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Australian–Japanese 
Cultural Connections

Kate Darian-Smith

In the 1950s, most Australians knew little of Japan and its people beyond 
recent wartime experiences and stock stereotypes, and this was mirrored 
by the very limited knowledge of most Japanese about the society and 
environments of modern Australia. As bilateral trade flourished as a result 
of economic growth in both nations, and the enmity that had existed 
during World War  II quickly receded into the past, the relationship 
that developed between Australia and Japan over the next 70 years was 
distinctive and multilayered. Government-to-government relations 
frame what is now a myriad of institutional, community and personal 
connections between Australia and Japan—and indeed Australians and 
Japanese people—that span interests and generations.

This special and highly significant relationship between Australia and 
Japan is both established and evolving, and has been facilitated by the 
extraordinary revolution in communications and technologies across 
recent decades. The increased mobilities afforded by the development of 
mass tourism, and the expansion of higher education in both countries 
with an emphasis on international connections in both research and 
student experience, have contributed to the growth of personal links 
across the two nations. Accompanying these developments has been the 
deepened knowledge in both Australia and Japan about each nation’s 
respective histories, populations and economic opportunities. Staff at the 
Australian embassy have continuously contributed to Australia–Japan 
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relations by supporting Australians travelling, studying and conducting 
business in Japan, as well as Japanese people and corporations interested 
in Australia as a destination for tourism, education, trade and investment.

Although cultural and economic exchanges between the two countries 
can be traced to the nineteenth century, since the immediate post–World 
War II decades a new and quite remarkable Australian relationship with 
Japan has flourished.1 This has been underpinned by an enthusiasm 
for Japanese popular culture, sometimes in unexpected ways. In the 
early 1960s, for instance, the Japanese television series The Samurai 
was hugely popular in Australia, with its leading star Ose Koichi selling 
out live shows in Sydney and Melbourne (and attracting larger crowds 
of young Australians than a tour by the Beatles).2 By the 1980s, Japan 
was widely recognised for its technological expertise, and Japanese 
culture was embraced in Australia by the end of the century. Japanese 
food, particularly sushi, is now ubiquitous in Australia. Japan’s regional 
cuisine has been widely promoted through the media, including celebrity 
chef Adam Liaw’s Destination Flavour: Japan tour for television. Japanese 
animation, manga and electronic games continue to be consumed in 
Australia across generations.

Correspondingly, the last four decades have seen expanding knowledge 
within Japan about Australia, and its social and technological innovation. 
This built on limited foundations. To give one example, Sachiko Tamai 
recalled that when she was appointed to the position of senior cultural 
officer at the Australian embassy in Tokyo in 1986, many of her Japanese 
friends were puzzled, asking her what might constitute Australian culture 
beyond an interest in sports.3 The development of government agencies and 
organisations in both countries that have focused on soft power relations 
and cultural exchanges have contributed, in subsequent decades, to a 

1  Paul Jones and Vera Mackie, eds, Relationships: Australia and Japan: 1880s to 1950, University 
of Melbourne History Monograph 28 (Melbourne: University of Melbourne, 2001); Masayo Tada 
and Leigh Dale, eds, On the Western Edge: A Colloquium on Comparisons of Australia and Japan (Perth: 
Network Books, 2007); David Walker, Anxious Nation: Australia and the Rise of Asia 1850–1939 
(St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1999); David Walker, Stranded Nation: White Australia in 
an Asian Region (Crawley: University of Western Australia Publishing, 2019).
2  Kate Darian-Smith, ‘Expanding Horizons: Australian Television and Globalisation in the 
1950s–1970s’, in Contemporary Australian Studies: Literature, History, Film and Media Studies 
in a Globalizing Age, ed. Yasue Arimitsu and Yugi Suzuki (Tokyo: Otowa-Shobo Tsurumi-Shoten 
Publishing, 2016), 111–12.
3  Sachiko Tamai, ed., Reflections: Australian Artists Living in Tokyo (Bloomington, Indiana: Balboa 
Press, 2019), 1.
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discernible shift and increased reciprocal cultural understanding between 
Australian and Japan. During the 2000s, social media and promotions of 
lifestyle, travel, sports and the environment have been influential in both 
countries in deepening such respective knowledges well beyond simplistic 
images of people and places.

This chapter explores the educational, cultural and sporting connections 
between Australia and Japan from the mid-twentieth century to the 
present, and the significant role that the Australian embassy in Tokyo 
has played in initiating and supporting these programs and activities. 
It commences with an overview of the importance of language teaching 
and the education sector to the Australian–Japanese relationship, and then 
explores how people-to-people links between the two countries increased 
and strengthened from the 1980s through the expansion of mass tourism 
in both directions. It examines the place of the creative arts in forging 
bilateral understanding, with a focus on the success of the visual arts and 
residential exchanges. It concludes with an exploration of the increasing 
importance of sports as a dimension of the bilateral relationship and 
diplomatic effort.

Connecting through Education 
and Language
Language is a key channel in the development of cross-cultural connections, 
and there is a deep history of language instruction in Japanese in the 
Australian higher education and school sectors. Japanese was first taught 
at the university level in 1917 by the University of Sydney on behalf 
of the Commonwealth Department of Defence.4 James Murdoch, an 
international expert on Japan, regularly travelled from Sydney to conduct 
classes for army cadets at the newly established Royal Military Academy 
at Duntroon in Canberra. In 1919 Murdoch was appointed as chair of 
Oriental studies at the University of Sydney, and began visiting Japan 
annually, providing a briefing to Australian authorities on his return about 

4  Jennifer Baldwin, ‘From Ancient to Modern: The Place and Importance for Languages Other 
Than English in Australia’s National Interest’ (PhD thesis, University of Melbourne, 2015), 17, 52; 
Jennifer Baldwin, ‘World War I and the Development of Language Study at Australian Universities’, 
in The First World War, the Universities and the Professions in Australia 1914–1939, ed. Kate Darian-
Smith and James Waghorne (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2019), 261–68.
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Japanese public opinion and defence policy.5 The teaching of Japanese 
language moved quickly to the secondary sector in New South Wales, 
initially with 50 boys enrolled at Sydney High School and North Sydney 
High School. This instruction was, as Murdoch explained, ‘aimed entirely 
at the encouragement of commercial relations’ with Japan and a small but 
active community of Japanese business interests concentrated in Sydney.6

The University of Melbourne introduced Japanese-language 
classes  in 1919, and by 1935 instruction was offered at the progressive 
Mac.Robertson Girls’ High School.7 As Japanese-language teaching 
expanded in the interwar decades, the Japanese government offered some 
support, for example donating five sets of textbooks to Perth Technical 
School in 1934.8 Interest in Japanese language remained strong; in 1937 
the Queensland government introduced Japanese-language classes at the 
university and selected high schools.9 The ABC also broadcast a popular 
program on Japanese history and language between 1935 and December 
1941.10 With the outbreak of the Pacific War, Japanese-language 
proficiency was of importance for Australian defence and security, with 
instruction offered to military personnel.

