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ABSTRACT: This article positions Japanese acrobats as athletes—rather
than just performers—in the context of the rise of sports and athletic com-
petitions in England, arguing that displays of Japanese athleticism onstage
complicated Victorians’ sense of superiority over non-Western peoples. As
the first Japanese people with whom many Britons at home had close en-
counters, Japanese acrobatic troupes shaped Victorian perceptions of Japan.
This survey of Victorian periodicals unpacks how the Victorian reception of
Japanese acrobatic troupes in the late 1860s refracted British beliefs about
themselves in relation to the Japanese people.

KEYWORDS: Japanese acrobats, circus, popular culture, Victorian England,
periodicals

Constructing the Stage

On a frigid evening in December 1867, the audience at Curzon Exhi-
bition Hall in Birmingham, England, held their breath as a Japanese
boy ascended ladders balanced on the soles of a man’s feet. They
craned their necks to watch him perform “acrobatic evolutions,”
where the “slightest error or mischance would send him into the mid-
dle of the audience, and perhaps into eternity.”' Pubs and social halls
were covered in fliers depicting the feats performed by the Imperial
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Japanese Troupe in the weeks prior (see figure 1 for an example), but
the Birmingham Daily Post insisted that the show “defies description”
and must be seen in person before the stunts could “be fully appre-
ciated, or even believed.”?

The city was in awe as “the most astonishing troupe of athletes
and acrobats” made their Victorian debut.3 After performing at the
Cirque Napoleon in Paris, the Imperial Japanese Troupe was sched-
uled to appear at Her Majesty’s Theatre in London until a fire di-
verted their tour to Birmingham. On short notice, the city scrambled
to prepare for their arrival. The proprietors of Curzon Exhibition
Hall had just a few weeks to turn the building into a “permanent
place of amusement.”* The venue for the annual dog show was retro-
fitted with a forty-three-foot-deep stage and boarded floor to accom-
modate additional seating; now, the building could fit an audience
of three thousand.> By opening night, the renovations were still not
complete, lacking the heating system and drapery for insulation, yet
the chill did not deter the thousands who came to “see, admire, and
at the same time tremble” at the troupe’s acrobatic routines.®

I open with a brief look at Birmingham in 1867 to “let the reader
imagine—or, better still, let him go and see” what it was like to be
a Victorian at that moment—businessmen so eager they shouldered
the costly hassle of construction and theatergoers so curious they
ignored the uncomfortable conditions inside.” These Victorians—
rather than the Japanese acrobats—are the central focus of this essay.
The Victorian reception of Japanese acrobats reveals how displays of
Japanese athleticism onstage complicated Britons’ sense of superior-
ity over non-Western peoples.

Popular shows like that of Japanese acrobats were outlets
through which “the Victorians made sense of themselves and of their
role in the world.”® In the 1860s, circus spectacles, ethnographic
exhibitions, and freak shows brought many non-Western peoples—
including Indian, Chinese, and Moroccan performers—to England
for Victorians’ voyeuristic amusement, catering to the British desire
to exploit the “Other.” Sadiah Qureshi, author of Peoples on Parade,
has argued that these performances “helped to perpetuate West-
ern, usually imperial, notions of superiority through shaping, rein-
forcing, and popularizing hierarchical arrangements of the world’s
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FIGURE 1 Poster advertising the Imperial Japanese Troupe’s performance at

the Lyceum Theatre in London in 1868. “Lyceum Theatre. Risley & van Gieson’s
Imperial Japanese Troupe,” Circus Collection, Harry Ransom Center, University of
Texas at Austin, Austin, Texas.
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peoples.”? However, Qureshi’s assertion assumes a colonial, impe-
rial, or subordinate relationship between the Victorian spectator and
the non-Western performer.

Victorians’ reactions to Japanese acrobatic shows do not fit neatly
into this paradigm because Japan had a distinctive relationship with
Britain. Krystyn R. Moon notes that compared to the cemented “oth-
erness” of most non-Western nations, ideas about Japanese identity
in the mid-nineteenth century were “relatively fluid.”*° In the 1860s,
Victorians often described Japan as a “civilized” island nation, po-
sitioning Japan as a fitting analogue for Britain. Amy Matthewson
asserts that Japan functioned as not only an “Oriental Other” to
Britons but also a “distorted mirror image,” making it difficult for
Victorians to classify “Japan within established racial and national
hierarchies.”" Victorians further struggled to categorize Japan be-
cause the island nation was neither a colony like India nor a defeated
adversary like China, existing on the edge of the British Empire and
its spheres of influence."

Japanese acrobatic shows made it even more challenging for Vic-
torians to classify Japan within these existing hierarchies. Some Vic-
torians saw themselves as inferior to the Japanese when confronted
with the acrobats’ athleticism, engendering anxiety about Britain’s
place in the world order. This interpretation draws on Jane Goodall’s
research on how displays of physical prowess by “exotic” performers
made Victorians question their place on the spectrum of evolution-
ary development.’ To mitigate this uneasiness, Victorian writers con-
structed a new hierarchy based on athletic skill. In the context of the
rise of sports and athletic competitions in Britain, Japanese acrobats
were treated as athletes—rather than just performers—because, as
athletes, they could compete in the same arena as the British.

