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OKAKURA TENSHIN AND AESTHETIC NATIONALISM 

� John Clark 

Introduction 

Okakura Kakuz6 f,ilji3Jt� (1862- 1913 ) ,  more usually known by his sobriquet 
Tenshin 7(JL-", was that curious and specifically Meiji �m human product 
of Japan who appeared after the overthrow of the Edo rIP military clan 
government or bakufu iliff. He was a student of Chinese, 'Western,' Indian, and 
Japanese ideas, and interested both in art and theories of the state. He served 
as a government bureaucrat, but was also a poet and writer in both Japanese 
and English. He worked as an art educationalist, an art-world administrator 
and an art-movement ideologist. He was engaged as a curator for the Imperial 
Household Museum and wrote major, pioneering works as a member of 
the first generation of modern Japanese art historians. In his views on the 
outside world he was both an ultranationalist and an internationalist as well 
as a cross-cultural entrepreneur. In his personal life he was an impassioned 
lover of children, women and art. There are greater thinkers and writers 
of the Meiji period, such as Nishi Amane jffiJi!O (1829-97) or Mori 6gai �� 
5'f-l (1862-1922), and there are more profound thinkers on Japanese art and 
aesthetics who came after him-notably the philosopher Kuki Shuz6 tLJlJi!O 
� ( 1888-1941), who wanted Okakura to have been his father. 

Part of the complexity of Okakura's ideas is due to the many kinds of 
intellectual life he lived, and this often forces the reader of his texts simply 
to comment on their contradictions without imposing a resolution. I have 
tried to present this aspect of his thought by extracting Significant excerpts 
from his writing and placing them in an analytical frame. It would be feas­
ible to contextualize these utterances fully in the intellectual currents of their 

1 

I am most grateful to Kinoshita Nagahiro * 
T �* for copies of his writings, and for 
the intellectual stimulation of his ideas and 
research. I would also like to acknowledge my 
general debt to the clarity and documentary 
precision which the work ofSat6 D6shin 1ti:ii 
Jll>L\ has added to the understanding of Meiji 
art and its theorists over many years. 

A much shorter version of this paper was 
given as my inaugural professorial lecture 
at the Universiry of Sydney in September 
2003 and in Chinese for a conference 
on Eastern Aesthetics organized by the 
National History Museum, Taipei, also in 
September 2003. I am grateful for a Visiting 
Fellowship at the Centre for Cross-Cultural 
Research, Australian National University, 
which facilitated work on this paper in 
2003. I am also grateful for the comments 
of two readers in 2004 and the editorial 
work of East Asian History, which have 
made this essay more readable. 

1 See Richard Bowring, Mori Ogai a nd 
the Modernization of japanese Culture 
( Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1 979); Thomas R.H. Havens, Nishi A mane 
andModernJapanese Thought (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1970). 
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2 See Kinoshita Nagahiro, "Okakura 
Tenshinron no keisei to sono hihan" 
[The formation of theories about Okakura 
Tenshin and their critique], in Bigaku/ 
Geijulsugaku no kon nichiteki kadai 
[Contemporary problems of aesthetics 
and al1 theory] (Tokyo: Bigakukai, March, 
1 999, pp.27-35). Hereafter referred to as 
Kinoshita, Bigakukai. Kinoshita's other 
writings on Okakura include: Shi noMeiro: 
Okakura Tenshin no hoho [The maze 
of poetry: Okakura Tenshin's method] 
(Tokyo: Gakugei Shorin, 1989); "Showa 
zenki no Okakura Tenshin" [Okakura 
Tenshin in early Showa], in Nihon 
BijulsuinHyakunenshi [The hundred-year 
history of the japan AI1Academy], (Tokyo: 
Nihon Bijutsuin, 1 998) vol.7, pp.326-43; 
"Okakura Tenshin to senjika no shiso" 
[Okakura Tenshin and thought during 
wal1ime], A madamu, no.40 ( March 1999); 
"Okakura Tenshin to I3ijutsushi" [Okakura 
Tenshin and al1 history], A rt  His/DIY forum 
(Seoul) 2.2 (September 1 999). In March 
2005, Kinoshita Nagahiro published what 
will surely become the essential biography 
ofOkakura injapanese, but unfortunately 
it arrived during the vety last stage of 
editing this paper and thus I am unable 
to incorporate a consideration of its views 
here. See Kinohsita Nagahiro, Mono ni 
kanzureba Isui ni ware nashi: Okakura 
Tenshin [When looking at things, there is 
no 1; Okakura Tenshin] (Tokyo: Minerva 
Shobo, 2005). 

3 The Meiji complexity of the term kokusui, 
'national essence,' merits some analysis. 
According to the dictionary Nihongo 
Dmjiten (Tokyo: Shogakkan, 1 974), vol.8, 
kokusui means "The aesthetic aspect 
of the spiritual or material strengths 
pal1icular to a country," and is thus tied 
perfectly to the complex of aesthetic 
nationalism. According to this dictionary, 
the word originates in the work of 
Kitamura Tokoku [:ltH�:fr, 1 868-94], 
who said in "Nihon no gengo wo yomu" 
[On reading the language of japan], 
"yo mo mata kokusui wo konomeri," 
[or, ") too like the National Essence"]. 
Kitamura Tokoku Shu, Meiji Bungaku 
Zenshu (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobo, 1978), 
vo1.29, pp.1 67-8, reprinted this text 
from Jogaku Zasshi no.170, 13  July1899, 
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times, but that would be a book-length task, one far beyond the scope of 
this survey. 

Okakura's retrospective Significance is important, both inside Japan and in 
other Asian countries; and then there is his influence on modernist thinking in 
Euramerica before World War 1. There were few Meiji figures who combined 
action and ideas with sllch intensity as Okakura and with such broad appeal, 
both in his lifetime and down to today across many artistic, intellectual and 
political groupings from both right and left within Japan. Furthermore, his 
books in English were widely read in Europe and North America as the 
quintessence of a modern Japanese aesthetic attitude. They were also the 
material signs of an exchange between the specifically modern art cultures 
of India and Japan, the first such 'horizontal' exchange in Asia. 

From the general post-1945 perspective of, for example, Miyagawa Torao 
g J II ]i[1Lit in 1956,2 Okakura should be understood politically as the holder 
of ideas which in respect to the 193 0s would be called 'ultranationalist' 
Ckokusuiteki, �;f$Et:)),3 but in the field of art as a modern person of culture 
who made great contributions to the creation of art in civil society. In Meiji 
Japan Okakura's ideas were part of an ideological current that held strongly 
to nationalist ideas. However, through his contemporary links to a coterie 
of supporters of his Japan Art Academy after 1898, his ideas were later to be 
associated with the ideology for the aggressive Japanese expansion on the 
Asian mainland that culminated in the 193 0s. This is why many of them may 
be retrospectively regarded as 'ultranationalist, '  even before this term was 
in wide currency. Questioning Okakura's ideas forces critics in the period 
immediately after World War II ,  like Miyagawa, to confront the thinking of 
the later wartime period squarely. In Japanese intellectual history, the defeat 
in World War II marked both a continuity between the modern Ckindai ill 
f�) and the contemporary (gendai m 1-\;) periods-via the institution of the 
Emperor as living symbol of the state-and a rupture, by the very fact of 
defeat and occupation. Understanding Okakura at that time was a critical 
recuperation in Japanese thought of a continuity with the Meiji period and 
with Japanese modernization against external imperialist pressures and their 
cultural forms. 

Ithree months before the appearance of 
Kokka. K itamura refers to earlier 
statements in no. 1 68 about the Japanese 
language by Sato Hiroshi [KanJ, to which 
Kitamura is clearly opposed. The last 
two sentences in which the citation from 
Kitamura occurs suggest that he is using 
the word kokusui in an anti-essentialist 
and critical sense: "In other words Mr 
Sato is one of the so-called national 
essentialists [kokusuika, later used for 
'ultranationalist'] and when people make 
efforts to reform or progress from this, 

Ithe kokusuikalook on in a haughty manner. 
I too like the national essence [emphasis is 
in the original], but I do not like those who 
use neither broad-axe or plough [to cut away 
redundant forms or sow the seeds of new 
ones] as ifthey had [already] adequately tilled 
the land which was uncultivated and undone. 
Right now our language and literature are 
progressing bravely together, and must await 
the time of the ordering of grammar, the 
generous opening up of argument, also a 
great progressing in the science of rhetoric." 
Kitamura, ibid., p . 1 68. 
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What is Aesthetic Nationalism? 

In Theory 

There is no clear way of defining aesthetic nationalism. It involves the 
notion of a culturally authentic past focused on the genealogy of earlier values 
under the guise of perceiving their beauty; it also requires some method of 
asserting that these values which are discovered in the past can be projected 
forward into the future. Aesthetic nationalism remakes the past by associ­
ating it with a people, or with the culture of a limited geographical area, and 
projecting its values forward as a prescription of what the future should be, 
both for the presumed nation and those outside who associate with it. 

I have analysed the application of notions of nationalism in modern 
Asian art elsewhere.4 This section takes up some broader intellectual issues 
as a foundation for what follows in detailed analyses of Okakura's texts, but 
these analyses do not claim any unity or seek to impose one that the texts 
themselves do not possess. Indeed, it will deliberately attempt to approach 
the issues raised by Okakura's ideas obliquely, and to convey their range 
and density .  

Nationalism is articulated o n  two levels, that of the intellectual o r  art­
ist who deploys literary concepts and abstractions of cultural essences in 
defining a nation, and that of a quasi-religion on the level of a people or a 
community which articulates a sense of belonging to a past which stretches 
on into, and constructs, a future. Aesthetic nationalism is the application 
to a nation, or some group linked to it by extension, of that contemplative 
attitude otherwise reserved for art objects. But it is also an ideology because 
it is projective and seeks to realize, or impose, a characteristic set of values 
attributed to art objects or more generally associated with a specific society, 
through the mediation of the nation, either on the conceptual level or as a 
specific and world-oriented agency. 

Aesthetic nationalism articulates three discursive positions which define 
the relation of the aesthetic and the national: 

1. As a direct discourse, with the relation to other discourses being superseded. 
Non-aesthetic values and expressions are regarded as of no consequence. 
Aesthetic values themselves typify a people, or place, via their embodiment 
of the essential qualities of a people, and by extension of the national. 

2 .  As a deferred discourse. Politics is displaced into the discourse on what is 
valued and may be thought beautiful, or on what a culture values as 'our' 
beauty, because of some lack of willingness to understand directly, or 
create, the non-aesthetic values of a nation or state. That aesthetic national­
ism usually involves critique and exclusion-ranging from passive denial 
to vigorous extirpation of a set of values considered 'ugly' or 'depraved' 
or 'not ours'-is indicative of its conselvative, and sometimes reactionary 
nature. 

3 

4 See John Clark, Modern Asian Art 
(Sydney: Craftsman House; Honolulu: 
University of Hawai'i  Press, 1 998), 
ch.1O. 
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5 Benedict Anderson as cited by David 
Carroll, "The Aesthetics of Nationalism 
and the Limits of Culture," in Politics and 
Aesthetics in the Arts, ed. Salim Kemal 
and Ivan Gaskell (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), p.119. 

6 Carroll, "The Aesthetics of Nationalism," 
p.120. 

7 B e n e d i c t  A n d e rs o n ,  Imag ined 
Communities (London: Verso, 2nd edn., 
1991) ,  pp.16-19. 

8 Christine M.E. Guth, "Charles Longfellow 
and Okakura Kakuzo: Cultural Cross­
Dressing in the Colonial Context , "  
Positions: East Asian Cultures Critique, 
8:3 (Winter 2000, pp.605-36). 
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3 .  As a parallel discourse. The aesthetic is used as a rhetorical substitute or 
stalking-horse for the national. In this, politics is discussed via reference 
to the national values associated with the beautiful , or the beauty of some 
object whose symbolic use serves to unify a political unit or movement. 
The reverse may be the case where the beautiful is discussed in reference 
to a current national position or state of being. The characteristic of this 
third discursive position is extreme motility, whereby a thinker or artist 
is able to switch with alacrity between political discourse on the national 
and aesthetic discourse on the characteristics of the national. This would 
appear to have been Okakura's position in the key texts he wrote between 
1900 and 1906. 
All three discursive positions link discourse on 'us' (the national) with 

discourse on what is distinctively 'ours' (the aesthetic). These are types of 
the projective modality called 'style,' noted by Anderson: "communities are 
to be distinguished, not by their falsity/genuineness, but by the style in 
which they are imagined. "s Further, Carroll thinks that nationalism should be 
considered a culturalist ideology which transcends difference and where "at 
the core of transcendence in the fashioning of the imagined community lies 
the problem of the aesthetic as a political phenomenon, of art as the model 
for self-creation, manifestation, and self-recognition of a people. ,,6 There is a 
difference between pre-modern and modern communities, and between the 
role of religions in the former and that of various mass media in articulating 
modern consciousness in the latter. In the former, unselfconscious coherence 
waned with the European explorations of the non-European world, a process 
which was accompanied by the gradual demotion of sacred language itself. 
Aesthetic nationalism is based on a longing to restore a natural and therefore 
unspoken coherence. It seeks to re-create a linguistic or cultural continuum, 
restoring the sacredness at a mass level that social solidarity has lost at the 
level of inwardly oriented community religion 7 

What is missing from such recent general considerations about aesthetic 
nationalism is the preoccupation in Okakura's writings with rediscovered pasts 
after the long obstruction of the Tokugawa period. He places Japanese art 
in a genealogy from which he thinks it had been mistakenly cut off, that of 
a 'unitary Asia' by the imposition of the 'West.' Okakura's material was also 
conditioned by the model of Japanese uniqueness centered on the Imperial 
House that was prevalent in the 1880s and 1890s. It was unavoidable, despite 
all Okakura's play with clothing markers and linguistic self-empowerment 
across cultural boundaries, that he lacked any real concern with 'other-than­
Japanese' minority discourse between Japan and other cultural continua. In 
the nineteenth century, when Japanese culture was struggling to withstand 
the pressures of Euramerican imperialism, there was no room for him to 
recognize such interstitiality, much as it unquestionably existed. Despite his 
play across boundaries, he seems to have been historically trapped by his 
search for domestic, origin-defining positions and their external negations8 
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He could not adumbrate, as Bhabha has, a notion of cultural doubling-and 
not plurality-as constituting the hybrid situation of minorities between 
cultures, nor could he produce a discourse appropriate to an emergent cultural 
identity that was not intended to reconstitute the values or form-language of 
some original community 9 In fact Okakura's world, which was worked out 
in terms of a binary as a 'Japan-as-Asia' versus the 'West,' does not even have 
the plurality of a multiculturalism. His world-view lacks any sense of cultural 
others constituting the self: it does not acknowledge the Other. Let us reflect 
for a moment on the gap between Okakura's time and the late twentieth 
century, when the francophone Antillais Glissant could write that the Other 

