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and, the second is, if so, what the role for the Japanese was that the Classical antiquities played for 

Problem of Tradition”:

Which period in Japanese history is classical? The answer to this question has almost always 
remained ambiguous. One might, however, say that we cannot have any correct relationship to 
our tradition if the classical period in our history is not determined. The value of tradition does 
not derive from its being tradition. Something in the tradition is to be esteemed as exemplar; 
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 Miki’s question about which period in Japanese history is classical remains unanswered, and his 

Miki posed this question in the mid-1930s is also of importance because the question indicates that 
the concept of the classics we have today in Japan was established around 1930.3

Sino-Japanese word, “koten” [Chinese: , Korean: kojeon
of the “classics.” In premodern Japan, however, the word “koten” referred solely to the Chinese 
classics, especially the Confucian texts called “Four Books and Five Classics” [Chinese:  

, Japanese: sisho gokyô  We Japanese did not have the classics within ourselves, but outside 
ourselves. This is because Japan was located on the periphery of the sinosphere. The classics had to 
be sought in the center, not on the periphery. When Western modern learning was introduced into 
Japan after the Meiji era the word “koten” was applied to Western classics, and later came to also 
refer to Japanese premodern texts.5 Therefore, the modern Japanese concept of “koten” has two 

“classics” came to be applied also to premodern Japanese texts or works, and which texts or works 
of which period were regarded as particularly classic.

1 This article is based on my presentation at the XXIVth World Congress of Philosophy that was held in August 

2 Unless otherwise noted, the translations are mine.
3

 See Kikan Ikeda, Introduction to the Classics [
5 Ibid., p. 21.
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 Several attempts in the past twenty years have been made to revisit the process of canonization 
of Japanese literature in modern Japan. These attempts include Inventing the Classics: Modernity, 
National Identity, and Japanese Literature The 
Invention of the Man’yôshû: The Nation State and the Classics as a Cultural Device written by 

-
sance of the classics” in Japan. That year was the publication of several collections of great literary 
works in Japan to include Introduction into Japanese Literature
Japanese Literary History

perspective, these texts witness the “renaissance of the classics.” If we browse these books, however, 
koten” was rarely used, which indicates that the concept of the 

 Few attempts have yet been made to follow the formation process of the idea of the classics in 
connection with the process of canonization. In my paper I would like to both historically and 
systematically reconstruct the context and meanings in which the Japanese word for the classics, 

 To answer these questions, it might be better to distinguish three meanings of the word “classic,” 
namely descriptive, stylistic, and normative. The descriptive meaning embraces all texts written in 

bungo kanbun) 
are often excluded. The classic can be stylistically contrasted to the romantic. Classics are regarded 
as having everlasting value from the normative point of view. These three meanings—descriptive, 
stylistic, and normative—are intertwined, and the word classic is frequently used in the same text 
with the three different meanings. However, we can and must distinguish these three.

discipline of Japanese literature. In section 2, I will address the stylistic meaning of the word in the 

word “classical” in his Pilgrimages to the Ancient Temples
background of the normative meaning of this word.

1. The descriptive usage

however, also paid attention to Japanese or Eastern sciences, grounding the Course in Classics [koten 
kôsyû ka
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the expression became widespread. In the inaugural address of Division I, the author Kiyonori 

 The question is when the descriptive meaning become common usage. Its indicator serves the 
Lecture on the History of Japanese Literature

comparison between Haga und Fujioka makes clear Fujioka’s novelty. Haga noted the academic 
Ten Lectures on Japanese Literature

not use the word “classics” as his own term. Fujioka, in contrast, assigned high importance to the 
expression “studies of the classics” [koten no gaku

kokugaku

-
raphy.
 What did then “studies of the classics” mean? Here I would like to consult Japanese Linguistics 
Explained in Detail
the University of Tokyo. As a linguist he dissociated himself from the studies of the classics. 
Linguistics treats the “origin and development of languages,” but philology aims at studying “the 

koten gaku
country hold out the ideal of not only clarifying the development of the humanities, but also promoting 

German word “Philologie” or “klassische Philologie” by the Japanese word “Koten gaku

studies” [kokugaku
 The descriptive usage became common in the 1920s, as is shown by the monumental series 
Complete Edition of Japanese Classics grounded by Hiroshi Yosano, Atsuo Masamune and Akiko 

Okakura divided the history of art into three stages: the symbolic, the classic, and the romantic form 
of art. Okakura’s position will be clearly shown when compared to that of his teacher, Ernest 
Fenollosa, for whom he was interpreter, and he translated many of Fenollosa’s lectures into Japanese.
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167). In his lecture on aesthetics from Okakura’s translation, Fenollosa formulated his position as 

academy, advocating thus the “novelty of invention,” without denying the tradition. That is, we have 

School [Tôkyô Kôtô Shihan Gakkô -
terized classicism as follows: “Western Literature and theory have had the misfortune to be dominated, 
and partially enslaved by a past tradition; namely the example of ancient classic Literatures, notably 
that of Greece.” He argued, however, at the same time: “Even in the recent modern reaction from the 

not only the classicism, but also romanticism in so far as romanticism was restricted to a rebellion 
against classicism: “Hence the chaos of recent Western literature, in spite of its protest against the 

grade of being that transcends the distinction between Subjective and Objective.” According to 

 Fenollosa is often regarded as Hegelian. Hegel’s aesthetic theories including his trichotomy 

-

ogic of Hegel
“Small Logic.”6

Logic of Hegel
a system of thought-types or fundamental categories, in which the opposition between subjective and 

theory of logic that Fenollosa applied to his theory of art.
 In his Epochs of Chinese and Japanese Art
times uses the word “romantic” positively, not contrasting it with the words “symbolic” and “classic,” 
as Okakura did.

