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ARSTRACT 

Pure Land, referring to the belief in the Western Paradise of 

Buddha Amitabha, was a form of Mahayana Buddhism that 

emphasized faith as an easy route to salvation. It had begun in 

North-west India hy A.O. 100, then spread north-east to China and Japan, 

rising in popularit.v in the latter country between the late tenth and 

twelfth centuries. During this initial period of popularization in 

Japan, a new genre of Buddhist scroll paintin9 called raigo-zu arose 

from the Pure Land tradition. Rai go-zu depicts the vision seen by a 

person at the point of death. The vision is of Amitabha and his 

hosts descending to welcome the soul to the Pure Land; it is the sign of 

s alvation. The subject of the vision of Amitabha's descent is taken 

from the Three Pure Land Sutras, which promise salvation to all who 

have faith in and reflect upon Amitabha. 

The raigo theme can be seen in the wall murals o( Tun-huang 

in China, but continental examples of raiqo paintings in scroll form 

are rare. In Japan, however, such paintings are numerous. This thesis 

examines the reliqious and social conditions in Japan that contrinuted 

to the popularization of independent raigo images on silk scrolls. 

The artifact under investigation is The Descent of Amitabha 

and Hi s Holy Multitude, a paintino kept at the Treasure House of Mount 

Koya. This work is the earliest extant example of a fully developed 

raigO painting. 
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According to popular tradition, the Tendai monk Genshin 

(942-1017) is credited with creating many raigo works, including the 

above image. In order to investigate the origins of the introduction of 

the raigo theme to Japanese Buddhist art, Genshin's philosophy, 

life, and artistic reputation must be explored. His teachings and 

practices, as- stated in his treatise, the Ojoyoshu, 

are a synthesis of Tendai and Pure Land doctrines. Genshin is part of 

the Pure Land historical continuum in which the mental condition of 

faith gradually eclipses meditative practices as the most important 

prerequisite for salvation; he represents ari intermediate stage in the 

continuum. 

Raigo painting is a manifestation of the doctrines of 

Genshin and the degree of faith of his patrons, the aristocrats of the 

Fujiwara period (896-1184). Without a wealthy class of secular patrons, 

rai go painting could not have become an accepted genre of Buddhist 

art. Such paintings were necessary because the religious capacity of 

these aristocrats was weak; they required images to inspire their faith 

and direct their worship. A raigo image, such as The Descent of 

Amitabha and His Holy Multitude, is a product of a materialistic 

society in search of salvation and a religion in pursuit of an all 
I 

' 
powerful faith. It is an hrtifact of the process of change within 

religious beliefs and practices. 
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\ 
Technical Note 

Japanese words have. been transliterated· according to the 
{ 

Hepburn system, except_ words having a commonly-accepted En~l i sh 

spellin!'.l, such as Tokyo or Kyoto. 

Toyo-kanji. . 

The characters used are 

Chi.nese words have been transl iterated according to the 

Wade-Gi 1 es system. 

Standard Sanskrit trans 1 iteration is used for Indian Budd hi st 

terms. 

Where existing translations .have been· adopted, the author of 

this thesis has tried to us·e the same Chinese or Japanese· text, but 

there are small differences between the texts used by other translators 

and the ones presented in this thesis. All unattributed translations in 

this thesis are by the author. 
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INTRODUCTION 

According to the vow of Amitabha Tathagatha, he wi 11 
come with many Bodhisattvas and ten thousand monks, brilliant 
rays of light will shoot forth, and he will stand distinctly 
before your eyes. At that time the merciful Kannon, with hands 
of happiness and good fortune, will offer a jewelled lotus dais; 
then he will appear in front of the believer. The great Seishi 
and infinite hosts will say blessings together and joining 
hands, they will lead the believer.I 

These are the words of the Japanese Tendai monk Eshin ~-=--/~, 

better known as Genshin)Ji 1t (942-1017). They describe the sign of 

salvation, a vision commonly referred to in Japanese as raiqo ;JJ:. 

~. which means "coming to welcome." The Buddha of the vision, who 

vowed to come and we 1 come the Buddhist be 1 i ever, is Amit abh a 

(J. Amida M €i:?-f.8}, the Buddha reigning over the Pure Land in the 

western direction. According to certain sutras, everyone who has 

faith in him will experience the kind of vision described above at the 

point of death. 

The raigo vision portends imminent death, the end of the 

physical body. However, it is not a frightening or sad vision; on the 

contrary, it equally portends imminent salvation and joy. In the 

vision, Amitabha and his hosts appear as saviours and guides to the 

Pure Land. Taken upon the lotus dais carried by the Bodhisattva Kannon 

-'/fl,{ (S. Avalokitesvara), the soul of the dead person will be reborn. 

for the last time in the Pure Land. The continuous cycle of rebirth 

(S. samsara) is finally broken. Once in the land of Amitabha, 
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the being will not experience desire, pain or suffering; it is a land 

without impurities or bad things. Here one is· able to see Amit abha 

Buddha and hear him preach; and thus salvation will be achieved. The 

raigo vision is a sign of becoming, reaching one's full potential as 

a human being, to become enlightened, as the Buddha Sakyamuni was 

enlightened under the bodhi tree. 

Amitabha and His Pure Land 

The belief in the descent of Ami tab ha to 1 ead the dead to 

paradise is part of a tradition of Buddhism generally called Pure Land 

(C. Ching-t 'u, J. Jodo:f J:.-). Amitabha is worshipped by all 

streams of Mahayana Buddhism, but, within the Pure Land schools 

in China and Japan, he is worshipped exclusively. Pure Land appeared in 

north-west India as part of Mahayana Buddhism in the first 

century A,D. 2 The main text of Pure Land Buddhism--the Larger 

Sukhavati-vyuha Sutra (J. Muryoju-kyo 

1!:.)--was translated into Chinese in the fifth· century, although other 

texts concerning the belief in Amitabha were translated earlier. 3 

Pure Land Buddhism gained popular support amongst the common people in 

China under the leadership of T'an-luanft, (476-542), Tao-ch'o~ 

{562-645), and Shan-tao!{- {613-681). Pure Land Buddhism was known in 

Japan as early as the seventh century. In A.O. 640, the Monk 

Eon 1-fj. ( n. d. ) , after a trip to China and Korea, lectured on the Larger 

Sukh av at i -v yuh a Sutra at the imperial pa 1 ace at the 

request of Emperor {-1.~ K1itoku Zr~- (r. 645-654). 4 However, a strong 



interest in Amitabha and his Pure Land did not develop until the 

tenth and eleventh centuries. It emerged on Mount Hiei as part of the 

Tenrlai (C. T' ien-t 'ai) 1:-. ~ sect, ~but Pure Land Buddhism did not become 

a separate sect of Buddhism until the appearance of 

(1133-1212) and his followers . 

Pure Land Buddhism attracted adherents because it was 

approachable by the laity. Oriqinal Buddhism, as taught by 

Sakyamuni, was extremely difficult, callinq for intense moral anrl 

physical discipline and requiring the serious follower to join the 

monk hood. Pure Land was chiefly concerned with practices that could be 

accomplished even by the householder and, for this reason, it was 

referred to as the Easy Path. Faith, primary to the worship of 

Amit abha, was the mental condition essential for the practice of 

visual contemplation (C. nien-fo, J. nembutsu }t. 11>.) and the related 

practice of oral recitation of the name of Amitabha. 5 From the 

tenth to the thirteenth century in Japan, the interpretations of 

Amitabha wor ship and practice changed, and faith and oral recitation 

became increasinqly important, overriding the difficult practice of 

contemplation. Changes in the Pure Land tradition were reflected in its 

artistic productions. Paintinqs of the raig6 vision in Japan 

reflected the change from esoteric Tendai and contemplative Pure Land 

Buddhi~t traditions to a more sp iritual, simpler religion. 

Contemplation and Raiqo Visions 

The concept of the raiqi'i vision is based on the Three Pure 
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Land Siitras--the Larger Sukhavati-vyiiha-sutra, the 

Smaller Sukhavati-vyuha-siitra (J. Amida-ky1i 

and the Kanmury1iju-ky1i i.L~-!~ ii~. 6 The last 

siitra, the Kanmury1iju-ky1i, lists nine types of visions to be 

encountered by the dying person. The nine types of visions correspond 

to nine levels of moral and spiritual development and consequently to 

nine modes of rebirth in Amitabha's Pure Land. This siitra is a 

text for visual contemplation; using real objects or works of art as 

foci of attention, the practitioner enters the state of intense 

concentration called samadhi (J. sammai ;..S-;f-), in which the mind 

becomes purified. All of the objects of concentration are depicted in 

painted charts 

which are used 

raigi5 visions 

( Kanmury1ij u-ky1i Mand al a 

as aids for visualization. 7 

are equally divided into 

or J1ido Mandala}, 

The nine types of 

three topics of 

contemplation, depicted along the lower edge of the diagram. 

The most crucial form of visualization was rinju-nembutsu ff. 

j.t,Jt:11,.., which means "contemplation on Buddha at the point of death." 

Rinju-nembutsu is less a mental discipline than a rite providing an 

environment suitable to inducing the dying person to experience the 

vision of Amitabha coming to greet him. The vision is evidence of 

the person's salvation. Art objects were used as points of focus and to 

mimic the vision. 

Raigo Paintinqs 

Individual diagrams of the raiqo vision, depicting one of 
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nine levels, are called raigo-zuJl.i.ft-1[\, which means a "diagram of 

[Amitabha 's] coming and welcome." These raiqo-zu or raiqo 

paint i nqs · were popularized in the late tenth to twelfth centuries in 

Japan and became a separate genre of painting. The Monk Genshin 

amplified the raigo theme amongst his followers through his 

treatise, the Ojoyoshu tj. :t j- l_, 8 and he is 

credited with creating the first paintings in Japan of Amit ab ha' s 

descent. 

The rai go theme was known and depicted on the Asian 

continent. It can be found as part of the paintings of Amitabha 's 

Western Paradise on the walls of Tun-huang in China. Independent 

raiqo paintings also existed on the continent, but none of those 

presently extant are dated earlier than the eleventh to thirteenth 

centuries. 9 Continental examples of raiqo painting are rare, but 

in Japan such paintings are numerous. Raigo painting is considered 

a Japanese phenomenon, a sign of the indigenization of Buddhism on 

Japanese soil after five centuries of presence. Modern Japanese 

scholars have not yet come to terms with the reasons why it became so 

·popular in Japan. Yamamoto Koji, in one of the most important 

catalogues of Pure Land painting, offers this explanation: 

although the concept of Amitabha 's descent was an 
important element in Pure Land philosophy, the Chinese rarely 
painted Amitabha 's descent as an independent subject, while 
the majority of Japanese Pure Land paintings centered around 
this theme. Such differences in preference may ultimately 
relate to the difference between a continental and island 
people. The Chinese, closer to the birthplace of the belief in 
the Pure Land, concentrated on a faithful visualization of the 
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Pure Land sutras. The Japanese, further from the place of 
origin of the belief in the Pure Land, selected onl1 the ideal 
of Amitabha's Welcoming Descent from the same sutras.10 

His explanation fails to grasp the problem, and he has misinterpreted 

the development of ~ure Land Buddhism in Japan. Nakamura Koji, in 

a five part series of art_icles, has provided a very good background on 

the doctrine of raigo and its pictorial evolution, yet he. avoids 

making direct statements as to why raiqo paintings became prevalent 

in Japan . 11 Rai go as a separate genre of painting evolved 

because certain conditions of faith and practice were present in Japan. 

These conditions also existed to a certain degree in China, but they 

required the catalyst of the specific personality of a man such as 

Genshin, whose teachings were practised by an influential class of 

patrons. 

Faith, Practice and Raigo Painting 

Faith in Buddhism has not been the subject of much analysis, as 

it has been in the Christian tradition. 

of Japanese scholars on the faith of 

'lo • ..h 
Jodo-Shi nsh □ '1f j:... J!:. /1, form of Pure 

With the exception of the work 

Shinran•sJt,~U (1173-1262) 

Land Buddhism, the concept 

of faith has been almost totally ignored, although it is a very 

important and integral component of Buddhism. 

