Tollowing the official opening of Japan’s ports to the American
Commodore Matthew Perry in 1853, the Tokugawa bakufu lin-
gered on for a further fifteen years, trying to harness and direct the
Mlood of change caused by the country’s first unfiltered exposure to
the rest of the world in two hundred and fifty years. Westerners set
up a new settlement at Yokchama near Edo, and Europeans and
North Americans of all descriptions began to appear on the streets
of Japan's cities. The commeodities and new technologies they

brought with them would irrevocably change the Japanese way of

life. Growing frustration with the moribund Tokugawa government
was now also directed at the newcomers, whose presence was inter-
preted as an invasion and humiliation.

The Meiji Restoration

To fill the power vacuum that existed at the heart of the
bakufu, there stirred among the middle- and lower-ranking
officials of the regional governments of the han a desire to
secure once again for Japan an inviolate supremacy, and they
took as their focus the emperor in Kyoto. At first these shishi
(men of determination) had no very unified conception
bevond the slogans jai (expel the barbarians) and sonnd (revere
the emperor). The remainder of the 1850s and the early
1860s were punctuated by assassinations of figures within
the Tokugawa bakufu and of foreigners—both prominent and
not so prominent, The latter responded with such actions as
the British bombardment of the town of Kagoshimain 1863,
but every effort the bakufu made to rein in rebellious daimyo
and the shishi met ultimately only with failure. Finally, in
January 1868, a well-organized coalition of shishi overthrew
the bakufu and deposed the Shogun. The seventeen-year-old
emperor Meiji (r. 1867-1912) and the imperial household
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accompanied them to Edo, and, renaming it Tokyo (Capital of
the East), the leaders of the Meiji Restoration proceeded to set
Japan on course for its greatest cultural, social, and political
revolution since the Taika Reforms of 645.

In the next twenty years, the new leaders would com-
pletely alter the make-up of the nation from its system ol gov-
ernment down to how the daily lives of the people were con-
ducted. The Meiji government was nothing if not astute and
practical. and, taking into consideration the significant mili-
tary and economic superiority that the foretgners derived from
their new technologies, it abandoned its original anti-
foreigner stance. It promoted Westernization as the only path
by which Japan could regain its glory, and in 1871 the
Iwakura Mission, comprised of some of the Restoration’s most
powerful leaders, left Japan on a two-year tour to Europe and
the United States to study foreign statecraft and economic
development. By this point, however, they had completely dis-
mantled the mechanisms of the bakufu, and pensioned off the
daimyo ,whose 273 han were restructured into 75 prefectures
governed by appointees from the central government in Tokyo
and advised by local committees of citizens—the germ for the
future representational government. The old Confucian-based
class system that had held sway for more than a millennium
was abolished, court aristocrat, samurai, peasant, and chdnin
all being technically equal within the eyes of the emperor and
government, and wealth and ability becoming the official indi-
cators by which social status could be measured.

On the return of the Iwakura Mission, the government
instituted a regime for its brave new world. The intention was
two-fold: Japan should achieve complete industrialization and
“modernization” as quickly as possible and simultaneously
gain standing equal to that of the Western powers. Given the
absence of any successful coup d’etat or popular revolution in
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demonstrate to foreign powers the sophistication of Japan’s
traditional crafts and the integrity of their craftsmanship.
Therefore, many of the Japanese pavilions showcased only vir-
tuoso works by carefully selected master craftsmen in the fields
of ceramics, lacquer, and metalworking. But, although only a
very small minority of artisans ever managed to secure a place
on an exhibition stand, still the official sponsorship of
Japanese crafts helped not only to garner praise for them
abroad, but to also maintain an appreciation for them within
the “industrializing” society at home.

Painting and Sculpture Re-defined

At the same time that Western artists were getting excited
about traditional Japanese concepts of design and color, an
influential school of Western-style painting—or yéga—grew
out of the initial tutoring by European painters and sculptors
in the 1870s. The young artists soon took themselves off to
Europe to study with painting masters there, and also formed
into study and exhibition societies at home to explore mod-
ernist developments in Western painting. By the beginning of
the twentieth century, they were writing their own commen-
taries and critiques on Western-style painting, with several
publications serving as forums for their debates and as show-
cases for new developments in the West. Until after World War
I, Western-style painting and sculpture would always remain
a few steps behind movements in the West, in part due to the
fact that those Western masters who would take on students
rarely came from the avant-garde themselves. Therefore, with-
in yoga circles the last decades of the nineteenth century were
characterized by the academic history painting of the French
Salon, and the first two decades of the twentieth century by
impressionism, postimpressionism, and symbolism. The
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1920s and 1930s saw the emergence of fauvist and cubist
styles. In sculpture the guiding lights would be first academic
realism, and then the expressionism of Auguste Rodin
(1840-1917).

The reaction in the 1880s against intensive West-
ernization did set the cause of yoga back temporarily, but it is
primarily notable for the birth of a new style of traditional
painting that came to be characterized as nihonga. Drawing
initially on the Kano and Tosa school traditions of Chinese-
style and yamato-e painting, in the twentieth century it would
increasingly look to the Rinpa tradition, which had also influ-
enced Western movements such as symbolism and art nou-
veau. However, nihonga artists made a conscious effort to
adapt these traditional styles to a modern ethos, and as such
competed directly with ydga artists in terms of contemporane-
ity. Of the pre-Meiji painting traditions, only bunjinga, haiga,
and zenga continued to develop relatively unaffected by the
great changes. As a result, they came to be largely preserved
within a kind of aspic of “heritage” in the course of the twen-
tieth century, although a few masters have arisen in the past
150 years to challenge the achievements of the great eigh-
teenth- and early nineteenth-century masters and keep these
traditions alive and vital.

Mingei: Japan’s Folkcraft Movement

While the refined and virtuosic works sponsored by the gov-
ernment for international expositions helped to sustain tradi-
tional crafts and feed a sense ol national pride and achieve-
ment, at the beginning of the twentieth century advocates of
Japan's more subtle and less glamorous beauties began to for-
mulate their reaction to the exuberant glitz of the Meiji period.
Soetsu

Foremost among these thinkers was Yanagi
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