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Panel 2: Japan-related Object Collections in Western Countries
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Hans Bjarne THOMSEN  

1.  Introduction
In Switzerland where I teach, the problems of information management has become paramount 

within a number of fields, including that of art history. I would like to discuss some of these 

problems by looking at the collections of East Asian art stored in Swiss institutions.

During my lifetime of studies in the universities and museums, there have been radical 

changes in the way that information is stored, used, and displayed. And the rate of change has 

clearly gathered speed during the last decade, in an acceleration that seems at times to gather speed 

with each coming year.

In terms of teaching art history, we have gone from photographs pasted on cardboard – 

the way I was taught at Princeton University – to slides, and then to PowerPoint, Keynote, and 

other digital media. Now it is not uncommon to embed videos and Internet links into a classroom 

presentation: something that would have been unimaginable a few years ago. In terms of publishing 

art history, the possibilities now include Internet publications and E-Books with imbedded links 

to homepages, JSTOR articles, and images of objects in museum collections. Finally, in terms of 

museum management we have seen information storage progress from typewritten and handwritten 

notes on index cards to digital data stored on software that allows sharing of information across the 

globe. Moreover, in terms of the way that data is displayed within the museum – and on the museum 

homepage – we have seen a revolution of change, again reflecting the influences of multimedia and 

Internet technologies.

All these changes create important challenges for the researcher and teacher. Clearly, one 

key goal of the professional is to learn the tools of the trade, so that individuals can access and pass 

on information within his or her discipline. But at times the tools take the center stage and the 

effort and – indeed – necessity of learning new tools become the central focus of our endeavors. 

At the same time, the works of art themselves, that is, the actual physical objects of art, remain 

comfortably placed on storage shelves in museums. The radical changes in our discipline have, it 

seems, passed them by and there have been no real change in their daily situation – quite different 

from the researchers’ race to catch up with the latest innovations. We have here a clear contrast 

between radical change and static continuity.

How then do we deal with this situation? How do we organize and organize and disseminate 

human knowledge in the field of art history? We clearly have to find a balance between the 

necessary knowledge of the tools of our trade and the important knowledge of actual objects of our 

discipline. And just as we cannot allow a divorce between the two, we also cannot focus exclusively 

on one and ignore the other. Nor can we remain within small closed communities of knowledge, but 

must realize that through these new technologies we are now forced to look into the wider world. 

Whether we like it or not, we are now all hooked up to the world wide web of connections, and our 
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research and teaching must necessarily reflect this newfound diversity. In short, almost without our 

noticing it, our research and teaching have taken on complex, global connections.

In the analysis of individual art objects the field has also become increasingly complex. When 

I started my studies, much of the academic articles in East Asian art history dealt with question 

of style, artistic lineages, and the reading of documents. When looking at articles written in the 

last years, we now have a range of other issues, such as interdisciplinary research, theoretical 

approaches, and multimedia. I am not saying that the earlier concerns are not important – as they 

clearly are, – nor am I saying that the latter concerns do not contribute to our understanding – as 

they often give art historical research depth and relevance. I am saying that even in the study of 

individual objects there has been a movement toward a more complex and inclusive understanding. 

The objects no longer exist in neatly compact packages, but within a complex network of global 

connections.
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I would like today to discuss a case study of complexity in knowledge processing, by taking an 

example within my discipline of East Asian art history. I would specifically like to look at a project 

conducted at the University of Zurich that will cast light on the new forms of information processing 

that we are experiencing within East Asian art history.

This is a project that was started in 2008 and centers on the archival research of Swiss 

museum collections of East Asian art. It is entitled the Swiss Zaigai Hihō project in a reference to 

the pioneering research by Shimada Shūjirō by the same title, the first work that made a complex 

cross-cultural survey of Japanese objects in a network of Western institutions. The Swiss version 

looks at the East Asian art objects in various Swiss museums and private collections in order to 

create an overview of the complex connections and relations between Switzerland and the cultures 

of East Asia.

Through the research of the archival collections it has been possible to study the mechanisms 

by which East Asian objects made the journey from the East to the West. The focus here will not 

be on individual objects and not on individual institutions or individuals, but to examine the many 

complex ways in which the histories of East Asian cultures interacted with those of a central 

European culture of Switzerland.

