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Shōbōgenzō zuimonki, one of the major texts of the Sōtō Zen tradition com-
piled by the school’s second generation master, Ejō (1198–1280), contains the
following teaching:Once, therewas amonkwho ferventlyworshipped theBud-
dha statue and reliquary, burning incense for and making offerings to them
day and night. But one day, his master abruptly tells him to discard these
sacred objects, arguing that they are the instruments of Māra, the evil one.
The monk feels deeply offended and tries to walk away. The master then tells
him to open the reliquary that he so cherishes. The monk reluctantly does as
his master says, only to discover a venomous viper coiled inside the compart-
ment. The text then proceeds to explain that while prostrating in front of a
Buddha statue or relic is a meritorious act that results in this-worldly benefits
and fortunate rebirth, it could by no means bring about the wisdom that pen-
etrates into the ultimate reality of existence. That could only be attained by
shikan taza, the stock phrase of the Sōtō school that refers to devoting oneself
entirely and only to seatedmeditation. If the presence of statues and relics dis-
torts one’s understanding of the Buddha’s path, then it is better to throw them
away.

As the story above exemplifies, Zen is generally considered to be an icono-
clastic tradition, a school that stands in striking contrast to the earlier esoteric
Buddhism centering on colorful mandalas and ornate gilt-bronze ritual imple-
ments. Despite that, during the past decade, Tokyo National Museum has held
four special exhibitions on the treasures of Zen temples (2007, 2008, 2014,
2016), as opposed to two on esoteric Buddhism (2011, 2017). When confronted
with the piercing eyes of Reisai’s Kanzan Jittoku (15th century) or the intim-
idating aura of the life-sized statue of the ferocious ninth abbot of Tōfukuji
(14th century), one would naturally wonder how the presence of such master-
pieces is justified within a religion that supposedly eschews the use of icons.
Unfortunately, themuseumoffers no answer to this question, and the introduc-
tory panel of the 2007 exhibition, Zen Treasures from the Kyoto Gozan Temples,
read:

In the Zen sect, seeking the Buddha nature within oneself through train-
ing [in seated meditation] is considered more important than worship-
ping the Buddhist statues. Therefore, it has been said that the Buddhist
statues and paintings in Zen sect temples are few in number. However,
while still less than the Esoteric temples, having been founded through
the support of warlords and courtiers the Zen sect temples actually pos-
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sessed a considerable number of the statues of the Buddhas, bodhisattvas,
and dharma-protecting deities, as well as the hanging scrolls that were dis-
played during important ceremonies. (italics added)

The objective of Zen and Material Culture is precisely to address and examine
Zen’s seemingly contradictory attitude towards statues, paintings, and ritual
implements. Instead of presenting a single narrative on the subject, the book
consists of nine independent essays, each written by a leading scholar in their
respective field. Thus readers are able to approach the subject in a variety of
ways, ranging from the study of a notorious 13th-century Chinese tea bowl to
the analysis of eco-friendly zazen cushions sold online by the Monastery Store
inupstateNewYork. By including scholars fromthe fields of both religious stud-
ies and art history, the book also encourages readers to understand the Zen
objects in terms of both ritual function and aesthetic qualities.

Thebook’s first twochapters areby its editors, PamelaD.Winfield andSteven
Heine. Heine’s essay (Chapter 1) examines the symbolic and practical roles
that staffs have played in Zen monasticism. Though translated collectively as
“staff” in English, Heine is in fact discussing various types of staff that are
referred to with different names in Japanese, namely shakujō, hossu, nyoi, bō,
and shujō. The “staff” in Heine’s article mostly concerns the hossu (fly-whisk)
andbō (warning stick); the formerwasheldby the abbots of monasteries during
important ceremonies as a sign of their authority, while the latter was used to
strike the right shoulder of a monk during seated meditation to help him over-
come scattered thoughts or drowsiness (p. 23).Hossu are purportedly of Indian
origin, with Śākyamuni permitting their use to senior monks. They could also
be related to the staffs used in Daoism and shamanistic practices of China and
Japan to ward off the ghosts and negative pneuma. On the contrary, the use of
bō as an instruction tool was apparently adopted from a form of punishment
carried out by the secular authorities in medieval China. In Japan, bō came to
acquire more spiritual significance and were identified with Mañjuśrī’s sword
(p. 27).

