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Patriarchs Heading West An introduction

GREGORY LEVINE
YUKIO LIPPIT

Form is not other than Emptiness; (Cats. 4-7) that suggests a felicitous leitmotif for this exhibition
Emptiness is not other than Form. and catalogue. Early Chan texts inform us that Bodhidharma
The Heart Sutra died at the ripe old age of 160 and was buried near Luoyang,
the capital of the Northern Wei kingdom in Henan Province,
THIS EXHIBITION is a search for new ways to understand China. Three years later, however, a Wei envoy returning
Zen communities in medieval Japan as embodied in represen- to China from Central Asia happened to meet Bodhidharma
tations of the Zen “pantheon”: the Buddha Sakyamuni and in the mountainous Pamir region. The envoy inquired after
various bodhisattvas; the First Patriarch of Chan/Zen, Bodhidharma’s destination. The patriarch replied that he was
Bodhidharma; Chinese and Japanese masters; and various heading west to India; his feet were bare and a single sandal
exemplars and assimilated local divinities. It proposes that dangled from one hand (Fig. 3.1).
figure paintings, often graced with calligraphic inscriptions, When the envoy returned to the capital and learned that
played an indispensable role historically in the fashioning of Bodhidharma had died years earlier, he reported to the court
Chinese Chan and Japanese Zen Buddhists to themselves and his strange encounter with the “resurrected” patriarch, where-
to the communities that supported (or competed with) them.’ upon Bodhidharma's stipa (“burial mound”) was opened. His
Forty-seven paintings, hanging scrolls, and sets of painted coffin was empty save for a single sandal.
sliding-door panels (fusuma-e) have been borrowed from The legend of Bodhidharma’s return to the West and the
Japanese, European, and American collections to address this single sandal presents the patriarch as a teacher in motion,
topic. Dating from the thirteenth through sixteenth centuries thereby complementing the famous account and well-known
and produced in China and Japan, these treasured works offer paintings of his meditating motionless for nine years before a
us a rare opportunity to explore the significance of figure cliff at the Shaolin Temple (C: Shaolinsi, J: Shorinji).? It sug-
painting in the presentation and performance of religious line- gests too that Chan masters left behind miraculous traces,
age within medieval Chan/Zen monastic settings and broader notwithstanding the doctrinal ideal of Emptiness (S: sunyat3,
social-cultural contexts. Our attention is drawn to the visual J: ki) and an oft-declared preference for vanishing.® Eminent
characteristics of these paintings—their brush techniques and masters not only left behind relics, as did their ancestor
nuance-laden gestures, poses, and compositions—as well as Sakyamuni, but they also produced numerous texts and com-
to their fundamentally interregional and intercultural nature. mentaries, brush traces, and painted images. The latter, as
Gathering these treasured paintings in New York City this exhibition suggests, were continually on view, carefully
brings to mind a beloved legend associated with Bodhidharma preserved, and indeed would become ubiquitous and indis-
FIGURE 3.1

Bodhidharma Carrying a

Single Sandal. Painter unknown.
Inscribed by Nanpo Jomyd
(1235-1308). Japanese,
Kamakura period, 1296.
Hanging scroll, ink on silk;
695x31.4cm. -
MASAKI MUSEUM OF ART,
TADAOKA, OSAKA




pensable within the devotional, literary, and artistic lives of
later generations of monks, nuns, and lay followers.

The Bodhidharma legend also alerts us to the border- and
culture-crossing history of Buddhism and Chan/Zen, some-
what akin to the display of medieval and late medieval paint-
ings from East Asia in early twenty-first century midtown
Manhattan. For whereas Bodhidharma traveled from Western
Regions to China to introduce a particular form of meditation
(S: dhyana) and a “special transmission outside the teaching”
(J: kydge betsuden), his “postmortem return” to India was
followed by the spread throughout much of Asia, and later the
globe, of a religious tradition vested with particular ritual and
institutional practices, doctrinal and exegetical preferences,
and a sophisticated handling of rhetoric and representation.
Bodhidharma kept walking, one might say, from Asia to Europe,
North America, and beyond. One is thus tempted to ask, allud-
ing to a classic kdan (an enigmatic proposition used in the Chan
pedagogical tradition) about Bodhidharma’s travel to China:
“What is the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming to the West?"4

Finally, the legend reminds us that exhibitions of medieval
religious art, Buddhist or otherwise, are a bit like tomb open-
ings. Occasioned by our modern curiosity about art, devotion,
and the past, such exhibitions offer us a chance to view ancient
objects shrouded in mystery and not intended for our eyes
(but therefore all the more enthralling). Like Bodhidharma’'s
nearly empty tomb, meanwhile, an exhibition offers only frag-
ments of what was. A glimpse into the recess of a tomb is
often fleeting, moreover, and this exhibition, once it has
closed, will return its objects to their owners and thereafter to
subsequent display. This catalogue leaves behind a trace of
their presence in New York; some viewers, we hope, will pick
up the sandal and walk on.

Since World War Il, there have been two major art exhibitions
outside of Japan related to medieval Japanese Zen Buddhism.
The first, “Zen Painting and Calligraphy,” held at the Museum
of Fine Arts in Boston in 1970, assembled some of the finest
surviving works in Japanese collections and provided an
overview of many of the principal premodern pictorial themes
and genres of Chan and Zen Buddhism. Among this exhibi-
tion’s many merits was a shift from the then prevalent ahistori-
cal and impressionistic understanding of cultural production
associated with Chan/Zen to a more historically precise
awareness of periods, cultures, genres, and works. The sec-
ond exhibition, “Zen: Masters of Meditation in Iimages and
Wiritings,” held at the Rietberg Museum in Zurich in 1993, lim-
ited its scope to Japan's medieval period (ca. 1200—-1600) but
brought together an impressive selection of paintings,
calligraphies, robes, and sculptures, many from temples in
Japan and inaccessible to the general public. In Zurich, those
works were framed within and explained largely in terms of a
single concept, namely the numinous charisma attributed to
the Zen religious master.®

The present exhibition, focusing on Japan’s medieval
period and its antecedents in China, builds on the insights of
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these predecessors but directs attention specifically to the
visually alluring but potentially esoteric subject of Zen figure
painting. This pictorial category is anchored, in our thinking,
to two historical and interpretive concerns. The first is our
skepticism regarding the direct value of conventional under-
standings of Zen Art to the appreciation of medieval Chan/
Zen painting. Most mainstream commentary on this idea has
tended to emphasize an aesthetic of abstraction and minimal-
ism, the psychological state of oneness or emptiness in artistic
practice or viewer response, and a sort of grab bag of often
airy and muddled impressions of meditative introspection.
Such postwar understandings of Zen Art have significantly
shaped our conceptualization of premodern Japanese cultural
production. But they are for all practical purposes a modern
invention that, as Gregory Levine suggests in his essay
accompanying this catalogue, is less reliable or stable than
we might think. Regardless of how important and interesting
modern conceptions of Zen Art may be, they tend to exclude
the ritual, even magical functions of visual images within
Chan/Zen religious communities and to flatten the complexi-
ties of many different types of artifacts found within medieval
monasteries. This myopia, we believe, inhibits a richer sense of
how the brush arts contributed to and reflected the daily lives
and spiritual and institutional concerns of medieval monks
and nuns. In fact, the diverse and culturally specific works of
painting and calligraphy that survive from medieval Chan/Zen
monastic settings, when examined closely, unsettle some of
our fondest preconceptions about Zen Art. The expository
framework of this exhibition, therefore, presupposes the need
to reexamine and rethink medieval Zen Art.

Our dubiousness about the modern rubric of Zen Art
leaves us still with the question of how to better understand,
art historically and otherwise, the large corpus of medieval
pictorial and calligraphic objects traditionally linked to Zen
Buddhism in Japan. In this regard we turn to both the founda-
tional efforts of postwar art historians working on East Asian
painting and calligraphy and the insights that have accumu-
lated over the last several decades in the study of the diverse
traditions of Buddhism in East Asia. In the most general terms,
art-historical research on medieval Chan/Zen painting and
calligraphy has provided us with close studies of “prime
objects” in terms of visual form, epigraphic and philological
content, and authorship. Recent scholarship in Buddhist
Studies, benefiting from archival discoveries and inspired by
institutional and social history as well as by the interpretive
strategies of poststructuralism and critical theory, has aug-
mented traditional study of canonical texts and figures—as
exemplified by the research of the influential Japanese scholar
Yanagida Seizan (b. 1922)—with new concerns and methods
of inquiry regarding monastic institutions, the rhetorical dimen-
sions of Chan texts and ritual, the relationship between
Chan/Zen Buddhist communities and society at large, and
the motivations of modern scholars.® Yukio Lippit's essay in
this catalogue demonstrates how the sometimes radical
understandings of recent Buddhological study can promote
new habits of thinking about Chan/Zen figure painting,




especially in relation to the tradition’s claim to represent a
special, intuitive transmission of the Buddha's wisdom “out-
side of the scriptures.”

At first glance medieval Chan/Zen figure painting may seem
less visually impressive as Zen Art than the bold, gestural ink
circles (J: ensd) and sometimes humorous paintings of the
Edo-period (1615—1868) Zen proselytizer Hakuin Ekaku
(1685-1768) and his like or, for that matter, the rock-and-
gravel gardens of Zen temples in Japan. Figural subjects are
also less accessible than the evocative ink landscapes and
symbolic trees and plants, such as orchid and bamboo, which
have been accorded a privileged place within the canon of
Chan/Zen painting. These latter subjects, it should be noted,
were part of an iconography of scholar-official virtue as well as
of Chan/Zen, and were executed in pictorial modes that either
followed or varied only modestly from prevailing literati man-
ners. They were not, therefore, exclusively or inherently “Zen.”
In contrast, it was the specialized canon of Chan/Zen figure
painting that departed from scholar-official norms of represen-
tation and assumed special importance as a more distinctively
Chan/Zen pictorial category.

Many of the figures that entered the Chan/Zen visual
canon were part of the immediate dharma family, while others
were already popular and charismatic subjects in various forms
of cultic worship or were apotheosized figures from other reli-
gious systems. Depicted in intimate scale on vertical hanging
scrolls, these sacred figures could set in motion an array of
relational dynamics with the recipient/viewer, including appre-
ciation, edification, veneration, emulation, and identification.
Although some of the represented patriarchs, such as the Fifth
Patriarch, Hongren (Cat. 8), were particular to the Chan/Zen
dharma lineage, many of the deities of the broadly worshipped
Mahayana Buddhist pantheon were incorporated into Chan/
Zen visual cultures in new iconographies, such as Sakyamuni
during his Descent from the Mountain (Cats. 1-3). Often,
local deified figures were appropriated into Chan/Zen lore,
and accorded special significance, such as the vagabond-like
Budai (Cats. 9—14). To be sure, other types of figure painting
were employed for ritual purposes in Chan and Zen monaster-
ies, and many of these works, typically rendered in polychrome
mineral pigments on silk, were common to multiple Buddhist
schools (Cats. 26-31). Within the Chan/Zen milieu, however,
the pictorial figure, regardless of its origins, served to embody
the special nature of the Chan/Zen dharma genealogy, to
visualize and arouse understanding of the acts and behaviors
expected of an awakened Chan/Zen patriarch, and to mediate
the relationships between charismatic masters and their
constituencies. Paintings were also principal sites of calli-
graphic inscription, in which elegant and allusive poetry and
prose served to express the calligrapher’s veneration of spiri-
tual ancestors and his or her own self-awareness of dharma
genealogy and the nature of Emptiness.

Underlying the rhetoric of transmission that often defined

Chan/Zen figure painting was a fertile loam of narrative and

memory that fed the sustained veneration of its pantheon, be it
the moment when Buddha Sakyamuni wordlessly transmitted
the dharma to his disciple Mahakasyapa, when the Sixth
Patriarch tore up a Buddhist sutra (scripture), or when the
deified Japanese courtier Sugawara no Michizane visited
China. The addition of only a few iconographic attributes on
many stock compositions in seemingly repetitive poses could
spark in the mind of the knowledgeable viewer recollection of
such biographical, but often miraculous and even apocryphal,
events, handed down within Chan/Zen communities even to
the present day. The same sorts of narratives of transmission
could be invoked only obliquely if at all in nonfigural subject
matter. Inscriptions added to figure paintings by Chan and
Zen monks functioned crucially in activating and heightening
such hagiographical associations. They amplified the reso-
nance of pictorial gestures and catalyzed the recognition of
the slightest facial expressions as signifiers of awakening. The
prominent abbots who versified on these scrolls were fully
aware of the ability of such works to recall the past and to per-
sonalize affiliations between recipients and themselves, their
monasteries, their congregations, and the Chan/Zen lineage
itself. Even without inscriptive reference, however, Chan/Zen
figure painting was auratic by nature—it evoked the powerful,
charismatic, and compassionate presences and actions of
great teachers who were distant in time or geography, bring-
ing them, through the brush arts, compellingly close to hand.

Thus one might sense that time both “streams” and
“pools” in Chan/Zen figure painting: the continuing flow of the
Chan/Zen lineage across the centuries as embodied in the
Buddha, Bodhidharma, and later patriarchs and masters, on
the one hand, and the visualization of potent, singular moments
of realization on the other. Each scroll concretized an exchange
of dharma, learning, and orthodoxy from one monk to another
and from the artist’s and calligrapher’s past to their present,
long after the pictorialized events may themselves have taken
place. The painted object itself, meanwhile, may reveal in its
accumulation of connoisseurship documents or carefully pre-
served mounting its ongoing life as a treasured object of visual
and religious significance.

The Anglophone word figure, according to the Oxford
English Dictionary, can refer to “the form of anything as
determined by the outline,” an “attribute of body," or a visual,
*embodied (human) form."” Chan and Zen figure paintings
operate pictorially, one might say, in the spaces between out-
line and embodiment; visibly present, sometimes only with the
thinnest traces of form, they suggest something beyond exter-
nal form. Although many of the paintings exhibited here are
monochrome, they reflect a wide variety of brush techniques
and tonal effects, which are explored in greater detail in this
catalogue’s individual entries. Some modes of Chan/Zen ink
painting, such as the strikingly pale-toned “apparition painting”
(C: wanglianghua, J: morydga), challenge the optical and per-
ceptual process of looking (Cats. 10, 11). By diluting to an
extreme the ink used to depict its subject, and contrasting this
with jet black accents of ink for accoutrements and select
areas of the face—such as the eyes, nostrils, mouth—appari-
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tion painting expresses the illusory ambiguities of dualistic
thinking through its very manipulation of ink liquidity. This and
other modes of figural representation provided more than
pictorial pretexts for priestly inscription; they actively comple-
mented and catalyzed a Chan/Zen monk’s performative

demonstration of his awakened status.

During the medieval period, these features of narrative and
pictorial expression were part of a Chan Buddhist macrocul-
ture, and indeed many of the scrolls in this exhibition were
brought to Japan as part of a steady circulation of people,
rituals, texts, and artifacts across East Asia from the twelfth
century onward. It was at the height of Chan Buddhism's
institutional dominance in China that specific institutions and
practices began to be systematically introduced to Japan by
Buddhist monks returning from the continent and by émigré
Chinese religious masters. Through their efforts, the infra-
structure for the practice of Zen was gradually established in
three centers: Kamakura, the seat of the shogunate; Kyoto, the
traditional imperial capital; and Hakata, located in the north of
the island Kyushu and a vibrant trade entrep6t indispensable
to interregional cultural exchange. In these locales warrior and
aristocratic patrons helped monks establish the earliest temple
compounds and monastic communities. Ultimately this phe-
nomenon, which Martin Collcutt explores in greater detail in
his essay, can be characterized as the transplantation of Song
monastic culture in general to Japan under the sign of the Zen
dharma transmission.?

Given the historical erosion of Chan monastic sites and
artifacts in China, due partly to political circumstances
throughout subsequent centuries, the large number of Chan
paintings and calligraphies from the Song dynasty that survive
in Japan have often been fitted to an argument that makes
Japanese Zen the apogee of what was in fact an interdepend-
ent religious tradition and culture across East Asia. Rather
than viewing Japanese Zen as the ultimate culmination, there-
fore, we see the trove of materials extant in Japanese monas-

teries, temples, and museums (and later passing into Western
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collections) as a basis from which to reconstruct an explicitly
interregional history of Chan and Zen visual culture, distin-
guished by pluralism and multi-sectarian flavor.

For example, subjects closely associated with Buddhist
miraculous sites in China and not exclusively Chan, such as
MafijuérTin a Braided Robe (Cats. 32, 33), or with literati
eremitism, such as White-Robed Guanyin (Cats. 39-43),
were understood in Japan primarily through the lens of the Chan
special transmission. At the same time, new members were
added to the pantheon by Zen communities in Japan, most
famously reflected in paintings of Tenjin Visiting China (Cats.
35, 36). In Japan established figure-painting themes were also
quickly assimilated to new types of formats and spaces that
characterized Zen monasteries, such as interior sliding-door
panels (Cats. 37, 38). In some instances the pictorial environ-
ments formed and enclosed by such panels within Zen
temples—such as Yotokuin and Daisen'in of Daitokuji, the
sites featured in this exhibition—suggest the collapsing of time
and space to allow the august patriarchal ancestors of the
Chan genealogy, present in pictorial form, to commingle with
their later dharma descendants in Japan.

The characteristics of Chan/Zen figure painting touched upon
here were by no means fixed in amber throughout the premod-
ern period. Indeed, by the Edo period the social organization,
political behaviors, and rhythms of daily Zen monastic life had
in some respects altered dramatically. The salons of eminent
abbots, abbesses, and younger monks and nuns that were an
important matrix for Zen cultural production during the
medieval period, for instance, were to some extent dissipated
with the formation of ever larger numbers of Zen sublineages
within individual monasteries. The rise of Chanoyu, one of
Japan's traditions of tea culture, during the sixteenth century
shifted to some degree the energies of Zen monks and nuns
from internal scholarly and cultural practice specific to monas-
tic communities toward an intensified nexus of sociocultural
interaction with elite warriors, merchants, and members of

other Buddhist schools. The increasingly stringent control



exerted by the Tokugawa shogunate on Zen monasteries and
clerics, meanwhile, forced Zen leaders to attend to the
defense of age-old privileges predicated upon religious rather
than kingly authority. The arrival of a new Chinese Chan
community to Japan in the seventeenth century, the Obaku
sect from southeastern Fujian Province, had an even more
profound effect upon the assimilated Song-dynasty Chan that
underlay the Japanese Rinzai and S616 institutions during the
medieval and late medieval periods. With the Obaku commu-
nity came not only distinctive amalgamations of Chan and
Mahayana practice, but also new configurations of continental
culture and different sorts of built environments that presented
practitioners and patrons with a realignment of Zen in
religious, spatial, and visual terms. Medieval Zen has been
sustained through the early modern period to the present
through remarkably resilient facets of ritual practice, institu-
tional organization, pedagogy, and philosophical discourse, as
well as the presences of treasured works of painting and
calligraphy, but the religious and visual worlds in which monks
and nuns pursued awakening offered new conditions and
challenges. New modes of figural representation in ink during
the Edo period, such as that associated with Hakuin Ekaku,
reflected the changed conditions of monastic-lay relations, in
which semi-itinerant proselytizers competed for spiritual atten-
tion within an ever more crowded and pluralistic environment
for the transmission of dharma. In this regard, the medieval
works assembled and examined here reflect a qualitatively
different set of contexts and communities for Zen practice and
cultural expression than what is found in early modern Japan.
Medieval Chan/Zen figure paintings, here often allied with
calligraphic inscription, have special capacities that make
them particular places of visual encounter with the dharma.
The embeddedness of these images in their particular circum-
stances of painterly and calligraphic practice, their institutional
contexts, their self-conscious deployment of the ideology of
Chan/Zen transmission, and their rhetorical narratives of

awakening compel us, we believe, to look and look again.

