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The Aesthetic Phenomenon as the Occasion for the “Transformation of the
Secular into the Sacred”: The Concept of the “Sacred” in KOBATA Junzo

YANAGISAWA Hiromi

KOBATA Junzo (1926—1984) believed that “aesthetic consciousness” deepens and
matures throughout life. He therefore emphasized the Japanese term “aesthetic
consciousness” (FEEGR, bi-ishiki) and further conceptualized it through the idea of “way-
seeking” (3R3#, gudo), which also connects to religion. This is well illustrated in his work,
Seek-Way Art (Gudé Geijutsu; published posthumously in 1985), subtitled The Horizon of
Art and Religion. I believe that his philosophy of aesthetic consciousness can be described
as “aesthetics as a way of life.”

However, the approach of discussing life and beauty together is not new. It is
commonplace in the traditional aesthetic discourse of Japan, particularly in what is termed
the philosophy of the “arts as a way of life” (3£, Geido), which means to discuss
naturally both the cultivation of the arts and the way of life. Moreover, it easily connects
with religious discourse centered on Zen Buddhism. How does Kobata’s philosophy differ
from the arts-as-way-of-life philosophy?

In Seek-Way Art, he names the phenomenon of opening of the world of the sacred
through secular activities as the “transformation of the secular into the sacred” ({&ES#HNEE,
zoku-sei hon-ten) and cites the example of the “letter sutra” (JHE#E, sho-soku gys), copied
using letters from the deceased. Although this is a form of a memorial service for the
departed, Kobata views it as stemming from a profoundly secular and deeply emotional
motive. The transformation (BH¥Z, hon-ten) into the sacred occurs through aesthetic
phenomena, such as copying sutra, which exert solemnizing effects. This emphasizes the
secular aspect of art and opens a path from secular, artistic acts to not only beauty but
also the sacred. Furthermore, because the character “Bl” in “BH#x5” signifies “inversion,” the
secular and the sacred are, for Kobata, not in opposition but rather two sides of the same
existence, which reveal their opposite aspects under certain conditions.

Although this argument is supported by examples of Japanese phenomena, Kobata’s
philosophy is not limited to Japan or the East. It is universal and seeks to illuminate the
essence of human existence by examining aesthetic phenomena in relation to the religious

value of the sacred.
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