"is always-already in us, and if we know this to be the case, then there can 
be no simple sense of individual or cultural identity, no closed, totalising 
aesthetics or politics of nationalism of any sort, that does not, either 
affirmatively or negatively, deal with the Other in dealing with the 
self. ,,10 

The central contradiction of nationalism is its search for an origin. This 
search hides the aestheticizing of a humanity which is only 'ours,' that is 
a 'national '  humanity which nationalism turns into an ideological tool for 
the achievement of state goals. As Mark Redfield puts it, such "aestheti­
cized political models . . .  actively produce violence as a by-product of their 
own impossible reliance on, and projection of, sociopolitical homogeneity 
and transparency. "ll Okakura simply argues, through inflated and inflam­
matolY rhetoric, for the genealogy of the aesthetic ideals which the Meiji state 
could represent. This was misplacing towards the past the ethical imperative 
towards the future that these ideals actually carried, 1 2 ones which Okakura, 
from a conservative position, orientated towards the creation of contempor­
alY art. Okakura's shifting between the levels of 'Japan' and 'Asia' meant he 
agreed that the state's core mission was the use of pedagogy to acculturate 
its citizens to its past. But the imagining of a disinterested space had its 
"proleptic formal moment of identification,,13 not with a 'universal humanity' 
per se which recognized cultural others, but with a 'Japan-as-Asia' that was 
somehow outside that humanity. Redfield thinks "the nation is a hallucinated 
limit to iterability, "  that is a fantasized boundary to social replication, which 
"homogenizes time and space, draws and polices borders, historicizes itself 
as the continuous arc of an unfolding identity. ,, 1 4 The state, in consciousness 
at least, is also a body which continuously incorporates a sense of loss. The 
origin, it claims, is never there to be found just as it is (sana mama) in the 
strata of an accumulated and recently excavated past. It is always constructed, 
frequently requiring the invention of new signs which mask this construction. 
This is why, as examined by both Redfield and Anderson, the nation requires 
monuments to those who sacrificed themselves for it, and why, I think, the 
ground from which the objects spring that carry this monumental function 
may be so contested. 

5 

9 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture 
(London: Routledge, 1994), p.50. 

10 As discussed by Carroll, "The Aesthetics 
of Nationalism," p.135. 

11 Mark Redfield, The Politics of Aesthetics: 
Nationalism, Gender, Romanticism 
(Stanford, Calif. Stanford University Press, 
2003), p.22. 

12 Ibid., p.46 
13 Ibid., p.47. 

14 Ibid., p.54. 
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15 Leslie Pincus, Authenticating Culture in 
ImperialJapan: Kuki ShUZQ and the Rise 
of National Aesthetics (Berkeley, Calif. : 
University of California Press, 1996), 
p.32. 

16 Ibid . ,  p.32. See also Okakura's S t .  Louis 
speech of 1904, "Modern Problems of 
Painting," in Okakura Kakuzo (Tenshin), 
Collected English Writings, voU (Tokyo: 
Heibonsha, 1984). Hereafter referred to 
as CEW 

17 Pincus, Authenticating Culture, p.96. 

18 Kuki 5h8zo, "Okakura Kakuzo-shi no 
omoide" lIn memory of Okakura Kakuzol 
(c. 1937), in Kuki Sh8zo, Kuki ShuZQ 
Zenshu, voLS, (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 
1981) 

19 Ibid. 
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In Japan 

The above theoretical explorations do not take us away from late nine­
teenth-century Japan; they help us see the range of approaches that could 
encompass it. I shall look at the implications of Okakura's notions of a Unit­
ary Asia later, but here we should recall that Okakura was posthumously to 
serve as one of the ideological father figures for Japanese ultranationalism 
in the 1930s. The basic modality of his thought was to capture what Meiji 
Japan had lost under the impact of Western imperialism and "transform the 
pre-Meiji past into a repository of cultural value."l5 If the theorization of the 
culturally authentic-and the establishment of an explanatory hermeneutic 
frame which allows it to be projected into the future-is the foundation of 
aesthetic nationalism, so that it is both a reconstitution and a projection of the 
past, then, as Pincus indicates, Okakura was the first major Japanese thinker 
"to discover in cultural theory an adequate substitute for politics, " and who 
understood "modernization as the occidentalization of the world."l6 In case 
the continuing impact of Okakura's fusing of the ideas of 'Japan' and 'Asia' 
should be doubted, Pincus points out that even in France in 1928, Kuki 
ShOz6 (1888-1941 )  had quoted Okakura's Ideals o/the East at the beginning 
of his Pontigny lecture L'expression de l 'injini dans l'art japonais when he 
declared that "the history of Japanese art is the history of Asian ideals. "l7 
Kuki gave copies of The Ideals o/the East, which he had read in English, to 
his non-Japanese friends ] S Kuki also found it not unimportant to him that 
Okakura, as he was later informed, had once listened to a lecture at the 
College de France by Henri Bergson, the French philosopher whom Kuki 
so greatly admired19 

But whatever the forward-looking and potentially aggressive qualities of 
aesthetic nationalism, it oscillates between two positions. On the one hand, 
it is based on what ideologically purports to be a truer or more precise grasp 
of the past, a grasp whose strength is drawn from its reliance upon a broad 
range of historical contexts out of which those values seen as 'ours' arose. 
On the other hand, from the outset it privileges what is 'ours' by associ­
ating it with a particular mentality. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
aesthetic nationalism usually linked what was 'ours' with the culture and 
language of a specific race and a finite set of ascriptions. These uniquely 
privileged both the values carried by the aesthetically conceived body of the 
culture-state-nation-race, and the particular and closed set of origins which 
(in construction) pretended this was a 'natural' or essential body. 

Okakura early on identified with the first position in the opening and 
unsigned article of Kokka OO� [Flower of the Nation) in 1889: 

Let us turn our eyes and observe the prospect of academic work in art. 
Eastern art history is still imprecise. Who is there who engages in historical 
writing and with regard to the communication and contact between our 
country and ancient Korea, China and the countries of Central Asia, who 
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has analysed the combination of artistic qualities from what is available 
and precisely described the outlines of their historical derivation?20 

He also made clear the future, prescriptive orientation of such reposition­
ing: 

Kokka wants to preserve the true aspect of japanese art and wishes to see 
japanese art evolve through its own special characteristics. Art is the art 
of the nation, and Kokka with the nation will not cease from promoting 
the protection of the art of this counuy. 2 1 

The second position, significantly, allows for foreign contacts and influence, 
only to de-privilege these via the attribution of a uniquely creative synthesizing 
and homogenizing quality to the people accepting them. This view was put 
forward at exactly the same time by Kuki Ryuichi 1Lw'�i- (1850-1931) . He 
was the actual father of Kuki Shuz6, and Ryuichi remained a lifelong personal 
friend of Okakura , but would also prove in many ways to be Okakura's rival 
in public ambition as well as private passion. In his opinion, 

The elements of the arts and crafts derive from the blood of races. There 
are many aspects which we should demand of others and should not 
forcibly obtain [of ourselves]. Our japanese race has had natural talents 
in the arts and crafts from ancient times. By transforming all phenomena 
and in moving towards the separate field of painting and sculpture, by 
using the literature and culture of alien lands and then developing our 
own styles, being ever-changing, we have not lost our original taste.22 

Whereas in some constructions of aesthetic nationalism the attribution of 
uniqueness might stop there and even be tempered with some historical 
contingency, the second pOSition in japan at this relatively early stage went 
even further. It foreclosed the comparability of japanese assimilation and 
transformation by its attribution to a unique and racially closed imperial line. 
In Kuki's words, 

Through the historical reigns, that the imperial benevolence has for an 
elegant eternity ceaselessly promoted and continued literature and art, 
pushing these to sublimely beautiful reaches, accompanying our national 
essence of a single line for ten thousand generations, is [a situation] really 
without comparison in any country. 23 

This is a position which only an ideologist for a 'new' state founding itself on 
the 'old' body of its presumed origins would wish to advance. It is the claim 
for a uniqueness that an ideologist more disposed, or constrained, to admit 
the historical relativity of his own position would not make. 

Bi-culturality 

The contradiction in Okakura's thought, as much as in his own person­
ality, was that his own knowledge of japanese art histOlY was increasingly 

7 

20 0kakura ( unsigned), in Kokka 1 0  
( 1 889). As i n  Okakura Kakuzo (Tenshin) 
( unsigned), "Kokka" [Flower of the nationl, 
Kokka, no.1 ( October 1889), repr. in 
Kokka ronkiJ seisen [Essential selection 
from essays in Kokkal, ed. Kokka'iha 
(Tokyo: Asahi Shimbun, 1989). Hereafter 
translations are my own, unless otherwise 
indicated. 

21 Okakura in Kokka, 10. 
22 Kuki Ryuichi in Kokka, 10. As in Kuki 
RyLlichi, "Kokka no hatsuda ni tsuite" 
[On the inception of Kokkal, Kokka, no. 1  
(October 1889), repro i n  Kokka ronkiJ 
seisen 

23 Ibid. 
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24 Kinoshita, Bigakukai, p.34, n.5. 

25 Oketani Hideaki fmi't3'§:BB, "Okakura 
Tenshin to Eigo--Bi to Ajia Ninshiki" 
[Okakura Tenshin and English-Beauty 
and the perception of Asia] (971) ,  in 
Okakura Tenshin, Hito to Shiso [Okakura 
Tenshin, the man and the ideas], ed. 
Hashikawa Bunzo ml IlxJi;R *lii (Tokyo: 
Heibonsha, 1982). 

26 Yasuko Horioka :Iftll11QJ{:"Rr, The Life 
of Kakuzo, author of The Book of Tea 
(Tokyo: The Hokuseido Press, 1963), p.24, 
translation from Okakura Kazuo 15lJ�-x 
[son], Chichi Okakura Tenshin [My father, 
Okakura Tenshin] (Tokyo: Seibunkaku, 
1 940, reprinted Tokyo, 1971). 

27 Guth, "Charles Longfellow and Okakura 
Kakuzo," p.623, and following citation. 

28 Ibid., p.625. 
29 0kakura Kakuzo (Tenshin), Zenshu 
[Complete worksl, 8 vols., and Supplement 
(Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1979-81), hereafter 
zs. Other collections of Okakura's writings 
include Okakura Kakuzo (Tenshin), 
Okakura Tenshin Zenshu (Tokyo:  
Rikugeisha, 1940, 5 vols.) (hereafter ZSR). 
Okakura Kakuzo (Tenshin), Tenshin 
Zenshu (Osaka: Sogensha, 1945), Okakura 
Kakuzo (Tenshin) Okakura Tenshin 
Shu, in the series Meiji Bungaku Zenshu 
[Complete works of Meiji literature], 
vol. 38, ed. Kamei Shoichiro ;'JtlE-Jl� 
and Miyagawa Torao '81 11ffl:il;ft, (Tokyo: 
Chikuma Shobo, 1968) (hereafter MBZ, 
vo1.38). 

In addition to the texts cited, other 
writings of Okakura consulted here are: 
Okakura Kakuzo (Tenshin), "Letters to 
Ernest F.  Fenollosa of 1884 and 1888, "  
in CEW, vo1.3 (984); Okakura Kakuzo 
(Tenshin), " Kangakai ni oite" [On the 
Painting Appreciation Society] in Dai 
Nihon Bijutsu Shinpo [Great Japan art 
news] no.50 C31st December 1887) ,  CZS, 
vol. 3), translated as "A Lecture to the 
Painting Appreciation Society,"  in Michele 
Marra, Modern Japanese Aesthetics: A 
Reader (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i 
Press, 1999, pp.71-8); Okakura Kakuzo 
CTenshin) ,  "Notes on contemporary 
Japanese art, "  tbe StudiO, 25/108, (March 
1901 ,  CEW,vol. 22, pp.49-55); also in CEW, 
vol.2, ZS, vol.2, pp.49-55 ;  Okakura lOVER 
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formed by a system of Hegelian dialectics which was not Japanese in origin 
at all. Bosanquet's Introduction to Hegel's Philosophy of Fine Art (London, 
1886) was by 1891 in the library of Tokyo School of Fine Arts, of which he 
was the director,z4 and whilst Japanese scholarship is unable to prove from 
the handwriting of the marginalia whether this was perused by him, there 
seems every likelihood that it was. 

Moreover in his own personal history Okakura had been brought up 
fluent in English from childhood-although as we shall later see, several 
important qualifications should be made about his ability in English-and 
he showed a permanent interest in positioning himself before cultural others 
by the clothes he wore and his command of the foreign language 25 There 
does indeed seem to be a crossover between cultural cross-dressing and 
self-empowerment. As Guth notes, 

He believed even as he confirmed Western expectations of Japan, he could 
transcend them because his exceptional knowledge of English language 
and culture set him apart from other Japanese, allowing him to dictate 
the terms of his interactions with the West 26 

As he explained to his son Kazuo: 

From my first trip to Europe, I wore kimono most of the time. I suggest 
you travel abroad in kimono if you think that your English is good enough. 
But never wear Japanese costume if you talk in broken English 27 

Indeed after 1904, when he worked off and on in Boston, Massachusetts, 
at the Museum of Fine Arts (which he did until his death in 1913) ,  he joined 
the entourage of Isabella Stewart Gardner where, like some High Anglican 
priests, "Okakura in his robes attained the status and freedom of an individual 
who transcends gender divisions. "Z8 Whether or not his role developed in 
response to an aesthetic preference by Gardner for gender cross-dressers 
(as suggested by Guth) depends, I think, on projecting into late nineteenth­
century and early twentieth-centUlY dress codes a gender specificity which 
may not always have been as marked as today, at least for cultural boundary 
riders. But Guth makes clear from many photographs, also found in the Japan­
ese Collected Works of Okakura,Z 9 that in about 1882 he wore very elegant 
Western clothes in Japan with Americans, and a Fine Arts School uniform of 
his own pseudo-antique 'Chinese' design whilst horse riding in about 1891 . 
In 1893 he travelled incognito in China, wearing an artificial queue. 'Daoist' 
clothes were made for him in India in 1901 and these he wore in Boston in 
1904, and also in Beijing :It;jl: in 1906. Here, the original photograph taken of 
him shows him alongside two senior Daoist monks, the two Chinese figures 
at the left being omitted from Guth's reproduction, which appears to be of 
the image Okakura circulated to friends. He wore a fisherman's costume in 
Japan in 1907, when he would spend his days reading whilst out fishing,30 
a self-image which was turned into a sculpture portrait still kept at Izura Ii 



OKAKURA TENSHIN AND AESTHETIC NATIONALISM 

00 where Okakura's remains are buried. He also wore a Japanese kimono in 
Boston variously between 1904 and 1913. 