Notes

1. Readers should note the lexical distinctions between Chinese
Chan, Korean Seon, and Japanese Zen that signify particular and not
entirely uniform religious and visual traditions. We also adopt the usage
“Chan/Zen” when referring to the interregional tradition linking China
and Japan.

2. For Bodhidharma's biography, see Jeffrey L. Broughton, The
Bodhidharma Anthology: The Earliest Records of Zen (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1999); Bernard Faure, “Bodhidharma as
Textual and Religious Paradigm,” History of Religions, vol. 25, no. 3
(February 1986), pp. 187-98.

3. Bernard Faure, The Rhetoric of Immediacy: A Cultural Critique of
Chan/Zen Buddhism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991),
p. 144,

4. We refer here to the ancient kdan “What is the meaning of
Bodhidharma's coming [to China] from the West?" See, for example,
Wumen Huikai, Wumenguan (Gateless Barrier; 1228), case 37, in
Numata Center for Buddhist Translation and Research, Three Chan
Classics: The Recorded Sayings of Linji, Wumen's Gate, The Faith-
mind Maxim (Berkeley: Numata Center for Buddhist Translation and
Research, 1999), p. 99; Victor Ségen Hori, Zen Sand: The Book of
Capping Phrases for Kéan Practice (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i
Press, 20083), pp. 644—45.

5. Other exhibitions have taken up the genre of Zenga (*Zen paint-
ing"), especially paintings executed during the Edo period by Zen
monks such as Hakuin Ekaku (1685—1768) and Sengai Gibon
(1750-1837). Although the MFA exhibition of 1970 combined Zenga
with medieval Japanese Zen artifacts, there is little if any direct
continuity between them.

6. See the work of Carl Bielefeldt, William Bodiford, Bernard Faure,
T. Griffith Foulk, Morten Schliitter, Robert H. Sharf, Albert Welter, and
others cited in the “Literature on Chan/Seon/Zen Buddhism” section of
this catalogue’s Bibliography. Japanese scholars such as Takenuki
Genshé and Harada Masatoshi also deserve mention.

7. Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “figure,” http://www.oed.com/
(accessed 15 September 2006).

8. Seon Buddhism flourished in the Korean Goryeo dynasty
(918-1392), but unfortunately no related early works have survived,
making it difficult to understand the nature of paintings in Seon
communities.
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“Zen Art” in a Monastic Context zen and the Arts in Medieval Kenchdji

MARTIN COLLCUTT

TO CLARIFY the medieval Japanese monastic context in
which Zen Buddhism of the Rinzai (C: Linji) tradition was
practiced, this essay will closely examine the foundation and
religious practice of Kenchdji, a leading Zen monastery in
Kamakura. There, from the mid-thirteenth century, rigorous
Zen training was pursued by Japanese monks, first under the
guidance of émigré Chinese masters and then of Japanese
masters, some of whom had received training in Chinese

and Korean monasteries. Although Zen meditation was the
core activity in Zen monasteries, and monks were actively dis-
couraged from the distractions of reading and art apprecia-
tion, in their environment they were surrounded by Chinese/
Chan art and culture, from the architecture of the buildings
and the use of space; to the various Buddha images, painted
and sculpted, in the Zen Hall, Lecture Hall, Buddha Hall, even
the bathhouses and latrine; to the layout and design of the
gardens they tended; to the calligraphy they read; and the
portraits of venerable Zen masters hanging in alcoves.'

We should also bear in mind that the Zen monastic life
was far from static. Zen monks were referred to as unsuf
(“clouds and water"), reminding us that they were mendicants,
traveling from master to master, monastery to monastery, in
search of awakening. All they could carry with them as they
walked would be contained in a wicker hamper on their backs,
which held little space for books and none for paintings. They
might have room for a Zen text or some other small piece of
Buddhist calligraphy. Any “art” they carried, however, would
be in their mind’s eye. Only when they settled in one particular

FIGURE 4.1

Butsuden (Buddha Hall) of
Kenchdji, Kamakura, viewed
from Sanmon (Triple Gate).
Roofline of Hatts (Dharma Hall)
visible behind Butsuden.

monastery, moved up through the official hierarchy, and
became one of the teachers or administrators or, in time, the
abbot, were they free to indulge in reading the Zen Buddhist
classics, in composing poetry, or in painting or calligraphy.

Medieval Kenchgji

Kenchgji was established in 1253 in the warrior garrison town
of Kamakura in eastern Japan. This event marked the consoli-
dation of Rinzai Zen monastic practice in Japan. Kenchgji was
not the first monastery in Japan in which seated meditation
(zazen) was practiced by monks. But it may fairly be described
as the first Zen monastery in which a full-scale Song Chinese-
style Chan/Zen monastic setting had been created in Japan; in
which the Chan monastic life would be fully realized in build-
ings designed for Chan practice under Chan monastic regula-
tions (C: ginggui, J: shingi); in which all the religious, artistic,
and cultural practices then in use in Chinese monasteries
were emulated. At the core of Zen practice in Kenchgji was
the intensive seated silent meditation—at least eight hours
each day in four two-hour sessions; frequent encounters and
koan interviews with the Zen master; chanting of sutras; work
around the monastery; brief, frugal meals; bathing; and little
sleep. Many monks would leave their sleeping mats at night to
sit in meditation and work on their various koan. If we are look-
ing for a specifically religious context for “Zen Art,” perhaps
we may find it at Kenchdji.

23



Antecedents: Zen in Nara- and Heian-Period Japan

Chan/Zen Buddhism was already taking root in Japan when
Kenchaiji was built. In fact, the Zen meditative tradition had a
long prior history within Japanese Buddhism. Meditation was
practiced in the Nara period (710-794) by the eminent
Hossd-school monk Dasha (629-700), who learned of Chan
in China from the great Chinese Buddhist translator Xuanzang
(6007-664). Upon his return to Japan, Doshd opened a Zen
Meditation Hall at the temple Gangdji (in Nara) and taught
zazen.?

In the Heian period (794—1185) zazen was one of the
central practices advocated by Saichd (767-822), transmitter
of the Tiantai (J: Tendai) teachings from China to Japan and
founder of the Japanese Tendai school. Saichd espoused the
practice of shishu zanmai, a system of four types of meditation
set forth by Zhiyi (638-597), the Chinese founder of the
Tiantai school, in the treatise Great Concentration and Insight
(Mohe Zhiguan). Among these four practices was joza zanmai
(“constant sitting meditation™), which in content was essen-
tially zazen, involving silent meditation in the full lotus posture
over periods of many days and nights.3

Meditation was thus intrinsic to traditional Buddhist
practice in early Japan. But it was only one part of a Buddhist
religious life that might concentrate on sutra study and recita-
tion; the study of Esoteric texts, doctrines, and mandala; or
devotion to the Buddha Amida and hope for salvation in the
Waestern Paradise, expressed in repeated recitation of Amida's
name (nenbutsu). In this setting there was little chance that
zazen would become the central pursuit of Buddhist practice
or that a Zen school would emerge as an independent and
influential branch of Japanese Buddhism.

The Zen Surge from the Late Twelfth Century

Things changed in the late twelfth century. Several Japanese
monks who had been trained at the traditional centers of
Tendai and Shingon Buddhism, especially at Enryakuji, the
great Tendai monastery on Mt. Hiei, came to feel that the
Buddhism taught there was unresponsive to their own needs
and the needs of the age. In response to a pervasive belief
that Japan had entered the Latter Age of the Buddha's
Dharma (J: mappd), in which salvation by one’s own efforts
became impossible, they questioned the efficacy of the tradi-
tional Buddhist life and looked for new teachings. Some
monks advocated sincere devotion to the Buddha Amida.
Several young monks went to China, the great fountainhead of
Japanese Buddhism, in search of a more vital Buddhist prac-
tice. There they found Chan to be the most vigorous and chal-
lenging teaching in the monasteries they visited. It was the
Chan masters, rather than the Vinaya, Tiantai, or Esoteric
masters, who were drawing monks to the great monasteries.

Minnan Yosai (Mydan Eisai; 1141 -1215), a Japanese
priest of the Tendai school, left Japan in 1187 to study the
teachings of Chan Buddhism in Song-dynasty China. In 1191
he returned, bearing with him seeds of the tea plant and

certification of dharma transmission in the Linji (J: Rinzai) line-
age of Chan. Following a brief stay on the island of Kyushu, he
travelled to Kyoto intending to teach Zen; but meeting with the
opposition of the Tendai authorities, he continued on to
Kamakura, the headquarters of the warrior government known
as the bakufu. There he was warmly received by the shogun
Minamoto no Sanetomo (1192-1219) and the shogun'’s politi-
cally influential mother, H5jo Masako (1167-1225), under
whose patronage he established the Zen temple Jufukuiji in the
year 1200. Yésai had practiced meditation in Chinese monas-
teries, and he brought back with him texts and perhaps some
paintings of the kind used in the Chan monasteries he had
visited. He would have been familiar with the Chan account of
its own early history and of mind-to-mind transmission.

Important as Yosai was in the history of Japanese Zen,
however, his welcome in Kamakura owed less to his Zen under-
standing than to his expertise in the Esoteric practices of
Tendai Buddhism. He maintained lifelong ties with the Tendai
tradition even after becoming abbot of Kenninji, a large temple
of mixed Zen-Tendai observance established in Kyoto under
the protection of the Kamakura shogunate in 1202. Yosai
sought to make Chan more acceptable in Japan by arguing in
his work Propagation of Zen for the Protection of the Nation
(Kozen Gokokuron) that, in teaching zazen, he was simply
reintroducing a long-lost meditative practice, one that had
been endorsed by D6shd, Saichd, and other early teachers.
The established Buddhist traditions, however, upheld not
zazen, but the practices of Esoteric ritual and the nenbutsu.
Further increasing their resistance was the difference between
the Zen of earlier teachers and the Song-dynasty Chan pro-
moted by Y&sai, which stressed meditation and enlightenment
and used distinctive teaching devices such as koan.#

Nor were Yosai's immediate Japanese successors wholly
successful in securing acceptance in Japan of the full-scale
contemporary Chan teachings. Yosai's disciples Taiké Gydyu
(1162-1241), Mydzen (1184-1225), and Eichd (d. 1247)
taught, respectively, the historically important Zen monks
Shinchi Kakushin (1207-1298), Enni Ben’en (1202-1280),
and Dogen Kigen (1200-1253), but even these, eminent
though they were, remained in many ways peripheral to the
transmission process. Shinchi Kakushin and Enni Ben'en fol-
lowed Yasai in combining the Zen teachings with Tendai
Esoteric practices, and their lineages failed to form significant
currents in the subsequent history of Japanese Zen.

Dégen, who in 1223 travelled to China and studied the
Caodong (J: Satd) school of Chan (a tradition different from
that of Yosai), was no more successful than his predecessor
in spreading his teachings in Kyoto. In 1243 he removed him-
self, together with a few disciples, to the mountains far north
of the capital. There they built the temple Daibutsuji, soon
renamed Eiheiji. Though his lineage eventually developed into
the influential Japanese Sato school, for several generations it
remained relatively isolated from developments elsewhere in
the country.®

Another notable figure in early Japanese Zen was Dainichi
Nonin (ca. 11th—12th c.), a self-enlightened monk whose
understanding was later recognized by the Chinese Linji mas-



ter Zhuoan Deguang (1121-1203). Nénin's so-called Daruma
school, active in the region south of Kyoto, was one of the first
proponents of the Zen teachings in Japan, but it too was sup-
pressed by the older Buddhist traditions; in the early thirteenth
century it was largely absorbed by the S6t6 school and disap-
peared as an independent tradition.®

Growing Warrior Interest in Zen

Official attitudes toward Zen started to change with the fifth
shogunal regent, Hoj6 Tokiyori (1227-1263). Tokiyori invited
the Japanese masters Enni Ben'en and D&gen Kigen to
Kamakura, apparently in the hope that these eminent monks,
recently back from China, would agree to teach traditional,
pre-Song, Chinese Chan in the local temples. But both Dogen
and Enni soon left the bakufu capital and returned to central
Japan, Dogen to found (what was later called) Eiheiji in Echizen
Province (Fukui Prefecture) and Enni to establish Tofukuji in
Kyoto. Tokiyori apparently sought in Zen an ideological basis
for a new warrior culture, to counter what he saw as the deca-
dence of Kyoto court society. It was a role for which Zen was
in many respects well suited.

Here a note of caution must be sounded. Zen, in its
Japanese context, is sometimes referred to as “the religion of
the samurai.” And, as it turned out, members of the Japanese
warrior elite did become the principal patrons of Zen in Japan.
This does not mean, however, that Zen was intrinsically mili-
tant, or that Zen monks specifically sought out patrons who
were warriors. Japanese and Chinese monks who pursued
and promoted Chan/Zen did so in the conviction that it
offered the surest and most direct path to the enlightenment
experienced by the Buddha Sakyamuni. In Song-dynasty
China Chan had appealed to nobles, bureaucrats, and mer-
chants of both sexes, as well as to rulers. In thirteenth-century
Japan, however, warriors proved most receptive to this new
Buddhist practice from China. Some noble patfons and, later,
townspeople also became devotees of Zen. But in the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries it was the warrior chieftains in
Kamakura, Kyoto, and the provinces who sponsored the visits
of Zen masters, built monasteries for them, and encouraged
others to practice, and to promote, Zen.”

The Zen masters, Chinese and Japanese, displayed a
vigor and directness that commended them to the Kamakura
warriors, and the path they taught stressed discipline and
strength of spirit. It was, moreover, a self-reliant path, centered
on meditation as a way of transcending the limitations of ego
and awakening to one's innermost nature, thereby fostering a
spirit of equanimity even in the face of death. Japanese warriors
naturally admired the Chinese Chan monk who, when con-
fronted by Mongol warriors, faced them down saying: “You are
wielding a sword that brings death. Show me the sword that
gives lifel”

The direct, practical teachings of Zen did not require the
doctrinal and ritual sophistication of the Tendai and Shingon
schools, nor did followers have to leave the world for the
monastery—“everyday mind is the Way," in the words of the

great Chinese Chan master Mazu Daoyi (709-788). At the
same time the new wave of Chan was flowing strongly from
China and carrying with it a whole range of Chinese Buddhist
culture. Although few warriors had the education or inclination
to master all of the texts and images associated with Zen, they
were given access to a spiritual, cultural, and intellectual her-
itage in which they could, through meditation, become as well
versed as the Kyoto nobility, who had always dominated the
Japanese cultural tradition.

With its emphasis on discipline and self-reliant effort, Zen
was temperamentally suited to warriors, who on the battlefield
required skill and courage. The ultimate goal of Zen is, of
course, spiritual awakening and the attainment of Buddhahood,
but the concentration and equanimity fostered by the practice
of meditation and the directness of mind and expression
called for in kdan encounters were of great practical use to

even the most unenlightened of samurai.®

FIGURE 4.2

Exterior view of Sairaian Sh6dd
(Patriarch's Hall), Kenchdyji,
Kamakura.

FIGURE 4.3

Interior view of Sairaian Shéds,
Kenchdji, Kamakura.
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Chan Monks Journey to Japan

Hastening the acceptance of Zen in Japan was the arrival in
Kamakura of several eminent Chinese Chan Masters, the first
and probably most influential being Langi Daolong (J: Rankei
Daryd; 1213-1278) who journeyed to Dazaifu in Kyushu in
1246 and soon found his way to Kamakura.® Daolong was
thirty-four years old when he left China for Japan, and a fully
trained Chan monk. A native of western China, having entered
a monastery in Chengdu when he was thirteen, he studied in
several great monasteries in the Hangzhou region under such
distinguished masters as Wuzhun Shifan (1177-1249) and
Beijian Jujian (1164-1246) before having his enlightenment
recognized by Wuming Huixing (1160-1237).

Daolong’s reasons for coming to Japan are not clear. It is
known that he had not been issued a formal invitation, so it is
likely that his decision to board a trading vessel at Ningbo in
1246 and sail for Japan was a personal one. He was probably
urged to visit Japan by Japanese monks who were enrolling in
Chinese monasteries. That would have told him that Zen was
gaining ground in Japan and that a Chan monk with his experi-
ence would make a great difference in the level of Chan
practice, and would find a welcome there.

With him on the ship was Gettd Chikyd, a priest of the
Kyoto temple Sennyji of the Ritsu (S: Vinaya) school, which
was closely connected with Zen. After helping Daolong make
his way from the port of Hakata to the capital city of Kyoto,
Chikyd—aware perhaps of Daolong’s desire to teach unadul-
terated Chinese Zen—recommended that he travel on to
Kamakura. Zen in Kyoto, though represented by the monasteries
Kenninji and Tofukuji, was forced to coexist with the dominant
Tendai and Shingon traditions, and thus remained syncretized
with Esoteric Buddhism. Chikyd realized that Kamakura
offered Daolong a better chance of establishing a purer form
of Zen practice.

Daolong was warmly received by Tokiyori. The master first
resided at the temples Jufukuji and JGrakuiji, opening at the
latter in 1248 a Zen Meditation Hall (J: S6d5) soon filled to
overflowing with monks seeking instruction.™ Tokiyori and
Daolong quickly conceived a plan to establish a major
monastery at which contemporary Chinese Chan observances
would be strictly followed. In 1253 this temple, called Kenchgii
after the Kencho era (1249-1256) in which it was founded,
began operation as the first Rinzai monastery in Japan run
along true Chinese Chan lines (Figs. 4.1-4.3).

Daolong’s Contributions

Among the many contributions made by Daolong to the devel-
opment of Zen in Japan we can mention the following."2

Chan Experience

Although at age thirty-four he was too young to be thought of
as a venerable Zen master, Daolong was deeply experienced

in Chan life and practice. As a novice and young monk he had
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practiced in some of the great Chan centers of China. He had
accumulated thousands of hours of meditative experience, had
engaged in daily encounters (J: mondd) with leading Chan
masters in which he had presented his understanding of the
kdan he was working on, and finally had his own awakening
confirmed by Wuming. In the process of his monastic training
he had internalized every aspect of Chan meditative practice,
monastic organization and administration, and Chan Buddhist
culture and tradition. He was an authentic bearer of the full
Chan tradition, and this was immediately recognized in Japan

by monks and lay patrons alike.

Emphasis on Zazen

Daolong made it very clear to his students that the core of Zen
practice was mastery of the Buddha's path, resolving the
meaning of life and death and attaining the self-same enlight-
enment as the Buddha. Central to these attainments was zazen,
which meant maintaining the “four daily sessions of zazen.”
Since each of these sittings was about two hours long, this
meant that monks were sitting quietly in the lotus posture for a
minimum of eight hours each day. In addition, there were even
more intensive monthly retreats, and monks were encouraged
to sit at night instead of sleeping.™

Emphasis on the Monastic Rule

With the path to enlightenment so difficult, demanding, and
ultimately unsure, its attainment could most effectively be pur-
sued within the framework of rigorous Chan monastic rules,
devised over time by the great masters to focus and maximize
the energies of communal life and individual practice. Chan
monastic codes are not the same as the Buddhist Vinaya, the
traditional disciplinary code that governs the behavior of all
Buddhist monks and nuns. An interesting example of the
divergence is provided by the Zen monastic emphasis on
manual labor. Whereas the Vinaya forbids gardening and other
such work because of the inevitable deaths of insects and
other small creatures, the Zen monastic codes actually
mandate such labor, both as a means of providing for the
monastery's needs and as a way of expressing the insights of
meditation in the everyday activities of life. Such “working
meditation” is known in Zen as samu (“work duty”).

