
58. Anonymous Kano School (17th century) 
  
Karako yugi zu “Chinese Children at Play” 
 
Pair of six-fold screens, ink, color, and gold on paper 
Each 95.0 x 261.0 cm. (37 3/8 x 102 1/2 in.) 

 

                                                                              

A resplendent palatial compound is erected on pilings over inky-blue waters. On the near 
shore a stretch of gold reflects billowing clouds that embrace the tile rooftops, hug the pines, 
and fill the sky with a golden light. A breathtaking environment is created for a multitude of 
rowdy boys who fill the resplendent rooms with their antics, man boats as if they were 
seafarers, and thunder up and down marble staircases—so riotous and gleeful we can 
practically hear the clamor. And not an adult is in sight to put a lid on this. 
 
We want to know who these children are, what they are doing here. It doesn’t take long to 
identify them as visitors from distant shores. Throngs of male children appearing in 
paintings or the decorative arts, dressed in Chinese garb, their hair cut, tied in knots, and 
heads shaved in traditional Chinese fashion, are invariably the “One-hundred Children,” a 
long-standing theme in Chinese art. It all began when the heroic King Wen of the Zhou 
dynasty, of some three millennia ago, added one more son to his off-spring of ninety-nine 
boys from his twenty-four wives, an orphan he adopted to bring the family count up to an 
auspicious one-hundred. The theme was inexorably linked with the subject of children at 
play. Fun and frivolous games and pranks were on the program—kite-flying, kickball, 
spinning tops, teasing cats, puppeteering, frog baiting, “matching herbs,” blind-man’s bluff 
or hide and seek, toying with live rabbits, with food and flowers, pulling carts, riding hobby 
horses, wrestling and romping, chasing butterflies—but they also delighted in mimicking 
adults—Buddhist monks in processions, officials with their minions sheltering them with 
lotus-leaf parasols and cooling them with fans, scholars playing chess, writing calligraphy, 
viewing paintings, and playing music. 
 
The subject of children was established as a separate category of painting in China during the 
Song dynasty and continued to be a popular theme thereafter.1 While a good number of 
painters who addressed this theme during the Song period remain anonymous (figs. 1-2), the 
artist who took the lead in this field was the academy painter Su Hanchen (1094-1172) noted 
for exquisite works focusing on children in garden settings and magical evocations of knick-
knack peddlers with their treasure-laden carts surrounded by bands of enthusiastic children 
(figs. 3-6). A child alone or several together were favorite subjects on ceramic pillows of the 
Song and Yuan periods (fig. 7) and then, during the Ming and Qing dynasties, blue-and-
white and colorful overglaze-enamelled porcelains became perfect venues for the theme, 
with children left to their own devices (figs. 8-9) or on occasion with nannies and mothers 
watching over them (fig. 10).2 At the same time during the later dynasties, professional 
painters, such as Qiu Ying (ca. 1494-1552), produced paintings devoted to the subject and 
paintings attributed to him and to his predecessor Su Hanchen abound, while a painter of 
most eccentric works, Chen Hongshou (1598-1652), also has a number of such works passed 
off under his name (figs. 11-14). 
 
 



 The Japanese had been enthusiastic collectors of Chinese ceramics over many centuries and 
in the early 17th century a new type of ware was added to the imports.  The ceramic wares 
known as kososmetsuke and ko-akae, underglaze-blue painted and overglaze-enameled 
porcelains made specifically for the Japanese market, were imported from around 1620 to 
the mid century in great numbers and among the numerous examples still there today are 
those with the theme of frolicking children (see cat. no. 21 for examples). Chinese paintings 
so popular in Japan over many centuries included the present theme and good numbers 
must have been collected early on in Japan where they are still held in Japanese museums 
and private collections. Printed books, which included figural and architectural illustrations, 
and some devoted  to Confucian subjects related to the theme as well, were being widely 
disseminated from the late 16th century onward and these also made their way to Japan. 
 
These visual models from China available in Japan were adopted predominantly by the 
artists of the Kano school, a hereditary school of painters that had its beginnings in Kyoto, 
the imperial capital, in the person of Kano Masanobu (1434-1530). Masanobu and his 
numerous followers, both within and outside the Kano family, distinguished themselves for 
over the next three centuries through their keen focus on and adaptation of Chinese painting 
subjects and models. From the purity of ink monochrome paintings inspired by Chan 
subjects and style to bold and colorful decorative paintings, the most stunning displays of 
their talents were on the fusuma (sliding doors) of castles, palatial residences, shrines and 
temples, and on byobu (folding screens), such as the pair here, used  primarily as room 
dividers.  
 