To explore the Victorian reception of Japanese acrobatic troupes,
this essay focuses on the first two companies to perform in England
between 1867 and 1870, the Matsui Gensui and Imperial Japanese
troupes. As the first Japanese people with whom many Britons at
home had close encounters, these troupes shaped Victorian percep-
tions of Japan. While the shows received extensive media attention,
these articles were dispersed across many publications and cities
in England. Frederik L. Schodyt, in his book Professor Risley and the
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Imperial Japanese Troupe, has demonstrated how to use digitized pri-
mary source databases to track the Imperial Japanese Troupe across
the globe."* Inspired by Schodt’s approach, I use newspaper data-
bases, including Gale’s Primary Sources Nineteenth Century British
Newspapers and Nineteenth Century UK Periodicals collections and
ProQuest’s British Periodicals, to bring disparate articles together
into a substantive pool for analysis.

While my access to digitized newspaper databases made this
project possible, it also limited my scope to the publications housed
within these collections. With this caveat in mind, I selected peri-
odicals that represented a range of geographical locations and so-
cioeconomic readerships. This article surveys articles, reviews, and
illustrations from national and local periodicals—including daily
newspapers and weekly or monthly magazines—and theatrical publi-
cations. As the troupes toured throughout the country, I incorporate
articles from London-based metropolitan newspapers and regional
newspapers from cities like Birmingham and Liverpool. Given the
diverse audiences at the acrobatic shows, this article draws on peri-
odicals that catered to lower- or working-, middle-, upper-middle-,
and upper-class readerships.’

The representation of the acrobats by writers and illustrators
serves as an approximation for how the reading public—and Victo-
rians at large—saw the Japanese troupes.'® These articles enable us
to ask How did the Victorians perceive the Japanese acrobats, and how did
they see themselves in relation to the Japanese people onstage? Victorian
writers’ use of the term “athlete” to describe the Japanese acrobats
and their attention to the acrobats’ displays of strength and agility
reveals their perception of the acrobats as trained athletes. By ana-
lyzing how these writers compare the abilities of Japanese athletes
to those of European and British athletes, we can better understand
how they constructed hierarchies between Britain and Japan where
the Victorians did not always come out on top.

The Curiosity Economy

Victorians anxiously awaited close encounters with Japanese peo-
ple after the end of Japan’s centuries-long isolation. While Japanese
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ambassadors, scholars, and students had traveled to England in
the early and mid-1860s, they had limited contact with the public."”
With the arrival of the Japanese acrobats, Victorians could see for
themselves “what the people of the Island Empire are like.””* Among
the freak shows, ethnographic expositions, circus productions, and
more, Japanese acrobatic performances stood out as “one of the
most singular exhibitions ever offered to the curiosity of the British
public.

The troupes made a large splash because Europe had little to no

»1g

contact with Japan from the seventeenth to mid-nineteenth centu-
ries. The Tokugawa government had enforced a policy of national
seclusion that prohibited most Westerners—except Dutch traders
who had business relationships with the Japanese—from entering
the country. This period of isolation ended in 1853 with the arrival of
Commodore Matthew Perry and his US naval squadron.*® The Con-
vention of Kanagawa of 1854 between Japan and the United States
officially reopened the country. Later that year, Britain negotiated
the Anglo-Japanese Friendship Treaty, which opened Japanese ports
to British vessels. In 1858, the Anglo-Japanese Treaty of Amity and
Commerce established formal trade relations and enabled Britons to
travel to Japan.*

Victorians knew little about Japan before its opening. Much of
their existing information came from European traders and Catholic
missionaries who visited Japan and wrote about their experiences.*?
Engelbert Kaempfer, a German naturalist and explorer who traveled
to Japan in the late 1600s, wrote The History of Japan Together with a
Description of the Kingdom of Siam 1690-1692, a foundational source of
knowledge about Japan. Kaempfer’s book established ideas about
the Japanese, particularly that Japan was distinct from and “supe-
rior” to China, that were carried into the nineteenth century.?

