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This votive tablet depicts a legendary episode from the
Genpei civil war (1180-1185), fought by two rival clans
seeking military domination of the imperial court. In this
famous scene, the 12th century warrior-monk Benkei,
enormous and demonic in appearance, futilely fights Ushi
Wakamaru (Minamoto Yoshitsune), a young samurai warrior
trained in martial arts by goblins. The dramatic intertwined
poses of the figures and animated brushwork indicate that

by the time he executed this work, Kazunobu was already

an accomplished painter. Dated 1853, his only known pair

of large-scale screens portrays a related subject—various
battles from the Genpei War—with ink paintings of a dragon

and tiger on the reverse. !!

In 1856, Kazunobu received a prestigious commission from
Naritasan Shinshoji, a large and popular temple near Edo,
for icon paintings and preparatory drawings for a sculptor
to use as a guide in carving a series of wooden door panels
with images of the Five Hundred Rakan. Kazunobu's stature
in the art world increased as a result of this project, in
recognition of which he received the honorary ecclesiastical
title, “Hokkyo” (Bridge of the Law) on the 21st day of the

third month of 1856. This title was the lowest of three levels
of rankings that the imperial court presented to talented
artists. !> We know that he was working on this project
before receiving this title because he signed only some

of the paintings in this manner. '

Many of Kazunobu’s surviving paintings, including the
Spencer Museumy’s Shakyamuni Undergoing Austerities,
include the title “Hokkyd” in the signature. '* This helps to
pinpoint their production to a date after the 21st day of the
third month of 1856 and before the 10th day of the seventh
month of 1862, when he was awarded the second highest
court title, “Hogen” (Eye of the Law). He proudly included
his new title, Hogen, in the signatures of all (known) paintings
that he created subsequently. Although Kazunobu is most
famous for his Buddhist figures, known works with the title
Hokkyo included in his signature include two in the British
Museum: a pair of scrolls of horses; and a large painting,
intended to be mounted on a screen, of Chinese children
playing amidst blossoming plum trees (Fig. 5). ' This latter
theme was a stock subject in the repertoire of artists,
including Kazunobu’s teachers, who painted Chinese themes.

fig. 5 Kano Kazunobu / Chinese Children at Play, 1856-1862 / unmounted screen; ink
and colors on paper / 116 x 211 cm / © Trustees of the British Museum, 1881,1210,0.1517
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fig. 6 Kano Kazunobu / Skeleton Dance /
Inscription possibly by Kubota Suigan (dates
unknown) / hanging scroll; ink and light color
on silk / 97.9 x 32.2cm / Museum of Fine Arts,

Boston, William Sturgis Bigelow Collection, 11.6511

Yet Kazunobu has given it a new twist in his rendition of the action, cleverly
integrating Western spatial effects, seen particularly in his use of foreshortening
to define the shape of the baby’s head. Other creative artists of his time also
incorporated Western art techniques, perhaps none more successfully than

the popular Ukiyoe printmaker Utagawa Kuniyoshi (1797-1861).

One page from a sketchbook by Kazunobu, depicting a standing skeleton, reveals
the artist’s close study of the Western science of anatomy. Such study informed
his finished paintings, including Shakyamuni Undergoing Austerities (Fig. 1),

and this chilling depiction of a skeleton brandishing a folding fan (Fig. 6), which
is a Buddhist commentary on the transitory nature of life. The theme of animated
skeletons as a metaphor for life’s brevity was a popular one in Edo Japan. !

worked on for the ten years preceding his death, testifies to the artist’s boundless
creativity and innate talent. The scroll from the set illustrated here (Figs. 2, 3)

is representative of the group in its meticulous attention to detail. It shows

the artist at the height of his talent, masterfully synthesizing various painting
styles. His inclusion of raking light, shading, and precise anatomical definition
stemmed from recently introduced Western influences; his brush techniques
and color application originated in Kano teaching methods; and he derived
basic composition and figural forms from old Chinese and Japanese prototypes.
Kazunobu similarly juxtaposed these traditions in the Spencer Museum’s painting
(Fig. 1). There, the dark, angular outlines characteristic of the Kano school are
offset by the soft shading visible in the contours of the flesh and in the clouds,
the latter reflecting the artist’s interest in Western art.

