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Anesaki and Italy

Anesaki Masaharu traveled to Europe and the United States for the second time in his life
in 1908 at the age of 35. The trip was financed by the Kahn Foundation, with the objective of
learning more about a foreign culture and transmitting that knowledge to Japan. At this time,
Anesaki was a professor of comparative religions at Tokyo Imperial University. Indeed, he was
the first person to hold such a position, and is usually seen as a pioneer of the field. He produced
the travelogue Hanatsumi Nikki, a lengthy account of his journey in Switzerland and Italy as a
result.

Anesaki’s focus on this trip was largely religious: he wanted to learn more about St.
Francis of Assisi, to trace his life, and to compare him to the Japanese Buddhist priest Honen.
Anesaki also wanted to examine the Roman Catholic church, the Papacy, and how the
development of Catholicism mirrored, in some respects, the development of Pure Land
Buddhism in medieval Japan. Finally, he examined how the life of Francis, and the Saints in
general, were depicted by 14" century Italian painters, key of whom was Fra Angelico.

The journey began in November of 1907, when he arrived in France. From Paris, he went
to Switzerland, Italy, Austria, and Germany, eventually returning to Paris in June of 1908. From
Paris he went to London, where he participated in the Third International Congress for the
history of Religion, held at Oxford University, presenting a paper titled Buddhist Influences
upon the Japanese Honen.

While in Italy he spent most of his time in Florence, Assisi, and Rome. He visited with a
number of intellectuals, including Enrico Bignami who edited the periodical Coenobium and

Paul Sabatier, the renowned biographer of St. Francis.



Anesaki’s impression of Italy was principally informed by religious trends. That is, he
saw 14" century ltaly as a place where organized religion had become stale, or worse, corrupt,
and that needed a popular charismatic leader, such as Francis. The parallels to Japan are strong:
in the Kamakura Period, aristocratically centered organized Buddhism was similarly stale, and
Honen rose to appeal to the masses in a way that directly opposed the establishment. Honen was
exiled; Francis was similarly shunned by the church. In early 20" century Italy, Anesaki saw a
repeat of the same phenomenon, with the Catholic church establishment out of touch with the
common man. And, by extension, he seems to feel that a similar problem existed in Japan
(although he does not explicitly write this).

Unlike most other travelers to Italy in the early 20" century, when Baedeker’s guide
detailed art and political history with great minutae, Anesaki saw the Renaissance as a time of
artistic over-refinement. When he arrived in Florence, he could not but admire the Renaissance

painting that he saw. However, he made this bold resolution:

After dinner | read a book about Giotto, and also a chapter in the life of St.
Francis, plus, in preparation for tomorrow, | took a look at a book about San
Marco. Lost in thought about these subjects, my heart could not but be taken over
by the beautiful art of the Renaissance in this city of flowers, the hometown of
poetry, and the center of the Renaissance. | resolved then and there that, as | went
through Assisi and to Rome, | had to devote myself to St. Francis, Giotto, and Fra
Angelico. | would not turn my eye toward Raphael or any other such painter, but
rather would concentrate on the two saints of painting. Coming to Florence and
not seeing Raphael was like refusing to eat at a feast, but resolutely | would refuse
to eat. The Renaissance feast was a delicacy of the nether world. No matter how
much Raphael painted the Virgin Mary, it was an object of this world. And, to
taste the Buddha’s excellent teachings, I had to fast in the nether world. Giotto’s
faith and the rapture in Fra Angelico’s paintings give us a taste of heavenly
immortality. Those and those alone were the means of religious austerities. Thus |
was resolved. No matter what | saw, and no matter what I myself suffered, |
would not look at Renaissance art with the exception of the works of Lippi and
Masaccio®* (who produced works like Angelico), and also the Brancacci Chapel.?

1 “Masaccio” is Tommaso di Ser Giovanni Guidi da Castel San Giovanni (1401-28).
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With this revelation | decided that from tomorrow on | would not sightsee but

rather be a pilgrim. The two hours | spent at dusk today provided a lesson for

which | was truly grateful.

In other words, Anesaki refused to be a typical tourist. He wanted his experience in Italy
to be religiously edifying, not artistically entertaining. So, even though he toured Florence,
Assisi, and Rome with a strong sensitivity to the art, architecture, and history before him, it was
with an unusual focus.