It is my belief that by focusing too narrowly on individual objects, much of the histories of the 

relations, including the individual motivations, the personal relationships, and the complex contexts 

of the cross-cultural connections are in the danger of being lost. To understand the cultural transfer 

more fully, it is necessary to examine the points of production and the eventual acquisition by Swiss 

museums, as well as the many points along the way. This would also include an examination of the 

many people along the way who played a part in the process, for example, the producer, the dealer, 

the collector, and curator, all these and more influenced the way that the objects traveled and arrived 

at their final destination.

The aim, in short, is to rediscover the histories of contact between Switzerland and East Asia, 

through the objects, the people that brought them here, and their many connections. In short, the 

purpose is to make the objects speak of a forgotten past.

One recent theoretical development with relevance for this project is that of entangled 

histories or histoire croisé, that is, of studying the history of the transfer of information and 

materials on an inter-cultural basis. A key aspect of these studies is the effort to do away with 

the traditional dichotomies of power relations and to see the relationships as a complex and 
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ever-changing mixture of cross-cultural contacts. Cultural transfer and transfer analysis have also 

become important themes for intellectual inquiry and have influenced the discussion of trans-

national histories.

The objects of the Swiss museums are also studied within these contexts and take part in the 

idea of the entangled connections between cultures. Through our archival research, we hope that 

the objects will help to shed light on the workings of the trans-national cultural transfers that took 

place on a variety of levels and contexts.

In short, the work done in Switzerland can be seen as a case study of how to process, analyze, 

store, and disseminate data found in multiple locations and in numerous contexts. It is a process of 

finding connections through the study in multiple disciplines, not only art history, but also those of 

anthropology, history, religious studies, economics, diplomacy, and the study of science. Through the 

complexity of the project we hope to place individual objects within Swiss collections within a wider 

network of connections, spanning the globe.

3.  Switzerland as a unique site
First, in order to understand the types of information and objects found in Switzerland, it would 

necessary to understand some of the special characteristics of the country. Prior to arriving in 

Switzerland to take up my present position, I had taught at the University of Chicago, where I was 

closely involved in researching and curating at the Art Institute of Chicago, the Field Museum, and 

the Smart Museum of Art over several years. Upon arrival in Switzerland, I intended to work in a 

similar way with the collections here, namely through large institutions and their sizable holdings 

of East Asian art. And I did not think that there would be many collections here, maybe four or five; 

after all, Switzerland is a small country. Much to my surprise the number and size of the collections 

grew, and the project now registers fifty-two public institutions, in addition to the private collections. 

The situation in Switzerland is clearly very different than that in Chicago and this surely calls for 

different strategies. But what is it that makes Switzerland a country with many collections of East 

Asian art?

Switzerland is an old country with a 700-year-old history as an independent nation, and as a 

federation of various Kantons that create a forum for its special form of democracy. When looking 

at the map, we see that it is indeed a small country – about the size of the island of Kyushu – and 

one that it is landlocked; there are no Swiss harbors to transport one to locations around the world. 

But although the country is isolated like an island in the middle of Europe, it is also located on the 

main trade routes and has vital connections to the rest to Europe. A key to Swiss independence 

and wealth is its position on these major overland trade routes that connect Middle and Northern 

Europe with Italy and the south. It is a culture that values its independence while keeping close 

contact with the outer world; a combination that leads to both openness and isolation, and both are 

very much part of the Swiss mentality today.

As we all know, there are many mountains, and the country has correspondingly few natural 

resources. The Swiss have had to rely on trade, ingenuity, and technical innovation – and this was 

the case, for example, with Swiss textiles or with watch manufacture, a field in which they are still 

leading. Perhaps here is a point they share with East Asian cultures, such as Japan.

Switzerland has four official languages and people come from various cultures and 

backgrounds. Political decisions have traditionally been made on agreement, and one group 

cannot simply decide on its own: the Swiss share a culture of compromise and consensus. The 

knowledge of languages and other cultures, the sense of having to understand other viewpoints and 
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backgrounds: all these help in education, in commerce, and in making contacts with the outer world.

