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Greek Japan. Placed side by side, these two words evoke a sense of strangeness, an impression of a chimera. Half 
Apollo, half samurai, half Venus, half geisha, in a setting that is at once white and blue like the Cyclades, yet deep 
green and cinnabar red like Shinto shrines. How can two countries so distant be brought together to form a coherent 
image? 

This talk will trace the subtle penetration of classical Greek culture into the realms of Japanese literature, 
philosophy, architecture, and contemporary arts. Between the late 19th century and 1945, Japan developed a true 
passion for ancient Greece. Buddhist sculpture was reinterpreted through the lens of the Greek body, Noh theater 
was likened to tragedy, and bank architecture reimagined the classical temple! Even today, many manga and animated 
series draw inspiration from the gods and heroes of Antiquity. 

The way Japan—despite never having had direct contact with ancient Greece—has integrated this heritage offers 
a remarkable model for understanding the broader issue of cultural appropriation. 
 

Michael LUCKEN is a historian and philosopher, National Institute of Oriental Languages and Cultures (INALCO).  
His book, Le Japon grec (Gallimard, 2019), will soon be released in Chinese translation at China Social Sciences Press. 
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