In the post–World War  II years, as Australia’s trade with Japan was 
rebuilt, this was accompanied by a revitalisation of Japanese-language 
teaching. From the 1960s, Japanese language was introduced at Australian 
universities, with the enrolments exceeding all other Asian and European 
language classes by 1990.11 This growth at tertiary institutions was 
accompanied by new university subjects examining Japanese history and 
politics, in part spurred by Australia’s involvement in regional security and 
trade in the Asia-Pacific and reflecting interest from younger Australians 

5  Jennifer Joan Baldwin, Languages Other Than English in Australian Higher Education: Policies, 
Provision and the National Interest (Switzerland: Springer Nature, 2019), doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
030-05795-4, 40, 107–8.
6  ‘The Japanese Language: Why NSW Is Teaching It’, Age, 30 March 1918, 15; Jean Robertson, 
‘Japanese Language: The Commercial Aspect’, Argus, 27 July 1918, 5; ‘Japanese Language in Schools’, 
Daily Telegraph, 4 September 1922, 8.
7  Senkichi Inagaki pioneered Japanese language at the University of Melbourne until he was 
interned in December 1941: Baldwin, Languages Other Than English, 40–41, 108–9; ‘School Speech 
Nights: Mac.Robertson Girls’ High School’, Age, 11 December 1935, 8; ‘Leaving Passes in Japanese 
Language’, Sun, 4 February 1940, 1.
8  ‘Teaching Japanese: Gift to Technical School’, West Australian, 31 July 1934, 17.
9  ‘Japanese Glad at Decision to Teach Language’, Telegraph, 5 February 1937, 12; ‘Teaching Students 
Japanese’, Labor Daily, 5 February 1937, 12; ‘The Japanese Language’, Daily Mercury, 8 July 1939, 6.
10  Baldwin, Languages Other Than English, 109.
11  Ibid., 112–15.

http://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-05795-4
http://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-05795-4
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about their place in Asia. In 1951, the intergovernmental Colombo Plan 
had been launched, and its support to developing Asian nations led to 
20,000 sponsored students by 1985 undertaking education and training in 
Australia. The presence of international students from Asia was important 
in raising Australian awareness of Asian cultures and peoples.12

Amid Australia’s booming economic relationship with Japan, government 
and public commentary during the 1960s and 1970s indicated anxieties 
about the limited proficiency in Japanese language and culture. Few 
business leaders or government officials were able to speak Japanese, and 
this led to cultural and commercial misunderstandings.13 Over the next 
decade concerted efforts were made to improve mutual understanding. 
A  cultural agreement was concluded between Australia and Japan in 
1974; the Australia–Japan Foundation established in 1976; and the 
Working Holiday Program signed in 1980, enabling young Australians 
and Japanese to have a long-term stay in each other’s country. In Japan, an 
Australian studies course was established at Tokyo University, and greater 
bilateral academic links encouraged.14 In Australia, the most significant 
program in deepening appreciation of Japan was the rapid increase in 
the teaching of Japanese language at primary and secondary schools.15 
In 1981, a visiting American scholar noted a marked increase in Japanese-
language teaching in Australia since he last visited in 1971. ‘Australia is 
the only foreign country that makes a systematic effort to teach Japanese 
in high school and is to be praised for this’, leading scholar Professor 
Donald  Keene of Columbia University observed.16 By this time, too, 
the first wave of Australian high school students were taking final year 
matriculation examinations in Japanese, and were eligible for advanced 
university instruction. At tertiary institutions, Japanese departments 
were also growing in number, and attracting increasing enrolments. 

12  See Kate Darian-Smith and James Waghorne, ‘Australian-Asian Sociability, Student Activism, 
and the University Challenge to White Australia in the 1950s’, in Australian Journal of Politics and 
History 63, no. 2 (2016): 203–18, doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12245.
13  ‘Little Teaching about Asia in Schools’, Canberra Times, 13 May 1972, 9; ‘Language Difficulties: 
“Risks” in Dealing with Japanese’, Canberra Times, 24 May 1972, 3.
14  ‘Australia–Japan Relations’, Australian Foreign Affairs Record 51, no. 4 (April 1980): 98; ‘Japan–
Australia Relations (Basic Data)’, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-
paci/australia/data.html, accessed 7 May 2022.
15  ‘Australia–Japan Relations’, Australian Foreign Affairs Record 51, no. 4 (April 1980): 98.
16  John Bryant, ‘Teaching of Japanese Praised’, Canberra Times, 11 December 1981, 9.

http://doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12245
http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/australia/data.html
http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/australia/data.html
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One  feature  of many university Japanese-language programs was the 
opportunity for students to visit Japan to study, or sometimes complete 
an internship, thus embedding young Australians in Japanese society.17

From the late twentieth century, the teaching of Japanese language within 
the Australian school system expanded considerably due to the economic 
importance of Japan, and opportunities for exchange and tourism between 
the two nations. A plethora of national and state language and curriculum 
policies framed this development. In 1982, the Fraser government 
commissioned a Senate inquiry to respond to community pressure for 
a national language policy. Reporting to the Hawke government in 1984, 
the inquiry recommended a comprehensive approach to national language 
planning that would address all of Australia’s language and literacy needs. 
As Joseph Lo Bianco has noted, ‘the ethos was one of collaboration by 
engaging all jurisdictions, as well as community level, non-government 
structures and agencies’.18 The National Policy on Languages was endorsed 
with bipartisan support in 1987, identifying Japanese as a language of 
geopolitical significance.19

In 1992, the Keating government introduced a new Australian Language 
and Literacy Policy which shifted the funding balance towards English 
literacy and away from foreign languages.20 The Asia Education Foundation 
was established the following year, with A$3.5  million in funding to 
promote studies of Asia in schools. In 1994, a report on Asian Languages 
and Australia’s Economic Future resulted in the National Asian Languages 
and Studies in Australian Schools (NALSAS) program. This aimed to 
strengthen Australia’s engagement with Asia by educating and enthusing 
a new generation of Australians about their region. A priority of ‘Asian 
literacy’ was language proficiency in Japanese, Bahasa Indonesia, Korean 
and Mandarin.21 Despite the allocation of A$220 million to the program 

17  Leonie Boxtel, interviewed by Kate Darian-Smith, 24 March 2017.
18  Joseph Lo Bianco, ‘Asian Languages in Australian Schools: Policy Options’, Melbourne Asia 
Policy Papers 7, May 2005.
19  R.J.  Hawke, Speech delivered to the Asian Studies Bicentennial Conference, 11  February 
1988, pmtranscripts.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/original/00007287.pdf, accessed 12  December 
2019; Marilyn Harrington, ‘Australia in the Asian Century: Asian Studies in Schools’, Parliament 
of Australia, 2012, www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_
Library/FlagPost/2012/November/Australia_in_the_Asian_Century_Asian_studies_in_schools, 
accessed 30 April 2021.
20  Lo Bianco, ‘Asian Languages in Australian Schools’.
21  Juliet Pietsch and Haydn Aarons, ‘Australian Engagement with Asia: Towards Closer Political, 
Economic and Cultural Ties’, in Australia: Identity, Fear and Governance in the 21st Century, ed. Juliet 
Pietsch and Haydn Aarons (Canberra: ANU Press, 2012), doi.org/10.22459/AIFG.11.2012.03, 34.

http://pmtranscripts.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/original/00007287.pdf
http://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/FlagPost/2012/November/Australia_in_the_Asian_Century_Asian_studies_in_schools
http://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/FlagPost/2012/November/Australia_in_the_Asian_Century_Asian_studies_in_schools
http://doi.org/10.22459/AIFG.11.2012.03
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and the privileging of Asian languages, the NALSAS learning outcomes 
fell below targets, and it ended in 2007.22 A new impetus and funding 
was given to the study of Asian languages under the Rudd government, 
and the introduction of a national curriculum in schools has included 
languages as a key study area.

In the twenty-first century, and despite ongoing challenges, Japanese has 
remained the most studied foreign language in Australian schools and 
universities. The numbers peaked in the early 2000s, when about 426,000 
students—representing about 10 per cent of all Australian school students—
were studying Japanese language. At that time, Australia had the second-
largest group of Japanese-language learners in the world, surpassed only by 
Korea.23 Queensland and Victoria have the highest numbers of Japanese-
language learners at school, partly accounted for by the deep teaching 
strengths that have been established. Over the last two decades, Australian 
universities have seen stability or even a small increase, especially at the 
beginner level, in enrolments in Japanese language and culture subjects. This 
can be explained by enrolments from international students at Australian 
campuses, but also by the enthusiasm among younger Australians for 
Japanese popular culture and a recognition of the importance of skills in 
cross-cultural communication in the global economy.