Related to the Zjoji scrolls, and possibly a trial work for them, is another
complete set of hanging scrolls of the Five Hundred Rakan donated to the

Tokyo National Museum in 1909 by two imperial families who had owned it since
Kazunobu’s time. These scrolls number fifty in all and are only about a quarter
of the size of the Z06j0ji set, although, as with that series, the artist’s signature
includes the title of “Hogen,” which dates their completion to 1862 or 1863.'%

Documentation Related to Kazunobu’s
Five Hundred Rakan Scrolls at Z6j0ji

virtually all posthumous records about the artist were compiled to help viewers
understand these works and learn about the life of their maker. ' Two of these
records, written in 1863 and 1864 by Samon Daiun (1817-1876), a priest at Zjoji,
discuss the artist’s early life and artistic training, explain the history of Rakan
painting in China and Japan up to Kazunobu’s time, and describe how Kazunobu
traveled around Japan to see famous examples of both sculpted and painted
Rakan in preparation for this project.?® Another important document was
written in 1869 by Ryoteki, the head priest the Z6j6ji subtemple of Yamauchi
Genkd'in.?! He composed it when Kazunobu’s widow, Yasu, became a nun

there. >> Ryoteki relates that in the spring of 1854 his predecessor, Rycho, had
asked Kazunobu to paint a set of one-hundred paintings of the Five Hundred
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eyed, eccentric, gnarled old men. Chinese and Japanese Buddhist artists frequently copied this style, and some of these versions,
like this 13th century Chinese example from a set of sixteen (Fig. 11), had entered old Japanese temple collections and were
quite famous in Kazunobu’s time. In fact, he was known to have studied this Chinese set, and its influence on his art is apparent
in this scroll of a Rakan (Fig. 12), also from a set of sixteen. ** The stylistic features in Kazunobu’s set of Sixteen Rakan have led

(Fig. 3) reveal a similar indebtedness. During Kazunobu'’s lifetime the 13th-century set had grown so famous that it served as
a model for a popular woodblock-illustrated guide to Rakan, published in 1863, that included the first mention of Kazunobu’s

Kano Kazunobu’s Legacy

Kano Kazunobu’s paintings found their way into the collections of several of the earliest Western visitors to Japan. They helped
assemble three important collections of Japanese art in Western museums: the British Museum in London; the Museum of
Fine Arts, Boston; and the Musée Guimet in Paris. The British Museum’s paintings include, in addition to the paintings of
Chinese children (Fig. 5) and horses discussed previously, a scroll of the ancient Chinese general Zhao Yun on horseback.

The museum also possesses a pair of scrolls of sixteen Rakan done in Kazunobu’s style but lacking seals or a signature. These
are presumably the work of a disciple. The museum acquired all these from William Anderson (1842-1900), a Scottish surgeon
who lived in Japan between 1873 and 1880, who became an important early authority on Japanese pictorial arts, which he

collected in large quantities. *°

The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, owns two paintings by Kano Kazunobu, acquired from prominent Bostonian collectors
Ernest Francisco Fenollosa (1853-1908) and William Sturgis Bigelow (1850-1926). Both had converted to Buddhism, and
though the Boston museum’s paintings are not formal Buddhist icons, their subjects express Buddhist sentiments, which may
explain the collectors’ attraction to the artist. *® Bigelow had purchased Skeleton Dance (Fig. 6) prior to 1911, probably when
he was in Japan between 1882 and 1888. The second Boston painting, Shoki on Horseback, portrays the mythical Chinese
demon-queller and arbiter of Buddhist hells.*” Fenollosa purchased it in Japan prior to 1886, when he sold it to fellow
Bostonian Charles Goddard Weld (1857-1911), who bequeathed it to the museum. Fenollosa and Bigelow are famous for
having assembled for the museum the largest collection of Japanese Buddhist art outside Japan. Although the museum’s
Buddhist paintings of earlier date have been well studied and frequently published, those by Kazunobu have not.

The Musée Guimet possesses four preparatory drawings of groups of Rakan, probably for the Naritasan Shinshoji project.
How they came into the collection is unclear. The pioneering Japanese Yoga (Western style) oil painter Kuroda Seiki
(1866-1924) noted in his diary that he saw them sometime between 1884 and 1889 in Paris. He apparently took an interest



fig. 10 Wada Gozan (1800-1870), Shussan Shaka / hanging scroll;
ink and colors on silk / 100 x 30 cm / Yabumoto collection, Japan

fig. 11 Anonymous, Chinese, 13th century (yuan Dynasty),
traditional attribution to Guan Xiu (832-912) / The Third Rakan
(Skt. Kankavastsa), from a set of sixteen / hanging scroll; ink and
light colors on silk / 105.7 x 49.2 cm / Kanagawa Kenritsu Kanazawa
Bunko, Yokohama / Photo after: Kanagawa Kenritsu Kanazawa
Bunko, ed., Arakan (Yokohama: Kanazawa Bunko), 2006, 11
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As noted at the outset of this article, scholars in Japan have, until recently, ignored Kazunobu.

