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Transcript of the webinar “Identifying our shared Identities:
Astonishing cultural similarities between India and Japan” by
speaker Shri Anupam Joshi hosted by Saideep Rathnam (Chief

Operating Officer) on Friday, 13t November 2020

The session was hosted by Chief Operating Officer @ IJSC, Mr. Saideep Rathnam who
welcomed the participants and speaker, Mr. Anupam Joshi. Joshi San was introduced as a
musical genius, who developed a thirst for music at the tender age of seven, and serves the
society through his medium, the Sarod. Besides being a musician, Joshi San is a Japanese
language expert and keen linguist, who continues to foster an interest to learn new languages.

Joshi San began with the observation that learning a language is an incomplete exercise,
without the study of the two other elements that contribute to its development, culture, and
history. Therefore, on his language learning journey, he picked up aspects of Japanese culture
and couldn’t help noticing how astonishingly similar it was to India. He proposed to present
a collation of cultural similarities that stood out the most to him.

The first comparison of the session was between the Traditional Dance Drama forms, Kabuki
and Kathakali, from Japan and India, respectively. The audience were first taken through a
visual representation where Joshi San pointed out the similarities in the loud, dramatic
expressions, vibrant make-up, and colourful attire. It was explained that both were
customized to be presented to an audience seated at a considerable distance. This was
followed by the analyzation of the colour scheme used in the make-up, with both art forms
assigning a specific colour to depict virtuous, heroic characters, Green in the case of
Kathakali, and Red in the case of Kabuki.

The second aspect to be compared was the involvement of live music in the performance,
with the rhythmic instruments playing a prominent role in the successful execution of the
performance. It was shared that the dance sequences were choregraphed in tune with the
rhythmic compositions, and the presence of percussion was indispensable to both Kabuki
and Kathakali. Joshi San also talked about how both forms were initially male dominated,
with the female parts also played by men, and the contemporary changes in Kathakali, with
the introduction of female artists, and the adoption of various new themes in the traditional
medium, such as social causes, and even Shakespearean Plays.

Next, he delved in the origins of Kathakali and Kabuki, being Kuttiyattam and Kagura,
respectively. He explained that if one traced the evolution of Kathakali and Kabuki from their
predecessors, the transition from religious and mythological themes for set audiences, to
contemporary themes for the masses were vastly similar.

The second cultural aspect to be compared in the talk was the folk traditions of Japan and
India. The audience were introduced to the Fisherman’s Dances from Northern Japan,
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Hokkaido, called Min’yo (Folk Songs). The most popular Min’yo dance routine is called Soran
Bushi, commonly followed by the Obon Dance. The Indian counterpart is called Kohli and is a
part of the culture of the Western Coasts.

Joshi San went on to explore the common sentiment of encouragement and expressions
between the two song-dance routines which are brought out by the lyrical motifs contained
in most of the songs, Dokkoiso in Japanese, and Vallavne in Marathi, which roughly translates
to ‘Row Ahead’!

The third subject of the talk was the similarities in thought and concept of the various
festivals celebrated in India and Japan. Joshi San started with describing the festivities that
welcome the annual harvest. The Japanese celebrate the first harvest of the year as Ko
Shogatsu, meaning “mini-New Year”, while the Indian Subcontinent celebrates the first
harvest in various forms, Makar Sankranti in Maharashtra and Karnataka, Pongal in Tamil
Nadu, Lohri in Punjab, Bihu in Assam, and so on. Joshi San spoke about the similar alignment
of Indian and Japanese festivals with the lunar calendar, as opposed to the western calendar,
and how both our New-Years align with the Summer Solstice.

Further, the audience were taken through a visual representation of the festivities, where he
pointed out the festive attires which involved using symbolic representations of the
bountiful harvest, such as clothes and accessories made with rice husk. Next, he described
the common tradition of preparing and sharing with friends and family the produce of the
harvest. He noted that in Maharashtra, for instance, a festive hamper of sugarcane, assorted
sweets etc. is made in every household, and similarly in Japanese homes, a Koshogatsu gift
assortment, and a special rice sweet dish, called mochi is shared with near and dear ones. He
also spoke about mochi being prepared at public events, on the occasion of Koshogatsu. He
added that both in modern Japan and India, although most people live in urban areas, and
are no longer farmers, the customs of harvest festivals are still widely practiced.

The next practice he went on to compare was the Obon matsuri of Japan, and Pitrupaksh in
India, which are customs to pay homage to the deceased spirits of ancestors. He noted that
Obon and Pitrupaksh fell on the same day in the present year, and they are practiced after the
seventh lunar cycle of every year. Some other practices in Japan, associated with the passing
rites for the dead, one of them being the Oshoshiki, which is a day appointed for near and
dear ones to gather and pay homage to the deceased, are comparable to the Bhaiswana
practice in Western India, with the only difference being the use of Sake (rice wine) in
Japanese rites.

The next subject taken up by Joshi San was the comparable origin, form, and attributes of
deities worshipped in India and Japan. India’s beloved Ganesha, is also placed in Fukuoka
Tower. Lord Bramha, and his Japanese equivalent have similar features such as the lotus
pedestal, and numerous arms and heads. Goddess Saraswati has a counterpart in Japan'’s
Benzaiten, with the attire and musical instruments possessed by the Goddess, indicating a
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link to China as well. There are also similarities in minute physical attributes such as posture
and position of instruments and both Goddesses are known to be the deities for knowledge,
learning and the Arts.

