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Research Note

Research Note on the Amitabha Cult
and Its Imagery in Early Japan

YOKO HSUEH SHIRAI

MAGINE a place inhabited by celestial musicians

playing delightful music beside a beautiful, jeweled

palace. There is a pond filled with lotus buds and
flowers in full bloom, and nearby are verdant trees
and countless divine beings who welcome you to their
heavenly paradise. You—or to be precise, a reborn
version of you, after your earthly life has come to an
end—lack for nothing here. Everyone is guaranteed
rebirth in this blissful paradise, located in the direction
of the setting sun, simply by calling out the name of the
One who presides here: Amitabha (Jp. Amida 1 PRFE).
The Amitabha cult in Japan is generally considered to
have emerged in the late Heian % (ca. 1068-1185)
or Kamakura & (1185-1333) period.” Yet the ear-
liest Buddhist icons identified as Amitabha in Japan

Many thanks to the anonymous reader who helped reformulate
sections of this essay. | am also grateful to Akiko Walley, who
commented on an earlier draft (June 2018). Ideas appearing

in this research note were first presented on 12 February 2016

at "Reassessing Kodai: An Interdisciplinary Workshop on Ap-
proaches to the Cultural History of Early Japan and its Historiog-
raphy” at the University of Michigan, hosted by Professor Kevin
Carr and his graduate students, Chun Wa Chan and Susan Dine.
Anne McGannon, Sonya Lee, Fukuda Sayoko, Hirooka Takanobu,
and Shimizu Akihiro kindly provided critical assistance. William
Bodiford, as always, has patiently answered questions relating to
this work. All errors remain the responsibility of the author.

reflect Hakuho culture (Hakuho bunka HJE AL, ca.
645-710), within the Asuka 5 (538-710) period, al-
most three centuries earlier.” This unsatisfactory gap in
knowledge is quite puzzling. Why have scholars been
unable to reach a consensus regarding the exact nature
of the Amitabha cult and its imagery in pre-eleventh
century Japan?

After years of research on this topic, it has become
evident to me that the state of the field itself prevents
definitive clarification, due in part to the uneven nature
of what was transmitted to and practiced on the Japa-
nese islands, especially during the seventh and eighth
centuries. The extant written and material evidence in-
dicates that the earliest followers of Amitabha in Japan
may not have consistently distinguished images of Ami-
tabha from other buddha icons, in particular Maitreya
(Jp. Miroku #i#)), the Future Buddha. If this was

1 One well-regarded volume among many published in English is
Payne and Tanaka, Approaching the Land of Bliss.

2 Breaking up the past into named periods such as the “"Kamakura
period” is a modern, scholastic artifact, and scholars may differ
in the starting and ending dates they select for a given period.
Regarding Hakuho, see McCallum, Hakuhé Sculpture, pp. 15-17.

3 I donotdiscuss other buddhas, such as Bhaisajyaguru (Jp.
Yakushi #&£ili), the Medicine Buddha, in this research note
because | observed a significant degree of overlap between
Amitdbha and Maitreya; however, there is a certain degree of
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indeed the case, we can speculate that the iconography
of Amitabha (and perhaps Maitreya as well) was not yet
standardized and that there were overlaps in the ritual
use of these icons during the first few centuries after the
seventh century. As in many fields of study, the dearth
of surviving evidence, both material and written, has
placed limits on secondary scholarship. In short, the
presumed lack of consistency in practice during the
first few centuries after the seventh century, combined
with a lack of substantial records and evidence avail-
able to scholars in the twenty-first century, conveys an
impression of overall ambiguity and unevenness with
regard to the Amitabha cult and imagery in early Japan.
This research note therefore seeks to contribute to the
field by summarizing recent publications that offer in-
sights into the Japanese Amitabha cult and its imag-
ery based in part on new archaeological discoveries in
Japan. My broader research has focused on the study of
Amitabha, especially within events dating to the sev-
enth and eighth centuries; this review focuses on recent
secondary scholarship on Amitabha icons and other
evidence from the seventh through the ninth century.

Concerning Early Practice

Two studies in particular have a bearing on the ambi-
guity in cultic practice during the Hakuho and Nara
BE (710-784/794) periods. In his 2017 examina-
tion of prayer texts (Jp. ganmon Bi3C, Ch. yuanwen),
Bryan Lowe corroborates the lack of standardization.
“By the Nara period,” Lowe writes, “patrons were read-
ily conversant in the terminology of pure lands and
heavens [associated with specific buddhas] that had
only recently been introduced to Japan, as evidenced
by the frequent appearance of Buddhist proper names
in prayers.”* These proper names included references
to Amitabha’s pure land, but “most common” at this
time were “invocations of the future buddha Maitreya’s
Tusita heaven (Jp. tosotsuten A=K or toshitaten B

interchangeability between the pure lands of Amitabha and
Bhaisajyaguru—a topic that deserves further study.

4 Lowe, Ritualized Writing, p. 74. Lowe explains that “[i]n the Nara
period, prayers were most commonly performed on behalf of
the deceased, asking that they be born in a better place such as
a heaven or a pure land” (p. 61). For more in English on the Am-
itabha cult during the Nara period, see Rhodes, “The Beginning
of Pure Land Buddhism in Japan.” Many thanks to Cynthea J.
Bogel for directing me to this article, among others.
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% K).... From the evidence in prayers, we can conclude
that these new cosmological ideas spread widely and
rapidly in Japan and were well known by the mid-Nara
period, if not earlier.”> Of particular interest are prayers
that demonstrate how “patrons creatively imagined the
heavens and pure lands they invoked”: some prayers
expressed a wish for the spirit of the departed to travel
to two separate buddha realms, a notion “unorthodox
by canonical standards, though common in prayers.”
Lowe’s work indicates several key developments in the
Nara period: the Amitabha cult was rising in popularity
but the Maitreya cult was more prevalent;’ the pure land
or heaven of more than one buddha could be “creatively
imagined” in “unorthodox” ways; and some devotees
aspired to more than one heavenly paradise after death.

Many new ideas, including religious concepts like
these, originated from the Chinese mainland and were
then filtered through the Korean Peninsula before ar-
riving on the Japanese islands. It is important to keep
in mind that features that arrived intact from abroad
are hard to distinguish from those that were invented
or changed in Japan; each should be analyzed on a
case-by-case basis. In terms of Amitabha’s pure land,
some of the ambiguity or unorthodoxy that we per-
ceive may have existed since the cult’s inception. In his
study of the Chinese context, Robert Scharf argues for
a revision of our idea about an independent Pure Land
school, urging that we “abandon not only the notion of
a distinctive and self-conscious Pure Land school com-
prised of an orthodox lineage of patriarchs, but also the
idea of a distinctive Pure Land approach to Buddhist
soteriology.”® Rather, “Pure Land cosmology and prac-
tice were part and parcel of Chinese Buddhism virtu-
ally from its inception.” So although there were those
who “specialized in Pure Land scriptures” or “lay per-
sons whose devotions were centered on Amitabha and
the aspiration for rebirth in his Pure Land, they did not
constitute anything resembling an independent tradi-

5 Lowe, Ritualized Writing, p. 74. In the same paragraph, Lowe lists
the various names for Amitabha's paradise: “Realm of Tranquility
and Nourishment (Jp. An’ydkai % #£4+), Land of Tranquility and
Bliss (Jp. Anraku kokudo 2448 1), or simply Supreme Bliss (Jp.
Gokuraku Hi4%).

Ibid., pp. 74-75.

7 Lowe adds, “As numerous scholars have observed, the cult of
Maitreya likely surpassed that of Amitabha in the eighth century.”
Ibid., p. 103; references for the “numerous scholars” appear in n.
50 on p. 103.

8 Scharf, "On Pure Land Buddhism,” p. 319.

9 Ibid., p.320.
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tion, much less a school.” If the Amitabha cult was not
really an independent cult or tradition in China during
these centuries, as Scharf proposes, then it is likely that
this was also the case in Japan. This helps explain the
ambiguity or unorthodoxy that we perceive in the his-
torical record.

On the Origins of the Amitabha Image

What did early images of Amitabha look like? To an-
swer this question we need to examine the history of
Amitabha belief in India and China.

The Amitabha cult arose in India, although details
as to the precise location remain obscure. According to
one textbook on Japanese Buddhism:

Very little is known regarding the inception
of belief in either the Buddha Amitabha or
his Western Pure Land (Sukhavati) in early
India, and to date no hypothesis has won
general acceptance. The earliest forms of the
Larger Sukhavati-vyitha and Amitabha sutras
both appeared during approximately the
first century A.D. at the time of the Kusana
dynasty in northwestern India."

There is, in my opinion, little doubt that written ac-
counts of Amitabha preceded the imagery, although
specific dates are not clear. It also seems clear that
Amitabha literature and imagery developed separately,
evolving along parallel but separate trajectories. Basic
doctrines concerning Amitabha were written down
in the Sukhavativyiiha, two canonical Mahayana texts
that explain the significance of Amitabha and Sukha-
vati (“Land of Bliss” or “Pure Land”), the realm over
which Amitabha presides. Known by several names—
the Larger Sukhavativyoha Sutra (Jp. Muryojukyo
MR FFHE, Ch. Wuliangshou jing) and the Shorter
Sukhavativyitha Sutra or Amitabha Sutra (Jp. Amidakyo
BT GRFERE)> —the scriptures tell us three things that

10 Ibid.

11 Both of these sutras mention Amitabha. Matsunaga and Matsu-
naga, Foundation of Japanese Buddhism, vol. 2, pp. 19-20. For
the study of Amida, Fujita, J6do sanbukyd no kenkyd, is highly
relevant.

