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From Bussan-e to Exposition
—Tracking Japanese Pre-museum Era and its Early Days

KANAYAMA Yoshiaki

Bussan-e, in Edo period, was a group of highbrows who brought their collections for
the purpose of searching medicines. Other than medicines, natural things such as animals,
plants and minerals, including strange and curious pieces, were accepted as “anonymous
extraneous items”, and gradually people became interested in finding out the identity of
such unknown materials. At Bussan-e, those “anonymous extraneous items” are first
categorized as Zatsu-no-bu (miscellaneous category), then the categorization was added and
updated to fulfill those newly introduced items, which was the recombination of knowledge
and of the “material world”. In 1871 (Meiji 4th), the category Zatsu-no-bu was still used in
Daigaku Nanko, leftover of the Bussan-e of previous period.

However, after Japanese government attended the Vienna International Exposition in
1873 (Meiji 6th), resident Tsunetami Sano considered Expo as the same sense as museums,
reported that the role of the Japanese museum should be the social mechanism which
encourages new industries to modernize the country. Therefore, the categorization of the
Yamasita-mon-nai museum of the Home Ministry changed, focusing on items beneficial for
the encouragement of the new industries, which means the extinguishment of the Zatsu-no-
bu.

Thus, Bussan-e in Edo period which was backed up by the curiosity and the spirit of
inquiry among items in Meiji period integrated into the museums as the national project
by the government’s intention, which aimed to build a modernized country. The role of the
museums became the mechanism for the education of common people, here we see an aspect

of the early days of the museums in Japan.