The strict, active, meditation-centered, rule-based Zen
practice introduced at Kenchaji by Daolong is reflected in a
short treatise of his, the Dharma Words and Regulations
(Hago Kisoku), a portion of which may be paraphrased as fol-
lows: “A horse that runs only when shown the whip is not a
good horse; a monk who practices only when admonished is
not a good monk. . .. The purpose of Zen training is to resolve
the Great Matter of life-and-death. You must never indulge
your feelings and become neglectful, even when resting after
the bath.” In the Hégo Kisoku, Daolong continues:

Elders and head monks must attend carefully to their training,
without regard to the opinions of others. You wear robes and
receive the donations of the faithful; if nothing comes of this,

when can you repay the debt? From now on even on bath days



zazen must be practiced in the evening and early morning;
those who do not go to the Meditation Hall but head for their

quarters will be punished by expulsion.”

Chan Monastic Architecture and Layout

During the centuries prior to and after the building of Kenchaji,
meditation was practiced in lay residences as well as monas-
teries. It was never believed that enlightenment through medi-
tation could be found only on the mats of the Meditation Halll.
Attainment could come during zazen or in confrontation with
one's teacher, or while chanting before a Buddha image; but it
could equally well be attained while working outside or doing
some household task, or cleaning the latrines, or meditating in
the moonlight, or walking a mountain path. Having said that,
there was a strong tradition in Chinese Chan practice that the
monastic setting should be optimized for the efficient, focused,
communal meditation of several hundred monks. Thus a dis-
tinctive layout for Chan monasteries was gradually realized.
Daolong may not have been a temple architect, but he knew
intimately what was essential in the various monastery build-
ings, and he was able to ask Chinese monks coming to Japan
to bring with them ground plans and details of Chinese
monasteries.

No visual record seems to have survived of Kenchdji in the
1250s, when it was newly built and Daolong was its abbot.
There is, however, a detailed ground plan, the Kenchdji
Sashizu (Fig. 4.4), showing the layout of the monastery as it
was in the early fourteenth century. This document has an
interesting history. When in 1331 the Kyoto Zen monastery of
Tofukuji was being rebuilt after a great fire, a copy of the then
surviving ground plan of Kenchoji was made for reference.
This was preserved at Tofukuji. The original Kenchaji ground
plan was lost in a fire in the early seventeenth century. An
inscription on an old storage box indicates that Kenchdji
monks visiting Tofukuji in 1732 learned that the plan made in
1331 was still preserved at Tofukuji. They secretly borrowed
and copied it.”® From this ground plan showing Kenchgji as it
was prior to 1331, it is very clear that medieval Kenchdji was
built to a plan that Daolong would have advocated.

Set in a quiet, deeply wooded valley, Kenchgji was
approached from the south. The great gate, Buddha Hall
(Butsuden) and Dharma Hall (or Teaching Hall; Hatt) were on
a central axis (Fig. 4.1), with the Abbot's Quarters in the north
of the compound. In keeping with traditional Chan layout, the
administrative and service buildings were on the eastern side
of the monastery, the Zen Meditation Hall, bathrooms, and

latrines on the western side.

Monastic Organization and Administration

Kenchaji's layout reflected the characteristic Chan administra-
tive organization, which Daolong would have set up, i.e,, a fun-
damental division into eastern assembly (t6han) and western
assembly (seihan) sections. The tGhan section held the six
administrators (roku chiji), including tsasu (head administra-
tive monk, in charge of overall affairs, duties shared with the
kansu, a similar post); fasu (treasurer, in charge of the

monastery's material supplies and financial affairs); iné (duty
monk, in charge of overall supervision of the assembly); tenzo
(head cook, in charge of the kitchen); and shissui (mainte-
nance officer, in charge of the physical upkeep and repair of
the monastery).™

Monks in the seihan section were more directly involved in
the meditation practice, and held posts known as the roku
chéshu (“six officers”): shuso (head monk, in charge of medi-
tation in the Meditation Hall); shoki (secretary, in charge of
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FIGURE 4.4
Diagram of the Kenchdji
grounds. Painter unknown.
Japanese, Edo period, 1732.
Hanging scroll, ink on paper;
177.1 x 83,7 cm.
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handling the various writing tasks associated with monastery
correspondence and ritual); z6su (librarian, in charge of the
monastery's sutra collection), shika (guest-master, in charge
of receiving visitors to the monastery); chiyoku (bath monk, in
charge of the monastery bathhouse); and chiden (sexton, in
charge of all matters relating to the upkeep and operation of
the Buddha Hall).

These divisions are further indicated on the Kenchgji map
by the presence of buildings marked, to the east, kansuryd
(kansu quarters), tsdsuryd kyakuden (tsdsu quarters and
guesthouse), and chésaisho (kitchen); and, to the west,
“Daitetsudd” (the name of the Monks’-Hall complex, or S6d5),
indryd (ind’s quarters), and zenddryd (head monk's quarters).
The ind’s quarters, traditionally on the eastern, administrative
side, are here located on the western side, reflecting the fact
that the inG's duties were intimately related to the activities of
the Monks' Hall.

The various posts were seen not merely as administrative
duties, but as integral elements of Zen training. The job of
cook is a representative example of a task inseparable from
the practice of Zen. The novelist Minakami Tsutomu (b. 1919),
commenting on Dogen’s treatise /nstructions to the Monastery
Cook (Tenzo Kyokun), writes, “The most notable feature of
this text is Dogen’s emphasis on the fact that cooking is not
mere kitchen work, but a task involving a level of thoughtful-
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ness and care that makes it the noblest of human occupa-
tions."” In washing rice, for example, Ddgen urges the cooks
to be constantly mindful lest they allow a single grain of sand

to find its way into the cooking cauldron.

Brush Traces (Bokuseki)
The calligraphy of Zen monks is known as bokuseki (“brush
traces”). Monks in training at Kenchdji would have read and
pondered the words of masters in the Rinzai Zen tradition.
They would have been surrounded by examples of fine
bokuseki. Many would have trained as calligraphers and
aspired to produce their own elegant expressions of Zen as
their insight deepened and they found their awakening.
Daolong was himself a fine calligrapher and no doubt
brought calligraphic scrolls and texts from China, or had them
sent to him in Japan (Fig. 4.5). Monastic buildings were
identified by plaques over the entrance doors. Monks entering
the Meditation Hall, for example, might notice a plaque reading
“Place Where Buddhas Are Made" (senbutsujd). On the walls
of the Meditation Hall itself, in the chambers of the abbot and
the senior monks, and in the room where monks met their
master for mond9, calligraphic scrolls—phrases from the
Chan/Zen tradition—would be prominently displayed. A young
monk in the Meditation Hall, wrestling with his particular
kdan—let us say he has been told by his master to “Show me



your original face”"—may have been struggling day and night
for weeks to see his “original face” and to find the words or
gesture to demonstrate to his master that he had truly “seen”
it. While presenting his kdan response to the master in his
chamber, and being briskly rebuffed and told he was getting
nowhere—he still cannot “see” or “show” his face—the
despondent monk might notice a scroll behind his master’s
back with calligraphy from one of the Zen classics, perhaps
“honrai mu-ichibutsu” (*Originally there is Nothing”). This
might provide him with a hint as he returned to the Meditation
Hall to grapple again with his kdan. But he will also have been
warned time and again that true awakening was to be found in
direct experience, not in somebody else's “words and ietters,”

however insightful they might seem.

Painting, Sculpture, and Visual Imagery
in the Zen Monastery

Chinsé Paintings and Sculptures

“Never seek Buddha outside,” Zen teaches—*“the Buddha is
found within.” In line with this injunction is a tendency to think
of Zen monasteries as austere meditation centers, unadorned
with paintings and sculpture, and relieved only by their grace-
ful rooflines and elegantly simple rock and gravel gardens.
Certainly Zen does not encourage the kind of devotional prac-
tices performed in Pure Land Buddhism, which looks to Amida
for salvation, nor are Zen monastic halls normally adorned with
vivid polychrome paintings symbolically recreating the Pure
Land or depicting the process of awakening. Zen has placed
little or no emphasis on the accumulation of merit through the
construction of temples or the carving of images. Furthermore,
Zen, in its spare use of sculpted and painted religious images,
stands in stark contrast to the Esoteric Buddhist schools,
which employ a wide variety of sacred imagery for their elabo-
rate mandalas and rituals. But this is not to say that the Zen
manastic tradition has been hostile to painting and sculpture
and has had no use for decorative art. A visit to any Zen tem-
ple will quickly reveal Buddha images in the Buddha and

Dharma Halls, before which prayers and incense are offered
and ceremonies conducted. The Monks' Hall will almost cer-

tainly have a statue of the bodhisattva MajustT (J: Monju) as FIGURE 4.6
an exemplar of superior wisdom and enlightenment, to which Portrait of Lanqi Daolong.
Painter unknown. inscribed by
Langi Daolong (1213-1278).

Japanese, Kamakura period,

all may aspire. Other buildings, including the kitchen, bath-
house, and latrine, will all contain statues or paintings of their

various protective deities, to which prayers will regularly be 1271. Hanging scroll, colors on
offered. The Main Gate (Sanmon, literally, “Triple Gate”) at silk; 104.8 x 46.4 cm.
Kenchaji is richly decorated with statues of the Five Hundred KENCHOJI, KAMAKURA

Arhats. Zen monasteries employed a wide range of painting
and sculipture throughout the monastery. Monks venerated or
simply enjoyed these images, reminded by their teachers that
respect and appreciation of images might help in their prac-
tice but that the search for their own Buddhahood lay within.
Among the types of images particularly prized in Zen
monasteries were painted and sculpted portraits of eminent

monks, known as chinsd.'® Zen holds a tradition of receiving,
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FIGURE 4.7

Portrait of Langi Daolong in
Walking Meditation. Painter
unknown, Japanese, Kamakura
period, 14th c. Hanging scroll,
colors on silk; 90.9 x 38.5 cm.
KENCHOJI, KAMAKURA
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upon completion of one's formal training, the portrait or sur-
plice (kesa) of one's teacher, as evidence of dharma transmis-
sion (inka shémer). These often became cherished temple
possessions, as did the portraits and sculptures of eminent
priests who were associated with the temple and, in many
cases, buried on the temple grounds. From this there evolved
the genre of Zen chinsé art. Temples also possessed paint-
ings of such figures as Sakyamuni (the historical Buddha),
Bodhidharma (the sixth-century Indian monk said to have
transmitted Zen to China), and the various bodhisattvas and
arhats (enlightened Buddhist sages), as well as collections of
flower vases, candle stands, censers, incense containers,

and other accoutrements necessary for the performance of
ceremonies. Important temples sought the highest quality in
such objects, with the result that Song-dynasty temples, and
their Japanese successors, were filled with artistic master-
pieces made of celadon, red lacquer, and bronze. The range
and variety of these objects can be seen from the entries in
the Catalogue of Treasures Belonging to the Butsunichian
(Butsunichian Kémotsu Mokuroku). This is a fourteenth-century
inventory of artistic and other properties of Butsunichian, a
subtemple of Engakuji in Kamakura, built by Hajo Tokimune in
12892, According to a postscript, the catalogue was begun in
1320. The document records Chinese chinsd, butsuga (iconic
Buddhist paintings), zenki zu (paintings of Zen in action), and
ryiiko zu (paintings of dragons and tigers), all from the Song
and Yuan dynasties, as well as bokuseki, hée (vestments), and
ceramics. A key document for the study of karamono (Chinese
objects introduced 1o Japan) from the thirteenth century, it
also records how various warrior lords, daimyo, and Ashikaga
shoguns purchased art works from the Butsunichian collec-
tion. The original document is still kept at Engakuiji. The
Butsunichian Kémotsu Mokuroku tells not only what kind of
art objects Zen temples held, but that these objects were
carefully catalogued and treated as treasures.°

Like other Zen monasteries, Kenchaji had many portraits
of its founder-abbot Daolong, and his Chinese masters and
Japanese successors, hanging in alcoves in the Abbot’s
Quarters or stored in its treasure house. Among the extant
portraits of Langi Daolong, that dated Bun'ei 8 (1271) and
inscribed by Daolong himself (Fig. 4.6) is one of the finest
examples of the chinsé genre. The portrait is strikingly individ-
ual. It conveys not only the powerful physical presence ofa
demanding Zen master, but also a sense of the master’s inner
conviction. The piece was presented by Daolong to a certain
Layman Ronen (thought to be the regent Hojo Tokimune;
1251-1284), and thus appears not to have been a certificate
of dharma transmission. A portrait of Daolong in Walking
Meditation owned by Kenchgji is another fine depiction of the
master, walking quietly in meditation in a natural setting (Fig.
4.7). In this exhibition are two fine examples of painted chinso
(Cats. 29, 30).

Portraits of distinguished Zen masters were often sculpted
as well as painted. These might be placed in the Teaching
Hall, or in the Abbot's Quarters. in a seated sculpture of
Daolong in the possession of the Kenchéji subtemple Sairaian
(Fig. 4.8), the master's emaciated ribs stand out, and the



numerous folds of the robes are clearly defined. Daolong's
features, sensitively depicted, convey an aura of great spiritual
power and energy.

Poem-Painting Scrolls (Shigajiku)
Shigajiku—hanging-scroll paintings inscribed with Chinese
poems (kanshi), often by Zen monks—were also painted and
written in the Abbot's Quarters in Zen monasteries. On many
of these one monk would add an appropriate calligraphic
inscription to a painting done by another monk. Or several
monks might add suitable verses to a single illustration.
Originally composed as expressions of insight or pointers to
insight, over time—especially as they expanded from the
monastic context into the society of lay patrons—they could
quickly become part of a growing literary corpus known as the
Literature of the Five Mountains (Gozan Bungaku), a literary
tradition centered around a group of influential Zen temples
known as the Gozan (Five Mountains). Zen monks and
laypeople who seriously pursued enlightenment were aware,
however, that they would not find their own enlightenment in
any of these shigajiku, however appealing and insightful they

might seem.

Ink Paintings (Suibokuga)

Langi Daolong, and the Chinese Chan monks who followed
him to Japan later in the century, also transmitted Chan-
related Chinese visual and literary culture to Japan. Vessels
coming to the port of Hakata in Kyushu from Song- and
Yuan-dynasty China were packed with art objects, books,
and scrolls. These objects soon found their way to the grow-
ing number of Zen monasteries in Kyoto and Kamakura, and,
by the fourteenth century, were present throughout the coun-
try. We now describe much of this influx as “Zen Art,” yet in
the monastic context it was hardly considered as “art,” but
rather as expressions of insight attained or as visual stimuli
toward awakening—hints to enlightenment, finger pointing at
the moon. Monks were not producing “art” for enjoyment or
appreciation, but to help themselves and others express,
deepen, or question their insight; or to remind themselves of
the tradition in which they were practicing; or to depict revered
masters who had found their enlightenment, or famous

moments or encounters in the history of Chan.

Zen Art and Aesthetics Beyond the
Medieval Monastery

Zen-related calligraphic scrolls, portraits, ink paintings,
aesthetic tastes, and styles of architecture, garden design,
and tea drinking were never confined to monasteries. Although
Chan/Zen monasteries were the major sources of what we
now call “Zen Art,” they were not the exclusive sources. From
early times, in both China and Japan, some practitioners of
painting or calligraphy on Zen themes were lay people,
whether householders or wandering hermits. Talented Zen
monk-painters left their monasteries and consorted with lay-

men. Laymen and women who patronized and visited Zen

monks and monasteries were eager to receive paintings or
pieces of calligraphy from monks whom they revered. Some
who practiced Zen deeply were given chinsd or verses as a
mark of their attainment. Some brought sketches for monks to
sign and add verses or comments.

Lay patrons admired what we might describe as a Zen
monastic aesthetic. Its traits included simplicity, austerity, tran-
quillity, and freedom from worldly attachment. It also demanded
directness, tight organization, and economy of time and move-
ment. And in discussion with Zen monks, or in viewing paint-
ing and calligraphy by Zen monks, laymen would encounter
the positive value ascribed to naturalness, eccentricity, asym-
metry, simplicity, and subtle profundity (yagen) or refined
poverty (wabi). All of these qualities have been assigned as
characteristics of “Zen Art” by Hisamatsu Shin'ichi, D.T. Suzuki,

P .

FIGURE 4.8

Seated Figure of Langi Daolong.
Sculptor unknown. Japanese,
Kamakura period, 13th c.
Lacquered wood with inset
crystal eyes; h. 62.9 cm.
KENCHOJI, KAMAKURA
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and other commentators on the relationship between Zen
practice and the arts in China and Japan. Their views have
been addressed by Gregory Levine in his essay in this cata-
logue. Here, | would simply point out that Hisamatsu and D.T.
Suzuki can be criticized for idealizing “Zen Art," detaching it
from its broader Buddhist context, and identifying it too closely
with Japan and Japanese cultural ideals.?!

By the Muromachi period (1392-1573) in Japan monks of
the Zen schools, especially Rinzai Zen, had formed close ties
with the warrior and aristocratic classes, and had undergone a
considerable degree of secularization. Senior priests were
increasingly accepted as members of the educated and cul-
tured elite, and many of their activities seem to have been as
much cultural and artistic as religious in nature.

Monks joined in poetry gatherings with warriors and
nobles. Skill in impromptu poetry composition and command
of Chinese poetry helped Zen priests attain social recognition,
fostering the rise of Gozan Bungaku.??

Art related to the tea ceremony (Chanoyu) is outside the
scope of this exhibition, but deserves mention because it, too,
had a Zen monastic origin and only later became a secularized
aesthetic. Monks in Chan/Zen monasteries offered simple
meals and powdered green tea (J: matcha) to visitors, and, as
the vogue for tea drinking spread into lay society, they helped
to shape its aesthetic practice. Tea masters from the time of
Sen no Rikyl (1522-1591) have all practiced Zen. Chanoyu,
the refined aesthetic of tea, particularly in its simplest form,
called wabicha, is often presented as an archetypal example
of “Zen culture.” But in fact it was created by merchants and
warriors in secular society rather than by Zen monks. And the
expense incurred in the building of elegantly rustic tea rooms
and the acquiring of famed teabowls and other accessories
belied the Zen goal of freedom from self, from human entan-
glements, and from material acquisitiveness in the search
for enlightenment.?®

The “Zen garden"—based upon rocks and raked gravel
as expressions of nature, infinity, and emptiness—was also
transformed, and in some measure secularized, over time. The
gardens around the Abbot’s Quarters in the early Kyoto and
Kamakura Zen monasteries and subtemples may well have
been conceived by Zen monks on the basis of Chan designs
and an aesthetic imported from China, and constructed by
them at the monastery as part of their daily work duty. As
Zen temples proliferated, however, and the aesthetic of the
“Zen garden” spread into lay society, gardens were designed
by garden-design families and constructed by their lowly
laborers (sansui kawaramono), in Kyoto, Nara, and Kamakura.
Many of the designers and builders of such famous rock gar-
dens as the magnificent one at Rydaniji, Kyoto, were not devo-
tees of Zen, nor particularly inspired by the spirit of Zen. They
may have consulted with Zen monks as they conceived of and
designed the garden, but the aesthetic principles behind the
composition were no longer exclusively “Zen.” And when, over
the centuries, repairs to or redesign of a Zen garden was
needed, as at Rydanji in the eighteenth century, the likelihood
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that the garden designers were professional Kyoto artisans,
rather than Zen monks, was even greater.?*

In the graphic arts too, over time Zen principles and ideals
of conception and composition extended far beyond the circle
of Zen practitioners and devotees. Ink paintings, which had
once been the preserve of Zen monk-artists (gasd), had a
powerful appeal in lay society. Over time many striking ink
landscapes and bird and figure paintings illustrating Zen char-
acters, themes, and ideals were painted by artists who had
been trained in the traditional style (so-called yamato-¢), and
who were requested by their patrons to produce works similar
to those of Chinese painters of the Song dynasty.

