decidedly not

Boston. This image of fans at a baseball game contains the history of mutual fascination

and acknowledgement, shared culture and growth, and collaboration that have marked all

the objects under consideration in this dissertation. It is past time for our scholarship to

become as open, excited, and complex as the world depicted by this photograph.
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