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The Search and the Discovery

On the nights of January 23rd and 29th, 1930, Clyde W. Tombaugh
peered through the newly installed 13-inch astrographic refractor at the
Lowell Observatory in Flagstaff, routinely making photographic plates of
that portion of the sky where Planet X was predicted to exist. What the
twenty-four year old Kansas farmboy did nof realize on these two winter
evenings was that he was photographing the two plates from which he was
to discover Planet X nearly a month later. On that day of discovery he
Jotted in his notebook: "On Feb. 18, 1930 at 4.P.M. planet X was discovered
on the comparator."l On March 13, 1930, the directors of the search
announced to the world the discove;y of the ninth planet. After considering
nearly one hundred names for the new planet, they decided on "Pluto," the
god of darkness and the underworld. The name not only suggested the
remote darkness of the outermost planet in our solar system, it also
eternalized the Bostonian who had postulated its location mathematically
but could not find it before his death fourteen years earlier. The astro-
nomical symbol of Pluto, a P and an L superimposed on each other, was,
without coincidence, the sas a: the monogram of its true discoverer,
Percival Lowell.Z2

Percival Lowell was fascinated by the Other, the Unknowable, and the
Exotic, whether it was on or beyond the earth.3 Extraterrestrially, this
fascination took the form of a dogged search for "the planet he found but
never saw" and his life-long attempt to prove the existence of a martian

civilization based on the observation of the so-called canals of Mars.4



Fér these two pursuits he is famous. The first led to the eventual discovery
of Pluto; the second, although later discredited, had a substantial impact

on the course of planetary.astronomy as well as of the modern 1itérary

genre known as science fiction.5 Terrestrially, the Other which attracted
Lowell's curious and imaginative mind was Japan, a country officially

opened to the West less than thirty years before.6 Unfortunately, the

fame of Lowell the Astronomer has eclipsed the work of Lowell the Japanolo-
gist. There are very few studies on this aspect of one of America's

most provocative nineteenth-century thinkers.’

Percigal Lowell's work on Japan--four books and several articles
written between 1883 and 1895--represent the direct application of newly-
blossoming scientific thought on a newly obtained specimen, the Japanese.
Lowell treated Japan as a laboratory to test current theories and to
develop his own. Thus, Lowell's interpretation of Japan reflects prevalent
late nineteenth-century American intellectual currents and societal atti-
tudes. More precisely, it reflects these trends as processed by the mind
of a scientifically oriented, politicaliy conservative member of an elite
class of New England aristocrais.® 7n ihe process, Lowell was demon-
strating the powers of western seience and the supremacy of Anglo-Saxon
civilization, although he gave other reascns for his study of the Japanese.

Lowell's major contribution to the study of Japan is his theory of
the "Impersonality" of the Japanese. This interpretation of Japan was
the result of his éttempt to explain the differences between western and
eastern civilizations. After héving examined Japanese language, customs,

and religion, Lowell maintained that these fundamental elements of society



revealed a lack of personality among the Japanese. He further concluded
that this “Impersonality" was a reflection of an absence of imagination.

In Lowell's view, imagination and individual personality formed the catalyst
of scientific and material progress. These traits, he argued, were

abundant and highly developed in the West while in Japan they were stagnated.
Hence, despite their ostensibly advanced culture, the Japanese were behind
the West "in the great march of mind."9 It was this essential difference

in the "souls" of the East and West which Lowell systematically presented

in his most important work, The Soul of the Far East (1888). The ethnocen-

trism of his theory does not necessarily invalidate any truths he may

have approached or discovered. In fact, his argument for the "Imﬁersona]ity“

of the Japanese was at times very convincing. Other western observers

have since elaborated on many of the themes and images that Lowell developed.l0
The obvious objections and the powerful persuasiveness surrounding

Percival Lowell's theory of the Japanese give rise to a perplexing problem:

How much does an interpretation of a foreign culture reflect that culture,

and how much does it refloct the interpreter and his cultural context?

A study of Lowell's analysis of the Japanese soul demonstrates both the

profits and pitfalls of cross-cultural interpretation. In addition,

when compared to other interpreters of Japan, especially Lafcadio Hearn,

distinct aifferences of approach to cultural interpretations emerge. Much

of what Lowell said about the Japanese might have been accurate, but the

historical value of his work derives itself from what it reveals about

Lowell the individual and his culture. This double-edged quality of

Lowell's interpretation of the Japanese heightens the provocative nature

of his work and invites speculation on Meiji Japan, Gilded Age America,

and the interaction which occurred between the two.



OBSERVER, SCIENTIST, QUESTER

Percival Lowell was the eldest sibling of one of New England's oldest,
richest, and most intellectually gifted families.l Born to Augustus Lowell
and Katherine Bigelow in Boston on March 13, 1855, Percival was named
after the first Lowell who came to America in 1639. From the seventeenth
to nineteenth centuries the Lowell family became entrenched in the Boston
region and produced several prominent figures in American history, ranging
from reverends and lawyers to poets and educators. James Russell Lowell
(1819-1891), a distant cousin of Percival, was the most famous Lowell in
the nineteenth century, distinguishing himself in political and literary
careers. Percival's youngest sister Amy Lowell (1876-1925) became a well-
known poet of the Imagist school, while his brother and biographer Abbott
Lawrence Lowell (1856-1943) was president of Harvard from 1909 to 1933.
Peering through the telescope mounted on the roof of the family mansion
as early as thirteen years old, Percival was the scientist among the Lowells.