Taken together, the evidence reveals a personality who wanted to show 
mastery of 'their Western' discourse as well as representation of 'our Japan­
ese' or more broadly 'our Asian' discourse at the same time. This indicates 
a desire for a double hermeneutic empowerment, as if the aesthetic contest 
with the 'West' was never transcended or translated to a higher plane, or, in 
Hegelian language, was never sublated into a universal, but was a continuous 
re-enactment of the contest with the 'West, '  whether the domain of discourse 
was at home or abroad. 

This hybridity was latently post-colonial. It required privileging the cultur­
ally interstitial in a way which was exclusively available to neither 'Western' 
hegemony nor presumed common 'Asian' values. Two anecdotes suggest why 
we should see Okakura as tragically bound to the double binary-mastery of 
the 'West' when in the 'East'; mastelY of the 'East' when in the 'West'-rather 
than liberating himself into a relatively unbound or less restrictively bound 
third space. 

When on a trip with the American Bigelow he went to a concert of clas­
sical music and is reported by Bigelow as having said after a Beethoven 
symphony, "Only in that music is the West superior to the East. ,,31 When he 
went to see Swami Vivekananda immediately on his arrival in Calcutta in 
1902 he is reported to have told Ms Macleod (who had accompanied him 
from Japan, and to whom he had had given the lectures in Tokyo which 
were written up as The Ideals C!! the East) : "Vivekananda is ours. He is an 
Oriental. He is not yours. ,,32 

The first anecdote indicates Okakura's deep-seated rivalry in opposing, 
or giving limited and begrudging recognition to, 'Western' cultural forms as 
against the 'Asiatic . '  He found only very few of the former worthy of positive 
appraisal, rather than including them in a set including the 'Asian' which 
would have allowed the reappraisal of both. The latter anecdote points to 
a deep-seated prejudice that nothing allowed the 'Western' follower access 
to the 'Eastern' swami to the same extent as the 'Asian' values which were 
presumed to unite one Japanese-who had been in written contact with 
Vivekananda since before his arrival-with the common cultural ground of 
what was 'Asian. '  

The Unitary Asia 

Okakura's The Ideals of the East ( 1903) was probably the most widely 
read of his works during his lifetime, although his later Book of Tea has 
subsequently been as influential on artists, particularly with the rise, since 
World War II, of the interest in Zen Buddhism. The Ideals C!!the East has been 

9 

IKakuzo (Tenshin), 'The Bijutsu-In or 
the new old school of Japanese art," 
Catalogue of Exhibition of Works of 
Yokoyama Taikan & Hishida Shunso 
(New York: Century Associates, March 
1904); also in CEW, yoU, pp. 56-9, 
ZS, vo1.2. Okakura Kakuzo (Tenshin), 
English notes for japanese Temples and 
their Treasures (Tokyo: Shimbi Shoin, 
1910); also in CEW, vo1.2, pp.257-436; 
Okakura Tenshin, Taito kogeishi [History 
of arts and crafts of East Asia, 1910] 
reprinted in Nihon Bijutsushi [Art history 
of Japan] (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 200 1 ,  
pp.263-99); also i n  ZS, vol.4; Okakura 
Kakuzo (Tenshin), "The nature and value 
of Eastern connoisseurship," Lecture at 
Boston Museum of Fine Arts, 6 April 
1911 (written two years before Okakura's 
death, in CEW, vo1.2, pp.122-32); Okakura 
Kakuzo (Tenshin), "Religions in East 
Asiatic Art," Lecture at Boston Museum 
of Fine Arts, 13 April 1911 ,  CEW, vo1.2, 
pp.133-44; Okakura Kakuzo (Tenshin), 
"Nature in East Asiatic Painting," Lecture 
at Boston Museum of Fine Atts, 4 May 
1911, CEW, vo1.2, pp.1 45-54. 

30 See the 1922 reminiscence by Okakura 
Motoko [li'iJ�£-=f (Okakura's wife) ,  
"Bannen no Nichijoseikatsu" [Daily life 
in his last years], in Okakura Tenshin, 
Hito to Shiso Libraly. 

31 Hashikawa Buozo, "NijD no kikobun ni 
tsuite" [On two travel essays], Z5, vo1 .5 ,  
p.483. 

32 Pravrajika Prabuclclhaprana, The Life 
of josephine Macleod, Friend C!f Swami 
Vivekananda (Calcutta: Sri Saracla Math, 
1990), p. 1 23. Foran intellectual biography 
of Vivekanclnacla, see ch.4 of Tapan 
Raychaudhuri ,  Europe Reconsidered: 
Perceptions of the West in Nineteenth­
century Bengal (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, [1988] 2002). 
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Tenshin" [Meiji nationalism and Okakura 
Tenshin], in MEZ, vo!'38, pp.410-15; Kevin 
Nute, "Frank Lloyd Wright and Okakura 
Tenshin: On the Social and Aesthetic 
'Ideals of the East'" Chanoyu Quarterly 
79 (995), pp.29-52; aka Makoto :*:fli'U 
�, "YDshO no jimi: Okakura tenshin no 
shiso no tokushitsu" [A superior reticence: 
Okakura Tenshin's thought and its special 
characteristics], in ZS, vo!.7, pp.397--408. 

34 Okakura Kakasu [sic], The Ideals of the 
East with SpeCial Reference to the Art of 

Japan (London: John Murray, 1903), p . 1 .  
These were lectures given i n  Japan in 
August 1901 ;  the texts were completed in 
India with the assistance of Sister Nivedita 
by May 1902 (see ZS, vo! . l  and CEW), Oka­
kura Kakuzo, Eisakubunzenshu [Okakura 
Kakuzo, CEW], 3 vols., (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 
1984) yoU, pp.3-132. 

35 Ibid., p.4. 

36 Ibid., p.5. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid., p.230. 
40 Ibid.,  p.244. 
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widely analysed in many languages, and probably the most comprehensive 
and thoughtful study in English has been that of Notehelfer in 1990.33 The 
premises of this book, and the needs which led Okakura to proclaim them, 
include the following: 
1 .  Asian culture is a unity, a continuum in large part only comprehensible 

or tangible to Asians, working on a longer time scale and of a greater 
richness and depth than that of the West. 

Asia is one. The Himalayas divide, only to accentuate, two mighty civil­
izations, the Chinese with its communism of Confucius, and the Indian 
with its individualism of the Vedas 34 

Arab chivalry, Persian poetry, Chinese ethics, and Indian thought all speak 
of a single ancient Asiatic peace, in which there grew up a common life, 
bearing in different regions different characteristic blossoms, but nowhere 
capable of a hard and fast dividing line.35 

2. Japan has a special, historically conditioned role in preserving and mani� 
festing this unitary character. 

It has been, however, the great privilege of Japan to realize this unity-in­
complexity with a special clearness 36 

The unique blessing of unbroken sovereignty, the proud self-reliance of 
an unconquered race, and the insular isolation which protected ancestral 
ideas and instincts at the cost of expansion made Japan the real repository 
of the trust of Asiatic thought and culture 37 

ThusJapan is a museum of Asiatic civilization: and yet more than a museum 
because the singular genius of the race leads it to dwell on all phases 
of the ideals of the past, in that spirit of living Advaitism [non-Dualism] 
which welcomes the new without losing the 01d.38 

3. Artistic advance is the result of cultural conflict, conceived in terms of 
war. 

Technique is thus but the weapon of artistic warfare, scientific knowledge 
of anatomy and perspective the commissariat that sustains the army. These 
Japanese art may safely accept from the West without detracting from 
its own nature. Ideals, in turn, are the modes in which the artistic mind 
moves, a plan of campaign which the nature of the country imposes on 
war. Within and behind them lies always the sovereign-general, immovable 
and self-contained, nodding peace or destruction from his brow 39 

We await the flashing sword of the lightning that shall cleave the dark­
ness. For the terrible hush must be broken, and the raindrops of a new 
vigour must refresh the earth before new flowers can spring up to cover 
it with their bloom. But it must be from Asia herself, along the ancient 
roadways of the race, that the great voice shall be heard. 

Victory from within, or a mighty death without 40 

4.  Asian cultural regeneration, with Japan's experience as its most concrete 
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model, and Japan as its cultural leader, must come through a revised 
consciousness of what is already there in the past as cultural essence. 
[T]o clothe oneself in the web of one's own weaving is to house oneself 
in one's own house, to create from the spirit of its own sphere.41 

To him [the Indian ascetic] a countryside does not consist of its natural 
features alone. It is a nexus of habits and associations, of human elements 
and traditions, suffused with the tenderness and friendship of one who 
has shared, if only for a moment, the joys and sorrows of its personal 
drama 42 

The task of Asia to-day, then, becomes that of protecting and restoring 
Asiatic modes. But to do this she must herself first recognise and develop 
consciousness of those modes. For the shadows of the past are the promise 
of the future 43 

It was some small degree of this self-recognition that re-made Japan, and 
enabled her to weather the storm under which so much of the Oriental 
world went down. And it must be a renewal of the same self-consciousness 
that shall build up Asia again in her ancient steadfastness and strength 44 

5 .  Asian culture comprises states of knowledge and artistic expression which 
are non-oppositional and not grasped by conflictual or individualist notions 
of cultural identity. 

[T]he Tao, the great Mood, expresses Itself through different minds and 
ages and yet remains ever Itself. 

[Or again,] 
The art of living, whose secret lies not in antagonisms or criticisms, but 
in gliding into the interstices that exist everywhere.45 

Before examining these premises and their various implications, I should 
note two crucial issues in the generation of this text. The first is that Sister 
Nivedita wrote the introduction and edited the English manuscript. This 
manuscript had been written up from lectures given in Japan in 1899-1901 
to two other followers of Vivekananda, including Josephine Macleod, who 
had put Okakura in touch with Vivekananda before his (Okakura's) visit. 
In a now culturally distant and unfamiliar manner, Vivekananda and Nivedita 
represent a peculiar cross-over between Hindu reformism and socialist 
politics (even quasi-revolutionary politiCS in Nivedita's case), whose rhetorical 
style is only fully to be grasped by reading their texts. Their velY language 
mixes high religious appeal to Hindu ideals with a burning social concern 
and fierce hostility to colonialism. Nivedita, in particular, vigorously opposes 
the passivity which she sees as having infested Indian SOCiety and led to its 
domination by the British. She requires a far more 'Aggressive Hinduism, '  
the title of  one of  her pamphlets. The tone and the language of  The Ideals 
of the East is permeated by precisely the evangelical intensity one would 
associate with a politically impassioned religious convert-so much so that 

41 Ibid., p.237. 

42 Ibid. 

43 Ibid., p.240. 

44 Ibid . ,  p.241. 

45 Ibid . , p.46. 
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47 Bernard Bosanquet [translation, notes, 
and prefatory essay], The Introduction to 
Hegel's Philosophy of Fine Art (London: 
Kegan P a u l ,  Trench & Co, 1 886),  
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it is velY difficult to think that this book would exist in its present form and 
style without Nivedita . 

The second issue is that The Ideals of the East was edited and revised in 
India at the same time as Okakura was drafting The Awakening of the East, 
a text which was first published posthumously in 1939 in Japanese trans­
lation and then in English in 1940. The tone of this second text is even more 
extreme than The Ideals of the East, indeed even hysterical . It was apparently 
written by Okakura for his Indian friends and was the result of many conver­
sations with them. The Ideals of the East tends intermittently towards extreme 
statements but stops short of actually delivering them with the full vigour 
of the collective ideology shared by Okakura and his Indian friends about 
Asian nationalism to be expressed in The A wakening of the East. This vigour 
was presumably among the reasons why the latter text had such appeal to 
Japanese ultranationalists in the 1930s. Its unbridled language may also have 
been the reason why it was not published in the English-speaking world in 
Okakura's lifetime, when Nivedita was under British police surveillance for 
political reasons. 

Some of the five principles given above are contradictory, such as that 
between the notion of the character of Pacific Asians (5) and the notion of 
art progressing only through conflict (3). If the latter had not been present in 
Asian art, then would the pacificity which supposedly characterizes it have 
developed? And indeed if Asian culture had such a unity 0 ), why then should 
Japan in particular be endowed with such an historic role in preserving it 
(2,  4)? Part of the reason that Okakura was apparently relaxed about the co­
presence of these contradictions was, as mentioned above, his dialectical 
method of thought absorbed via Fenollosa's original Hegelianism and his 
teachings on the social Darwinist Herbel1 Spencer in the late 1870s 46 

Parts of Okakura's texts emphasize the rebirth of Asia based on a 
renewed consciousness represented through its creation of art. They read 
like glosses on Bosanquet's prefatolY essay and translation of the introduc­
tion to Hegel's Philosophy of Fine Art, which Okakura had almost certainly 
read by around 1891-2. 

Spirit exists in the medium of consciousness, not in a peculiar kind of 
matter.47 

Art liberates the real import of appearances from the semblance and 
deception of this bad and fleeting world, and impal1s to phenomenal 
semblances a higher reality, born of mind.48 

It is also clear that, for Hegel, the prominence given to art as the realization 
of an idea depends on a postulated inward spiritual state which by impli­
cation is the result of a broader cultural histoly. 
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[Tlhat the level and excellency of art in attaining a realization adequate 
to its idea [or "as spirit and in spirit"], must depend upon the grade of 
inwardness and unity with which Idea and Shape display themselves as 
fused into one 49 

But Okakura's art-historical method is more hroadly informed than simply 
being a second or third-hand take on Hegel. Kinoshita notes that Okakura's 
research method, found in his lectures on art history from the 1890s, is sup­
ported by four theories which were prevalent as the method of historical 
recording in nineteenth-century Europe. 
1 .  Nationalism: the phenomena of art manifested through systematization 

by state units. 
2 .  Democracy: reinforcement of realism by the viewpoint of the citizens and 

masses not centered on the court. 

