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“The Five Hundred Arhats” by Kazunobu in the Zo6joji Temple
Collection: a first encounter and later developments

Masatomo Kawai

“Gohyaku Rakan Zu (The Five Hundred Arhats)” by the artist, Kazunobu, and housed in Z0joji
Temple, Minato Ward, Tokyo, has drawn the attention of scholars in recent years. The spring of 2011
saw the momentous occasion of its public display at the Edo-Tokyo Museum. I had the fortunate
opportunity to research the hundred illustrated scrolls back in the summer of 1977. In 1979, “The Five
Hundred Arhats” was designated Tangible Cultural Property of Minato Ward, Tokyo. My paper here
narrates its route to acclaim since then and the circumstances surrounding it in the form of memoranda,
shedding light on part of the research history concerning the illustrations and their painter, Kazunobu.

Kazunobu was an artist active at the end of the Edo Period, who studied the Kano School of
painting and who, it is told, was bestowed the use of the Kand surname: nowadays he is often referred
to as Kano Isshin or Kazunobu. His descendants, the Henmi family, however, is still in possession of
much material relating to its past painting activities, and historical sources there would suggest it
correct to call him by his original name of Henmi Kazunobu, while his artistic name was Kenytsai. He is
accredited chiefly with Buddhist paintings, and in particular with the unusual works of Arhat illustration
such as “The Five Hundred Arhats” of Z06j6ji Temple.

Arhats are those who attained religious enlightenment at the end of strict religious discipline, and
are revered by people as sacred beings. Their existence became a substitute for Buddha in guiding and
saving us ordinary people with our many hardships and cares. Consequently their existence also gave
direction to the individual religious discipline of priests — the practitioners of Buddhism - so that in
Japan from the Kamakura Period all temples carried out “Rakan-ku (Arhat memorial services)” for
which “Rakan zu (Arhat illustrations)” were produced as the main object of worship.

In China, Arhat illustrations sought “Humao (fanxiang)”; that is, the facial configurations of Central
Asia and Indians in order to portray the appearance of the foreign peoples living in Central Asia and
India, whilst those in Japan strongly depict a Chinese style.

Kazunobu, lies in its adoption of Western painting methods, and this has been noted on several
occasions. We cannot overlook the fact that in 1863, when the illustrations were produced, the notion of
“foreign lands” no longer signified China, but the West.

At the time of production of the illustrations, Kazunobu would have included that notion, alongside
requests from the Zo6joji priests (the commissioners) and guidance for realising the project, in their
composition. We must also bear in mind that these illustrations were produced whilst the many learned
priests in the area of Z6joji of that time lectured on Buddhist faith; in particular, on the Pure Land Sect
(its teaching and significance), and methods for preaching appropriate for a new era. Further
exploration of the background to the production of the illustrations reveals various points of scholarly
interest, such as whether we can pursue through this great work its painter, Kazunobu, as an artist of
Arhat illustrations. These remain future topics of research relating to Z6joji’s “The Five Hundred
Arhats” and their painter, Henmi Isshin.
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