THE [@BJECT SPEAKS

MONK SEWING

n the early thirteenth century cE, a statue such as Kosho’s

Kuya Preaching (See FIG. 11-17) epitomized the faith

expressed in Pure Land Buddhist art. At the very same
time, Zen Buddhism was being introduced into Japan from
China, and within a century its art communicated a far differ-
ent message. Whereas Kuya had wandered the countryside,
inviting the faithful to chant the name of Amida Buddha and
relying on the generosity of believers to support him, Zen
monks lived settled lives in monasteries—usually up in the
mountains. They had no need of contributions from the court
or from believers.

Then, as today, Japanese Zen monks grew and cooked
their own food, cleaned their temples, and were as responsi-
ble for their daily lives as for their own enlightenment. In
addition to formal meditation, they practiced genjo koan, tak-
ing an ordinary circumstance in their immediate world, such
as mending a garment, as an object of meditation. Thus, a
painting such as MONK SEWING, which bears the seals of the
Buddhist priest-painter Kao Ninga (active mid-fourteenth cen-
tury), would have spoken clearly to viewers of a commitment
to a life of simplicity and responsibility for oneself. It was and
is still so effective because it has the blunt style, strong sense
of focus, and visual intensity of the finest Zen paintings. The
almost humorous compression of the monk’s face, coupled
with the position of the darker robe, focuses our attention on
his eyes, which then lead us out to his hand pulling the nee-
dle. We are drawn into the activity of the painting rather than
merely sitting back and enjoying it as a work of art. This sense
of intense activity within daily life, involving us directly with
the painter and the subject, is, together with the bold ink
brushwork, a feature of the best Zen figure paintings.
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Attributed to Kao Ninga, MONK SEWING

Kamakura period, early 14th century. Ink on paper, 31% X 13"
(83.5 X 35.4 cm). The Cleveland Museum of Art.
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