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Archaeological Investigations by Viscount Abe Masakoto and
Prince Nijo Motohiro in the Meiji period of Japan

by

HIRATA Takashi

This article clarifies the historical significance of archaeological
investigations by members of the peerage, the ennobled privileged class of
the Meiji period, and the role their investigations played in the spread of the
then-new field of archaeology in Japanese society.

Tsuboi Shogord, who was promoted archaeological studies at Tokyo
Imperial University from the Meiji Period through the early Taisho Period,
made public the results of his research through many media. He thought
that relations with members of the peerage who were well versed in
archaeology were one method of diffusing his conception of “Anthropology”
(which would include present-day Archaeology, Anthropology and
Ethnology). Viscount Abe Masakoto (1860-1925) and Prince Nijo Motohiro
(1859-1928) in particular were members of the peerage who were positively
involved with archaeological studies.

The attitudes Viscount Abe and Prince Nijo toward archaeological studies
varied greatly. However, what they had in common was great wealth that
they used to provide monetary support for the excavations of Tsuboi and
other archaeologists, and the building of private museums within the
grounds of their residences. They were also appointed to honorary posts in
the Anthropological Society of Tokyo and the like.

Viscount Abe, who had started to interact with Tsuboi in 1887, thoroughly
surveyed and excavated Stone-age sites centering on Azabu Ward (present-
day Minato Ward), where his residence was located, as well as others in the
Tokyo and Saitama areas. He discovered 68 Stone-age sites and 23 more
dated to the Kofun period. He made site maps based on his investigations,
and these achievements set the precedents for today’s archaeology.

Prince Nijo, on the other hand, became interested in archaeology from
around 1899. He actively purchased archaeological artifacts that had high
artistic value such as intact pottery or dotaku (bronze bells). This huge
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collection was housed in his private museum, known as the Dodabo
Chinretsukan. Prince Nijo also invited Tsuboi to give lectures on
archaeology at the Peers’ Club from 1902 to 1905. He organized the Kazoku
Jinrui Gakkai (Peer’s Anthropological Society) along with four other
members of the peerage and participated actively in the society.

Tsuboi provided the latest knowledge of archaeology to the peers and
gave some suggestions in the other areas such as political activities. Thus
archaeology came to be seen as part of the basic education of members of
the peerage through the network of the Kazoku Jinrui Gakkai or political
parties associated with the peerage. Recognition of the social usefulness of
archaeology was diffused widely due to the social impact that was allotted to
the privileged class of the peerage.
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