The British public was hungry to learn more about the isolated
archipelago. New information came from Japanese goods, art, and
sparse diplomatic reports. The commercial treaty allowed consumer
products—including ceramics, tea trays, fans, and lacquerware—to
be imported to Britain.** Victorians were treated to many exhibitions
of Japanese prints and paintings.? The newly established American
and British diplomats in Japan also sent back their accounts of the
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country, but this correspondence was limited. To meet the growing
demand for new materials from the reading public, publishers re-
printed older tomes like Kaempfer’s and issued new compilations of
previous books.2°

Capitalizing on the public’s excitement, newspaper writers also
turned their pens to Japan.* Articles emphasized Japan’s air of mys-
tery with words like “strange,” “singular,” and “extraordinary.”*® In
the absence of new information, writers relied on older sources. Ac-
cording to Toshio Yokoyama, author of fapan in the Victorian Mind,
it “did not matter what piece of information, however old, was cho-
sen for articles about Japan so long as it satisfied the curiosity of
the reading public.”® Authors reiterated Kaempfer’s conception of
Japan as “superior” to other non-Western countries but still ranked
Japan as “inferior” to Britain.3° Victorians believed themselves to be
the pinnacle of human achievement.?' They thought no people, in-
cluding the Japanese, could reach their level of civilized progress.3*
However, the arrival of the acrobats would complicate Victorians’
ability to rank Japan as “inferior” to Britain.

While Japan opened in 1854, it was not until 1866 that the gov-
ernment allowed its people to venture abroad. The Convention of
Edo enabled Japanese citizens to travel to foreign countries for the
purpose of study or trade; those employed by foreigners could ob-
tain passports to work abroad. Rather than businessmen or mer-
chants, acrobats and jugglers were the first to take advantage of this
opportunity. Because of the conditions placed on foreign employ-
ment, most groups that secured permission to travel were established
by American or European managers. The first passports were issued
to the performers who would form the Matsui Gensui and Imperial
Japanese troupes.33

The Matsui Gensui troupe was the first to reach England in Feb-
ruary 1867. The company consisted of twelve members from three
families, each famous for a different performing art: the Matsuos’
top-spinning, the Yanagawas’ butterfly trick, and the Yamamotos’
acrobatic stunts. Named for its Japanese leader, Matsui Gensui, the
troupe was organized by two British men, William Grant and E.
Prior.3* Thanks to Sir Harry Parkes, British minister to Japan, Grant
and Prior secured two-year passports for the company.®> As the first
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Japanese performers to reach England, they were welcomed by the
Victorian public with eager anticipation.

In the era of the curiosity economy, the Matsui Gensui troupe
captured widespread attention. The company performed at various
venues, from music halls to theaters to castles, and attracted diverse
audiences. Music halls were unique sites of social mixing between
socioeconomic classes.3® With tickets priced at five, three, and two
shillings, the working class and lower-middle class could afford to
see the troupe perform.3” Members of the middle class and even the
“‘upper ten thousand’” were also among the showgoers.3® In April
1867, the Matsui Gensui troupe performed at Marlborough House,
the primary residence of Edward, Prince of Wales, as a part of the
birthday celebration for his father-in-law, the King of Denmark.39 The
Morning Post reported the show “drew forth expressions of approval”
from the royals.#® The group was so successful that they were later
invited to Windsor Castle by Queen Victoria to perform at Princess
Beatrice’s birthday party.*

Almost eight months after the Matsui Gensui troupe entertained
the monarch’s family, the Imperial Japanese Troupe arrived in En-
gland in December 1867. This company was founded by Richard Ris-
ley Carlisle, an American gymnast and circus manager best known as
“Professor Risley.” Like the Gensui troupe, this group was composed
of eighteen performers from different families: the Hamikari, Sum-
idagawa, and Matsui families, known for juggling and acrobatics.**
The troupe traveled through the United States and stopped in Paris
before reaching England. News of this company from across the
ocean and the channel generated much excitement.

Victorians flocked to see these troupes to not only marvel at their
skills and feats but also get a firsthand look at a secluded people.
Audiences were willing to “pay a shilling to stare at them, apart from
their talent as jugglers and acrobats.”® As Richard D. Altick asserts
in The Shows of London, “curiosity was a great leveler” that brought
together different social classes to satiate their interest in the “Other”
on display.** Hailing from “a land as yet comparatively unknown to
Europeans,” the Japanese acrobats had a “characteristic of novelty
to an extent absolutely unparalleled, even in these days of strange
shows.”#
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People were drawn to the Japanese “customs, dresses, lan-
guage, and amusements” featured in the acrobatic shows.4® By the
late 1860s, Britons were well acquainted with the showcase of “hu-
man curiosities” in popular shows like ethnographic exhibitions.*
Throughout the nineteenth century, London audiences paid to see
“groups of Sami, Krenak, Inuit, Anishinabe, Bakhoje, Zulus, San,
Arabs, Pacific Islanders, Australian Aborigines, Indians . . . Nde-
bele, Chinese, and ‘Aztecs.””#® During the 1840s, there was growing
demand to see ‘native’ peoples with their customary behaviors and
physiognomies; at the time, ethnology, an emerging discipline of
natural history for the study of human races, provided a reputable
justification for exhibiting indigenous and non-Western peoples as
popular entertainment.* The acrobats appealed to Victorians’ desire
to observe “foreign” people and their customs. As the London Journal
asserted, extra “attraction [was] given to their entertainment by their
singular national dress, and their peculiar ethnological distinction,
in form and feature.”>°

