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Sengai and Hotei—On Thoughts of Sengai as Expressed

in the Paintings of Hotei

YATSUNAMI, Hirokazu

Born and ordained in the rural districe of Mino, Sengai was later on chosen to be the head
abbot of the notable and oldest zen temple in Japan, Shéfuku-ji in Hakata, the main cultural center
on Kytshii. On the contrary to her fame, the temple buildings were wrecked with not much support
from the governing feudal lord for refurbishment. Disciples gathered from wvarious provinces but
the appearance of the promised one, Tangen, was yet to come. 5o Sengai had to struggle and endure
hardship for the first ten years or so. The conditions turned for better with the meditation hall for
disdples being erected and with the arrival DfTangen, Sengai’s later life as a chief abbort has begun o
bear promising fruits. Then at the age of sixry two, he retired to the rlearb}.r K}ruhaku—in to engage in
his pastime hobbies and foster ﬁ'iendship with local peuple while giving zen teach.[ngﬁ and lessons of life
to his followers and friends alike.

The entire life of Sengai also overlaps with his development as an artist of zen paining, on
many of which Expressed his fee].[ng of the time in the form of inscription. The author has taken up the
motif of Hotei (Budai), which he had painted throughout his life from the early years of his training in
painting during his 40s to his mastery of the painting tech.niques in his very late years, and examined
the ways Hotei is depicted tugether with stud}ring the meaning Dfinscriptiuns.

It has become clear that Hotei seems to be the portrayal of his own self. On the very early
example in his 40s, Hotei is depicted as a timid and shy character as if his own timid nature is reflected
when facing the new urban culture and people of Hakara. But the representation of Hotei became
more and more relaxed. It coincided with his maldng f'riendsh.[p with more and more local peuple
after retirement. And, eventually, Hotei, an incarnation of Maitreya and God of Good Fortune, has
become very human showing the sign of aging and dreaming, and yarning after the nightmare. All
these human features are considered to be the reflection of Sengai’s own experiences and feelings. Just
like Hotei, Sengai became old, dreamed so much of the wonderful perfect world for people of the time,
but the time came when he decided to do away with those concerns and be natural or be on his own to
tackle the problems. He was convinced of his full understanding of Buddha’s teaching by that time. So
it was not required to 1I1IE'111:10I13.J.1]F think of the Ways [0 eXpress them to people and realize the perfect
world for them but his Dnl}r existence and association with the local Penple was enuugh as he would
be able to have his zen teaching naturally flow out of himself and gradually but surely lead people for
salvation. In Sengai’s zen paintings, the painter-monk Sengai is overlapped with the figure of Hotei,

therefore, the stud}r of Hotei paintings will also help o understand Sengai 45 a pPersomn.
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