As mentioned earlier, there are no ports and no points of direct contact with East Asia, except 

of course for later in the 20th century with the advent of the airplane. Although Switzerland is a 

landlocked nation, it was also a nation that was used to traveling via the major trading routes and 

through these transportation hubs Swiss travelers and merchants crossed the globe in their search 

of new cultures, peoples, and markets. They also arrived early to East Asia, where we have records 

of Swiss members of the Dutch East India Company (VOC or Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie) 

in the seventeenth century and we know that many travelers and merchants arrived with the 

opening of Japan in the 1850’s. Collections in Swiss institutions are typically one of two types: they 

were either formed by these adventurous Swiss individuals that went out into the world and brought 

back objects, or they were collections that had already been formed elsewhere and later came to 

Switzerland.

Looking at the second category, another aspect of Switzerland becomes important. Fortunately 

for the Swiss, there have been very few armed conflicts within the country during the last centuries. 

The last interior conflict took place in 1820 and this was a farmers’ uprising, in which 120 people 

died. Since then there have been no larger conflicts, and – as we all know – Switzerland escaped 

the ghastly disasters of the first and second world wars. This is highly significant, since as wars 

raged in other parts of Europe, people, money and objects would stream into Switzerland. It is a 

curious historical fact, but at times when misery existed elsewhere, Switzerland would experience 

expansion and prosperity. When going around and looking at the magnificent architectural structures 

in Zurich, for example, it is not unusual to find them financed and constructed during the world war 

years. During the wars, Switzerland became a center, not only of finances, but also of culture and 

became a place of refuge for many leading European intellectuals and artists came here, such as 

Thomas Mann, James Joyce, Lenin, Trotsky, Kafka, and many others.

And just as people escaped to Switzerland and brought along their money and valuable, so 

they brought their collections of East Asian art. And very often, these objects were then donated to 

heir local museum after the death of the individual (as per Swiss custom) where there they would be 

placed in dusty storage areas. The proliferation of East Asian objects is also indebted to the Swiss 

tradition of donating objects to museums: a tradition that is, to this day today, also dictated by law.

4.  Case Studies
What happened with these objects in Swiss collections? For most of the last century: very little. And 

as a result, the complex connections and information from the past have been neglected or lost. The 

challenge is to make the many – now largely forgotten – objects in the storage of the museums and 

collections speak to us, of having them tell us of their lost connections.

The objects occupy a large range of types, formats and media and together speak eloquently 

of an intense Swiss engagement with international connections on different levels. Looking at a few 

examples, I will describe a small selection of Swiss collections, categorized by the agendas of the 

collections. By doing so, it will be possible to see the wide range of objects collected, as well as the 

range of agendas that formed the collections:

4-1) Teaching cultures
Teaching other cultures was a vital concern for 19th century Switzerland, just as in other 

contemporary European cultures. A good example here would be the Ethnological Museum 

of Burgdorf. Burgdorf is a small city, mostly known for its cheese production and traditions in 
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educations; this was the place that the great educational reformer Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-
1827) spent active years teaching. The teaching tradition continued strong into the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century; one aspect of this can be seen in the collection of the much-travelled 

Heinrich Schiffmann (1872-1904), a son of the local cheese empire, who donated his collection to the 

local high school (Gymnasium) where a museum was established in his name. This collection grew 

to over 4,000 objects, including a large number of objects from East Asia. The objects were carefully 

collected and conserved and new objects were bought in an effort to teach the students about yet 

other cultures. The students also took part in curating the exhibitions and had a lively interaction 

with the objects.

4-2) An artist and his inspiration
Another type of collections can be seen in the collection of artists. Here I would like to raise the 

example of Hans Sturzenegger (1875-1943), a leading Swiss painter of the twentieth century. His 

collection, presently housed in the Museum zu Allerheiligen in the city of Schaffhausen, show 

an intensive engagement with Japanese woodblock prints, and the artist continually sketched 

and copied themes and compositions from Japanese prints and incorporated them into his own 

compositions. He was active as a portrait painter and landscape painter and he claimed to have 

picked up ideas for portrait paintings from Utamaro prints and ideas for landscape paintings from 

Hokusai and Hiroshige prints.

4-3) Specialized collections
This is perhaps one of the oldest and best-known types of collecting, that of collectors single-

mindedly gathering one type of objects. These groups of objects can be seen in specialized museums, 

such as the ceramics in Ariana Museum in Geneva, the Japanese woodblock prints in the Print 

Cabinet of Geneva, the famous bamboo collection of Hans Spörri (a very large collection that included 

objects made of bamboo, objects made to look like bamboo, and paintings of bamboo) and the netsuke 

collection to be shown next year in the Historical and Ethnological Museum of St Gallen. The latter 

collection was gathered by a Swiss businessman during the forty years he lived in Japan. Just as in 

a recent bestseller that recounted the vicissitudes of a certain Austrian netsuke collection, these 

objects went through three generations and numerous changes before ending up in Switzerland.