However, the reception of the Japanese acrobats contrasted with
the treatment of the usual subjects of ethnographic showcases. Ra-
cially derogatory terms like “savage,” “primitive,” and “heathenish”
were often used to describe the peoples featured in these exhibi-
tions.”' In contrast, writers employed aesthetic language associated
with the fine arts to describe the Japanese, using words like “quaint,”

”

“picturesque,” “tasteful,” and “refined.”>* This difference was indica-
tive of the broader contrast in how Japan was perceived compared
to other non-Western nations. To the Victorian gaze, Japan was too
“civilized” to be “savage.”>

The circus was another space where Victorians could negotiate
the hierarchical relationship between themselves and “Others.” The
Japanese performances were both ethnographic exhibitions and
circus spectacles, in part, because the boundary between these tra-
ditional entertainments was blurred, as they all explored different
points on the spectrum of human evolution.”* As cultural historian
Brenda Assael has stated, “feasting their eyes (quite literally) . . . in-
volved a process of defining, ordering, and classifying the exotic,
the strange, and the wonderful in relation to the ‘other’ specimens,
as well as oneself.”% The circus, ethnographic exhibition, and freak
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show all put “exotic” and “rare” bodies on display; still, the circus
was distinct because it spotlighted the skill of the body rather than
its abnormalities, birth defects, or physiological differences.’® The
circus spectator cared more about how the performer’s body moved
than how he looked or dressed. The physical feats of strength and
agility provided a tangible way to compare the skills of one group to
another—and there were ample opportunities to do just that.

The expansion of the British Empire and European colonialism
enabled circus proprietors to recruit more foreign and increasingly
non-European talents like the Japanese acrobats.5” Theatrical reviews
of circus acts would rank the athletic abilities of different performers.
When a troupe of Moroccan acrobats performed in Bristol, the lo-
cal paper reported that “their feats, for agility, grace, and daring are
said to surpass those of the Bedouin Arabs.”® Coincidentally, shortly
after the Moroccan company, Professor Risley, the manager of the
Imperial Japanese Troupe and a famous acrobat in his own right,
also performed in Bristol with his son; the same paper remarked,
“We thought the Morocco Arabs a surprising race of men, but their
achievements are as nothing as when compared with those of Mr.
and Master Risley.” Victorian writers compared circus acts to create
hierarchical relationships between performers.

Although Victorians perceived Japanese acrobatic shows as both
ethnographic exhibitions and circus acts, the latter provides a more
useful framework for this article. Circus performances focused on
physical ability and feats of strength and agility that could be mea-
sured and ranked. Examining Japanese acrobatic troupes through
the lens of the circus reveals how the Victorians constructed hierar-
chies of athletic ability.

“Feats of Strength, Agility, and Skill”

The Victorian public was no stranger to acrobatic routines and
gravity-defying stunts. The circus in England may have started as a
simple fair on the village green, but by the mid-nineteenth century,
it had transitioned to the iconic tent and larger amphitheaters to fea-
ture more complex acts executed by British, European, American,
Moroccan, Indian, and Chinese gymnasts (to name just a few).ﬁo
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Despite this oversaturation, critics proclaimed that “the Japanese
do things both novel and ingenious.”® Victorians were increasingly
aware, and in awe, of the athletic skill required to pull off such feats.
Newspaper reviews provided lengthy descriptions of the acrobatic
acts, sometimes accompanied by detailed images. This focus on the
athletic prowess of the Japanese acrobats was a result of the Victori-
ans’ growing preoccupation with their own health.

By the late 1860s, Victorians had become obsessed with physi-
cal fitness. The number of sports practiced in England grew in both
number and variety between 1850 and 1880.% To meet the rising de-
mand, local athletic clubs and competitions cropped up across the
country. Victorians saw improving physical well-being, including
bodily health and physiological fitness, as the pursuit of a higher
form of human excellence and a hallmark of civilized society.’ As
they increasingly valued their physical fitness, the public showed
more interest in and respect for displays of athleticism in popular
entertainment. Acrobatic feats, tumbling, tightrope walking, and
trapeze performances became showcases of athletic ability. Charles
Blondin, a French tightrope walker, was credited with whetting the
Victorian appetite for “athletic exploits” onstage.® Victorian audi-
ences greatly admired Blondin for his skill: “We usually rank the
mind higher than the body, and the philosopher higher than the ac-
robat, but . . . when Blondin walks on a rope . . . [it] is not the danger
but the skill that we admire.”® Skill, in this context, was synonymous
with athletic ability.