They must have done so for the same reasons that later Buddhist art and later Kano-school paintings
have been overlooked in studies by Western scholars and curators. Kazunobu’s paintings were simply
too conservative in their emphasis on traditional religious themes. Scholars historically have been
most interested in later Edo-period pictorial art, which captured the bustling daily life and pastimes
of urban commoners (i.e., Ukiyoe prints and paintings that influenced Western artists involved

with the Japonisme movement), but their studies have also encompassed art that was either
gorgeously decorative (e.g., the Rinpa school) or was inspired by Chinese literati painting traditions
(e.g., the Nanga or Bunjinga schools). That Kazunobu incorporated Western influences into his art
in an astonishingly creative manner was overshadowed by the religious nature of his subject matter
and the fact that he painted icons for religious institutions rather than for famous or wealthy private

to fade into obscurity.

On a popular level, a resurgence of interest in Kazunobu’s paintings of Rakan today ties into

the continuing devotion to Rakan in Japan, evident in the many stone statues of these figures

that are still being erected in temples throughout the country. Thus their presence helps to

refute the widespread perception that contemporary Japan is a consumer-driven, post-industrial,
secular society in which religion has little impact. These images also reflect the Japanese public’s
longstanding fascination with the rise of Buddhism in India and the importance of the faith’s early
teachers—especially Shaka and his disciples, prominent among them the Rakan—who inspired the
transmission of Buddhism to Japan along the ancient Silk Road. This attraction to such images on
the part of the public up to the present results from the high regard Buddhist followers have always
had for both Shaka and the Rakan as symbols of fortitude and integrity, values that resonate

as much with those affiliated with Buddhism’s formal sectarian organizations as with those

who honor Buddhist ideas at a strictly personal level—an increasingly common phenomenon.

The close relationship between Rakan and Shaka also helps to clarify why Kazunobu, who

specialized in portrayals of Rakan, might also have had an interest in depicting Shaka.

Kazunobu’s current resurrection also coincides with a general fascination among scholars and the
public with late Edo-period art. It seems eccentric and bold, capturing the spirit of this tumultuous
and momentous turning point in history—a period in which Western visual expression first enticed
Japanese artists, the failure of the ruling military bureaucracy loomed, and contacts with the West
undermined Japan’s seclusionist policies. In this context, Kazunobu’s art has strong affinities

with that of other late Edo-period painters such as Ito Jakucha (1733-1800), Utagawa Kuniyoshi,
and Katsushika Hokusai (1760-1849), all of whom have been the subjects of recent blockbuster
exhibitions in Japan and the USA. Although their oeuvres encompassed a broader range of popular,
often secular, subjects than Kazunobu’s, these painters incorporated Western influences into

their highly original artistic visions and possessed fierce dedication to their art, as did Kazunobu.
The Spencer Museum’s rare, poignant painting by Kazunobu of Shakyamuni Undergoing Austerities
demonstrates his talent as an artist and reveals why he deserves to be recognized as the peer of
better-known painters of his time.
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fig. 12 Kano Kanzunobu / Rakan with Attendant (originally from a set of sixteen),

1854-1863 / hanging scroll; ink and gold on paper / 117.2 x 52.2cm / The Clark
Center for Japanese Art and Culture, Hanford, California
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Kawai Masatomo, Kano Kazunobu Gohyaku Rakan zu (Paintings of the Five Hundred Rakan
by Kano Kazunobu) (Tokyo: Minato-ku Kyoiku Iinkai), 1983. Professor Kawai’s study was

which in 1979 designated this set as an Important Cultural Property of the Ward.

Shizuoka Kenritsu Bijutsukan, ed., Kanoha no kyoshatachi: kaikan sanshunen kinen ten
(Exhibition of great masters of the Kano school held on the third anniversary of the museum)
(Shizuoka: Shizuoka Kenritsu Bijutsukan), 1989, plate 67.