In the second chapter,Winfield analyzes the relationship between the archi-
tectural design of Sōtō temples and the school’s doctrine, particularly how the
temple layout was intended to facilitate the progress of seatedmeditation. Her
approach to understanding Japanese Buddhist materiality differs from earlier
studies, as the focus of analysis has shifted from the Indian magico-scientific
system centering on the Five Elements (Skt. pañca mahābhūtāni) to the Chi-
nese counterpart that revolves around the Five Phases (Ch. wuxing). Winfield
argues that the seven major halls of a standard Zen monastery corresponds to
the Five Phases, assuming that toilet, bath, andmountain gate were counted as

Downloaded from Brill.com12/19/2018 07:47:16PM
via Elon University



192 Book Reviews

Journal of Religion in Japan 7 (2018) 167–196

one structure (hence reducing the number of halls to five) and hence the Bud-
dha Hall, Monk’s Hall, Dharma Hall, Kitchen, and Mountain Gate/toilet/bath
symbolizes Earth, Wood, Metal, Fire, and Water, respectively (pp. 46–47). The
Five Phases appear to be ordered according to the “conquering (xiangke)” rela-
tionship, withWood conquering Earth (trees absorb the nutriments from soil),
Metal conqueringWood (sharp-edged metal tools are used to cut down trees),
and so forth.However,Winfield theorizes thatDōgenhas intentionally reversed
this order (e.g., Earth giving birth toWood) according to his unique cosmology
correlating with the stages of meditation culminating in enlightenment.

The third chapter by Morgan Pitelka concerns the problem of linking East
Asian tea culture with Zen. Since Okakura Kakuzō introduced the Japanese tea
ceremony to theWest through the Book of Tea in 1906, the connection between
the two has long remained undisputed, both in Japan and in theWest: the cus-
tom of drinking tea itself originated from the Rinzai Zen practices introduced
to Japan by Eisai (1141–1215), and the aesthetics unique to the Japanese tea cere-
mony, such as the asymmetrical architecture of the teahouse and the simplicity
of tea bowls, are manifestations of the Zen teachings of nothingness. But are
the two inherently connected? Pitelka’s answer is invariably “no.” To begin with,
there is nomention of any Buddhist doctrines or practices in LuYu’sTheClassic
of Tea (Chajing), the earliest extant Chinese tea-drinking manual from the 8th
century (p. 72). There is little evidence that the renowned Zen master Ikkyū
perfected what we today call the “rustic” tea practice (wabicha) and secretly
transmitted it to Murata Jukō, who founded the lineage that would eventually
be passed down to the most illustrious tea master, Sen no Rikyū (p. 77). More-
over, none of the major lineages of potters who produced works for the tea
ceremony appear to have followed Zen Buddhism (p. 89). Pitelka thus summa-
rizes that “… while tea could function as a form of practice for some believers,
it by no means necessarily equated to any aspect of Zen” (pp. 95–96).

In the fourth chapter, Michaela Mross shifts the focus of the book back to
monasticism and examines the role that rosaries play in the Sōtō school.While
the origins of the Buddhist rosaries remain obscure, their use apparently first
spread among Pure Land practitioners in China in the 6th or 7th century to
count the number of times one has recited the name of Amitābha (p. 104).
On the contrary, Chan/Zen monastic codes in China and Japan view rosaries
as a potential source of distraction for meditators, warning against the sounds
they make, and Dōgen himself taught that they should not be brought inside
the meditation hall (pp. 108–110). Thus, the use of rosaries by later Zenmonas-
tics has traditionally attractedminor scholarly attention, dismissed as a case of
assimilation of a popular practice of clergy and laity of the other schools. How-
ever, based on the close reading of the secretly transmitted writings known as
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kirigami,Mross argues that in reality rosaries played amajor role in various Sōtō
rituals. Far from being passive recipients, Sōtō monks in fact actively assigned
meaning to each bead and envisioned the rosary as a microscopic mandala of
their pantheon of buddhas, bodhisattvas, and devas (pp. 114–116).