The term “athlete” even gained new meaning during this period.
As Bruce Haley has asserted, “to a nation preoccupied with health,
the athlete was the new hero and the ‘human form divine.””®” For
the Japanese troupes, the label “athlete” signified more respect than
“performer” or “entertainer.” Members of the Imperial troupe were
designated “Japanese athletes” by Victorian newspapers.®® Just as the
members of British athletic clubs were called “gymnasts and athletes”
and praised for their “feats of strength, dexterity, and skill,”® so, too,
were the members of Japanese troupes dubbed “athletes and acro-
bats”7° and celebrated for their “wonderful feats of strength, agility,
and skill.”” The same language used to describe British athletes was
used for Japanese acrobats.
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Newspaper articles lauded the Japanese companies for their ex-
hibitions of athleticism. A writer for the Observer recommended the
Imperial Japanese Troupe to “all who admire bold, skillful, and ath-
letic performances of the kind, in which they display such marked
excellence.””* A correspondent for the Birmingham Daily Post praised

o«

the acrobats’ “power of muscle” and “mobility of limb.”” Several
reviews of the Japanese athletic routines focused on these qualities of
strength, agility, and dexterity.

Some writers highlighted the “great muscular power” of the
gymnasts.”* As audiences marveled at “feats of manual and muscular
dexterity,””> they were stunned “by the amazing strength displayed in
the execution of them.”” Victorians were particularly impressed by
the “tremendous power [displayed] in the bearing of heavy weights”
like ladders or barrels on the soles of a man’s feet.”7 Hamaikari Sada-
kichi, the “premier” acrobat of the Imperial troupe (see figure 2) who
often served as the recumbent gymnast in these balancing acts, re-
ceived special attention from reviewers: “The iron-limbed Sadakichi,
whose legs and feet display a strength, agility, and prehensile power
which far exceed anything in the arms and hands of European ath-
78 According to Assael, “the strong body became a metonym
for progress and power” during the mid-nineteenth century.”? With

letes.

the strength and power of his limbs, Sadakichi had surpassed his
European counterparts—as an athlete, he had received high praise.

In addition to strong bodies, Victorian writers emphasized the
acrobats’ agility and dexterity. As the Sporting Gazette put it, “for ease,
grace, agile dexterity, and systematic finish, they transcend any be-
fore seen in London.”®® Newspapers noted the acrobats’ “singular
neatness and dexterity” and “astounding feats of skill and agility.”™
Younger acrobats were often praised for their flexibility and “gliding
or running about with strange agility.”3? Several writers asserted that
these routines were executed “with such clever dexterity and finish,
that the most accurate description cannot convey an adequate idea
of them.”®

When words proved insufficient, illustrated newspapers’ engrav-
ings served as a portal into the theater. For the world of entertain-
ment, illustrated papers provided a unique opportunity to transfer
movement from the stage to the page—look no further than the
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image of Blondin on the tightrope on the Penny Illustrated Paper’s in-
augural cover.? These engravings also enabled Victorians to see the
scale of gymnastic exhibitions, as evidenced by the Illustrated Trmes’s
engraving of the separated ladder trick.® For this routine, a recum-
bent gymnast balanced a ladder on his soles while another acrobat,
often a child, ascended the ladder; once the climber was perched
on top of the ladder’s poles, “suddenly a string is pulled, and away
flies the other side of the ladder, together with all the spokes, leav-
ing the lad composedly seated, and still balanced on the top of a
single pole.”®® The Sporting Gazette reported that the bamboo ladder
weighed 350 pounds and was 25 feet tall, but these dimensions held
little meaning without context; in contrast, the illustration provided
that wider perspective. The viewer could grasp the ladder’s extreme
height and weight when it was situated next to the man standing on
the barrel.

Engravings could also show bodies in motion. The I/lustrated
London News featured an image of the stacked tubs trick in which
the gymnast laid on his back “while the boy, who has been perched
upon the top of a lofty pile of small tubs, resting on the upturned
soles of this man’s naked feet, suddenly falls down, as the lowest
tubs are kicked away, and is caught in safety by the [gymnast’s]
feet.”8” The illustration presented an action shot—viewers could
see not only the boy falling through the air but also the gymnast’s
legs tensed to catch him.*® The image captured how the gym-
nast “preserves the centre of gravity” of the tubs and his fellow
acrobat.®

Japanese acrobats and their physical feats even made the front
page of the Penny Illustrated Paper.9° Just as Blondin had the honor
in 1861, so did the Imperial Japanese Troupe almost seven years later.
When the company was performing at the Lyceum in London in
May 1868, the Saturday edition of the Penny Illustrated Paper featured
an illustration of the “transformation fox scene” on its cover. This act
required a gymnast to rotate an “oblong fantastically painted screen
.. . about on the soles of his upturned feet . . . with unerring preci-
sion.”" In its final stage, a Japanese boy dressed as a fox would climb
onto one side of the screen—out of the audience’s view—and break
through on the other side.?* The image of the gymnast balancing and
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turning an unwieldy object, including the weight of a small child,
with only his feet highlighted his physical strength and dexterity.
Although not intended to be exact replications of what occurred
on the stage, these illustrations and the accompanying descriptions
focused on capturing the strength and agility of the athletes. Con-
sider how the balanced ladders trick, a routine first described at the
start of this essay, combined the recumbent gymnast’s “strength and
skill” with the climbing acrobat’s “agility and care.”® A young ac-
robat called “All-Right” (figure 3) and his father, members of the

Imperial Japanese Troupe, became famous for performing this feat.