3. Individualism: the view that all works are in the last analysis the results 
of the efforts of individual artists. 

4. A developmental historical view: a method for grasping phenomena and 
analysing them, where art phenomena are regarded as part of the causal 
relations of history 50 

Kinoshita also notes that Okakura must have learnt a lot from the historian 
Suematsu Kensho *;ji���iE of the government's Historical Bureau, who had 
himself absorbed these theories from Gustavus George Zerffi's The Science 
of History. 51 

Kinoshita indicates variolls reasons for the phrase 'Asia is one,' so beloved 
of later ultranationalists. The Gada yaketsu @j��� [Secret Keys to the Way 
of Painting, 1680] by the Edo painter and theorist Kano Yasunobu �"1fF't( 
{§ ( 1608-83)52 includes the phrase ' banbutsu wa hitotsu nari' (7J��Hi-lli 
"the ten thousand things are one"), which borrows from Daoist thought. No 
doubt Okakura substituted Ajia for banbutsu as an elegant turn of phrase. 
For Fukunaga Akishi fi7k7CPJ, in Daoist thought the 'many' are comprised 
in the 'one.' The notion of 'unitariness' was thus probably adopted by 
Okakura as a kind of literary conceit in the same way as he dressed in a 
'Daoist' manner. 53 The Ideals of the East should probably be read to mean 
'what describes art history as a whole are the various ideas where the art of 
Asia is seen as one.' 54 

Kinoshita thinks 'Asia is one' makes sense when seen in a diagram of 
opposites, 'Asia versus Europe, '  which comprised two possible developments. 
One was a direction which raised the ideal onto an external plane that 
transcended the domain of art history, while the other located 'Asia is one' 
on an internal plane within the domains of beauty and art and tried to derive 
an art history from that. This latter position might also be expected to extend 
to a critique of modern ideals such as the recording of art-historical facts as 
posited by the four historical theories habitually deployed in his time. For 
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Kinoshita, Okakura's use of 'ideals'-not translated into the plural inJapanese, 
and left as 'ideal'-is an extremely Hegelian usage. 55 Through this usage 
Okakura does not speak of an 'ideal' as a purpose or desired state which 
must be attained; I would say he uses 'ideal' more as an evaluatory criterion 
of thought for positioning concepts, and by extension for historically and 
culturally classifying art objects that might be considered to embody those 
ideals in the world. Unlike other ultranationalists, Okakura was concerned 
in the 1889 extract from Kakka with trying to describe a Japanese art history 
as a whole, and he later considered this (by around 1900) to lie within an 
integrated domain called 'Asia, '  and not just the particular isolated phenomena 
found in India, China, or Japan. This was the case however much he felt 
constrained to privilege Japan as the culmination and historical reservoir of 
tendencies passed to it from the first two cultural domains. Hotta YojOro Jftll 
E!3W+l5!�, an ultranationalist, noted in 1937 that Okakura's comment that "the 
highest [state] in the art of the world was in India, China and Japan" meant 
that the influence which had hitherto been seen as coming from Greece to 
Asia should be re-written as 'influence towards Greece and Rome. '  Okakura's 
view that "the spirit of Japan was to accumulate and protect the heritage 
of Asia over 1500 years" was an awakening of Japan from the pOSition of 
Asia itself as manifesting a World Art, rather than from a "Western-centered 
position which had [hitherto] defined what World Art was. ,,56 

Kinoshita notes in conclusion that the phrase 'Asia is one' records that the 
plural appearances of Asian cultures are one system, or the meshes of one 
web, and that the writing of an overall Asian art history is possible. Indeed 
the final page of handwritten notes on the draft manuscript which became The 
Awakening a/the East includes the phrase "We are one," indicating that the 
book was intended for Indians in support of their anti-British activities. But it 
also indicates that Okakura thought there had been contact between Asians 
for as long as humanity had had a history, and that 'the one' in Okakura's 
formulation proves his belief in the length of that history 57 

Biographical Background to Thought 

I have initially avoided introducing an important element of personal 
biography into the interpretation of Okakura's thought because this must be 
seen as having its own intellectual dynamic. However, there is no doubt that 
the intensity of his passionate attachment to an underlying Asian unity had, in 
addition to its intellectual basis in opposing the 'West,' a psychological origin 
as well. This seems to have been due to a need to return to a primordial 
unity after separation. His life was full of these separations and returns. His 
own father'S separation from his clan to move to Yokohama �t9;, where he 
was born, 58 was followed by Okakura's own separation from his father, both 
physically and in culture through his having mastered English before studying 
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classical East Asian culture. I hardly think this can be taken to mean that his 
English was better than his Japanese, but simply that he was likely to have 
been good at it since childhood to the extent that he could master complex 
literaty expressions with facility and a lack of personal embarrassment as he 
got older. Okakura acquired his knowledge of East Asian culture by mastering 
the textual decoding practice of turning kanhun t�;z or classical Chinese into 
Japanese. This mastery was surely in conflict with his later avowed hatred 
for the constricting effect of Tokugawa rule on Japanese culture that had 
most developed and disseminated the use of kanhun among the samurai 
class. Okakura later wanted to return, as he saw it, to ideals of Japanese art 
which would equal or go beyond those of ancient Greece, so the notion of 
separation or of distance and return is basic to his thought. 

Okakura also had a history of separating from and rejoining his wives. 
He left Japan and his first wife to visit Europe and America on an official 
mission, and on the boat on his return from America in 1888 was entrusted 
with the care of the pregnant Hatsu [or Hazukol (Blit ctBlitr), wife of Kuki 
Ryihchi, then Minister at the Japanese Legation in Washington. An affair began 
between them which appears to have lasted until about 1898, and was the 
subject of a scurrilous letter circulated in that year which forced Okakura to 
resign both as Head of the Tokyo School of Fine At1S ( Tokyo hijilSU gakko }$[ 
El:�*�tx:) and as Head of the Fine Art Section of the Imperial Household 
Museum ( Teisbitsu baku hutsukan ?if�tf�f§). We should note for the 
moment that this latter post also carried with it responsibility for writing 
the first official art history of Japan, which was to be published in a French 
translation at the Paris World Exposition in 1900 and later the same year in 
the original Japanese.59 

Okakura's relationship with Hazuko may be glimpsed though the 
recollection of his visits by her son Kuki ShClz6, who lived with her around 
1895-96 and often saw Tenshin at his mother'S house in Negishi fN!¥, 
which she may have taken to be near Okakura 60 Kuki last saw Okakura 
at a house of his mother'S in 1903-04, and last saw Okakura himself when, 
feigning ignorance, he passed him in a corridor whilst he was studying 
at Tokyo University, where Okakura gave his lectures in April-June 1910. 
Kuki's own personality was itself split between an intense eroticism and a 
religious spirituality,6 1  and this may be seen as derived from his idealization 
of Okakura 62 But the split or tension in Kuki also curiously resembles 
Okakura's own distancing between a longed-for cultural unity in the past 
and a tendency towards the abstract idealization of contemporaty MeijiJapan, 
which stood as both the contemporaty representative of the vestiges of that 
unity and its creative potential. 

It would appear that Kuki Ryuchi refused Hatsu a divorce although 
they lived separately, but she was effectively abandoned by Okakura, lost 
her sanity and was confined to a mental hospital , where she died in 1931 .  
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[People around my father Tenshin] 
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Tokyo, 1998); Saito RyCtz6 miWkME.::, 
Okakura Tenshin (Tokyo: Yoshikawa 
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Tagore, "Some Remembrances of Kakuzo 
Okakura," Visva-BharaliQuarterly, vol.lI, 
pt.lI, August 1936 ( in CEW, 1984, vol.3, 
pp.233-42). 

61 See Pincus, Authenticating Culture. 
62 For a psychoanalytical interpretation, 
see Sakebe Megumi tilli$�d:J., "Tenshin 
no kage," in Fuzai no uta: Kuki Shti.zo 
nO sekai [Song of absence: The world 
of Kuki ShCtz6] (Tokyo: TBS Buritanika, 
1 990) pp.5-44. 
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Okakura had returned to his own wife Motoko in about 1898, having also 
fathered a second son, Saburo =Jl!�, in 1895 (with a different mother, Yasugi 
Nao J\t�l�D, who was brought up with the surname Wada Will . Okakura 
left for India in 1901 .  He subsequently had many other platonic attractions 
to non-Japanese women, such as his older patron Isabella Stuart Gardner in 
Boston and his young poet correspondent in India, the widow Priyambada 
Devi Banerjee.63 The relationships with Gardner, Devi, and Hazuko appear in 
Okakura's last work, the operatic text The White Fox written early in 1913 64 

Yet his ability to secure affection and love from his family despite his irregular, 
sometimes wild, behaviour and peripatetic foreign travels is testified to by the 
presence of his younger brother, wife, sister, daughter and first son Kazuo 
at his death, and by Kazuo's having later devoted himself to two volumes of 
a biography of his father. 

Intellectual Tendencies 

Okakura was a bureaucratic activist who wrote polemics and reports in his 
twenties but in his thirties, when separated from direct policy influence after 
1898, wrote more considered if equally polemical texts, usually in English. 
Several Japanese scholars who have placed Okakura in the intellectual currents 
of his time see him as particularly important in the debate as to whether the 
identity of Japan required it to exit from Asia or be further drawn into it 65 

It was The Awakening of the East of 193866 (the book was completed in 
1902 but remained unpublished in Okakura's lifetime) that was to embody 
most particularly the imbrication of his thought in contemporary intellectual 
currents. These saw Japan expanding into Asia as the representative of the 
restitution and reassertion of 'Asian' values. The major propositions of this 
work may be grouped as follows: 

l .  Asia achieves its contemporary identification in humiliation before the 
'West' with which 'Asia' is in a zero-sum relation: what the 'West' gains in 
glory 'Asia' loses in shame. 

Brothers and Sisters of Asia! 

A vast suffering is on the land of our ancestors. The Oriental has become 
a synonym for the effeminate, the native an epithet for the slave. Our 
lauded gentleness is the irony which alien courtesy owes to cowardice. 
In the name of commerce we have welcomed the militant, in the name of 
civilization we have embraced the imperialistic, in the name of Christianity 
we have prostrated before the merciless. 

The glory of Europe is the humiliation of Asia! The march of history 
is a record of the steps that led the West into inevitable antagonism to 
ourselves 67 
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2 .  The subjugation is as much to an economic system which enables the vastly 
increased replication of material goods as it in the form of spiritual and 
intellectual enervation which has allowed this situation to come to pass. 

Industrial conquest is awful, moral subjugation is intolerable. Our ancestral 
ideals, our family institutions, our ethicS, our religions are daily fading 
away. Each succeeding generation loses moral stamina by contact with 
the Westerners.68 

We have bowed to their armaments, we have surrendered to their mer­
chandise, why not be vanquished by their so-called culture?69 

Shame to our mothers that they bore a race of slaves! Shame to our 
daughters that they shall wed a race of cowardseo 

3. Asian countries are separated by a lack of external contacts and a con­
centration on internal problems. The European languages have inserted 
themselves together with the prestige of their knowledge systems. Thus, 
despite the underlying historical unity of Asian cultures, many structurally 
similar features of their societies, and sometimes direct commonalities of 
religion and other beliefs, there is a lack of mutual knowledge. 

The mutual isolation of Asiatic countries prevents them from comprehending 
the appalling situation in its total Significance. Engrossed in bewildering 
struggles of their own, they disregard the fact that the self-same misfortune 
has befallen their neighbours 71 

It is wonderful how little we know each other. We blab in all the lan­
guages of Europe-which one of us has learned a single Oriental tongue 
besides his own?72 

The lack of a common literary vehicle for Eastern scholarship, a natural 
distaste for expression in a foreign tongue, the disdain of cheap notoriety 
by hasty generalization, the absence of communication and interchange 
among our thinkers is a standing barrier to the formulation of the 
fundamental principles of our common civilization 73 

The unity of Asiatic consciousness in spirit and form is most apparent in 
our art whose subtle refinement far transcends the amateur coarseness 
of Western creations 74 

4. In Asia there is a primordial sense of community and a cooperative order 
which has been subverted by Western industrial and political competitive­
ness. This provides no social order in the place of what it has overthrown 
to its own advantage. 

But now the West comes as a perfect stranger, subverting the order which 
she is powerless to replace, imposing a scheme which we consider as 
utter ruin. Victory or Death?75 

The Chinese ideograph for a family represents three persons under a 
roof and in itself signifies the Eastern triad of father, mother, and child 
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in contradistinction to the Western duet of man and wife. It involves 
at once the triple relations of paternal care, marital helpfulness, and 
filial obedience, bound together in indissoluble bonds of mutual loves 
and duties, which when widened into the social-ideal, flower into that 
Benevolence, Brotherhood, Loyalty, and Courtesy which constitute the 
beauty and fragrance of Asiatic life 76 

Truly we have not that crude notion of personal rights guarded by mutual 
assertions-that perpetual elbowing through the crowd-that constant 
snarling over the bones, which seems to be the glory of the Occident. 
Our conceptions of liberty are far higher than these 77 

5. The only way this humiliation may be overcome is by a revised conscious­
ness of what it means to be 'Asian, ' as is the case for all the other cultures 
gathered under this tuteialY unity. Such a consciousness will only be 
attained by an outward assertiveness, induding the use of militalY means if 
necessaly. Some Japanese scholars like Takeuchi78 suppose that Okakura 
thought militalY force was un-Asian or anti-Asian. The original English texts 
of The Ideals qf the East and The A wakening qffapan do not support this 
supposition-that is, unless we are to allow that Okakura's romanticism 
led him to flagrantly manipulate English metaphors, the full import of 
which did not concern him. 