People-to-People Links: Exchange 
Programs and Tourism
One of the strengths of the Australian–Japanese relationship over the 
past 60  years has been the meaningful people-to-people relationships 
that have developed through programs of student exchange and the 
growth in tourism both ways. Indeed, in-country exchange programs 
for, respectively, Japanese and English language learners at all levels—and 

22  Kevin Rudd, Asian Languages and Australia’s Economic Future (Brisbane: Queensland Government 
Printer, Brisbane, 1994); Rebecca Cairns, ‘Constructing Asia Literacy as a Policy Problem’, Australian 
Policy and History, 13  November 2017, aph.org.au/2017/11/constructing-asia-literacy-as-a-policy-
problem/, accessed 30 April 2021; Deborah Henderson, ‘Politics and Policy-Making for Asia Literacy: 
The Rudd Report and a National Strategy in Australian Education’, Asian Studies Review 32, no. 2 
(2008): 171–95, doi.org/10.1080/10357820802064690.
23  Robyn Spence-Brown, ‘Japanese Language Education in Australia Today: An Overview’, 2, 
nsjle.org.au/nsjle/media/2014-NSJLE-04-ROBYN-SPENCE-BROWN.pdf, accessed 30 April 2021; 
Anne de Kretser and Robyn Spence-Brown, ‘The Current State of Japanese Language Education in 
Australian Schools’, The Tokyo Foundation for Policy Research, 15 December 2010, www.tkfd.or.jp/
en/research/detail.php?id=174, accessed 30 April 2021.

http://aph.org.au/2017/11/constructing-asia-literacy-as-a-policy-problem/
http://aph.org.au/2017/11/constructing-asia-literacy-as-a-policy-problem/
http://doi.org/10.1080/10357820802064690
http://nsjle.org.au/nsjle/media/2014-NSJLE-04-ROBYN-SPENCE-BROWN.pdf
http://www.tkfd.or.jp/en/research/detail.php?id=174
http://www.tkfd.or.jp/en/research/detail.php?id=174
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including homestays with family groups—have increased dramatically 
in recent decades. Most of these exchanges are organised by Australian 
and Japanese secondary schools, universities, government bodies and by 
private organisations such as Rotary International.24

There is a long history of Australians travelling to Japan for language 
training. In the 1930s, at least two students from the University of 
Melbourne did so, funded as Mollison Scholars in Japanese.25 After World 
War II, student exchange was increasingly recognised as contributing to 
cultural exchange and, for Western nations, was seen as an avenue for 
promoting democratic ideals and combatting communism in the political 
context of the Cold War. In 1952, the Japanese Education Ministry 
announced that, in return for outgoing exchange invitations from the 
United States and other nations, it would establish an incoming scholarship 
scheme ‘to help young people of foreign countries to understand Japan’.26

In the 1960s, student exchange between Australia and Japan increased 
substantially, coinciding with deepening trade ties and also the growth in 
Australia of Japanese-language teaching.

Organisations such as Rotary International were instrumental to this 
development, sending Australian students to Japan and bringing Japanese 
students to Australia.27 Rotary, originating in the United States in 1905 
to promote professional interchange, had pre–World War  II links with 
Japan and Australia. Embracing the ideals of the United Nations and 
world peace, from the 1950s Rotary was very active in promoting and 
funding student exchange between the two nations, particularly for senior 
secondary school students.

The Australian–Overseas Student Travel (AOST) Scheme funded 
Australian students to study Japan for the first time in 1963, and in 1965 
funded Japanese students to Australia, arranging billets with Australian 

24  Mayumi Parry, ‘Lessons from Japanese Family Homestays’, New Voices in Japanese Studies 1 (Dec 
2006): 62–74, doi.org/10.21159/nv.01.07.
25  ‘Melbourne Student in Japan: Mr P.V. Russo’s Successes’, Herald, 25 May 1934, 19; ‘W. T. Mollison 
Scholarship in Modern Languages’, University of Melbourne, scholarships.unimelb.edu.au/awards/w-t-
mollison-scholarship-in-modern-languages, accessed 30 April 2021; ‘Friendship with Japan: Advice of 
Australian Student’, Recorder, 24 November 1937, 1. For the Mollison scholarships, see www.unimelb.
edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/2824683/UTR-6.9-Amendment-W.-T.-Mollison-Scholarship-
Certified-12-July-2018.pdf, accessed 7 May 2022.
26  ‘Japan Plans Foreign Student Scholarships’, Newcastle Sun, 7 October 1952, 4.
27  ‘Student Arrives’, Biz, 28 February 1962, 1; ‘Rotary Student Tells of Modern Japan’, Nepean 
Times, 7 June 1962, 7; ‘Exchange Student’, Biz, 31 July 1963, 41; ‘Student Off to Japan’, Canberra 
Times, 27 January 1980, 17.

http://doi.org/10.21159/nv.01.07
http://scholarships.unimelb.edu.au/awards/w-t-mollison-scholarship-in-modern-languages
http://scholarships.unimelb.edu.au/awards/w-t-mollison-scholarship-in-modern-languages
http://www.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/2824683/UTR-6.9-Amendment-W.-T.-Mollison-Scholarship-Certified-12-July-2018.pdf
http://www.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/2824683/UTR-6.9-Amendment-W.-T.-Mollison-Scholarship-Certified-12-July-2018.pdf
http://www.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/2824683/UTR-6.9-Amendment-W.-T.-Mollison-Scholarship-Certified-12-July-2018.pdf


191

9. AUSTRALIAN–JAPANESE CULTURAL CONNECTIONS

households.28 Other avenues available to Australian students who wanted 
to visit Japan included the National Union of Australian Students, 
which organised homestays for tertiary students in Japan; essay-writing 
competitions, which sent successful students to Japan; and the Australia–
Japan Business Committee school-student exchange scheme. Among 
those young Australians was a future ambassador to Japan, Bruce Miller.29

Student exchange has typically involved linguistic and cultural immersion. 
Homestays, it was explained by the press to the Australian public in the 
1980s, could ‘promote mutual understanding between the ordinary 
citizens’ of the two countries, which would then lead to improved trade 
relations.30 This understanding included exposure to such Japanese 
customs as communal bathing, which could be very confronting, as 
Rosalind Dickson of Victor Harbor, South Australia, explained to her 
local newspaper when she returned from a 12-day tour of Japan as 
‘an ambassador of youth’ for Australia.31

The year-long student exchanges sponsored by Rotary Clubs throughout 
Australia were particularly transformative for many young Australians, 
including those from rural communities. In 2020, when Melanie 
Brock received a Commendation from the Japanese foreign minister 
in recognition of her contribution to Japanese–Australian connections in 
business and culture, she recalled:

I am ever so grateful to the blokes on the Albany [WA] Rotary 
youth exchange panel way back in the early 80s for sending me 
to Japan. It is now my home and my passion … People-to-people 
linkages underpin all areas of engagement, so we need to get more 
young people learning Japanese.32

Academic and journalist Libby Lester spent a year on a Rotary exchange 
from Devonport, Tasmania, and the experience ‘was formative in a way 
little else has been since’. While she gained ‘many of the things the scheme 

28  ‘Homestays Urgently Required’, Tharunka, 2 July 1965, 3.
29  ‘Vive La Diffence’ [sic], Tharunka 16 September 1969, 4; ‘Our Student Ambassadors’ Tour: 
Japan’, Australian Women’s Weekly, 18 October 1978, 71; ‘2nd AFS Student to Japan’, Hamersley News, 
1 March 1983, 7; ‘Canberra Student Wins Japan Exchange Award’, Canberra Times, 14 August 1982, 
13. See also Bruce Miller, ‘The Tokyo Embassy, Past, Present and Future: Reflections’, in this volume.
30  ‘Getting to Know Each Other’, Canberra Times, 7 July 1982, 2.
31  David Green, ‘Rosalind Enjoys Japanese Way of Life’, Victor Harbor Times, 11 May 1988, 9.
32  Mark Mulligan, ‘AFR Columnist Wins Award for Service to Japan–Australia Relationship’, 
Australian Financial Review, 3 December 2020, www.afr.com/world/asia/afr-columnist-wins-award-
for-service-to-japan-australia-relationship-20201203-p56k7y, accessed 3 February 2021.

