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The British Museum houses 60 free galleries which are open to the public[footnoteRef:1]. Among these galleries is the Japanese exhibition which reopened in 2018 following a period of refurbishment. It is estimated that this gallery attracts 10% of visitors to the museum, which accounts to approximately 750,000 people and is one of the most comprehensive Japanese galleries in Europe[footnoteRef:2]. It has been created through the coordinated efforts of the British Museum and sponsored by the Japanese company, Mitsubishi. It is presented with the intention of educating the public about Japanese history and culture. [1:  British Museum, 2020]  [2:  Bailey, 2018] 


Gallery layout

The gallery encompasses different stages of Japanese history, including both cultural and historical artefacts. Due to this project being commissioned Mitsubishi, it has created a clear bias in those artefacts, selected for presentation. The Mitsubishi gallery was created to display modern pieces of art and culture against their ancient counterparts. This is done throughout the gallery with the exception of artefacts which are symbols of Japanese culture such as Figure 1 and Figure 3. 

[image: ]The gallery splits itself into three generalised sections, Ancient, Medieval and Modern, with the exception of the Edo period (1615-1868). This decision is likely a deliberate design choice, as the gallery has been designed to be easily placeable within a general chronology, and not to confuse the visitors by breaking down each artefact to enable a better flow. However, during the walkthrough of the gallery, there is no specific time designation for periods that are made well known. Although the chronology of the exhibition and specific time-related objects can be found within the gallery pamphlet as shown in Figure 2, it makes it difficult for visitors to chronologically orientate themselves within time, and to build up a perspective of how the culture developed and progressed forwards from simply visiting this gallery.  Moreover, the location of the gallery itself is poorly positioned within the museum as it is atop a flight of stairs, making it more disconnected from the other exhibitions within the museum. As a result of this, it discourages visitors who perhaps have only a fleeting interest in this civilisation.Figure 1: Tea house


Furthermore, the gallery emphasised Buddhism as the main religion in Japan. This was clear from the positions in which the artefacts were placed and the lack of acknowledgement of other religions and religious traditions such as Shinto[footnoteRef:3]. Although Shinto was highly influential in Japanese history, this was perhaps disregarded by the curators as their intention was to showcase a more peaceful and ideal Japan. Consequently, this provided the visitors an unrealistic and romanticised version of Japanese culture and history.  [3:  Japan Guide, 2010] 

[image: ]Figure 2: Map of Japanese exhibition

Enticing visitors

Many of the artefacts which are presented within the gallery are reflective of what is “stereotypical” Japanese artefacts such as the tea house in Figure 1 and the Samurai armour in Figure 3. The tea house is the first object one is greeted with upon walking toward the gallery, and serves to entice visitors into the gallery, as it is one of two objects that the visitors can see upon entering the gallery.


[image: ]The most charismatic object within the exhibition is the display case housing the Samurai armour and weapons as shown in Figure 3, which is housed within the central area of the exhibition. This artefact has become synonymous with Japanese culture and is the display which will immediately catch the attention of the visitors. 

The significance of this artefact became obvious, as many visitors rushed towards it bypassing the other relics. The curator seems to have been aware of this, hence the precise location of the display. The use of light on this artefact is arranged to reflect and enhance the golden adornments on the armour. With the location and lightening of this display, it makes it a grand and striking display. Moreover, the positioning of the armour in the centre of the gallery serves to draw visitors deeper into the gallery encouraging them to look upon other artefacts that might have been missed if the armour had been placed at the front of the exhibition.Figure 3: Samurai armour


							

















Rationale Confusion

[image: ]
The Japanese gallery as intended by Mitsubishi covers a large range and collection throughout the three periods of Japanese history that are shown. The strength of this gallery partly lies in the number of artefacts that encompass all aspects of society which are positioned next to modern-day cultural items. Whilst this one of the strengths of the gallery, it could also be considered a weakness. With reference to Figure 4, it is difficult to envision how Japanese culture evolved from the noble man pictured on the left to the leaf arrangement and how they developed due to the gap in the field. The noble man is a tomb figure related to the military and a funerary sphere, whilst the modern design is inspired by an ancient pot.Figure 4: Ancient and modern artefacts


In some instances, the larger objects were not juxtaposed with other non-chronological related items. The artefacts such as the tea house and the armour had their own displays, which gave prominence to them. Moreover, this decision by the curators meant that these artefacts were not to be compared to the other artefacts.

Although the displays were impressive, some of the display cases suffered from inadequate labelling. This is evident in a display case showing the individual parts of the sword (Figures 5 and 6), which did not have individual labels. This is likely to affect visitors who are unfamiliar with Japanese culture or objects as they are unable to refer to the specific labelling for information about the object. However, this is not prominent in each case, with some being dedicated solely to one artefact as shown in Figure 7. It is possible that leaving the labels out, combined with the use of space within the gallery may have been a decision by the staff to adhere more closely to the minimalist Japanese aesthetic to further immerse the general public in the culture. The labels were positioned to the bottom of the display cases and referred to the objects within the display cases by description. Due to the lack of numbering, it can be confusing in some instance as to which specific artefact each label pertains to, which could potentially confuse the visitors. However, the object placement and arrangement within display cases are clear and well-lit to serve visitors.










 Figure 6: Sword Labels
Figure 5: Sword Parts
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Figure 7: Buddhist Artefact



The intention and bias of positioning these artefacts, serve to act as a promotion for Japan and Japanese culture, such as the tea house and armour which are popular aspects of the culture. The specific placement of objects within the gallery are intended to draw visitors deeper into the gallery and immerse them within the Japanese culture. The story that the curator is attempting to tell is influenced by the bias from Mitsubishi, as there is a lack of additional religious artefacts within the gallery. Perhaps, it is to present a peaceful and idealised self that Mitsubishi wish to showcase to the public. This influence and the construction of the gallery in this manner could tie into the upcoming 2020 Olympic games in Japan to subtly serve in the interest of boosting tourism to the country.
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Appendix 
Figure 1: Japanese tea house [Image] Ben Andrews, 2020
Figure 2: back of pamphlet for Japanese gallery [image] The trustees of the British Museum, 2020
Figure 3: Samurai armour [Image] Ben Andrews, 2020 
Figure 4: Ancient and Modern artefacts [image] Ben Andrews, 2020 
Figure 5: Samurai swords [image] Ben Andrews, 2020
Figure 6: Sword parts [Image] Ben Andrews, 2020
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