Our recovery is Consciousness. Our remedy is-The Sword 79 

The West on the other hand through its incessant thirst for domination 
has developed the concrete notion of nationality in each of its limited 
territories 80 

But wondrous is the irony of fate! European imperialism has itself furnished 
the weapons by which it will be destroyed 81 

Our constant contact with them has disclosed to us that the bully is a 
coward, that their power lies in undue prestige not in individual prowess. 
Our acquisition of scientific methods has taught us we can compete with 
them whenever there is fair play 82 

6. Japan has appeared on the horizon as the harbinger of a new Pax 
Asiatica. If the Japanese could accomplish so much, how much more could 
be done by the greater populations of China and India! They only require 
leadership of a kind which Japan's example-that is Japan itself-could 
provide. 

[T]he brilliant resurrection of Japan is very instructive as an instance of 
Asiatic revival 83 

The sun has risen again in the East to dispel the night of despondency . 
. . .  Forty millions of self-sacrificing islanders have accomplished this, 
why should not four hundred millions of China, and the three hundred 
millions of India be armed to stay the further aggression of the 
predatory West?84 
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And a mighty Asiatic peace shall come to clothe humanity with universal 85 Ibid. 

harmony. And Europe shall receive the blessing of Asia given with a freer 
if a firmer hand 85 

7. A great crisis now hangs over Asia, which has to choose to abandon the 
political tinkering introduced in response to 'Westernization' and effect an 
outspoken and uncontested return to 'Asian' values. Those who do not 
make this leap of faith will suffer a spiritual death. 

The hour has come when the leaders shall cease to dream of constitu­
tional measures or economic protests . . .  when the alien prestige shall be 
broken by mystery and the silent deluge of overwhelming millions shall 
flood the land in a single night. 

The cowards shrink before the brilliant image of freedom. The cautions 
[sic, probably 'cautious'] pause on the threshold of a great revolution. Do 
they prefer Death in Life or Life in Death? A crisis has now arrived in our 
history that the dread ordeal has to be faced 86 

Categories of Art History 

If Okakura was outwardly concerned to overcome 'Asian' passivity and to 
push back against the West, by military means if necessary, he was also aware 
that artistic creativity must be based on a fOIward-looking art history. This must 
deploy a more accurate, and in certain terms critical, knowledge in cultural 
interactions with different, historically conditioned, external environments in 
the past. Such a concern involved a new attitude to historical writing about 
art from ancient records as well as to rediscovered ancient art objects. 

This attitude found articulation in the late 1880s according to Tanaka, when 
Miyake Yonekichi =t*5, a historian active circa 1887-91 ,  held that "history 
is the academic field of knowing the vestiges of the past. ,,87 Interestingly, Miyake 
tied the origin of the Banner of the Four Devaraja at HoryCI-ji 1t!li� to 
Assyria, thus suggesting Japan's connection to an ancient Asian civilization 
that had predated European civilization. Developing an idea that also appears 
widely in Okakura's work, Miyake implied that Asia was not merely 
contiguous with both Japan and Europe, it was a part of Japan's past 88 The 
problem for Japanese historians in the late-nineteenth centUlY was that they 
could try to rewrite Japan into a previously unknown or ignored past in the 
historical terms of the European Enlightenment, for which Japan's past and 
present were synonymous. But their adoption of a Eurocentric developmental 
model would have meant a "virtual denial of Japan's past and acceptance 
of a perpetual state of inferiority . "  Japanese history would have been "an 
incomplete variation of, or an anomaly compared to, that of Europe. ,,89 

Okakura through all his work tried to show Japanese art history as 

86 Ibid , p .168 

87 Stefan Tanaka,fapan 's Orient: Rendering 
Pasts into History (Berkeley, Cal if. : 
University of California Press, 1993), 
p.50 

88 Ibid. 

89 Ibid. 
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endogenous, whatever links it may have had with continental Asian 
precursors. Kinoshita, in his excellent summaries which describe the generation 
of Okakura's art-historical thought and the way this was used by Japanese 
ultranationalism in the 1930s, clarifies the way Okakura's understanding of 
Japanese art history was first of all based on a thorough knowledge of art 
objects 90 This was gained in 1882, 1884, and 1886 as a result of visits to old 
temples with his superior Kuki RYLlichi and Fenollosa. It meant that despite 
all his debts to Fenollosa's interpretations of Hegel via Spencer, he had had 
the opportunity to view old works himself and to form his own views. These 
have a freshness unattainable by a mere transposition of Hegelian theoretical 
categories. Here one must not overlook the fact that Hegel's own aesthetics 
was also based on very careful examination of particular art objects. Whether 
this model of examination passed to Okakura directly via Fenollosa, or 
possibly by a German teacher of Fenollosa's, is unclear because, as we 
have seen above, Hegel's main aesthetic ideas could not have been directly 
understood in Japan until the early 1890s when Bosanquet's translation of 
the German philosopher was available.91 

By 1889 Okakura was Head of the Fine Art Section of the Imperial 
Household Museum as well as effective director of the Tokyo School of Fine 
Art, where in 1890-92 he gave the first systematic lectures on 'Japanese Art 
History' and 'Western Art History. '  His lectures treated Japan as the main 
part of the East, but this position had changed by his 1910 lectures at Tokyo 
University which now tended to include China under the rubric of Japan 92 

It is important also to remember that the late-Edo clan backgrounds of major 
participants in the Tokyo art world of the 1880s and 1890s were imbricated 
between poliCies for promoting trade, protecting ancient art, and establishing 
an art education system, as well as in the conflicts between several intra-elite 
groups contesting for variations in these policy fields 93 

In 1891 Okakura wrote an Outline for a Compilation of japanese Art 
History and planned to publish A History of japanese Art in two volumes, 
Volume One in 1891 and Volume Two in 1892. But these plans were put 
aside when in 1893 Okakura went for five months on his first visit to China 
to investigate Chinese art for the Imperial Household Museum. On 28 
September 1897, a commission for a Japanese art history to be written for the 
1900 Paris World Exposition was sent to him by the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Trade Temporary Expositions Bureau. But, on 17 March 1898, Okakura 
suddenly resigned from the Imperial Museum and his post as Director of the 
Tokyo School of Fine Art, and from the editorship of the History of japanese 
Art. As mentioned earlier, a scurrilous letter was in circulation about his 
private life, and Kuki Ryuichi, with whose wife Okakura had been having 
an affair for nearly ten years, became President of the Imperial Museum and 
Okakura's superior on 16 March, the day before Okakura resigned. Despite 
the frisson of scandal, the resignation incident is seen by Kinoshita as being 
a restult of a conflict between Okakura's 'Asianist' attitude in his search for 
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a cross-Asian origin to Japanese art forms, and the contemporary, imperial­
institution-centred nationalist construction of Japanese art history. This was 
based on a notion of the Greater Japan Empire, an empire which had just 
defeated China in war. The gap between these two positions had already 
been apparent in the first issue of Kokka, ten years earlier. So this conflict 
about art history, whatever personal trajectories were involved, was also one 
about the political use of aesthetics to express a fictional national unity and 
grandeur, exactly as indicated by Redfield.94 

In fact, Okakura still had one foot left in the establishment, since he retained 
membership of the Committee for the Preselvation of Shrines and Temples. 
As Sata has carefully established, the flavour of an intra-elite conflict based 
on former clan affiliation is very hard to dispel in understanding alliances and 
ruptures in the 1898 art-school crisis 95 Those other teachers who resigned 
from the Tokyo School of Fine Arts in sympathy with him were largely from 
clans loyal to the Tokugawa, and were thus opposed to the artists and officials 
from the Outer Clans who had become the intra-elite winners after the Meiji 
Restoration with their policies of opening up the country and of economic 
and educational development. 

Japanese art history was constituted by four kinds of publication in the 
1890s and 1910s: 

1 .  The official History of japanese Art. 

2. The research journal Kokka from 1888. 
3.  Various illustrated collections of Japanese art published by the de luxe 

publisher Shinbi Shoin ���Ilft, with official writers and official coop­
eration but nominally by non-official writers and principally edited by 
Omura Seigai :*::ftlffii*, who had been in the first graduating group from 
the Tokyo School of Fine Arts. 

4. Various individually published art histories 96 

The editorship of the official History of japanese Art passed to Fukuchi 
Mataichi m±thjfl � .  His personal rivalry with Okakura, as well as the animosity 
felt towards the latter by many teachers at the art school, went back to 1893 
when Fukuchi had stood in for Okakura at the Imperial Household Museum 
whilst he was away in China. Fukuchi'sJapanese text and the French translation 
were passed to the Expositions Bureau in December 1899 and published 
as Histoire de [ 'art du japon in April 1900 with 290 pages of main text and 
322 illustrations. In 1901 the Japanese text was published as Draft Short Art 
History of the japanese Empire (Kohon Nippon teikoku Bijitsu Ryukushi ftlJ* B 
**OO�1®mg92)' It is marked by the "complete disappearance of a sightline 
concerning relations with foreign countries and adjoining fields (such as 
literature and religion), "  and "presents an 'art' of Japan' where Japanese art 
history continues an unbroken lineage through a single line of imperial descent 
over 10,000 ages. "  In particular, it drastically reduced the space devoted to 
the era of the Ashikaga shogunate )Ef!J$){;f 0392-1568), at the inception 
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of which the imperial house was split into two lines, and the era of Emperor 
Kanmu (781-806) ,  during which the capital was moved from Nara �& to 
Nagaoka �[iilj to Heian :ljZ�. The preface interprets Japanese art as having 
advanced along an original path and having displayed characteristics which 
should be called 'Japanese. >97 

In 1900 Okakura had written "Historiography of Japanese Art: Chapter 
One, The Six Dynasties" (published in Nihon Bijutsu, no.17), but in 1901-02 
he travelled to India and in 1903 published The Ideals q/ the East. In the 
seventeen months after this chapter of "Historiography of Japanese Art" there 
is a subtle change of emphasis away from seeing Japan as the continuation of 
transfers from China, India, and Central Asia, and towards the art history of 
Japan becoming the history of Asiatic ideals in and of themselves. The other 
important difference from the official history is in the time-scale. Okakura's 
earlier Outline for a Compilation of Japanese Art History (Nihon Bijutsushi 
Hensan Koyo B ;$:�1frS!:*i���), begun in 1890 as an internal draft of 
the Imperial Museum, had included the Meiji period; that is, it had covered 
what was contemporary art at the time of writing (however conservatively 
positioned). 

After 1901 ,  Okakura's writing in English, his visits to India, his sending to 
India of the painters Yokoyama Taikan ,J;I-Lr*m and Hishida Shunso �B3 
�l¥ in  1903, and then his travels in  America and Europe in  1904-05 and the 
sending of the painter Shimomura Kanzan THm� to England in 1903-05 
can all be seen as attempts to position Japanese art externally in Europe 
and Asia. So, even though Okakura was nominally in an anti-establishment 
pos-ition after 1898, he had a state-level vision for Japanese art. Perhaps 
Okakura himself was regarding Japan and Asia from the position of an 
internationalist, but one that still privileged Japan 98 

The art-historical implications of phrases such as "the important privileges 
of Japan" or "the special character of the Japanese people" found in The 
Ideals of the East position Japan as the leader of an Asian alliance. They 
also represent a tendency in Okakura's thought which could not completely 
avoid compromise with the idea that "Japanese empire = an imperial family 
with a lineage of 10,000 generations. ,,99 This complicity with the aggressive 
ideals of the Meiji state may account for the later widespread diffusion of 
Okakura's ideas in the 1930s, when this aggressiveness was implemented in 
full. Kinoshita dates the advent of revisionist views of Okakura to a 1938 article 
by Asano Hikaru iI'l!Y� in the second issue of Shin Nihon :wi B ;$:  about The 
Awakening of Japan. lOG This was the same year as the first publication in 
Japanese of Riso no Saiken f!Yl!O)� J[ [The Reconstruction of Ideals], which 
was later republished as an edited version of the original English in 1942, 
titled The Awakening q/the East (Toyo no Kakusei *i*0) JtIDi1). 

The way Okakura's thought could posthumously be interpreted to support 
ultranationalism is most typically seen in an interview of 14 June 1942 with 
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the painter Yokoyama Taikan, who was then Secretary of the Association to 
Commemorate Okakura, and which dealt with the forthcoming raising of a 
commemorative stone to Okakura in November that year. The stone was to 
be a massive 5.4 metres, with a profile of Okakura in low relief by Niiumi 
Takeza �JTmHR� and an inscription by Yokoyama of Okakura's famous 
phrase, "Asia is one": " it would face the Pacific" and would be "intended to 
show Okakura's indomitable guise and be full of the spirit of staring down 
America. ,, 1 01 

Okakura's writing is complex and full of shifts. Despite the incantatolY 
tenor of three of the texts in English, his art-historical pOSition included 
two fresh approaches. The first is that art history was a physical, existential 
re-creation of the past. "People in the world regard history as edited records 
of the facts of the past, that is , as a dead thing. This is an important error. 
What is histOlY exists in our bodies and is continually in activity. ,, 102 

Art history had also to be recomposed from the records, since its causes 
lay in a wide net of international cultural flows: "the causes for alt of whatever 
countly necessarily exist from the ancient past. [In Japanese art histolY,J that 
the Suiko court rapidly raised its level and attained to a state provided with 
a splendid literature and alt undoubtedly came about through relations with 
foreign countries. ,, 103 Art history should be proleptic in Redfield's sense; that 
is, it should define the future: "The key to art history does not stop at the 
recording of the past at all. It must necessarily also constitute the ground for 
making future art as well.', J04 

Okakura anticipated and agreed with the self-critical move away from 
earlier Japanese painting history as being a mere register of biographical 
anecdotes. This tendency had begun with History qfJapanesePainting 090l) 
(Nih on kaigashi B *�l!!li5l:) by Yokoi Jita m#�� and with A History qf 
Painting in Recent Times (903) (Kinsei kaigashi Jlim�l!!li5l:) by Fujioka 
Sakutara jjilRiJiftjj::tJl!� 105 The same direction may also be found in later art­
historical writing by Okakura, such as his English notes for Japanese Temples 
and Their Treasures (Tokyo: Shinbi Shoin, 1910): 

Japan is no exception to the rule that island nations draw from the adjacent 
continents for inspiration and actual teaching. 