Chinese architecture, furnishing and décor, implements and accouterment are here presented 
within a Kano world billowing with golden clouds, dark blue waters, and dramatic pines. The 
roofs are the heavy, colorful tile constructs typical of Chinese palace architecture with 
railings and balustrades lacquered red. The black-and-white checkerboard floors we are 
accustomed to seeing in Kano interpretation of Chinese interiors are replaced with more 
decorative tiles and the staircase treads are produced from handsome marble.  The children 
are involved in all the activities we expect and repay the closest scrutiny.  The faces are 
wonderfully individualized, expressive and expressionistic.  Big smiles on some reveal tiny 
white teeth while others grimace and still others are just plain serious as they get on with the 
business, such as maneuvering those boats to the opposite shore. The brocades of the 
Chinese models are toned down considerably, painted in shades of mellow reds and browns, 
unifying the composition in a rather original way. There is, however, great variety in 
hairstyles and headgear providing points of interest wherever we look. While the activities 
are what we would expect, some are particularly intriguing such as the cockfight in the 
foreground in a center panel of the screen at the right, which has the boys gathered round in 
anticipation of what the outcome will be. A couple of the figures look as if they might be 
girls, which would be unusual but not out of the question. Bird cages large and small being 
toted around by the children indicate what was of great interest to the group on that 
particular day.  Some boys seem to be viewing a hanging scroll they have rolled out and held 
above the water, but it might instead, we hope, be a length of textile. While a chess game 
appears to be progressing at fast pace on the porch at the top of the staircase on the screen 
to the left, what really catches our attention is the enormous bag on a four-wheeled cart that 
is being pushed from behind by several boys and pulled by a group in front grasping onto 
two ropes and dragging the cart forward.  The overstuffed bulging bag is a sign that the 
beloved Buddhist deity Hotei (Ch. Budai), one of the Seven Deities of Good Fortune and 
patron saint of children, has been in the vicinity.  



 
While the main Kano school branch moved to Edo (Tokyo) to serve the Tokugawa 
shogunate, in the early 17th century, other branches remained in Kyoto and the present 
painting seems quite allied with works produced there, in the decorative style maintained as 
one important core element of 17th century Kano style in the Kyoto area. A “One-hundred 
Children” pair of byobu now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art illustrating this subject is, in 
fact, by Kano Eino (1631-1697), son of Sansetsu (1589-1651) who headed the main Kyoto 
branch after the move of other major practitioners of the school to Edo (fig. 15).3  The 
theme was depicted in Japan as early as the 16th century, based on a recorded painting by 
Kano Motonobu (1476-1559, and it has been suggested that the  present painter’s work 
appears closely allied to artists active after Motonobu, during the late 16th early 17th century, 
such as Kano Naizen (1570–1616) who is recorded as having painted a large mural depicting 
the theme, “Chinese Children at Play,” for the Koide family’s palatial residence, although it 
does not appears to have survived.4 
 
In the recent Kano exhibition at the Kyoto National Museum, a number of anonymous 
byobu were displayed whose artists were categorized as “The Secret Weapon of the Kano 
School” and the painters as “Shadow Warriors.”5  The unsigned works are described as 
having been painted in the style of Kano masters by artists working behind the scenes to 
help fill the numerous commissions received (figs. 16-18).  It was noted, ”While the works of 
these painters show differences—sometimes subtle, sometimes significant—in their 
representations of facial expressions, trees, rocks, and other details, their stellar 
workmanship is undistinguishable from that of the known Kano painters.”6  That seems an 
apt description for the painter of the present screens who—painting here clearly in a more 
idiosyncratic, individualistic and expressionistic manner—is no longer entirely anonymous 
then, but rather a “Shadow Warrior.” 
 
1. See Richard Barnhart and Catherine Barnhart, “Images of Children in Song Painting and Poetry,” 
pp. 31-56 and Terese Tse Bartholomew, “One Hundred Children: From Boys at Play to Icons of 
Good Fortune,” pp. 57-83, in Ann Barrott Wicks, ed., Children in Chinese Art, Honolulu, 2002 and 
Howard Rogers in Sherman Lee, et. al., Eight Dynasties of Chinese Painting, Cleveland, 1980, p. 55. 
 
2. The vast majority of works, regardless of media, do not represent all of one-hundred children. It is 
likely that on articles for the bedchamber, such as curtains and bed covers, the full head count was, 
however, quite purposefully produced as it was thought to be auspicious, expressing wishes for 
numerous progeny. A pair of silk jackets belonging to and interred with one of the two wives of the 
Wanli emperor, the Xiaojing empress (d. 1612), were embroidered with the frolicking figures on the 
front and back of each garment, which added together indeed added up to the ideal number, allowing 
the empress to take her wishes into the afterlife. See Bartholomew, ibid., figs. 3.4 and 3.5, pp. 62-63. 
 
3. These paintings were on view in Philadelphia Museum of Art exhibition and published in the 
superb catalogue of the exhibition. See Felice Fischer and Kyoko Kinoshita, Ink and Gold: Art of the 
Kano,  Philadelphia, 2014, no. 92, pp. 212-213.   

 
4.  I am grateful to Kazuko Kameda-Madar who has done extensive research in this particular area 
for this information and for generously providing the suggestion concerning the painter’s possible 
early date of activity without yet having had the opportunity to study the present screens first hand. 