Faith is a condition of the mind; it is trust and reliance in 

another being, who, in this· case, is Amitabha. The Pure Land 

teachers i nterpretated faith as a sincere mind and profound confidence 

in Amitabh a, as we 11 as an intense desire to reach the Pure Land to 
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become enlightened. The faith of Shinran,. as total reliance upon the 

divine grace and love of Amitabha, is used as a barometer to measure 

the faith of Genshin and his aristocratic followers. D. T. Suzuki 

describes Shinran's faith as spiritual (reisei j ,ki.), a condition of 

non-duality, unity with Buddha and all things. 12 Suzuki believes 

that spirituality in Buddhism did not arise in Japan until the Kamakura 

period ( 1185-1333) with the advent of Shi nran. Extant rai go 

paintings of the late Heian period (Fujiwara 896-1184) are evidence of 

the movement towards the spirituality described by Suzuki. 

Religious practice is the manifestion of faith; it is exercising 

the philosophy, customs, and rituals set forth by religious leaders and 

texts in the belief that there will be a beneficial effect. Practice 

involves the people, who may not understand the full meanin9 of their 

practices, but who, out of faith, persevere all the same. 

This thesis will examine the increasing simplification of the 

Buddhist practice of meditation, which becomes object contemplation in 

the early and intermediate stages of Pure Land development and then, 

under Heinen and Shinran, is replaced by vocal recitation of 

Amitabha 's name. 13 Raigo paintings are part of the 

accoutrements of the simplified intermediate stage of Genshin 's Pure 

Land practices. Moreover, the religious attitude of the Heian 

aristocrats who patronized Genshin was such that images were required to 

substantiate their faith. The makin9 of images was one of their most 

favoured practices. 
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The Descent of Amitabha and His Holy Multitude 

This thesis takes one raigi'i image and its inscription as an 

example of the relationship between religion and art. The image is The 

Descent of Amitabha and His Holy Multitude [(J. Amida Shi'iju 

hereafter called The Descent of 

Amitabha], a twelfth-century work now kept at the Treasure House of 

Mount Ki'iya, Wakayama Prefecture, Japan (Fig. 1). It is designated 

a National Treasure (J. Kokuhii @'11) of Japan, and is one of Asia's 

finest paintings. The image is made of colours on three silk 

scro 11 s •14 The centra 1 panel is the 1 argest, measuring 210 

centimeters by 210 centimeters, while each of the flanking scrolls is 

105 centimeters by 210 centimeters. 

On the back of the painting there are three inscriptions; the 

longest is dated the fifteenth day of the fifth lunar month, fifteenth 

year of Tenshii (June 21, 1587), and the two shorter ones are 

respectively dated the same as the first and the fifteenth day of the 

sixth lunar month, seventh year of An'ei (July 10, 1778). 15 The 

longer June 21, 1587 inscription provides a brief. history of the 

painting. It was originally from a temple in Anraku Valley~ f 1,i-, a 

pl ace on the outskirts of the Tendai monastery of Mount Hiei. The 

artist is claimed to have been Genshin, who painted this work at the age 

of twenty-four. The painting had an imperial seal on it, and every year 

on the fifteenth day of the seventh lunar month the work was displayed 

by imperial command. In the sixteenth century the Tendai sect offended 

the warlord Oda Nobunaga .tl ~ {i i (1534-1582), who ravaged and 
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burned Mount Hiei. The painting was saved and eventually came into the 

possession of Shingon monks on Mount Kaya, where it remains. 

The painting depicts Amitabha seated on a lotus dais, 

Sei shi !J/f- .i. ( s. Mahasthamaprapta). flanked by Kannan and 

Behind them are three figures in the guise of monks. Bodhisattvas, 

dressed as Indian princes, play instruments, sway, and move across the 

three scrolls. At the rear of the cloud vehicle are the three figures 

of Amitabha, Kannan, and Seishi aga_in. The scene of the descent is 

placed against a backdrop of a vast body of water edged by land scape 

elements. 

The depiction_ of the raigo theme in this painting is no 

longer a diagram for an exercise in visualization, as it was used in the 

Kanmuryoju-kyo Mandala. The Descent of Amit ab ha is a 

devotional object of worship. Once more, the very beauty of the 

painting is intended to inspire loving devotion. The depiction of the 

most crucial vision and moment of life widens the field of vision of the 

Pure Land follower. With this painting, without the difficult 

discipline of contemplation or waiting until the point of death, the 

believer can perceive salvation. The vision depicted is immediate, 

direct, and vivid. The painting makes-the vision accessible to all who 

have eyes. Raiqo painting is a manifestation of the move towards an 

easy path of devotion. 

Intricately connected to this idea of seeing salvation is the 

mudra, the hand sign, of Amitabha, not only in this painting but 

all raigo depictions. Amitabha in this particular work forms 
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the mudra of upper class-lower rebirth; the right hand is raised 

with the.first finger and thumh formina a circle, while the left hand is ' . 

lowered with ·the first finger and thumb forming a circle. This 

mudra is part. of a series of related mudras peculiar to 
' 

as raiqo mudras. Rai qo Amitahha, 

mudras are 

popularly 

variations 

known 

of the sepp1i-i n ~il,;f. f~ mudra, the 

sign of the Buddha preaching the Dharma. Early Buddhist texts, such as 

the San vut t a~Ni kai:::a, teach .that those who see the Buddha . wi 11 se.e 

the Dharma. 16 Implicit in this teaching •is the, idea that by looking 
I 

upon the form of the Buddha, one will' come to know the Dharma, and 

achieve enlightenment. Raigo. paintings depicting Amitabha 

forming the preaching of the Dharma mudra are visual statements of 

the type pronounced in the Sanyutta-Nikaya. 

This study of the relationship of raiqo painting, ·faith and 

practice in Japan consists of five aspects, thus five chapters. 

Chapter One provides a definition of faith and explains how to 

achieve the raiqo vision, according to the sutras. The rest of 

the chapter is a comparison of the faiths of Genshin, Heinen and 

Shi nran. 

Chapter.Two is concerned with the historical development of Pure 

Land philosophy and practice and other Buddhist ·traditions on the Asian 

co~tinent that influenced Genshin. 

The development of Pure Land in the Tendai monastery of Mount 

Hiei and Genshin, the man, his philosophy, and practice are the topics 
• 

of Chapter Three. 
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Chapter Four discusses the Pure Land practices of the Heian 

aristocrats and the art that resulted from them. 

The last chapter, Chapter Five, concerns the pictorial evolution 

of The Descent of Amitabha. 
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CHAPTER I 

FAITH AND RAIGO VISIONS 

The Raigo Vision 

Raigo paintings are based upon the Three Pure Land 

Sutras, which promise all believers a vision of the coming of 

Amitabha at the point of death, provided certain conditions are met. 

The type of vision 

Kanmuryoju-kyo ( hereafter 

seen is 

called 

described 

Kan-gyo) . 1 

vividly in 

According 

the 

to 

this sutra, there are nine categories of visions corresponding to 

the nine grades of rebirth ( J. kuhon lu :,,. ) . These nine levels are 

classified according to three categories of spiritual and moral 

attainment (J. sanpai !- f )--superior (J. jobon J:.."S,, ), average 

(chubonf':a ), and inferior (gebon ,r:a ). In the upper category 

(jobon) are those persons who have departed from ordinary life to 

become monks and nuns and have aroused the bodhi mind. 2 Householders 

form the middle class; they possess the bodhi nature and practise 

Buddhist precepts as far as they are able to within ordinary life. In 

the lowest class are householders and other people who possess the bodhi 

nature but do not abide by Buddhist virtues. These three levels of 

spiritual and moral attainment were used as subjects for contemplation. 

In the Ojoyoshu, contemplation of the three grades and 

nine levels of rebirth was considered a primary prerequisite for rebirth 

in the Pure Land. 3 
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In . the description of · the kuhon contemplations of · the 

Kan-qyo, the type of person belonging to each category is desc~i bed, 

along with the accumulated merits or demerits that will cause him to 
-

experience a certain type of passage into the Pure Land. These 

descriptions generally consist of telling how a person will be greeted 

by the heavenly hosts, the form and length of rebirth, and the scene to 

be encountered when awakening into the Western Paradise. Readers of 

this sutra are qiven a concise and clear image of the nine levels of 

human spiritual development, and of the form of passage f_rom one world 

to another. 

In the Kan-gyo; the iconography of the descent of 

Amitabha varies according to each level. In the upper rebirth of 

the superior grade, the candidate for rebirth sees Amitabha with his 

great host of Sodhi sattvas and devas. 4 He is offered a diamond seat 

to transport him to paradise'. 5 The rai go painting at Mount 

Koya depicts the vision of a person of lower rebirth of the superior 
' 

qrade. According to the Kan-gyo, the dying person wil 1 receive a 
' 

vision of Amitabha with many Bodhisattvas; who offer him a golden. 

lotus dais. 6 The painting pursues the following iconography, as given 

in the sutra: Amitabha, in the centre of the painting, forms the 

mudrl! of the lower rebirth of the superior grade,· wliile Kannon 

offers the lotus dais, and Seishi welcomes with praying hands (figs: 1, 

2). In contrast, sentient beinqs of the least spiritually advanced 

levels, qehon, are greeted only by an apparitional body of the Buddha 

(J. kebutsu 1'6 iJ.s.) or by no hosts at all but only a lotus dais.7 
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Raigo painting is clearly based upon the iconography of the 

Kan-qyo. 

Independent raigo paintings are derived from the lower 

section of the Kanmuryoju-kyo Mandala. The mandala is an 

illustration of the Kan-gyo and is used as an aid to contemplation. 

The most famous version of the mandala is the Tai ma Mand al a ~ J#--l, t­
ft, a ninth century Chinese tapestry, now enshrined at Taima Temple in 

Nara. Genshin may have been influenced by the Taima Mandala, as he grew 

up in the area of Taima Temple. 

The central area of this woven diagram depicts the glories of 

Amitabha's Western Paradise as the central focus. The paradise 

scene is flanked on the left by a narrative depiction of the sorrows of 

Queen Vaidehi 8 and on the right by the thirteen purifying 

contemplation's, 9 while each of the nine levels of rebirth is 

illustrated along the lower edge (figs. 3, 4, 5, 6, 7). This tapestry 

provided the prototype from which painted versions of Pure Land mandalas 

were derived. Mandalas of the Taima type are but one strain of the 

broad expression of Pure Land art. 

Achieving the Raigo Vision 

Crucial to the understanding of Pure Land Buddhism and the 

concept of raigo is the eighteenth vow of the Bodhisattva 

Dharmakara, who is the Buddha Amitabha-to-be (J. Hozo-

bosatsu :>~ * i ~ ) in the Larger Sukhavatl-vyuha-sutra 

{hereafter called the Larger-sutra). Dharmakara says: 
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If I become a Buddha, the sentient beings of the ten directions 
will achieve a mind of joyful faith. They will desire to be 
reborn in my country, [even though they have only] achieved 
mindfulness [of me] to the extent of ten fold. If they are not 
reborn, they wi 11 not achieve enlightenment. This encompasses 
all beings, except those who have committed the Five Deadly Sins 
and have slandered the Dharma.10 

Dharmakara makes this vow to save all sentient beings by having 

them reborn in a perfect Buddha-1 and, where, without any hindrances, 

they can achieve enlightenment. The Bodhisattva fulfils his vows and 

becomes the Buddha Amitabha. The Pure Land believer must believe in 

the enlightenment of Amitabha and his promise of rebirth as a 

prerequisite for receiving the raigo vision. 

The concept of raigo is presented in the nineteenth vow. 