12 For an English translation of the Sukhavativyiha scriptures, see
Gobmez, The Land of Bliss. For a more recent translation of the
Shorter Sukhavativyaha sutra, see Gémez, "Rebirth in the Land
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are significant for Amitabha imagery. First, Amitabha
is attended by two bodhisattvas: Avalokitesvara (Jp.
Kanzeon bosatsu {5 or Kannon B{#), often
depicted with a miniature, seated buddha on the crown
(Jp. kebutsu 1BAL); and Mahasthamaprapta (Jp. Seishi
bosatsu #FEFEE), whose attribute is a long-necked
bottle on the crown.” Second, the inhabitants of Sukha-
vati “move freely, riding in seven-jeweled airborne pal-
aces.” And third, the process of rebirth involves being
“spontaneously born by transformation, seated with
legs crossed, in the seven-jeweled lotus flowers.” That
is, newborn souls emerge out of lotus flowers that grow
in the ponds of Sukhavati.

A portion of the earliest surviving Amitabha sculp-
ture was recovered in 1977 at Govindnagar, on the west-
ern outskirts of Mathura City in India. According to
Gregory Schopen, the inscription on the base contains
“an unambiguous reference to the Buddha Amitabha”
and a date, “the 26th year of the Great King Huveska,”
which likely corresponds to the year 153 CE.” Unfor-
tunately, we do not know what the figure looked like
as only the bare feet of this stone buddha remain.
Schopen raises the possibility that almost as soon as
the cult of Amitabha came into existence, Sukhavati
became non-specific and non-exclusive to Amitabha, a
phenomenon he describes as a “definite process of gen-
eralization and dissociation from Amitabha.” Schopen
believes his interpretation “may have isolated the key
factor in the history of the development of the ‘cult’ of
Amitabha in India”: this generalization essentially “ef-
fected a decline and weakening of the specific cult of
Amitabha as a separate entity” because it would have
emptied the Amitabha cult of one of its signature offer-
ings, namely rebirth in Sukhavati.”® So if the Amitabha
cult did not become independent, popular, or domi-
nant in India soon after its emergence, then there was
probably no distinctive buddha image that exclusively
depicted Amitabha.

of Bliss.” Other translations are found in Inagaki, The Three Pure
Land Sutras.

13 The names of the two bodhisattvas can be found in the English
translation of the scripture by Inagaki, The Three Pure Land
Sutras, p. 36, corresponding to Murydjukyd, p. 273b.

14 Inagaki, The Three Pure Land Sutras, pp. 57-58, corresponding to
Muryojukys, pp. 278a-b.

15 For monochrome reproductions of the image, see Schopen, “The
Inscription on the Kusan Image of Amitabha,” figure 1 on p. 249,
and figures 2a—b on pp. 250-51.

16 Schopen, “Sukhavati as a Generalized Religious Goal,” p. 183.
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Elizabeth ten Grotenhuis likewise believes the “cult”
of Amitabha in India was “quite minor” and draws at-
tention instead to the popularization of Amitabha in
China:

Whatever kind of Amidist movement existed
seems to have been quite minor [in India] during
the Kushan period (ca. 50-200 CE) and to have
become submerged during the Gupta period
(320-570). Not until the eighth century do Chi-
nese pilgrims to India mention Pure Land practice.
We must therefore look to China to observe the
development of an early religious tradition focused
on Amida.”

Worship of Amitabha appears to have gained a foothold
in China during a chaotic period that spanned more
than three centuries, when China was not unified into
a single empire. Referred to variously as the Period of
Disunity, the Age of Fragmentation, the Six Dynasties,
or the Northern and Southern Dynasties, this period
began after the fall of the Han dynasty in 220 CE and
ended with the reunification of China by the Sui in 589
CE. This time of uncertainty could be viewed as provid-
ing fertile ground for the introduction and adaptation
of new ideas from foreign sources, including belief in
Amitabha. According to Eileen Hsu:

Through the interpretation of scriptures and
proselytizing efforts, Pure Land Buddhism gained
increasing popularity in the fourth and fifth centu-
ries, particularly in the south among members of
the elite driven from northern China by the invad-
ing nomads at the end of the Western Jin dynasty
(265-317). Among the most influential Pure Land
advocates was Huiyuan R (334-416 or 417),
who attracted enthusiastic gatherings in the cult
center at Lushan, Jiangxi province.™

Hsu begins her examination of the earliest surviving
Amitabha images from China with the “statues of the
Buddha Amitayus and the bodhisattvas Avalokite$vara
and Mahasthamaprapta,” located in Niche 6 of Cave 169
in the Binglingsi f#=F cave complex in Gansu HJi

17 Ten Grotenhuis, Japanese Mandalas, p. 19.
18 Hsu, “The Sengchou Cave and Early Imagery of Sukhavati,” pp.
312-13.
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Province and dated by inscription to 420 CE (Western
Qin kingdom, 385-431)." The central buddha sits with
legs crossed and the partially damaged hands rest in the
lap. Without the inscription, it would be virtually im-
possible to identify the figure as Amitabha.

Hsu also discusses three relief images dated to the
sixth century that depict Amitabha’s paradise. The
first, a stele excavated in 1953 at Wanfosi B <5 near
Chengdu, Sichuan Province, and attributed to the
Southern Liang dynasty (502-557), “best exemplifies
the southern tradition of Pure Land imagery” and is
one of the “earliest known representations of Sukha-
vati in China.” In this paradise scene a small buddha,
presumably Amitabha, is seated at the top of a triangu-
lar composition, accompanied by standing attendants,
trees, a pair of two-story palaces, and a pond filled with
what appear to be newly reborn souls among lotus
flowers. Amitabha is not enlarged, so details such as the
hand position are difficult to see.

Hsu’s second relief was found in what is generally
known as the Xiaonanhai /N iffi cave-temple in An-
yang %W County, Henan {i[F§ Province, dated to be-
tween 555 and 560 (Northern Qi dynasty, 550-577).”
(Hsu refers to this as the “Sengchou cave” after its spon-
sor, the eminent monk Sengchou 1474 [480-560].) On
the west wall, above the haloes of the standing Buddha
triad, is a scene in low relief that portrays Sukhavati.
Oddly, a buddha is nowhere to be found in the scene.
Nevertheless, newly reborn souls sit inside lotus flowers,
and behind the blooms are trees and palace buildings.
Most critically, and “unprecedented in Buddhist art
before Sengchou’s time, [are] the multiple cartouches
inscribing the various categories of rebirth and scenes
of Sukhavati described in the Guanjing Bi#%” (Ch.
Foshuo Guan wuliangshoufo jing LBk = FFLRE,
the Scripture Spoken by the Buddha on Visualizing
the Buddha of Immeasurable Life).?> The cartouches

19 Ibid., p. 312 and figure 13. In n. 65 on p. 309, Hsu indicates that
the two names, Amitayus, or “Buddha of Immeasurable Life”
(Ch. Wuliangshoufo #t#t##14), and Amitabha, or “Buddha of
Boundless Light” (Ch. Amituofo F#RFE(L), were “often used
interchangeably”; Hsu, too, seems to use the names interchange-
ably in her article.

20 Ibid., p. 313 and figure 14.

21 Ibid., p. 309 and figures 11-12. The cave's principal sculptures
are missing their heads and some of their hands, so the reliefs
carved on the walls, which were spared from damage, provide
the best examples for study.

22 Ibid., pp. 310, 316. On p. 311, Hsu states that the “"Guanjing was
translated in the middle of the fifth century by the Central Asian
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are inscribed with labels indicating the Nine Degrees
of Rebirth, such as “middle rebirth of the upper rank.”
According to Hsu the insertion of cartouches to iden-
tify the various degrees or ranks associated with rebirth
in Amitabha’s paradise is a “Chinese interpolation” or
invention.” Portraying and then inscribing each rank
in the relief image of Sukhavati thus reflects “the early
development of a sinicized Pure Land Buddhist art.”
These modifications likely signify attempts to make the
Amitabha cult more appealing and familiar to potential
donors in sixth-century China.

Hsu’s third Sukhavati relief was removed from a
limestone cave-temple and is now housed at the Smith-
sonian Institution’s Freer Gallery of Art in Washington,
D.C.> The relief is attributed to Cave 2 of the Nan F§
(south) Xiangtangshan #4111 monastery complex in
Hebei it Province, an array of cave-temples created
in the Northern Qi around 565 CE, or approximately
one decade after the Sengchou cave.”® The central bud-
dha in the relief sits under a jeweled canopy with legs
crossed, right hand raised with open palm facing the
viewer, left hand resting in the lap. There is a pair of
miniature, palace-like buildings on the far right and left
of the relief, and in a small rectangular pool in front of
Amitabha are several newly reborn souls seated on lotus
flowers. The sculptural styles and trends established at
Xiangtangshan not only continued into the Sui dynasty,

monk Kalayasas (Ch. Jiangliangyeshe 8 RH+).” See Foshuo
Guan wuliangshoufo jing.