http://www.afr.com/world/asia/afr-columnist-wins-award-for-service-to-japan-australia-relationship-20201203-p56k7y
http://www.afr.com/world/asia/afr-columnist-wins-award-for-service-to-japan-australia-relationship-20201203-p56k7y
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intended—a language, an appreciation for another culture, a network 
of friends and families still in place today’, her eyes were opened in 
unexpected ways to cultural and political developments. Lester reflected 
her year in Japan provided:

my first real glimpse of soft power in action and is something 
I  have carried through life—along with a penchant for beige 
trench coats and black stockings, the sensible and elegant uniform 
of the Japanese working woman.33

School tours in both directions have been built over time since the 1980s 
and have exposed generations of Australian and Japanese students to 
each other’s country. Australia has been the most popular international 
destination for Japanese school groups, with around 60,000 students 
visiting annually prior to the COVID-related travel restrictions from 
2020. Australian school visits to Japan have proved equally popular, 
and more recently have broadened their scope to include sciences and 
technology subjects. Around 650 formal partnerships between Australian 
and Japanese schools currently exist, some incorporating teacher exchange 
and online collaborative learning. After a decline in the early 2000s, 
student mobility between the two nations then strengthened, assisted 
by scholarships at secondary and tertiary levels. Since 2014, Australia’s 
New Colombo Plan has sent more than 2,000 university undergraduate 
students to study and undertake internships in Japan.34 Recent initiatives 
such as the Australian Olympic Connect ‘Tomodachi 2021’ have 
recharged connections between schools, with more than 600 classes in 
Australia and Japan involved in the lead up to the Tokyo Olympic Games 
in 2020 (ultimately held in 2021), and the Australian embassy actively 
encouraging Japanese participation.35

Cultural interactions between Japan and Australia extend to agreements 
of cooperation between municipal and state governments. All Australian 
states and more than 100 cities and towns have a sister relationship with 
Japan, accounting for over 20 per cent of all such relationships. However, 

33  Libby Lester, personal communication to Kate Darian-Smith, 6 April 2021.
34  ‘Japan–Australia Education and Research’, Australian Government Department of Education and 
Training, June 2017, internationaleducation.gov.au/International-network/japan/PolicyUpdates-Japan/
Documents/2017-06%20A-J%20Education%20Research%20quick%20facts.pdf, accessed 5 March 
2020; ‘Japan–Australia Relations (Basic Data)’, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, www.mofa.go.jp/
region/asia-paci/australia/data.html, accessed 7 May 2022.
35  ‘Strengthening Links with Japan’, Australian embassy in Tokyo, japan.embassy.gov.au/tkyo/
pr2021_tk07.html, accessed 20 January 2021.

http://internationaleducation.gov.au/International-network/japan/PolicyUpdates-Japan/Documents/2017-06%20A-J%20Education%20Research%20quick%20facts.pdf
http://internationaleducation.gov.au/International-network/japan/PolicyUpdates-Japan/Documents/2017-06%20A-J%20Education%20Research%20quick%20facts.pdf
http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/australia/data.html
http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/australia/data.html
http://japan.embassy.gov.au/tkyo/pr2021_tk07.html
http://japan.embassy.gov.au/tkyo/pr2021_tk07.html
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the growth in tourism between the two nations has been particularly 
important in opening up mutual appreciation of the culture and 
landscapes of the two nations. In 1964, 6,371 Australians travelled to 
Japan, the majority for holidays (5,074), with the remainder for business 
and study purposes.36 Less than half that number of Japanese (2,598) 
travelled to Australia, primarily on business trips.37 From the mid-1960s, 
the liberalisation of travel from Japan established that country’s modern 
international tourism industry. Initially, the most popular destinations 
were the United States, Hawai‘i and Hong Kong. By the 1980s, this had 
shifted. A 1986 Australian Tourism Commission International Visitor 
Survey found that about one-third of first-time Japanese travellers chose 
Australia as their preferred destination. Tourist arrivals from Japan 
to Australia grew rapidly, and by 1987 had increased by 48  per cent, 
accounting for 12 per cent of total international visitors.38 This growth 
was supported by the relatively short travel distance, Australia’s unique 
environments and the decline in the value of the Australian dollar.

The Australian government and the tourist industry also effectively 
promoted special events in Japan, including the Bicentennial and the 
Brisbane World Expo, both held in 1988. Indeed, by the late 1980s 
Australia was rated as Japan’s most popular destination, and its tourism 
industry increasingly catered to Japanese visitors.39 In 1992, a report by 
the Australia–Japan Research Centre noted that Australia was ‘the number 
one honeymoon destination [for the Japanese], just ahead of Hawaii’.40 
Japanese tourism to Australia peaked in 1997, with some 814,000 visits, 
but declined with the economic downturn in Asia, and the subsequent 
stagnation of the Japanese economy.41 By 2016, when just 417,900 
Japanese tourists travelled to Australia, tourist numbers from Japan had 
halved from what they were in 1997.42

36  ‘Australian Demographic Review, no.  217: Overseas Arrivals and Departures’ (Canberra: 
Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, 1964), 18, 3401.0_12_1964-2, www.abs.gov.au/
AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/3401.01964?OpenDocument, accessed 7 May 2022.
37  ‘Australian Demographic Review, no. 217’, 14.
38  Ian Curnow et al., Japanese Travel to Australia: Prospects and Issues, Pacific Economic Paper No. 183 
(Canberra: Australian National University, 1990).
39  Ian Curnow et al., Japanese Travel to Australia, 1, 8; Maree Tait, Japanese Tourism to Australia 
(Canberra: Australia–Japan Research Centre, 1992), 2, 4.
40  Maree Tait, Japanese Tourism to Australia.
41  Tourism Australia, Annual Report 2005/2006, PP no. 43, National Library of Australia (NLA): 
nla.gov.au/nla.obj-906354502, accessed 7 May 2022.
42  Carrington Clarke, ‘Australia and Japan Reverse Tourism Relationship’, ABC News, 16 January 
2018, www.abc.net.au/news/2018-01-16/australia-and-japan-reverse-tourism-relationship/9332518, 
accessed 2 December 2019.
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This same period has seen a reversal in tourism flows, with Australian 
visits to Japan sharply rising. In 1997 only 101,460 Australians travelled 
to Japan, as most Australians found the country too expensive because 
of the exchange rate. During the 2000s, with the weakening of the yen, 
Australians have been increasingly attracted by more affordable food 
and accommodation in Japan, as well as the opportunity to ski during 
the Southern Hemisphere summer, and Japan’s hosting of major events. 
During 2016, more than 445,230 Australians visited Japan, and by 2018 
this number had risen to half a million—indicating Japan’s importance 
as a tourist destination for Australians prior to border closures and travel 
restrictions due to the global pandemic.43

Australian–Japanese Arts and Cultural 
Connections
From the early 1970s, the Australian government expanded its programs 
of cultural or public diplomacy with Japan. The recognition of the value of 
what Joseph Nye has termed ‘soft power’ has incorporated diplomatically 
sanctioned programs that aim to share ideas and showcase Australia’s 
creative and technological expertise, and build institutional, community 
and people-to-people links.44 The promotion of Australia’s cultural and 
creative industries overseas has been key to its cultural diplomacy and 
development of a wider Asia literacy, and has been particularly prominent 
in its ties with Japan. Central to popular perceptions of Japan within 
Australia are Japan’s cultural traditions alongside its artistic as well as 
technical innovation, with the arts ‘serving as key drivers of the intimacy 
of ties at both the elite and grassroots level’.45

The Australia–Japan Foundation (AJF) was launched in 1976 and is 
Australia’s oldest cultural council, supporting programs underpinning 
bilateral and regional relationships in the Asia-Pacific. Initially a statutory 

