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When the United States entered the Gilded Age after the Civil War, argues cultural historian Christopher
Benfey, the nation lost its philosophical moorings and looked eastward to “Old Japan,” with its seemingly
untouched indigenous culture, for balance and perspective. Japan, meanwhile, was trying to reinvent itself as
a more cosmopolitan, modern state, ultimately transforming itself, in the course of twenty-five years, from a
feudal backwater to an international power. This great wave of historical and cultural reciprocity between the
two young nations, which intensified during the late 1800s, brought with it some larger-than-life
personalities, as the lure of unknown foreign cultures prompted pilgrimages back and forth across the
Pacific.

In The Great Wave, Benfey tells the story of the tightly knit group of nineteenth-century
travelers—connoisseurs, collectors, and scientists—who dedicated themselves to exploring and preserving
Old Japan. As Benfey writes, “A sense of urgency impelled them, for they were convinced—Darwinians that
they were—that their quarry was on the verge of extinction.”

These travelers include Herman Melville, whose Pequod is “shadowed by hostile and mysterious Japan”; the
historian Henry Adams and the artist John La Farge, who go to Japan on an art-collecting trip and find exotic
adventures; Lafcadio Hearn, who marries a samurai’s daughter and becomes Japan’s preeminent spokesman
in the West; Mabel Loomis Todd, the first woman to climb Mt. Fuji; Edward Sylvester Morse, who becomes
the world’s leading expert on both Japanese marine life and Japanese architecture; the astronomer Percival
Lowell, who spends ten years in the East and writes seminal works on Japanese culture before turning his
restless attention to life on Mars; and President (and judo enthusiast) Theodore Roosevelt. As well, we learn
of famous Easterners come West, including Kakuzo Okakura, whose The Book of Tea became a cult
favorite, and Shuzo Kuki, a leading philosopher of his time, who studied with Heidegger and tutored Sartre.

Finally, as Benfey writes, his meditation on cultural identity “seeks to capture a shared mood in both the
Gilded Age and the Meiji Era, amid superficial promise and prosperity, of an overmastering sense of
precariousness and impending peril.”

From the Hardcover edition.
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From reader reviews:

Nancy Sena:

Book is usually written, printed, or created for everything. You can realize everything you want by a book.
Book has a different type. To be sure that book is important thing to bring us around the world. Close to that
you can your reading expertise was fluently. A publication The Great Wave: Gilded Age Misfits, Japanese
Eccentrics, and the Opening of Old Japan will make you to end up being smarter. You can feel much more
confidence if you can know about every little thing. But some of you think in which open or reading the
book make you bored. It is not necessarily make you fun. Why they are often thought like that? Have you
looking for best book or appropriate book with you?

Mark Miller:

The particular book The Great Wave: Gilded Age Misfits, Japanese Eccentrics, and the Opening of Old
Japan has a lot info on it. So when you make sure to read this book you can get a lot of gain. The book was
compiled by the very famous author. This articles author makes some research ahead of write this book. This
kind of book very easy to read you will get the point easily after reading this article book.

Paul Simpson:

Your reading 6th sense will not betray a person, why because this The Great Wave: Gilded Age Misfits,
Japanese Eccentrics, and the Opening of Old Japan publication written by well-known writer whose to say
well how to make book that could be understand by anyone who else read the book. Written in good manner
for you, leaking every ideas and creating skill only for eliminate your current hunger then you still doubt The
Great Wave: Gilded Age Misfits, Japanese Eccentrics, and the Opening of Old Japan as good book not only
by the cover but also through the content. This is one publication that can break don't evaluate book by its
cover, so do you still needing one more sixth sense to pick that!? Oh come on your reading through sixth
sense already said so why you have to listening to a different sixth sense.

Delois Dionisio:

In this age globalization it is important to someone to receive information. The information will make you to
definitely understand the condition of the world. The fitness of the world makes the information much easier
to share. You can find a lot of sources to get information example: internet, newspaper, book, and soon. You
can observe that now, a lot of publisher in which print many kinds of book. The book that recommended to
you is The Great Wave: Gilded Age Misfits, Japanese Eccentrics, and the Opening of Old Japan this reserve
consist a lot of the information with the condition of this world now. This particular book was represented
how can the world has grown up. The words styles that writer value to explain it is easy to understand. The
writer made some research when he makes this book. Here is why this book suited all of you.
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