23 “This hierarchical system of rebirth, not found in either the Larger
or the Shorter Sukhavativyaha Sutra, provided the rationale for
further development of Pure Land devotion aimed at achieving
the vision of Amitayus through meditation as the sole means to
rebirth in Sukhavati.... Especially significant is that the theme of
the Nine Degrees of Rebirth is arguably a Chinese interpolation,
absent from the original Sukhavati [vydha] scriptures.” Ibid., pp.
314-15.

24 Ibid., p. 309.

25 Ibid., figure 15. Hsu labels the Freer relief as “Purchase, F1921.2."
For a digital image, see https://asia.si.edu/object/F1921.2/.

26 The Sengchou cave and the groups of caves known as Nan
Xiangtangshan and Bei dt (north) Xiangtangshan are rela-
tively close to one another. The northern and southern sites
in Xiangtangshan are roughly fifteen kilometers apart (Tsiang,
Echoes of the Past, p. 18), while the Sengchou cave lies about fifty
kilometers from Xiangtangshan (Steinhardt, “Xiangtangshan and
Northern Qi Architecture,” p. 64). Because Sengchou was the
chief abbot of the Bei Xiangtangshan monastery complex near
Ye (present-day Lin‘an [ifi% County, Hebei Province), the capital
of the Northern Qi kingdom, Hsu considers it likely that a close
relationship existed between these sets of cave-temples. See
Hsu, “The Sengchou Cave and Early Imagery of Sukhavati,” p.
290.

SPRING 2021

but were disseminated to regions beyond China, for
instance the Japanese archipelago, as Katherine Tsiang
has persuasively argued. In her examination of imagery
from Xiangtangshan, Tsiang offers several important
considerations about this context. First, contrary to how
the Xiangtangshan caves are generally perceived today,
in conception and patronage they were not unified but
instead were associated with different monasteries.”
Second, most of the imagery was removed and taken
to museums around the world. And third, although the
Northern Qi dynasty lasted only twenty-eight years,
“its impact on the history of Chinese art is dispropor-
tionately large [and] the art of [the Northern Qi] was a
model for that of subsequent periods.”

The Xiangtangshan caves contain commissioned
images of various buddha icons, and among these
Tsiang identifies the three most likely Amitabha group-
ings (in addition to the Freer relief mentioned above)
as follows:

1. Northern Xiangtangshan, South Cave, East wall altar:
a large, headless buddha seated with right leg crossed

over the left, whose hands are either missing or dam-
aged. The buddha is joined by six standing attendants
with missing heads. Based on old photographs of
the icons with intact heads, Tsiang identifies two of
the four standing bodhisattvas as Avalokitesvara and
Mahasthamaprapta, suggesting that the buddha in
the center was Amitabha.»

2. Southern Xiangtangshan, Cave 2: a pair of free-
standing, greater than life-size limestone sculptures,
believed to be from this cave and now in the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and
Anthropology. One is identified as Avalokitesvara
based on the small buddha image in the crown. The
second may be Mahasthamaprapta, but this attri-
bution is less definitive.* They likely formed a triad
whose central buddha was Amitabha.

3. Southern Xiangtangshan, Cave 4 (one of three caves
situated directly above Cave 2): three seated figures
in the round, originally at the back wall, joined
by two free-standing icons. The figural group no
longer remains in situ but an inscription carved
into the back wall “identiffies] these [free-standing

27 Tsiang, Echoes of the Past, p. 18.

28 Ibid., p.19.

29 Ibid., figure 19 on p. 37, pp. 38-39.
30 Ibid., figures 20-21 on pp. 204-207.
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sculptures] as the bodhisattvas Avalokitesvara and
Mahasthamaprapta.” This raises the possibility that
the central buddha was Amitabha.

Amitabha Images in Japan

As the above examples make clear, exactly what the
image of Amitabha looked like, or should look like,
was not yet fully developed in sixth-century China.
Researchers must rely on inscriptions or circumstan-
tial evidence to confirm an icon’s identity: Amitabha
accompanied by the bodhisattvas Avalokite$vara and
Mahasthamaprapta, or Amitabha represented in a
scene that includes palace buildings and a lotus pond
with reborn souls. Although these features can be used
to identify Amitabha in Chinese imagery, this is rarely
the case for the earliest icons found in Japan. Inscrip-
tions do not exist for most images and, with few excep-
tions, the narrative framework of a palace and reborn
souls is not found. The primary indicator of Amitabha
has thus been the identification of the two attendants
Avalokitesvara and Mahasthamaprapta in a buddha
triad. Some art historians, primarily those working in
Japan, have attempted to identify single and unaccom-
panied buddha icons—presumably the lone survivor
from a group of sculptures—based on iconographic or
visual clues. But traditions for making buddha icons
were still being formed during this period in Japan,
so relying on iconography as a means to identify these
images is of limited use. Nonetheless, some of these
studies have gained wide acceptance, so a review of the
relevant publications is warranted.

Okada Ken has established an iconography for
Amitabha images dating primarily to the seventh and
eighth centuries based on a visual device found in con-
firmed images of Amitabha icons of the same period
from China.** According to Okada, sponsorship of
Amitabha images in China, as identified by inscription,
gained in popularity during the second half of the sixth
century,® though initially, images of Amitabha were
indistinguishable from other icons such as Sakyamuni.
Various buddhas were depicted with the dharmacakra

31 Ibid., p. 45.

32 Okada, "Shotoki no Tenporin'in Amida zuzd ni tsuite no kenkyd.”

33 Ibid., p. 21. Okada refers to an inscribed date which corresponds
to 588 CE on a white jade icon unearthed in Quyang HiFs, Hebei
Province.
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mudrd—a hand gesture in which the tips of two fin-
gers on one hand touch to make the shape of a wheel,
known as the teaching gesture. But at some point after
the Sui period, the dharmacakra mudra was appropri-
ated to create a “new” dominant image of Amitabha in
China that looked suitably foreign or Indian. Okada
proposes that this type of Amitabha image did not pre-
viously exist in India or Central Asia, but was invented
in China.** One well-preserved mural painting dating
to 642 on the south wall of Cave 220 at Mogao, Dun-
huang, features a seated Amitabha whose fingers are
positioned in the dharmacakra mudra.> As this specific
image-type of Amitabha became increasingly popular
in China, it was soon transmitted across the sea and
reached the Japanese islands by the second half of the
seventh century.

Nakano Satoshi, who has studied the Amitabha cult
in Nara Japan,* reinforces Okada’s claim that the dhar-
macakra mudra serves as a visual indicator of Amitabha
during a limited period in Japan. But he proposes an
even more specific categorization since Okada did not
specify exactly which fingers should touch to form the
wheel gesture. Nakano establishes a stylistic evolution
among images presumably manufactured in Japan and
identifies a tradition dating to the Hakuho period that
features an Amitabha whose thumb is joined to the
index or middle finger on each hand in what he calls
the “Hakuho style.” Then a shift occurred in the subse-
quent Nara period: this “Nara style” has Amitabha join-
ing the thumb with the ring finger. Nakano believes the
Nara-style hand gesture was an intentional innovation,
an attempt to create a more orthodox image by replicat-
ing a written description of Amitabha in Darani jikkyo
have circulated at the highest levels of court during the
eighth century. It is important to note, however, that the
older, Hakuho-style hand gesture continued to be used

34 Ibid., p. 29. This process of “sinicization” was not limited to
images of Amitabha, but reflects a broader trend in Chinese
Buddhism during this period. Mizuno Saya finds a similar phe-
nomenon taking place in the visual representation of Divinities
of the Eight Classes (Jp. tenryi hachibu sha K#/\EH#, Ch.
tianlong babu K& /\{). According to Mizuno, selected divinities
of both local and foreign origin were incorporated into the
Divinities of the Eight Classes around the second half of the sixth
century in China. See Mizuno, “"Hachibushizé no seiritsu to hiro-
gari,” p.198.

35 For a color reproduction of Amitabha in Cave 220, see Lee,
Surviving Nirvana, figure 3.29, p.172.

36 Nakano, Nara jidai no Amida nyoraizé to J6do shinké.
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for some images dating to the Nara period.

The Hakuho Style

In the following artworks, Nakano identifies the central
buddhas as Amitabha based on their “Hakuho-style”
hand gesture —the thumb touching the index or middle
finger of the same hand:

1.

37

38

39

Figured Buddhist tiles: These are referred to in the Jap-
anese secondary literature as senbutsu 3/, and mul-
tiple fragments have been excavated from the ruins
of the Buddhist temples Natsumi Haiji & WBESF in
Mie Prefecture and Nikoji Haiji —-JG<FBEF in Nara
Prefecture.” The tiles are attributed to the late seventh
and early eighth centuries.