43  ‘Japan Attracts a Record Number of Australian Tourists in 2018’, Japan National Tourism 
Organization, www.japan.travel/en/au/media-releases/japan-attracts-a-record-number-of-australian-
tourists-in-2018/, accessed 7 May 2022.
44  Christiane Keys-Statham, ‘Australia’s International Cultural Diplomacy’, Australian Policy and 
History 13 November 2017, aph.org.au/2017/11/australias-international-cultural-diplomacy/, accessed 
6 December 2020.
45  Shiro Armstrong, Reimagining the Japan Relationship: An Agenda for Australia’s Benchmark 
Partnership in Asia (Canberra: Australia–Japan Research Centre, The Australian National University, 
2021), 52.
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body, the AJF received a sizeable budget in recognition of the importance 
of Australia–Japan relations and funded a Tokyo-based director who 
worked and later lived at the Australian embassy. A review of the AJF under 
the Howard government re-situated it within Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade (DFAT), and its headquarters are now in Canberra, 
with an office at the Australian embassy in Tokyo. Eminent Australians 
appointed to the AJF board provide expertise and input to Australia’s 
foreign policy and economic and diplomacy priorities. Through its grants 
program, the AJF aims to increase mutual awareness and understanding 
of Australia’s and Japan’s shared cultural and economic interests, and to 
foster programs of collaboration and exchange spanning the arts, media, 
education, business, science, technology and sport, with these initiatives 
often supported by the embassy.46

Other government agencies, including the Australia Council for the Arts, 
and organisations such as Asialink, have been important in fostering 
mutual appreciation of Australian and Japanese culture and the arts. 
On the Japanese side, the Japan Foundation was established in 1972 to 
promote international exchange, with a focus on showcasing Japanese 
culture and Japanese-language teaching overseas. The Japan Foundation 
opened its first Australian office in 1977, and today has offices, a library 
and a gallery in Sydney. It has played a role, through its grants program, 
in supporting Japanese studies in Australia and contributing to bilateral 
ties across many fields of creative endeavour.

Indeed, from the 1970s there has been an extraordinary growth in the 
creative exchanges between Australia and Japan. Australian theatrical 
performers, musicians, puppeteers, dancers, writers and artists who work 
across many artforms have visited Japan to perform and to collaborate 
with Japanese artists and cultural institutions in the creation of new 
works, exhibitions and performances. These activities have highlighted 
Australia’s creative economy, and individual and collective artistic 
innovation, and have often been funded by the Australian and Japanese 
governments through their respective cultural agencies, as well as through 
philanthropic and corporate sponsors. Such showcasing has spanned 
traditional and contemporary practice. For instance, in the field of dance, 
both the Australian Ballet and the Indigenous contemporary Bangarra 
Dance Theatre have toured Japan with great success over the past few years. 

46  ‘Australia–Japan Foundation’, Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, www.dfat.
gov.au/ajf, accessed 18 November 2020. See also Chapter 8 in this volume.
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In return, Asia-focused exhibitions and festivals, such as the Asia-Pacific 
Triennial of Contemporary Art and the newer Asia-Pacific Triennial of 
Performing Arts have brought many Japanese creative artists to Australia.

The visual arts, in particular, have proved an important channel of 
cultural exchange, and offer a case study for exploring Australia’s cultural 
diplomacy in Japan and how this has evolved over the past 50 years. This 
brief overview begins with the Biennale of Sydney, launched in 1973 to 
widen Australian access to contemporary art in the Asia-Pacific. It proved 
to be an important site for Japanese artists, notably those working with 
performances and cutting-edge technologies, to exhibit in Australia 
and was to be the precursor of many later artistic exchanges. By 1981, 
influential ties were established when groups of artists based in Melbourne 
arranged an exchange of group exhibitions with Japanese artists. The works 
challenged conventional notions of art, and were displayed to widespread 
acclaim at seven gallery sites across Melbourne under the banner of 
YOIN: Ideas from Japan Made in Australia.47 This large-scale project had 
been organised with assistance from Stelarc, an Australian performance 
artist then living in Tokyo, and student volunteers from Melbourne’s art 
colleges assisted in the exhibition installation.48

Two years later, in a complementary exchange, the landmark Continuum 
’83 exhibition of Australian contemporary art was held in Tokyo. This 
showcased the work of 27 Australian artists and video artists in multiple 
commercial galleries across Tokyo during Australia Week, and was funded 
by the Australia Council, the AJF and the Japan Foundation. On-the-
ground support came from Alison Broinowski, cultural counsellor at the 
Australian embassy, with Ambassador Neil Currie hosting a reception 
in the embassy gardens for the Australian and Japanese artists, gallery 
directors, curators and the media.49

47  Alison Holland, ‘Innovation, Art Practice and Japan–Australia Cultural Exchange during the 
1970s and 1980s’, Asia Pacific Journal of Arts & Cultural Management 9, no. 1 (December 2012): 
24–31; see Alison Broinowski, The Yellow Lady: Australian Impressions of Asia (Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 1992), 170.
48  Stelarc, ‘My Tokyo Connection’, in Tamai, Reflections, 26–30.
49  Tamai, Reflections, 15; Ken Scarlett, ‘Australia, Japan and Continuum ’83’, in Continuum ’83: 
The 1st Exhibition of Australian Contemporary Art in Japan, 22 August–3 September 1983 (Tokyo: 
Japan–Australia Cultural & Art Exchange Committee, 1983), 3; Emiko Namikawa, ‘Art Exchanges 
between Australia and Japan’, in Tamai, Reflections, 10–21.
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By the mid-1980s, Australian visual artists were engaged in a more intense 
relationship with Asia, and particularly Japan, than their counterparts in 
Europe or North America. Japanese visual art was seen as at the epitome 
of ultra-style, and as a ‘a locus of ultra-modern creativity’.50

The Continuum ’85: Aspects of Japanese Art Today brought contemporary 
Japanese art to the Australian Centre for Contemporary Art and other 
galleries in Melbourne in 1985, showing installation, graphics, video art, 
film and performance art.51 Exchanges between Australian and Japanese 
galleries were developed, with a partnership between the Queensland Art 
Gallery and Saitama Museum of Modern Art providing the model for 
the ongoing and highly successful Asia-Pacific Triennial of Contemporary 
Art.52 Since the 1990s, Australian galleries and museums have also 
developed their collections of traditional and contemporary Japanese art, 
and bilateral residencies and exchanges for individual artists and students 
have deepened the relationship.

High-profile exhibitions of Australian art commenced in Japan during 
the 1980s. In 1987, Contemporary Australian Art, hosted by the Museum 
of Modern Art in Saitama, celebrated sister relations between Saitama 
Prefecture and Queensland, and the Australian Bicentennial Authority’s 
Edge to Edge contemporary art exhibition toured in Japan during 1988. 
The Australian embassy staff both initiated and supported these events, 
working in partnership with other government agencies and providing 
sponsors. For instance, the major retrospective Two Hundred Years of 
Australian Painting held in 1992 at the National Museum of Western 
Art in Tokyo and the National Museum of Modern Art in Kyoto was 
proposed by staff at the Australian embassy and realised with funding 
and promotion from the AJF and Japanese media company Nihon Keizai 
Shimbun (now Nikkei).53

In 1989, Asialink was established as a joint initiative of the Australian 
government’s Commission for the Future and the philanthropic Myer 
Foundation in response to growing investment in Australia’s interactions 
within the Asia-Pacific. Asialink’s role was to build Australia’s influence 
within the region through leadership training across programs spanning 

50  Broinowski, The Yellow Lady, 187, 174.
51  Namikawa, ‘Art Exchanges between Australia and Japan’, 18–25.
52  Caroline Turner, ‘My Memories of Art Projects in Japan’, in Tamai, Reflections, 22–25.
53  Tamai, Reflections, 6.
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business, education and the arts.54 Asialink Arts was formed in 1991, 
headed by the art administrator and curator Alison Carroll, who had lived 
in Japan in the early 1970s. Its arts projects were often supported by the 
Australia Council and DFAT, and by 1993 included an Arts Exhibition 
Touring Program that included Japan.55 By the early 2000s, an emphasis 
on developing professional links between Australian and Japanese curators 
and arts institutions led to an active program of exhibitions between the 
two nations.56 Through the AJF, Australian artists were not only exhibiting 
work but also connecting with curators and galleries, including across 
regional Japan.57 Asialink’s Sun Gazing initiative, for instance, organised 
a series of exhibitions of Australian contemporary art and craft to Japan 
in 2002–04, with the expectation that a number of Japanese exhibitions 
would come to Australia. These attracted an audience of nearly 300,000 
people, with Patricia Piccinini’s hyper-realist sculptures breaking 
attendance records at the Hara Museum of Contemporary Art in Tokyo.58 
In 2006, the official ‘Year of Exchange’, the first Australia–Japan Visual 
Arts Forum was held in Tokyo, and hosted by the Australian embassy.59