And, 

The wars and disruptions of China made our countly a sanctuary for her 
exiles and repository of her art works, and we have deliberately sought 
her teachings by sending over our scholars from the velY earliest times. 
Our harshest critics, however, can not say that we have been merely copy­
ists, or that we have failed to assimilate what we have taken. There has 
never been any lack of lively national feeling, or ability to discriminate 
what suited our peculiarities and reject the dross. 106 

Sata Dashin notes that already by 1891 Fukuchi Mataichi had drafted the 

101  Ibid. 
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first chronology of Japanese art, and that even earlier Fenollosa had had Ariga 
Nagao prepare a chronology for China and Japan; this was perhaps the basis 
for his Epochs of Chinese and Japanese Art, which was to be posthumously 
published in London in 191 1 107 Thus Fenollosa should perhaps be seen as 
the actual originator of 'Japanese Art HistolY' and 'Eastern Art History. '  What 
is not so visible in Fenollosa's book is the slippage in the usage of the term 
Toyoteki }f[?$Ef:), 'Eastern' or 'Oriental,' into 'Japanese. ' 

It had been the late-Edo samurai painter Satake Shozan 1tct'JB\!1hD (1748-85) 
who had first presented the distinction of 'Eastern morals, Western technique' 
( Toyo dotoku, Seiyo geijutsu }f[?$ J!i[:(m , 1Z§?$�fifj). Before Meiji, ' Toyoteki ' 
was used to indicate both a civilizational world-view and a view of histolY, 
in addition to being used to denote a geographical space W8 The changing 
place of Japan was indicated by Okakura in his 1892 art-school lectures on 
Western art, which had used the Altai Mountains as a dividing line between 
'East' and 'West. '  But he had extended the scope of the East by the time of his 
1910 History of Arts and Crafts in East Asia so that its meaning encompassed 
Assyria, Babylonia, and Persia . VictolY in the Sino-Japanese war of 1894-95 
had led to the notion of Japan as the 'leader of the alliance in the East' which 
would reorganize the 'history' of 'the East.' This attitude surfaced in Kuki 
RYLlichi's preface to the 1900 Histoire de l 'art duJapon, which relegated the 
glories of Chinese and Indian art to the past and asserted that it was Japan 
which could now compile the 'HistolY of Eastern Art . '109 After the further 
victory in the Russo-Japanese war of 1904-05 the 'History of Eastern Art' 
turned towards the creation of an 'external self, ' a stage in which Japan would 
leave or escape from Asia and become one of the Great Powers, preparing 
the rationalization for its domination over Asia l lO  

Categories of Art and its Practice 

Takeuchi has pointed out that for Okakura beauty was opposed to 
science which is linked to war, it being the way of beauty to transcend this. 1 l l 

Nivedita's placing of Okakura as a kind of anti-establishment William Morris 
in her preface to The Ideals of the East in 1903 thus had its rationale. But 
Okakura in the 1880s and 1890s was concerned with the creation of a new 
national art and was not opposed to the learning of Western painting as such. 
He was concerned with what should be the foundation of learning, and for 
him this was 'spirit' (a word brought into Japanese from the French esprit 
and the German Geist and meaning 'the mind in the world'), which had to 
be the internal realization of the self ] 1 2 He was thus particularly opposed to 
the formalization of education under the policies of civilizing and opening 
up the country since the Meiji Restoration, and to the increase of bureaucratic 
power which accompanied the reach of the new education system into all 
levels of Japanese life. This aversion had been fed by his first appointment 
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at the age of nineteen after leaving university. From August 1880 he began 
in the Ministry of Education as an assistant to Iizawa Shllji �rRfl�=, the first 
director of the Tokyo Music School (which had opened before the Fine Arts 
School in 1889). Iizawa was an ambitious bureaucrat who implemented a 
system of only 'Western ' music education in Japanese schools, and reinforced 
this by also being one of the first standardizers of teacher training edu­
cation inJapan. l 1 3 Thus behind Okakura's somewhat exaggerated attachment 
to 'Japanese Painting' during the 1880s was an opposition not so much to 
'Western painting' as to bureaucratic ambition and standardization, as well 
as to the single-minded pursuit of Western pedagogic models in the cognate 
disCipline of musical training. 

A similar position to that of Iizawa might be seen in Okakura's bere noire 
in the painting world, Koyama Sh6tar6 /J \�1E:;t:B!G, who in 1882 published 
a text titled 'Sho wa bijutsu narazu' ��j:�*� G 9' [Calligraphy is not an 
An) in the May-June-July issue of the journal Toyo Gakugei Zasshi "*1$ 
"F�H�. This was followed by a response from Okakura in the August­
September-October issue of the Meiji Bunka ZenshO. 

Their debate cannot be seen outside the context of discussion over 
what was to be included under the category of 'art' or 'fine art . '  This was an 
exhibition categolY for cenain types of works, the Japanese word hijutsu 
�Vfj having been created for the works shown at the Vienna Exposition 
in 1873Y4 It was also a concept introduced into critical discourse by the 
phil-osopher Nishi Amane in his "Theories of Aesthetics," which were lectures 
for the Emperor Meiji presented between 1872 and 1877. Amane's lectures 
were thus roughly contemporary with the inception of the first Technical 
Art School (K6bu Bijutsu Gakk6 Itm�Vfj"F�, closed in 1883), where 'art' 
clearly meant 'technique. '  To some extent the issue of categories of work and 
types of concept for art overlaid each other in the speech "The True TheolY 
of Art" CBijutsu shiusetsu �Vfj��) presented by Fenollosa in May 1882 . 
This was a rather straightforward introduction to some types of an works, 
along with Spencerian and Hegelian concepts of an and its development. ] ]5  
Fenollosa was in search of an anistic criterion for the connOisseurship of an 
objects and their critique. I t  was the 'idea' which always created an absolute 
and unique sensation in preselving the internal relations to an object based 
on the separation of 'beauty' from 'utility. ' Fenollosa's 'idea' was opposed to 
'realism, '  'technique,' 'science' and 'industry. ' 1 l6 

In a debate which seemingly failed to distinguish between 'calligraphy' 
and 'writing,' Koyama came out against 'writing' being art since it was 
merely a sign used for language. For him, what people like in writing is not 
the writing itself but the phrases it is employed to write, the writer, and the 
historical period of the writing. Koyama also negatively compared writing 
to technique, and asked if what the wall painter or lantern decorator does is 
art. Okakura, in reply, thought that if calligraphy was studied and practised 

1 13 Ibid . ,  p.405. 
1 14 Ibid. 

25  

1 1 5  Ernest F. Fenollosa, "Bijutsu Shinsetsu" 
[The true theory of art] ; only the 
transcription of the Japanese translation 
by Omori Ichu from lecture notes 
survives, Meiji Bunka Zenshu [Complete 
works of Meiji culture] (Tokyo: Nihon 
Hyaronsha, 1928), vo1 .12,  pp. 1 57-74. Also 
in Fuenorosa Bijutsu Ronshu [Fenollosa's 
essays on art], ed. Yamaguchi Sei'ichi 
� DIDiX- (Tokyo: Chua Karon Bijutsu 
Shuppansha, 1988, Fuenorosa I3ijutsu 
Ronshu, pp.7-36); Aoki Shigeru �* 
� and Sakai Tadayasu (g!j#*J.ll:i, eds., 
BijUlsu, Nihon Kindai Shiso Taikei [Art: 
compendium of modernJapanese thought] 
vol . 1 3  (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1989), 
pp.35-65. For an English interpretation, 
see Rimer, "Hegel in Tokyo. "  

1 16 Nakamura Giichi r:p;fj�-, "Nih on 
Bijutsu no 'Seiy6' to ' ihon': Sho wa 
bijutsu narazu ronsa" [The 'West' and 
Japan' of Japanese art: The debate about 
'calligraphy' is not artl in his Nihon Kindai 
Bijutsu Ronsoshi [The history of modern 
Japanese art debatesl (Tokyo: KYlllylida, 
1981) ,  pp.8-9. On this period, see also 
Kinoshita Naoyuki *T'f;!,J;L, BijUlsu 
to iu misemono [Art as show] (Tokyo: 
Heibonsha, 1 992); Kitazawa Noriaki :JtrR 
!iBfj, Me no Shinden [In the palace of the 
gaze] (Tokyo: I3ijutsu Shuppansha, 1989); 

akamura Giichi, " ihon kindai kaiga no 
daiichi shudai-Nihonga/Seiyaga ronsa" 
[The first topic in modern Japanese 
painting-The debate over Nihonga 
and Western-style painting] in his Zoku 
Nihon Kindai Bijutsu Ronsoshi [The 
history of modern Japanese art debates, 
continuationl (Tokyo: KylitYllda, 1982), 
pp.3--46. 



26 

1 1 7  Nakamura, "Nihon Bijutsu no 'Sciyo' 
to 'Nihon'," p .1} 

1 18 0kakura Kakuzo (Tenshin), "'Sho wa 
Bijutsu narazu' no ron wo yomu," [Reading 
the debate on 'calligraphy is not an art'] 
Ti5yi5 Gakugei Zasshi, nos . 1 1-15 (August­
December 1882, in MEZ, voI.38), p.295. 
1 19 The irony is that, as a reader pointed 
out, in Kipling's original poem the point 
is that they can and do meet-"when two 
brave men come face to face, though they 
come from the ends of the Earth ." 

120 0kakura, "'Sho wa Bijutsu narazu' no 
ron wo yomu," p.293. 

121 Kitazawa Noriaki :j tiRiiS)3,  "'Nihonga' 
gainen no keisei ni kansuru shiron" 
[Tentative theory on the formation of the 
concept of 'Nihonga'] in Meiji Nihonga 
Shilyi5 [Materials on Meiji Nihonga], ed. 
Aoki S higeru W*� (Tokyo: ChOo 
Koron Bijutsu Shuppansha, 1991),  p.485. 
See also Rimer, "Hegel in Tokyo."  

122 I summarize his views as follows: 

1 870s: pro-Western opening and devel-
opment policies see introduction of oil 
painting as technique. 

1 882-87: ultranationalism it La Fenollosa 
sees exclusion of Western-style painting 
from public exhibitions and use of the term 
Nihonga in speech but not print. 

1887-97 : journal istic acceptance of 
Nihonga becomes widespread, partiCll­
larly in the debates from around 1889 on 
the "Future of Japanese Painting" such as 
the 1889 "Nihonga no Shorai Ikaga" [What 
ahout the future of Japanese-style paint­
ing?] debate in the journal Bijutsu-en [The 
garden of art] which was reprinted from 
another teacher's journal Kyi5iku Hi5chi 

[Education News] and indicated that the 
term 'Nihonga' was spoken parlance. 
In 1 890, Toyama Masakasu's address 
"Nihonkaiga no Mirai" [The future of 
Japanese painting] at the Meiji Art Society 
received severe critique from Hayashi 
Tadamasa **�lE and Mori Ogai. 

1896--97: Nihongawas generally accepted 
as pan of a Western/Japanese binary with 
Yoga or Western style painting. 

1907: the Ministry of Education Fine 
A.J1S Exhibition "Bunten," begins with a 
division of Nihonga and Seiyi5ga [§i$00i 
[western paintings]. 

JOHN CLARK 

it had much that reached the domain of art. This was because (among the 
other arguments he advanced) the form of writing could be varied and thus 
gave pleasure to the eye, exactly as with other arts. Fenollosa had put cal­
ligraphy among the arts along with music, poetry, and sculpture. Okakura 
suggests that like Fenollosa's notion of 'idea,' the "true domain of art is to 
express the artist's internal thought. ,,1 l7 He criticizes Koyama's character­
ization of the ideals of art as ones which "should be adequately fulfilled by 
the functions of a photograph," and counter-argues that they are thus "not in 
the true function of art. ,,1 18 Okakura's own argument displays the circularity 
it will have later on in his English writings where, in Kiplingesque terms, 
the 'East is East' and 'West is West, ' 1l 9 and cultural difference becomes a 
self-defining property, not one defined by the contiguity with the culturally 
other: "Well ,  if the development of the East is quite different to that of the 
West, for those things which are prevalent due to people's taste, like art, one 
cannot doubt that there will be a similar difference. ,, 1 2o 

Fenollosa's 1882 speech was given in English with a Japanese translation, 
and only the the Japanese translation survives. It was to become the marker 
for an extensive debate, the terms of which were set by his use for the first 
time in translation from Fenollosa's English into Japanese of the term 'Japanese 
Painting' which became Nihonga B ::t:l®. Fenollosa's argument in the 1882 
Bijutsu Shinsetsu is summarized by Kitazawa as follows: 

1 .  What makes 'Art' into 'Fine Art' is that "Fine Art possesses an 'idea. ' "  
2. The work is an independent and unified world composed from the subject 

and the form of expression. 

3. The 'various fine arts' may be divided into music, painting, and poetry 
according to the form of expression which manifests the idea, and each 
of these has their own, specific way of doing so. 

4. The practice of painting will atrophy if it does not express a new idea 
and strike out in a new direction. 

5. Painting does not have its principal aim in 'copying,' as does modern 
Western painting, but in 'making' something. 1 2 1 

Kitazawa further analyses at length the advent of the term for Japanese­
style painting' over quite a long period. 1 22 But the term Nihonga was never 
used in any of the categories for works at the Fine Arts Pavilions in the five 
Expositions for the Promotion of Domestic Manufactures (Naikoku Kangyo 
Hakurankai pg�WJ�tfJ[�) between 1877 and 1903. However, the term 
Nihonga-shi B ::t:l®giji, Japanese painter, is mentioned in the Japanese 
translation of Wagner's report on the 1877 exposition as having been given 
by the court to the artist Ikeda Y6sai 1ti1B3if::t. The third Exposition for 
the Promotion of Domestic Manufactures in 1890 removed detailed classifi­
cation by material and technique and just had a category of 'painting,' thereby 
also removing that of 'calligraphy and painting. '  This marked the successful 
separation of painting from the East Asian notion that 'calligraphy and paint­
ing are identical . '  In 1890 Okakura was also assessor for the Exposition and 
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wrote the report which uses word Nihonga. 

The categorizing of art practice was tied up with the need seen by the 
ultranationalists to integrate what had in the past been many different and 
highly socially stratified tendencies in painting. In 1886 Fenollosa gave a 
speech at the Kyoto Prefectural Painting School CKyotofu Gagakko R:��!Hl® 
�13<":) which indicated the urgent need to break down sects, i .e . ,  schools of 
painting, with their old status system, as a means to push forward the formation 
of the nation. But in the mid-1880s there was still a tendency, particularly 
in Kyoto, to use the term Toyoga for 'Eastern painting' in order to comprise 
both Chinese and Japanese pre-1850s painting in many styles and media. In 
1888 at Kyoto Prefectural Painting School there were both Seiyoga ( 'Western 
style painting') and Toyoga ( 'Eastern-style painting') sections. 