Dharmakara says: 

If I become a Buddha, the sentient beings of the ten directions 
will be reborn [in my Pure Land], if they arouse the bodhi mind, 
perform many virtuous acts, and arouse the desire to be reborn 
in my country with a consistent heart. Nearing the time of 
death, [a sentient being] will not achieve enlightenment unless 
I appear with a great host in front of him.11 

In this passage Dharmakara vows to appear as Amitabha w'ith his 

hosts at the time of death _provided certain conditions are met. The 

conditions are interpreted by Pure Land believers as the basis for the 

rinjii-nembutsu. Clarification of how to attain raigo vision is 

given in a later section of the same text: 

The Buddha said to Ananda, "[Concerning] the lowest class of 
rebirth, in all the world, among the many heavenly beings and 
common people, if there are those who desire to be reborn in 
[Amitabha's] country with a consistent mind but who are 
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unable to perform many virtuous acts, they should arouse the 
supreme bodhi nature in the mind and concentrate the mind in 
one direction to perfect mindfulness, calling upon the Buddha of 
Infinite Life and desire to be reborn in his country. If a 
person hears the profound Dharma, he will be overjoyed with the 
happiness of faith, and will not feel doubt or hesitation. Then 
he will attain the single mind and call upon this Buddha, and 
therefore have a sincere mind, and he will desire to be reborn 
in his country. That person on the point of death, wi 11 see 
[Amitabhal in a dream, and he will certainly achieve 
rebirth."!2 

Further instructions concerning the raigo vision and how 

to achieve it are given in the Smaller Sukhavati-vyuha-

sutra (hereafter called the Smaller- sutra). The narrator of 
, 

the sutra is Sakyamuni, who explains: 

One cannot achieve the karma of rebirth in Amitabha's 
country through the virtue of a few good works. 

Sariputra, if there is a good man or good woman, who 
hears the name of Amitabha spoken, and, if he holds that 
name with a whole mind undisturbed for one day, two days, three 
days, four days, five days, six days, or seven days, as that 
person is approaching the end of life Amitabha with many. 
hosts will appear before him. This person at the end, without a 
faltering mind, will be reborn in Amitabha's paradisiacal 
country. 13 

The above passages deny the worth of good acts for achieving the 

raigo vision, then teach of the power of holding the name of 

Amitabha in mind. 

The conditions of rebirth and the manners of Amitabha's 

descent are presented most clearly in the Kan-gyo in the section 

concerning the three classes of the nine levels of rebirth: 

The Buddha said to llnanda and Vaidehi, "The superior 
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group's superior grade of beings are those sentient beings 
who resolve to be born in that land, arouse the three devotional 
hearts, and are therefore reborn. What are the three? The 
first is sincerity; the second is deep faith; the third is 
dedicating [merit] and longing [for rebirth]. If they possess 
the three devotional 'hearts, they will necessarily be reborn 
into that country. There are also three types of beings [within 
this grade] who will attain rebirth. What are these three? The 
first is beings who compassionately do not kill and keep the 
precepts. The second is beings who recite the Mahayana 
vaipulya scriptures.14 The third is beings who cultivate 
the six reflections and dedicate their merit in longing for 
rebirth. If they maintain this merit for from one to seven 
days, they will then attain rebirth. When they are reborn in 
that country, because these men have striven diligently, 
Amitabha Tathagata with Avalokitesvara, 
Mahasthamaprapta, innumerable apparition-Buddha[~ a 
great \olt of a hundred thousand bhiksus and 
sramanas, and innumerable devas and seven-jewel palaces 
wil 1 come and appear before ~he practitioner, Avalokite'svara 
Bodhisattva and Mahasthamaprapta Bodhisattva ho 1 ding 
a golden dais. Amitabha Buddha will release a great beam of 
light illumining the practitioner and with all the Bodhisattvas 
will offer his hand in welcome. Avalokitesvara and 
Mahasthamaprapta, with innumerable Bodhisattvas, 
will praise the practitioner and encourage him. When the 
practitioner sees this he _will dance for joy. He wi]l find 
himself riding the golden dais. FoJlowing after the Buddha, 1·n 
the snap of a finger he will be reborn into that country." 7 

This passage says that sentient beings who "arouse the three 

devotional hearts" will receive the raiqo vision and be reborn in 

Amitabha's land. Shan-tao and other Pure Land teachers interpreted 

the "three hearts" (J. sanshin:;.... 1-.::.') as the components of faith. 

In the above passages there are some common points concerning 

the conditions that will enable sentient beings to see Amitabha and 

cause their rebirth. A being should have (1) a consistent or sincere 

mind; (2) deep faith, and (3) the desire to be reborn. He must be (4) 

"mindful," reflecting or contemplating on the Buddha. He must (5) 
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arouse the bodhi mind and (6) perform virtuous acts and not kill other 

sentient beings. He should (7) listen to the Dharma, the words of 

Buddha and (8) recite the sutras. 

The sutras from which the above passages have been taken are 

not consistent in setting forth the conditions necessary for salvation. 

Many of the above conditions are cancelled by this following passage 

from the section concerning the rebirth of persons of the lowest 

grade. 

The Buddha said to Anand a and Vai dehi, "The inferior group's 
inferior grade of beings are those sentient beings who commit 
evil karma such as the five irredeemable evils, the ten 
violations,18 and all other evils. Because pf his bad 
karma, a foolish man such as this ought to descend into a bad 
existence in the next life and spend many kalpas receiving 
limitless suffering. When such a foolish man is about to die, 
he will meet a good friend and teacher who will console him in 
various ways, preaching the good Dharma and urging him to be 
mindful of the Buddha. But, oppressed with sufferings, this man 
will not be able to reflect on the Buddha. Then the good friend 
and teacher will say, "If you cannot reflect, you should call on 
the Buddha of Eternal Life. In this way, not letting your voice 
cease, accomplish ten reflections calling, 'Reverence to the 
Buddha Amitabha.' Because of calling the Buddha's name, 
with each reflection he will cancel eight billion kalpas of 
samsaric sinful deeds. At the end of his life he will see 
before him a golden lotus blossom dais like the sun's disk, and 
in an instant he will attain rebirth in the land of Utmost 
Bliss. He will remain in the closed lotus blossom for a full 
twelve great kalpas, and then the lotus blossom will open. With 
a voice of great compassion Avalokite~vara and 
Mahasthamaprapta wi 11 preach for him the Dharma on 
Suchness and on the cancellation of sinful karma. When he has 
heard this, he will reJ01ce and immediately arouse the 
enlightened mi nd

1
• This is called the inferior grade of the 

inferior group.'' 9 

In this passage the candidate for rebirth has not accomplished any 

good deeds or read the sutras. He may have committed murder or 
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slandered the Dharma, and at the time of death he cannot be mindful of 

the Buddha, yet by verbally calling on the Buddha as evidence of his 

repentance and faith, he is able to achieve an unglorified vision of a 

lotus dais and achieve rebirth. 

Among these three scriptures, which form the basis of the Pure 

Land schools of Buddhism, there are many inconsistencies, leaving much 

room for individual interpretation. In order to make some sense of the 

above passages and to show how they rel ate to the main topic of 

raigo painting, one must look at how the passages have been 

interpreted within the history of Buddhism, particularly in Japan. Of 

the eight points enumerated above, the first three are considered to be 

the attributes of faith .. They are of major importance to understanding 

of Genshin and the appearance of individual raigo painting. 

Faith 

A sincere mind, deep belief, and the desire to be reborn and to 

turn one's merit to others form the core of the attributes of the faith 

required of the believer within the Pure Land stream of Buddhist thought 

in China and Japan. These three are called the Three Minds or Three 

Devotional Hearts. The above attributes are clearly set forth in the 

passage concerning the highest grade of rebirth from the K an-gyo. 

The Chinese Pure Land master, Shan-tao!-4- (613-681), also points out 

these three attributes of faith in his treatise, the Wang-shenq li-tsan 

chi eh H:. j: ~L !"{ 1~ . 20 

Shan-tao's definition of faith is based on the above Three Pure 
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These sutras clearly emphasize faith as the major 

In the Sanskrit text of the Laroer-sutra the words 

prasada, 22 and adhimukti 23 are the key 

terms. Although each individual Sanskrit term has a different meaning, 

they are related to the definition of faith, and they have been 

translated· into Sino-Japanese as such. The character shin 1i has been 

used for the translation of each of the three. With shin as the root, 

numerous character compounds are formed, with a variety of meanings. 

Within the text of the Larger-sutra, the fol lowing compounds 

involving the character shin are found: meishin eA 1t (clear belief), 

shinraku'1i f (joyous faith), shinjin 1}/..,_' (believing mind), 

shinkai 1\ ~f (faith and interpretation), shinju -{! 4t_ (to believe and 

receive). 24 The concept of shinjin is expressed in the following 

passage of this sutra: 25 

All sentient beings hearing that name [of Amitabha] will 
have a believi.ng· mind and glad heart, if they are mindful [of 
him] to the extent of even one thought. And, if [a being] 
desires rebirth in [Amitabha's] country from the depths of 
his heart, [he will] without doubt achieve rebirth, residing in 
resoluteness.26 

In this passage faith is clearly a condition for rebirth. This is 

further stressed in the next passage involving the words meishin and 

shinjin. 

If there are beings who clearly believe in the Buddha's wisdom; 
they will perform meritorious acts and, if their faithful minds 
will turn towards it; these beings will naturally be reborn 
sitting crosslegged in a lotus of seven jewels.27 
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The course of the Buddhist believer searching for salvation 

was expected to follow the Thirty-seven Dharmas, thirty-s,ven attitudes 

and modes of behaviour. These include self-awareness, contemplation of 

various types, moral be_havior, faith,, and so forth. 28 Faith was 

• reqarded as the first ·basic step in the complex system of cultivating 

Ruddhist virtues that would lead to nirvana. 29 In the · 

Majjhima-nikaya, one of the early Buddhist texts, faith is described 

as: 

of much service to approaching; for should faith in him not be 
born, one could not approach him; but if faith is born 1. then he 
approaches; therefore faith is of much service to 
approaching.30 

From this passage faith may be interpreted as a basic element tn 

apprehending the meaning of Buddhism and the Buddha. For monks and 

laity alike faith was essential for spiritual development. Without 

faith, wisdom (S. prajna) could not be achieved. 31 In India if 

a person could achieve faith in the Buddha, his teachings and his· 

ordained followers, . he could attain rebirth in heaven. 
' 

However, 

rebirth, even in heaven, was regarde~ by the early Buddhists as· anbther 

turn on the· perpetual wheel of suffering. Such an achievement was 

' deemed inferior· to nirvana, and only suitable for inferior people. 

In China and Japan faith and rebirth were given meanings of much greater 

'importance. The achievement of nirvana through the conventional 
I 

means taught by Sakyamuni was considered too difficult by the 

Chinese and the Japanese, so they sought the convenience of Pure Land 
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practices. 

Stages in the Interpretation of Faith and Practice 

As shown above, the Three Pure Land Sutras have many 

inconsistencies and can be interpreted in many ways. Japan had many 

interpreters of Pure Land faith, but the three best known were Genshin, 

Heinen, and Shinran. Each of them represents a phase in the growing 

simplification of practice and the increasing emphasis on faith. 

Genshin defined faith according to Shan-tao: 

In the Kan-~yo it says: "If there are beings who want to be 
born into t at land they should produce the three· devot i ona 1 
hearts and they will be born there. The first is sincerity, the 
second is deep faith, and the third is dedicating and longing.'' 

Meditation master Shan-tao says: "The first, sincerity, is 
so called because the three kinds of karma--veneration, praise, 
and contempl ation--are without fail true. The second, deep 
faith, is so called because, on the one hand it is deep 
conviction that we ourselves are passion-ridden ordinary beings 
(bombu) with but slight stock of merit, transmigrating in the 
triple world and unable to escape this burning house, and 
because on the other hand it is deep faith, without even a 
single moment of doubt, that now by Amit ab ha' s great 
original vows, and by calling Amitabha's name as few as ten 
times or even once, we will surely gain rebirth. The third, 
dedicating and longing, is longing toward rebirth. If one 
possesses32hese three devotional hearts he will necessarily gain 
rebirth." 

In Genshin 's view, the above conditions are necessary for rebirth in 

Amitabha 1 and; if a person lacks one of these three, he wil 1 not be 

reborn. Genshin goes on to explain that, while the three conditions are 

taught at the highest level of· rebirth, they apply equally to all 

levels. 

In Genshin's system of Buddhism, faith is not given by 
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.Amitlibha. Faith is aroused wi.thin each person's own heart by him-

self with the help of upaya, convenient . means of teaching. The 

first two chapters of his .treatise, the ' Ojoyoshu' 

present v.ivid images of hells, the raiqo, and the Western Paradise. 

