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Public Lecture: July 2, 2005
[FERLEA Y ]

“Okakura Tenshin’s Encounter with India”

The initial visit to India of Okakura Kakuzo (sobriquet Tenshin)
was made during 1901 and 1902. There he prepared his first
English book, The Ideals of the East, published in 1903. Another
manuscript he supposedly wrote in India was posthumously
published in 1939 with the title The Awakening of the East. This
latter text contributed to Tenshin’s image as a dangerous ultra-
nationalist. The Awakening of Japan, which was written in Boston
and was published in 1904 during the Russo-Japanese War,
appears as Tenshin’s justification of Japan’s national position.
In 1906, in his famous The Book of Tea, Tenshin declared that
the Western world “regard(ed) Japan as barbarous while she
indulged in the gentle arts of peace,” whereas it “calls her
civilized since she began to commit wholesale slaughter on
Manchurian battlefields.”

How can we explain Tenshin’s changing positions? In my
opinion, the historical circumstances and the shift of readership
from one book to another may account for his apparently
contradictory utterances. While Tenshin was addressing The
Ideals of the East to English-speaking intellectuals eager to learn
Japanese art history, the manuscript to be published as The
Awakening of the East was intended for the Bengali literati class
in search of nationalistic solidarity, in opposition to Western
imperialism. In Boston, Tenshin was speaking to Western citizens
so as to gain their understanding of Japan’s diplomacy under the
war. And finally, the ironical remark quoted above from The Book
of Tea marks his retreat from the Realpolitik of his day into the
aesthetic realm.

In this lecture I gave special note to Tenshin’s friendships
cultivated in India. Josephine MacLeod, after hearing Tenshin
lecture on Japanese art history, invited him to India, where he
met Vivekananda, the legendary speaker at the 1893 World
Religious Parliament conference held in Chicago. One of his
disciples, Elizabeth Margaret Noble, known as Sister Nivedita,
penned the introduction to Tenshin’s Ideals of the East, and went
on to become a key person in the Swadeshi Movement after the
Bengal Partition Law. Young scholars like Ernest Binfield Havell
and Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, whom she supported, proposed
a highly nationalistic view of Indian art history in reply to Tenshin
and his Ideals of the East.

Sister Nivedita’s The Web of Indian Life (1904) merits particular
attention, because detailed comparison of this work with
Tenshin’s Indian writings permits us to reconstruct the emulation
and the opposition they must have experienced during their
intellectual collaborations in defense of Asiatic cultures. Her
promotion of young Bengali artists like Abanindranath Tagore,
Suren Gangly and Nandalal Bose, marks an important shift
towards modernity in Asian art history, which must be examined
in light of Okakura’s endeavor to establish the Nihonbijutsuin
(Tenshin’s private research institute for the promotion of Japanese
art).

A reexamination of Tenshin’s work and activities in their Indian
context can lead to an understanding of key issues such as third
world feminism. A post-colonial re-reading of Okakura Tenshin
remains to be done.
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