. Horyaji Kondo hekiga rokugoheki {5 < <5 b BE ]

N R (Horyuji Golden Hall mural no. 6): The ex-

ecution of the mural is attributed to the end of the
seventh or the beginning of the eighth century.®

. Taima mandara Wk 535 This tapestry, housed

at Taimadera in Nara Prefecture, is described by Eliz-
abeth ten Grotenhuis as “[o]ne of the most import-
ant types of Pure Land mandara in Japan.” Both ten
Grotenhuis and Nakano indicate that it was manu-

A handful of fragments have also been found at other sites. For
reproductions and a discussion of this type of tile, see Shirai,
“The Amitabha Senbutsu Unearthed in Japan.” Hida Romi offers
an interesting counter-perspective regarding the main thesis but
agrees that the main buddha featured on the tiles is none other
than Amitabha. Hida, “Ogata tason senbutsu to Hérydji Kondd
hekiga,” p. 387.

Discussion of the mural in relation to the tile-type mentioned
above appears in Shirai, “The Amitabha Senbutsu Unearthed in
Japan.” For a reproduction of the mural online, see http://umdb
.um.u-tokyo.ac.jp/DKankoub/Publish_db/1997DM/DM_CD
/DM_CONT/HORYUJI/HEKIGA/IMG006.HTM.

Ten Grotenhuis, Japanese Mandalas, p. 3. A richly nuanced,
concise analysis of the Japanese mandara appears in Bogel, With
a Single Glance, pp. 8, 44-51. On p. 45 Bogel indicates “[t]here

factured during the eighth century in China.* At
the earliest, this tapestry could have arrived in Japan
during the Nara period, perhaps in the second half of
the eighth century. As a Chinese work, this image fits
well with the standard portrayal of Sukhavati in Tang
imagery. This Sukhavati scene, with its elaborate pal-
ace structures and pond with reborn souls, is rare
among surviving eighth- and early ninth-century
representations of Amitabha in Japan. Yet the exis-
tence of Taima mandara gives rise to an interesting
possibility: that images of Sukhavati could have been
represented at Nara temples. This notion is supported
by green-glazed tile fragments unearthed during ar-
chaeological surveys. Decorated with wave designs
indicating ripples on the surface of a pond, these
tiles may have been used to compose a three-dimen-
sional, sculptural scene of Sukhavati with a life-size
Amitabha icon. This body of material evidence will
be discussed below.

4. Zuté BH3E triad: Located in Nara City, the monu-
mental earth and stone pyramidal pagoda is dated to
the late eighth century and features a triad carved in
low relief in stone on the exterior surface. According
to Nakano’s thesis, the relief is an example of the now
old-fashioned Hakuho style still being employed
during the Nara period.*

The Role of Darani jikkyo

The Buddhist scripture Darani jikkyo, mentioned above,
contains detailed visual descriptions of Buddhist deities
such as Amitabha and may therefore have had a direct
influence on the production of new Amitabha imag-
ery in Nara Japan. Darani jikkyo (Collected Dharani
Sutras) is, according to Koichi Shinohara, a twelve-

40 Ten Grotenhuis, Japanese Mandalas, p. 3; Nakano, Nara jidai no
Amida nyoraizé to Jodo shinkd, p. 299. According to Nakano,
earlier scholars proposed that the Taima mandara was manufac-
tured in Japan during the Nara period, but today it is believed to

http://emuseum.nich.go.jp/detail?
langld=en&webView=&content_base id=100033&content_part_id=0&content_pict_id=0
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Senshoji #H5 (Osaka) Taima mandara hanging scroll housed at
Nara National Museum, see https://www.narahaku.go.jp/english
/collection/781-0.html.

kano, Nara jidai no Amida nyoraizé to J6do shinké, pp. 293-302.
Additional information is available online at http://www.pref
.nara.jp/6709.htm.
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volume compilation of various documents.* The San-
skrit word dharani (Jp. darani FEXE)E) can be translated
as “spells”; these were often chanted and believed to
have a magical component.* Cynthea J. Bogel describes
Darani jikkyo as “an influential esoteric work consist-
ing of assembled esoteric rituals and sutras ... [that was]
known in Japan by Tenpyo K 9 (737).* Indeed, re-
cords dating to the mid-eighth century from the Offices
of Queen Consort Komyo (also known as the Queen
Consort’s Palace Agency) include written requests to
borrow Darani jikkyo, indicating the availability and
significance of this set of scriptures during this time.*
Komyo kogo FEHA RS (701-760) was Queen Consort
to the Heavenly Sovereign, Shomu fenno HRKE
(701-756, 1. 724-749), and there is growing evidence
that she was involved in the incipient Amitabha cult,
primarily because of her association with the most im-
portant temples of this time: Todaiji, Hokkeji {:3E<F,
and Horyuji.

Given that Darani jikkyo was available in Nara Japan,
Nakano believes the text served to instruct and guide

Japanese secondary literature the title is often shortened to Da-
rani jikky6. According to Shinohara, the collection was compiled
in the mid-seventh century by Atikata, an Indian monk from
central India. Furthermore, “the name of the translator, given in
transcription as Adiquduo FT#i#%, is elsewhere translated as
Wujigao #4i5.” See Shinohara, Spells, Images, and Mandalas,
pp. 28-29, and note 2 on p. 238. Brief mention of this scripture
also appears in Orzech, “Ritual Subjects,” pp. 269, 278. A classic
study in Japanese is Sawa, “Darani jikkyd oboegaki.”

43 For an extensive investigation, see Copp, The Body Incantatory.
In his preface on p. xx, Copp argues that dharani were part of
an “ancient heritage of protective magic” and were “important
parts of Buddhism in China for at least five hundred years before
proponents of the ‘Esoteric synthesis’ begin to establish their lin-
eages there in the early eighth century.” Copp briefly discusses
14 on p. 291.

44 Bogel, With a Single Glance, p. 28. Bogel refers to Ishida, Shakyd
yori, n. 39 on p. 358. Seyama Satoshi also claims that in 1930
Ishida Mosaku was the first to state that Darani jikkyd was men-
tioned in Japanese records corresponding to 737 CE. Seyama,
"Darani jikkyd y6 Shitennzo no Nihon ni okeru juy6 to tenkai,” p.
83.

45 See the following Shésoin documents: DNK Hennen 13, “Shibi
chadai shokyomon” $&1 &ii#E 3, Tenpyd Shoho KIHE 7
(755).8.21 (pp. 154-55); DNK Hennen 4, "Kydsho suitdchd” i
W, Tenpyd Shohé 7 (755) (pp. 85, 91-92); and DNK Hennen 12,
“Shakyd bujo chimon” B#&Z=i11 3L, Tenpyd Shoho 5 (753).5.1
(p. 440). Digitized documents are accessible at http://wwwap
.hi.u-tokyo.ac.jp/ships/shipscontroller by selecting the database
for Nara-period Ancient Manuscripts (%% RIFFG T SCHE7 V7 F A
T —%~X—2R). For a discussion of these entries, see Nakano, Nara
jidai no Amida nyoraizé to J6do shinké, pp. 132, 195-97, 257-61.
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image-makers on what Amitabha should look like, per-
haps to maximize ritual effectiveness.*® According to
Darani jikkyo, an image of Amitabha consists of a seated
buddha with legs crossed and each foot resting on the
opposite thigh (kekka fuza #iJIEKAE), while both
hands make the shape of a wheel (the teaching gesture,
seppoin Bi{F D) with the tip of the thumb (6yubi K1§)
touching the tip of the ring or fourth finger (mumeishi
{14, 4%).¥ Nagaoka Ryusaku, too, has examined Ami-
tabha images dating to the Nara and Heian (794-1185)
periods, but in stark contrast to Nakano, who discusses
Darani jikkyo over several chapters, Nagaoka mentions
the compilation only once, in a footnote.** Although
Nagaoka’s reasons for giving just a passing reference to
Darani jikkyo are unknown, this opens up the possibil-
ity that Nakano may have been overly enthusiastic in
relying so heavily on Darani jikkyo.

At least two other articles weigh in against Nakano’s
scholarship in general. Seyama Satoshi analyzes the re-
ception and development of the Four Heavenly Kings
(Deva) of Buddhism (Shitenné PUK +.) and compares
the extant imagery to descriptions found in Darani jik-
kyo, or what Seyama calls “Darani jikkyo style” (Darani
jikkyo yo FEXESEEEREARR). In contrast to earlier studies,
Seyama concludes that in the case of the Four Heavenly
Kings icons in Japan there was a time lag, and that the
Darani jikkyo style was not employed by artists until
the end of the eighth century, i.e. the beginning of the

46 The first scholar to name Darani jikkyd as a possible source for
Amitabha depictions during the eighth century appears to be
Mizuno Keisaburd; he is credited by both Nakano and another
scholar, Nagaoka Ryusaku. See Nakano, Nara jidai no Amida
nyoraizé to Jodo shinkd, pp. 183, 189; Nagaoka, “Amida zuyd no
keisho to saisei,” n. 37 on p. 298; and Mizuno, “Amida sanzonzd
Denpodo Nishinoma shozai,” p. 69. A reprint with additional
commentary is Mizuno, “"Hoéryaji Denpodd no Amida sanzonzd
sangu”; on p. 125 the author refers to the thumb and middle
finger touching, but this appears to be a typographical error
because it is the thumb and ring finger that touch in the Horydji
Denpodd Nishinoma icon; moreover, when Mizuno revisits the
same icon on p. 128, he correctly mentions the thumb and ring
finger.

