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 In 1876 Isawé Shiiji (1851-1917), who was then studying at the Bridgewater Normal
‘School in Massachusetts, visited the Centennial Exhibition at Philadelphia’s Fairmount
Park. He sought out the-display of one Alexander Graham Bell (1847-1922). Isawa knew
aboﬁt Bell because in Massachusettsyhe had encountered a special alphabet, “Visible
Speech,” that Bell’s father, Melvin, had devised to help mute persons learn how to speak. .
Isawa was curious about this alphabet because he was still struggling with English and
believed that it might also help him with his English pronunciation.

Although Bell's new device for transmitting the human voice across a distance had
become the talk of the exhibition, Isawa was more interested in Visible Speech, which
included a series of diagrams of the mouth showing how to produce ‘sound physically
with one’s lips, tongue, and teeth. Isawa’s interest in pronunciatioh was especially strong
because musical e_ducatioh, inélud_ing singing, was an important part of the curriculum
at Bridgewater, and Isawa was having trouble both with Westerh musical scales and the
- pronunciation of the English words he had to master in order to excel in these classes.

When he returned to Boston from the Centennial Exhibition, Isawa visited Alexander
" Graham Bell and asked him for lessons in proper pronunciation. At that timé Bell was é
- professor of vocal physiolbgy and elocution in Boston University’s School of Oratory. He
took Isawa on as a student and assistant, even though the sensation caused by his new
device had made him a very busy man. ' , , v

One day that_ same year—it is not recorded exactly when—Isawa invited his friends
and fellow exchange students Kaneko Kentard (1853-1942) and Komura Jutard (1855'
1911), both of whom were studying law at Harvard University, to visit Bell's laboratory
to see Bell’s invention. Many people, not having seen the invention or perhaps suépe’cting

‘trickery, were still skeptical that the voice could really be transmitted from one place to
another. Isawa had yet to try the device for himself, and Kaneko found the entire idea
preposterous. o ' |

After a thorough presentation of the principles of telephony, Bell invited two of the =
young Japanese students to try the device for themselves. Be_ll handed Kaneko the

receiver and then spoke into the other end: “Hello! Hello!”

Kaneko was astounded. Bell gave the handset to Isawa, who then proceeded to speak

to Kaneko in English. Shocked that it was working, Isawa began to mumble to himself
" in Japanese.

“Isawa!” Kaneko cried. “This machine is incredible! It works in Japanese too!”
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Japanese thus became the second language, after English, to be transmitted across a

telephone line.

H s Kerlm Yasar Flectrified Voices' How the Te]ep]zone Phonograph, and Radzov
Shaped Modern Japan, 1868- 1945 Columbia University Press, 2018
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