Anesaki’s impressions of Italy before he arrived were informed by many sources, but
some were stronger than others. He had read Paul Sabatier’s biography of St. Francis, and he had
read Il Fioretti, about the life of Francis. Indeed, the title page of Hanatsumi Nikki includes the
Italian title of Fioretti d’Italia. He had also read Fogazzaro’s novel Il Santo, and Zola’s trilogy
Lourdes, Rome, and Paris. He sympathized with Fogazzaro’s and Zola’s protagonists, and seems
at times to be searching for them in his travels. Perhaps, given his interest in the pan-Asian
tradition of Buddhism, a focus on the Roman Catholic church, a pan-Western tradition, and its
seat in Italy should not be surprising. But, as the participants of this conference know, the
majority of Japanese scholars traveling in and studying the West focused on England, France,
Germany, Russia, and the United States. That Anesaki chose Italy, and an aspect of Italy that was
both highly intellectual and beyond the common popular view, is worthy of specific note. Clearly
his view of Italy was that of a deeply-imbued center of religious faith, one that simultaneously
showed the constant cycle of demise and life, and the subsequent eternal hope for mankind

generated therein.

12 The Brancacci Chapel was part of Santa Maria del Carmine. According to Baedeker ’s, it was “embellished after
1423 (?) by Masaccio, probably with the assistance of Masolino, with celebrated frescoes from the traditions
regarding the Apostles, especially St. Peter, to which Filippino Lippi added others about 1484.” (Northern Italy, p.
509)
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It is unclear whether all of Anesaki’s acquaintances shared his hope for the revival of a
Franciscan-style faith. Enrico Bignami, given his Marxist sympathies, may have looked
somewhat askance at Anesaki’s religious bent. Anesaki is suspiciously non-committal and terse
in his descriptions of their conversations. As a matter of fact, Anesaki tells us more about the
conversations he had with Bignami’s wife and children than those he had with Bignami himself.
Yet, they had a good professional relationship and Anesaki published more than once in
Coenobium.

Like pilgrims in Assisi with copies of Il Fioretti in their pockets, Anesaki traveled

through Italy with a copy of the illustrated scroll of Honen’s life, Honen shonin eden 1595 -\
#2/z in his own pocket. Anesaki found in it inspiration, and he tried to share his inspiration

through showing it to some of the people he met and occasionally quoting it in his diary. While

in Assisi he writes:

After dinner | spoke again with the British guests about painting. Among them |
was introduced to a Miss Stoddart*® who had written a biography of Francis, and |
spoke a little to her about Honen. She had thought that there must have been
someone in Japanese history who was like Francis, but she had not been able to
discern much from the books she had and so was very happy to speak with me. |
showed her the painting of Honen’s life (Honen eden), then we talked again about
Western painting and the cause of its corruption after Raphael, about how
Giotto’s painting of Francis was not necessarily a true likeness but rather a
reflection of people’s spirits at that time—it was an interesting and beneficial
conversation, after which we parted and went to our respective rooms. (April 26)

The shadow of Honen followed Anesaki everywhere in Assisi. He mentions Honen whenever the

opportunity arises: when asked by the wife of Italian philosopher Giuseppe Rensi (1871-1941)

13 Anna M. Stoddart (1840-1911) published her book Francis of Assisi in 1903 (London: Methuen).
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for a calligraphic sample, Anesaki quotes a poem by Honen;* he is reminded of a poem by
Honen when he thinks of Francis’ Cantica del sole.!® He brings up Honen again later in a dinner

conversation with two acquaintances:

After dinner, I spoke with [Ms.] Stoddard and [Mr.] Goad about various

things, such as the paintings | had seen in the day, the school, and then the

conversation turned to Honen. I showed them a picture of the Chokushii goden

and told them of the priest’s life and faith, which the two were very happy to hear,

and they agreed that there were many similarities between the Buddhist priest and

Francis. (April 28™)16
Although it would seem that Anesaki did not convert any Europeans to Pure Land Buddhism on
his journey, his religious intent was sincere and almost urgent. | would go so far as to say that he
was idealistic.

