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HISTORY -The Japan Society of Boston is the oldest of thirty-seven Japan-American Societies

in the United States. It was established in Boston in 1904 as an forum for American educators,
businessmen. public officials, and cultural leaders to meet each other and Japanese counterparts
and to exchange ideas and share inferests relating to Japan and relations between New England
and Japan. It was the time of the Russo-Japanese War and a historical moment when Japan s
international involvements were becoming more prominent and her international activities -
commercial, cultural, and military — were assuming greater importance in the minds of

forward looking Americans.

In 1904, Boston and New England had long been at the forefront of America’s relations with
Tapan. Much of the American whaling industry and shipping trade, which had first drawn
Ameriean ships, mariners and explorers into Pacific waters and into contact with Japan, was
based in Boston, Salem New Bedford, Nantucket and other New England ports. Nagahama Manjiro
(known as “John Manjiro”), generally believed to be the first Japanese individual to live in
the United States, was rescued at sea by a vessel out of New Bedford and was brought by the
ghip' s Cap. Whitfield, to be educated in his home in Fairhaven, Massachusetts. Commodore C
Watthew C. Perry. the American naval officer responsible for “opening” Japan in 1853-54, was a
native of Newport, Rhode Island. Many of the earliest teachers (known as oyofoi-senseti),
hired by the Meiji Government to teach Western languages, science, technology, and culture in
the rapidly modernizing Japanese society, were from New England universities. Distinguished
professors suchas Edward Sylvester Morse, William Clark, Earnest Fennollosa, and others who
spent extended periods teaching in Japan and played a key role in the intellectual exchanges
with Japan during the late 19'" century made their homes in Boston, Cambridge, and nearby
New England university towns and cities. The personal relationships they developed in Japan
and their writings and teaching about Japan inspired students, friends, and colleagues to
travel to Japan with increasing frequency, to collect Japanese arts and artifacts, and to
extend cultural, educational, and commercial interchanges with Japan throughout the latter
decades of the 19'" century

T was entirely natural that the first Tapan Society in America should be established in Boston
By the turn of the 20'" century, an extensive network of individual and institutional
relationships had developed between New England and Japan, and Boston was the cultural.
intellectual, and commercial capital of the United Staes. Japan was much on minds of leading
citizens of Boston in 1904, when the Pacific nation went to war with Russia, and there were
already numerous and varied ties linking New England to Japan. The hereditary homes of wealthy
New England sea captains were richly stocked with artifacts brought back from Japan, and

their gardens were beautified by numerous species of trees, shrubs, and flowers that had
originated in Japan or elsewhere in Asia. The libraries of several of the great universities
of New England were already enriched by collections of books and documents from Asia. Perhaps
most notable of all was the collection of Asiatic arts at Boston s Museum of Fine Arts: many of
the founders of the Museum had identified Asian art as a significant area for collecting and
had donated their Japanese and Chinese treasures to the Museunm, making it — almost from its
very establishment — the world' s foremost collection of Japanese art outside Japan

Nowhere in the Western world was Japan more a topic of interest and study than in Boston.

It was considered important for well-educated citizens to be knowledgeable about Japan, and
Japanese culture (both traditional and contemporary) was a subject of intense interest in
Boston press as well as in universities and salons. It was also fashionable among the leading
families of Boston to have a “Japanese room” in their homes (for examples, the Japanese fan
roon” in the Longfelloy House in Cambridge) and to have portraits painted in Japanese dress or
in vaguely Japanese aesthetic style. New England poets and literary figures read Japanese

(Continued on page 5
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(Contiued from page 4
literature and were intrigued and influenced by haiku & wake  and by the poetry of
Noh theater. Essays and lectures on Japan by American or Japanese specialists were popular
events. The legendary friendship of the Boston art collector and socialite Nrs. Isabella
Stewart Gardner and Okakura Kakuzo (Tenshin) resulted in his regular appearances at her
salon, where he delivered lectures on Japanese aesthetics which later became the best-selling
book called The Book of Tea. Okakura was also instrumental in building the Japanese
collections of the Museum of Fine Art. Edward Sylvester Morse, a passicnate collector of
Japanese arts and artifacts, presented his huge collection of Japanese ceramics to the Museum
of Fine Arts and his even larger collection of artifacts of daily life and Japanese material
culture to the Peabody Museum of Salem, where he served as Director. His collection of
Japanese arts and artifacts remains exceedingly valuable today as a unique “time capsule” of
Japanese life and culture during the late-Edo and early-Meiji periods.

Fhen the Japan Society of Boston was created in 1904, it was considered a much-needed forum
for exchanges with Japan of all sorts. The new Japan Society sponsored research and public
events on Japanese themes, arranged exhibitions and educational programs, assisted in the
publication of scholarly and popular writings about Japan, sponsored conferences and social
occasions designed to deepen American expertise about Japan. Much as it does today, 1t served
in many ways to foster ties between Japan and America and to enrich the culture 1ife of

New England

The Japan Society Today —The Japan Society of Boston continues to uphold the mission and
ideals on which it was established a century ago. Its membership has grown in size to more
than one thousand individuals and corporations, and it plays an active rele in the Japan-
America relationship. It enjoys strong collaborative relationships with most of the leading
educational and cultural institutions in New England and is constantly extending its ties with
institutions in Japan as well. Annually, the Society Sponsors many programs relating to

Japan: cultural events, exhibitions, film series, lectures, conferences and symposia on matters
of current public affairs or business related issues. It actively supports the Kyoto—-Boston
sister—city relationship and the Hokkaido-Massachusetts relationship. In recent years, the
Society has also made efforts to extend its relationships beyond the metropolitan area of
Boston and Cambridge to collaborate with many universities and other institutions throughout
New England.

Boston' s heritage of relationships with Japan is uniquely strong, and the Japan Society of
Boston takes full advantage of its special history in extending that heritage in ways that are
of interest and importance to the present day and to the future. In developiong its programs

the Society also benefits from the extremely broad range of personal and institutional relation-
ships enjoyed by its Board, its staff and its membership with individuals and institutions

in Japan. In myriad ways, the Society serves as source of information about Japan and nexus

for bi-national relationships in the private sector.

Centennial Celebrations —The Centennial of the Japan Society of Boston is being planned

as a vear-long celebration of New England’ s relationship with Japan and as an opportunity

to strengthen the institutional base of the Society itself. The Centenmial “vear” will run

from the spring of 2004 to the fall of 2005 and will be highlighted by a number of high-profile
events. The Centennial celebration will also serve as the vehicle for a major capital campaign
that will support a series of large-scale Japan-related events in Boston and will also build

a permanent endowment to insure the financial security of the Society.

The Japan Society’s Centennial will be a “Festival Vear of Japan” comparable to similar major
expositions of Japanese traditional and contemporary culture in England and other Furopean
countries. While certain programs are being planned directly by the Society itself., many
others are planned independently by New England’s leading cultural institutions in honor

of the Scciety’ s Centennial.
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