47 Darani jikkys, p. 800c. Nakano, Nara jidai no Amida nyoraizé to
Jédo shinkd, pp. 183, 194, 230, 296-99.

48 Nagaoka, "Amida zuyo no keisho to Saisei,” n. 37, p. 298, writes
that Mizuno observed the basis for the hand gestures in the sec-
ond volume of Darani jikkyé. As to possible reasons for this short
reference to Mizuno, perhaps Nagaoka was unconvinced that
Darani jikkyé was the source for the hand gestures but chose not
to refute Mizuno; perhaps he simply accepted Mizuno's attribu-
tion and saw no need for further elaboration; or, as suggested by
this journal’s anonymous reader, Nagaoka chose to emphasize
his own theories instead of highlighting another scholar’s work.
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Heian period.* Although Seyama’s thesis concerning
the Four Heavenly Kings imagery may not apply to
Amitabha icons, his findings serve as a precaution-
ary note: just because Darani jikkyo was in circulation
during the first half of the eighth century does not mean
it was immediately appropriated for icon production.
Okusa Hiroshi, too, takes issue with several theories
in Nakano’s monograph, arguing in one instance that
Nakano misunderstood a primary source and thereby
misinterpreted the relationship between Queen Con-
sort Komyo and the monk Chiko #5% (d.u.). Okusa
also refutes the significance and meaning of rosaries, a
core part of Nakano’s argument.*

With such caveats in hand, we now proceed to the
images assumed to represent Amitabha with the thumb
and ring finger touching, discussed by Nagaoka and
Nakano. Nagaoka examines surviving paintings and
sculptures dating to the Nara period and later and iden-
tifies the following works:

. Konbuin #if#F¢, Horencho {E#M], Nara City: a
wood-core dry lacquer icon dated to the second half
of the eighth century (late Nara period).”

. Private collection: a painting on silk, Kofukuji kodo
mandarazu PUESY 5 % 8, attributed to the
“medieval period” (chiisei Hrflh), circa late twelfth to
late sixteenth century. The Amitabha icon portrayed
in this temple scene (of Kofukuji FLAEF in Nara
City) may date to the eighth century.>

3. Koryiji /s FE=F, Kyoto: a wood-core dry lacquer icon

dated to the first half of the ninth century.

4. Fushimiji R 7.3, Kanazawa City, Ishikawa Prefec-
ture: a small, gilt-bronze icon (H. 21.5 cm) dated to
the ninth century.>*

5. Hokkeji {#:%£5F, Nara City: a painting on silk, Ken-
pon chakushoku Amida sanzon oyobi doji zo FHAZ
R RFE =2 ) #f-f&% (Amida Triad With a Boy

—

(8]

49 Seyama, "Darani jikkyd yo Shitenndzé no Nihon ni okeru juy6 to
tenkai,” pp. 82, 88.

50 Okusa, “Nara jidai Jodo shinkaron no saikentd,” pp. 234-35. | am
grateful to Bryan Lowe for bringing this article to my attention.

51 Nagaoka, "Amida zuyd no keishd to saisei,” pp. 288-90. For a
reproduction, see NBZ 4, monochrome plate 89 on p. 140.

52 Nagaoka, "Amida zuyd no keishd to saisei,” pp. 288-94, nn. 36
and 57. A cropped image of the Buddha appears as figure 2 on
p. 289.

53 Ibid., pp. 288-89. For a reproduction, see NBZ 5, figure 55.

54 Nagaoka, "Amida zuyd no keishd to saisei,” pp. 288-89. For a
reproduction and the height of the Fushimiji icon, see NBZ 5,
monochrome plate 193 on pp. 143, 236.
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Attendant), dated to the Heian period.*

Nagaoka proposes that this group of images reflects
the creation of a specific Amitabha image-type, and
attempts to connect this type to a specific historical
event: the one-year death anniversary in 761 of Queen
Consort Komyd.** While it is known that Queen Con-
sort Komyo sponsored numerous Buddhist projects,
the connection suggested by Nagaoka cannot be con-
firmed. As Nakano Satoshi explains, Nagaoka attempts
to resurrect or reimagine Amitabha icons referenced
in primary documents from the eighth century, yet
their exact hand gestures remain unknown because
visual descriptions of the icons were not provided in
those documents and none of the icons mentioned are
known to survive.” The historical record does indicate
that new Amitabha icons were commissioned to com-
memorate the death anniversary, but there is no way
to validate Nagaoka’s claim due to a lack of evidence.
Nevertheless, I find it conceivable that an Amitabha im-
age-type based on Darani jikkyo was created in the late
Nara or early Heian, whether under Komyo’s direction
(if the image was made during her lifetime) or in mem-
ory of Komyo (if it was made after her death).

For his list of “Nara-style” Amitabha icons based on
Darani jikkyo, Nakano refers to the five works identi-
fied by Nagaoka ten years earlier and then adds three
more sculptures dating to the late Nara period. These
icons are housed inside two temples located in Nara

Prefecture—Horyaji #:F5F and Saidaiji P4 K5

6. Horydji Denpddd {74 (East Precinct of Horyiii):
a hollow, dry lacquer icon, part of the “West Sector”
(Nishi no ma P8 D)) triad.®

7. Horyaji Denpodo: a wood-core, dry lacquer icon,
part of the “East Sector” (Higashi no ma SO H]) tri-
ad.®

8. Saidaiji: a wood-core, dry lacquer icon, one of the
“Buddhas of the Four Directions” (Shibutsu zazo

DUALJEELR).

55 Nagaoka, "Amida zuyd no keishd to saisei,” pp. 288-89. A color
reproduction of the painting is available on the Hokkeji website
at https://hokkejimonzeki.or.jp/about/treasure/.

56 Nagaoka, "Amida zuyd no keishd to saisei,” with special empha-
sis on p. 280.

57 Nakano, Nara jidai no Amida nyoraizé to J6do shinkd, pp. 189-92.

58 Ibid., pp. 184-96, 230. For a reproduction, see NBZ 4, figure 76,
monochrome plate 61 on p. 137.

59 Nakano, Nara jidai no Amida nyoraizé to J6do shinkd, pp.190-93,
230. For a reproduction, see NBZ 4, figure 83.

60 Nakano, Nara jidai no Amida nyoraizé to J6do shinkd, pp. 191-94,
230. For a reproduction, see NBZ 4, monochrome plate 87 on p.
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These three images largely conform to the iconograph-
ical features detailed in Darani jikkyo for an Amitabha
icon, but whether they were indeed commissioned as
Amitabha cannot be confirmed.® I find it possible that
some Amitabha icons with the hand gesture of thumb
and ring finger forming a circle were made during this
period; yet it is equally possible that other buddhas,
such as Maitreya, were likewise portrayed making the
same hand gesture—an example of overlapping icono-
graphical features. Sorting out questions of identity is
a complex task for scholars today, but for the Nara-
period devotees who prayed to what they considered to
be an Amitabha (or other buddha) icon, these icono-
graphical concerns probably did not matter.**

Archaeological Remains: Wave-Pattern Tiles

Let us return to Taima mandara, the woven tapes-
try discussed above that portrays an image of Sukha-
vati. The existence of this tapestry suggests that there
may have been other images of a pure land in eighth-
century Japan. One type of material evidence, known as
“green-glazed wave-pattern tiles” (ryokuyii hamonsen
TR IR or ryokuyii suihamonsen FFAMZKIE LI,
gives rise to the possibility that glassy ponds were rep-
resented in paradise scenes, perhaps even a version of
the Sukhavati that is portrayed in Taima mandara. Yet
we cannot simply assume that the tiles were linked to
a (now lost) image of Sukhavati and Amitabha: they
may just as well have been part of a paradise scene
featuring Maitreya or Bhaisajyaguru during the sev-
enth and eighth centuries in Japan.® In other words,

140. A color image is available on the Saidaiji website at:
http://saidaiji.or.jp/treasure/to4/.

61 The problem of identification is challenging because icons
are often moved and transferred from their original place of
installment. The Buddhas of the Four Directions at Saidaiji, for
example, may have changed places or even been replaced by
icons originating from other temples. As for the three sets of
buddha triads housed inside the Horytji Denpodd, one, two, or
all three could have been donated from other temples.

62 Especially at this time in Japan, the requirements or expectations
for “correct” Amitabha iconography were likely much less rigor-
ous than in later periods. For a classic study on Amitabha icons in
Japan, see Mitsumori, Amida nyoraizé.

63 Owaki examines wave-pattern tiles used to represent lotus
ponds in Amitabha, Maitreya, or Bhaisajyaguru paradise scenes
in Owaki, “Dénai sogon no kdkogaku,” p. 17. For his other
references to Bhaisajyaguru, see pp. 24-26. Glazed tiles without
wave patterns may have been used as sacred decoration inside
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the portrayal of a pond was not exclusive to images of
Amitabha’s pure land during this period. Here is yet
another instance of overlap in practice and imagery be-
tween different buddhas.

