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Cultural Clash over Kimono
MEEFERZRE CR) O3+ —2=20I154LTY,

When I lived in Nagoya I was surprised to see a sign that
said Nagoya/Boston Museum of Fine Arts. What did
Boston have to do with Nagoya? One weekend I visited
and learned it was a sister museum to the Boston
Museum of Fine Arts and accordingly had a superb
collection of Japanese and European art.

Recently there was a controversy at the Boston museum.
The art museum and NHK sponsored an event where
Americans could try on an uchikake (kimono outer coat)
that was a replica of one depicted in a Monet painting. For
Monet and artists of the late 1800s, Japan was a romantic,
exotic place. The end of Japan's era of seclusion led to a
boom in Europe called Japonism where paintings, china,
furniture and even poetry was influenced by Japan.

Young Asian-American activists protested the event for
letting non-Japanese try on the wuchikake. These critics
thought this event promoted exoticism by not including
information about the kimono or Japanese culture. They
further claimed that letting visitors try on the wuchikake
was akin to “yvellowface,” (like “blackface”) where people
pretend they were from a different culture, and that this
was insulting to Asian people.

I agree with the protestors that in America, Japanese and
other Asian cultures are poorly understood. I noticed
many times where people thought Japanese food and
Japanese people were Chinese because they didn't know
the difference! Asian people and culture are often
portrayed in movies and TV as stereotypes with crude
accents. Most discussion about race in the US is limited to
black and white, so the discrimination faced by Asian-
Americans isn’t well understood.

The museum decided to cancel the chance to try on the
uchikake. 1 don't see how stopping non-Japanese from
trying on a kimono at an art museum will lead to greater
understanding. I think teaching non-Japanese to wear
kimono, try tea ceremony, or write haiku helps to replace
vague stereotypes of “Asia”“ with specific knowledge
about Japanese culture. Here in Matsushima I think the
upcoming Umi no Bon festival provides a meaningful
opportunity for cultural exchange as foreigners will be
able to wear yukata while they participate in a Japanese
festival.
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