 
5.  See Kano Painters of the Momoyama Period: Eitoku’s Legacy, Kyoto, 2015, p. IX. 

 
6  Ibid. 
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Fig. 1: Anonymous, “One-hundred 
Children at Play,” Southern Song period, 
12th-13th century, fan mounted as an 
album leaf, ink and colors on silk, 
Cleveland Museum of Art, after Sherman 
Lee, et. al., Eight Dynasties of Chinese 
Painting, Cleveland, 1980, no. 39, p. 55.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2: Anonymous, “Children Enjoying  
the Spring,” Southern Song period, round  
album leaf, ink and colors on silk, National  
Palace Museum, Taipei, after Songren huaze,  
Taipei, 1985, pl. 85. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 3: Su Hanchen (1094-1172), attributed, “Knick-knack 
Peddler,” hanging scroll, ink and light colors on silk, 
National Palace Museum, Taipei, after Painting of Children at 
Play, Taipei, 1994, pl. 4.  

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Fig. 4: Su Hanchen (1094-1172), attributed, “One-
hundred Children in Spring,” handscroll, ink and 
colors on silk, National Palace Museum, Taipei, 
after Painting of Children at Play, Taipei, 1994, p. 17 
(detail: children viewing a painting and “matching 
herbs”). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 5: Su Hanchen (1094-1172), attributed,  
“One-hundred Children at Play,” handscroll,  
ink and colors on silk, National Palace Museum,  
Taipei, after Painting of Children at Play, Taipei,  
1994, p. 56 (detail: children playing weiqi or go). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 6: Su Hanchen (1094-1172), 
“Children at Play,” hanging 
scroll, ink and colors on silk, 
after Painting of Children at Play, 
Taipei, 1994, p. 14: children 
spinning a top; (entire painting 
illustrated on p. 66). 

 
 



 
Fig. 7: Cizhou ceramic pillow painted 
with a child riding a bamboo hobby 
horse, Song dynasty, 12th century, after 
Cizhouyao citao, Beijing, 2000, p. 278 (top). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 8: Underglaze-blue decorated covered  
porcelain jar decorated with children mimicking  
officials, Ming dynasty, Jiajing period (1522-1566),  
Idemitsu Museum of Arts, Tokyo, after Chinese  
Ceramics in the Idemitsu Collection, Tokyo, 1987, pl. 191. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 9: Underglaze-blue decorated 
porcelain covered jar with children 
mimicking scholars, Ming dynasty, Jiajing 
period, National Palace Museum, Taipei, 
after Chinese Cultural Art Treasures, National 
Palace and Central Museums Illustrated 
Handbook, 1965, pl. 114 (detail). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 10: Underglaze-blue decorated porcelain  
rectangular box with children in a garden at  
play attended by adults, Ming dynasty,  
Longqing period (1567-1572),  Idemitsu  
Museum of Arts, Tokyo, after Chinese Ceramics  
in the Idemitsu Museum Collection, Tokyo, 1987,  
 pl. 199. 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 11: Qiu Ying (c. 1494-1552), attributed, “Children at Play in a 
Palace Garden,” hanging scroll, ink and colors on silk, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, after 
www.chinaonlinemuseum.com/...children-in-palace-garden.php 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 12: Su Hanchen (1094-1172), attributed, probably Ming dynasty, “Children at Play,” handscroll, 

ink and colors on silk, National Palace Museum, Taipei, after Gugong shuhua tulu, vol. 16, p. 175-176. 
 
 

http://www.chinaonlinemuseum.com/...children-in-palace-garden.php


 
 
 
  
 

Fig. 13: Detail of figure 12 with children mimicking 
Buddhist monks.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 14: Chen Hongshou (1598-1652), “Children at Play,”  
hanging scroll, ink and colors on silk, Tokyo National  
Museum, after Illustrated Catalogues of Tokyo National Museum:  
Chinese Paintings, Tokyo, 1979, pl. 110, p. 76.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    Fig. 15: Kano Eino (1631-1637), “One-hundred Children,” pair of six-fold screens, ink, 
    color, and gold on paper, Edo period, 17th century, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
    York after http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/75372 

http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/75372


 
Fig. 16: Anonymous, “Chinese 
Beauties Processing Tea & 
Chinese Children,” pair of six 
panel folding screens, ink, color, 
and gold on paper, Edo period, 
17th century, after Kano Painters of 
the Momoyama Period: Eitoku’s 
Legacy, Kyoto, 2015, no. 47, p. 
176 (detail). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 17: Anonymous, “Chinese 
Beauties Processing Tea & 
Chinese Children” pair of six 
panel folding screens, ink, color, 
and gold on paper, Edo period, 
17th century, after Kano Painters of 
the Momoyama Period: Eitoku’s 
Legacy, Kyoto, 2015, no. 47, p. 
177 (detail). 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 18: Anonymous, “Mirror for 
Emperors,” pair of six-panel 
folding screens, ink, color, and 
gold on paper, Edo period, 17th 
century, Kyushu National 
Museum, after Kano Painters of the 
Momoyama Period: Eitoku’s Legacy, 
Kyoto, 2015, no. 49, p. 182. 

 
 