Hasegawa Tohaku (1539-1610), for example, is often pre-
sented as a representative Zen artist. Certainly, his wonderful
painting of Pine Trees, on two long screens, embodies the
underlying principles of what we think of as Zen painting in its
subtle use of line and shading to depict aging mountain pines
shrouded in mist. But Tohaku was a devotee of the Nichiren
school of Buddhism, generally thought of as unsympathetic to
Zen. He was not a Zen practitioner, but he came to prefer the
ink paintings of artists like the Zen monk-painter Sesshii Toy6
(1420-15086) to the brightly colored paintings of the then
dominant Kand school of Japanese artists, including one of his
own teachers, Kand Eitoku (1543-1590). As a master of ink
landscape, familiar with Chinese and Japanese landscape
paintings in Zen monastic buildings in Kyoto and in the homes
of merchants in Sakai, he was also sufficiently master of the
Zen tradition to paint truly “Zen paintings,” much admired by
Zen monks themselves. By contrast with the richly colored
paintings of the Kané school, most of Tohaku's later works are
simple compositions in ink, created for Zen monasteries in
Kyoto.2 By his day, the Zen art aesthetic was out of its
monastic box and available to talented artists, poets, drama-
tists like Zeami, and to tea masters like Rikyd, who used it cre-
atively as part of a broad cultural expression that lay artists
and their patrons were now thinking of as “Zen Art.”

As we enjoy the wonderful paintings in this exhibition,
aware of the long historical movement of Zen and Zen-related
monastic life and culture within China, from China to Japan,
and then within Japan, we are both constrained and liberated.
We are constrained to recognize that “Zen Art,” in its narrow,
core definition as an expression of the Zen spiritual quest, can
only emerge from Zen experience. At the same time we are
liberated in knowing that over the centuries in China and
Japan and the West, a richly creative interaction has occurred
between monks and laymen, in which calligraphy, painting,
poetry scrolls, ox-herding pictures, gardens, N6 plays, tea
ceremony, architecture, and use of space have been inspired
by the visual, spiritual, and intellectual depth of the culture
associated with Chan/Zen and practiced for centuries in
Chinese and Japanese monasteries and nunneries. This real-
ization should allow us to enjoy the exhibition at several levels,
asking ourselves as we look at the paintings, What is “Zen”
about this?
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Awakenings The Development of the Zen Figural Pantheon

YUKIO LIPPIT

ZEN BUDDHISM boasts a colorful and idiosyncratic cast of
patriarchs and exemplary practitioners. It shares certain
Buddhas and bodhisattvas with other Mahayana Buddhist
sects, but its additional religious paragons would seem motley
by most standards: figures at the periphery of medieval
Chinese social life, often peripatetic or otherwise unmoored
from society, characterized by ragged, unkempt appearances
and inscrutable behavior; early Chinese monks who engaged
in fictional debates with the opponents of Buddhism; and even
a variety of practitioners known for specific acts of icono-
clasm, such as Danxia (J: Tanka), who burned a wooden
statue of the Buddha in order to stay warm in winter, or Xianzi
(J: Kensu), who survived by eating the prawns that he caught,
thereby breaking one of the foundational taboos of the Vinaya,
or monastic code of behavior. The roll call of characters
associated with Chan/Zen communities historically could also
include figures drawn from mainstream religious culture in
general—Confucian exemplars, Daoist Immortals, Japanese
deities (kami), and even poets of renown. All of these figures,
either implicitly or explicitly, were mobilized to reflect sectarian
identity in highly elliptical and sophisticated ways. They were
often given pictorial form in monochrome ink, accompanied

by the inscriptions of prominent abbots of Chan/Zen monas-
teries. This practice, which began in the circles of a few highly
influential and charismatic monks in early twelfth-century
China, became widespread by the next century, when it
expanded to the Japanese archipelago; there it flourished, and
inscribed figure paintings constitute one of the most represen-
tative art forms associated with medieval Japan's Zen
Buddhist culture. Hundreds of Japanese Zen figure paintings

FIGURE 5.1
Mahakasyapa's Smile. Unkei
Eiji (act. early to mid-16th ¢.).
Japanese, Muromachi period,
16th ¢. Hanging scroll (middle
scroll of triptych), ink and light
colors on paper; 112.1 x

52.1 cm.

TOKIWAYAMA BUNKO
FOUNDATION, KAMAKURA

survive from this period, as well as dozens of Chinese works,
which were brought to Japan by émigré masters, returning
pilgrim-monks, and merchant traders. As a whole, this corpus
enables considerable insight into the myriad ways Chan/Zen
communities once imagined themselves and their formation.
The present essay offers a general introduction to this
body of material, as well as a historical framework for under-
standing how and why this “Zen pantheon” came to be. The
subjects of Chan/Zen paintings are exemplars of Buddhist
awakening, and some explanation is required in order to fully
appreciate the specificity of the Chan/Zen purchase on this
concept in relation to those of other Buddhist sects.
Chan/Zen Buddhists have for centuries claimed to
represent a special, unbroken transmission of the Buddha's
dharma, or wisdom, down to the present. As the tradition itself
asserted, this transmission was intuitive, from “mind to mind,”
and took place entirely apart from the study of Buddhist
scripture. According to this understanding, whereas most
other Buddhist sects attempt to access the dharma through
sutras—religious texts that purport to record the Buddha's
own words—Chan/Zen adherents emphasize more instinctive
or somatic forms of practice, such as meditation, one-on-one
encounters and training sessions with religious masters, or the
study of kdan, that is to say, fragments of inscrutable dialogue
by previous Chan/Zen exemplars that offered case studies
of enlightened insight. It was through these daily activities that
Chan/Zen Buddhists eventually achieved awakening (C: wu,
J: satori), one of the main goals of religious practice, and
became members of the lineage of special transmission."
Awakened practitioners became the bearers of the “lamp” or
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the “flame”"—the privileged metaphor for the ineffable dharma
suggesting the fragility and potential evanescence of the
Buddha's knowledge in the course of transmission—and were
responsible for nurturing and transmitting it to later genera-
tions.? Because of their evocativeness in conjuring up the
patriarchal past, and the seemingly personalized nature of their
inscriptions, Chan/Zen figure paintings are most commonly
understood to be catalysts for religious training, bestowed by
masters upon their disciples and lay followers to provide mod-
els of exemplary practice or awakened behavior.

Whereas the pictorial representation of religious paragons
played an important role in many different traditions of Buddhist
practice, its function and significance for Chan/Zen communi-
ties emerge as much more than hortatory or inspirational when
examined within the framework of what will be referred to here
as the “ideology of the special transmission.” Over the last
several decades scholars of East Asian religious history have
argued convincingly that the Chan/Zen dharma genealogy did
not achieve its most elaborate and mature expression until the
Song dynasty (960—1279). The historical components of this
process will be presented in greater detail below; what is
most significant about this collective new understanding is
that it dates the emergence of the full articulation of Chan/
Zen's special transmission well after the purported Golden
Age of Chinese Chan Buddhism during the Tang dynasty
(618-907), and well after the era when most of the subjects
of Chan/Zen figure painting were assumed to have been
active. In other words, as a historical phenomenon, the emer-
gence of figure painting as a preferred vehicle for the visuali-
zation of the school's own lineage is not far removed from the
emergence of a sustained and systematic rhetoric asserting
the uniqueness of that very lineage. The argument set forth here
is that these two phenomena are closely related—that painting
functioned as a resonant and highly effective medium for the
representation of the lineal prerogatives of Chan/Zen commu-
nities. Pictorial representation was certainly not the only arena
in which genealogical premises were articulated and dissemi-
nated; the systematic promulgation of structured speech and
texts in many different forums by Chan/Zen monks and
authors worked to the same end. Yet in its artifactuality and its
suitability to uniquely pictorial forms of persuasion, painting
proved to be a particularly potent means of Chan/Zen self-
definition. And its role only grew more pronounced over time;
the pictorial surface came to provide a unique space in which
the invention of new iconographies, the appropriation of reli-
gious charisma from beyond the borders of Chan/Zen com-
munities, and the relationships between religious masters and
their various constituencies, could be given visual and material
form. These same characteristics marked figure painting once
it was adopted by Japanese Zen communities during the thir-
teenth century; there it continued to assimilate new subjects
and to facilitate the communal imagining of the special trans-
mission, and in the process introduced a fundamentally new
role for pictorial representation to the Japanese archipelago.

The idea that painting played a prominent role in the artic-
ulation of the special transmission has many implications for
an understanding of the function and audience of Chan/Zen
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figure painting. Until now, most accounts explaining the sub-
ject matter of such works have tended to be overly reliant
upon the biographical entries for these figures that are found
in contemporary texts (the “lamp histories,” see below), which
were to a large degree intended to document and lend tangi-
bility to the special transmission. We must be aware, however,
that these lamp histories functioned in tandem with paintings
and other texts to weave a rich mythopoeisis of Zen across
East Asia. By the same token, heightened awareness of the
ideological aspect of Chan/Zen figure painting strongly sug-
gests that its audience included not only aspiring monks, but
also lay followers, scholar-officials, warrior leaders, and other
extramonastic constituencies. Although the specific circum-
stances under which these works were produced are largely
unknown, circumstantial evidence and a small number of doc-
umented cases imply that the recipients of these scrolls were
oftentimes situated at the peripheries of monastic communi-
ties, but precisely because of this were in a position to offer
financial and various other forms of patronage. The ideology of
the special transmission as acted out in Chan/Zen figure
painting can be understood as a form of communication care-
fully crafted to speak to those peripheries. To this end of medi-
ating monk-recipient relations, the accompanying inscriptions
played a key role. Like other brush traces from Chan/Zen mas-
ters, these pithy, allusive, but at the same time highly repetitive
verses allowed religious masters to demonstrate their insights
into their own dharma lineages. Calligraphic commentary pro-
vided Chan/Zen monks with a forum in which to perform their
own awakened status in front of the various audiences with
which they interacted. Prefaced by these brief observations
concerning function and audience, then, the following sections
take a closer look at several of the historical and institutional
conditions for the development of Chan/Zen figure painting,
as well as the who's who of its evolving pantheon.

The Special Transmission

The ideology of the special transmission was meant to radi-
cally distinguish Chinese Chan Buddhism from other Buddhist
schools of the Song period, most prominently the Tiantai, L)
(S: Vinaya), and Huayan. Such distinction was significant
because many religious groups vied for imperial patronage
and for the favorable attention of the scholar-official class.
The importance of this attention was not negligible, as
scholar-official favor could often influence imperial abbacy
appointments and the sponsorship of monastic infrastructure.
In competing for such real-world gains, rhetorical self-
presentation played a crucial role, all the more so because in
daily practice Chan Buddhists did not differ all that much from
other schools laying claim to a special understanding of

the dharma. As T. Giriffith Foulk has demonstrated, during the
Song period there was little that distinguished the rituals,
routines, and monastic life of Chan practitioners from those of
the adherents of other sects.® Despite their claims to “not
posit words” (C: bu Ii wenzi, ). furyd monji), Chan Buddhists
also studied many of the same sutras and religious commen-



taries as did the other sects, and performed rites for similar
occasions according to comparable ritual calendars. Conversely,
Buddhists of other affiliations carried out meditative practices
and other forms of religious introspection similar to those of
Chan Buddhists.

Even the layouts of their monasteries followed the same
organizational principles, due to the similarities in their rela-
tionships with the state. The Song dynasty witnessed the emer-
gence of a system of public monastic registration (C: shifang,
or “ten directions™) in which the state controlled abbacy
appointments and the sectarian designations of many of the
largest Buddhist monastic compounds.* The overwhelming
majority of monasteries during this period were so registered.
Participation in this system provided Buddhist establishments
with the prestige of an imperially bestowed name plaque as
well as, possibly, grants of land and money and protection in
times of persecution.® The government, for its part, was able
through this system to regulate the Buddhist church more
effectively, while mobilizing its supernatural assistance on
behalf of the state and emperor. Such compounds could infra-
structurally support a wide variety of religious activities and
often, over the course of their existences, accommodated sev-
eral denominations sequentially or even simultaneously. The
built environments and daily practices of Chan Buddhists dur-
ing the Song period did little in and of themselves to project a
strong sense of sectarian identity to the outside world.

Within this general homogeneity of monastic Buddhism
during the Song, modes of rhetorical self-conception, such as
the ideology of the special transmission, as well as the social
practices that accompanied its dissemination, played a signifi-
cant role in generating a widely shared sense of distinction
and particularity for Chan. Aithough assertions regarding the
primacy of one's own lineage were not unusual among
Buddhist communities, Chan adherents made their dharma
lineage the central focus of almost all of the sociocultural
activity in which they engaged. To fully appreciate such a dis-
position requires, as historians of religion such as John McRae
have shown, an “analysis of Chinese Chan religious practice
as fundamentally genealogical.”® Individually this practice
included the authorship and delivery of lectures, homilies,
eulogies, gatha verses, “dharma words,” and kdan commentary,
the writing of calligraphies, and one-on-one training sessions
with disciples and lay patrons. Communally it encompassed
the publication and circulation of texts such as kdan antholo-
gies, the “recorded sayings” (C: yulu, J: goroku) of venerable
masters, and “lamp histories” that documented the past mem-
bers of the special transmission. This religious and literary
production was saturated with a keen awareness of the singu-
larity of Chan/Zen pedigree. Through word and image, those
who partook of this pedigree articulated and elaborated upon
a complex mythistorical genealogy that would have lasting
implications for Chan/Zen practice and influence.

As McRae demonstrates, the Chan transmission scheme
as it achieved mature expression in the Song period consisted
of two parts.” The first section begins with the historical
Buddha Sakyamuni (later amplified into the “Seven Buddhas
of the Past") and continues through the twenty-eight Indian

patriarchs—the last of whom, Bodhidharma, became the first
Chinese patriarch—and five further Chinese patriarchs.
Transmission in this initial section is conceived of as “straight-
line succession,” a form of spiritual primogeniture in which
only a single patriarch in each generation embodies the
dharma and passes it on to one chosen individual in the next.
During the eleventh century Chan Buddhists developed an
origin myth that served to set the entire monosuccessional
sequence in motion. Known as “Mahakasyapa’s Smile,” this
episode was redacted into one of the Buddha's legendary
sermons on Vulture Peak.® According to this episode, when
the Buddha held up a flower to the assembly, everyone in the
samgha, or monastic community, remained silent, but the
disciple Mahakasyapa broke into a (knowing) smile. Upon
observing this, the Buddha declared Mahakasyapa the recipi-
ent of a “separate transmission outside the teaching,” the first
such transmission within the Chan/Zen tradition. As the origi-
nation of dharma transmission, “Mahakasyapa’s Smile" occu-
pied a privileged place within the Chan/Zen imaginary, and
was frequently made the subject of kdan, verses, lectures, and
paintings (Fig. 5.1).° So potent was the rhetorical charge of
this new detail of the Buddha's life—nothing less than the pri-
mal scene of Chan/Zen's lineal origins—that it was explicitly
refuted on numerous occasions by authors of the rival Tiantai
school, and even aroused skepticism among Chan/Zen's own
exegetes.’® As opposed to the unilinearity of the first section
of the Chan/Zen lineage scheme, its second part branched
out after the sixth Chinese patriarch into an extensive group of
sublineages, each with equal purchase on the Buddha's
teachings. The advantages of such a structure were obvious,
as it encompassed the numerous dharma lineages that
aligned themselves with the separate transmission during the
Song petiod, and had the potential to accommodate a poten-
tially infinite number of new lines of transmission as well.

Thus conceived, the special transmission was docu-
mented and given tangible form in so-called lamp histories, a
genre of Chan literary production new to the tenth century.
Lamp histories comprised biographies of members of the
Chan dharma lineage and its many branches, and were offered
to the imperial throne roughly once every generation from
about 1000 CE onward. The apparent prototype to the genre,
Anthology of the Patriarchal Hall (Zutang Ji), was submitted in
952 to the court of the southeastern regime of Min, just before
reunification by Zhao Kuangyin, founder of the Song dynasty
in 960." Anthology of the Patriarchal Hall included not only
basic patriarchal biographies (or hagiographies), but also hun-
dreds of early “encounter dialogues,” which would be mined
and interpreted by later generations of adherents. It also
stands as the earliest source of the miraculous tales and leg-
endary episodes adhering to many members of the special
transmission. In its scale, composition, and legitimizing func-
tion, the Anthology served as a prototype for what would
eventually become the most influential lamp history in the Chan/
Zen tradition, The Jingde-Era Record of the Transmission of
the Lamp (Jingde Chuandeng Lu), which was completed in
1004 and included biographies of over 1700 members of the
special transmission, compiled in some thirty fascicles.” The
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Jingde-Era Record was offered to the Song imperial throne
and promptly included in the Tripitaka, or official Buddhist
scriptural canon. Chan compilers would continue to offer lamp
histories to the throne throughout the Song period, with new
texts completed in the years 1036, 1101, 1183, 1204, and
1252, each updating the Chan/Zen dharma genealogy to its
own time.™ Members of the special transmission gained addi-
tional validation and an expanded public profile by inclusion in
the lamp histories, to be sure, but these official genealogies
also served a more practical purpose—one related to abbacy
appointments. In the public monastery system, an abbot's
term was limited, and his replacement had to derive from a
different dharma lineage, thus ensuring that a monastic admin-
istration could not be continuously monopolized by a single
dharma fraternity. In consequence, abbots circulated fre-
quently, and with each opening certain complex bureaucratic
protocols were enacted in the appointment of a new monas-
tic head. The lamp histories appear to have played an impor-
tant role in authenticating a given candidate and specifying
the branch with which he was affiliated in the Chan/Zen
dharma community.

Texts such as the Jingde-Era Record effectively circulated
the ideology of the special transmission throughout the
national networks of meaning that were being newly formed as
a result of the Song unification and the emergence of an
expansive print culture.™ Several other types of printed texts
served a similar function, albeit with a different emphasis. One
such genre specific to Chan literature was the kdan compilation,
in which snippets of “encounter dialogues” between monks
from the newly canonized classical age of Chan were gathered
together, accompanied by an ever-growing body of commen-
tary.™ The Song period also witnessed the emergence of
texts known as “recorded sayings,” in which the biographies,
lectures, homilies, encomiums, dedicatory sermons, funerary
orations, verses, and painting inscriptions of Chan masters
were gathered together and published for wider circulation
by disciples.™ As the inclusion of painting inscriptions in the
recorded sayings literature suggests, the emergence of
Chan/Zen figure painting can be understood as part of a
larger phenomenon in which the special transmission began to
be communally imagined through both word and image.