By the late 1980s, small commercial galleries in Tokyo were exhibiting 
traditional Australian Indigenous art.60 By the early 1990s, public galleries 
in Japan began presenting Aboriginal art to wider audiences; as Japanese 
tourism increased to Australia, there was increasing interest in learning 
about the nation and its peoples. In 1992, Crossroads – Toward a New 
Reality: Aboriginal Art from Australia was shown at national art museums 
in Kyoto and Tokyo.61 Japanese reviewers made connections across 
cultures, praising the works as possessing a vitality that was perceived 

54  ‘Shaping the Future: An Uncommon History of Asialink 1989–2017’, University of Melbourne, 
asialink.unimelb.edu.au/stories/shaping-the-future-an-uncommon-history-of-asialink-1989-2017, 
accessed 16 May 2022.
55  Alison Carroll and Carrillo Gantner, ‘Finding a Place on the Asian Stage’, The Conversation, 
11 June 2012, theconversation.com/finding-a-place-on-the-asian-stage-7189/, accessed 7 May 2022.
56  Alison Carroll, Asialink Arts: Through the Looking Glass, the Asialink Arts Program, 1990–2010 
(Melbourne: Asialink, University of Melbourne, 2012), 12–13.
57  Leonie Boxtel, interviewed by Kate Darian-Smith, 24 March 2017.
58  Alison Carroll, ‘People and Partnership: An Australian Model for International Art Exchanges—
the Asialink Arts Program, 1990–2010’, in Contemporary Asian Art and Exhibitions Connectivities and 
World-making, ed. Michelle Antionette and Caroline Turner (Canberra: ANU Press, 2014), doi.org/ 
10.22459/CAAE.11.2014.11.
59  Alison Carroll, ed., Sun Gazing: The Australia–Japan Art Exhibitions Touring Program 2002–04, 
(Melbourne: Asialink Centre, University of Melbourne, 2004), 3; Asialink, Annual Report 2006 
(Melbourne: University of Melbourne, 2007).
60  Kayo Tamura, ‘Australian Aboriginal Art in Japan’ (MA thesis, University of Melbourne, 1994), 6.
61  Ibid., 1–4.
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to be now ‘lost from contemporary Japanese life’.62 Asialink also funded 
an exhibition of contemporary Aboriginal art from private collections 
staged in Matsunoyama, Tokyo and Hokkaido during 2003, which 
was accompanied by a major publication on Aboriginal art produced 
in Japanese.63

In 2008, the popularity of Indigenous Australian art in Japan was 
exemplified by the resounding success of the Utopia: The Genius of 
Emily Kame Kngwarreye touring exhibition, mounted at the National 
Museum of Art in Osaka and the National Art Center in Tokyo, and then 
shown at the National Museum of Australia, in Canberra.64 It was the 
largest exhibition of an Australian artist ever held internationally, with 
around 200 works by the Western Desert artist Emily Kame Kngwarreye 
(c. 1910–1996). Japanese audiences of over 100,000 attended across the 
two venues, a visitation record for any Australian art exhibition.65

The tour of the Utopia exhibition to Japan has been described as the 
‘kind  of extended, cross-cultural, governmental-corporate collaboration 
that was virtually without precedent in exhibitions of Australian art’.66 
It was developed over many years, with initial support from Asialink, 
and ongoing negotiations between the participating institutions, curators 
and the Australian embassy.67 Utopia’s principal curator was Indigenous 
Australian Margo Neale, who was based at the National Museum 
of Australia. Her  co-curator—the Japanese poet and curator Akira 
Tatehata—had initiated the exhibition after attending Neale’s exhibition 
of Kngwarreye’s work in Australia in 1998. Tatehata approached 
Murray McLean, Australia’s ambassador in Tokyo, with a proposal 
for the exhibition; in turn, McLean approached the Australian federal 

62  Ibid., 8.
63  Timothy Morrell, ‘Spirit Country: Contemporary Australian Aboriginal Art from the Gantner 
Myer Collection’, Artlink, June 2002, www.artlink.com.au/articles/2379/spirit-country-contemporary-
australian-aboriginal-/, accessed 7 May 2022.
64  Margo Neale, ed., Utopia: The Genius of Emily Kame Kngwarreye (Canberra: National Museum 
of Australia Press, 2008); Gay McDonald and Laura Fisher, ‘Emily Kame Kngwarreye in Japan’, 
Artlink, 1 June 2015, www.artlink.com.au/articles/4318/emily-kame-kngwarreye-in-japan/, accessed 
7 May 2022.
65  ‘Cultural Diplomacy’, Australian embassy in Tokyo, japan.embassy.gov.au/tkyo/art_culture_
aust.html, accessed 7 May 2022; Alison Carroll, ed., Sun Walking: Australian Visual Arts Partnership, 
Program, 2005–9 (Melbourne: Asialink Centre, University of Melbourne, 2009), 30.
66  McDonald and Fisher, ‘Emily Kame Kngwarreye’; Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 
Annual Report 2008–2009 (Canberra: Australian Government Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade, 2009), 191.
67  Carroll, Sun Walking, 5.
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government for support. The Australian embassy in Tokyo then assisted 
with the project’s realisation and promotion through staff contributions, 
principally from Hitomi Toku (cultural officer), Ross Westcott (counsellor, 
public diplomacy) and Bruce Miller (minister, political).68

Interviewed by the Japan Times in February 2008, the ‘suave, chain-
smoking’ Tatehata predicted that the Utopia exhibition will ‘make Japanese 
face the question, “What does multiculturalism really mean?” … Making 
an effort to understand a foreign culture like Kngwarreye’s is very 
important’.69 For the Japanese, the exhibition raised the problem of where 
to place Australian Indigenous cultural production within the canon of 
Western art history, and both reviews and audience responses highlighted 
this issue while also responding positively to the work.70

The Australia Council for the Arts has also supported the exposure of 
Australian visual and performing arts in Japan for several decades. In 1991, 
under the Keating government, the Australia Council allocated at least half 
of its international budget to the Asia-Pacific region, although this was 
to decline sharply by the mid-1990s. Developing arts connections with 
North Asia was a key focus area for the Australia Council’s international 
grants throughout the 2000s, and Australia’s artistic connections with 
Japan are deeper and more developed than elsewhere in the region.