Since broken fragments of wave-pattern tiles tell us
nothing about what the complete scene once looked
like, scholars often consider the iconography of the
Tachibana shrine (Tachibana fujin zushi %K N ),
which is stored at Horytji. Housed inside this miniature
shrine is a gilt-bronze Amitabha triad with a bronze
screen and base (Tachibana bunin nenjibutsu f%FN\
&F#L), attributed to the late seventh or early eighth
century. Cast on the flat surface of the bronze base are
stylized wave patterns and lotus plants representing the
surface of a lotus pond.® Growing out of the base are
three bronze stems in the round that support three large
lotus flowers. Each flower in turn serves as a pedestal for
one of the icons of the Amitabha triad —two standing
bodhisattvas and one seated buddha. The waves on the
base are styled in the form of neatly compartmentalized
packets, somewhat resembling the shape of a peapod
that encloses a tiny, undulating wave. Although none
of the recovered tiles exhibit a similarly stylized wave
shape, the Tachibana shrine demonstrates one way in
which wave patterns were used in pure land scenes and
opens the possibility that glazed tiles featuring a wave
pattern were affixed on the base of a large icon or triad
housed inside a special hall at a Nara temple.

Wave-Pattern Tiles from Kawaradera and
Kofukuji

Wave-pattern tile fragments have been unearthed at
nearly a dozen archaeological sites dating to the sev-
enth and eighth centuries, most of them within the
former Nara or Heijo capital, though some were found
in the surrounding regions. Owaki Kiyoshi provides
a useful survey of these fragments.” Three different

the Hokkeji Golden Hall, whose main icon is conjectured to
have been Vairocana (Jp. Dainichi KH). See ibid., pp. 29-30;
Takahashi, “Sansai, ryokuyisen sairon,” p. 50; and Nakagawa,
"Hokkeji kyukeidai shutsudo kokusenmon nisaisen ni tsuite.” The
Nakagawa reference is available at http://repository.nabunken
.go.jp/dspace/handle/11177/6788.

64 For a reproduction of the Tachibana shrine’s bronze base, see
McCallum, The Four Great Temples, figure 3.20 on p. 187.

65 Owaki, “Senbutsu to ryokuyd hamonsen ni yoru ségon.” The
exhibition catalogue in which this article appears can be difficult
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types of wave-pattern tiles were unearthed from the
ruined Buddhist temple Kawaradera I Ji < and its en-
virons in Nara Prefecture.®® Owaki indicates, however,
that they were not necessarily installed when Kawa-
radera was first built in the seventh century; instead,
he suggests the different types of tiles likely belonged
to separate miniature shrines or pedestals for icons
that were donated to Kawaradera between the seventh
and eighth centuries.”” Based on his chronological se-
quence, Owaki proposes that one type of Kawaradera
green-glazed wave-pattern tile, which dates to the end
of the seventh century, is likely the oldest used in Ja-
pan.®® Next in his chronology is the bronze base with
wave patterns in the Tachibana shrine at Horyuji. The
other two types of wave-pattern tiles discovered in and
around Kawaradera probably date to the eighth century
(figure 1).%

Owaki makes no further assessments about how
the Kawaradera wave-pattern tiles may have been em-
ployed or in which structure, but more than a decade
earlier, Takahashi Teruhiko proposed that these tiles
were used to portray a narrative scene of the pure land
of Maitreya—not Amitabha—in the temple’s Cen-
tral Golden Hall.”° Takahashi bases this proposal on
similarities he has identified between the Kawaradera
Central Golden Hall and the Kofukuji Central Golden
Hall. An active temple today, Kofukuji is located just
south of the massive Todaiji #K=F temple complex in
Nara City. That Kofukuji has survived into the present
day is due in part to its role as the family temple of the

to locate; it is listed at http://www.worldcat.org/oclc/914461314.
For a chart of glazed, wave-pattern tile fragments and relevant
details such as excavation site and proposed manufacture date,
see Owaki, "Donai sdgon no kdkogaku,” p. 27.

66 For a discussion of Kawaradera see Shirai, “The Buddha Triad
Senbutsu Unearthed in Japan,” pp. 191-213. More extensive
discussion appears in McCallum, The Four Great Temples, pp.
155-200.

67 Owaki, “Senbutsu to ryokuyd hamonsen ni yoru ségon,” p. 48.
For an explanation in English, see McCallum, The Four Great
Temples, pp. 185-87; in his note 62 on p. 186, McCallum cites
Owaki, "Kawaradera,” pp. 132-33.

68 For a reproduction of the Kawaradera wave-pattern tiles at-
tributed to the seventh century, see Owaki, “Senbutsu to ryokuya
hamonsen ni yoru sdgon,” p. 48; and McCallum, The Four Great
Temples, lower photo of figure 3.19 on p. 186.

69 Owaki, “Senbutsu to ryokuyd hamonsen ni yoru ségon,” p. 51;

a color reproduction of the tile fragments appears on p. 23. A
monochrome image appears in McCallum, The Four Great Tem-
ples, upper photo of figure 3.19 on p. 186.

70 Takahashi, “Butsuzd ségon toshiteno ryokuyd suihamonsen,”

p. 134.

SPRING 2021

JOURNAL OF ASIAN HUMANITIES AT KYUSHU UNIVERSITY

Figure 1. Wave-pattern tile excavated at Kawaradera Urayama Iseki
J 7S BR, Nara Prefecture. 8th ¢. H 25, W 15.5, D 1.2 cm.
Housed at Asukamura Kydiku li'nkai W H &4 #E & H 4. From
Owaki, “Senbutsu to ryokuyd hamonsen ni yoru ségon,” p. 23, lower
photo; p. 47 for tile dimensions. Permission of Asukamura Kyaiku
li'nkai and Nara Bunkazai KenkyGjo Asuka Shiryokan.

powerful Fujiwara J# i clan, which included such no-
table figures as Queen Consort Komyo, her father, Fu-
jiwara Fuhito B JEA A (659-720), and her mother,
Agata Inukai Michiyo FARFE =T (also known as
Tachibana Michiyo 1% =TfX,, d. 733).” Different types
of wave-pattern tiles were unearthed near Kofukuji’s
Central Golden Hall (figure 2) and its East Golden
Hall (figure 3), as both Owaki and Takahashi note.”
The Kofukuji Central Golden Hall is widely believed
to have once housed a Maitreya pure land tableau on
the basis of written descriptions found in a text known
as Kofukuji ruki PARSFHAC.” Although the text was

71 For a concise history of Kéfukuji in English, see Grapard, Protocol
of the Gods, pp. 48-57. A recent publication on the history of
Kofukuji is Bauer, “Tracing Yamashinadera.”

72 Owaki, “Senbutsu to ryokuyd hamonsen ni yoru ségon,” p. 49;
Takahashi, “Butsuzd sdgon toshiteno ryokuyt suihamonsen,” pp.
127-28. In nn. 4 and 5 on p. 136, Takahashi lists the following with
regard to the excavation history of the Kéfukuji East Golden Hall
wave-pattern fragments: Kokuhd Kéfukuji Higashi Kondd Shari
Jimusho, Kokuhé Kéfukuji Higashi Kondd shari kji hékokusho;
Kofukuji, Kéfukuji bésai shisetsu kéji. On the Central Golden Hall
wave-pattern fragments, see Kéfukuji, Kéfukuji dai ikki keidai seibi
Jjigyé nitomonau hakkutsu chésa gaihé ni, polychrome image
on frontispiece, p. 14; and Nara Kokuritsu Bunkazai Kenkydjo,
“Kofukuji Cha Kondé-in kaird no chosa: Daiz08ji,” SK 7560 on p.
36. This excavation report is available online at https://repository.
nabunken.go.jp/dspace
/bitstream/11177/5481/1/AN00181387_2000_3_32_39.pdf.

73 A color reproduction is available online at http://webarchives
tnm.jp/dlib/detail/3846;jsessionid=6F79DD5FC19ACD167369
.047989462FA2. According to Grapard, Protocol of the Gods,
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Figure 2. Wave-pattern tile excavated at Kofukuji Central Golden
Hall, Nara Prefecture. 8th c. D approx. 1.5 cm. From Kofukuji, Kéfukuji
dai ikki keidai seibi jigyd ni tomonau hakkutsu chésa gaihé ni, p.

14, polychrome image on frontispiece; p. 14 for tile thickness.
Permission of Kofukuji.

compiled during the late Heian period, or several cen-
turies after the presumed Maitreya tableau at Kofukuji
would have been dedicated, many scholars take what is
recorded in Kofukuji ruki at face value, not questioning
the validity of its claims—mostly because additional
evidence that could corroborate or refute such claims
is unavailable.”* According to the Hojiki section in Ko-
fukuji ruki, Komyo’s mother dedicated the Maitreya

n. 53 on p. 263, “The texts relating to the origins of the Kofukuji
are found in [DNBZ] where they are all collected under the title
Kéfukuji sésho [BLGESFE#Y; see pp. 295-307]. They include the
Kéfukuji ruki, compiled toward the end of the Heian period ...
[which]is itself made up of several documents: the Kéfukuji engi
[FLAE 2] (dated 900); the Tempyo-ki [KF-itl], which covers
the period 729-48; the Hoji-ki [#57] (757-64); the Enryaku-ki
[HEJE L] (782-806); the Kénin-ki [BA~Ftl] (810-23); and other
documents.”