Figure painting in Chan communities can be understood
as a visual component of the enormous volume of commentar-
ial literature on the Chan patriarchal past that proliferated
during the Song period. This explosion of interpretive gloss
stemmed directly from Chan monks being under continual
mandate to publicly demonstrate their dharma transmission,
upon which their assumption of spiritual authority and other
entitlements were based. Despite its theoretically ineffable
nature, insight deriving from the special transmission had to be
continuously and performatively expressed, and one way to do
so was through commentary on the inscrutable behavior and
speech of earlier patriarchs. Painting, in this regard, served as
a highly effective ground for the inscription of such metacom-
mentary, intended to reveal the imprint of authentic dharma
transmission on its authors. Although the inscriptions of Chan
monks were frequently included in their recorded sayings,
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thereby providing multiple avenues of circulation for any given
verse, that verse’s presence on a picture scroll gave it a mate-
riality and context absent from most other media. Painting
inscriptions were thus one type of the repeated demonstra-
tions of awakened behavior that were expected, or indeed
required, of the fully enlightened Chan/Zen master.

These same inscriptions appeared to personalize pictorial
representations of awakened Chan beings for specific individ-
uals. Whereas some figure paintings—especially those exe-
cuted on silk in mineral pigments—could serve as icons in
ritual settings (Cats. 26—28), and self-inscribed portraits of
monks were used primarily in mortuary rites (Cats. 29, 30), the
vast majority of figure paintings that survive into the present
were originally pictorial objects gifted by prominent monks to
as yet unidentified associates. Only infrequently was the name
of a recipient included in a recorded sayings compilation, and
only rarely was it mentioned in a pictorial inscription itself.
Nevertheless, there is reason to assume that the initial audi-
ences of such works were primarily of the scholar-official
class. As many scholars have noted, sustained Chan cultiva-
tion of literati sympathies had created a strong symbiosis
between monks and scholar-officials from the early Song
period onward."” This was fully evident by the mid-eleventh
century, as witnessed by the ardent devotion to Chan of the
celebrated poet and scholar Su Shi (1037-1101) and mem-
bers of his circle.®® Close interaction with such literary figures
encouraged Chan monks to pursue the cultural forms most
favored among scholar-officials of the period, namely, the
“three excellences” of poetry, calligraphy, and painting. These
were exchanged with literati patrons and followers in ways
that differed little from the protocols of gifting and obligation
governing mainstream Chinese gentlemanly culture.’ Morton
Schlitter observes that “the real audience for Song-dynasty
Chan literature was the educated elite, many of whose mem-
bers enjoyed reading Chan works for entertainment and edifi-
cation.” “In the Song,” he continues, “the success of a Chan
master was, to a large degree, dependent on his ability and
willingness to participate in literati culture."?® A Chan abbot
owed his institutional prominence in large part to the degree
to which he could fashion his enlightenment into literary
and artistic expression. Prominent monk-poets such as Juefan
Huihong (1071-1128) began to appear and to publish their
own verse collections, much as literati did.?! Monk-painters
such as Huaguang Zhongren (ca. 1051-1123) developed new
genres of monochrome ink painting—in his case momei, or ink
plum—which appealed strongly to literati tastes and would
eventually constitute one of the most orthodox subjects of the
literati painting repertoire.?? Figure paintings can be under-
stood as one more type of pictorial artifact that proliferated
within this economy of lay-monastic exchange. Like other such
artifacts, they served to mediate relations between important
members of Chan communities and the elite lay followers who
were so crucial to their ongoing institutional success. By pos-
sessing these pictorial objects, lay patrons were able to par-
take of the charisma, both past and present, of the special
transmission, and even implicitly to become a part of the
transmission themselves—certainly not in any official or reli-



gious sense, but as lay bystanders to the dharma community
whose sense of identity derived from it.

Scholar-official viewership provides an important frame-
work for understanding why the various traditions of Chan/Zen
figure painting look the way they do. In general, their amateur-
ish expression—conveyed through the use of monochrome ink
on paper, simple compositions, abbreviated brushwork, the
avoidance of any decorative gestures and details, and interde-
pendence with their textual enclosures—was closely aligned
with the aesthetic principles developed by leading scholar-
official theoreticians from Su Shi's era onward. The poetic
effects that began to be transposed into ink paintings at this
time in scholar-official circles also conditioned the basic
modes of pictorial representation that characterized Chan/Zen
ink painting in later centuries. Indeed, several Chan monks
studied painting with the scholar-official Li Gonglin (1049—
1108), whose figural styles had a profound influence on Chan
figure painting during the Southern Song period (1127-
1279).28 Li's figural styles would eventually be varied and
elaborated into the wide array of compositional templates,
modes of linearity, and rich spectrum of tonal effects that
characterize the Chan/Zen figural tradition. Even as this tradi-
tion was professionalized over time, moreover, it continued to
foreground habits of depiction that enabled the rhetoric of
spontaneity and naturalness of expression in which Chinese

scholar-officials were invested.

The Zen Pantheon

A limited group of figure-painting subjects appears to have been
established as inscriptive spaces for Chan masters during the
early to mid-twelfth century, as observed in the recorded say-
ings of Dahui Zonggao (1089—-1163) and Hongzhi Zhengjue
(1091-1157).2* It is no coincidence that this practice would
be developed by Dahui and Hongzhi, as these two religious
masters significantly expanded the reach of Chan congrega-
tions in the early decades of the Southern Song dynasty. Both
emphasized the cultivation of lay followers of both genders
and many different social backgrounds, and both played lead-
ing roles in defining the nature of Chan meditative practices
for the remainder of the school’s history. Both also strategi-
cally employed the distribution of their self-inscribed portraits
to raise funds, build networks, and disseminate their own
charisma among ever-growing numbers of new constituents.?5
The manner in which monks such as Dahui and Hongzhi
utilized pictorial objects to facilitate their social practice was
greatly expanded by succeeding generations of religious
leaders, and by the mid-thirteenth century a wide-ranging
menu of figural subjects was graced with the brush traces of
Chan masters. Judging by the recorded sayings of prominent
abbots such as Wuzhun Shifan (1177-1249), Xutang Zhiyu
(1185-1269), Yanxi Guangwen (1189—1263), Xisou Shaotan
(act. mid to late 13th ¢.), and others, by this period monks
were adding “verse-eulogies” (C: zan, J: san) to a vast array of
subjects, everything from the historical Buddha Sakyamuni to
the bodhisattva Avalokitesvara (C: Guanyin, J: Kannon); from

the growling Chan patriarch Linji (J: Rinzai) to the laughing
Budai (J: Hotei); from the first Chan patriarch Bodhidharma
miraculously crossing the Yangzi River on a single reed stem
to the Sixth Patriarch Huineng achieving awakening upon
hearing a recitation of the Diamond Sutra; from Layman Pang's
daughter selling baskets to support her parents to imaginary
encounters between Chan patriarchs and prominent
Confucian scholars of the classical past.

The subject matter of paintings that a monk might be
asked to inscribe was taxonomized in the recorded sayings
literature hierarchically, under a section titled “Eulogies for
Buddhas and Patriarchs” (C: fozu zan, J: busso san). This
section, as distinct from the “Self Eulogies” (C: zizan, J: jisan)
or “True Eulogies” (C: zhenzan, J: shinsan) sections recording
inscriptions on portraits, typically commences with a listing of
subjects related to Sakyamuni, followed by Buddhas and bod-
hisattvas of the Mahayana pantheon, luohan, “uncommitted
saints” or avatars, and finally the historical patriarchs, repre-
sented either in iconic portraits or in narrative episodes. Many
dozens of Song- and Yuan-period (1279—-1368) Chinese
works depicting such themes have been carefully preserved in
Japan, reflecting a cross-section of the cultural production of
the masters, monastic environments, and dharma lineages
with which Japanese pilgrim-monks came into contact in the
southern Jiangnan region.?® These works are assumed to have
been created by monk-painters in the circles of prominent
abbots; the names of several (Zhirong [1114—1193] and Hu
Zhifu) have been recorded, and several works of Zhiweng
(act. early 13th c.) have survived, but otherwise little is known
about those Chinese monk-painters, and the anonymity of
most figure paintings suggests that their makers were not of
high ecclesiastical rank.2” The mid-thirteenth century also wit-
nessed the emergence of monk-painters such as Mugi (Cat. 18),
who appear to have worked in a semiprofessional capacity, a
trend that would continue into the fourteenth century.?®

The figural subjects depicted by these monk-painters
closely reflect Chan’s institutional dominance of—and yet
rhetorically oblique relationship to—the Chinese Buddhist
church. Although familiar deities such as Sakyamuni were
taken up for pictorialization, they were unmoored from custom-
ary iconic settings such as his seat underneath the bodhi tree
(the site of the historical Buddha's awakening) and situated in
traditionally less recognized moments in the Buddha’s life,
such as his haggard descent from the mountaintop on which
he had practiced austerities for six years (Cats. 1-3). Other
subjects clearly reflect the mutualism of Chan and scholar-
official interests, such as the White-Robed Guanyin (Cats.
39-43), a subject that depicts the bodhisattva Avalokitegvara
in his mythical island-abode of Mt. Potalaka (C: Putuoluoshan,
J: Fudarakusan). This iconography has a complex history and
its origins are overdetermined, but suffice it to say here that it
appealed to scholars as a sacred embodiment of the reclusive
ideal so celebrated in elite officialdom.?® Another genre
reflective of Chan interaction with the lettered bureaucracy
was the “Chan encounter painting” (C: chanhui tu, J: zen'e
zu) (Cats. 24, 25).3° In works of this category, an eminent
Chan patriarch was depicted in debate—typically amidst an
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abbreviated outdoor setting—with a prominent Confucian
official or lay follower. The most popular imaginary encounters
paired the monk Yaoshan (751-834) with the Confucian offi-
cial Li Ao; the renowned Tang master Mazu Daoyi (709-788)
with Layman Pang; and the monk Huangbo (d. ca. 850) with
his lay supporter Peixiu. The mis-en-scéne of such pairings, in
which the monk was always the dominant figure, was clearly
intended to assert the superiority of the Chan tradition over its
historical critics, many of whom were either associated with or
contemporaries of the scholar-official Han Yu; Han Yu famously
polemicized against Buddhism and served as a partisan model
for Song-period literati such as Zhu Xi. Chan encounter paint-
ings also served as models for contemporary laymen associ-
ates, who were provided with pictorial precedents for their
own associations with Chan people and institutions. In this
regard, one of the most influential models was Layman Pang,
who was so popular as a painting subject in Zen circles that
images of his wife, son, and most notably his pious daughter
(Cat. 47) became common subjects in their own right.'
Another characteristic of the Chan/Zen figural pantheon is
that many of its members do not actually originate from within
the Chan school itself. The immigrant status of many themes
reproduced in Chan/Zen environments has been continuously
misrecognized. Many subjects in their initial incarnations had
little or nothing to do with its dharma genealogy and accom-
panying lore. ManjusrT in a Braided Robe (Cats. 32, 33), for
example, is closely associated with Mt. Wutai, a sacred reli-
gious site in Shanxi Province in northern China. Mt. Wutai was
believed to be the dwelling place of the bodhisattva Ma#ijusr,
and accordingly was a thriving monastic center as well as a
popular pilgrimage site. In the painting subject associated with
it, MafijusrT appears not as a bejewelled bodhisattva but as a
long-haired boy wearing a braided robe, holding a sutra in his
right hand. This particular aspect of the bodhisattva records a
vision experienced by the scholar-official L Huiging during
the Yuanfeng era (1078—1085), which was canonized in pop-
ular Buddhist lore and eventually attracted considerable inter-
est among Chan/Zen monks.3? Similarly, the Fish-Basket
Avalokite$vara (C: Yulan Guanyin) (Cats. 45, 46) reflects a
popular character in Buddhist folklore as opposed to a deity or
patriarch intrinsic to the special transmission. Beginning in the
twelfth century, accounts relate the story of a poor but beauti-
ful young woman who appeared in Jinshatan (Golden Sand
Bay) carrying a basket full of fish. She offered herself in
marriage to anyone who could memorize the Lotus Sutra, but
disappeared after no one proved capable of meeting her
challenge; later she was discovered to be an incarnation of
Guanyin.®® The legend was especially popular in coastal
areas, and soon found its way into the pictorial menus of Chan
and Zen monastic environments. Neither Mafjusriin a Braided
Robe nor Fish-Basket Avalokitesvara are, strictly speaking,
Chan/Zen patriarchs: nevertheless, Chan/Zen monks assumed
the authority to comment and versify upon their visual repre-
sentations. Furthermore, their inscriptions often playfully
alluded to the illusory or disguised nature of these deities’
appearances and voiced a “Channish” interpretation of the
deities and the specific episodes evoked in the paintings.
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Many of the most eccentric members of the Chan pan-
theon, however, appear to have been originally akin to folk
deities, objects of local legend or cult worship who were never
officially appropriated into the Chan patriarchal line but never-
theless were associated with the awakened qualities of the
special transmission through their inclusion in the lamp histo-
ries. These figures include such popular painting subjects as
the paired eccentrics Hanshan and Shide (J: Kanzan and
Jittoku) (Cats. 15—17) or the portly vagabond Budai (Cats.
9-14), and constitute perhaps the most misunderstood sector
of the Chan/Zen figural canon.3* Because they were pictorial-
ized over and over in Chan/Zen circles, with even a separate
section for their inscriptions in the recorded sayings of reli-
gious masters, these “uncommitted saints” (C: sansheng, J:
sanser) are often assumed to have been Chan practitioners.3
Yet what little is known about their circumstances suggests
otherwise.

Hanshan, for example, appears to have been a poet of the
early Tang dynasty, but his dates of activity are still debated.
What little is known about this shadowy figure, including his
name, is derived from a collection known as The Poetry of
Hanshan (C: Hanshan Shi) and from a later pseudo-biography
that was anonymously compiled to create an authorial profile
to accompany the poetry. Some commentators do not even
view Hanshan as a single poet, and regard his companion
Shide (“gleanings” or “foundling”) as an invented figure to
whom several of the poems in the anthology were attributed.3®
For reasons unknown, Hanshan was closely linked to Mt.
Tiantai in Zhejiang Province, a traditional center for the Tiantai
school; perhaps he eventually became conflated with a deity
associated with the site itself. Whatever the case may be, his
association with Chan began sometime after Chan institutions
appropriated the religious center during the ninth century, and
was clinched after his inclusion in the Jingde-Era Record of
the Transmission of the Lamp.®"

In similar fashion, Budai is associated in biographical
entries with the Chan monastery Yuelinsi, but his priestly iden-
tity and affiliations are secondary to his profile as a mythical
mendicant—a corpulent, half-clothed vagabond carrying a
large burlap sack (the meaning of his name), who wandered
through villages playing with children and laughing nonsensi-
cally and, most importantly, was understood to be an incarna-
tion of the Future Buddha Maitreya.3® These characteristics
suggest that Budai too was originally an entity resembling a
local folk deity, who was then elevated into the Chan sphere in
part through his link to Mt. Tiantai. This trajectory suggests
that Budai and the other “wandering saints” of the Chan/Zen
figural pantheon were local cult figures whose charisma was
appropriated by Chan and assimilated in its ongoing institu-
tional expansion. Although the development of a hegemonic
iconography by an expanding organized religion is a phenom-
enon that Chan/Zen shares with many other religious traditions,
in this instance Bernard Faure has conceptualized Chan's
embrace of the above-mentioned “wandering saints” in terms
of the paradigm of the “trickster.” "One strategy in Chan for
domesticating the occult,” writes Faure, “was to transform
thaumaturges into tricksters by playing down their occult
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powers and stressing their this-worldly aspect. Typical of this
new ideal of Chan are characters such as Hanshan and Shide,
Budai, and Puhua. Thus for several centuries, Chan chose the
trickster over the thaumaturge (although there was always
much overlap between the two figures), the this-worldly
mediator over the other-worldly mediator.”3®

The Chan/Zen pantheon, then, was filled with imposters,
or figures whose original non-Zen character was never
acknowledged as they were pressed into the service of the
school. Numerous members of the special transmission, as
listed in the lamp histories, appear to have followed this trajec-
tory. The monk Xianzi, for example, otherwise known as “Prawn
Catcher” or “Shrimp Eater” (Cats. 18—20), is described in the
Jingde-Era Record as a follower of the Chan master
Dongshan Liangjie (807—-869), who by day caught shrimp
and prawns to eat and by night slept under the paper money
donated to the monastery Baimasi in Luoyang. Despite the
prohibition against the Buddhist clergy eating living creatures,
Xianzi is said to have achieved awakening while catching a
prawn.*® Even if it were meaningful to do so, no information is
available to either corroborate or challenge the cursory
narration in the Jingde-Era Record; what is important here
is that the profile found therein bears the traces of a Chan
adaptation of some idiomatic lore, perhaps an urban legend
surrounding an outcast associated with Baimasi. As Faure
states, “The powers and popularity of such personages made
them essential, if unpredictable, allies.”*! Some of those
annexed into the Chan canon never completely lost their
identities as divinities of a different order. Budai, for example,
always retained his status as an auspicious folk deity as well
as a Chan exemplar, maintaining dual citizenship in the worlds
of the Chan monastery and the village street.*?> And his national
recognition was not always framed within an exclusively
Chan context, as indicated by his inclusion in the Biographies
of Eminent Monks Compiled during the Song (C: Song
Gaoseng Zhuan).*3

Even the affiliations of orthodox members of the special
transmission are less stable than might seem the case at first
glance. Bodhidharma, as scholars of Chan history have made
clear, was more an accretion of texts and legends than an
actual historical figure, and served as the “virtual focus” of a
centuries-long hagiographical process that witnessed the
folding of ever more fantastic episodes into his biography.*4
One of the latest of these to emerge was his miraculous cross-
ing of the Yangzi River on a thin reed after his failed encounter
with Emperor Wu of the Liang dynasty (Cats. 5, 6). This won-
drous traversal appears to have emerged as a component of
the Bodhidharma legend during the twelfth century, and
applies a trope familiar to the Chinese conceptualization of the
miraculous powers of enlightened sagehood.*® Many Chinese
paintings of this period, for example, depict /uohan similarly
crossing the waters without a vessel (Fig. 5.2). The reed
episode, then, is paradigmatic of the way in which non-Chan
pictorial and narrative tropes could be enlisted to dramatize
the numinous aura of the Chan patriarchal line.

Another subject that illustrates this point is Sakyamuni
Descending the Mountain, which appears to have had no

FIGURE 5.2

Luohan Crossing the River.
Zhou Jichang (act. second half
of 12th ¢.). Chinese, Southern
Song dynasty, ca. 1178-1188.
Hanging scroll, ink and colors on
silk; 111.5 x 53.1 cm.

MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS, BOSTON,
DENMAN WALDO ROSS COLLEC-
TION, 06.291
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S‘ékyamuni Descending the

Mountain, Liang Kai (act, first
half of 13th c.). Chinese,
Southern Sorg dynasty, early
13th c. Harging scrofi, ink and
colors on silk; 119 x 52 cm.
TOKYO NATIONAL MUSEUM
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direct textual basis. Sakyamuni's life and its various individua!
cpisodes have been a part of the Buddhist icenographic
tradition from its inception. Among the episodes of the
Buddha's life described in sutras, the moment of his passage
into Nirvana, and his practicing of austerities in the mountains -
for six years, were frequently taken up for depiction in estab-
fished Buddhist iconography. Perhaps the most popular

event for depiction was his meditation under the bodhi tree,
where, despite attempts by the demon Mara to distract him,
Sakyamuni attained complete and perfect enlightenment at
the sight of the morning star. This climactic moment was often
chosen for representation of the Buddha as a ritual icon.
Among Chan Buddhist circles in Song-periocd China, however,
a picterial subject emerged thai focused on the moment
between the Buddha's austerities and his enlightenment at
Bodh Gaya, a moment that was commonly referred to as
Descent from the Mountain (C: Chushan, J: Shussan).
Although Sakyamuni’s reentry into the non-ascetic world is
implied in textual accounts, the specific moment at which he
left the scene of his mountain austerities is never explicitly
mentioned either in Mahayana scripture or in bicgraphies of
the Buddha found in the flame histories. instead, the imagining
of Sakyamuni’s Descent was carried out within the Chan
sphere, and primarily in pictorial terms. Representations of this
moment tended to depict a haggard, withered monk descend-
ing a rugged mountain path, seemingly tranced, world-weary,
resigned to his non-enlightenment, and deeply introspective,
yet somehow moving forward (Fig. 5.3).