4-4) Collections formed by merchants and manufacturers
Switzerland has been famous for textile production from since the middle ages and three centers of 

textile production were especially important during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: Basel, 

Zurich, and St Gallen. Each of these centers specialized in their own type of textile production 

and formed organizations and guilds to strengthen their positions vis-à-vis outside competitors. 

These centers were also active study centers and schools were established in order to train new 

generations of workers. As new ideas and inspirations were important for the manufacturers – and 

also finding new markets for their objects – the manufacturers sent out agents to various parts of 

Asia, including, starting in the mid-19th century, Japan and China. Rudolf Lindau (1829-1910) was for 

example sent to China and Japan in order to purchase samples of textiles and many others followed. 

The Textile Museum in St. Gallen, among others, holds a sizable collection of East Asian textiles, 

numbering over one thousand objects as well as hundreds of katagami and Japanese woodblock 

prints. These objects were actively used in teaching and traces can be seen in the designs of Swiss 

textiles. With the decline of the textile markets and the closing of specialized schools, the textiles 
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and other objects were transferred to local museums, where large collections are presently located. 

As a result, collections of exotic textiles that were originally intended for the promotion of thriving 

Swiss textile producers have now become objects of art in textile museums.

4-5) Inspirations for architecture and interior decoration
Collections of East Asian objects were also gathered by noted Swiss architectural firms, active in the 

late nineteenth century. An example would be the remarkable Villa Patumbah, which was built by 

the firm of Chiodera and Tschudy between 1883 and 1885 on the outskirts of Zurich. This villa was 

built for Karl Grob (1823-93) who had made his fortune in Sumatra as a tobacco manufacturer. He 

had the house built in contemporary fashionable style with numerous exotic elements, and included 

a remarkable “Japanese room” in the innermost, private section of the house. Here the architects 

had their painters create a wide range of designs, all relating at some level to East Asia. Particularly 

interesting are the calligraphy panels that all relate to actual prints and material objects brought 

from East Asia, that likely were in the collection of the architects and their staff of painters.

4-6) Religious proselytization
Finally, Swiss missionary groups such as the Basler Mission were actively involved in overseas 

stations where they sent their missionaries. In addition to their typical missionary work, these 

agents would buy and collect local objects that they would then send back to their headquarters in 

Basel. The objects were used to teach the Swiss about the missionary activities in other countries, 

and also about the customs and arts of other parts of the world, and were displayed in travelling 

exhibitions as well as museum exhibits. Fundraising was of course a key object of these exhibitions, 

as was the need to demonstrate the necessity of sending missionaries to their work in various 

cultures. After the Basler Mission stopped most of their activities, the objects were transferred to 

the Museum of Cultures in Basel, where they are now housed in storage in very large numbers. 

Particularly interesting are the objects with emphasis on religious themes and the collections from 

ethnic minorities, with whom the missionaries traditionally held close connections.

5.  Processing and disseminating information
How is it possible to organize such varied material from vastly different collections and contexts? 

Just as there was more than one mechanism by which the objects came into the country, and more 

than one agenda in collecting, so there cannot be just one way of disseminating the materials to a 

wider audience.

Key to the Swiss Zaigai Hihō project is the integration of students, from the BA level to 

the PhD students. Over sixty have taken part in the project and are actively involved in teaching 

and research projects. A key aspect for these students is to learn through participation. Every 

semester new classes and seminars are featured that give the students the chance to work with 

specific collections and museums. Several students from the program are now employed with Swiss 

museums are actively working with their collections.

Through this work force and through the generous funding from firms, foundations and other 

sources, the program has been able to expand in various directions. Here are a just a few ways that 

the information has been disseminated to the wider public.
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This is our main portal for the project that features information on the project, on the museums, 
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and on their collections. Much of the research material, including provenances and other metadata 

on the objects are posted here. The plan is to transform this site into a platform where museums 

and scholars can locate work within Swiss collections, by exchanging information and creating ties 

between Swiss institutions.

