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Introduction

Nat su  O yo be  a n d  A l ly s a  B.  P e y to n

Sir Ru therford A lcock , an English diplomat who assembled the display of 
Japanese art at the 1862 Great London Exposition, predicted that there was a bright 
future for Japanese goods, because of their “inherent beauty, grace and perfection of 
workmanship, variety of form, and novelty of design, as well as bargain prices far below 
that of European articles.”1 Made by an early supporter of  Japanese art in the West, this 
statement succinctly points out two important factors behind the trajectory of collect-
ing and displaying Japanese art in museums of North America and Europe. Japanese art 
has been the area avidly collected because of its artistic quality and relative monetary 
value and availability. Alcock would have been pleased to know that Japanese artworks 
directly acquired by museums, and by private collectors, which later entered public 
museums, grace prominent spaces of many North American art museums. Collecting 
Japanese art has retained a strong a	raction in these institutions: they o�en have a dedi-
cated permanent gallery space while other regions of Asia may not. Museum exhibitions 
of  Japanese art draw large numbers of visitors, as it remains a popular interest for mem-
bers of the general public.

Despite the signi�cant presence of  Japanese art in North American museums, how-
ever, the broader context of the 150 years of  Japanese art collecting has rarely been dis-
cussed. Great Waves and Mountains: Perspectives and Discoveries in Collecting the Arts 
of  Japan is part of the David A. Cofrin Asian Art Manuscript Series, which leads the 
study of Asian art in new directions and provides the much-needed arena of bringing 
overlooked subjects to the forefront of twenty-�rst-century scholarship. It addresses the 
history of collecting Japanese art and the factors that contributed to the growth of col-
lections in North America since the opening of  Japan in the mid-nineteenth century 
until the early twenty-�rst century.2 �e ten essays by authors from the United States, 
Canada, and Japan in this volume seek to �ll in gaps of scholarly investigation by exam-
ining perspectives related to collecting.
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2 Natsu Oyobe and A llysa B.  Pey ton

�e art museums that are discussed in these essays are varied in size and scope: from 
large museums known for strong Japanese art holdings (the Dallas Museum of Art, the 
Asian Art Museum of San Francisco, the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto, Canada, 
the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, and the Cleveland Museum of Art) and midsize 
museums of remarkably focused areas (the Indianapolis Museum of Art at New�elds, 
the Portland Art Museum, and the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, Massachuse	s) to 
university museums (the Rhode Island School of Design [RISD] Museum, and Univer-
sity of Michigan Museum of Art). In addition, the types of objects covered are diverse: 
there are Edo period (1615–1868) woodblock prints and Buddhist objects widely rec-
ognized as Japanese art’s strong contribution to global art traditions, but equal a	en-
tion is paid to lesser-known areas of ceramics, textiles, and postwar avant-garde art. �e 
contributors went into archives of museums and universities, and spoke with private 
individuals, collected personal accounts and experiences through interviews with col-
lectors, museum professionals, art dealers, and artists. Many contributors are active 
curators of  Japanese art in their museums, intimately know their collections, donor and 
collector networks, and have access to documentation accessible only by museum sta� 
members. �e dedication and passion of these curators is palpable in the essays as they 
were uncovering sales records and personal communications in object �les of yellowed 
paper folders from long ago.

�ere is a wealth of literature in the study of museum collections; however, it is o�en 
fragmentary, focusing on certain periods, highlights of a single museum’s collection, 
or celebrated collections of private individuals. �e early collection formation during 
the Meiji period (1868–1912) and the era of international exhibitions is the single most 
studied topic, because of its intercultural connection to Japonisme and the establish-
ment of major collections of  Japanese art, including the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 
and the Freer Gallery of Art at the Smithsonian.3 Monographs of masterpieces o�en 
give rich context behind a single museum’s collection formation. �ere is a plethora of 
great examples in the study of private collections, because they tend to get �nancial and 
promotional support for featured exhibitions, publications, and related programs, like 
scholarly symposia.4