After immersing himself in pre-Raphelite art in Florence, and the life of Francis in Assisi,
Anesaki headed for Rome to see the Vatican. With Zola’s Rome and Fogazzaro’s Il Santo fresh
in his mind, he entered the Eternal City with a strong bias. Although he cannot deny the beauty
and pathos of Rome, both in the present architecture and the ruins, he is clearly critical of what
he sees. Although he likes the majesty of ceremonies in St Peter’s, he never leaves far behind the

idea that the Pope and the Church as a whole had become detached from Catholic followers, and

that this left the church in a tenuous position. In retrospect, we know that the Catholic Church

14 Anesaki quotes the first three lines. The complete stanzais FEOHITZ > L ZICTE 2R EDL T > A1IEB
72 LIED 5 T72% “Although my dew-like body will vanish, my heart will remain on a lotus dais” The poem
appears in volume 34 of the Chokushii goden.

5The Honen poem is in volume 30 of Chokushii goden. Curiously, it seems that Anesaki mis-remembers it. He
quotesitas: HE.DTH S FixZedn Ebented ADLIZZE T Te “Although there is not/ a moment
when it does not shine/ the moon/ resides in the spirit/ of one’s gaze”; the poem appears in the Chokushii goden as
AT ONWTE LRSI LE R TN EL R 5 A Z 2 AIZF 3T “Although there is not/ a village where it
does not shine/ the moon/ resides in the spirit/ of one’s gaze”. It is also in the Shoku senzaishii % T#i 4%, poem 981.
16 Harold Goad (1878-1956) founded the Laboratorio San Francesco on Via Metastasio for the poor children of
Assisi. He later became a published scholar on the Franciscans.
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was on the cusp of major changes, as was the entire country of Italy, but for Anesaki the future
was uncertain, and the repetition of history, as he saw it, boded ill. In his first sentence in the first
entry for Rome, he writes, “I left Assisi and came to Rome. It gave me an unpleasant feeling to
leave an old-fashioned quiet town in the mountains and come to a raucous and chaotic city.” The
bad portents are many: he has difficulty finding lodging; the trams are so crowded he is forced to
walk to St. Peter’s, where he says, “I had been disappointed in the fagade of this church before,
and this time, having just seen the ancient interior of the church in Assisi | found it absolutely
uninteresting”; it is “vulgar” and, he scoffs, “the country bumpkin pilgrims may be surprised by
it, but anyone with eyes can see that it is awful.” At his inn, he has no one to talk to and he feels
lonely. The entry for the next day, May 4, 1908, focuses on the improper isolation of the Pope.
Anesaki criticizes the Vatican from many angles, and specifically mentions Fogazarro’s novel,

which had similar criticisms, being banned. In the end, he composes a waka:

Although he claims he will save the world, shut up in the Vatican

He cannot take one step outside

Similarly, the redolent history of Rome interested Anesaki, but rarely impressed him. He
tours various locales and describes what he sees, providing great detail to what was probably a
small, erudite audience in Japan. His descriptions are a mix of the standard history one would
find in a guide book with some personal commentary, sometimes recalling his previous trip to
Italy six years earlier, sometimes alluding to something in the Western tradition. For example,
when he visits Santa Maria in Aracceli, he mentions that, “It is said that Gibbon, the historian
who wrote of the Fall of the Roman Empire, went from the Forum ruins to this church, and was

put in mind of the change from the olden days to today, and it was this that caused him to think

14



of writing his great history.”*” This story about Gibbon would have been fairly well-known
among Western scholars, but probably not so among Japanese scholars. In any event, Anesaki is
clearly well-read in Italian history, and by his passing mention of Gibbon we can assume that he
expected his audience to be similarly familiar with his subject.

Another example of his response to the Roman landscape can be seen when he visits the
Foro Romano, first recalling the glory of the Roman past, but then focusing on the fact that
man’s accomplishments there had all passed, leaving nothing but a verdant, flowering landscape

over the ruins. He is moved to write a poem:

It has lost its charm--

Thousands of flowers bloom

as if to ridicule

the acts of man

amongst the palace ruins
The rise and fall of the Roman Empire fit perfectly into Anesaki’s Buddhist view of the world.
The triumph of the Roman Empire was, as all things human, an expression of vainglory, fated to

cycle to an end. Ultimately, the aspect of Italy that most impressed Anesaki was her potential to

birth a spiritual revival.

17 Anesaki is correct: in his autobiography, Gibbon wrote, “"It was at Rome, on the 15th of October 1764, as | sat
musing amid the ruins of the capitol, while the bare-footed friars were singing Vespers in the temple of Jupiter
[presently the Church of Santa Maria in Aracceli], that the idea of writing the decline and fall of the City first started
to my mind.” (The Autobiographies of Gibbon, p. 303)
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