74 For a study in Japanese, see Shibuya, "Kéfukuji ruki ni tsuite.”
Shibuya investigates the reliability of Kéfukuji ruki, drawing at-
tention to the different versions that were consulted and copied
over several centuries. The original texts do not survive, but
copies of earlier texts were repeatedly made—a process that in-
troduced errors over time. According to Shibuya, some sections
are more reliable than others, but caution is necessary because
Kéfukuji ruki is like a collection of remnants that were at times
revised during replication.
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Figure 3. Wave-pattern tile excavated at Kofukuji East Golden Hall,
Nara Prefecture. 8th c. D 2.6-2.9 cm. From Kofukuji, Kéfukuji bosai
shisetsu koji, p. 49, polychrome image on frontispiece; p. 23 for tile
thickness. Permission of K&fukuji.

pure land tableau in Yoro % 4 (720 CE) in memory
of her husband, who had died that year.”” The relevant
entry describes the details of the paradise scene: one
Maitreya buddha; eight bodhisattvas; four arhats (rakan
HEL); sixteen celestials (each holding a musical instru-
ment according to written-in notes); twelve guardian
figures; eight divinities (hachibu kami J\EBA; possibly
the Divinities of the Eight Classes, tenryi hachibushi
K \EA); two mythical or protector lions (shishi
Hii-7+); what seems to be a censer for incense; various
special trees; and two parrots or cockatoos (omu #5#5).
There is no mention of a pond or palace architecture in
this entry but, as Takahashi notes, another entry that
many scholars consider relevant does mention the use
of glazed wave-pattern tiles. The entry appears in the
section called Kyiisho anchi Miroku Jodo engi ¥ %
B IR T #55ES, whose title mentions “Maitreya pure
land” (Miroku Jodo ¥R¥hi% 1), and it is here that we
find the reference to ruri no den ¥ 2§ 7° During
this period, ruri meant both “glass” and “glazed” pot-
tery, so this entry can be translated as “place/hall (den
J&) of glass/glazed ware (ruri ¥i3#).” Taken together
this textual evidence seems to indicate the use of glazed
tiles, presumably with wave patterns in line with the

75 DNBZ, pp. 297-98. Tono Haruyuki revisits his analysis of the Ko-
fukuji Central Golden Hall and its icons in relation to Kéfukuji ruki
in “Tenpyd jiin to bukkyd,” p. 131; “Jodai jiin no Kondd to sono
donai kosei,” p. 77; and Yamato koji no kenkyd, pp. 11-14. See also
Shibuya, "Kéfukuji ruki ni tsuite,” pp. 58-59.

76 DNBZ, p. 298.
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archeological finds, in a hall featuring a Maitreya pure
land tableau.”

A significant comparative visual source is a painting
on silk, Kofukuji mandarazu BUAF<F S5 HEIX, which
depicts the icons assembled inside most of Kofuku-
ji’s many buildings.”® In the painting, attributed to the
twelfth century, the roof and walls of each structure
(with the exception of the pagoda) were not depicted
so as to reveal the icons and their raised platforms
within.” Unfortunately, the floor and platform surfaces
were left blank so it is not possible to confirm whether
wave-patterned tiles were used there to depict a pond.

How accurate is the painting? We know that it was
executed approximately four centuries after the Ko-
fukuji sculptures were installed in the temple’s halls
and that it contains obvious fictionalizations: Kasuga
#H Shrine, for example, has been placed to the north
of Kofukuji instead of to the east, its actual location.
Further, the Kyoto National Museum monograph notes
the presence of “touch ups” (hohitsu fli%£) made to the
painting, which means what we now see in the painting
is not the same as the original at the time of produc-
tion.* Putting aside these considerations, a compari-
son of the written description of the Maitreya pure land
tableau inside the Kofukuji Central Golden Hall and its
painted image reveals a vague, superficial likeness with
some differences. For example, according to the Kyoto
National Museum monograph, the painting has only
four (not eight) bodhisattvas® and eighteen (not six-
teen) celestials playing musical instruments. Whether
these discrepancies are meaningful or not cannot be

77 Takahashi, “Butsuzd sdgon toshiteno ryokuyd suihamonsen,” pp.
127-28. On p. 127, Takahashi writes that in K&fukuji engi B4R 35
#i2 (compiled in Shoji engisha #=FRREEHE, Gokokuji hon [
SF7), the term ruri appears in a note appended to a reference
to what seems to be the Kdfukuji East Golden Hall. Because
wave-pattern tiles were also excavated in the vicinity of the East
Golden Hall, the tiles may have been affixed inside both the East
and Central Golden Halls at Kofukuji. For this entry in Kéfukuji
engi, see Fujita, Kokan bijutsu shirys, vol. 1, p. 270.

78 The painting is now in the Kyoto National Museum; for a repro-
duction, see https://www.kyohaku.go.jp/jp/syuzou/meihin
/butsuga/item04.html. The painting’s acquisition history and
its relatively small dimensions (96.8 x 38.8 cm) are provided in
Kyoto National Museum, Kéfukuji mandarazu, p. 52.

79 The Kofukuji Pagoda, considerably miniaturized in size, is de-
picted with exterior walls intact and obscures our view of what
was housed inside the building.

80 Kyoto National Museum, Kéfukuji mandarazu, D2 on p. 68.

81 According to ibid., E15-E55 on pp. 70-71, there is a bodhisattva
to the right and to the left of the Buddha, and a pair of dancing
bodhisattvas near the bottom of the scene.
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known. But what seems to me most significant is how
this tableau, despite what Kofukuji ruki claims, could
easily have been perceived as an Amitabha pure land
tableau, especially since it was situated on the west
end of the Central Golden Hall—a suitable location
for Amitabha, the Buddha of the Western Paradise. In
addition, the types of figures accompanying Maitreya
in both the painting and the Kofukuji ruki description,
such as the celestial musicians and guardians, are also
associated with the imagery of Amitabha’s pure land.
Visual identification of this tableau as a Maitreya pure
land, as opposed to an Amitabha pure land, seems
nearly impossible and again reflects the notion of over-
lap in the representations of the two paradises.®

Wave-Pattern Tiles from Todaiji and Hokkeji

A number of eighth-century documents stored in Japa-
nese temple collections serve as evidence that halls
dedicated to Amitabha were indeed built at temple
complexes in the ancient Nara capital. These halls are re-
ferred to by scholars today as Todaiji Amidado HUKSF
P57 FE & and Hokkeji Amida Jodo-in #:3ESFE R 5
# 1Bt and will be discussed below. Specifically, the
documents refer to rituals conducted in an Amitabha
Hall (Amida-in FT#RFERE), or list items used during
such rituals, but none mention the name of the temple
complex or the exact geographic location where the rit-
uals were held. To locate the Amitabha halls described
in the primary sources, scholars must interpret the
material evidence, in particular the wave-pattern tile
fragments unearthed at Todaiji and Hokkeji. The task is
made more difficult because some tile fragments have
shifted from their original place of use due to either
natural causes, such as mudslides, or manmade causes,
such as digging or earth removal during construction.
Many complicated arguments have been published, but
here I offer a summary of recent developments. This
section relies on the scholarship of Nakano Satoshi,
whose work provides an extensive historiography and

82 Hayami compiled a list of entries from various primary docu-
ments related to the Maitreya cult dating from the seventh or
eighth century in Japan. These express a range of aspirations;
of special interest is an entry dated to 728—close in time to the
purported Maitreya Pure Land tableau in the Kofukuji Central
Golden Hall—in which the donor refers to both Maitreya and
Amitabha and their respective paradises. Hayami, “Ritsuryo
shakai ni okeru Miroku shinké no juyd,” entry 9 on p. 112.
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other useful background information.®

A document stored at Todaiji, Amida kekaryo shi-
zaicho FTYRFEMEEELE IR, subtitled Amida-in ho-
motsu mokuroku FTYRFEBEFWHER, is a catalogue or
inventory list related to the annual Amida Keka FiJ 57:FE
38 ritual, held during the third month in an “Ami-
tabha Hall,” which is named in the subtitle.** Any de-
tails that would specify the location of this Amida-in
are not recorded. If the document has always been
stored at Todaiji, then it could very well be an internal
record of a ritual conducted somewhere within the vast
Todaiji complex. However, this document could have
originated at another temple and was then transferred
to Todaiji at some point.