on Japanese and Western art history at the Tokyo Fine Arts School, primarily consulting Hegel’s 

6 Lawrence W. Chisolm, Fenollosa: The Far East and American Culture
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Philosophy of Fine Art Outlines of 
History of Art
learned the method of historiography, dividing Japanese art history—like the Western—into 
Antiquity, Middle Ages and Modernity, without adopting the Hegelian trichotomy: “symbolic–
classic–romantic.”

th century, however, Okakura explicitly 
based his thinking on the Hegelian scheme. In The Ideals of the East
three terms by which European scholars love to distinguish the past development of art, though 
lacking perhaps in precision, have nevertheless an inevitable truth, since the fundamental law of life 
and progress underlies not only the history of art as a whole, but also the appearance and growth of 

Symbolic” period, i.e. the age prior to 

art.” In the next “so-called Classic

days of the Ashikaga masters, though subjected to slight degeneration in the Toyotomi and Tokugawa 
periods, has held steadily to the Oriental Romantistic ideal—that is to say, the expression of the Spirit 

 In The Book of Tea

one. His principal thought about the Classic and the Romantic periods in The Book of Tea did not 
change from that in The Ideals of the East.
 From April to June 1910 Okakura taught the history of Asian art at the University of Tokyo, 

“Hegelian division into three periods, namely the Symbolic, the Classic, and the Romantic, as if the 
Collected 

Works
The Ideals of the East, in that 

he divided art as follows: “The East: Three main periods, antiquity, middle ages, and modernity: The 
Han, the Tang, and the Song style.” He set the highest value on the “art and literature of the Song 

its tendency of isolating the three stages and neglecting their multilayers.
 The question is what then motivated Okakura to apply the Hegelian scheme to East Asian art 
history. Hegel himself named Asian art the “symbolic art form” and made it antecedent to the Greek 
or Classic and the European or Romantic art form. Lübke also had a similar perception: “In the vast 

mighty rivers, which have struck us as strange from their enduring stability and unchangeableness. 



and fresh historic life, in which we at once are sensible of a homelike
by T. O.). It follows that according to Lübke, art history in the strict sense is possible only in the home 
of the European continent, from which the East and its art are principally excluded. To such a 
Eurocentric view of art history Okakura opposed his view that the East too has a Classic period like 
the West and that, as far as the Romantic period is concerned, the East takes precedence over the 
West.7 Okakura used the Hegelian scheme to overturn Hegel’s conviction that the West monopolized 
the classics and art-historical development.

3. The normative usage

the primary contribution in the establishment of the normative usage of the word “classics” around 

232). Tetsurô Watsuji depicted his teacher Koeber as follows: “My teacher Koeber richly embodied 
the classic period in Germany, or rather, his art of living was founded on that of the Greek philoso-

spirit of the classics and became hereby the art.
 The next question is about Koeber’s perspective on the classics. Koeber published little and his 
lectures on philosophy and aesthetics that were published in English did not address the classics.  
After retiring from teaching, he addressed several themes in essays published in the journal “Thought” 
[Shisô
 Koeber was a romanticist who favored Jean Paul, E.T.A. Hoffmann, and Eichendorff. In his 

Kleine Schriften
restricted to a certain period. It rather represents the nature of humans distinguished from animals. 

normative.
 Although he lived in Japan for more than twenty years, Koeber had no interest in Japanese 

7

 Worthy of note is that Koeber provides the following concerning Kant’s theory of genius: “classicality
Lectures

classics or the classic.
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address Pilgrimages to the Ancient Temples
impressed by Okakura’s 1910 lecture and referred to Fenollosa’s Epochs of Chinese and Japanese 
Art Pilgrimages to the Ancient Temples. Several discourses of Okakura and 

that he perceived as “classic.”

and had—mediated by Gandhara art—connections with Hellenistic, or even further Classic Greek 
art. Taking Shô-Kannon Yakushi-Temple as a typical example of this period, 
Watsuji asserted that “its Classical power” derived from being “a new child born with India as the 

Pilgrimages
classics is supported by his global insight that the same Greek art brought forth both Christian art in 
the West and Buddhist art in the East.
 Second, Watsuji ascribed normativity to Japanese art of the 7th th century. He regarded the 
wall paintings in the Golden Hall of Hôryû

th 
painting of the Golden Hall) witnessed, Watsuji wrote, “Classic strength,” and by those who could 

spirit embodied in these hands must open a new artistic path in the realm of line drawing. The heart 
that feels deep love toward the hands, the image’s left hand in particular, is the same heart that is 

Japanese. He did not see the classics in the so-called Kokufû-Bunka, i.e. native Japanese culture after 

period in which the so-called isolation foreign policy was practiced by the Tokugawa shogunate and 

idea of the classics was, therefore, based on his practical interests in activating and reinvigorating 
present-day Japanese culture by involving it again in the worldwide stream in which different cultures 

was connected—mediated by Japanese art in the 7th th centuries—to the contemporary task of 
again leading Japanese culture to the global standard.

There are certainly some differences between what Watsuji wrote at the end of the 1910s and what 
Miki wrote in the mid-1930s. In Pilgrimages to the Ancient Temples Watsuji did not have the idea of 
the classics itself in mind. Only after discussion around “Japaneseness” [nihonteki-narumono
mid-1930s did the idea of the classics come to the foreground. Further, Miki did not share Watsuji’s 
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idea about which period should be characterized as classic. What is at issue, however, is that Watsuji’s 
essay anticipates Miki’s thesis concerning the classics: “It is our present creative spirit, and not 
anything like nostalgia, that realizes a certain period in the past as classical.” Watsuji’s and Miki’s 
insight has not lost its validity today.
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