As Helmut Brinker has written, Sékyamunfs Descent
reflects the developing conception of the Buddha as an ideal
Chan monk, one whose grueling descent was viewed as an
example of inapprehensible but awakened behavior typical of
many other legendary transmitters of the flame.*® The Buddha's
life was viewed increasingly as a sequence of inscrutable acts,
whose irue interpreiation was available only to the enlight-
ened.*” The Buddha's own enlightenment, in turn, came tc be
understood less as an ultimate realization (S: bodhr) than as a
series of momentous instants of transcendent insight (C: wy,
J: satori}, in keeping with a conception of awakening common
to Chan communities.*® Sakyamuni's Descent thus provided
a Chan awakening narrative for Sakyamuni himself—a satori
experience that could be weven into the life of the Buddha
only by fundamentaily changing the standard account of the
Buddha's single complete epiphany beneath the bodhi tree.
As a painting subject, Buddha's descent became a pictorial
emblem of the Buddha's enlightenment as localized, mutually
contingent, and cumulative safori.

This process of dislocation and reinscription, however,
could only be realized through a juxtaposition of word and
image. Paintings of Sakyamuni’s Descent unsettled the classical
narrative of the patriarch’s awakening by visualizing in power-
ful and evecative ways a newly staged interstitial episode, cne
that provided a perfectly ambigucus ground for the inscription
of Chan rhetoric. Their liminal settings and sense of in-
betweenness, underscored by Sékyamuni's ambiguous pos-

ture, posed something of a pictorial query to which Chan



FIGURE 5.4

The Priest Dongshan Fording a
Stream. Attributed to Ma Yuan
(act. first half of 13th c.).
Chinese, Southern Song
dynasty, early 13th c. Hanging
scroll, ink and colors on silk;

81 x 33.1 cm,

TOKYO NATIONAL MUSEUM

masters could offer exemplary responses. Indeed, it is often
unclear in these works whether Sékyamuni is standing still or
moving forward. A cosmic breeze wafting his robe forward
implies motion, but is contradicted by the hunched pose, heavy
stance, and inward stare, resulting in something like a pictorial
caesura. This effect is possible because the visual conceit of
the figure in transit (Fig. 5.4)—with which the Chan figural tra-
dition is replete—lends itself well to the inscription of unex-
pected epiphanic moments, insights that arrive as the figure is
immersed in some other activity. Although the ideology of the
special transmission may have been the mechanism by which
the Chan figural domain was populated, the specific ways of
depicting its most revelatory moments had everything to do
with preexisting compositional templates and pictorial ideas.
The scenography of Chan was very much an outgrowth of the
visual culture of the Song period.

From Chan to Zen

As Zen established itself in Japan during the thirteenth and
fourteenth century, the dynamics that characterized the affilia-
tions between Chan monks and scholar-officials in China
were transposed to a new setting, and provided the basic
templates for new relationships with military and aristocratic
patrons. These religious master—lay disciple relationships
were similarly mediated by paintings.*® A prime example of
such mediation in the early heyday of Japanese Zen survives
in Red-Robed Bodhidharma (Fig. 5.5), a work dating to the
1260s and now preserved at the temple Kogakuji in
Yamanashi Prefecture.>° This scroll, one of the earliest and
most significant works of Zen figural subject matter to survive
in Japan, depicts the first patriarch of China dressed and
hooded in a red robe, seated cross-legged on a flat rock
against a blank background. The implied setting of the paint-
ing is a mountain cave in the vicinity of the monastery
Shaolinsi on Mt. Song in Henan Province, where Bodhidharma
is said to have meditated facing a wall for nine years after a
frustrating encounter with Emperor Wu of the Liang dynasty in
southern China. The inscription is by Langi Daolong (J: Rankei
Darya; 1213-1278), a Chinese monk who came to Japan in
1246 and became the founding abbot of Kenchgji in

Kamakura. It reads as follows:

The youngest son of King Xiangzhi,
the faithful follower of Prajnatara’s lineage.
Seeing through the heretical views of the Six Sects in India
He came to China and his teaching flowered into a beautiful
five-petaled blossom, whose fragrance has now reached Japan.
Auspicious signs are as endless as the Ganges.
Shaolin Monastery—the sprouting of the miraculous bud
has not been hindered.
Now it has rooted in the presence of a noble figure
and is growing into an extraordinary flower.
Respectfully inscribed for Layman Ronen by Langi Daolong,
Abbot of Kenchaji®!
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FIGURE 5.5
Red-Robed Bodhidharma.
Painter unknown. Inscribed by
Langi Daolong (1213-1278).
Japanese, Kamakura period,
1260s. Hanging scroll, ink and
colors on silk; 108.2 x 50.6 cm.
KOGAKUJI, YAMANASHI

PREFECTURE
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FIGURE 5.6

Portrait of the Poet Hitomaro.
Aitributed to Takuma Eiga (act.
14th c.). Inscribed by Shokai
Reiken (1315-13986). Japanese,
Muromachi period, 1395.

Hanging scroll, ink and colors
on silk; 85.1 x 41.8 cm.
TOKIWAYAMA BUNKO
FOUNDATION, KAMAKURA




In keeping with many of the inscriptions of Chinese monks for
Japanese patrons during this era, Langi's verse is unambigu-
ously intended to affiliate its recipient, this “noble figure” (J:
komon), with the Zen dharma lineage. In this case the inscrip-
tion and painting appear to have been produced for the young
Kamakura regent Hojo Tokimune (1251-1284) sometime dur-
ing the mid- to late 1260s, soon after Lanqi was reappointed
abbot of Kenchgji.5? Red-Robed Bodhidharma seems to
sanction the incorporation into the dharma lineage of the
young Tokimune, only a teenager at the time the painting was
made. It manifests an early example of how the ideology of the
special transmission functioned in recruiting belief and patron-
age in ever newer environments throughout East Asia.

The inscriptive practices of émigré Chinese monks such
as Lanqi inaugurated a radically new role for painting in the
Japanese archipelago from the mid-thirteenth century onward.
From 1246, when Langi came to Kamakura, until the middle of
the fourteenth century, at least twenty-eight monks are known
to have journeyed to Japan and to have established Zen
Buddhism as an interregional religious macroculture encom-
passing several different polities in East Asia.5® In addition,
hundreds of Japanese monks traveled to China to study under
a handful of charismatic Zen masters in the Jiangnan region;
upon their return they brought current continental religious
practices with them, including those related to the conferral of
inscriptions.®* Their practice of gifting paintings and calligra-
phies as a form of socioreligious interaction established the
importance and appeal of these cultural forms among ever
growing constituencies, while closely associating the arts of
the brush with Zen teachings, literature, and the aura of the
special transmission. Foreign monks and the communities that
formed around them became centrifuges for the diffusion of
entirely new painting subjects and modes of pictorial repre-
sentation, first and foremost ink painting. In this regard, the
history of early Japanese ink painting is most effectively under-
stood as a by-product of the newly imported inscriptive prac-
tices of Chinese émigré masters and their circles of monks.

Among the most celebrated of the émigré monks was
Yishan Yining (J: Issan Ichinei; 1247-1317), who originally
came to Japan in 1299 as the head envoy of the Yuan govern-
ment.3% Before passing away he trained numerous Japanese
disciples and promoted many religious and cultural practices
that were new to Japan. Yishan was especially famed for his
literary and calligraphic abilities, and promoted sinophilic
activity among the communities he oversaw in Japan. When
serving as abbot of Kenchgji, for example, Yishan is said to
have required monks to pass a text in Chinese gatha versifica-
tion before being accepted into the monastery.5¢ Yishan
inscribed a great number of paintings and calligraphies during
his eighteen years in Japan (1299-1317). At least fifteen
paintings bearing his inscriptions survive, by far the largest
number for any single monk of this era, and many more are
known from later copies and from Yishan's own recorded say-
ings. Several of these works bear painter's seals with names
such as Kakkei, Kikkei, and Shikan, indicating that the monk
had ties—and may even have surrounded himself as a part of
his inner circle—with both amateur monk-painters and

Buddhist professional painters. The range of subjects repre-
sented by this group is revealing of Yishan's role in establish-
ing pictorial commentary as an accepted, if at the time still
infrequent, mode of religious engagement. Some of these
subjects are unsurprising, given what is known of the activities
of Chan monks of the time, such as Chan/Zen portraiture,
White-Robed Kannon (Cats. 41-43), Hanshan, and
Bodhidharma Crossing the Yangzi on a Reed (Cats. 5, 6).57
Other surviving works inscribed by Yishan, however, including
an Esoteric Buddhist icon and the portrait of a monk of the
Ritsu school, bear little or no relationship with the contempo-
rary inscriptive practices of Chan monks, and reflect the
unigueness of Yishan's circumstances in his new Japanese
environments.?® The following generations would witness

the continued influx of new painting practices and subjects
under the influence of continental masters such as Qingzhuo
Zhengcheng (J: Seisetsu Shocho; 1274—-1339; arrived in
Japan 1326), as well as the emergence of Japanese monk-
painters specializing in figural works, such as Kad (Cat. 19)
and Mokuan Reien (Cats. 12, 13, 16).5°

The Expanding Cast

As Yishan's career demonstrates, Chinese inscriptive prac-
tices underwent idiomatic adjustments in the new social and
monastic environments of Japan. This phenomenon mani-
fested itself most visibly in the make-up of the Chan/Zen fig-
ural pantheon. Over the course of the fourteenth century
Japanese poets also became the object of pictorial encomiums
by Zen monks, and by extension honorary members of the
special transmission. A prominent example is Kakinomoto no
Hitomaro (d. 710%?), one of Japan's most famous early poets.
Long the focus of admiration in court circles, Hitomaro eventu-
ally became the subject of commemorative poetic gatherings
focused on his painted likeness displayed in front of a ritual
altar.®° Given the popularity of poetic composition—both
traditional Japanese waka poetry and Chinese-style verse—in
Zen circles from the fourteenth century onward, it is not sur-
prising that Hitomaro portraits eventually began to emerge in
Zen circles as well. There was ample precedent on the conti-
nent for the Chan production of poet-portraits; not only were
poets such as Du Fu and Su Shi extolled in Chan circles, as in
literati culture at large, but Su’s aesthetics figured largely in
conditioning the approach of Chan monks to both painting
and versification. In medieval Japan painting subjects related
to Su Shi were easily among the most popular (Cat. 34).5'
Already in the thirteenth century the émigré monk Wuxue
Zuyuan (J: Mugaku Sogen), while serving as abbot at Kenchgji
in Kamakura, had accommodated local preferences by inscrib-
ing a portrait of Bai Juyi (742-846), a poet of mixed estima-
tion on the continent but highly esteemed in Japanese court
circles.®? Such works served as precedents for Portrait of the
Poet Hitomaro (Fig. 5.6), a work inscribed by the monk Shékai
Reiken (1315-1396) in 1395, and the earliest dated example
of its subject to survive in Japan.®3 This work, too, was
probably used for a Hitomaro commemorative ritual. In his
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inscription Shokai calls the poet “the First Patriarch of the
thirty-one syllables,” referring to Japanese waka, a poetic form
of thirty-one syllables in lines of 5-7-5-7-7. The term “First
Patriarch” likens Hitomaro to Bodhidharma, thus welcoming
him into the special transmission as a patriarch by proxy.

Yet the most important addition to the Zen figural canon
as it established itself in Japan was the indigenous kami deity
known as Tenjin. A legend emerged during the early fourteenth
century that Tenjin had travelled to China and achieved
awakening under the renowned Chan prelate Wuzhun Shifan.
Tenjin Visiting China became vastly popular as a painting
subject soon thereafter, with many dozens of surviving
examples (Cats. 35, 36). The manner in which it embodied
both local and interregional religious prerogatives, as well as
its complex amalgamation of disparate iconographic regimes,
makes it nothing less than the signature subject of medieval
Japanese Zen.

Tenjin was the deified spirit of the courtier Sugawara no
Michizane (845-903), who, wrongfully accused of treasonous
actions by rival courtiers, died in exile. A series of natural dis-
asters and deaths at court, following his banishment and
death, were attributed to his vengeful spirit, and a shrine was
erected to appease the wrathful kami. As Tenjin’s popularity
grew, the shrine Kitano Tenmangt in northern Kyoto became
the head of a nationwide network of related institutions that
promoted him increasingly as a god of poetry. He became
the subject of iconic representation and the protagonist of his
own celebrated narrative, “The Miraculous Origins of the
Kitano Shrine,” which was pictorialized in handscroll format
from the thirteenth century onward.®4 In Zen circles, however,
Tenjin Visiting China (J: Tot6 Tenjin) became the role of
choice. In this guise, Tenjin is depicted in Daoist robes and
traditional Chinese scholar's headgear, holding a plum branch
and a bag containing a Zen monk's mantle (kesa). The conceit
behind this iconographic configuration is that, while Tenjin
maintained his identity as a patron kami of poetry—signified by
the plum branch, closely associated with both his legend and
his verse—he also received a kesa from Wuzhun, which he
kept in his bag as a sign of his authentic dharma transmission.

The development of the Tenjin legend serves as a verita-
ble index for the institutional development of Zen Buddhism in
Japan. The story itself appears to have been originated in
Kyushu by monks of a dharma lineage associated with Enni
Ben'en (1202-1280). It most likely developed as a miraculous
origins legend (engi) for the temple Komyadji in the city of
Dazaifu, a monastery founded by Enni's disciple Tetsugya
Enshin (1254-1326).%% This legend includes an account of
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Tenjin's dharma transmission from Wuzhun, which accords
Enni a prominent role as the figure who directed Tenjin to his
own Chinese master; it also goes on, however, to state that
Tenjin left the kesa with Enshin for safekeeping, and that
Kdmyoji was built to enshrine it. Intriguingly, the origins tale
transposes an episode already found in Wuzhun's own biogra-
phy, in which a guardian deity for a temple (J: garanjin)
appears to him in a dream, holding an aquatic plant known as
a water shield (J: bd). Thus the accommodations Chan monks
made to local deities were adapted and embellished to con-
ceptualize the negotiations Zen monks made with Japanese
kami. Indeed, kami were very much on the minds of Zen
monks during the early history of the school's institutionaliza-
tion in Japan, and Japanese Buddhist literature is replete with
stories concerning kami traveling to China to invite prominent
abbots to Japan, and shrine deities receiving robes from or
bestowing robes on Zen masters.®®

Later the story of Tenjin's conversion appears to have
been enlisted by members of Enni's dharma genealogy in
northern Kyushu to assert their claim to the abbacy of the tem-
ple Stfukuiji in Dazaifu against a rival lineage.®” This associa-
tion with Enni's dharma lineage would continue throughout the
Muromachi period (1392-1573), and the legend appears to
have been one effective means of reestablishing the legitimacy
of the Enni transmission in the face of the institutional domi-
nance of the Musé Soseki (1275—-1351) lineal community
circa 1400.58 At the same time members of the Musd trans-
mission began to demonstrate a keen interest in the legend
and incorporated painted representations into their own
inscriptional repertoire. As the fifteenth century progressed,
factionalism appeared to become less and less of a factor
conditioning the production and circulation of Tenjin Visiting
China paintings, and the subject was embraced as a pan-
sectarian myth, one that claimed perhaps the most popular
and venerated kami deity of medieval Japan as a part of its
own transmission scheme.

The rhetoric surrounding Tenjin's “conversion” legend
within the medieval Zen community, however, was more com-
plex than one might assume. Some monks openly expressed
doubt about the veracity of Tenjin's transmission. Banri
ShiikyT (b. 1428), for example, claimed that it was a “murky
tale” (bydbd no setsu), and one not meriting inclusion in the
National Histories.®® Even if not as strident as Banri, many
monks revealed an undertone of skepticism with regard to
Tenjin's crossing, and attempted to convince doubters by first
articulating and then overcoming their own suspicions con-
cerning the legend. Kazan'in Nagachika (d. 1429), the author



of Record of the Two Worthies (J: Rydsei Ki), one of the old-
est known records of Tenjin Visiting China, had already stated
in his account that for “those of ordinary bodies and shallow
hearts” (orokanaru mi no asaki kokoro ni te wa) it would
be “difficult to grasp that such a thing could have happened”
(saru koto arubeshi to sadamen koto, habakari ooshi). In a
lengthy prose inscription the Musé-lineage monk Kaimon
Jacho (1374—1443) describes how a guest one day queried
why, if Tenjin is commonly depicted in formal (Japanese) court
attire (J: sokutai chofuku), it was necessary to depict him as a
hooded Daoist sage. This alleged visitor continued by asking
how Tenjin could have visited Wuzhun Shifan, when in human
form he predated Wuzhun Shifan by more than three hundred
years and lived several thousand /i apart. Kaimon responded
by pointing out that no fixed rules governed the appearances
of the bodhisattva Kannon's incarnations. To question the
essence of a kami such as Tenjin was meaningless, for one
was simply pursuing shadows (J: e/).7°

Tenjin's overseas adventure held a special significance
for those Japanese who made the crossing in medieval times,
and it appears to have entered a standard menu of pictorial
objects that commemorated interactions between Japanese
monks and their Chinese counterparts, along with certain
Chinese literati families who hosted them.” Banri Shiikyd, the
monk noted earlier as a doubter of Tenjin's conversion,
recorded in his diary coming across a Chinese “storefront
painting” (tenpitsu) of the subject.”? In fact, a small group of
Chinese paintings of Tenjin as a Zen pilgrim-monk have sur-
vived in Japanese collections (Fig. 5.7).7% In contrast to their
Japanese counterparts, Tenjin's face, showing a barely per-
ceptible smile, is rendered with a high degree of verisimilitude
through techniques such as soft vermilion modelling, in keep-
ing with the characteristics of Ming-period funerary portraiture.
Other features, such as the angularity of the sleeve contours,
ornate footware, and the wide white sash with both ends
hanging down evenly in the front, are also unique to Tenjin
Visiting China paintings of continental origin. These works are
believed to have been made by professional painters in the
Chinese port city of Ningbo for Japanese visitors; in them, the
Tenjin legend has come full circle. The subject itself is doubly
marked by both the interregional transactions that characterize
the macrocultural dynamism of East Asian Zen, and the com-
plex negotiations between Chan/Zen and its many local envi-
ronments and practices. It demonstrates as well as any other
subject in the Chan/Zen figural canon the ways in which
painting facilitated the communal imagining of the irrepressible

special transmission.

