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A distant journey
Dutch traders visit the Shôgun of Japan

In 1609, the Dutch community living at the trading post in Hirado paid their first visit to the imperial court of Japan. The first expedition from the island of Deshima to Edo - the city of Tokyo today - took place in 1641. The Dutch commander was expected to pay his respects at court each year in order to maintain the trade monopoly. The shoguns, who were military dictators, deigned to receive these visitors providing they arrived bearing rare and costly gifts, according to the `Wishes of His Imperial Majesty'. 

Above all, they favoured scientific instruments, horses and hounds, elephants and ca​mels. Such gifts from foreign shores not only enhanced their status but were also believed to bring good fortune. And for their pains the Dutch received gifts from the shoguns in return.

The journey to Edo covered approximately 1500 kilometres and took about a month to complete. Along the way, local dignitaries would entertain the colourful travellers. These encounters with a foreign culture made a tremendous impression on the Japanese, inspiring some of them to adopt the Dutch style of dress, furnish their homes in the Dutch fashion and even assume Dutch names. The mayor of Shimonoseki, for instance, after a memorable visit, changed his name to Van den Berg. The Japanese were also amazed at their guests' penetrating body odour. A popular verse at the time observed that "When the Dutch travel to the shogun's court, they are attended by swarms of flies".

The travellers spent many of their evenings in the company of Japanese intellectuals, who were eager to learn from the Westerners. Physicians stationed at the trading post were especially sought after. P.F. von Sieboldt (1796-1866), for instance, an eminent naturalist and physician to King William I, accompanied the party in 1826 and played an important role in this exchange of infornation. The last journey to the imperial court took place in about 1860, around the time that Japan opened its borders.

Journey to the Imperial Court is an exhibition of art, miscellanous objects, including some of the gifts the shoguns presented to the Dutch, and Japanese documentary prints. It shows how these annual expeditions helped to shape the way the two nations perceive one another.

