


The Samurai You Never Knew
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Exhibition concept
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Exhibition structure and messages
The exhibition had three broad sections, according to
three broad characterisations of the samurai: as warrior
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samural men served as

government bureaucrats

who also engaged
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ctencgivelv in u-.lTl[':T Fig 1 Woman s dressing set 1750- 1800 apan. Wood
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natrons, writers, scholars, - -
pocts and pamnters;
5. In the 1890s, after the status
perceptions of Japan as a martial country;
[his “bushidd’ was co-opted during Japan's period of colonial expansion and militan
gyression culminating in defeat in WWII;
" In post-war Japan, the ideal of the samurai has been repurposed to promote new values
nd has been IO larized worldwide as an icon of !.u*.;r-
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the aspiration of the medieval warriors to the status of courtiers, as seen in the delicate

portrait of Ashikaga Yoshiteru being lent by Rekihaku (Fig. 1);

the emphasis on cultivating both cultural and military arts (Aunbw), such as painting,

formal tea preparation, né theatre, poetry and intellectual pursuits, throughout samurai
Y
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camurai men were government
sdiministrators, often with not enough

work to do;
she fact that half the samwrai oo was
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mage began early, tlready | ¢
1600s, in wmdbh:k—pﬂntcd books and
thven shicet prints;

. the fabricated nature of bushidd, m the
context of nation-building in the late
1800s and its cooptation during japan’s

WIS,
- the ubiquitous influence of samurai

imagery in postwar culrure (Fig 4! Fig. 4 Hoguchi Tetwuya 'uman of tho Duck
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| had been working vn the exiubItion
concept and reading about samurai history for
about eight years. 1 knew about the two
excellent exhibitions at Rekihaku, "3 {2324 jand' F s 7 B R L L SR L 5%
$L % 1. 1 was also aware of the innovative ways that Rekihaku presents Japanese history, and that
my predecessor at the British Museum, Timothy Clark, had been inspired by the approach when
planning the new semi-permanent displays in the Mitsubishi Corporation Japanese Galleries,
especially the modern era leading up to the Pacific Wi

1 was therefore very fortunate to be able to spend two months at Rekihaku in summer 2024
it was a wonderful time, where 1 felt like 1 was a graduate student aain' 1 benefitted from the

library, where | could research specific aspects of Edo-period bushi history, and discussing the
exhibition with the curators there. As well as viewing clothing, painting: and military equipment
1o the Rekihaku collection, 1 visited weveral museums in the Tokyo ared, 16 comsider works 1o
horrow for the exhibition. 1 travelled to Kyoto to talk with curators at ihe International Manga
Musenn in Kyvoto and scholars at Nichibunken. 1 was also able to visir 2 dealer in armour in

Kyoto, and purchased a suit of armour. tormerly belonging o the Maor G clan of Chasha,
which opened the eschibition (150 ] travelled to Kyushu also, to visit Kumamoto and
Kagoshima for the fisst tinie, exploring arpurai-relawed sites there, and gaining an undersranding
uf how the IHHWH'UI Hosokawa amd Shimazu Aane contributed to hisgorical events,

International research project

Major exhibitions at the British Museum are often based on a large research project. In o
case, we did not receive external funding, but nevertheless we wert able to carry out an
international project entitled ‘Clobal Samural involving 22 reseaiciers, thanks to the tremendons
support and energy of Prof, Oleg Benesch at the University of York. Prof. Benesch has published

his doctorad rescarch on the history of bushids - how it developed within a search for identity

Juring Japan's modernization in the late nineteenth century and was strongly influenced by
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Nichibunken in November 2026, to solicit contributions from more researchers in Japan. j
There is a book accompanying the exhibition (not a catalogue, as it has continuous prose),

which Prof. Benesch has co-wrirt H wing his ¢ cxpertise on this t'iliit;‘:' ded aspect of sarmurai
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In closing. | would like to express my thanks to Nishitani-kanch ' i TS CUNs =

Rekihaku who helped me dunng my stay and Have sice < PR g —— :
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