With the next deities, Shiva and Daikoten, it was explained that both were known as the
beings of completeness and destruction, adhering to the similar notion that destruction and
creation is a continuous process. It was also shared with the audience that the Japanese
regard Daikoten as the reigning deity of Chefs. The cosmic architect of Indian origin,
Vishwakarma is similar to the Japanese God of creation, construction activities, and business.
Similarly, Indra, the king of Gods and the bearer of thunder finds his counterpart in Taishaku
ten, God of rains and the ruler of the heavens.

The last aspect of the talk was about linguistic similarities, found in idioms, phrases, and
expressions.

The first term introduced was money, which is equivalent to laksm in India, signifying gold
and the characters used to write Okane (% )(money) which also indicates gold. We saw
phrases expressing similar sentiments, such as the words said before leaving home,
Ittekimasu, which literally translates to “I shall be back” similar to expressions such as “Jaake
ata Hun”(Hindi) or “Yeto” (Marathi) (I shall leave and return) used in Indian languages.

The next set of idioms were based on body parts. “Atama ni Kuru”, has its counterpart in
“Dokya ni Gele” (Marathi), meant to express annoyance. “Koa o Dasu” is “Muh dikake aata
hun”,(Hindi) which conveys the sentiment of being somewhere for appearances sake. “Te o
nuku” is “Haath kheench lena” which expresses beating a quick retreat (before things get
difficult). “Te ga mijikai” is “Haath tang hona” which means not being fully equipped.

India and Japan also share similar words for an afternoon nap/Siesta, Vamakukshi (Sanskrit)
and “Hiru Ne.” “Hana ga Takai” translates to “Nak Chada” (Hindi) which is used to refer to an
inflated ego. The presentation was concluded with the idiom “Mimi ga karui” translating to
“Halka Kaanancha” (Marathi) meaning ‘light ears” which is an expression used to refer to
people as gullible.

Mr. Rathnam commended Joshi San on the insightful session and went on to address a few
questions from the audience. The first question was whether there were similarities in the
origin of Kathakali and Kabuki . Joshi San explained that while the Dance Dramas addressed
similar social/ cultural subjects and have a similar evolution, their origins are not the same.
He also addressed a marked difference between the two, Kabuki actors deliver dialogues
with complex techniques while Kathakali relies on rhythm and music to deliver the story.

The next question was on whether the musical instruments in India and Japan shared similar
journeys, to which Joshi San replied that most Japanese classical instruments such as the
Koto and Biwa were of Chinese origin and remained as background for other performances,
while Indian instruments have been taking the centre stage from the 17t century itself. He
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mentioned that there is a tradition of solo performances for the Koto, however, pre
composed pieces are performed, as opposed to the improvisation prevalent in Indian
instrumental performances. The following question was based on the variety of Japanese
percussion instruments, to which Joshi San gave a brief explanation on Taiko Drums, and
traditional rhythmic patterns, similar to Indian folk practices, but different from Classical
Percussion instruments.

Mr. Rathnam enquired about the suffix Ten used for Japanese deities, in reply to which Joshi
San spoke about various Japanese suffixes from San, to Sama and Tenno, which is equivalent
to heavenly beings.

The following question was whether cultures of deity worship still prevailed in Japan. Joshi
San explained that most current Japanese did not identify with any particular religion and
did not perform elaborate rituals, comparable to the extensive ones in India.

The next question was about the comparative journey of the traditional art forms, which was
followed by a discussion about the initial hindrances to Japanese art during the Warring
States Era and the cultural peak of the Edo Era. However, Joshi San noted that Japanese
classical art forms did not emerge as a distinct genre, but traditional songs and dances are
still part of the Japanese practices today.

In reply to a question about religious ideology, Joshi san went on to describe the Nirgun
philosophy in India, popularized by the Dohas (Couplets) (similar to Japanese Haikus) of
Indian poet and saint, Kabir Das, comparable to the nature worshipping aspect of Shintoism.

The next question on underlying themes of classical art forms was followed with an
extensive discussion on art forms portraying religious themes. Joshi san explained that forms
of the dance drama, Kagura, narrates events from religious texts, but the later art forms did
not focus on religious narratives, unlike the predominantly religious themes in the Indian art
forms. He also spoke in detail about the Raaga schemes of Indian classical music, which are
slightly comparable to pentatonic scales prevalent in Japanese tones. He spoke of
Hindustaani Raags, such as Bhoop, and Bhairavi which are found in musical scales in China
and the Middle East. However, he concluded, the concept of a complete Raaga system
remains unique to the Indian Subcontinent.

Mr. Rathnam thanked Joshi San for the enlightening answers, and the session was concluded
with a talk about Indian and Japanese cuisine, references to pickled and fermented food such
as miso and plums, and a light-hearted exchange about small underground Japanese
restaurants and one last common idiomatic expression carrying the notion that if one
sneezes, they are being bad mouthed by someone, somewhere.
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