Although each essay has a distinctive focus, when combined the collection of essays 
in Great Waves and Mountains: Perspectives and Discoveries in Collecting the Arts of  Japan 
aims to bring these separate pieces together. Each author was given the freedom to 
choose an understudied area for their focus, but one which was important to each muse-
um’s collection. Each study provides �rsthand, compelling evidence of collection forma-
tions by critically examining provenance, agents, circulation, and the intention behind 
the collection of art objects. Many of these in-depth studies reveal the networks of cura-
tors, scholars, and university professors who rarely get much a	ention, but who were 
nevertheless critical players behind museums’ collecting practices. At the same time, the 
authors acknowledge that those individuals behind collection formation were a part of 
the social construct of their times, operating under broader forces of racial, geopolitical, 
gender, and economic inequalities.
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When looking at the establishment of these museum collections together, overlap-
ping sources that private collectors and institutions accessed in Japan and overseas are 
revealed. In the late nineteenth century, it was Japanese antiquarian and government 
o�cial Ninagawa Noritane who had tremendous impact on Japanese ceramics collec-
tors Edward S. Morse and William Van Horne. In the early twentieth century, art dealer 
Yamanaka & Company sourced and sold Japanese artworks through their branches in 
New York, Boston, London, and other locations. In the postwar period, curator turned 
art dealer Howard Hollis and curator of  Japanese art at the Freer Gallery Harold Philip 
Stern had an in�uential voice over the collection formation of several major museums.

Another important thread we can see in the collection formation of art museums is 
how the art collecting was closely intertwined with the larger history of  Japan’s relation-
ship with the North American nations, especially the United States. �e two de�ning 
historical eras were the several decades a�er the Meiji Restoration (1868–1910) and the 
post–World War II era (1945–65). �ese times were when the allure of artistic quality 
and the economy intimately met, and many Japanese art objects were purchased and 
transported to North America. �e major collections of  Japanese art, such as those of 
Edward S. Morse, Avery Brundage, and Cleveland Museum of Art could have never 
been formed without this con�uence when large numbers of works of high artistic value 
were available for a�ordable prices. In these situations, though, accession of art objects 
occurred not only through sales but also gi� giving, which re�ected the clear power rela-
tions between the United States and Japan. In the mid-nineteenth century, the United 
States was one of the Western nations that forced Japan to terminate its isolation policy 
and open the country for trade—o�en on unequal terms. In the postwar period, the 
United States was the leading nation among the Allied forces that occupied Japan until 
1952. It continued to have great in�uence on Japan’s security and international relations 
into the 1960s.

It is also worthy to note that many essays in this volume focus or mention media of 
art that are not typically considered as representative Japanese �ne art. In fact, more 
than multicolored woodblock prints or golden screens, ceramics and textiles were sig-
ni�cant areas that were sought to provide exemplary models for art professionals and 
students in the �rst few decades of the twentieth century. Langdon Warner, who worked 
as consultant to major museums, including the Cleveland Museum of Art, mentored 
Howard Hollis and University of Michigan’s James Marshall Plumer and emphasized 
the educational value of  Japanese and Chinese art objects, especially those of metal, 
ceramic, textile, and lacquer works:

I do not have to emphasize . . . that extraordinary value of such objects to the artistic 
life of the community in such channels as art schools and the commercial designers 
of textiles, po	eries etc. �is is now so generally recognized that no art school or 
class in design is conducted without study of Oriental cra� and design—preferably 
from originals.5
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4 Natsu Oyobe and A llysa B.  Pey ton

Not only at university museums but also at city museums, many of the objects that 
entered their collections in the early part of the twentieth century were ceramics, tex-
tiles, and metalworks. In the postwar period and the Cold War era, Japanese art became 
arbiter for presenting Japan’s new status as a nation of culture, and the United States 
with an in�uential role in Asia. Acquisitions and display of  Japanese art were more 
focused on visually arresting paintings of canonical painters and painting styles as well 
as Buddhist sculptures. �e shi�ing focus of types of  Japanese art collected over the 
years becomes clearer when multiple museum collections are studied together, such as 
in this volume. In addition, this points to the fact that when museums acquired private 
collections or works into their collections, there were always clear intentions, more than 
nubilous “taste” or “fashion.”
 �e essays follow a roughly chronological trajectory, the breadth of the volume begin-
ning with the opening of  Japan to the West in the 1850s and ending beyond the Second 
World War.