FIGURE 5.7

Tenjin Visiting China. Painter
unknown. Inscribed by Fang
Meiya (act. early to mid-16th c.).
Chinese, Ming dynasty, mid-16th
c¢. Hanging scroll, ink and colors
on silk; 66.3 x 29.7 cm.
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i GREGORY LEVINE

“EVERYONE'S LOOKING for something.” Some of us have
found it, or part of it, in Zen Art, though the types of things we
look at and the sorts of Zen we draw from them may differ

— dramatically from one person to another. Indeed, the easily
J joined words “Zen" and “Art” exist in tense conjunction (and
! bring to mind other intersections: “East” and “West," practi-

tioner and scholar, past and present). This essay explores

: some of the tensions, or perhaps currents and cross-currents,

J! inherent in modern looking at and thinking about Zen Art,

which | italicize, as if it were a term of foreign origin, to render

it less familiar and perhaps open to reconsideration. Shared
reflection and reappraisal are, in fact, what | have in mind here,
for we have been in dialogue about Zen and Art for some time

now and | suspect we will be for years to come.

For religious masters and practitioners in Chinese Chan,
Korean Seon, and Japanese Zen religious lineages, paintings
and calligraphies by monks and nuns are saintly relics, cher-
ished in religious practice as embodiments of the awakened
teachings of the Buddha, of patriarchs of old, and of living
teachers. Viewers not inclined to practice Zen meditation or to
seek “enlightenment” may find that the same types of scrolls
focus spiritual attention, offering a way to be religious without
official religion. For practitioners of Chanoyu (one Japanese
tradition of tea-based culture), Zen scrolls are indispensable
in the tea room: they evoke Buddhist philosophical concepts
and religious presences that resonate with tea culture’s tradi-
tion of teachers, aesthetic precepts, and social aspects. Many
of us are drawn to intimations of “Buddha mind" in Zen Art,

and made meditative by the “Zen aesthetic.” Others of us sim-

FIGURE 6.1

Detail of Cat. 13, Hotei. Mokuan
(d. 1345). Inscribed by Liao'an
Qingyu (1288-1363). Japanese,
Nanbokuchd period, 14th c.
Hanging scroll, ink on paper;
80.2 x32 cm.

MOA MUSEUM OF ART
IMPORTANT CULTURAL PROPERTY

=

Two (OI’ More) Truths Reconsidering Zen Art in the West

ply like the monochromatic minimalism of an ensé (“circle”) in
ink (complete but incomplete against white paper), enjoy the
kinesthetic traces of the spontaneous painterly or calligraphic
body, and smile at the pictorial antics of “Zen Tramps" and
“Zen Zanies.™

Maybe Alan Watts (1915—1973) had it right when he
described Zen Art as the “art of artlessness, the art of con-
trolled accident.”? Zen and Zen Art certainly inspired artists of
the Western avant-garde during the 1950s and 1960s, whose
affinity for Zen Buddhist philosophical concepts and perceived
formal characteristics, often exclusive of the practice of zazen
(“seated meditation”) or of a single mode of spirituality, arose
in large measure in response to the writings and lectures of
D.T. Suzuki (1870-1966), Hisamatsu Shin'ichi (1889-1980),
and other Japanese scholars and philosophers.® For John
Cage (1912—-1992) and other Western and transnational
artists, Zen Art, as process and portal to unmediated creativity,
opened their eyes to unfamiliar modes of representation
seemingly free of rules and schools and suggested the
expressive possibilities of inward subjectivity, spontaneous
gesture, silence, imperfection, empty fields, and the unity of
subject/object, art/life. Since the 1950s Zen Mind has for
some been counter-mind and Zen culture counterculture.*

Each time we purchase a miniature rake-it-yourself rock
garden, simulating the famous dry landscape garden at the
temple Rydanji, or a facsimile of a famous Zen painting, we
participate in the postmodern cult of the simulacrum. Followers
of postmodernism’s high priests may see Zen Art, often medi-
ated by the concept of ma (space-time interval), as a visual
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verification of the postmodernist critique of representation, or
a Heideggerian sense of nothingness, or Japan being, as
Roland Barthes (1915—1980) saw it, full of empty signs.5 For
some, Zen Art may be a visual expression of engaged Buddhism,
a bridge to one’s family heritage, or a shorthand for distant
“Japan” or "Asia.” Perhaps it preserves a sense of tradition
that softens the edges of scientific rationalism, capitalist con-
sumerism, and hyper-connectivity. Zen Art is also an estab-
lished, accessible, and relatively affordable field of art
collecting. And academics of varied ilk apply scholarly skill
sets to mine the visual fields of paintings, calligraphies, and
sculpture produced within the Zen tradition in order to reveal
biographic traces, expressive form, and layers of poetry and
performance, doctrine and discourse.

These and other responses converge around Zen Art as if
they were, to invert a metaphor, ripples returning to a stone
cast into a clear pool. But perhaps the pool is less limpid than
we imagine, for Zen Art inspires not only enchantment, but
also critical comment, a gnashing of teeth, even flat disinter-
est. This divergence of opinion is hardly one of our so-called
“culture wars,” and Zen Art ripples come into view only occa-
sionally, in a review, an article, a book, a conference, an exhibi-
tion. Still, some believe they “know it when they see it,” others
are not sure and wish to know more, and yet others doubt that
there is such a thing as Zen Art.

Zen Art, frankly, can put an art historian in a bind. According
to my colleagues in religious studies, we art historians have
for decades missed the point in our emphasis on aesthetic
quality, artist identity, and the development of pictorial style
and our simultaneous tendency to ignore ritual and the mirac-
ulous powers often attributed to images within Chan/Zen
monastic contexts. Our bread-and-butter practices as inter-
preters and curators of the visual are also called into question
by the Zen establishment. The abbot of a renowned Zen tem-
ple, for instance, politely refuses requests to reproduce or
exhibit paintings in his collection: they are not art objects, nor
are they for art-historical analysis, publication, or public dis-
play. At a lecture, a lay Zen practitioner balks at my historical
analysis because | lack long experience with authentic zazen
and dokusan (private meetings with a teacher). Even students
in a college-level survey of the arts of Japan may gripe because
my lecture on Zen Art doesn'’t provide enough Zen or enough
Art, or, because, in the spirit of “critical thinking,” | eschew a
packaged answer suitable for pre-exam memorization. As a
historian, meanwhile, | wince at all too frequent statements
about Zen Art that traffic in free-floating generality and obscure
the complex and changing lives of Buddhist communities and
the specific contexts of visual representation past and present.
Hence, a flash of unease as | write these words.

We may not all see Zen Art eye-to-eye or think about it
mind-to-mind, therefore, but | would offer that such differ-
ences are Zen Art's fascination rather than its bane precisely
because they adumbrate questions that, if explored thought-
fully, may help us walk through the shadowy landscapes we

”

call “religion,” “art,” and “culture.”® Is Zen Art sui generis and
inherent to the entire culture of Japan and “Japanese mind,” or

is it a product of muitifaceted exchanges and even competi-

B4  RECONSIDERING ZEN ART

tion within the visual arts? Can a work of art be called “Zen”
simply because of particular formal qualities? Can one have
an intuitive sense of Oneness or Emptiness as well as a knack
for the spontaneous and therefore make or appreciate Zen Art
without disciplined zazen and kéan training? One Zen master
warns bluntly: “Zen arts without Zen study is just cultural
junk.”” If Zen Art embodies mystical experience or relies upon
a transcendental perceptive or expressive ability, then how do
we engage it in historical inquiry? What happens when we
apply to Zen Art distinctions of geography, time, status, gen-
der, and power? If Zen is said to be antagonistic to words and
images, then how are we to explain the vast number of paint-
ings, calligraphies, gardens, teabowls, and so forth that fill Zen
monasteries and temples? Does purchasing and possessing
Zen Art contradict the religious ideal of nonattachment? Is

Zen Art *pure experience,” “pure gesture,” a “gumption trap,”

or really nothing at all?®

Zen and Zen Art have been objects of enthrallment, skepti-
cism, and debate in the West throughout the twentieth century
and especially during the postwar period.? Once Zen had
taken root outside Japan, its followers emerged as an uneven
bunch. Alan Watts's famous essay “Beat Zen, Square Zen,
and Zen" (1958) captures one moment of slippage (and
recovery). Watts suggests that the allure of Zen arises from
“the 'modern’ spirit in the West, the work of [D.T.] Suzuki, the
war with Japan, the itchy fascination of ‘Zen-stories,” and

the attraction of a non-conceptual, experiential philosophy in
the climate of scientific relativism.” But he is skeptical of the

" ou

“Bohemian affectations,” “protestant lawlessness,” and stri-
dency of the Jack Kerouac-associated “Beat Zen" crowd and,
equally, the hunger for orthodoxy and institutional affiliation on
the part of those “Square Zen" Westerners who believe that
Zen is to be found only in temples in Japan. For Watts, both
Beat and Square Zen are just so much fuss; both miss what he
believes is the real Zen, which is devoid of affectation, of the
need to justify unconventional behavior, and of “anything spe-
cial.” Nevertheless, in the spirit of “non-grasping,” he offers
that, “fuss is okay too” and, waxing libertarian, concludes that,
after all, “it's a free country.”™© Another skeptic of the “self-
styled Western Zennist” was Ruth Fuller Sasaki (1892-1967),
who in 1958 became abbess of the subtemple Rydsen’an
within the Zen monastery Daitokuji, where she hosted numer-
ous foreign students but, as her comment below suggests,
took issue with the Zen Boom in the West:

Today, due in large part to D.T. Suzuki’s voluminous writings in
English on Zen ... Zen is known about in almost every part of
the civilized world. Furthermore, Dr. Suzuki's numerous follow-
ers have written on Zen from almost every possible angle. Zen
has always been credited with influencing various forms of Far
Eastern art and culture, and quite correctly. But now the dis-
covery has been made that it was existing all along in English
literature. Ultra-modern painting, music, dance, and poetry are
acclaimed as expressions of Zen. Zen is invoked to substantiate

the validity of the latest theories in psychology, psychotherapy,



philosophy, semantics, mysticism, free-thinking, and what-
have-you. It is the magic password at smart cocktail parties
and bohemian get-togethers alike. . . . How far away all this is
from the recluse Gautama sitting in intense meditation under
the Bodhi-tree trying to find a solution to the problem of

human suffering!

Sasaki's opinion of Suzuki aside, her point is that Occidentals
simply need to sit zazen and not confuse the “by-products”
that arise from Zen with “Zen itself.”"! In a sense, her words
were a sermon on religious authenticity and a critique of the
“Zen flaneur.”

The establishment and growth of Japanese Zen in the
West has had its share of tussles between “purity” and
“assimilation,” yielding various interpretations of Japanese
monastic ritual and teaching and, occasionally, scandal. In
certain respects these tensions and exchanges were embod-
ied in D.T. Suzuki, often viewed as the “founding father” of
Zen in the West: a lay Buddhist spiritual insider who experi-
enced satori in 1895 at the Kamakura monastery Engakuji but
remained an outsider to the monastic institution per se; an
affable monkish figure who was also a modern statesman in a
suit; a scholar who published dozens of books and essays but
who insisted on the nonverbal, nonrational nature of spiritual
Truth; and a Japanese nationalist schooled in Western
thought.™ Perhaps because of the pervasiveness of his writ-
ings and the mythic “Suzuki scene” that arose from his lec-
tures at Columbia University in the 1950s—attended by,
among others, Thomas Merton (1915-1968), Eric Fromm
(1900-1980), Philip Guston (1913—-1980), John Cage, and
Arthur Danto—we tend to forget that he was not without critics
even in his own time and was by no means the single fount of
Zen to the West.™ Contemporary historians of Chinese litera-
ture, religion, and Chan/Zen, such as Arthur Waley (1889—
1966), Hu Shi (1891-1962), and Heinrich Dumoulin (1905—
1995), challenged the ahistoricity, scholarly limitations, and
inconsistencies of Suzuki's explanations of Zen and Zen Art.
Arthur Koestler (1905-1983), who called Suzuki the “sensei of
Zen senseis” and relied upon his writings, nevertheless seems
to have found his version of Zen a bit absurd. The Japanese
philosopher and cultural critic Umehara Takeshi, meanwhile,
confronted Suzuki's Zennification of Japanese culture and the
militarism implicit in his espousal of Zen and Bushidé."™

English-language reviews from 1959 and 1960 of Suzuki's
adored and oft-cited Zen and Japanese Culture, which has
had almost incalculable impact upon postwar perceptions of
Zen and the arts, suggest as well friction between different
authenticities. Although Nancy Wilson Ross (1913-1986)
gushed in the New York Times about the “delightful book” and
its description of the “inexpressibly soothing .. . old Japanese
virtues of wabi and sabi,” critics within the scholarly establish-
ment were dubious of its history and art history.’ One reviewer
noted that Zen and Japanese Culture had been written for
the lay public and might therefore be excused for its lack of a
“consistently historical scheme” and “technical presentation
of Zen,” while another noted that “Occasionally [Suzuki]
descends to pure nonsense or to unbearable repetition.""” One

critic praised the book’s copious plates, but questioned
Suzuki's inattention to works of art themselves:

.. . this book seems at first sight to promise enlightenment on
the relation of Zen to Japanese painting. In this the reader will
be disappointed. Dr. Suzuki dwells at length on Zen and
swordsmanship, Zen and the samurai, Zen and the art of tea,
but his remarks on painting are meager in the extreme. The

illustrations are left to speak for themselves.™

The eminent art historian Alexander Soper (1904-1993),
surprised as well by Suzuki's emphasis on the samurai, was

similarly unconvinced:

The book is generously illustrated, chiefly with reproductions of
Chinese and Japanese paintings and calligraphy. By no means
all of these have any connection with Zen: some provide picto-
rial footnotes to Japanese history . . . and others summarize

the interests of rival sects of Japanese Buddhism. At the same
time one finds no chapter with a title like “Zen and the Art of
Painting”; and the one entitled “Love of Nature” makes no use

at all of the whole sumi-e tradition.™®

Perhaps Suzuki and his followers viewed such comments
as scholarly claptrap, reflecting their critics’ lack of Zen spiri-
tual experience, but Suzuki's descriptions of individual works
of art, even as they contributed to the Zen Art canon, were
cursory at best. For Suzuki, sumi-e, literally “ink pictures,"2°
didn't require the searching gaze and explicit prodding pre-
ferred by art historians because they are self-evident embodi-
ments of the mystical Zen experience of nothingness, which is
manifested visually in suggestion, irregularity, and unexpected-
ness; within the confines of a piece of paper, we find infinity
and absolute being. As Suzuki slyly put it, they “may not be
art” but instead “perfect in [their] artlessness,” because the
sumi-e painter engages in the spontaneous transfer of artistic
inspiration without the intrusion of logic or deliberation; artist
and brush fuse together such that the “brush by itself executes
the work quite outside the artist, who just lets it move on with-
out his conscious efforts.” This implies that the sumi-e painter
works in an artistic void, exclusive of surrounding pictorial
traditions and taste. Sumi-e rejects mimesis and is indifferent
to form, for resemblance is subordinate to each brush stroke,
within which moves the spirit of the sumi-e painter. The sumi-
e artist paints, therefore, with the same mushin (*no mind")
and munen (“no thought”) of the awakened Zen master, and
strives to give “form to what has no form.”' Mushin, in fact,
“is where all arts merge into Zen,” while the Zen-man “trans-
forms his own life into a work of creation.”?? Flavorsome and
convincing as such exegesis may have been to some—and
indeed the brush moving by itself seems to have became a
trope of twentieth-century notions of mystical Asian culture—
Soper and other art historians and critics found it wanting,
though not so much with regard to the importance of Zen or
to Suzuki's claim that Japan's artistic practices embody and
express the non-duality and formlessness of Zen Mind. Rather,
Suzuki didn't do the hard looking and archival digging needed
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to sense the visual and historical warp and weft of specific
paintings, styles, and painters. Instead of letting the paintings
recount their own stories, Suzuki gave them all the same tale
to tell.

Suzuki was not an art historian, and we should not insist
upon his allegiance to this discipline’s peculiar practices. Art
historians, for their part, have been hard at work crafting differ-
ent explanations of Zen Art. Scholars active in North America
and Europe during the second half of the twentieth century,
such as Shimada Shjird (1907-1994), Wen Fong, Yoshiaki
Shimizu, and Helmut Brinker, and formidable scholars in East
Asia, including Ebine Toshio and Shimao Arata, focused upon
the historical study of medieval Chan and Zen painting and
calligraphy through exceedingly close visual, textual, and his-
torical analysis of particular heirloom works. Their ground-
breaking publications marshalled the energies of postwar art
history, with its shift from traditional connoisseurship to a more
“scientific” formalist method, and drew deeply from the equally
vibrant disciplines of Sino-Japanese and Buddhist studies.
What has resulted from their efforts is a strikingly new platform
for the study of Zen Art, distinguished by deliberately shaped
understandings of pictorial styles such as “apparition painting”
(C: wanglianghua, J: mérydga), and of the careers of specific
artists such as Muqi Fachang (act. mid-13th ¢.), Mokuan
Reien (d. 1345), Kao (act. first half of 14th c.), and Sesshi
Toyd (1420-1506) as they developed within monastic con-
texts and in relation to elite patronage of the arts.2® More
recent scholarship builds upon this highly disciplined founda-
tion, while sometimes bending the resulting structure in sur-
prising directions or even knocking out some of its footings.2*

It almost goes without saying that the postwar art-historical
community and more recent scholars, who usually prefer the
term suibokuga (literally, “water-ink painting”) to sumi-e,
have begged to differ with the still influential psychological,
mystical readings of visual form that characterize Suzuki's
Zen Art. They have been equally skeptical of the concepts
and schematic terminology deployed by Suzuki's colleague
Hisamatsu Shin’ichi. Hisamatsu, a follower of the renowned
philosopher Nishida Kitard (1870—1945), was the founder of
the lay Zen society F.A.S. (Formless self awakening itself/All
humankind/Suprahistorical history) and an avid campaigner for
Zen as a transcultural truth of “Oriental nothingness” (ToyGteki
mu) that was simultaneously unique to the Japanese.?® His
lavishly illustrated and widely-read Zen and the Fine Arts, first
published in Japanese in 1957 and appearing in English in
1971, argued that all works of Zen Art, whether painting, cal-
ligraphy, Chanoyu ceramics, N& drama, or landscape garden
design, are creative expressions that emerged from the “uni-
tary cultural complex” of Zen and are distinguished by Seven
Characteristics: Asymmetry, Simplicity, Austere Sublimity or
Lofty Dryness, Naturalness, Subtle Profundity or Profound
Subtlety, Freedom from Attachment, and Tranquillity. This is, to
put it one way, Hisamatsu's “Magnificent Seven" of Zen Art:
idealistic, bold, and disciplined, they ride in to save the day.