All-Right’s father may be called the Hercules of the band, for
there seems to be no weight which he is incapable of carrying
on his shoulders or his feet. To see this elderly Japanese lie
down, raise his feet in the air, and support a structure com-
posed of four or five ladders, which it takes half-a-dozen of
his brethren to put into its position, on his inverted soles, is
extraordinary, but it is positively bewildering when young
All-Right takes advantage of his papa’s prostrate state to
mount the ladders one after another, amusing himself while
ascending by turning over head and heels, stretching out at
arm’s-length, or hanging to the rounds by his toes.%

This description was accompanied in the monthly magazine the Mask
by an illustration of the feat.% The picture emphasized the stunt’s
physicality: the muscular power required to balance three ladders
on the gymnast’s feet and the uncanny way the acrobat scaled the
contraption. Many reviewers were taken aback by the astonishing
agility and herculean strength of the Japanese acrobats. As the Liv-
erpool Daily Post reporter proclaimed, the Japanese performers’ abili-
ties “may be fairly described as superhuman.”®

Victorians wondered whether such “extraordinary” athleti-
cism was an inherited racial difference or a learned skill. Art critic
John Ruskin posed this question after attending the Matsui Gen-
sui troupe’s performance at St. Martin’s Hall in London in February
1867. He observed the bamboo act in which an acrobat hung upside
down with his knees hooked around a bamboo crossbar and held a
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ten-to-twelve-foot cane; another acrobat climbed up and down this
pole while the first acrobat swung it back and forth.97 Ruskin likened
the acrobat to a monkey.%

Well, I have seen Blondin, and various English and French
circus work, but never yet anything that surprised me so
much as one of these men’s exercises on a suspended pole.
Its special character was a close approximation to the action
and power of the monkey; even to the prehensile power in
the foot; so that I asked a sculptor-friend who sat in front of
me, whether he thought such a grasp could be acquired by
practice, or indicated difference in race. He said he thought
it might be got by practice.?

His query of whether this “prehensile power” was “acquired by prac-
tice, or indicated difference in race” refracted popular ideas about
evolution and the growing attention given to physical fitness in Brit-
ain. According to Sharon Aronofsky Weltman, Ruskin considered
the acrobats’ ability to climb “not as a skill to laud but as an unpleas-
ant ‘correspondence with the nature of lower animals.””'°® While
some Victorians like Ruskin conceived of the acrobats’ abilities as
racial traits, other writers focused on the training required to develop
athletic skills.

Whether judging European or Japanese performers, Victori-
ans considered the successful execution of acrobatic routines to
be dependent on both “muscular skill and training.”**" Regarding
European performers, critics asserted that well-executed “gymnas-
tic exercises [were| done with that ease only acquired by great prac-
tice.”'°* They applied the same rationale in reviews of the Japanese
troupes, describing the feats “as achieved by constant practice”
and evidence of “what trained skill, accompanied with strong nerves
and muscular power, can accomplish.”** The Daily Telegraph asserted
that the “power” of the acrobat’s feet was a “cultivated” ability.'*
These reviews emphasized the time and effort the Japanese put into
practicing acrobatic stunts.

Victorians believed that the physical body could be trained to
achieve incredible outcomes. So, if Japanese acrobats could learn



Japanese Acrobats 19

these skills, could they not also be acquired by British and Euro-
pean performers? Some writers argued that “no European could be
trained to do so admirably as the Japanese gentlemen.””*® Others
insisted that “Englishmen can accomplish almost anything that the
natives of other countries can achieve.”°” Whether or not other ac-
robats could achieve the same results with training, critics tended to
agree that these feats were “essentially one of skill [that]| requires no
little practice to become proficient.”°® The Victorian emphasis on
developing skills through practice brought acrobatics into the arena
of athletic contests where acquired abilities could be measured, com-
pared, and judged.

“Into Competition with Japanese Skill”

In the era of sporting competition, Victorians were “possessed by a
perfect mania for every species of athletic contest.”*®® Comparisons
between the Japanese and the British or Europeans were abundant
in newspaper reviews as “native talent” was “brought into competi-
tion with Japanese skill.”"® While some Victorians saw the Japanese
acrobats as inferior, others discussed how Japanese gymnastic skills
surpassed those of the British and Europeans.

During the 1860s, the idea of physical fitness as a contest be-
tween different groups permeated the Victorian psyche. Popular
conceptions of natural selection had amplified Victorians’ compet-
itive spirit, and athletic achievements had become a benchmark for
comparing different nations. Victorians saw themselves as the “great-
est athletes” in the world—better than both the Japanese and other
Europeans.™ Britons believed they had surpassed the French, Ger-
mans, and Dutch, among others."* Against this backdrop, a world
in which British athletes came out on top, the Victorians judged the
abilities of the Japanese.