They _are designed as preliminary contemplations to arouse people's 

desires to be reborn in Amitabha's paradise and to instil faith in• 

his mercy. 33 These two chapters are the most popular chapters of 

the Ojoyoshu, stimulating the imagination of the 

· Japanese reading public and art.i sts for many centuries, causing them to 

aspire to rebirth in the Pure ·L·and. 'As will be. shown. in Chapter Four, 

the arts, particularly those related to the theme of raiqo, may have 

been essential instruments in arousing faith amongst the aristocrats in 

Hei.an Japan. 

According to Genshin, the princ~pal practice that would lead to 

rebirth was 

"mindfulness" 

nembutsu-sammai }&. -ii.. ::- i.lf-, 

,to induce the state of 

object contemplation or 

~unyata. Faith, as 

previously defined, was the condition of mind that was prerequisite for 

practising nembutsu. Without faith, one could not properly perform 

nembutsu. 34 

Successful nembutsu all owed the practitioner to see the Buddha 

and the Pure Lan·d, which purified him in preparation for rebirth, but 

not all could achieve Genshin's ideal. For those who were unable to 

contemplate, Genshin prescrihed • verbal invocation of Amitabha's 

name: • 
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If there are those who are incapable of contemplating the 
Buddha-marks, while dwelling on taking refuge in Him, on His 
coming to welcome them, or on their own rebtrth, they should 
single-mindedly call and reflect (shiinen {l4 fr;- ) on the 
Buddha.35 

For the time of death, Genshin prescribed two methods of 

rinju-nembutsu, one by Shan-tao that was a form of visualization and 

another by Tao-ch 'o that was vocal. The verbal nembutsu was used only 

by those believers of Amitabha who could not properly practise 

visualization. Genshin did not provide an interpretation of calling the 

name of Amitabha in the Ojo,;:oshu but in writing 

the Amida Kan-jin shii f1 ;~ ft Rikc'i, he explained it in an 

esoteric Tendai manner. 36 Genshin said that invoking the name had 

the power to secure rebirth in the Pure Land and achieve 

nirvana. 37 He thought of the three syllables of the Japanese 

name of Amida as a mantra, sounds that could affect the spiritual and 

temporal conditions of the practitioner. Genshin urged the use of 

invocational nembutsu in much the same manner as the Chinese Pure Land 

masters, as the last resort for those unable to visualize, but his 

interpretation of the name of Amitabha was esoteric in nature. In 

this aspect of invocational nembutsu, Genshin combined his Tendai 

teachings with Pure Land ones. His form of vocal nembutsu was an 

inferior practice meant for the common person, falling short of the 

emphasis on faith and recitation urged by Honen and Shinran. 

Genshin taught that faith alone would not secure the raigo 

vision. Rinju-nembutsu was one of his main concerns; a person had 
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to die with particular environment_al trappings requiring images, incense 

and flowers, and special friends. 38 The raigo vision was the 

ideal and reward of contemplation. 

Genshin was a more traditional Buddhist of the Tendai 

persuasion. The aim of his nembutsu was to arouse the bodhi mind, to 

reach for the Bodhisattva path of self-denial, succouring the universe 

to aid others. 

Honen was also a Tendai monk; he learned of Chinese Pure 

Land doctrine through Genshin's Ojoyoshii. He 

interpreted the eighteenth vow of Amitabha in the Larger-sutra 

differently from Genshin. He believed that "jiinen"tZ, meant 

verbally calling upon Amitabha ten times. 39 According to 

H1inen's interpretation of the vow, vocal nembutsu--calling the name 

of Amitabha with faith that was defined by the Three Minds--was 

sufficient to gain rebirth in the Pure Land. Even if a person did not 

understand the full intellectual meaning of Pure Land Buddhist faith but 

practised invocation, he would come to realize faith through 

practice. 40 Heinen taught the unceasing form of recitative 

nembutsu. It was to be practised in order to accumulate merit for 

-rebirth. It required the believer's conscious purpose to achieve a 

specific goal; therefore Honen's practice required faith that was 

generated within the believer. 

Heinen addressed his teachings to the common person, who had 

difficulty practising visual nembutsu in the age of the Latter 

Dharma. 41 His followers came from all classes of Japanese society, 
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ranging from the peasantry to the aristocracy. He always insisted that 

he was a simple monk and urged his followers to live simply and be 

sincere in their faith in Amitabha. 

false religiosity of the aristocrats. 

Honen did not cater to the 

Honen prescribed rinju-nembutsu for his followers, 

although through continuous vocal nembutsu they were always prepared for 

the final moment of life. However, at the time of Honen's own death 

he refused to use an image of Amitabha for rinjil-nembutsu, 

claiming that he could already see the raiqo vision. 42 His 

refusal left his followers with an ambivalent view of the necessity of 

rinju-nembutsu. 

The most radical interpreter of the Pure Land siltras was 

Shinran who exalted the importance of faith above all other teachings. 

According to the eighteenth vow of the Larger-sutra, Shinran cl aimed 

that faith is represented by the three aspects .of sincerity, deep 

belief, and the desire for rebirth with a willingness to transfer merit. 

These aspects are the same that Genshin and other Pure Land theorists 

found in the Kan-gyo. Previous to Shinran, faith was an attitude 

which was self-arising in the hearts and minds of sentient beings; it 

was a form of self-discipline. But Shinran believed that faith was a 

gift from Amitabha. According to Shinran, Buddhist discipline and 

practice cannot be performed by the common person, the 

bombu fl, ;c ( S. prthagj ana), without ulterior motives. A 11 common people 

are incapable of good; their nature is evil, and people must accept 

themselves as such. Their salvation lies within the mental attitude of 
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total reliance upon Amitabha (J. tariki~6 ;;(I ), whose grace permits 

the common person to achieve rebirth. 43 The only practice that 

Shinran endorsed was the recitation of Namu Amida-butsu {Praise to 

Amitabha), as the expression of faith. However, recitation of the 

name is not intended to insure one's own rebirth, it is an appreciation 

of Amitabha's gift, and it allows others to hear the name of 

Amitabha, who will give them the gift of faith. 44 

Shinran altogether disclaimed rinju-nembutsu; such rites 

separated the believer from absolute faith in Amitabha. 45 The 

true believer did not require an image or rite for salvation; salvation 

was already promised by Amitabha in his Bodhisattva vows. 

Shinran's form of Buddhism may be considered realistic in that 

he is concerned with the real everyday behaviour of the common person. 

His type of Buddhism is for the real person who cannot practise the 
I 

vigorous rules of discipline that were taught by Sakyamuni. 

Honen was the transition point between Genshin and Shinran, using 

the treatise of the former and simplifying the practices even further 

for the latter. Genshin, on the other hand, obviously believes that 

sentient beings may not be able to follow every form of Buddhist 

discipline, 

Ojoyoshu, 

but 

he 

by the 

acknowledges 

very 

that 

fact of his 

they are 

writing 

capable 

the 

of 

faith and simplified contemplation. Furthermore, he provides simple 

teachings of certain modes of behaviour to be followed by the common 

person. Therefore, he obviously believes people are capable of 

self-discipline and are not entirely debased•, His standards of faith 
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are set according to the highest level of rebirth, as previously pointed 

out. Genshin expects even the most evil of beings to aspire for the 

highest level. Therefore, in comparison to Shinran and Honen, 

Genshin may be regarded as an idealist. 46 

Surrmary 

The raigo vision signified salvation to the believers of 

Pure Land Buddhism .. To procure this vision the practitioner was 

required to have faith. Faith was always an integral part of Buddhism, 

but in Japan it was particularly emphasized. Within Japan the three 

most influential interpreters of Pure Land Buddhism represented varying 

stages in the simplification of practice with growing concern for a more 

spiritual form of Amitabha belief. Shinran constructed a historical 

lineage to provide doctrinal support for his form of Pure Land beliefs. 

He recognized Genshin as the sixth patriarch in his Pure Land historical 

continuum. Accordingly, Genshin, with his practices and faith, may be 

seen as an intermediary stage leading to a simpler but all powerful 

faith. 
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Footnotes 

1Trans lated into modern 
al. "I' :!-::! fw , K anmu r yoj u - kyo , 

, (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1964; 

Japanese by Nakamura Hajime et 
_::.J.::::od::;o;:....,. ...... ,..,;;S.:,an~b:;;u=---.::.kY..;O::.. ;4' 3:-- 3--- tf ,tf­

Reprint l982) 2: pp. 9-74. 

2The bodhi mind refers to the aspiration for the highest 
wisdom and the Buddha nature. 

3Hanayama, .Ojoyoshii, pp. 404-05. 

4oevas are supernatural beings dwelling in heaven. 

5Nakamura, Kan-gyo, Jodo Sanbu-kyo, 2: p. 63. 

6Ibid., p. 66. 

7Ibid., p. 71. Kebutsu refers to the nirmana-kaya, the 
physical body that the Buddha displays in the temporal world. See Nagao 
Gadji n, "On the Theory of Buddha-body (Buddha-kaya)" Eastern 
Buddhist 6(May 1973): pp. 25-53. 

8Queen Vaidehi is the heroine of the Kan-gyo, , who is 
imprisoned by her son. While imprisoned she calls upon Sakyamuni 
for aid, and he teaches her aboutiAmitabha and his Pure Land. The 
escape from sorrow, according to ~akyamuni, can be achieved through 
object contemplation and consequent rebirth into Amitabha 's 
paradise. 

9The thirteen contemplations are (1) the setting sun; (2) pure 
water; (3) the ground; (4) the trees; (5) the lakes; (6) the palaces of 
the Western Paradise; (7) the throne of Amitabha; (8) Amitabha 
on his throne; (9) the form of Amitabha; (10) Avalokitesvara; 
(11) Mahasthamaprapta; (12) the practitioner himself born in 
the Pure Land; (13) Amitabha in a formed image. 
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21sraddha is tradition ally translated as 'faith, ' 
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CHAPTER I I 

THE FORMATION OF GENSHIN'S PHILOSOPHY 

The influences upon the formation of Genshin 's thoughts were 

numerous; in the Ojoyoshu alone, Hanayama enumerates 

well over one hundred different writings that were quoted. However, 

Genshin 's emphasis upon· faith and nembutsu clearly show that he was 

influenced by the Chinese Pure Land leaders, T'an-Luan (476-542), 

Tao-ch 'o (562-645), and Shan-tao, while his interest in awakening the 

bod hi mind 

influenced 

and 

by 

achieving ~unyata through 
tcr . :i: 

Hui-ylian~•l!:..-(334-385) and 

nembutsu are clearly 

Chih7i ~ ~ (538-597). 

Genshin was the heir of the Chinese masters, and he was the transmitter 

of the Pure Land doctrines to Honen, then to Shinran. 

Genshin's treatise, the Oji5yi5shu, introduced 

the doctrines of the continental Asian Pure Land masters to Japan. A 

brief survey of the philosophy of Genshin's Indian and Chinese mentors 

casts light upon Genshin 's development as a man, a scholar-monk and as 

an artist. Moreover, such a survey clearly points out Genshin's 

position in the religio-historical continuum, and shows that raiq5 

painting is the product of a Genshin-influenced interpretation of faitn 

of an intermediate stage, standing clearly between Nagarjuna in 

India and Shinran in Japan. This chapter traces the development of two 

lines of devotion to Amitabha. The Pure Land lineage stressed faith 

as an easy path to salvation, while the teachings of Hui-yUan and Chih-i 
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looked to Amitabha for the insight of wisdom. In examining the 

historical background that leads to Genshin, faith, the practice of 

contemplation, and the function of images and image making will be 

stressed. 

India 

Images were used in India for contemplation, 1 and art 

historians generally believe that Buddha images came into being because 
I 

the followers of Sakyamuni wanted to be reminded of him. The 

twenty-eighth chapter of the Ekottaragama2 tells that when the 

Buddha visited the Thirty-three Heavens to preach to his mother, his_ 

followers on earth yearned for him. Udayana, the king of 

Kausambi, and Prasenjit, the king of Sravasti, each made 

images of him, so they could be reminded of his features. 3 There is a 

difference between using an image as an a.id to recollection and using it 

for contemplation, but there is a connection between the two uses in 

that both cause the user to think of Buddha. The development of 

Mahayana Buddhism with its pantheon of Buddhas and complex 

metaphysical concepts altered simple remembrance into an exercise of the 

mind. 4 

Little is known of Pure land Buddhism before it arrived in 

Chin a. The Chinese and Japanese Pure land Buddhists generally 

recognized two Indian philosophers as patriarchs of their faith; they 

are Nagarjuna (ca. A.O. 2nd-3rd C.) and Vasubandhu (ca. A.O. 