Inscribed just below the subtitle is the date Jingo
keiun gannen #iFIRZEITTAE (767 CE), followed by
a list of icons and scriptures; these were presumably
used during the ritual at Amida-in.» However, another
inventory of icons and scriptures appears in the next
section, at the end of which is an entry that reads “man-
ufacture of the abovementioned [items] was completed
in the third month of Tenpy® 13 [741 CE].”* This differ-
ence in time is critical: a record dating to 741 indicates
the existence of an Amitabha Hall that predates the
construction of Todaiji, which occurred after 745, the
year the capital was transferred back to Heijo (Nara).*”
To account for this discrepancy, scholars have pro-
posed two competing theories: either the Amida-in
described in Amida kekaryo shizaicho belonged to an
earlier temple built on the grounds of the Todaiji, or
the Amida-in belonged to a different temple at a com-
pletely different site (Hokkeji is considered a leading
candidate) and that temple’s records were transferred to
Todaiji at a later date.* Excavations at both Todaiji and
Hokkeji have vyielded fragments of green-glazed
wave-pattern tiles, which may have been used in an
Amitabha Hall. It is important to remember, however,
that wave-pattern tiles were apparently employed in a
pure land tableau of Maitreya at Kofukuji, so the recov-

83 Nakano, Nara jidai no Amida nyoraizé to J6do shinkd, pp. 83-121.

84 Ibid., p. 83. For a reproduction of the text, see figure 24 on p. 84;
for a modern reprint, see DNK Hennen s, Jingo Keiun i3t 1
(767).8.30 (pp. 671-83).

85 Ibid., pp. 671-73.

86 DNK Hennen 5, Jingo Keiun 1(767).8.30 (pp. 673-77).

87 Other explanations are possible; for instance, the two entries
could be unrelated, or the inventories might refer to Amitabha
rituals conducted at separate temples or at separate times.

88 Nakano, Nara jidai no Amida nyoraizé to J6do shinkd, p. 95.
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ery of wave-pattern tiles at Todaiji and Hokkeji does
not serve as indisputable evidence of a lost Amitabha
Hall. There could have been a Maitreya Hall instead, a
possibility that is largely downplayed or neglected in
the scholarship focused on identifying the Amitabha
halls mentioned in written records.

Several of the green-glazed wave-pattern tile frag-
ments from Todaiji were unearthed during the 1980s
by Kashihara Kokogaku Kenkytijo 18 Ji % i Z70f 72 7
of Nara Prefecture; the pieces emerged while the group
was excavating beneath Busshoya {LffI/E, a small
structure located near Nigatsudd - JJ4Z and used as a
special kitchen during the annual Omizutori 337KJ}LY)
ceremonies held in the first two weeks of the third
month.* Although the current Busshoya was built
during the Kamakura period, artifacts found under the
structure, including the wave-pattern tile fragments,
date to the Nara and Heian periods (figure 4).*° In the
excavation report (1984), the lead archaeologist, Nakai
Kazuo, proposed three stages of building activity at the
site; the earliest stage was assigned to the first half of
the eighth century, which predates the construction of
Todaiji. Three decades later, Suzuki Kazuyoshi reexam-
ined the excavation finds from Busshoya and revised
part of the earlier report.”* Instead of three stages, Su-
zuki proposed four stages of building activity at the
site. Most significantly, Suzuki and his team located the
earthenware vessel fragments catalogued from the ex-
cavation; their subsequent analysis of the vessel typol-
ogy revealed the date of manufacture to be in the second
half of the eighth century, not the first half as reported
earlier.”” Details related to the proposed earliest struc-
ture and its building pattern also agree with this date,
according to Suzuki. The corrected date indicates that
the initial building activity at the Busshoya site does not
predate Todaiji.

To further complicate the situation, Suzuki claims
that roof tile fragments dating to the first half of the
eighth century from the Busshoya excavation were not
part of a structure built at this site, but instead had
been moved there and may have originally been used

89 Naraken Bunkazai Hozon Jimusho, Jiyé bunkazai Tédaiji
Nigatsudd Busshoya shari kéji hokokusho.

90 Ibid., p. 69. For a color reproduction, see the exhibition cata-
logue Nara National Museum, Tokubetsu chinretsu: Omizutori, p.
47.1 am grateful to Hirooka Takanobu i #15 for informing me
about the catalogue.

91 Suzuki, “Todaiji Nigatsudo Busshoya kaso ikd no saikentd.”

92 Ibid., pp. 375-76.
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Figure 4. Wave-pattern tile excavated at Todaiji Busshoya of Nigatsudd, Nara Prefecture. 8th c. Right
fragment: H 12.5, W 8.5 cm; left fragment: H 10.5, W 10.0 cm. Housed at Todaiji. From Nara National
Museum, Tokubetsu chinretsu: Omizutori, p. 47, fig. 32. Permission of Todaiji and Nara National Museum

(photo by Morimura Kinji #&AJ ik #]).

at a nearby temple that predates Todaiji, for instance
Fukujuji 157737, which is believed to have been built in
this northern sector now occupied by Busshoya, Niga-
tsudo, and Sangatsudo — H % (also known as Hokkedo
%:3E41) 9 Although a temple predating Todaiji could
have existed near Busshoya, it was not situated at this
exact location. Suzuki calls for further excavation to an-
swer this and other questions about past building activ-
ity in this area. As for the wave-pattern tile fragments,
their exact place and time of use remain unclear. Con-
firming such details is critical to pinpointing the loca-
tion of a presumed pure land tableau or Amitabha Hall
that once existed at what is now Todaiji.

We turn now to Hokkeji. Once a vast complex
built just east of the former Heijo Palace in the capi-
tal, the temple today occupies a fraction of its original
land holdings. The residential compound of Fujiwara
Fuhito, mentioned above in connection with the his-
tory of Kofukuji, was first constructed at this site. After
his death, Fuhito’s daughter Komyo established her
Queen Consort Palace here and eventually transformed
the site into the Hokkeji Buddhist temple complex. The
Hokkeji Amida Jodo-in is believed to have been situ-
ated to the south of the present temple. There is an ex-

93 Ibid., pp. 361, 379.
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tensive corpus of secondary analysis of Hokkeji’s early
history based on primary documents, even though the
latter are rather vague in meaning. Here, instead of
summarizing the analyses of written records concern-
ing the relationship between Komyo, Hokkeji, and an
Amitabha Hall, my focus is limited to a brief discussion
of the relevant archaeological record.*

In 2000, Nara Kokuritsu Bunkazai Kenkytjo exca-
vated a small section of the southwest corner of Hok-
keji, unearthing one fragment of a glazed wave-pattern
tile (figure 5). The archaeologists presume the area was
the former site of the Hokkeji Amida Jodo-in. Accord-
ing to the report, the excavation also confirmed that a
pond or small lake was made in the center of this area.
There was an island in the pond with traces of three
structures, perhaps a hall, bridge, or corridor, but the
nature of the structures remains unclear. The report
ends by noting that a pond was constructed at the
Hokkeji Amida Jodo-in in order to reflect Pure Land

94 A concise overview of the historiography concerning Hokke-
ji-related primary documents is found in Okusa, “Nara jidai Jodo
shinkéron no saikentd,” pp. 230-36. A monograph devoted to
Hokkeji Amida Jodo-in is Sannomiya, Hokkeji Amida Jodo-in
to Byodoin H66d6; see pp. 1-64 for a historiography and other
background material regarding the proposed construction
history of Hokkeji Amida Jodo-in.
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Figure 5. Wave-pattern tile excavated at Hokkeji, Nara Prefecture.
8th c.H 7.9, D 4.0 cm. From Nara Kokuritsu Bunkazai Kenkydjo,
"Hokkeji Jodo-in no chosa: Dai312ji,” p. 60, fig. 66. Permission of
Nara Bunkazai KenkyGjo Asuka Shiryokan.

ideology, in particular the conceptualization of a built
environment that included both buildings and gardens
as a unit. That is, the archaeologists suggest that the
site is a Nara-period precursor to a type of built envi-
ronment that became popular in the late Heian period,
as can be seen at Byodoin H66d6 “F-55 Bt BUE A near
Kyoto.” These places included a lotus pond in front of
palace buildings, offering an image of Sukhavati as a
real place on earth.

Concluding Remarks

Evident in each of the studies presented in this research
note is the strong desire on the part of scholars to reveal
the exact nature of the early Amitabha cult in Japan.
Yet making definitive assertions about the incipient
stage of the Amitabha cult appears premature, espe-
cially since there seems to have been no independent
Amitabha cult with consistent, standardized imagery
during the seventh and eighth centuries in Japan, and
likely through the ninth century. Instead, there were

95 Nara Kokuritsu Bunkazai Kenkydjo, “Hokkeji J6do-in no chésa:
Dai312ji.” A monochrome reproduction of the tile is available at
http://repository.nabunken.go.jp/dspace/bitstream/11177/2754/1
/AN00181387_2000_%e2%85%a2_56_61.pdf (figure 66 on
p. 60). One of the archaeologists involved in the excavation
published a related article; see Watanabe, “Amida Jodo-in to
Kémyashi tsuizen jigyd.” For another perspective, see Sannom-
iya, Hokkeji Amida J6do-in to Byodéin H66d6, pp. 100-104.
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overlaps in use that were uneven and perhaps unorth-
odox. The notion of a heavenly pure land, a splendid
paradise waiting for devotees after their death, was
embraced and represented beginning in the Hakuho
and Nara periods, but specific questions concerning
cultic practice may never be answered. Nevertheless,
we should not forget that even if the life-size buddha
icons dating to this period look generic and inaccessi-
ble to modern viewers because they lack inscriptions
or do not strictly adhere to a known or standardized
iconography, they were undoubtedly sponsored by pa-
trons who gave them precise identities in order to gain
specific merit.
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