Lowell acquired his scientific training at Harvard from 1872 to 1876.
It being a family tradition io graduate from that prestigious institution,
Lowell did so'with nonors in #Mathematics. In addition to majoring in that
subject under the great matheiztician Benjamin Peirce, who praised the
young man's brilliancy, Lowell also studied Classics, Physics, and History.
and minored in English Composition. In his senior year he won a Bowdoin
Prize with an essay entitled "Rank of England as a European Power from the
Death of Elizabeth to the Death of Anne" and as a Phi Beta Kappa member

spoke on "The Nebular Hypothesis" at commencement. His dual background
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in math and English would be strongly reflected later in the scientific

‘anq literary qualities of his works_on Japan.

Like many rich socialites of his time, Lowell traveled abroad after
vhis graduation. For a year_he trekked from Englandrto Syria, at one
point trying withouy succéss>to becomevinvolved in the war being fought
between the Turks and Serbs along the Danube. Upon his return to Boston,
Lowell, having little desire for a profession, managed trust funds in
the family business and temporarify sgrved as treasurer of'a cotton ﬁi]l
and bleachery. Six years of saving and shrewd investments provided the
28 year-old bachelor with enough money to quench his thrist for travel
and adventure. His next odessey, however, was not to Europe, but to
East Asia. i b : .

Percival Lowell made five separate trips to East Asia from 1883 to
1893. Of these ten years, he spent approximately two and a half in Japan.
He also passed two months in Seoul, Korea and several months travelling

through Singapore and India.2 The writing and publication of his first

two books, Choson; The Laad of the Morning Calm (1886) and The Soul of
the Far East (1888), occupied a four-year period in Boston from late

1884 to the end of 1888. After seeing The Soul of the Far East into

print, he returned to Japan for the first six months of 1889. In May of
that year, between socializing and polo-playing, Lowell traveled across
the interior of Japan to the Noto peninsula, a trip he would recount in

his third book, Noto, An Unexplored Corner of Japan (1891). He sailed

back to Boston in June of 1889 to deliver the Phi Beta Kappa poem, "Sakura

no Saku," to the graduating class of Harvard. Most of the following




year saw Lowell in Europe, primarily in Spain, before his re-establishment

in Tokyo in April 1891. 1In July he made the trip to Mount Ontake where
he and his companion, George Agassiz, stumbled upon the performance of

shamanistic Shinto practices.’ Lowell described this adventure and analyzed

the esoteric Shinto rites in his last Japan book, Occult Japan, or the

Way of ‘the Gods'(1894), which continued refinements on the "Impersonality"

theory that he introduced in Choson and expounded upon in The Soul of the

Far East. He left Japan for the last time in the autumn of 1893 to begin
his astronomical research at the observatory that he was to found outside
of Flagstaff in 1894.

While in Japan, Lowell occupied himself by making excursions from his
home base in Tokyo, compiling notes for his books, and socializing with
the other foreigners in Japan. Ernest Fenollosa's residence in Tokyd was
a common gathering spot for the several Bostonians in Japan.3 Fenollosa,
who was the prime crusader for the preservation of native Japanesé arts,
saw "a good deal of young ¥r. igweil."? The Boston Brahmins who congregated
in Tokyo included Edwarc Syivester Morse, who was instrumental in persuading
Lowell and other Bostonians to come to Japan, Lowell's cousin Dr. William
Sturgis Bigelow, Henry Adams, and artist John LaFarge. George Agassiz,
grandson of the famous naturalist Louis Agassiz, and Lowell'slcdllege
chum and cousin Harcourt Amory were among those who freduent]y traveled
with Lowell. As his English friend and notable.Japanologist Basil Hall
Chamberlain remarked in his letters to Lafcadio Hearn, Lowell seemed to
be constantly on the move within Japan and between Japan and Boston.d

This desire to see new places, begun at an early age, was to go unabated

10



throughout his life.
Lowell's character during his Japan period was most frequently if not
most accurately described in Chamberlain's six-year correspondence with
Lafcadio Hearn, who arrived in Japan in the spring of 18§0. Chamberlain,
like others, emphasized that Percival was "the sweetest-tempered, sunniest
individual imaginable."6 Lowell's wit and enthusiasm for discovery seémed
to endear him to all those who met him, yet as he became more convinced
of the accuracy of his theory of Japanese "impersonality" his company
became more intolerable, according to Chamberlain.
Lowell had a penchant for argumentation, especially when it concerned
a topic that he could relate to his theory. He expounded on his theory
with such single-minded conviction that it became, as Chamberlain described
it, an "idee fixe which he cannot keep out of his ordinary conversation,
and uses as a touch-stone on every possible occasion."7 ' Chamberlain's
critique suggests that despite Lowell's glowing personality and intelligence,
his impersonality theory approached ugly, megalomanic proportions. In
Chamberlain's opinion, these flaws were not only detrimental to Lowell's
thought, they were bringing shzut his downfall as well:
And now it seems to me that these two defects,--excessive
simplicity of thought which sums up under one or two
abstractions phenomena that are vastly too complex for
such cavalier treatment, and excessive e]abgrateness of
style--are exercising their Nemesis on him.

These defects also brought an end to Chamberlain's close friendship with

Lowell.

To dismiss Lowell's theory as an aberration of a megalomanic mind is

too simple and too extreme. Instead, it is best to judge Lowell's mind

to be the type that desired to solve scientifically the "big problems,"

11
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