5th C.). 
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Nagarjuna was the formulator of the Madhyami ka 

school of philosophy. His work, the Da1sabhumika-vibhasa-

1sastra,5 has a chapter commenting on an easy method of attaining 

enlightenment by means of faith. However, he considers this path to be 

inferior and only for the incapable. Nevertheless, the Chinese and 

Japanese consider him to be one. of the first teach_ers of the easy way. 

The clarification of 

(buddhanusmrti ). was provided 

Sukhavati-vyuhopade£a, based 

"mindfulness" 

by Vasubandhu, 

upon the 

of the 

who wrote 

Buddha 

the 

Larger-sutra. 

In this work he formulates five methods of being "mindful" of 

Amitabha: (1) veneration of the form of Amitabha; (2) calling 

his name; (3) having a determined mind to seek the Pure Land; 

(4) concentrating and visualizing it; (5) benefitting others through the 

practice of the foregoing. 6 This work greatly influenced the Chinese, 

and · Genshin's Ojoyoshu is based upon Vasubandhu's 

outlines. 

China 

Indian Buddhism arrived in China via Central Asia during the 

Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-A.D. 220). The monks who carried it. were of 

many diverse schools, but were chiefly Mahayana believers who 

practised meditation and concentration. These monks were not adept in 

the Chinese language and therefore could not transmit a proper 

understanding of the complex philosophical nature of Buddhism.7 

Chinese Buddhists were confused as to the Buddhist view of certain 
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issues, such as the existence of a soul and the concept of the void 

(sunyata), 8 mistakenly assuming them to be identical with 

indigenous Taoist ideas. 9 However, the Chinese themselves, led by 

such men as Tao-an.lL~ (312-385), Hui-yiian, and Seng-chao1t If (370-

414), soon realized their misconceptions and sought to make reforms, but 

their interests continued to reflect distinctly Chinese leanings. 

Assisting these Chinese Buddhist scholars were many Central Asian monks, 

most notably Kumarajiva (350-409?). In A.O. 418 Ch'ang-an was 

sacked by the Hsi ung-nu, and thei. r leader exiled the scholar-monks of 

that pl ace to the south. Northern Chinese Buddhists emphasized good 

works, meditation, and faith; while in the south Buddhists concentrated 

upon metaphysical speculation (ch'ing-tan ;~tl), Pure Land, or 

Ching-t 'u ;f ;l:..., was one development of northern- China. 10 

Hui-ytian of Mount Lu 

The beginning of Pure Land Buddhfsm as a separate current in 

sectarian thought is marked by Hui-yiian and his followers making vows in 

front of an Amitabha image on Mount Lu,l Lh in A.O. 402. 11 This 

group was called the White Lotus Society (Pai-lien-she~ .i,t.l..), a 

society dedicated to mutually helping one another to achieve rebirth in 

the Pure Land. It was not a group formed for philosophical djscussions, 

although there was such activity. Concrete methods of contemplation 

were practised, and a community of people bound by faith with a common 

goal was created. Hui-yUan's group was a precursor of the 

Nijugo-sammai Society ~ -J- j__ ;,_ S3f_,k ' which Genshin formed in 
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A.O. 986 on Mount Hiei. Hui-yiian 's group contributed three important 

features to Pure Land Buddhism: the vow in front of an Amitabha 

image and the offering of flowers and incense allowed the participation 

of the laity; through the practice of samadhi, there developed a 

spiritual closeness to the Bhagavat by believers; lastly, the act of 

making a group vow fostered the Mahayana ideal of a community 

bound by faith. 12 The Buddhism practised by Hui-yiian and his 

followers was very concrete, marked by a very strong desire for a 

tangible phenomenon to direct worship. 13 

Hui-yiian and his followers' main text was not the Three Pure 

Land Sutras, but 

sutra samadhi ~ 

(hereafter called 

the 

the 

instructions for samadhi. 

Prat yutpanna-b uddh a-s ammukh av asth it a­

( J. Hannya-sammai-kyo -it~.i ~~tif) 

Samadhi-sutra), 14 which provides 

Thi.s. sutra has been considered by 

modern schol ar·s to be the synthesis of an easy meditation practice with 

the concept of ~unyata. 15 It is regarded as one of the 

oldest 

(J. chi-e 

Mahayana 

or 

sutras. 

hannya ~ ~-) 

and 

line 

belongs to the -~-praJ na 

of thought . 16 Like the 

Kan-gyo, the Samadhi-sutra is a manual of contemplation but with 

Amitabha as the teacher. There are two features in this sutra 

that should be noticed. The first is that images are used as tools of 

concentration. The second is that this type of samadhi can be 

practised not only by ascetics, but also by the laity. 

The Samadhi-sutra states that through the awesome spirit 

( J. i-j in ;f;_ ff) of Ami tabha, a person who cleanses his body and 
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mind and reflects upon Amitabha for a period of seven days or more 

will be able to see the Buddhas as though they were standing before his 

eyes. 17 A person who desires to enter the state of samadhi may 

make a Buddha image. 18 It is obvious here that 'images were 

essential tools of contemplation. An interesting point is the 

siitra 's constant comparison of samadhi visions to "seeing in a 

dream1119 and "images in a mirror. 1120 Hui-yiian was disturbed by 

the siitra 's comparisons and wrote to. Kumarajiva concerning 

the real meaning of Buddha visions. 21 Kumarajiva was a 

central link in the transmission of Nagarjuna's Madhyamika 

philosophy from India to China. Madhyamika is a Mahayana 

system of logic in which the understanding of Siinyata is the 

key.22 Kumarajiva answered with digests of the Great 

Perfection of Wisdom Treatise (Ta-chih-tu-lun -K.~ Jt '¼-J, 23 which 

is spuriously attributed to Nagarjuna. In the 

San-san-mei-yi ;- ;- d. oh sect-ion of the treatise it is stated that 

realizing samadhi is realizing the void (~iinyata) and that 

the mental state within 
I 

samadhi approaches nirvana. 24 

Hui-ytian 's understanding of Kumarajiva's teachings is indicated 

in his preface to the treatise Ch'u-san-tsanq-chi-chi 

:f;; 3-. ft iu t_ .25 here he states that in the attainment of 

samadhi, one realizes the true nature of things as empty 

(siinyata). 

Within the state of sunz:ata one can visualize Buddhas. 

According to Kumaraj iv a, there were three ways of seeing 
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Buddhas: (1) through super powers (S. abhijna); (2) by intensive 

meditation; (3) by concentration upon objects. 26 lie considered 

object contemplation appropriate only for inferior practitioners, and he 

called it nien-fo san-mei .(J. nembutsu-sammai ;Z- ~k ~ !1::lc-J. 27 

1-fui-ytian differed from his mentor, emphasizing nien-fo as the most 

easily performed and effective practice for entering samadhi. 28 

The connection between samadhi and ~unyata should be 

clarified at this point. The Samadhi-siitra compares Buddha 

visions to dreams and mirror images, because they are just that--devoid 

of form and non-existent; they are "empty." In the practice of 

samadhi concentration, one is expected to exercise discernment; to 

revel in mystic visions is not the aim of being mindful of Buddha, but 

rather to see intuitively and learn about ultimate reality. Only then 

can one can be 1 iberated from ignorance. Samadhi visions are not 

evidences of metaphysical Bupdhas; on the contrary there are no Buddhas, 

only emptiness. 29 

While 1-fui-yUan came to understand the nature of samadhi 

visions in this way, others of his followers did not. They read the 

siitra's dream reference literally and interpreted their visions as 

real manifestations. Dreams and visions of Buddhas were considered 

concrete evidence of the existence of supernatural beings and paradise, 

in that they affirmed the rebirth of the samadhi practitioner, 

forecasting future happiness in ttie next life, where Buddha could be 

seen and heard preaching the Dharma. 30 These multiple levels of 

understanding of the significance of visualizations, Amitabha, and 
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the Pure Land permeate the history of Pure Land Buddhism in China and 

are clearly visible in Japan. 

Images were of primary importance to Hui-yUan and his followers. 

There is no way of completely understanding or knowing about all the 

functions and types of images, but, on the basis of extant evidence, we 

may conclude that some of them were used for contemplation. Images 

consisted of both sculpture and individual paintings on silk. 31 

Images, particularly paintings, from the fifth century are rather rare, 

and it is only from the remains at Tun-huang that some idea of the Pure 

Land art that was created on Mount Lu may be perceived. 32 

The Pure Land Masters 

Hui-yUan is· recognized as a contributor to Pure Land 

development, but the earliest Chinese master to be recognized as a 

patriarch by the Japanese schools33 is . T' an-luan (476-542?). 

T'an-luan developed the two path doctrine of Nagarjuna and the 

nembutsu teachings of Vasubandhu in the Sukhavati-vluho-

eades'a. He believed that in his own day the age of the Latter Dharma 

had arrived, and that people of such a time were incapable of practising 

the difficult way, the way of the original teachings of §akyamuni. 

Therefore, he recommended the easy practice of devotion to 

Amitabha. 

Pure Land in China and Japan came to be developed on the basis 

of the concept of the period of the Latter Dharma in which not only the 

ability to 'tallow the precepts given by Buddha had degenerated but also 
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the cosmos itself. The reign of Sakyamuni was believed to be 

divided into three periods: in the first ·period the Buddha's teachings 

were correctly followed; thus it was called the True Dharma Age 

( J. shiibo i£ ~f;._ ) ; 

(J. ziibii Jit.,~J;.), 
in 

_ appeared 

the second, 

outwardly 

the 

like the 

Resemblance Dharma 

first period, but 

there was a failure to understand the inner meaning of the teachings; 

the third period, the Latter Dharma (J. mappii ~;:!:,.) was one in 

which the teachings still remained, but people were unable to properly 

understand or practise them. 34 In northern China in the fifth 

century, many people believed that they lived in the last age, as they 

were besieged by persecutions of Buddhism and by natural disasters. 

T'an-luan taught that people could not attain enlightenment in 

this life through the normal channels taught by the historic Buddha; 

therefore, salvation could only be attained through faith in 

Amitabha's vows. Moreover, T'an-luan was the first to recognize 'the 

oral recitation of the name of Amitabha as an act of merit. 

Tao-ch 'o ( 562-645) extended and popularized the Pure Land 

ideas of T'an-luan. 35 Tao-ch'o considered the Western Paradise of 

Amitabha to be more than a condition of the mind. To him it was a 

real place. Although he practised nien-fo (contemplation, J. nembutsu) 

in the traditional sense, Tao-ch 'o was a devotee of the even easier 

practice of invoking the name of Amitabha, which he taught to the 

common people. 

Of all the Chinese Pure Land masters, the one most influential 

upon the Japanese schools was Shan-tao ( 613-681). He stressed the 
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need for an _easy path to salvation for the common person; this path led 

the seeker to perform contemplative and invocational nien-fo. 36 

Shan-tao prescribed invocation practice for the prthagjana, not in lieu 

of contemplation, but only for those who were incapable of entering into 

samadhi. 

At all times Shan-tao made his interpretations of Pure Land 

beliefs according to the sutras, and was particularly influenced by 

the Kan-qyo. For Shan-tao the nine levels of beings in this 

scripture were not only discourses for contemplation; they also 

represented the real conditions of the broad masses of people of his 

time, most of whom he classified in the inferior category, including 

himself. 37 Here Shan-tao connects Mahayanist theories to a 

mundane human society.· This view was not a sudden revelation peculiar 

to him. Shan-tao was part of the long process in which complex 

Mahayana philosophy and practices were being made . approachable 

for the common person. 