5-2) Sumiyoshi Project – projects around individual objects.
There are also sites for extraordinary topics such as the Sumiyoshi Project that has been created in 

collaboration with Professor Satomi Yamamoto of the Kyoritsu Women’s University of Tokyo. The 

purpose is to examine the narrative art genre of the Nara ehon and to gain familiarity in reading and 

translating Japanese art-related texts. The project is also an exercise in the study of word and image 

relationships, in the important ways that images of the picture book relate to the written text.

The site focuses on the Sumiyoshi no honji in the Smith-Lesouëf Collection of the Bibliothèque 

nationale de France. The three-volume work, a small part of the famous collection of Asian works 

collected by the French scholar Auguste Lesouëf (1829-1906), has recently gained international 

attention. The students are learning about the text and its related problems by actively reading and 

translating the story of Hikohohodemi no Mikoto, a narrative that has had important repercussions 

for the understanding of Japanese national identity. All the work is posted on the publically accessible 

website, including the translations by the students.

5-3) Books and E-Books
Currently books are being edited on various aspects of the project and on Swiss collections, in press 

at the moment are a conference volume and a compendium of Korean art collections in Switzerland. 

Starting next year, the production of E-Books will be commenced thanks to a grant from the 

university; these publications will be shorter in length and will focus on specific collections and 

themes, all with origins in the project. As there are tens of thousands of East Asian objects in Swiss 

collections, publishing sections piecemeal is the only realistic solution. With the E-Books, we have 

the possibility of actively involving advanced students and giving them the opportunity to publish 

their own work under the supervision of professionals.

5-4) Symposia
Key in dissemination of information on the project, are the yearly symposia on topics related to the 

exchange of art between East and West. The rubric of the symposium is one of the best ways to 

present up-to-date research to the scholarly and wider public, and it is also an excellent way to make 

contacts across disciplines and to receive new ideas from other professionals. Key in the symposia 

this year was the one held in March in which were joined by scholars from the National Museum of 

Japanese History, Kyoritsu Women’s University, and the University of Tokyo.

5-5) Exhibitions
The collaboration with museums has been key to our project. In fact, the cross-institutional 

collaboration has been vital in the processing of the data. Museums all have their own database 

program – and in Switzerland it is often the software MuseumPlus – and as it makes no sense 

to duplicate work, both institutions have been trying to find ways in which they can conduct 

collaborative archival research. Many important objects have been discovered as a result of the 

research and several of museums have decided to exhibit during 2014, which marks the 150th 

anniversary of diplomatic relations between Switzerland and Japan. The project is presently 
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involved with numerous exhibitions across Switzerland, which promises to make the year, not only 

extraordinarily busy, but also a superb opportunity to display the complex interactions between 

Switzerland and East Asia in a very public way.

5-6) Student sites
In order to raise consciousness and funds for museum projects, the students have been active on 

their own in creating support sites. For example, the site for the Ethnographic Museum of Burgdorf, 

which feature sites in different languages and updated news on the project. Typical of the students’ 

knowledge of modern forms of information transfer, the site features links to Facebook, Twitter, and 

other communication technologies.

5-7) Collaborative research with other institutions
This project and others like it can only function through collaborative research. We have had 

the fortune to develop research collaborations with a number of institutions in Japan, including 

the National Museum of Japanese History, The Ritsumeikan University, and Kyoritsu Women’s 

University. In this complex project with its many connections and academic disciplines, the only way 

to create meaningful research is through working closely with other scholars and institutions.

6.  Conclusions
In this presentation an attempt has been made to describe the situation in Switzerland, where 

the problems of information management has become paramount within the field of art history. 

By describing some of the sizable and numerous collections of East Asian art stored in Swiss 

institutions, I hope that we have come to a better understanding of the many problems presented by 

the effort in amassing and analyzing data of very different types from a large range of institutions. 

At the same time, I have tried to present a series of partial solutions that could be used in such 

situations. The many neglected objects from East Asia existing in Swiss storage areas are speaking 

to us in a cacophony of voices – it is up to us to make sense of their many messages, and for this 

many creative solutions will be necessary and it will be necessary to learn to use many new tools of 

analysis. Yet it is my hope that the objects themselves – and their individual histories – will not get 

lost in the struggle to transfer knowledge, but that they will continue to speak with a clear voice.

(University of Zurich)


