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森哲郎『戦乱の海を渡った二つの観音様』鳥影社 2002

三部構成の第一部

Seng Ong　

Currently sequestered in Nagoya’s largest peace memorial park, the Senju Kannon statue 

（千手観音像）is displayed to the public only five times a year. An ostensible footnote to a 

failed and forgotten exchange, it was a return gift from Nanjing’s oldest and most famous 

Buddhist temple, sent in exchange for a towering Eleven-faced Kannon statue（十一面観音

像）from the Nittai-ji in Nagoya. This gift exchange was part of an elaborate system of hu-

manitarian discourse and practices which had emerged in Japan during the internationalist 

fervor of the 1920s, and which gained particular prominence in the wake of the Nanjing 

massacre as a way of memorializing casualties on both sides of the conflict. While the Jap-

anese gift was eventually destroyed during the Cultural Revolution, the return gift from 

China has survived. Owing to the efforts of Japanese Buddhist peace activists in the postwar  

― the very same figures who were at the vanguard of Japan’s wartime Sino-Japanese 

‘friendship campaigns’― the Senju Kannon statue was installed in 1961 as the centerpiece 

of Nagoya’s Peace Pavilion（平和堂）. In the sixty years since, the monument has been a vir-

tual Rorschach for Japan’s complex reckoning with its imperial past: reviled by right-wing 

nationalists as an admission of events that never happened, promoted by leftists who cham-

pion its repatriation to China, and ignored by a majority uneasy about its ties to wartime 

appropriations of the concept of peace.

 Mori Tetsuro’s (1928-2008) non-fiction manga novel, The Tale of the Two Kan-

nons Who Crossed the Warring Seas, tells the story of the prewar and postwar histories of 

the two Kannon monuments. It takes up the story of their origins and the historical actors 

behind their creation, and tracks their deployment in the wartime‘humanitarian and friend-

ship’campaigns in China. It then traces the monuments’postwar fortunes, elucidating the 

unusual circumstances in which one of the monuments ended up as the fugitive symbol of 

Nagoya’s recovery from and reconciliation with the past. The work presents a significant 
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contribution to our understanding of Japanese war history and war memory. It is one of the 

very few attempts in Japanese literature to explicitly articulate and flesh out the intimate 

historical relationship between Japanese pacificism and Japanese militarism. Eschewing a 

top-down, state-centered narrative, it presents a rarely-told history of grassroots and reli-

gious activism during and after the war, giving us much-needed insight into the extent to 

which wartime ideologies were repurposed by and woven into Japan’s postwar settlement. 

The work highlights the diversity of visual cultures of war remembrance in Japan, whilst 

posing difficult questions about the challenges which beset a fuller recuperation of that his-

torical memory.

 The translation will be published in three parts. The first instalment introduces us 

to the historical events leading up to the Japanese invasion of China and the fall of Nanjing. 

The second deals with the Sino-Japanese‘friendship campaigns’during the war and the 

events which led to the symbolic gift exchange of the two Kannon statues. The third and fi-

nal instalment brings us into the postwar period. It introduces us to the major figures behind 

the construction of the Heiwa Park, showing us how they sought to repurpose the Kannon 

monument from China as a symbol of Nagoya’s successful reconciliation with the past. In 

lieu of an introduction to the work, a longer research essay will be published after the final 

instalment. It will address the broader historical issues raised by Mori’s work, looking in 

particular at the light it sheds on the longer history of Japanese pacifism and the complexity 

of positions articulated therein.
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To be continued...

つづく…