Shan-tao considered the ·first thirteen methods of concentration 

in the Kan-gyii to be designed for advanced practitioners. The last 

three, the nine levels of beings with their respective types of concrete 

ethics, and subsequent scenes of death and rebirth, he saw as more 

suitable subjects of concentration for the unskilled Buddhist, the 

common person. 38 

" 

Considering Shan-tao's intimate knowledge of the Kan-gyo, it 

is perhaps safe to assume that he was familiar with the thirteenth 

contemplation upon a Buddha image. In relation to this, what would 
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Shan-tao's opinion of images and image making be? Through Shan-tao's 

extant biographies and inscriptions, it is known that he created art 

based upon the sutras. He may have supervised the work at the 

Lung-men Caves and painted many representations of the Western Paradise 

and hells. 39 None of the works which he personally produced remain 

today, but many of the paintings at Tun-huang are believed to bear his 

influence. 40 His biographies refer to his artistic works as 

pien-hsiang-t 'u t ~a ©, didactic images. In China this category of 

art was associated with a type of popular Buddhist literature called 

pi en-went L that was prevalent in T'ang times. Both were used by the 

monks as teaching materials for· the laity. 41 Shan-tao may have 

considered Buddhist representations to be a form of upaya 

(hoben :51L), 42 allowing very large and spiritually varied 

groups of people to see the Buddha and the Pure Land without the 

difficulties of·contemplation. 

Sha.n-tao has been· pictured as a vibrant man, one who could 

preach amongst the people and convert them to devotional practices that 

almost anyone could perform. One of these was vocal recitation of the 

name of Amitabha. Yet he was also a highly disciplined Buddhist 

monk, skilled in meditation, art, and Buddhist scholarship. Shan-tao's 

works, such as the Kuan Wu-liang-shou ching shu a-*-l:.~ Jl\tffc_i 43 

and the Kuan-nien fa-men 11<.lj;,;J,;, fj, 44 are devoted to 

visualization of Amitabha and the Pure Land. Chappell says that 

artistic influences were sources for transforming Shan-tao's life and 

suggests that Shan-tao's artistic sensitivity and ability to visualize 
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were linked. 45 The psychological aspect of the relation between 

creativity and the•ability to visualize are beyond the scope of this 

paper, but certainly both require a speculative mind that has the 

ability to transform thought into images. 

In his Kuan-nien fa-men, Shan-tao's methods of visualization and 

preparations for the last passage are very similar to those prescribed 

by Genshin in the Ojiiyiishii. Genshin was highly 

influenced by Shan-tao, as were all the Japanese Pure Land leaders. 

Shan-tao provided Genshin with the iconography of the Twenty­

five Bodhisattvas. 46 In his Wang-sheng li-tsan and Kuan-nien fa-men 

Shan-tao points out that the Twenty-five Bodhisattvas will protect the 

person who is mindfu.l of Amitabha. 47 

Chih-i and the T'ien-t'ai Tradition 

Chih-i 

Buddhism. 48 

is 

He 

considered the first patriarch 

was profoundly influenced 

of 

by 

T'ien-t 'ai 

Nagarjuna 's 

Madhyamika thought and was an avid practitioner of contemplation. 

His intellectual capacities produced a system of organizing all the 

teachings of Buddha, both Hinayana and Mahayana, into five 

periods. Of all the scriptures, Chih-i considered the 

Saddharma-pundarika-siitra [(J. Myiihii-renge-kyii ,k~- ;~ i{_ "' 
LL (hereafter called the· Lotus-siitra)J, as the text which ,>'.J:..-

contained the Ultimate Teachings. 49 Chih-i 's propensity towards 

eclecticism produced a syncretic form of Buddhism within which the 

Japanese sects of Jiido ~ J:. , Jiido-Shinshii ;f ..t...l ~ , and 
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Nichiren El.zf, could arise. 50 

Chih-i 's view of Nirvana and the Absolute was an ontological 

one. The method of comprehension was not through the intellect but 

through the unmediated perceptive mind. Upon realizing the intuitive 

state, one did not stand back and look at the Ultimate Truth but became 

one with it. 51 

sunyata. 52 For 

This intuitive, non-cognitive mind is that of 

Chih-i, sunyata was not a matter of 

what was real or unreal, since the receptive mind and object were 

interdependent. 53 '- -Sunyata was a mental state wherein the 

mind did not differentiate between reality and emptiness or between I, 

the devotee, and thou, the Buddha. When a 11 the dichotomies were 

vanquished, then a person was in a position to view the Truth and be one 

with it. 

The mind as the perceiving agent was highly important to Chih-i; 

for within his view, the states of one's existence are within the mind 

only, 54 and within one moment of consciousness exist three thousand 

thousand (i nien san chien -- f!;, :-- f ) moments of life. The choice of 

heaven, hel 1, or another is completely dependent upon the mind of the 

person. 55 However, it cannot be concluded that Chih-i is of the 

opinion that reality exists within the mind. For that matter, one 

cannot deduce that he believed anything is real or rational, not even 

Chih-i 's philosophy, as that is his philosophy, a tradition that clearly 

follows Nagarjuna. 

Entry into Chih-i 's form of Buddhism is through the exercise of 

the contemplative mind, dhyana (C. ch'an, J. ~f~ ). He called 
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his system of viewing chih kuan ;tf,J.56 He had three general types 

of contemplation: "'gradual' (chi en tz 'u ~M :1.); 'rounded and sudden' 

(yUan tunp,:ja ); 'indeterminate' (pu ting 3, }i, ). 1157 Of these it 

is the second which is most important in the link between Japanese 

Tendai and Pure Land beliefs. 

Yuan tun chih kuan is begun by making twenty-five observances 

that involve preparing oneself physically, emotionally, and spiritually 

for extended periods of numinous exertion. The observances are followed 

by any of four kinds of preliminary concentration: (Four Kinds of 

Samadhi) (1) constantly seated samadhi (J. joza-sammai i7 j:__ 

;.-. a.:t.. J; 

~~1~8:L); 

(2) constantly walking 

(3) half-walking, 

samadhi (J. jogyo-sammai 

half-seated samadhi 

(J. hangyo-hanza-sammai -f 4S ,t :t.. !- sot- ); (4) neither walking nor 

seated samadhi (J. higyo-hiza-sammai ~!=- f~ ~!=- 1:-. ;:.... ll:1-- ) . 58 

With respect to these four kinds of concentration, a Buddha of any 

direction could be the focus of attention, but Amitabha was the most 

usual one. The period of time required of a practitioner was from seven 

to ninety days. Contemplation consisted of not only keeping one's mind 

constantly fixed upon a Buddha image or an imagined Buddha personage, 

but alsq involved penance, reciting the Lotus-sutra, calling upon 

and worshipping the Buddha, thinking of various aspects of what is 

considered good and evil according to Buddhist terms, and so forth. 

When these four preliminary samadhi are contemp 1 ated, the 

practitioner proceeds to chenq kuan jE_ lt, contemp 1 at ion which is more 

recondite. It is a procedure in which there is a simulation to a 
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certain degree of the process of enlightenment experienced by 

Sakyamuni while seated under the Bodhi tree. 

Within this discussion of contemplation and enlightenment in 

regards to T'ien-t'ai Buddhism, what is the position of Amitabha? 

The T'ien-t 'ai sect acknowledges the theory of the Triple Body of the 

Buddha. 59 Amitabha is considered to be the Reward Body 

(S. sambhoga-kaya). This body of "reward" or ''pleasure" is the 

reward for the fulfillment of vows taken by the Bodhisattva 

Dharmakara. The "reward" or "pleasure" refers to the enjoyment of 

the Pure Land and hearing the Dharma being expounded, most specifically 

the latter, which is conducive to the attainment of enlightenment. 60 

In contemplation Amitabha was often the. Buddha favoured by 

T'ien-t 'ai practitioners. This was perhaps to some extent due to the 

influence of sutras. such as the Samadhi-sutra and the 

Kan-gyo, where Amitabha was directing samadhi practices or 

the focus of them; these sutras gave precedence to Amitabha 

seeking him over other Buddhas. As well, he represents the virtue of 

wisdom. Within the state of samadhi, one can listen to Amitahha 

preach the Dharma, hence all illusions are destroyed and the bodhi 

nature of the listener is aroused, resulting in enlightenment. The 

T'ien-t'ai sect values Amitabha for his metaphysical qualities; he 

is an object of devotion, and moreover he is the Buddha who could reveal 

the Eternal Truth, if contacted through the contemplative mind. 

T'ien-t'ai believers thought that enlightenment could be achieved in 

this life through contemplation. 
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Summary 

As .Buddhism moved from its Indian place-of origin to China and 

through time, there was an increasing distance between the historical 

Buddha and his fo 11 owe rs. With the rise of transcendent and 1 imit 1 ess 

numbers of Buddhas under Mahayana philosophy, Amitabha, 

Buddha of the west, was singled out for worship. Through imaqe 

contemplation believers sought to see, to hear,. and to be close to the 

form of the Tathagatha,. called Amitabha. When one was incapable 

of performi nq con temp 1 at ion or meditation in the Age of the Latter 

Dharma, the fnvocation of the name of Amitabha was permitted, 

although it was never a practice that was advocated in preference to the 

two former. Amitabha was worshipped hy many schools of .Buddhism but 

was supreme in the ·eyes of the Pure Land Buddhists, and was favoured by 

the T'ien-t'ai followers, who b~lieved that he could destroy illusions. 

It is from this 1 background of devotionalism and contemplation that 

Genshin, the Tendai _monk and inheritor of Pure Land teachings, emerged 
' 

I 
from Heian aristocratic Buddhism to be a transmitter, interpr~ter, and 

patriarch of Pure Land Buddhism in Japan. 
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buddha-sammukhavasthita-samadhi -sutra," Journal of Indian 
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For what reason is Genshin important to this study of 

raigo painting? What is his relationship to the painting The 

Descent of Ami tabha and His Holy Multitude? On the back of this 

painting there is a lengthy inscription dated 1587, which presents two 

points of particular interest to this study. The first is that the 

painting originated from Anraku Valley, an area of the Buddhist Tendai 

monastery of Enryaku-ji.sl_R 1 on Mount Hiei. The second is that this 

·image was painted by Genshin. 1 

At present the painting is kept at Mount Kaya,. the Shi ngon 

monastery established by 
...., .... 

Kukai ~ nP (posthumous name, 

Daishi /ik H·,-;:.. ilf, 774-835) in A.O. 816. 2 The Shingon sect, under 

the influence. of Kakuban 1t, !l ( 1095-1143), does accept the practice of 

devotion to Amitabha and aspiration for rebirth in the Pure Land for 

the believer of a weak rel i Qi ous capacity. There are raigo 

paintings associated with the Shingon sect, but they are different from 

the painting that is the focus of this thesis. An example of an 

esoteric or Shingon-influenced raigo painting is a work from 

Zenrin-jiiff#tJ (fig. a); The iconography ·of · Amitabha in the 

centre, flanked by Kannon and Seishi, is inherent in most Amidist 

raigo art, but at the lower edge are the Four Guardian Kings, and 
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the Sanskrit letter A appears in the upper left-hand corner. 3 

Undoubtedly, the Descent of Amitabha is different as depicted here, 

and it does not belong to the Shingon Pure Land tradition but to that 

which evolved on Mount Hiei. 

The second point, concerning Genshin as the creator of the 

Descent of Amitabha, .is highly dubious. The art historian Minamoto 

Toyomune and others have firmly established a twelfth-century date for 

this painting, long after Genshin's death. 4 Yet, the name of Genshin 

is synonymous with raigo art. There are numerous pieces of art 

attributed to Genshin, but none of these attributions can be 

substantiated. 

The Rise of Pure Land Buddhism on Mount Hiei 

In A.O. 788, Sai cho ~;~ ( posthumous name, Dengyo 

Daishi,1'1-~1:- B~ 767-822), the founder of Japanese Tendai Buddhism, 

established a small temple on Mount Hiei. He did not study the 

doctrines of the established sects of Nara5 but those of Chih-i. 

Impressed by the Chinese T' ien-t 'ai master, Saicho. went to China to 

study at the source of this new Buddhist doctrine. After less than a 

year he returned to Japan with new ideas of Buddhist devotion. 

Saicho's form of Tendai was not a faithful copy of the 

Chinese original. He brought esoteric, Pure Land, and Ch 'an aspects 

into the teachings, with the first of these elements being very strong. 

As well, in Japan, Saicho's form of Buddhism was intended as a 

reform and an alternative to the Nara sects. He sought to involve the 
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larger society to create a Bodhisattva sangha, 6 and he made Tendai the 

protectorate faith of the Japanese nation, with Enryaku-ji, its temple 

on Mount Hiei, guarding the north-east side of the new capital city of 

Heian Kyo from evil spirits. 