The fifth chapter by Patricia Graham concerns the material culture of the
Ōbaku School, a Chinese Chan lineage that was introduced to Japan in the
early 17th century by a prominent Chan master, Ingen (Ch. Yinyuan). Sepa-
rated by time span of almost four hundred years, Ōbaku Zen differed consider-
ably from the preexisting Zen schools of Rinzai and Sōtō, most notably in the
practice of nenbutsu alongside of seated meditation. Whereas earlier studies
of Ōbaku tended to focus upon the doctrinal influence it had on the Rinzai,
Sōtō, and Japanese Buddhism in general, Graham points out in this chapter
that the Ming-style temple architecture and iconography, perceived exotic by
the Japanese at the time, had equally great impact in shaping the early mod-
ern Japanese religious landscape. In particular, the eighteen arhat statues at
the Ōbaku head temple of Manpukuji, carved in Japan by Fan Daosheng under
the instruction of Yinyuan, brought about the flourishing of the cult of arhats
in Japan. Temples throughout Japan commissioned Ōbaku-affiliated sculptors
to produce arhat statues, usually in the groupings of eighteen or five hundred,
the most famous being Shōun Genkei’s (1648–1710) works at the Five Hundred
Rakan Temple in Tokyo (p. 148).

The sixth chapter presents Patricia Fister’s analysis of the practice of pro-
duction of devotional images by monastics, with a special focus on two Rinzai
nuns from the 17th century imperial house, Bunchi and Rihō. Although there
are many extant Buddhist statues and paintings at temples throughout Japan
today that are attributed to renownedmonks, usually the founder of a lineage,
in reality anoverwhelmingmajority of themweremadebyprofessional lay arti-
sans who worked primarily to earn their livelihood rather than to express their
faith. The clay sculptures of two renowned Rinzai monks, Isshi and Jakushitsu,
at Enshōji, Nara, by Bunchi are exceptions to this rule (pp. 174–175). Jakushitsu
was the founder of the line within the Rinzai School that she trained in, while
Isshi was her direct teacher. While the workmanship of these statues, with
their disproportionally large heads, appears somewhat amateur, they nonethe-
less served the important purpose of situating Bunchi and Enshōji (which she
founded) within Jakushitsu’s prestigious lineage. On the other hand, Rihō’s
works, most of which were portrait paintings of the Rinzai patriarchs, exhibit
superior skills that reflects her close association with the court painter Kanō
Chikanobu (pp. 183–185).

Diane E. Riggs’s seventh chapter discusses the controversy over the use of
luxurious silken robes in Zen monasteries in early modern Japan. Riggs begins
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her analysis by mentioning recent museum exhibitions featuring sumptuous
monastic robes made of gold or silver brocade and raising the simple ques-
tion: how could Buddhist monks wear such clothing when the Buddha himself
began his mendicant life by removing his opulent princely attire? While Riggs
does not claim to have a definitive answer, she points out that the story of
the robe exchange between the Buddha and his disciple Mahākāśapa played
a major role in the spread of highly decorative robes (pp. 204–205). Begin-
ning with the vinaya master Tainin’s (1705–1786) criticism of the use of silk
and gold/silver threads as a violation of the vinaya, reform movements took
place within both Rinzai and Sōtō schools that advocated a return to the use
of simple black robes made of cotton or hemp (p. 217). Traditionalists such as
the Rinzai monk Kazen, however, adamantly defended the use of brocade and
insisted thatMahākāśapa, Ānanda, and all subsequent Zen patriarchs received
the golden robe upon the dharma transmission (p. 222).

In the eighth chapter, Paula Arai examines the function of cleaning rags and
facial towels (zōkin and tenugui, both rendered as “rags” here) in the monastic
life of Sōtō monasteries based on the field research she conducted at a nun-
nery in Nagoya. Arai looks into the rags from four perspectives: metaphysical,
ontological, soteriological, and practical. Metaphysically, Dōgen’s doctrine of
uji, the inseparability of time and beings (including inorganic and intangible),
collapses the distinction between the transcendental and the mundane, and
hence even trifling objects such as a cleaning rag are equal to the dharma
or enlightenment in importance (p. 231). Furthermore, Dōgen’s ontological
assumption that insentient beings, too, possess the Buddha-nature implies
that the rags are potential buddhas endowed with perfect wisdom (bodhi) and
hence should be treated as such (p. 237). This naturally leads to the soteriolog-
ical interpretation that cleaning the floor with rags is an act of enlightenment,
a practice as essential as seated meditation itself (p. 244). From the practical
point of view, cleaning with rags allows monastics to extend the mindfulness
that they cultivated in meditation to daily life, while at the same time main-
taining the communal hygiene of the monastery (p. 247).