Hisamatsu was eager to clarify for his Western audiences
that all seven of his psycho-aesthetic principles are Zen
because of their fusion with “the Self-Awareness of the
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Formless Self."2® They are, moreover, always interrelated: one
of the seven “standing alone, unrelated to the other six char-
acteristics . . . remains unsuitable as a description of Zen cul-
ture.” It is this aesthetic-spiritual symbiosis, in fact, that
differentiates Zen Japan from the West. Thus, the architect
Bruno Taut's (1880—1938) “beauty of simplicity” finds embodi-
ment in Japan’s renowned Ise Shrine but is entirely different
from the simplicity evident in Japanese Zen-influenced tea-
house architecture, where all the other six characteristics are
also present.2” Modern architecture in the West, to the extent
that it lacks this interfused aesthetic structure, cannot be
“Zen" architecture. Never the twain shall meet. And although
Hisamatsu explained that the experience behind the Zen
aesthetic is fundamentally timeless and universal, he pointedly
declared that to really grasp the characteristics of Zen Art you
“must await Zen-religious-realization.” The Zen master or
awakened lay practitioner, therefore, retains authority over
experience and interpretation; if you haven't attained
Hisamatsu's Zen Mind, you won't be able to see Zen Art.28

Many postwar historians of religion and some art historians
have discounted Hisamatsu's Seven Characteristics as unpro-
ductive, because they have little historical traction for medieval
Chan and Zen. Moreover, scholars of East Asian painting tra-
ditions have been concerned first and foremost with the study
of paintings as visual objects grounded in historical circum-
stances, and less interested in philosophical tropes that organ-
ize and explain paintings and other works of art irrespective of
period and pedigree. In the art-historical gaze, paintings, their
inscriptional content, and their contexts of production reveal
their “Zenness” in rather different ways. Instead of discussing
Zen Mind, postwar painting scholars raised their voices in dis-
course about painters and calligraphers related to Chan or
Zen communities: how they worked within established Buddhist
visual traditions, appropriated non-Buddhist pictorial modes
such as the “untrammelled style” (C: yipin), formulated distinc-
tive Chan/Zen pictorial styles (such as mérydga) and themes
(such as Bodhidharma Crossing the Yangzi or Chan encounter
narratives), or dispersed Chan/Zen styles outside monastic
settings and practice.?®

Method matters, therefore, and disciplinary and interpre-
tive deviation, if not friction, characterize postwar Zen and Zen
Artin the academy. Indeed, in the wake of Edward Said’s
(19835-2003) Orientalism, Michel Foucault's (1926-1984)
writings, and the postmodernist critique of the author and
grand narrative, strikingly different counterarguments about
Chan/Zen and the arts washed ashore. Scholars of religious
studies in particular have offered a sophisticated reassess-
ment of the Chan/Zen tradition and its origins, practices,
beliefs, and institutions, rendering vulnerable what seemed
monolithic and customary. In their view, popular notions of Zen
“enlightenment,” and mystical “mind-to-mind” transmission
from master to disciple, commonly held notions of kban as
non-rational and psychotherapeutic riddles, and an iconoclastic
emphasis on Emptiness are in large measure a product of
twentieth-century “Buddhist modernism."3°

What is this modern Zen? It is Zen stripped largely of the
specific conditions and behaviors of actual monastic practices



that the Chan/Zen textual record and present-day practice
preserve in large measure from centuries past: exacting regu-
lations, pervasive ritual, copious ornament and offerings,
broadly Buddhist doctrine and devotional practices, and a
profusion of iconic forms.2! It is Zen that disparages the magic
and veneration of numinous objects that was current during
the medieval and early modern period, and is defined instead
by particularly modern notions of experience and a psycholog-
ical state of “enlightenment,” absent history, culture, rational
discourse, and ideology.3? It shies away from skepticism
toward the rhetorical and ritualized “performances” through
which Chan and Zen masters have long manifested awaken-
ing and unfettered freedom (many in fact used tried and true
scripts and props).3? This particular sort of modern Zen finds
the apogee of its heritage in medieval Japan, and asserts
(incorrectly) that in China Chan simply died out after the
Southern Song period and in Korea Seon never found signifi-
cant purchase. Study of the precise dialogue between art and
monastic life and what monks and nuns wrote about works of
art (often focused upon patriarchal lineage, veneration of
ancestors, and broadly Buddhist ritual) is replaced with anec-
dotes about the antinomian behavior of Zen patriarchs and the
“psychosphere,” as Suzuki put it, of artistic practice within
non-duality.34

Disseminated actively from the 1930s onward by
Japanese lay Buddhist figures such as Nishida, Suzuki,
Hisamatsu, and Abe Masao (1915—-2006), this sort of Zen was
formulated not solely out of the Chan/Zen past, but also in
response to Western philosophy, psychology, theology, and
scientific rationalism. As Thomas Merton put it in his eulogy for
Suzuki, the latter was so effective in the West because “he
had a rather remarkable capacity to transpose Zen into the
authentic totalities of western mystical traditions that were
most akin to it.”3® In other words, don't be surprised if Suzuki-
style Zen has in it traces of the medieval Christian mystic
Meister Eckhart (1260—-1328), the American psychologist and
philosopher William James (1842-1910), and the American
philosopher and educator John Dewey (1859-1952).%¢ This
Zen is also Janus-faced: universal and therefore somehow
available to East or West, it is simultaneously nationalistic and
implicated in assertions of Japanese uniqueness and in
Japanese militarism. Japanese culture writ large and across
time, meanwhile, was measured according to “Zen character-
istics” of modern conception and was colonized internally by
Suzuki, Hisamatsu, and others in order to assert the superior-
ity of Japanese Zen and culture over Asia and, indeed, the
West: Zen Art, in turn, became part of “Zen nationalism."37
The universalist allure of this sort of Zen in the West during
the twentieth century can be easily imagined, for it seemed
able to assuage certain anxieties about modernity and to fulfill
desires for spiritual experience without the encumbrances
of “traditional” religion in the post-Enlightenment and
postindustrial age.®

But Zen and Zen Art, some now argue, are about power;
no one who speaks, writes, paints, sculpts, inscribes, or views
is neutral, and acts of expression, explanation, or interpreta-

tion, be they ancient or modern, are inherently partisan.® The

consternation that can be felt along certain hallways of the
academy, meanwhile, is due not strictly to the ideas of Suzuki
and Hisamatsu but rather to their reception:

| am dismayed by those Western scholars who uncritically
accept these Japanese missionaries as living representatives
of an unbroken tradition, and who refuse to acknowledge the
ideological and rhetorical dimensions of the Zen of men like
Suzuki. It is time to demand the same critical and dispassion-
ate rigor in the study of Zen that we casually demand in the

study of other religious traditions.*®

These are clearly fighting words, and they are applicable to
the study of Zen Art. Whereas some argue that the interpreta-
tion of Zen Art, because of its metaphysical nature, should be
left to awakened masters or knowledgeable practitioners, others
(including myself) counter that the tradition’s self-portrait is
only one of many possible likenesses.

One thing appears almost certain. Most writers find that to
explain Zen Art they must first explain Zen. This has certain
pragmatic value, of course, but countless books and articles
condense “all you need to know” into a paragraph or two or a
scrawny chapter. D.T. Suzuki's Zen and Japanese Culture
begins with a shockingly brief exegesis, “What is Zen?,” which
comments impressionistically on Chan’s emergence from
Chinese culture as a transformation of Indian Buddhism and
on its departures from the prayers and texts of typical
Buddhism:; offers stories about Chan patriarchs and about
peculiarities of “Zen verbalism” and “actional” behavior as
integral within satori; explains the presence of Zen in daily
experience as “being itself” and an “isness” free from concep-
tualization; and speaks of the attainment of a “structure of
mentality which is made always ready to respond instantly.”#!
As illuminating as this précis (and many others like it) may be
in certain respects, Suzuki collapses a colossal and complex
institutional, doctrinal, philosophical, and social tradition into a
touchstone that can turn art into Zen. And if Suzuki's Zen is a
particular sort of Zen, as many have noted, this explanatory
strategy leads naturally to a particular sort of Zen Art. Put dif-
ferently, when an author begins a book on Zen Art by indicat-
ing, in a prefatory chapter, the wish to “acquaint the reader
with the rudiments of Zen, its characteristics and those of Zen
art,”#? we find ourselves in a land of congenial generality whose
inhabitants choose not to question the “gods.” For scholars as
well as practitioners who believe that Zen should be more of
an open question, susceptible to cultural and epistemological
critique, an explanation of Zen Art that fails to treat Zen itself
as unstable in meaning sets forth on rather wobbly legs.

As any exploration of the inscriptions found upon paint-
ings produced within the Chan/Zen monastic milieu during the
medieval and early modern eras quickly demonstrates, quota-
tion from and allusion to canonical works of Buddhist scrip-
ture, Zen discourse and kdan records, and Chinese literature
was a central preoccupation and enjoyment.*® During the

twentieth century, however, Zen Art acquired a different sort of
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intertextuality. Countless publications on Zen Art cite as their
primary sources of information and interpretation modern
authors such as Okakura Kakuzd (1862-1913), R.H. Blythe
(1898-1964), Nishida, Suzuki, Watts, and Hisamatsu.** In
essence, texts such as Suzuki's Zen and Japanese Culture,
Yasuichi Awakawa's (1902—-1976) Zen Painting (1970), and
Hisamatsu's Zen and the Fine Arts, became a canon of “sec-
ondary scripture.” This recent canon has in many instances
overwritten itself across the copious and not always univocal
writings about the visual arts of Chan, Seon, and Zen commu-
nities, and has become irreducible truth for many subsequent
writers. Indeed, if one looks at citations of textual authorities,
and the recursive references to modern authorities as primary
voices, one discovers a series of “begats” in anglophone expla-
nations of Zen Art. Okakura begat, among others, Ernest F.
Fenollosa (1853—1908). Suzuki begat Eugen Herrigel
(1885-1955), famous for his Zen in the Art of Archery; the
Zennophile Christmas Humphreys (1901-1983); Watts; and
the art historian Hugo Munsterberg (1916—-1995). Watts, in
turn, begat the art historian Langdon Warner (1881-1955),
while Hisamatsu begat the postwar art critic Helen Westgeest,
and so on to the present. Scholarship always has its lineages,
but these prophets and their modern canon who speak so
loudly for the past rankle some whose allegiances lie with the
delicate negotiations inherent in close historical, textual, and
art-historical study. To be fair, however, the art historians and
Buddhologists themselves have their own patriarchal figures,
hallowed modern scriptures, and family myths that may not
make sense to outsiders.*®

In the modern and postmodern world, therefore, the act of
explaining Zen and Zen Art reveals something of a divide
between believers and atheists/agnostics, between the meta-
physical tradition and the secular humanist tradition of his-
tory.*¢ Recent critique of the “Suzuki effect” and arguments
regarding Zen modernism are likewise a meeting between
Zen and critical theory and an effort to “discover the recent
origins of ‘age-old’ Japanese traditions.”*” Alongside Bushido,
which even in 1905 was deemed by one prominent
Japanologist as “fabricated out of whole cloth, chiefly for for-
eign consumption,”® Zen and Zen Art—especially as they are
popularly understood—are wholly continuous with the ancient
past and with Chan/Zen monastic communities only, one
might say, in our wildest, or most cherished, dreams. While
this need not compel anyone to discard beloved Zen scrolls
or to suppress fondness for nonattachment, Nothingness, or
the Zen aesthetic, it asks us to consider the following: far from
being a free-floating, timeless, or inherent Truth, Zen and its
expressions in Zen Art, like all religions and cultures, take
shape within specific moments of realization, production,
reception, and rhetoric.

If history is relating questions and ideas to particular
places, things, and stories, one quickly discovers that there
have been multiple sorts of Zen across time. And if Zen is full
of historical diversity, then it is not surprising that there is a
growing “counterhistory” of Zen Art29 The postwar creation of
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the category of Japanese art known as Zenga—paintings of
Daruma, Zen patriarchs, allegorical themes, and ensé pro-
duced by monks from the Edo period (1615—1868) onward—
has become part of art history's recent reconsideration of
commonly held assumptions about the visual traditions of
Japan.®° Art historians, directly questioning the Suzuki-
Hisamatsu model of Zen Art, now examine the role of “tradi-
tional” icons in Zen monasteries, aside from paintings of the
fierce Daruma and quirky sketches of eccentrics, and also
particular ways of adorning and ritually activating and encoun-
tering images.5' Regarding ink paintings of the Muromachi
period (1392-1573), there has been a sea change from fuzzy
statements about the spirit of the sumi-e artist on the one
hand, and from predominantly biographical and formal evalua-
tions of pictorial hand and style on the other, toward more
sophisticated examination of the philological content of, and
aesthetic, philosophical, social, and soteriological practices
behind, Zen Buddhist literary and painterly production.®® Ink
monochrome is no longer perceived to be the sole medium
of Zen Art, gender figures in our interpretation of Zen culture,
and Zen monks and nuns appear far more art-historically
savvy and commercially entangled than previously acknowl-
edged.® In film studies we are now apt to be suspicious of
critics who characterize Kurosawa Akira (1910-1998) and
other Japanese directors as “Zen artists,” a notion which is
often symptomatic of essentialist assumptions that Japanese
film, as purportedly embodying a “collective essence called
the ‘Japanese mind’,” must necessarily be Zen inspired. If the
two do meet—Kurosawa and Zen—we learn more by
understanding this encounter within the particularities of post-
war intellectual and religious discourse than through general-
ized notions of Zen and Japanese film.5* Similarly, if the work
of avant-garde artists of the postwar period is to be inter-
preted as “Zen," it is so by virtue of the particular understand-
ings of Zen and Zen Art then in circulation. Stimulated by

the explications of satori, Emptiness, spontaneous gesture,
sumi-e, and the like offered by Suzuki, occasionally engaging
in serious zazen, and bouncing off Dada, psychoanalysis, and
Surrealism, these artists generated their own understandings
of Zen and Zen Art as sets of affinities, resemblances to the
modemn; they lengthened the chain, creating Cage's Zen Art,
Ad Reinhardt's (1913—1967) Zen Art, Yoko Ono’s Zen Art, and
s0 on, jazz riffs off “Suzuki Zen-like art.”®% Zen Art, in other

words, has been changing before at least some of our eyes.

Does this sort of reappraisal matter if our responses to Zen
Art are aesthetically subjective or guided by practice and
faith? Does not an idealized, ahistorical sort of Zen still lead us
to appreciate non-Western religions and visual traditions®?
Perhaps it's a tussle over who has the authority to pass judge-
ment on Zen Art, but a historian’s reply might be: if we're
talking about here-now, fine, but don't impose today on yes-
terday (or vice versa), for the past “is another country; they do
things differently there.”®® An art historian mindful of Michael
Baxandall’s concept of the “period eye,” meanwhile, might

ask us to explore the distinctive cultural and visual skills and



knowledge that different communities at different times
employed when making and looking at Zen Art, whether a
monk or nun of the fifteenth century, an avant-garde artist of
the 1950s, a designer of the twenty-first century, and so
forth.57 A postcolonial critic might caution that appreciation,
however sincere, may cloak unequal power relations and that
fantasies of the exotic and ethnic stereotyping can sneak in
and do harm.8 Witness art criticism that seems almost invari-
ably to see in the work of contemporary artists and architects
of Japanese nationality or heritage (regardless of where they
work, their dialogues with diverse currents of art and design,
and so on) a “riddling Zen reticence” or “the Zen stillness

of his native culture’s art."5° Those with affinities for New
Historicism and Visual Culture Studies might propose that we
consider the “mutual embeddedness of art and history” and
allow our favored assumptions about Zen Art to be jostled,
even upset, by varied categories of visual imagery (especially
those previously overlooked) that flash before or subtly lure
the eyes of Zen communities and sympathetic observers.®°

Rather than producing cultural anxiety, the loss of an
idealized, simplified Zen Art is our gain. For one thing, we are
likely to ask more and new questions about still more intrigu-
ing works of art, expanding our gaze beyond the canon and its
“usual suspects.” A rougher but nonetheless pleasing texture
may become noticeable as we trace the in-between (for exam-
ple, the exchanges between monastic and professional artist,
patron and consumer, native and foreign, abstract and
mimetic, center and margin) or risk a touch of the unexpected
(that monks were often players in the art market and even art
forgers, and that there are aesthetic dimensions to Zen Art
that the normative lexicon fails to account for). We may, in
turn, come face to face with yet deeper artistic and spiritual
energies, past and present.

When we look at works of art and discourses about them
as visual and verbal moments that occurred in the past and
kept going until they meet our eyes and thoughts, we also
learn about ourselves in relation to our imaginings of the past.
By risking the complications of history, moreover, we may find
new meanings in the “timeliness of things” that compel us
toward wonder. In fact, many of us already give Zen Art more
than one sense of time. A Chan/Zen painting may have histori-
cal gravitas and the capacity to elicit a sense of astonishment
as if we were actually “there” in medieval China or Japan when
brush met paper.5" We may thrill equally to the sense that a
painting has an eternal now-ness because it captures a glim-
mer of truth. We adore works of premodern Zen painting
held in museums and cloisters because they are old and
accompanied by encomia (National Treasure and such), but
we may be just as awed by a traditionally garbed present-day
Zen master performing calligraphy before our very eyes.
Ultimately, a painting of the Sixth Patriarch attributed to Liang
Kai (act. early 13th ¢.) and a tattoo of Liang Kai's painting
posted on a website become meeting points, places for us to
think about making and viewing art and how images mean and
change meaning.

Whether or not one agrees with such views or finds them
interesting, the ripples appearing on the surface of Zen and

Zen Art seem less concentric and or smoothly dissipating than
one might think. Put differently, they suggest a sort of differen-
tial gear set, which allows several wheels of understanding to
turn at different speeds. Surely we benefit from such variation
and plurality, and Zen art followers as well as Zen art skeptics
are more dependent upon each other (and even alike) than we
may imagine. This brings to mind two venerable doctrinal for-
mulations in Chan/Zen and Mahayana Buddhist discourse: the
dialectic of “sudden” versus “gradual” enlightenment, on the
one hand, and the doctrine of the “two truths” on the other.?2
Some Zen practitioners and aficionados of Zen Art might be
likened to followers of the sudden camp in Chan/Zen who say,
“I see it, it's Emptiness, satori right now, right there in the
painting—you either get it or you don't, and in any case stop
mumbling over the details, for they are impediments to awak-
ening to Zen or to art.” Those scholarly inclined, meanwhile,
might be likened to proponents of the “gradual” model: what-
ever initial wonderment and insight the painting may elicit,
sustained and deliberate investigation is required to dig incre-
mentally through the historical facts, scrutinize the pictorial
and inscriptional surface, and penetrate the accumulated rhet-
oric of tradition before one can grasp what is really there.
Each takes the other to task for particular failings. The aca-
demics just don't get it—or, more properly, see It with a genuine
flash of realization; the wide-eyed aficionados occasionally
seem overzealous in their pursuit of Truth and unaware of
power relationships, ideology, and the exoticism often lurking
in modern explanations and reception of Zen and Zen Art.

This is tongue-in-cheek, of course, and no matter which
way one unpacks Zen Art, one always repacks it in one way or
another. It is also true that many monks, nuns, lay followers,
and collectors do hard scholarly work while art historians, for
all their aesthetic reverie or insistence on the historical, may
practice zazen alongside what they preach and publish. For
this reason, Zen Art is perhaps more usefully described as a
shared dream, a “necessary fiction,” to borrow from Wallace
Stevens, or as an amenable sign that encourages realization
and knowledge.® It allows us to ask questions and seek
answers, to believe certain things and build upon them and
renew our thinking. This is not to say, & la Oscar Wilde's com-
ment about Japan, that the whole of Zen Art is pure invention
or, & la Roland Barthes, an empty sign.®* Rather it is to sug-
gest that it might be likened to a Buddhist “expedient means”
(S: upaya, J: hoben) that bridges between the Two Truths:
absolute and conventional, franscendent and immanent,
emptiness and form. After all, it is the bounding contour of the
ink circle that suggests emptiness, the use of language that
loosens our reliance upon language, and the painting of a
Buddha statue being burned that urges us to move beyond
outward form.85 Difficult to come at head on, therefore, Zen
Art seems at its clearest today when imagined as a field of
converging and colliding objects, notions, and interpretations
in which the visual is open to debate. Authenticity, adaptation,
interpretation, and performance—this is arguably what Zen Art
has always been and perhaps what it will always be.
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