As in their Chinese T'ien-t'ai parent sect, contemplation was 

practised by the Tendai monks. Of prime importance were the rounded 

teachings of Chih-i, the Four Kinds of Samadhi. Tendai monks 

prepared th ems elves with the twenty-five observances for daily life, 

then engaged in the four preliminary contemplations. In these four 

samadhi, the Japanese addressed themselves to four different Buddhas 

and Bodhisattvas: (1) joza-sammai--Monju~f;l:._(s. Manjusri); 

(2) jogyo-sammai--Amitabha; 

Fugenf '{ (S. Samantabhadra); 

(3) hangyo-hanza-sammai-­

(4) higyohiza-sammai--Kannon 

( S. Aval ok iteivara). When all four types were practised in the same 

hall, the central image was that of Amitabha. 

were practised in 

Jogyo-do ~ t1 f. . 7 

special halls called 

These con temp lat ions 

Hokke-d6 );f.. ~-.f, or· 

Saicho's disciple Ennin I";\ {;:,... (794-864) also studied in 

China. 8 Upon his return to Japan in 851, he brought music that 

praised the Pure Land, and he revived jogyo-sammai contemplation 

that centred around an esoteric Ami tabha. The contemplation 

involved singing and chanting while circumambulating an image of 

Amitabha surrounded by four ·Bodhisattvas of the esoteric type, 

bearing the attributes of the hook, rope, bell, and chain. 9 Th.is 

contemplation was performed in the fall during the period of the full 
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moon from the dawn of the eleventh day to the night of the seventeenth 

day. The contemplation was not addressed to enlightenment through 

rebirth, but to enlightenment in this life. 

Ennin built a hall in the eastern section of Mount Hiei for this 

practice; then after his death another such hal 1 was built in the 

western region. The walls of both halls were painted with portraits of 

the Tendai patriarchs and scenes of the nine modes of rebirth. Neither 

the halls nor the wall paintings exist today, but those scenes of the 

descent and welcoming may have been similar to those that survive at the 

Amida Hall of the Byiidii-in-t ~ fJ'._,. 10 

During his lifetime, Saichii was very 

esotericism (taimitsu t i;7) and he tried to learn 

interested in 

it from Kukai. 

Not only was esotericism a form of Buddhist learning in itself, but it 

was an attraction in the recruiting of aristocratic patrons, who were 

impressed by its magico-religious aspect and co·uld strengthen the Tendai 

institution politically and economically. The taimitsu tendency grew 

within the Tendai sect after Sai cha' s death, and the sect underwent 

periods of severe crisis. Tendai, a syncretic form of Buddhism, was 

being torn apart by its very nature. The monks of Mount Hiei struggled 

with one another, championing various aspects of Tendai belief, and at 

several stages the Tendai sect verged on losing its identity to the 

rival esoteric Shingon sect of K □kai. Accompanying the religious. 

crisis were both an overall moral decline of the monks and physical 

disasters, in the form of fires on-Mount Hiei. By the tenth century 

there was a definite need for reform within Tendai, ironically perhaps, 
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because it had been intended originally by Saichi5 as an answer to 

the corruption of the Nara sects. The monk Ryogen ~ ;!fr, ( 912-985), 

who was the eighteenth abbot of Mount Hiei and the teacher of Genshin, 

met the challenge. 

Ryi5gen, in his youth, studied esotericism, but he became 

interested in Pure Land devotion through his contacts with the Nara 

sects, particularly the writings of the Monk Chiko, ~u (ca. 8th C.) 

of the Hossi5 sect. Ryi5gen wrote an exposition on the 

meaning of the nine levels of rebirth of the Kan-gyo, the Kuhon 

Ojo-gi iL :. H. it. Ji, . It was based upon numerous writings, 

including those of Chih-i, but the single most important influence was 

Chiko's Yonji.i-hachi-ganshaku ,19 -r r---~~t..... 11 

In 954 Ryogen built a jogyi5 hall in the northern 

region of Yokawa~ JIJ on Mount Hiei. This hall enshrined images of 

Amitabha with four Bodhisattvas, but this set of five figures was 

not from the esoteric pantheon; the four surrounding figures were from 

the Pure Land tradition of iconography. The four Bodhisattvas were 

Kannan, Seishi, JizoJ,Gi\.(s. Ksitigarbha), · and Ryi.iju {_, ;4t-j 

( S. Nagarjuna); the same four that surround Amitabha i.n the 

Mount Kaya painting that is under study in this thesis. 

This change in iconography may have been affected by 

non-Japanese influences as well. Nakano Genzo, in his investigation 
.;/;lJ .;,a !.,l of the Kakuzen-sho )L'f..,.- .11-'/-, believes that there may have been an 

influx of Chinese beliefs. 12 The Kakuzen-shi5 mentions that the 

possible source may have been Ping-chou, an area of T'ang China near 
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Mount T'ien-t 'ai, where people worshipped Amitabha with Kannon, 

Seishi, Jizo, and Ryuju, and believed in the welcoming descent 

(figs. 9 and 10). 13 Presumably, sometime in the late T'ang or Five 

Dynasties period (907-959), Japanese monks learned -of the iconography of 

Amitabha with the four Pure Land Bodhisattvas. 

By the mid-tenth century the central iconography of Amitabha 

with Kannon, Seishi, Jizo, and Ryuju appeared on Mount Hiei, 

functioning as statuary subjects for jogyo contemplation by 

Tendai monks. On the walls behind the statuary were scenes of the· 

descent and welcoming of Amitabha·. The pictorial vocabulary of the 

raigo theme for the Descent of Amitabha was clearly part of the 

Tendai tradition of Pure Land· faith. Genshin, the pupil of Ryogen, 

applied the raigo vocabulary to art and amplified the doctrine of 

the descent of Amitabha. 

Genshin: His Life and the Ojoyoshu 

Very little is known of Genshin's life, and most information 

comes from a variety of legends. He was born in 942 in the vil.l age of 

Taima t. ,t.. ~ Ji«.. j in the area of Yamato. 14 Near his birthplace 

was Taima Temple, where the Taima Mandala was enshrined. His father was 

called Urabe t ~f, and his mother was of the Kiyohara clan:l ~- t\i , 
which was related to the Minamoto clan. 15 Legend claims that his 

father was not a religious man, but that his mother's faith in Buddhism 

was profound. It is said that as a child, Genshin was quite spi~itually 

inclined and devoted himself to ascetic practices. His parents grieved 
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when he left home to take up the robes of a monk, which suggests that he 

was rather young at the time. Upon entering Mount Hiei, Genshin became 

a follower of Ryogen at Yokawa, where he studied esoteric Tendai 

(fig. 11). He was very successful as a monk, but it was success in the 

worldly sense. By the age of thirty-two (A.O. 973), he became a tandai 

hakaseJ£. ff ii ;L; · this title refers to a chairman who handles 

discussions of Buddhist religion and philosophy that were given in front 

of the general population. At approximately the same time Genshin 

became one of the ten master monks serving the imperial altars. 

Moreover in 975 he took part in a religious debate held at the imperial 

palace; this was a recognition of his scholastic astuteness. However, 

it is said that Genshin's mother was not pleased with her son's triumphs 

and admonished him. After this Genshin retired from public activities 

to take up Pure Land practices in seclusion. 16 He was about the age 

of forty at this time. In his seclusion he wrote the 

Ojoyoshu sometime between the ages of forty-three and 

forty-six (984-987). At approximately the same time (985) his master 

Ryogen and his beloved mother died; their passing marked a turning 

point in Genshin's life, a turn towards religious zeal with an emphasis 

on concrete religious practices. Gens hi n's i-nfl uence was not limited to 

Tendai re 1 i gi ous ci rel es and aristocrats; it spread amongst the common 

people. His writings were also known to Sung Chinese (960-1280), as 

copies of the .Q,,ioyoshii were sent to Kuo-ch' i ng Temple 

on Mount T'ien-t 'ai, and other exchanges of writings and 

correspondence followed. 17 
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The Oj5y5shu18 is a manual of contempla-

tion and was written specifically for the Nijugo-sammai Society 

:-- 1 J!... !-- a;l ½ , a lay religious group directed by Genshin, with the 

aid of minor aristocrats, such as Yoshishige Yasutane ,{ ~- {~JK., 

(religious name, Jakushin~J-.,,-, ?-1002). 19 

The Ojoyoshu is intended for those who cannot 

comprehend the more complex forms of Buddhism, and Genshin includes 

himself as one of the foolish in need of an easier path to salvation. 

Pure Land philosophy and Mahayana Buddhism are digested and 

formed into concrete stepping stones that led the way to rebirth in 

Ami tab ha Is paradise. The Ojoyoshu is composed of 

quotes and paraphrases from the sutras and scholarly Buddhist 

commentaries; very little is original to Genshin. The importance of 

Genshin and the Ojoyoshu lies w.ithin their relation 

to the organization, transmission, and popularization of Pure Land 

Buddhism. 

The Ojoyoshu consists of ten chapters 

altogether. The first two describe the ways of the various existences, 

presenting horrifying views of the dark existences and exalting the joys 

of heaven (fig. 12). Chapter three argues for the superiority of 

Amitabha's Pure Land over other Buddha-lands. Chapter four 

discusses the various forms of nembutsu, while in the following chapter, 

there is a discussion of ways to aid the performance of nembutsu. 

Chapter six presents nembutsu for special cases and occasions; this 

includes the form for the dying. The benefits of nembutsu practice are 
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given in the seventh chapter, and the eighth chapter presents proof of 

nernhutsu's value. Chapter nine discusses further practices that will 

enable one to be reborn in the Pure Land. The last chapter attempts to 

answer any queries that the user of the manual may have concernin9 the 

Pure Land, rebirth,· and so forth. 

Genshin's form of nembutsu, as explicated in 

o,ioyoshu, is· conc'rete and ' simple. In accordance 

the 

with· 

the teachings of Vasubandhu, there are five kinds of nembutsu: 

(1) veneration of Amida (raihai-mon :fll :H PS ); (2) praising Amida 

(sandai-mon t1/ j fj); (3) aspirinq for the Pure Land (saqan-mon it &l 
. ' 

f~ ); . (4) contemplation (kanzatsu-mon-ttf fj ); (5) dedicating and. 

transferring merit achieved thro'ugh the above to others ( ekii~mon) 

~ ~ f1 ). Genshin considers contemplation to be the most important of 

these five forms, devoting nearly half of the book to it. His form of 

contemplative nembutsu is• a synthesis of Chih-i 's T'ien-t'ai methods, 

· with the object contemplation of · Hui-yUan, and the Pure Land 

contemplations of Shan-tao. In order to. practise nembutsu, the 

practitioner must have faith in Amitabha and his vow to save 

sentient beings. 

The· aim of Genshin's contemplative nembutsu is to realize 

siinyata .an1:l to accumulate merit for rebirth in Arnitabha~s 

paradise. Ji,' the following passa9e Genshin clearly states the goal of 

his chief practice of kannen nembutsu. 

The person who performs nembutsu should reflect in the following 
manner. These Buddhas, they come from no place and they go no 
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place, they are only active in the mind. In the three 
worlds,20 the karma of this body is only mad!;! by the heart. 
I contemplate according to awareness, and if I wish to see more, 
then I see much; if I wish to see less, I see little. The many 
Buddhas are just this mind of mine. What is the reason for 
this? It is that they appear in accordance with my mind. My 
mind is my body, and my body is emptiness. I, on account of 
conscious con temp 1 at ion, see endless Buddhas. I, through the 
awakened mind, see Buddhas and come to know the Buddhas. The 
mind does see the mind. When I contemplate the 
bharma-dhatu, 2l its nature is without solidity. If m~ny 
Buddhas all follow from awakening and contemplation, they rise 
according to karma. For this reason the nature of dharma is 
emptiness, and the nature of space, this again is 
emptiness.22 

The aim of realizing . siinyata through co_ntemp_lative nembutsu 

was a Tendai trait of Genshin. Hi5nen and Shinran. did not· believe in 

the necessity for .the common person to rj'!alize such an abstruse goal. 

Rinjii-nembutsu was an important element of Genshin's 
' 

practices. The instructions for it are contained in the sixth chapter 

of the Oji5yoshii. Genshin first presents a model 

rite, which he claims is based upon an Indian form; then he offers two 

forms of nembutsu· reflection, contemplative and vocal. 

