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This exhibition explores British royal encounters
with Japan over a period of 350 years.

From samurai armour sent to James I in
1613, to a Coronation gift for HM The Queen
in 1953, Japanese treasures have reached the

British Court through trade, travel and treaties.

Each object on display reflects materials
and techniques particular to Japan. Uniquely,
many were commissioned or presented by the
Japanese Imperial Family. Together, they reveal
the ceremonial, diplomatic and artistic exchange
linking the two courts of East and West.
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From the 1630s, Japan’s military rulers (shoguns)
isolated the country from the outside world
to reduce foreign influence. For 200 years, the
Dutch were the only Europeans permitted to
trade directly with Japan. However, demand for
exotic Japanese goods remained high in Europe,
where the secrets of porcelain and lacquer
manufacture were not yet known.

Despite these restrictions, royal collectors
such as Mary II (1662-94) and George IV (1762-
1830) acquired Japanese art via Dutch and Chinese
traders, assembling some of the finest examples
in Britain. Costly imports of furniture and porcelain
became an established feature of royal interiors,
representing luxury and cosmopolitan taste.

Japanese wares were also adapted and
imitated by European artists, who freely imagined
a distant and mysterious land.
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Japan’s seclusion came to an end in the 1850s,
and the country returned to direct imperial
rule in 1868. The new Emperor Meiji (1852—
1912) encouraged rapid modernisation along
western lines.
Members of the British and Japanese

royal and imperial families soon made their
first diplomatic visits. Queen Victoria's son,

Prince Alfred, was the first royal visitor to Japan.

Imperial gifts of the highest quality — such as
swords, textiles and screen paintings — entered
the Royal Collection for the first time.

As artists began to travel between the
two nations, Japanese craftspeople displayed
metalwork and enamel at international
exhibitions with considerable success. Works
by them and by Imperial Household Artists were
choice gifts for British jubilees and coronations.
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By the early twentieth century, the royal and
imperial families of Britain and Japan enjoyed

a uniquely close relationship. The two nations
saw themselves as ‘Island Empires’ of East and
West. Exchanging honours and insignia became
an important symbol of the Anglo-Japanese
Alliance signed in 1902.

Exhibitions of Japanese art indicated a
growing interest in Britain’s new ally and more
than 8 million people visited the 1910 Japan-
British Exhibition in London. Among them was
Queen Mary, consort of King George V, who
was a devoted collector of Japanese art.

In this period, ancient rituals such as
calligraphy and incense appreciation were
maintained at the Japanese court. At the same
time, painters, printmakers and photographers
pioneered new styles combining European
and Japanese techniques.

In 1975, HM The Queen became the first
reigning monarch of the United Kingdom
to make a State Visit to Japan.

Japanese works of art today adorn the
walls of more than a dozen current and
former royal residences, as they have done
for centuries. Together they demonstrate
the vibrant artistic exchange that has long
united our two courts and cultures.
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