Writers did not agree on whether the Japanese acrobat was supe-
rior to the European or British acrobat. Some reviews were split on
the matter, lauding certain aspects of the exhibition while devaluing
others. One critic for the London Review was ambivalent, writing that
although “everything they do has been done by English or European
performers,” the “Japanese tricks are more elaborate . . . and far more
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difficult.” The reviewer averred that the Japanese acrobats were
“neither better nor worse than European gymnastics.”"* Several arti-
cles expressed indifferent opinions about the Japanese athletic abili-
ties. According to a reviewer for the Pall Mall Gazette, “the acrobatism
[is] certainly not superior, one would say, to what may be seen here
any day in the week.” A critic for the Illustrated Times noted that
“the acrobats are agile, but not more remarkably so than their Brit-
ish brethren of the London music-halls.”"® These writers concluded
that the Japanese were neither superior nor inferior to their British
counterparts.

In contrast, other critics maintained that the Japanese gymnasts
were inferior to the Europeans. One writer for the Musical World
declared that the “acrobatic performances fall below the European
level”"7 Similarly, a reviewer for the Times contended that the Japa-
nese contrasted “disadvantageously with the nimble European art-
ists of the same kind.”"® Outside of London—in the provinces where
audiences had limited exposure to the “best” acrobats—critics were
still less than impressed. An East Kent Gazette writer ranked the Japa-
nese exhibition as inferior to “many which may be witnessed in any
penny booth at a country fair in England.”" To these critics, the Jap-
anese acrobats were second-rate compared to the usual fare offered in
the countryside and the metropolis.

However, some reviewers argued that the Japanese did surpass
previous acrobats and gymnasts who had graced Victorian stages.
“What is being now done at the Lyceum excels everything which has
hitherto been witnessed in this country,” the Sunday Times reported.
“Not one of our readers should miss an opportunity of seeing an
exhibition of acrobatic skill, which is, in its way, absolutely unparal-
leled.”**° The Birmingham Daily Post insisted the “most constant fre-
quenter of athletic exhibitions will discover all previously seen [to]
be infinitely surpassed.”” Terms like “unparalleled” and “utterly
unprecedented” were used to describe the athletic feats."** Some re-
views highlighted specific points of comparison; several writers said
the Japanese skill at balancing “outrivals anything we remember to
have seen”? and could “put to the blush the most skillful perform-
ers this country has yet produced.”** More broadly, other critics
stated that “in acrobatic agility the Japanese troupe has never been
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surpassed.”* These writers lauded the Japanese acrobats as the “best
yet” but did not claim that they had surpassed either the Europeans
or the British.

While these critics did not make direct comparisons, others ar-
gued that the Japanese exceeded the Europeans and the British in ac-
robatic feats. A review in the Era indicated that the Japanese “have a

strong claim upon the consideration of Europeans.”?

More directly,
a writer for the Sunday Times asserted that “European acrobats are
nowhere in the race when matched against the Japanese.”*” Another
writer contended that “as acrobats, they surpass any European.”#
In the same vein, a reviewer for Aris’s Birmingham Gazette remarked
that compared to “any European acrobats,” the Japanese troupes’
“strength, nerve, and dexterity transcend anything of the kind.”"*
However, these reviews compared the Japanese to European acrobats;
in contrast, a writer for Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper declared the athletic
abilities of the Japanese to be “without parallel either in the history

”13° The Victorians, identified here as

of English or foreign acrobats.
British or English, saw their athletes as superior to those from Euro-
pean nations, so reviews claiming the Japanese had surpassed English
acrobats carried even more weight.

This approbation for the Japanese acrobats contrasted with the
reception of other non-Western troupes. Consider a company of In-
dian acrobats who toured England in 1868 around the same time
as the Japanese. In an account of their performance, a critic for the
London Review wrote that the Indians were “very bad indeed” when
“judged by the European standard” of the “French, English, or Ger-
man circus,” adding that they were “no match for well-trained Euro-

»131

peans in physical exercises.””® The Indian acrobats were “no match”
for the English and the Europeans, whereas the English could not
dare to compete at the same level as the Japanese: “It is to be hoped
that our English acrobats will not risk the danger of attempting to
compete with the Japanese in exploits wherein rivalry would be
hopeless.”3* The contrast between the commentary on the Japanese
and Indian acrobats illuminated the extent to which the Victorians
held the Japanese acrobats in high regard.

The success of the acrobats and gymnasts opened a fracture in

how the Victorians perceived the Japanese people at large. As a local



22 VICTORIANS INSTITUTE JOURNAL

writer for the Leed’s Times remarked, “It is needless further to spec-
ify any of the performances, most of which show that whatever may
be our boasted civilisation, we are in many things, and probably in
legerdemain, surpassed by the [Japanese].”33 If the acrobats could
rival, or even surpass, them in gymnastic feats, how else might the
Japanese eclipse the British?