�e Essays

Princess Akiko of Mikasa, professor at the Institute of  Japanese Culture, Kyoto Sangyo 
University, presents the Japanese ceramic collections at the British Museum and the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, as exemplars for how Westerners came to understand 
Japanese art in the nineteenth century. Early resources on Japan’s art and culture became 
available a�er the country opened its ports to international trade in 1854 through the 
Convention of Kanagawa. In her essay, Princess Akiko examines an important Meiji-era 
publication on Japanese ceramics, Kwan ko dzu setsu: A Textbook of  Japanese Ceramics for 
Foreign Collectors, and its strong in�uence as an authoritative voice and how that shaped 
the collecting priorities of two very di�erent collectors and their respective institutions. 
�e author gives detailed evidence of how this scholarly volume by Ninagawa Noritane 
served as a catalyst for collecting stoneware associated with the traditional chanoyu tea 
practice instead of the more popular sencha ware of the time.
 Another collector who had a larger-than-life in�uence on taste-making in relation to 
Western collections of  Japanese art was Edward Sylvester Morse. Midori Oka, associate 
director of the Mary Griggs Burke Center for Japanese Art, Columbia University, inves-
tigates the methods by which Morse built his own collections and his relationships with 
other Japanese art a�cionados. Morse’s broad historical knowledge, scienti�c approach 
to collecting, and ardent appreciation of  Japanese aesthetics led to distinct collections 
within the Peabody Essex Museum (primarily material culture) and the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston (primarily ceramics). Oka chronicles Morse’s travels and adventures, 
studies, and in�uences and how these in turn a�ected his careful research and scholar-
ship while building his collection.
 Akiko Takesue, Bishop White Commi	ee Associate Curator of  Japanese Art & Cul-
ture at the Royal Ontario Museum, tackles the sensitive topic of authenticity by taking 

Detail of Kanko zusetsu, vol. 6, no. 31, see  
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a macroscopic view of a single object from the Royal Ontario Museum’s collection. 
Takesue, formally a research fellow at the museum, wrote her dissertation on the Van 
Horne collection of  Japanese ceramics and researched the Yamagami Soju collection of 
tea utensils. �e subject of her essay is a single late seventeenth-century tea bowl �rst 
accessioned into the museum collection as a “copy” piece. Her examination includes 
not only the shi�ing appropriation of the piece, now authenticated as made by Non-
omura Ninsei, but also the complexity of contexts over time that surround objects in 
a museum collection and the people tasked with their care. �is chapter serves as an 
important reminder of the museum’s role as cultural authority and how this role in turn 
a�ects collectors and communities.

Wai Yee Chiong, associate curator of Asian art at the Rhode Island School of Design, 
Museum of Art, adds to this conceptual framework by analyzing one hundred years of 
the history of collecting. Initially founded as a teaching collection, the museum was cre-
ated to support the faculty and inspire the artistic development of the student body. 
Chiong takes us through the trajectory of the institution and its changing priorities 
through the relationships between its patrons, dealers, and community of local collec-
tors. Important acquisitions, ranging from prints to textiles to monochrome paintings, 
are highlighted throughout the chapter with special focus on pedagogical connections 
to the university and the commitment of the museum to teach directly from the object.

Jeannie Kenmotsu, the Arlene and Harold Schnitzer Curator of Asian Art, Portland 
Art Museum (PAM), presents a deeper understanding of an early gi� of  Japanese prints 
to the museum, recognized for their quality and breadth of printmaking methods and 
formats. Kenmotsu introduces the Mary Andrews Ladd Collection, around 800 dis-
tinct sheets that were given to the PAM in 1932. Primary sources, including newspapers 
and museum archives, are presented in order to give turn-of-the-century provenance 
information on this encyclopedic gi� for the �rst time. Additional evidence presented 
supplies the argument that the collection was assembled by Mrs. Ladd, and not her hus-
band, William. Kenmotsu’s essay urges us to reconsider the existing literature of early 
Western collecting, which is dominated by male collectors.