Okakura's direct interest was in the categorization of tertialY pedagogy, and 
in effect he instituted such a change in around 1889 when the Kaigaka �l®� 
painting section was set up at the Tokyo School of Fine A1ts. Here 'painting' 
meant a Nihon-kaigaka or Japanese-style painting section. '  Simultaneously 
the term Yoga was adopted for 'Western-style painting' at the newly formed 
Meiji Mt Society. The formal division at the Tokyo School of Fine Arts into a 
Nihon-gaka (Japanese-style painting section') and a Seiyi5-gaka ( 'Western­
style painting section') came in 1896 when Kuroda Seiki was appointed first 
teacher of this latter practice two years before the crisis which was to see 
Okakura's resignation. 123 In Okakura's mind, until at least the mid-1890s, 
the bifurcation was of Japanese' with 'Western' practice, and the former 
comprised the 'Eastern, ' not vice versa. 

Conceptions of Cultural Continua 

It may be useful to further categorize the notions of cultural continua 
which Okakura used to understand Japan, China, and India, and the relation 
of the latter two with the first. This must perforce be a somewhat schematic 
and condensed analysis. 

The Idea of the 'East ': 1 .  Japan 

There is no doubt that in the 1880s and 1890s Okakura was associated 
with, and at times supported by, ultranationalists opposed to European expan­
sion in Asia and supporters of an imperialist role for Japan itself in response. 
Okakura wrote in November 1889 in the ultranationalist journal Nipponjin B 
*,A in support of former general and minister of Agriculture and Commerce 
Tani Tateki fitC l  � . 1 24 He also contributed his article "Shina no Bijutsu" X 
t.I�O)�m: [The Mts of China] to the thirty-fifth issue of Eastern Association 
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Report (Tohokyokai hOkoku *7Jta�¥Ri§-), the journal of an association 
founded in 1891 to oppose the extension of the Russian Siberian railway 
(Okakura's name was given as a member) 1 25 His formation of the Japan Art 
Academy was widely supported by ultranationalists associated with the East 
Asia Common Script Society (To-A Dobunkai *£IE[I'l]::s<:�), an ultranationalist 
lobby group working on Asia policy. Indeed several of its more prominent 
members were present at the launch of the Japan Art Academy in November 
1898. There is little doubt that Okakura's own romantic ultranationalism was 
supported from this quarter in his own lifetime. 

Perhaps the historicizing importance given to the assertion of Japan as 
the temporally ordained Asian leader came mainly from Okakura's debt to 
Hegel via Fenollosa with the notion of one country, Japan, being the bearer 
of the world-historical spirit. By the 1890s it was time for this idea to come 
to a higher state through historical development. The strongest expression 
probably comes in The Awakening (jfjapan of 1905. Here one should note 
again the intervention of a foreign editor. Datta, a Bengali dissident in exile in 
the USA, states that The Awakening o}Japan was corrected by a Miss Waldo 
of New York. 126 In this book the 'West' appears as the representative of a 
world-historical spirit to which the 'East' had by some process of historical 
inevitability to subject itself. Only the special historical circumstances of 
Japan left room to carry forward an 'Asian' reaction against this subjugation. 
"Bereft of the spirit of initiative, tired of impotent revolts, and deprived of 
legitimate ambitions, the Chinese and the Indian of to-day have come to 
prostrate themselves before the inevitable. ,, 1 27 

Such subjection could lead to a specifically Asian kind of internalized 
spiritual loss, due not only to the domination of Western barbarians from 
without, but also to a lack of healthy and creative models within the East, 
particularly China. 

To most Eastern nations the advent of the West has been by no means an 
unmixed blessing . . . .  If the guilty conscience of some European nations 
has conjured up the specter of a Yellow Peril, may not the suffering soul 
of Asia wail over the realities of the White Disaster. 128 

We no longer have the benefit of a living art in China to excite our rivalry 
and urge us to fresh endeavors. On the other hand, the unfortunately 
contemptuous attitude which the average Westerner assumes toward 
everything connected with Oriental civilization tends to destroy our self­
confidence in regard to our canons of art. 1 29 

The barbarity of Europe is said to be destructive of indigenous forms of 
order (the contradiction with the many statements of their a utonomous colla pse 
remarked on elsewhere in the book is not noted by Okakura). The conflict 
is seen as being not so much between civilizational ideals, or the dominant 
bearers of them, but between warring modalities of economic life which 
confuse the codes of social order as much as those of aesthetic taste. 
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The advance of Europe in Asia means not merely the imposition of social 
ideals which the East holds to be crude if not barbarous, but also the 
subversion of all existing law and authority. 130 

The philistine nature of industrialism and the restlessness of material progress 
are inimical to Eastern art. The machinelY of competition imposes the 
monotony of fashion instead of the variety of life. The cheap is worshiped 
in place of the beautiful ,  while the rush and struggle of modern exist­
ence give no opportunity for the leisure required for the clystallization of 
ideals. Patronage is no longer even the sign of individual bad taste. Music 
is criticized through the eye, a picture through the ear. 131 

Okakura tries to reposition Asia as an alternative and more inclusive bearer 
of the world-historical spirit, its relationship to which has been knocked off 
course by the historically contingent Western domination of his times. "It 
must be remembered that in spite of the seeming demarcation of the East 
and the West, all human development is fundamentally the same, and that 
in the vast range of Asiatic history there can be found almost every variety 
of social usage. ,, 1 32 

But he re-privileges the 'East' and Japan as its bearer by saying that its 
regeneration is not the product of external intervention, but comes from within. 
Here he is consciously, and therefore probably disingenuously, adopting a 
position where the endogenous is privileged against the exogenous, despite 
his own historical work which showed that in Japan's art-historical past the 
problem of interpretation was to understand how the exogenous interacted 
with, or was articulated through, the endogenous. 

It seems to be the general impression among foreigners that it was the 
West who, with the touch of a magic wand, suddenly rouses us from 
the sleep of centuries. The real cause of our awakening, however, came 
from within. 1 33 

All that is vital and representative in our contemporary art and literature 
is the revivified expression of the national school, not imitation of Euro­
pean models. 1 34 

Nowhere were the contradictions in Okakura's thought brought out more 
clearly than in his understanding of the geopolitical significance of the Korean 
peninsula for Japan. Here he adopts an ideological position which privileges 
Japanese restraint and has nothing whatsoever to say about the cultures of 
Korea and Manchuria whichJapan, as the representative of the world-historical 
spirit in East ASia, will dominate. Taken together with The Awakening of the 
East, Okakura-chillingly, in 1902-05-clearly and specifically provided the 
ideological rationale for Japanese political domination on the Asian mainland 
thirty or so years later. Japan went to war because it saw the independence 
of Korea threatened by China in 1894 and Russia in 1904. 1 35 
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Any hostile power in the occupation of the peninsula might easily throw 
an army into Japan, for Korea lies like a dagger pointed toward the heart of 
Japan. Moreover, the independence [from Russia) of Korea and Manchuria 
is economically necessary to the preservation of our race, for stalvation 
awaits our ever-increasing population if it be deprived of its legitimate 
outlet in the sparsely cultivated areas of these two countries 1 36 

There were several occasions when we might have taken possession of 
Korea, but we forebore [sic), in the face of strong provocation, because 
our wishes were for peace. 137 

The treaty of 1876 recognizing the independence of Korea was a heavy 
blow to China; "She deeply resented the action of Japan in placing that king­
dom beyond the pale of her dominion. ,, 1 38 Okakura extends the underlying 
rationale for the wars fought by Japan to the whole of Asia. The Russo-Japanese 
war was fought "not only for our motherland, but for the ideals of the recent 
reformation, for the noble heritage of classic culture, and for those dreams of 
peace and harmony in which we saw a glorious rebirth for all Asia. ,, 1 39 He 
then refers to the awakening from the loss of self-consciousness by the 'East,' 
and rationalizes the lessons of imperial aggression by the fact that Europe 
still has to learn peace. Although it is unstated, we are left no doubt that this 
will be learnt from 'Asia,' with its superior civilizational foundations: "The 
night of the orient, which had hidden us in its fold, has been lifted, but we 
find the world still in the dusk of humanity. Europe has taught us war; when 
shall she learn the blessings of peace?,, ]40 

The Idea oj the 'East': 2. China 

Of the many Japanese commentators on China in Meiji Japan, Okakura 
was among the few who had actually gone there, firstly on a mission for 
the Imperial Household Museum in 1893 and later in 1906 for the Boston 
Museum of Fine Arts. l41 His diaries from the first visit were the basis for 
lectures on Chinese art and were published in 1894 as Shina no Bijutsu and 
Shina no Bijutsu wo tankyu SUnt tansho :3tt.l�O)�f,j(j���-g 0 ftffil*� [First 
steps in understanding the art of China). These are more or less descriptive of 
his understanding of Chinese art in the context of Meiji art-historical writings 
based on works collected in Japan juxtaposed with what he then found in 
China. But unlike others who were willing to singularize or homogenize 
China, Okakura was struck by its diversity, and furthermore he draws a parallel 
between the cultural diversity of China and that of Europe. 

What I have firstly felt about China is just that "There is no China in China . "  
The listener might think i t  ridiculous only to  say "no China. "  So I would 
put it another way and say "in China there is nothing in common. "  When 
you consider the matter, in Europe there is nothing in common to Europe 
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either. This is equivalent to "there being nothing in common in China. "  
China certainly cannot be discussed under one concept. I42 

His travelogue does not include suggestions of what is wrong with China 
or what should be done about it. 143 But his first visit certainly represents the 
intrinsic fascination of Meiji Japan with the cultural entity of China, an ideal 
space with which Japan had long been acquainted J44 However, throughout 
Okakura's thought and personal experience runs the notion that China is 
outside of time, that 'contemporary China' somehow does not exist. This was 
probably because for him the gap was so large between the idea of China 
as a provider of civilizational models communicated by Japan's historically 
accumulated perceptions-and especially for Okakura by the genealogies of 
Japan's own art objects-and the disparate and uncomfortable realities of the 
contemporary China which some Japanese (like himselO knew. 

Confucian ideals, indeed, were pervasive enough to support the notion of 
cultural transference within an Asiatic culture . . . . This formulation thus 
showed development in Toyo, culminating in Japan's pre-eminence. But 
having re-historicized Japan's past, Shina [China] was located as temporal 
inferior. 1 45 

This attitude to China may be seen as exemplary of the generalized relations 
to the notion of Toyo *� (the 'East') described by Tanaka. If Asia was free 
of Western fragmentalY pluralism, the notion of toyo "enabled Japanese to 
construct a new past and to claim those characteristics which they argued 
were oriental, and thus timeless, [while] the alienness of this new past made 
it imperative they distinguish themselves from that same orient. ,, 146 

As may be clearly seen from the above, by 1906 in the thought of Okakura, 
the 'East' conceptualized in Japan was already an internalized one with 
which "Japanese 'interacted' . . .  only as the object of their own discourse-a 
relationship that would lead to tragic consequences. ,, 147 One of the few 
intellectual opponents of Japanese ultranationalist conceptions of China in 
the 1930s, Tsuda S6kichi WB3:E::.:b6, saw the historical narrative of Japan 
as dependent on neither China nor the West: "Is it not groundless to replace 
praise for the West with that for India and China? However, the reason for 
this is that they [the ultranationalists] see the cultures of China and India as 
inherent [ naizai [7;]tE] within [that of1Japan. ,, 148 In this book, Tsuda brilliantly 
and courageously indicated that the fact "that one posits the Orient in the 
sense of [something] containing both Japan and 'China, '  and that one then 
preserves Oriental culture, or tries to form one, is perhaps inconceivable in 
the dreams [of Chinese and Indiansl. ,, 149 

Idea a/ the 'East ': 3. India 

When Okakura arrived in Calcutta on 6January 1902 he went straight away 
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to meet Swami Vivekananda. Vivekananda himself much liked the expression 
'Ideals of the East,' as for example in his speech of 24 February 1896 in New 
York where he had said that "The ideals of the East are as necessary for the 
progress of humanity as the ideals of the West. ,,1 50 Whether reformist Hindu 
nationalism in the line of Ramakrishna as followed by Vivekananda was the 
direct source of this strain in Okakura's thinking is a proposition which is 
difficult to test. But there is no doubt about Vivekananda's admiration for 
Japan. He had gone to America via the Far East in 1893 on his way to the 
World Parliament of Religions held at the Columbia Exposition in Chicago, 
and wrote a letter giving his impressions of Japan from Yokohama on 1 0  

July 1893. In a later newspaper interview on his return to India, Vivekananda 
said: "The world has never seen such a patriotic and artistic race as the 
Japanese, and one special feature about them is this: that while in Europe 
and elsewhere Art generally goes with dirt, Japanese Art is Art plus absolute 
cleanliness. ,, 1 5 1 On being questioned about the reason for Japan's sudden 
greatness, he replied: 

The faith of the Japanese in themselves and their love for their count/yo 
The Japanese are ready to sacrifice everything for their country and they 
have become a great people. 

But India is not like Japan. Each nation has a theme and that of India is 
religion. 152 

Certainly there must have been some influence from Vivekananda's 
speech at the World Parliament of Religions of 1 1  September 1893, which 
was communicated to Okakura by Ms Macleod (to whom, as we have seen 
above, he gave lectures in 1901 on the history of Japanese art). It was on 
these lectures that his Ideals of the East was based, just before his visit to 
India. Certainly Okakura was similar to Vivekananda in thinking that Asia's 
contribution to world civilization was distinctively religious. A later biographer 
of Vivekananda would think Okakura did not understand English well and 
that The Ideals of the East, which was significantly rewritten by Sister Nivedita, 
actually represented Vivekananda's thought. 