One of the most significant programs was instigated in 1987 by the 
Australia Council’s Visual Arts and Craft Board when it set up its Tokyo 
Studio, with sculptor Noelene Lucas as the inaugural artist-in-residence. 
The studio was initially located in a small, rented prefabricated house on 
the rooftop of a building in Monzen-Nakacho, in Tokyo’s ‘old downtown’, 
which was furnished by the Australian embassy. In 1995, the studio was 
relocated to an apartment block in Takadanobaba. While the Australia 
Council managed the program, the artists who came for a three-to-four-
month stay were supported personally and professionally through the 

68  McDonald and Fisher, ‘Emily Kame Kngwarreye’; Tamai, Reflections.
69  Edan Corkhill, ‘Dreamtime on Canvas’, Japan Times, 21 February 2008, www.japantimes.co.jp/
culture/2008/02/21/arts/dreamtime-on-canvas/, accessed 7 May 2022.
70  McDonald and Fisher, ‘Emily Kame Kngwarreye’; see also Nakamura Kazue, ‘A Dialogue to 
Find Ourselves and Others: The Reception of Emily Kngwarreye in Japan’, Australian and New 
Zealand Journal of Arts 9, no.  1–2 (2008): 22–27, doi.org/10.1080/14434318.2008.11432789; 
Corkhill, ‘Dreamtime on Canvas’; and John McDonald, ‘Emily Kame Kngwarreye in Osaka’, John 
McDonald (blog),1  February 2008, www.johnmcdonald.net.au/2008/emily-kame-kngwarreye-in-
osaka/, accessed 7 May 2022; Andrew Pike, director, Emily in Japan: The Making of an Exhibition 
(Ronin Films, 2008), www.roninfilms.com.au/video/0/120/2142.html, accessed 7 May 2022.
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cultural work of embassy staff. Sachiko Tamai recalled that Tokyo was 
‘not very internationalized in the late ’80s. Life in Tokyo was so fresh and 
different for most Australian artists who took up the residency’.71 She 
worked as the senior cultural officer for the Australian embassy in Tokyo 
from 1986, offering assistance to resident artists, and when she retired in 
2000 this was continued by other embassy staff for some years.72

For the artists-in-residence at the Australia Council’s Tokyo Studio until 
its closure in 2016, the experience was to influence their creative practice 
and often led to collaborations with Japanese artists and return visits 
to that country.73 To give one of many examples, Megan Keating spent 
time at the studio in 2003, and recalled that she found Tokyo ‘literally 
littered with exaggerated representations of nature  …  Everywhere you 
turn nature has been preened, prepared, perfected and the re-presented’.74 
This infused her subsequent work.

People-to-people and institutional connections between Australia and 
Japan were also fostered through Asialink’s Arts Residency Program, 
which from the 1990s until 2018 funded Australian artists, performers 
and writers to visit Japan to create new work and collaborate with 
Japanese communities and artistic partners. A related Australia–Japan 
Arts Network sent senior arts managers in Australia to Japan to work in 
key cultural institutions.75 In all these activities involving the arts, and 
countless more, the Australian embassy played a key role as initiator, 
supporter and promoter of Australian cultural production and creativity.

While the extent of artistic and creative interchanges can only be sketched 
out in this chapter, where the focus has been on the visual arts and arts 
residencies, there is no doubt that the cultural sector as a whole has 
clearly been a substantial factor in strengthening the bilateral relationship 
between Australia and Japan for almost five decades. However, diminishing 
federal and state funding for the arts in Australia over the past decade, 
the cessation of international residency programs and, most recently, the 
impacts of COVID-19 on the arts sector all present challenges. As a recent 

71  Sachiko Tamai, ‘VACB Tokyo Studio’, in Tamai, Reflections, 32–34.
72  Ibid., vii.
73  Ibid., vii, 4, 35.
74  Megan Keating, ‘A Floating World’, in Floating World, ed. Jonathan Holmes and Paul Zika, 
exhibition catalogue (Tokyo: Plimsoll Gallery, University of Tasmania, 2007), 35.
75  Asialink, 35,000 Days in Asia: The Asialink Arts Residence Program (Melbourne: Asialink Centre, 
University of Melbourne, 2004), 3. The Australia–Japan Arts Network ran from 1998 to 2002.
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report has advocated, these are among the factors that underlie the need 
for Australia to consider fresh models for cultural engagement across the 
arts in Japan in the future.76

Sports and Diplomacy
Today, Australia and Japan are known as sporting nations, with national 
teams participating in international and regional sporting competitions 
across a range of codes and audiences consuming sports events and games 
not only through in-person attendance but via multiple media formats. 
Japan has deep traditions in distinctive sports such as sumo and martial 
arts, while team sports such as cricket, football and tennis have shaped 
Australia’s settler identity since the early colonial era. However, from the 
mid-twentieth century, both nations have also invested heavily in the 
hosting of prestige global sports events, such as the Olympic Games, as 
a means of furthering national objectives at home and abroad, including 
fostering national identity and asserting influence across the Asia-Pacific 
region and on the world stage. In the post–Cold War era of globalisation, 
sports diplomacy has emerged as a potent form of soft power, not merely 
in ad hoc ties between clubs and networks, but increasingly through 
government.77 Scholars Steven Jackson and Stephen Haigh note ‘an ever-
closer convergence of sport and foreign policy’, as states turn to sport as 
a foreign policy instrument to respond to social, political, cultural and 
economic pressures.78

Sport as a bridge between Australia and Japan can be traced back to the 
early twentieth century. In 1924, three warships and 2,500 men of the 
Imperial Japanese Naval Squadron visited Australia on a friendly training 
mission under the leadership of Admiral Makoto Saitō (who was to serve 
as prime minister of Japan, 1932–34). Addressing an Australian audience 
at the Millions Club at Farmer’s department store in Sydney, Saitō spoke 

76  Armstrong, Reimagining the Japan Relationship, 50–55.
77  David Black and Byron Peacock, ‘Sport and Diplomacy’, in The Oxford Handbook of Modern 
Diplomacy, ed. Andrew F.  Cooper, Jorge Heine and Ramesh Thakur (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199588862.013.0040, 708–14; Kambiz Abdi, et al., 
‘Identifying Sports Diplomacy Resources as Soft Power Tools’, Place Branding and Public Diplomacy 
15 (2019): 147–55, doi.org/10.1057/s41254-019-00115-9; Yoav Dubinsky, ‘From Soft Power to 
Sports Diplomacy: A Theoretical and Conceptual Discussion’, Place Branding and Public Diplomacy 
15 (2019): 156–64, doi.org/10.1057/s41254-019-00116-8.
78  Steven J. Jackson and Stephen Haigh, ‘Between and beyond Politics: Sport and Foreign Policy in 
a Globalizing World’, Sport in Society 11, no. 4 (2008): 352, doi.org/10.1080/17430430802019169.
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of the Japanese tennis team, which from 1921 competed in the Davis 
Cup tournament, and the growing popularity of football among Japanese 
children. ‘By friendly rivalry in sport’, he stated ‘we will cement this 
friendship between us.’79 In 1927 Japan’s Waseda University rugby team 
toured Australia, and when an Australian intervarsity rugby team later 
visited Japan a crowd of 20,000 watched the game.80 These early sporting 
exchanges ceased as conflict approached in the Pacific.

After World War II, Australian and Japanese sporting rivalry intensified. 
Seeking to re-establish its regional and global standing, modern Japan 
has recognised the significance of sport for building national pride and 
international diplomacy. As Wolfram Manzenreiter has explained, ‘along 
with its former colonies Korea and China, Japan has appropriated football 
[soccer] to express and negotiate ideas of identity, power, status and 
global norms in international relations’.81 Australia has also been active 
in football diplomacy across sporting codes, although this has evolved 
gradually. In 1956, an Australian soccer team played for the first time at 
the Olympics in Melbourne, defeating Japan 2–0. However, it was only 
in the 2000s, when Australia joined the Asian Football Confederation, 
and especially after 2006, that this rivalry has strengthened. Australian 
and Japanese soccer teams have competed in almost every World Cup 
qualifying final, generating more attention from supporters and the media 
in both countries each year.

