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My first visit to Japan
Klaus Staubermann, Principal Curator, Science and
Technology, National Museum Scotland, Edinburgh

In 2012 National Museums Scotland hosted the
annual international ARTEFACTS conference. One of
the esteemed attendees was Dr Eiju Matsumoto, who
showed a keen interest in our collections, especially
those by Professor Joseph Black, who invented the
analytical balance. We spend an enjoyable time
together and discussed many areas of mutual interest.
At the end of his visit Dr Matsumoto suggested I come
and visit Japan sometime.

During the next few years more contacts with Japan
emerged through visitors to our museum, conference
attendance but also my growing interest in
Scottish-Japanese engineering connections, for
example, Henry Dyer or Thomas Glover. Dr
Matsumoto when he visited Edinburgh had also
brought me a brochure about the ‘Electric Town’
Akihabara which I was keen to see.

In April 2016 it was finally time for me to travel to
Japan, my first visit to this fascinating and important
country known for its advanced technology. On my
arrival at Haneda Airport, I was met by Professor
Haruo Okuda who kindly accompanied me to my
hotel in Ueno and with whom I then spend an exciting
afternoon exploring the ‘Electric Town’. There was no
relay, transistor, switch or plug one could not buy! I
am especially grateful for Professor Okuda for taking
me to the small back-alley shops (including model
trains) I would have never been able to find on my
own and providing me with a first flavour of Japanese
cuisine.
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My first full day in Tokyo I started with a visit to the
famous National Museum of Emerging Science and
Innovation, Miraikan, where I was kindly taken by
Ms. Miyuki Tanaka from the Engineering Academy of
Japan. This visit felt like time-travel to the future as I
had never seen such a technologically advanced
museum before. I also got to speak to some of the
science communicators and was impressed by their
generous knowledge. And even the food served at the
museum café pushed the boundaries of what is
technically possible...

After that it was time for me to speak to the Institute
of Electric Engineers, Japan kindly hosted by
Professor Hiroshi Suzuki, Chair of the History of
Electric Engineering, IEE Japan. This was a great
privilege as I am conscious how important this
prestigious institution is among Japanese electrical
engineers. I was asked to speak for two hours and
split the presentation in two parts, one a general
introduction to how museums work with engineering
collections and two an overview over our new gallery
on communication technology, curated by my
colleague Alison Taubman. Afterwards, I was taken
up Tokyo Tower to enjoy a splendid view over the city
and treated to a delicious dinner at the IEEE
headquarters. Thank you, IEEE.

My second day in Tokyo I spend at the National
Observatory of Japan, visiting my colleague Dr
Tajima Toshiyuki. Dr Toshiyuki kindly showed me
the many historic instruments and artefacts at this
important historic and scientific site. I was especially
intrigued to see many early German instruments and
the various power systems (e.g. Siemens), many of
them in working condition still. In return for Dr
Toshiyuki’s time and effort I had offered to give a
seminar presentation at the Observatory, which was
well attended and led to a useful exchange of ideas,
followed by a visit to a Japanese pub (good Japanese
beer!).

My third day was different again. This day was very
much a ‘history of science’ day. I met with my
longstanding colleague Dr Mari Yamaguchi, who had
been working with our museum for several years on
the history of electron microscopy. To facilitate an
interesting meeting Dr Yamaguchi took me to see the
new science galleries of the National Museum of
Science in Ueno. This proved a very good idea for two
reasons: it provided useful and stimulating context for
our meeting but also it helped me understand the text
labels that were written in Japanese only.

For the afternoon I had been invited by the
internationally famous Professor Takehito Hashimoto
to give a lecture at his department at the College of
Arts and Sciences at Tokyo University. To speak at
Professor Hashimoto’s ‘alma mater’ was another
highlight of my visit to Japan. Many of his students
attended the lectures and everyone asked stimulating
questions which led to a long and interesting
discussion. A visit to a local soup restaurant completed
this eventful day:.

My fourth day was a rainy day, which made it the
perfect ‘museum day’. I was to meet the science and
technology department of the National Museum of
Science, led by Dr Kamei Osamu, for a visit to their
newly refurbished galleries followed by a presentation
to their staff. This was especially useful as both the
National Science Museum in Tokyo and the National
Museum in Scotland currently develop new science
and technology galleries. My presentation was
attended by colleagues from the research, education
and planning divisions and led to numerous useful
questions, comments and suggestions.

Afterwards, I was treated to generous traditional
dinner.

It was with a bit of sadness that I started my fifth and
last day in Tokyo. By this time I had grown fond of the
kind and knowledgeable people I met and the many
Interesting and impressive places I had visited. Even
the weather had improved and it turned out a warm
and sunny day. My hosts for the day were Toshiba
Science Museum managers Kenichi Noda and Naruo
Kinoshita who put up an amazing show for me. On
arrival I was already greeted by a welcome screen,
treated to tea and talk, followed by a personalised tour
of the galleries, including a model of the world’s fastest
Lift, and multiple engaging science activities.

With only a few hours left till my departure to
Scotland it was finally time to say ‘good bye’.
Postcards were written, presents were bought and I
went for a last evening walk in Ueno Park. My visit to
Tokyo would not have been possible without the help
and support of the many people I met during my visit.
Everyone was a wonderful host and gave me their
time and attention. If this is acceptable I would like to
thank one person in particular though, Dr Eiju
Matsumoto. Dr Matsumoto was the person who
ensured that I met all the right people; visited all the
right places and that I never got lost. Thank you, all,
and do visit us in Edinburgh!
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