In reviews of acrobatic shows, some writers asserted that the Japa-
nese had surpassed, or could at least equal, Britain in the fine arts and
craftsmanship. According to the London Journal, “The Japanese have
come amongst us to show us that they can equal us in the acrobatic
art, and surpass us in the juggler’s tricks, as at home they can equal us
in iron work, and surpass us in niello.”'3* The reference to Japanese ni-
ello was notable because Victorians considered art to be a benchmark
for civilization. Sir Rutherford Alcock, who served as the first British
diplomat to Japan, would later write in his treatise Art and Art Indus-
tries in Japan (1878) that “the Arts are the landmarks of civilisation. By
their means we are instructed no less in the social progress than in the
extent of refinement to which at various periods the most celebrated
nations of the earth have arrived.”35 Victorians saw art as an indicator
of civilized progress. Although not fine artists themselves, the acro-
bats received praise intended for the artisans back in Japan.

Craftsmanship skills could also represent a step forward in evo-
lutionary advancement. Like the London Journal, a critic for the Ii-
lustrated London News stated: “Those ingenious people the Japanese
... having proved that they can equal us in ironwork, surpass us in
niello, and closely imitate us even in Armstrong guns, are now try-
ing to overcome us in the acrobatic art.”’3® “Armstrong guns,” com-
bined with niello and ironwork, were “mechanical skills,” which
were signs of evolutionary progress. In the second volume of his
Principles of Biology (1867), Herbert Spencer, an English biologist
and sociologist who coined the phrase “survival of the fittest,” ar-
gued, “All the arts, industrial and asthetic, as they develop, imply
a corresponding development of perceptive and executive faculties
in men.”37 These reviews reveal that some Victorians thought Japan
had matched pace with Britain regarding artistic development.

Commentary on artistic skill even extended to the discussion of
intelligence. After watching the Matsui Gensui troupe perform, one
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critic concluded: “Eastern jugglery, like Eastern philosophy, is so
much finer and subtler than our own that it gives us new ideas on the
powers of the human hands, just as their transcendentalism shows the

7138 Contrast

fine filigree work of which the human brain is capable.
this statement with a similar remark made in a review of the Indian
acrobatic troupe: “Juggling and tumbling may have come originally
from the East, like many other things connected with art and science,
but they have been greatly improved upon by European intelligence
and agency.”'3® Where the first review suggested the Victorians had
much to learn from the Japanese, the review of the Indian troupe
implied that anything Indians did, Europeans could do better.
Victorian writers framed the Japanese as an exceptionally in-
telligent people. The Japanese showed Victorians new possibilities
of what “the human brain is capable [of doing],” while the work of
Indians was “greatly improved upon by European intelligence.” To
the Victorian gaze, the Japanese were not only “very intelligent,” but
they also exhibited the capacity for intellectual progress, another

hallmark of higher human achievement.'4°

According to Spencer, “in
attaining complete knowledge of our own natures and of the natures
of surrounding things . . . we have abundant scope for intellectual
progress.”'* The acrobats were neither philosophers nor fine artisans,
yet Victorians who watched their performances drew broader conclu-
sions about the intelligence of Japanese people.

Rather than helping to perpetuate British notions of superior-
ity, these acrobats—and the Japanese people—forced Victorians to
reconsider their place on the spectrum of civilized progress. While
Victorians did not all agree on whether the Japanese had surpassed
them, many writers treated the Japanese as athletic competitors on
the same stage.

The Japanese Athletes

When Victorians watched a Japanese acrobatic show, they could not
look away—from neither the “strange” appearance and dress nor
the astonishing feats of strength and agility. The Japanese acrobats
were ethnographic subjects, performers, and athletes. But where
these first two roles restricted them to the realms of curiosity and
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entertainment, their treatment as athletes brought the acrobats onto
a stage where they stood on equal footing with the Victorians.

Japanese shows did not reinforce existing hierarchies; rather, they
complicated Victorians’ sense of supremacy over non-Western per-
formers. Confronted with displays of Japanese athleticism, Victorians
came to see the Japanese acrobats as trained athletes. In histories of
sports, athletics, evolution, and social Darwinism, scholars have illus-
trated how the ranking of racial traits served “as a means of suppress-
ing the claims of people of color around the world,” placing them in
a lower position on hierarchies of evolution, civilization, and prog-
ress.'#? This interpretation assumes that the spectator or evaluator con-
ceived athletic abilities as racial differences. However, the case study
of the Japanese acrobats has shown how some Victorians believed ath-
letic prowess was not an innate racial trait but rather an acquired skill.

For the Japanese acrobats, Victorian writers constructed a new
hierarchy, based on athletic skill, on which the Japanese could sur-
pass the British without fundamentally shaking the supports on
which existing racial and national hierarchies stood. Just as the Jap-
anese gymnast balanced three ladders on the balls of his feet—where
the “slightest error or mischance” could topple the human house of
cards—mid-century Victorians struggled to juggle different hierar-
chical frameworks in an effort to preserve their fragile self-image as
the most evolved, civilized people in the world.'#3
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