79  ‘Friendly Relations’, Sun, 29 January 1924, 12.
80  ‘Football’, Evening News, 29 June 1927, 7; ‘Australia Beats Japan’, Brisbane Courier, 17 August 
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Post-colonialism and Japan’s Quest for Normal State Status’, Sport in Society 11, no. 4 (2008): 417, 
doi.org/10.1080/17430430802019359. See also Sandra Collins, ‘East and West: Confrontational 
Diplomacy’, The International Journal of the History of Sport 24, no. 8 (August 2007): 1003–41, doi.
org/10.1080/09523360701376573; Wolfram Manzenreiter, ‘Global Movements, Sports Spectacles 
and the Transformation of Representational Power Asia’, Pacific World 1 (2010); Joel Rookwood and 
Kola Adeosun, ‘Nation Branding and Public Diplomacy: Examining Japan’s 2019 Rugby World Cup 
and 2020(21) Olympic Games in the Midst of a Global Economic Downturn and the COVID-19 
Pandemic’, Journal of Global Sport Management (2021), doi.org/10.1080/24704067.2021.1871860; 
and David Rowe, ‘Football, Diplomacy and Australia in the Asian Century’, in Sport and Diplomacy, 
ed. J. Simon Rofe (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2018), doi.org/10.7765/97815261310
65.00018.
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Australia–Japan competition in many other professional sports has 
likewise accelerated in recent decades. A prime example is rugby union, 
which had seen extraordinary growth after Japan hosted the Rugby World 
Cup in 2019. The Japanese Brave Blossoms and the Australian Wallabies 
are now well matched, player exchanges are occurring between rugby 
clubs in both nations, cross-national media coverage of the sport has 
grown and discussions are underway about Japan joining the prestigious 
Southern Hemisphere’s top-tier Rugby Championship alongside Australia 
and other teams. Australia’s championing of Japan in international rugby 
is also supported, at a lower level, by the alignment of Australian Super 
Rugby clubs with Japanese teams; the partnership between the Melbourne 
Rebels and Osaka’s Hanazono Kintetsu Liners has demonstrated the 
potential of bilateral commercial opportunities developing through 
sporting and club ties.82

At the non-professional and community levels of sports participation 
in  Australia and Japan, the support of government and the AJF has 
been  notable if somewhat sporadic. In an early example, in 1978 
Australian golfers were supported to play the Japanese in winning the 
Australia–Japan Foundation trophy. The inaugural tournament was held 
in Victoria in February 1978, with 32 leading golfers from Australia 
and Japan involved, and subsequent tournaments were held in Tokyo 
and Canberra.83 Australia and Japan have also worked together in the 
development of surf lifesaving. The AJF provided support and guidance 
for the establishment of the Japan Lifesaving Association in 1982, and 
this work has had a significant impact in subsequent decades in Japan. 
A survey of AJF grants for the exchange of sports expertise between 
Australia and Japan is instructive and shows the breadth of this on-the-
ground diplomacy. Training sessions for communities and teams; two-
way touring of athletes and sports leaders; and professional development 
aimed at improving sports skills, umpiring and sports administration 
have been funded by a range of grants. Sports and activities that have 
been funded since 2000 include rugby union, rugby league, Australian 
rules football, surf lifesaving, table tennis, hammer-throwing, croquet 
(or ‘gateball’), gymnastics, judo, baseball and volleyball. Many grants 
fund the connection of small clubs and community groups between the 
two nations, as well as state or national associations. Some are directed 

82  Armstrong, Reimagining the Japan Relationship, 58–59.
83  ‘Two-Way Trade in People’, Sydney Morning Herald, 8 May 1978, 8; ‘Aust. Golfers Slump’, Sydney 
Morning Herald, 7 July 1979, 52; ‘Golf to Australia’, Sydney Morning Herald, 10 March 1980, 56.
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at widening participation, including of women, children and those 
with a disability.84 Staff at the Australian embassy in Tokyo have been 
closely involved in the promotion, advocacy, liaison implementation 
and documentation of these diplomatic sporting initiatives for over four 
decades, and alongside the arts these activities have strengthened person-
to-person and community relationships.

While sport has been important for Australia’s informal international 
influence, Australia has also been a pioneer in the formalisation of 
sports diplomacy within foreign policy.85 Australia’s first government 
strategy was launched in 2015, recognising the capacity for sport to 
advance national interests and bolster the economy through associated 
tourism and international partnerships. Its focus on the Asia-Pacific 
included the negotiation of sports agreements with several Asian nations. 
A Memorandum of Understanding on Sport Cooperation was signed 
with Japan in January 2017 during Prime Minister Shinzō Abe’s visit to 
Australia, acknowledging the potential for sporting organisations in the 
two countries to strengthen existing ties and expand programs of athlete 
and coaching exchange and business development. Since then, Australia 
has introduced a national sports plan which is complemented by a renewed 
international strategy known as Sports Diplomacy 2030.86 The document 
recognises sport as a ‘universal language that can break down cultural 
barriers’, projecting Australia’s ‘values and identity’ internationally, and 
cultivating partnerships across the world.87

The Australian embassy has been driving this on the ground in Japan 
through the AUS+RALLY, an initiative association with Rugby 
Australia, the Australian Olympic Committee and Paralympics Australia. 
The  embassy has encouraged Japanese local government authorities 
and organisations to sign up as ‘Friends of Australia’, with the idea that 
they host visiting Australian sporting teams. While impacted by the 

84  See Australia–Japan Foundation, Annual Report (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing 
Service): see annual reports from 2000 through to 2020.
85  Stuart Murray, ‘Sports Diplomacy in the Australian Context: A Case Study of the Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade’, Sports Law eJournal 1, no. 1 (2013): 1–15, doi.org/10.53300/001c.6399; 
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and Diplomacy’, Sport in Society 17, no. 9 (2014): 1098–118, doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2013.856
616. See also Rowe, ‘Football, Diplomacy and Australia in the Asian Century’.
86  Department of Health, Sports Diplomacy 2030 (Canberra: Australian Government Department 
of Health, 2019), www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/sports-diplomacy-2030.pdf, accessed 4  January 
2021; see Armstrong, Reimagining the Japan Relationship, 56–59.
87  Department of Health, Sports Diplomacy 2030, 7.
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COVID-19 pandemic, this program demonstrates how sports diplomacy 
connects Australia and Japan at multiple levels, from local communities 
through to peak sports bodies and international competitions.88

Conclusion
The promotion of Australia’s cultural and creative industries overseas has 
been key to its cultural diplomacy in Japan, as have sporting exchanges 
and participation. Over many decades, these endeavours have built 
up a  depth and breadth of cross-cultural connections in the arts that 
underpin  Australia and Japan’s relationship. As this chapter shows, 
these connections have been developed within a broader context that 
encompasses Japanese-language teaching in Australia, and knowledge of 
the English language and Australian society in Japan. This has, particularly 
since the 1990s, resulted in the reciprocal exchanges of people that have 
been facilitated and promoted through programs of student exchange, 
tourism and working holidays, and educational programs that range from 
the school sector to universities. While the extent of artistic and creative 
interchanges can only be sketched out here with a focus on the visual 
arts and arts residencies, the cultural sector as a whole has clearly been 
a substantial factor in strengthening the bilateral relationship between 
Australia and Japan in a people-centred way. So too have sporting 
exchanges, and the 2032 Olympics in Brisbane will provide a range of 
opportunities for Australian–Japanese relations.

In concluding this chapter, I turn to Australia House, a structure that 
was originally built for the fourth Echigo-Tsumari Art Triennale as part 
of a program of artistic exchange. In 2011, Australia House collapsed 
in a powerful aftershock from the Tohoku earthquake.89 However, 
with the support of the Tokamachi City government, the AJF, the 
Australian embassy and local residents, it was rebuilt and can be visited 
in Urada, Tokamachi City, Niigata Prefecture. Following an international 
competition, the winning design by Sydney architect Andrew Burns 
incorporates environmental sustainability and natural disaster prevention 
to reflect a merger of Australian and Japanese expertise and provide a space 

88  ‘Sports Diplomacy’, Australian embassy in Tokyo, japan.embassy.gov.au/tkyo/sportsdiplomacy.
html, accessed 10 January 2021.
89  See also Murray McLean, ‘The Australian Embassy in Tokyo and the Tohoku Earthquake and 
Tsunami of March 2011’, in this volume.
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for exhibitions and artists-in-residence.90 The story of Australia House is 
particularly pertinent to the bilateral relationship, as it is one of resilience 
and deep community ties that attest to the depth of Australian–Japanese 
collaborations. Looking to the future, here are also fresh opportunities 
for Australia–Japan connections, whether in the arts or through sport, 
to strengthen. This will depend, in part, on appropriate support from 
government agencies and the ongoing efforts of those at the Australian 
embassy to facilitate this rich and special relationship at institutional and 
community levels.

90  ‘Australia House’, Australian embassy in Tokyo, japan.embassy.gov.au/tkyo/australiahouse.html, 
accessed 17 December 2021.
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