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Exhibiting Japanese Art in 1953 and Cold War Politics

SHIMURA Shoko

1953, just a year after Japan regained sovereignty following the Allied Occupation, the “Exhibition of
Japanese Painting and Sculpture” (Nihon Kobijutsu Tenrankai) traveled to five prominent American museums,
including the National Gallery of Art in Washington D.C., the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, the
Seattle Art Museum, the Art Institute of Chicago, and the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. This was a major, high-
quality international exhibition that included sixty-nine national treasures and important cultural properties
out of the ninety-one total exhibited works. The Commission for Protection of Cultural Properties of Japan, an
external bureau of the Department of Education, sponsored the exhibition in conjunction with the five hosting
museums, and evidence suggests that discussions of plans for such an exhibition were already underway as early
as 1949. This essay argues that the deployment of the exhibition as a symbol of good will between nations and its
favorable reception in the United States, particularly the critical distinction American reviewers made between
Japanese art and Chinese art, reveals an important aspect of U.S.-Japan Cold War diplomatic relations and efforts

to contain communism.

Keywords: Exhibition of Japanese Painting and Sculpture in 1953, Cold War, Cultural Exchange Between Japan
and the U.S., Public Diplomacy
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