Related to this line of inquiry, Robert Mintz, deputy director of art and programs of 
the Asian Art Museum of San Francisco, takes a new look at its founding collector Avery 
Brundage, and how a contemporary context a�ects the story. In the last decade, Brund-
age has received appropriate criticism for his values and behavior that overshadow the 
acclaim he enjoyed during his lifetime. Mintz takes a critical look at these factors along 
with the presentation of Brundage’s methods of connoisseurship and business tactics 
while building an Asian art collection. Brundage considered several possible permanent 
homes for his collection, and the essay illuminates the circumstances and personalities 
that eventually led to the formation of the Asian Art Museum, San Francisco. Laid bare 
and intimately intertwined throughout the lifetime of this collector are the controver-
sies related to his role with the International Olympic Commi	ee.

Sinéad Vilbar, curator of  Japanese art at the Cleveland Museum of Art, presents an 
early history of the Cleveland Museum of Art before the arrival of Sherman Lee, the 
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6 Natsu Oyobe and A llysa B.  Pey ton

curator and later director under whose tenure many of the most famous of the museum’s 
Japanese artworks entered the collection. Vilbar explores accessions from 1915, the year 
before the museum’s opening, through just prior to Lee’s appointment to the curato-
rial department in 1952. �is deep dive into the museum’s early foundations includes 
detailed histories of the people associated with four decades of acquisitions, including 
narratives about the Cleveland cultural community and its players. �rough a narrative 
that includes descriptions of early acquisitions and gi�s, a fuller picture of the museum’s 
collection emerges.

Natsu Oyobe, curator of Asian art at the University of Michigan Museum of Art 
(UMMA), probes another aspect of collections, especially prevalent and possible at 
teaching institutions like the UMMA. Interactions between visiting artists, faculty, local 
artists, and students are not o�en explored in histories of collections. Oyobe makes tan-
gible connections between the visits of  Japanese ceramic artists during the 1950s and 
1960s to the campus and the collection objectives of the UMMA during that time. In 
particular, Oyobe explains the artistic exchanges that led to collecting unglazed wares 
(Shigaraki and Bizen) as a new collection priority. In�uences on American artists and 
students are detailed through histories of exhibitions of  Japanese ceramic art held in 
the Midwest and an exploration of the cross-pollination between global ceramic artists 
while visiting each other in their native countries.

John Tadao Teramoto, curator of Asian art at the Indianapolis Museum of Art (IMA) 
at New�elds takes yet another approach through the lens of medium, systematically 
examining the history of the IMA, New�elds, by its holdings of  Japanese paintings. 
Although the museum is one of the oldest in the United States, Teramoto examines the 
quality of its Japanese holdings and the contextual circumstances of their acquisition 
covering almost a century. �e essay highlights a major growth period beginning in the 
late twentieth century and details the major purchases that �lled in the historical gaps to 
make the IMA a major collection of seventeenth- to nineteenth-century Japanese paint-
ing. Descriptions of three Kano school painters, Kano Motonobu, Kano Eitoku, and 
Kano Sanraku, and their extraordinary masterworks clearly illustrate the signi�cance of 
the IMA’s classical Japanese painting collection.

�e �nal essay in the volume brings the reader squarely into the present, past the hor-
rors of World War II and into a globally interconnected world. Vivian Li, the Lupe Mur-
chison Curator of Contemporary Art at the Dallas Museum of Art (DMA), discusses 
postwar Japanese artists and movements and the story of their reception in the United 
States. Li posits that while exhibitions in the 1950s and 1960s featured postwar Japanese 
artists, it wasn’t until the last decade that this genre has received mainstream recogni-
tion. �e history behind the postwar Japanese collections at the DMA is a recent one, 
with major acquisitions purchased between 2009 and 2013. �is chapter expands upon 
the DMA’s relationship with collectors Cindy and Howard Rachofsky and details the 
highlights of the contemporary installation, performance, and mixed media production 
collected from this emergent �eld.

Shozo Shimamoto (1928–2013), Untitled—
Whirlpool, 1965, see �g. 10.13. 
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