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As the quantity of published materials grew exponentially in 
Edo-period Japan, Buddhist material culture became 
accessible to a diverse audience and the Japanese 
iconographic manual titled Butsuzō zui (Collection of 
Buddhist image illustrations) came to be the most widely 
distributed source for information on Buddhist and Shinto 
deities. Butsuzō zui was originally published in three 
volumes in 1690 and then it was expanded and republished 
in 1783 in five volumes. Every few decades up into the 
early twentieth century, new publishers in Japan continued 
to re-release the popular expanded version. 
 
The German doctor Philipp Franz von Siebold (1796-1822), 
who had the rare experience of living in Japan for over 
eight years in the Edo period, published the first foreign-
language version of Butsuzō zui in 1832-52 within his book 
Nippon. Siebold was aided by the scholar Johann Joseph 

Hoffmann (1805-1878) who translated parts of Butsuzō zui for the religion section of this 
book. Foreigners such as Émile Guimet (1836-1918), who founded Musée Guimet in 
Paris, and William Anderson (1842-1900), a British doctor and Asian art collector, were 
eager to learn about the mysterious religions of Japan and greeted Butsuzō zui with 
enthusiasm. Beginning with Siebold’s work, these same illustrations were later used in 
German, French and English works. 
 
The particular focus of this talk is to consider the role of Butsuzō zui in the distribution of 
the representations of Kannon, who has the most frequent presence among all the deities 
in the work. As Butsuzō zui introduced the various representations of Kannon and other 
deities to new audiences throughout the world, how did its distribution affect the 
popularity as well as codification of sets of multiple Kannon images? 
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