The ninth and the final chapter of the book is Gregory P.A. Levine’s study
of the commercialization of “Zen” in the contemporary United States through
the case of Zen Mountain Monastery in upstate New York, which operates an
online store known as The Monastery Store. Although the store is reputed to
generate an annual revenue nearing onemillion dollars, it claims that its raison
d’être is not fund-raising but rather to serve as a “practical, physical way to sup-
port practice” for meditators around the country (p. 274). It is operated under
the twin principles of “Right Livelihood” and “Environmental Mindfulness”:
the materials used in their meditation cushions, for instance, are all produced
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within a 250 mile radius of the store in order to reduce the CO2 emission from
their transportation, while old cushions can be sent back to the store as a tax-
deductible donation and are, in turn, distributed to practitioners with financial
difficulties (p. 263). However, Levine does not simply dismiss the Monastery
Store’s arguments as a deviation from traditional Buddhist practices; on the
contrary, he reiterates that “Buddhismandbusiness have a long interwovenhis-
tory,” perhaps beginning with Anātapindika’s acquisition of Prince Jeta’s land-
holding in establishing the first Buddhist monastery (pp. 270–271).

In brief, thiswork urges us to forgomany of the assumptions concerning Zen
that we have long taken for granted despite their flimsy foundations. Pitelka’s
paper directly confronts the century-old premise that tea has always been an
integral part of ZenBuddhism; quite to the contrary, hepersuasively argues that
tea culture developed independently from Buddhism and that it entered the
monastic life around the SongDynasty as a result of the spreadof tea among the
literati class. A similar argument could probably be made for the relationship
betweenZenandother aspects of Japanese culture such as swordsmanship and
calligraphy. Likewise, Mross sheds light on the previously understudied docu-
ments known as kirigami to reveal that, far from “just sitting,” the Sōtō tradition
has in fact developed a complex exegesis of rosaries and conceived them as a
microcosmic mandala. Arai’s field research also alerts scholars of religion to
the fact that seemingly unimportant objects such as cleaning rags may in fact
have played a major role in Zen soteriology.

It is difficult to find any flaw in this illuminating work, which has been
authored by leading scholars in their respective fields. However, perhapsWin-
field could have made her arguments clearer by providing a more detailed
explanation of how she came to identify each hall of the Eiheiji with a specific
element of the Five Phases (pp. 46–49). For instance, it is not entirely clear why
she has decided to circumscribe themountain gate, lavatory, and bathhouse as
a single “hall” and categorize them asWater. Moreover, why would it have been
necessary for Dōgen to construct his unique interpretation of the Five Phases
when he is known for his strict adherence to the minute details of the prac-
tices and customs he learned in China? If Dōgen recognized themonks’ energy
of striving for awakening as the “yang-like power,” would this imply that he per-
ceived the yin as a negative power associatedwith ignorance (hence disturbing
the yin-yang balance within the monastery)?

Needless tomention, such issues do not in any way negate the value of Win-
field’s insightful analysis. Her paper shifts the paradigm of the Zen studies by
raising the important point that it is not only in tantric Buddhism that the
temple’s architectural structure was intended to assist and facilitate practition-
ers’ powers and concentration. ZenBuddhism, too, constructed itsmonasteries
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using a layout that would benefit practitioners the most, though favoring the
Chinese systemof the Five Phases over the Indian Five Rings. At the same time,
while certainly not of a serious import, the absence of a concluding chapter
could be disappointing for readers expecting to be presented with the “larger
picture” by the editors. But these are all minor points. Zen and Material Cul-
ture is a must-read for all scholars and students interested in Zen Buddhism,
and there is little doubt that this book would serve as a foundational text in the
study of Zen Buddhist materiality for generations to follow.
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