Shiga Kenritsu Biwako Bunkakan, ed., Tokubetsuten, Rakan: Sono bijutsu to shinrei

(Special exhibit on the art and worship of Rakan) (Otsu: Shiga Kenritsu Biwako Bunkakan),

1994, plate 44 (six scrolls from the Zojoji set). In 2003, five paintings from a previously unpublished
set of fifty scrolls of the Five Hundred Rakan, owned by the Tokyo National Museum, were included
in Itabashi Kuritsu Bijutsukan, ed., Edo bunka shirizu 19: Ayakashi to tsuya ~ Bakumatsu no shonen ~
ten zuroku (Edo culture series exhibition catalogue 19: Strange and shiny, the sentiment of the late
Edo period) (Tokyo: Itabashi Kuritsu Bijutsukan), 2003, plates 9-13. In 2004, a special edition of the
popular art magazine, Taiyo (the sun) focusing on Kano school painting, featured a multipage spread
of close-up pictures of selections of the Z6joji Rakan set with explanations by Itabashi Ward Art
Museum Director Yasumura Toshinobu, see Yamashita Yaji, ed., Kano ha kettei ban (The decisive
book on the Kano school), Bessatsu Taiyo 131 (October 2004): 153-160. In 2006, the Tokyo National
Museum exhibited its complete set (together with two scrolls from the Z06j6ji set), see Tokyo
Kokuritsu Hakubutsukan, ed., Bakumatsu no ayashiki butsuga—Kano Kazunobu no gohyaku

rakan zu (Outlandish Buddhist paintings of the late Edo period—The Five Hundred Rakan

of Kano Kazunobu) (Tokyo: Tokyo Kokuritsu Hakubutsukan), 2006. In 2008, Professor Yamashita
Yaji, discussed the Z6joji paintings on a popular Tokyo art scene website, Tokyo Art Navigation
http://tokyoartnavi.jp/essence/index013.php (accessed December 5, 2009), in which he mentioned
the then upcoming 1.5-hour Hi-Vision documentary produced by NHK television, Hiho kokai

kyoi no butsuga, “Gohyaku Rakanzu (Wonderful Secret Treasures of Buddhist Painting Revealed

to the Public: Paintings of Five Hundred Rakan [by Kano Kazunobu]), broadcast in primetime

on October 12 that year.

See Patricia J. Graham “A Heterodox Painting of Shussan Shaka in Late Tokugawa Japan, Part II,”
Artibus Asiae 52, no. 1/2 (1992): Fig. 7 and Patricia J. Graham, Faith and Power in Japanese Buddhist
Art, 1600-2005 (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press), 2007, colorplate 7.

Yasumura Toshinobu and Yamashita Yaji have been tireless champions of late Kano-school creativity.
See note 3 for a partial listing of these publications. See also Brenda Jordan and Victoria Weston, ed.,
Copying the Master and Stealing his Secrets: Talent and Training in Japanese Painting (Honolulu:
University of Hawaii Press), 2003, esp. 55-57.

Several primary documents, reproduced in Kawai, 1983, offer reliable information about Kazunobu’s
life and art. The biographical sketch presented here is drawn from these, some of which I discuss
subsequently in this essay.

Ilustrated in Yamashita, 2004: 128-129 and Sasaki, 2006, plates 42-43.

A selection of pages from these is included in Kawai, 1983.
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Biographical accounts omit a date and the reason for this relocation.

I am grateful to Fujimoto Yji, curator at Sensoji, who provided this information and supplied
a photograph of the ema for this essay.

Sasaki Eriko, ed., Itabashi Kuritsu Bijutsukan shozo: Kanoha zen zuroku (Complete catalogue of Kano
school paintings in the collection of the Itabashi Art Museum) (Tokyo: Itabashi Kuritsu Bijutsukan),
2006, 142 and plate 44.

These titles gave artists legitimacy and thus entrée to wealthy potential clients of elite status.

The system grew out of the custom of ranking Buddhist priests according to the extent to which

they had attained of spiritual knowledge.

Sasaki, 2006, 142.

The complete signature on the Spencer Museum’s scroll reads: “Hokkyo Kazunobu hitsu” (by the brush
of Kazunobu, Bridge of the Law). It also is impressed with two seals: the top one reads “Kenyiisai,”
the lower, “Kazunobu.”

Both of these works also feature the same two seals as the Spencer Museum’s painting.

See Timothy Clark, Kuniyoshi (London: Royal Academy Publications), 2009.

For Kazunobu’s sketch see Kawai, 1983, 76. For an unnerving painting of a meditating skeleton

hovering over waves, by Maruyama Okyo (1733-1795), see Osaka Shiritsu Bijutsukan et al., ed.
Tokubetsuten Maruyama Okyo: shaseiga” sozoe no chosen (Special exhibition on Maruyama Okyo:

“shaseiga [painting from life],” challenging a new frontier). (Osaka: Mainichi Shinbunsha),

2003, plate 71.

Tokyo Kokuritsu Hakubutsukan, 2006, includes photos of all 50 scrolls.

These are all discussed in detail and reproduced in Kawai, 1983.