Okakura did not know much of English but it seems that he had written a 
manuscript dealing with Pan-Asiatic cultural connections. It was re-written 
by the Sister, as she told the writer. It contained the stamp of Swamiji 's 
ideology on Asia. The book was named, "The Ideals of the East. ,, 1 53 

Nivedita, who had been born Margaret Noble, was a protestant Northern 
Irish nationalist who had met Vivekananda in London in 1895 and had come 
to India in 1898, where she died in 1 9 1 2 .  The extreme Indian nationalist pos­
ition Nivedita adopted, which can be read in both The Ideals of the East and 
The Awakening of the East, led her to leave the Ramakrishna mission after 
the death of Vivekananda in 1902 and to become one of the five members 
of the Bengal Revolutionary Party executive formed by Aurobindo Ghose in 
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Calcutta in the same year. !54 Indeed, there are such enormous resonances 
between the ideas of Vivekananda and Nivedita on the one hand and the 
writings of Okakura on the other that one might think they sprang from 
the same mind, and they did actually develop in the same circle of Indian 
nationalist thinkers and activists in 190 1 .  

There, in  Japan you find a fine assimilation of knowledge, and not its 
indigestion as we have here. They have taken everything from the 
Europeans, but they remain Japanese all the same, and have not turned 
European: while in our country the terrible mania of becoming Western­
ized has seized upon us like a plague. 

They are great as a nation because of their art. Don't you see they are 
Asiatics, as we are? And though we have lost almost everything, yet what 
we have is still wonderful .  The velY soul of the Asiatic is intelwoven 
with art. The Asiatic never uses a thing unless there be art in it. Don't 
you know that art is, with us, a part of religion? How greatly is a lady 
admired among us, who can nicely paint the floors and walls, on aus­
picious occasions, with the paste of rice powder? How great an artist was 
Sri Ramakrishna himself! !55 

The Westerner looks for utility in evetything, whereas with us art is every­
where . . . . Now what we need is the combination of art and utility. Japan 
has done that very quickly, and so she has advanced by giant strides. Now, 
in their turn, the Japanese are going to teach the Westerners J 56 

Dynamics of Projection 

If Okakura was concerned with internal regeneration there is no doubt that 
he saw external recognition of this as reflexively reinforCing the place of his 
ideas within Japanese art-historical discourses. His analysis of the causation 
of crises facing Japanese art was more eloquent by 1904 in his address at 
the St Louis Exposition, "Modern Problems in Painting," but it also included 
concessions to the same problems being faced in the 'West . '  

You should remember, however, that our wholesale adoption of your 
methods of life and culture was not purely a matter of choice but of neces­
sity. The word "modernization" means the occidentalization of the world. 
The map of Asia will reveal the dismal fate of the ancient civilizations that 
have succumbed to the spell of industrialism, commercialism, imperialism, 
and what not, which the modern spirit has cast over them 157 

Disastrous as have been the consequences of the sweeping inundations 
of Western ideals, its [sic] ravages on Japanese painting might have been 
comparatively slight had it not been accompanied by modern industrialism. 
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It may be that Western art is also suffering from the effects of industrial­
ism, but to us its menace is more direful as we hear it beating against the 
bulwarks of our old economic life. To us it seems that industrialism is 
making a handmaiden of a11, as religion and personal glorification have 
made of it in the past. Competition imposes the monotony of fashion 
instead of the variety of life 1 58 

But whatever the concessions made to changes in 'Western' understanding, the 
Japanese struggle operates in a field which compels its aggressive resistance 
to, and assertiveness against, forces from without. At the end of the speech 
Okakura does retreat slightly from the bleakness of his vision, but does not 
notice the national self-interest which drives it. 

A grim pride animates us in facing the enormous odds which modern 
society has raised against us. At the present we feel ourselves to be the 
sole guardians of the art-inheritance of Asia. The battle must be one 
fought out to the last. 1 59 

Perhaps it may have seemed to you that I have painted in too dark a colour 
the modern problems of a11. There is a brighter side of the question. 
Western society itself is awakening to a better understanding of the 
problem. 160 

I am reminded in passing of a conversation between the painter Takeuchi 
Seih6 TIpg;jt§!i\ and Okakura, which took place in about 1891 in Kyoto 
according to Takeuchi's later reminiscences in 1928. Takeuchi was asked to go 
and see Okakura when he was in Kyoto with some teachers or administrators 
from the Tokyo School of Fine Arts. Okakura, inebriated, tried to browbeat 
Takeuchi into coming to Tokyo to join his art group, already conscious of its 
own strength at least seven years before its split from the Tokyo School of 
Fine Arts. Takeuchi is concerned for his family and two young children and 
declines Okakura's insistence that he come to Tokyo right away and bring 
his family later, but much later Takeuchi reminisces about how different his 
life might have been if he had accepted this offer. 161 

If by 1904 Okakura was prepared to make a grudging acceptance of other 
points of view, he still had a driving tendency to push for the submission of his 
audience, as with Takeuchi some ten years earlier in a more personal context. 
The question naturally arises as to how much his thought was generated by 
a romantically assertive personality, and how much it corresponded to a 
personality type, such as the bureaucrat or man of action turned thinker, of 
a kind which may particularly be thrown up after an era of radical reform 
and social change. 

How much Okakura's residence for longer periods in the USA (apart 
from his many short-term visits earlier) changed his perceptions of what he 
should communicate to non-Japanese audiences remains unclear. But by 
1905 there is a reluctant acknowledgment on his part of the need to write 
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more positively about Japanese aesthetic ideals, rather than just engaging in 
negative dialectics via his perceptions of the 'West. ' This came in The Book 
of Tea (906), 162 where he immediately drew a contrast between the warlike 
Japanese code of the Samurai and 'Tea ism,' "which represents so much our 
Art of Life. Fain would we remain barbarians, if our claim to civilization were 
to be based on the gruesome glory of war. Fain would we await the time 
when due respect shall be paid to our art and ideals. ,, 163 Okakura means, 
somewhat contortedly, that we (Japanese] can hardly call ourselves civilized 
based on samurai ideals and can hardly wait for others to respect our art 
and its [non-samurai] ideals. 

Clearly by 1905-06, when the book was written, Okakura had become 
aware of the mirror of perceptions between both sides of his binary divide 
into 'East and 'West. ' He also began to play the knowing cosmopolitan, 
affecting an air of perspicacity about both sides of the mutual projection. 
In fact the tone of The Book q{ Tea is so different from his earlier published 
two that one suspects he has mellowed-or, perhaps, that he had always 
had multiple selves to show to the world, and that from this period on he 
mobilizes a rather different and ostensibly more tolerant one. 

Why not amuse yourselves at our expense? Asia returns the compli­
ment. There would be further food for merriment if you were to know 
all that we have imagined and written about you. All the glamour of 
the perspective is there, all the unconscious homage of wonder, all the 
silent resentment of the new and undefined. You have been loaded with 
virtues too refined to be envied, and accused of crimes too picturesque 
to be condemned. 164 

At times he seems to be declaring that the 'East-West' culture wars of his 
earlier writings are over, whether from exhaustion or irrelevance. What has 
been lost is a sense of the value of life, lost in a whirl of mutual desire and 
contest between two civilizations. 

Let us stop the continents from hurling epigrams at each other, and be 
sadder if not wiser by the mutual gain of half a hemisphere. We have 
developed along different lines, but there is no reason why one should not 
supplement the other. You have gained expansion at the cost of restless­
ness; we have created a harmony which is weak against aggression. Will 
you believe it?-the East is better off in some respects than the West! 1 65 

The heaven of modern humanity is indeed shattered in the Cyclopean 
struggle for wealth and power. The world is groping in the shadow of 
egotism and vulgarity. Knowledge is bought through a bad conscience, 
benevolence practised for the sake of utility. The East and the West, 
like two dragons tossed in a sea of ferment, in vain strive to recover the 
jewel of life. 166 

Okakura had long identified his thought with Daoism, and it is no 
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surprise to see this emphasized so much in his most positive book on Japan­
ese aesthetics. 

The Taoist conception that immortality lay in the eternal change permeated 
all their modes of thought. It was the process, not the deed, which was 
interesting. It was the completing, not the completion, which was really 
vital. Man came thus at once face to face with nature. A new meaning 
grew into the art of life. The tea ceremony began to be not a poetical 
pastime, but one of the methods of self-realization. 1 67 

Okakura turns tea into a Daoist empathy with life in the present world, 
rather than any metaphysical 'other side' and its flawed reflection in the world 
of attachment as in Buddhism. 

It is in the Japanese tea-ceremony that we see the culmination of tea­
ideals . . . . Tea with us became more than an idealization of the form of 
drinking; it is a religion of the art of life. 168 

But the chief contribution of Taoism to Asiatic life has been in the realm 
of aesthetics. Chinese historians have always spoken of Taoism as the "art 
of being in the world, " for it deals with the present-ourselves 169 

Two chapters of Okakura's book appeared in April 1905 in The Inter­
national Quarterly, over a year before his second visit to China from late 1906 
to early 1907, when he was to be photographed in Daoist costume with two 
Daoist priests. Either the broader humanism so evident in The Book of Tea 
was an alternative strain in his thought which only came to resolution during 
the seven last years of his life when he was travelling each year between 
Japan and Boston, or it did in fact mark a more radical and overall shift away 
from his earlier bellicoSity. 

Nothing is more hallowing than the meeting of kindred spirits in art. At 
the moment of meeting, the art lover transcends himself. At once he is 
and is not. He catches a glimpse of Infinity, but words cannot voice his 
delight, for the eye has no tongue. Freed from the fetters of matter, his 
spirit moves in the rhythm of things. It is thus that art becomes akin to 
religion and ennobles mankind ]70 

He even enters a note of regret at the limitations of one's own culture in 
appreciating art because all humans are culturally restricted in the kinds of 
art they may value. Though it is a note of regret, it is made with a humanist 
realism which is far more sympathetic and probably more sincere than the 
earlier bombast. 

Art is of value only to the extent that it speaks to us. It might be a univer­
sal language if we ourselves were universal in our sympathies. Our finite 
nature, the power of traditions and conventionality, as well as our hereditary 
instincts, restrict the scope of our capacity for artistic enjoyment. l7l 

It is of course possible that Okakura was thinking about his own mortality 
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when The Book oj Tea ends with mention of the suicide of RikyCl: "He only 172 Ibid., p.8 1 .  

who has lived with the beautiful can die beautifully . "l72 173 See, in general, Tsubouchi, Okakura 

One would have to conclude, like Tsubouchi, that while The Awaken-
ing oj Japan seems to support military force to assert national pride, this is 
reversed in the Book oJTea, which more directly expresses Okakura's position 
and ends with a dignified yet tragic defeat of aesthetic value before military 
power 1 73 But, so far as I know, Okakura never retracted any of his earlier 
militant texts or expressed reservations about their rhetoric. We have to 
presume that their contradictions remained unresolved for Okakura, as they 
were for Japan on the eve of the forcible annexation of Korea in 1910 and 
the First World War, which began the year after his death in 1913. 

Post-Colonial Modalities 

What in general can be (very briefly and rather simply) said about how 
Okakura's writing fits into our current understanding of the post-colonial? 
I think Japan before, say, 1905 or 1910 must be seen as in a latently post­
colonial position; it was the first Asian power to escape from unequal treaties 
and foreign domination, which had continued for Japan from the 1850s to 
the 1890s. Okakura's conflict was above all with Europe which, as he sees it, 
forced changes on Asia which were destructive of many earlier value systems. 
The unity of Asia he imputes to the distribution of these values over social 
systems and art objects that were non-European. Perhaps the problem for all 
post-colonial history is "a peculiar way in which all these other histories tend 
to become [reflexive] variations on a master narrative that could be called the 
'history of Europe'" or, in my terms, the 'history of Euramerica.' 174 

Okakura's thought seems to be caught between promoting the nationalism 
which will end the colonial and the self-assertion of an autonomous aesthetics 
which can somehow stand outside the history that produced the need for that 
self-assertion-or indeed, its forced incorporation in this other, Euramerican 
history. Okakura was confronted with a situation which had radically changed 
the terms on which the past was constructed, including Japanese pasts. 
By the end of the Meiji era in 1912 this would also mean a change in the 
terms by which nostalgia for the loss of those reconstructed pasts could be 
felt. The terms would become reflexive, secondary, and deeply flawed by 
sentimentality. The nostalgia would not be, as it was for Okakura, directly 
about a lost past, but indirectly about a nostalgia which had already been 
historically experienced. 

Okakura does not seem to have been aware of, or particularly concerned 
about, the fact that only in his time could such directness remain existential. 
Nor does he appear to face the difference between assertion against a colonial 
world order and self-assertion by Japan for its own inclusion in that order. 
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His thought implied an ideological and cultural leadership in Asia and his 
metaphors directly used notions of military conquest through, or in spite of, 
the other Asian cultures. In his terms, these had become internally passive 
and so had fallen before the European onslaught. Here one should not mince 
words: his thought directly sanctioned the annexation of Korea, and was 
one of the ideological bases for the China war of 1937--45 and its enormous 
sacrifices. Rabindranath Tagore was quite well aware of the perils of this 
direction and warned, "never think for a moment that the hurts you inflict 
upon other races will not infect you, or that the enmities you sow around 
your homes will be a wall of protection to you in time to come. ,, 1 75 

Of course in his time it was not possible for Okakura actually to become 
post-colonial. Nearly a century later Arif Dirlik deliberately presented the 
partially facetious proposition that the post-colonial period begins "when 
Third World intellectuals have arrived in First World academe.,, 1 76 Dirlik was 
well aware that this proposition begged the question of why the arrival of 
such Third World intellectuals and their concerns in the 1980s and 1990s had 
been accorded the respectability they had. Okakura had the ability to write 
fluently in English, even if what comes down to us has received native-speaker 
editing, and to engage with others' anti-colonial struggles. He was able to 
be feted in North American museum circles, and directly through his own 
writings and indirectly through those of Fenollosa to be a major intellectual 
reference for many kinds of art practice in Euramerica. If elements like these 
were taken together from a much later post-colonial position, they would 
indicate the latent possibility of someone such as him resembling a Third 
World intellectual who has at least become visible through the telescope of 
Euramerican historical narrative. 

But Okakura's views did not step outside the domain of curatorial and 
artistic practice. Cosmopolitan or Japanese nationalist by turns as he may have 
been, he could not enter the Euramerican academy. Despite some impact 
in artistic and museum circles, his views at that time did not receive the full 
attention-and criticism-they may have deserved in Euramerica. The political 
and economic system of colonialism was not dead. Nineteenth-century racial 
superiority and social Dalwinist notions of the superiority of Euramerican 
social systems had not yet been transcended by the dynamics of knowledge. 
The full examination of these issues awaits another history, that of the end 
of Euramerican colonialism itself. 
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