These texts are: Shinzu gohyaku dai Arakan ki (Record of the new pictures of the great Rakan)
and Shinzu gohyaku Rakan kakejiku kifu eko ki (Record of the memorial service for the donation
of the hanging scrolls of the new pictures of the Five Hundred Rakan). See, Kawai, 1983, 144-158.
This document is the Genkd'in kakocho (History of Genkd'in), see Kawai, 1983, 174-177.

When she became a nun she took a Buddhist name, Myoan.

Many of these preparatory drawings survive in Japanese temple collections;
see Kawai, 1983, for illustrations.

This document, section twelve of Minu yo no tomo ([Biographies of people of] the past) by Kaneko
Banu, records the text from Kazunobu’s tombstone. See Kawai 1983, 180-184, who notes that its
contents formed the basis for all modern Japanese artists’ dictionary entries on Kazunobu.
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and Howard Rogers, “The Reluctant Messiah: Sakyamuni Emerging from the Mountains,”
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26 On Rakan imagery in China and Japan, see Marinus Willem De Visser, The Arhats in China and
Japan (Berlin: Oesterheld and Co.), 1923; Richard K. Kent, “Depictions of the Guardians of the Law:
Lohan Painting in China,” in Latter Days of the Law: Images of Chinese Buddhism 850-1850, ed.
Marsha Weidner (Lawrence, Kan.: Spencer Museum of Art), 1994, 183-213; and Shiga Kenritsu
Biwako Bunkakan, 1994.

27 See Graham, 2007, 57-60, for a discussion of these statues.
28  On Rakan veneration and imagery of them in the Edo period, see ibid., 101-109, 171-172.

29  For a detailed analysis of this development, see Graham, “A Heterodox Painting of Shussan Shaka
in Late Tokugawa Japan Part I,,” Artibus Asiae 51, no. 3/4 (1991): 275-292 and Part II, 52, no. 1/2
(1992): 131-145.

30  See Chinese sculptures in Pratapaditya Pal, Light of Asia: Buddha Sakyamuni in Art (Los Angeles
County Museum of Art), 1984, plate 43. For a 15th—century Japanese painting, see Nara Kokuritsu
Hakubutsukan, ed., Budda Shakason (The Buddha Shaka) (Nara: Nara Kokuritsu Hakubutsukan),
1984, plate 77. For an early 19th-century copybook sketch of a Japanese painting by Shagetsu
(1440-1529), see Takai Sogen, ed., Butsuga: Maruyama-ha shitae shii (Buddhist painting: Collected
preparatory drawings of the Maruyama school) (Kyoto: Mitsumura Suiko Shoin), 1997, vol. 1, 92.
For an Obaku painting by the preeminent Obaku Buddhist painter Itsunen (Ch. Yiran, 1601-1668),
see Kobe Shiritsu Hakubutsukan, ed., Ingen Zenshi to Obakushii no kaiga ten (Exhibition of paintings
of the Zen master Ingen and the Obaku sect) (Kobe: Kobe Shiritsu Hakubutsukan), 1991, plate 52.
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Lawrence Smith et al., Japanese Art: Masterpieces in the British Museum
(London: Trustees of the British Museum), 1990, 38.

This set had been split up prior to 1923. The Clark Center owns one other painting from it
and a Japanese auction catalogue of 1923 includes four others. I am indebted to Andreas Marks
of the Clark Center for sharing with me research on this set by Fujimoto Yaji.

Sasaki, 2006, 142.

This book was Rakanzu sanshii (Collected stories about Rakan pictures) by Ukai Tetsujo
(1814-1891), the seventy-fifth head priest of the Chion’in temple, headquarters of the Jodo

ed., Sogen butsuga (Sung and Yuan period Buddhist paintings) (Yokohama: Kanagawa Kenritsu
Rekishi Hakubutsukan), 2007, plate 37. See also Kawai, 1983, 159-161.

He lists all but the painting of Zhao Yun in his definitive catalogue, Descriptive and
Historical Account of a Collection of Japanese and Chinese Paintings in the British Museum
(London: Longman’s & Co.), 1886, 88, 305, 318. In the course of my research for this article,
TI'located the museum’s works through its online database, but they had not yet been
photographed. I thank staff member Rosina Buckland, who photographed these paintings
immediately in response to my request, and subsequently posted the photos online.

See Christine Guth, “The Cult of Kannon among Nineteenth Century American Japanophiles.”
Orientations 26/11 (December 1995): 28-34 and Elizabeth de Sabato Swinton, “Bigelow, Boston,
and Buddhism,” Orientations 35/1(January/ February 2004): 57-61.

It contains the same seals as those found on the Spencer Museum’s painting.

See Tokyo Kokuritsu Hakubutsukan 2006, 60-62 and 64 n. 12.