The model rite is quoted from the summary of the Four Part 

.Vinaya23 from the "Chapter on Watching Sick Persons at Their Dying 

Hour" of the Chiiqoku Honden f )1,i ~ 1'h : 24 

In the north-west· corner of the Jetavanatha-pindarama, 25 
where the· sun sets, the flall of Evanescence was built. ·If there 
was a sick person he was made to lie quietly in there. Foolish 
persons were seized with evil passions,. and when they saw 
clothing,· eating utensils, and assorted articles in the monks' 
quarters, many engendered worldly attachments~ never despisinq 
such worldly things in their hearts, and so it was decided to 
move e-lsewhere. This hall was called "Evanescence," and there 
were many who came to it, but only one or two who returned. 
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Adapting to the shape of the setting sun, they proceeded to 
deepen their thoughts concerning impermanence with undivided 
attention.26 In that hall there was enshrined a standing 
image, covered with gold leaf, and turned towards the west. 
That image's right hand was raised and to the left was fastened 
a long five-coloured streamer that trailed on the ground. In 
order t_o calm the sick person, he was pl aced behind the image, 
made to take hold of the end of the streamer, and thus he was 
caused to think of following the Buddha to the Pure Land. The 
nursing attendants burned incense, scattered flowers and adorned 
the patient in a dignified manner. If there were any bodily 
wastes, such as vomit or sputum, these were disposed of. So it 
was said. In another source it is written: face the Buddha 
image east and place the sick person in front of it. And giving 
my own views, I say, if there is no special place, then turn the 
patient's face west, burning incense and scattering flowers. 
Advise meditation or make him worship a correct and sublime 
Buddha image.27 

The form of nembutsu for the dying is less a form of contemplation 

than a means of allaying fear for the dying ·person and his 

relatives. 28 The need for the use of images in rinju-nembutsu 

to simulate the coming of Amitabha no doubt spurred the evolution of 

painted raigo. images. 

The rinju-nembutsu rites required the aid of a special 

friend who could attend to the dying person. The chief purpose of the 

formation of the Nijugo-sammai Society was for its members to aid 

one another at the time of death by providing the proper conditions and 

rites for passage into Amitabha's Western Paradise. This was 

specified in both the pledge of the society29 and in the sixth 

chapter of the Ojoyoshu. 30 A person who did not 

die under these specific conditions could not be entered into the 

records of rebirth .as having reached the Pure Land. 31 

Genshin's Pure Land practices allowed the participation of the 
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laity, who were more than mere spectators or subjects of esoteric rites. 

The 

Ojoyoshu 

simplified 

allowed 

contemplation 

ordinary people 

part in their own salvation. 

techniques 

to take 

of 

an 

the 

active 

The Nijugo-sammai Society was composed of religious adepts 

and lay people. It met once every lunar month on the night of the full 

moon, when Amitabha's presence was said to be the strongest, to read 

the sutras and practice "ceaseless nembutsu" ( J. fudan nembutsu ~!£.fr 

k,. iA ). From 1 to 3 P.M. the group gathered; from 3 to 5 P.M. there 

were lectures, "merit transfer," and the reading of the society's 

pledge. From 7 P.M. nembutsu began; the next morning at 7 A.M. vows 

were made, twelve fascicles of sutras were read, and the name of 

Amitabha was called two thousand times. 32 

Aside from teaching techniques of contemplation, Genshin in the 

Ojoyoshu al so provides acts that will facilitate 

rebirth in Amitabha's land. Genshin commented that many sutras 

only provided summary teachings that were unclear as to the many ways of 

rebirth. 33 Briefly but clearly he clarified the scriptures by 

presenting thirteen acts that could be practised by a believer: 

(1) almsgiving; (2) learning the Buddha's teachings and entering into 

his service; (3) persevering; (4) diligence; (5) quietly calming the 

mind; (6) receiving wisdom through the true teachings; (7) desiring 

enlightenment; ( 8) performing contemplation; ( 9) reading and ch anting 

the Mahayana sutras; (10) protecting the Buddhist teachings; 

(11) respecting parents, teachers, and elders; (12) not disdaining 



persons fi 11 ed with conceit; ( 13) not 

pleasures. 34 The 6j6y6shCT was 

a handbook of daily practices for the laity. 

Genshin's Art and the Raig6 Theme 

overindulging in 

clearly written 
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bodily 

as 

Like Shan-tao before him, Genshin had a reputation as an 

artist. There are numerous works of art attributed to him; the three 

most famous of these are: (1) -the painting of Mount K6ya; (2) the 

Yamagoshi-raig6-zu of Konkai-komy6-ji (fig. 13); (3) the Amida 

Triad of Sanzen-in in Ohara. All of the above attributions are 

considered dubious by art historians, but popular sentiment acknowledges 

them as works by Genshin. 

Before approaching the question of whether Genshin was an artist 

or not, or whether he painted the Descent of Amitabha at Mount 

K6ya, an examination of his liaisons with the raig6 theme and 

art is necessary. With such a study, Genshin's artistic attributions 

will appear vi~ble and less mythologized. 

For what reasons would Genshin select the theme of the descent 

of Amitabha to paint? As a child, Genshin was most likely fami,liar 

with the scenes of kuhon along the lower edge of the Tai ma Mandala. 

Then as a monk on Mount Hiei, Genshin 's teacher Ry6gen introduced to 

Japan the iconography of Amitabha with the four Pure Land 

Bodhisattvas. Moreover, Ry6gen stressed an understanding of kuhon 

in his writing of the Kuhon Oj6-gi, which he pa~sed on to 

Genshin. Genshin, himself, believed that contemplations on kuhon, as 
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part of the sixteen meditations of. the Kan-qyo, were a prime cause 

(J. gen-in of rebirth in the Pure Land. 35 Furthermore, 

Genshin presented the raigo scene as part of 

Ojoyoshu. 36 . 

the chapters on hel 1 s 

and heavens in the Inoue believes 

that these two chapters were intended to be read aloud and contemplated 

upon, as the sutras were. 37 His theory is highly plausible, 

considering the nature of the treatise. The raigO ·theme, as part of 

these chapters, was intended as upaya, an expedient means of 

teaching. Also, these chapters present the horrors of hells, the joy of 

seeing Amitabha descending, and the pleasures of the Pure Land in 

order to arouse the mind of faith in the reader in preparation for 

nembutsu. 

The subject of Amitabha descending with a great host on 

cloud vehicles can be found in the Pure Land sutras and the Taima 

Mandala, but it was not a major theme in Japanese Buddhist art until 

Genshin popularized it in the opening section of the second chapter of 

the Ojoyoshu. After the vivid descriptions of the 

tortures of he 11 s, the horrors of human life, and the inadequacies of 

deva heaven, the reader is presented with the imaqery of salvation. 

According to the vow of Amitabha Tathagatha, he wi 11 
come with many Bodhisattvas and ten thousand monks, brilliant 
rays of light will shoot forth, and he will stand distinctly 
before your eyes. At that time the merciful Kannan with hands 
of happiness and good fortune, offering a jewelled lotus dais 
will appear in front of the believer. The great Seishi and the 
infinite hosts will say bl!?f!ings together and joining hands, 
they will lead the believer. . 
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This is not only the climax of the Ojoyoshu but the 

culmination of the fruit of faith and nembutsu. All Pure Land followers 

aspire to achieve this vision of salvation. The Japanese were not 

content to read of Amitabha's descent in the sutras or see it 

along the lower edge of the Taima Mandala, they desired the reality of 

that most splendid moment in this life. They devised raigo art to 

encourage the human imagination. 

One of these art forms was the mukae-k1i iit-)t which was 

believed to have been originated by Genshin. The mukae-k1i is a 

dramatic performance of the descent of Amitabha. 39 

"to welcome"; ko refers to a "lecture" or an "association." 

Mukae means 

On the back of the Mount Keya painting, the inscription says 

that the teachings of Amitabha ("the guiding hand") were transformed 

into a dramatic performance, during which time the offering encountered 

this "honoured image. 1140 The "dramatic performance" refers to 

mukae-ko; this means that in the sixteenth century, when the 

inscription was written, this image was used for the mukae-ko 

ceremony. 

The mukae-ko is a form of 9y1ido ~6 it . 41 Gyodo 

has two meanings: the first suggests walking the path of the Buddha; the 

other means a procession around an image with the right shoulder towards 

it,. in other words, circumambulation. There are many forms of the 

tnukae-ka, depending upon the master of the temple, ·but, in general, 

the characters consist of Amitabha with his main bodhisattvas and 

twenty-five minor bodhisattvas who descend to this world. The· 
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performers are selected from resident monks and parishioners. This 

performance has engendered many artistic creations, such as masks, 

costumes, sculpture, and painting (figs. 14, 15). 

The earliest references to the mukae-ko are associated with 

Yokawa, the area of Mount Hiei where Genshin lived. The 

"'S'"'"h"'ur_.yc.:o ... g.;.on"'"--i""n'---_N"'"i""j""u ... go;;...-""'sc.:amm=.a;.a 1'-· -~K.;.ec'"'h'"'i""e'"'"n __ K'""'a"'k"'"o--'c""h""-o } i-1 '- f 1'0 ~ t 
~-t.,H: A~ -1:. ,~ '\'-t , dated 1014, makes the earliest reference to 

it being performed at Yokawa. 42 Ogushi Sumio believes that 

the mukae-ko grew out of Genshin 's nembutsu meetings with the 

laity. 43 

Concerning the early function of raigo painting, there is 

the the story of Taira-no-Koremochi{ }& Xi (ca. 10th c.) in the 

Goshui Ojo-den 4l.. 2l--1i_ fa. 1. it. . Koremochi, a warrior, 

was dying in a remote area far from Kyoto. He sent for Genshin, but 

the latter was unable to attend in person, and instead sent a "mandala 

of Amitabha welcoming [one] to paradise ... 44 

The type of 

However, in the 

image Genshin 

Ojoyoshu and 

sent 

the 

to Koremoch i is unknown. 

pledge of Genshin's 

nembutsu lay society Genshin emphasized the rite of rinju­

nembutsu.45 This rite involved the use of images, which were used 

as foci for a simplified remembrance of the Buddha and as props to 

simulate Amitabha's act of leading the bel'iever to the Pure Land. 

Rinja-nembutsu will be discussed further in Chapter IV in relation 

to Genshin's aristocratic lay followers. 

Genshin, as a child and monk, was familiar with the iconography 
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of the descent of Amitabha. And, within his own work, .the 

Ojoyoshu, contemplation of kuhon raigo held an 

important position in his doctrine of Pure Land Buddhism. Therefore, 

his association with the raiqo theme is not without justification. 

Yet Genshin 's association with raigo painting has been obscured by 

legends and hearsay, so that art historians disregard his true 

contributions to this Pure Land genre of painting. Having discussed the 

raigo theme within the context of Genshin's life, doctrine, and 

quasi-legendary reputation, it is now possible to view his creation of 

raigo paintings with a certain degree of credence. 

Numerous biographies of Genshin mention that he created works of 

art, but there are two that specifically state that he created raigo 

art. These biographies, the Enryaku-ji Shuryogon-in Genshin 

Sozu-den ..iLJi$ jiff f.f:C fi,;&, lt {t -'t {/., (dated 1040-1044?) and 

the Shur.yogon-in Nijiigo-sammai Kechi en 

Kako-cho i ~ ij't_ ff0 ;,- t Ji_ J- ~.i-,f!.: it_ j;_1h._ '17{; (dated 1013), both 

say that Genshin painted the form of Amitabha's descent and 

welcoming according to the siitras. 

many monks and very few bodhisattvas. 46 

His raigo paintings showed 

It comes as no great revelation to be told that Genshin painted 

or made ·other art objects. Shan-tao, Kukai, Chinkai J,~ ~ ( 1091-

1152), and others painted or sculpted as part of their vocation as 

monks; In regard to Genshin as an artist, the real question is: How 

well did he paint or sculpt? Was he truly capable of producing a major 

masterpiece such as that of Mount Kiiya? 
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The Mount Koya painting is generally considered to be a 

twelfth century copy of an earli_er work. 47 However, the inscription 

on the back claims that it was painted by Genshin at the age of 

twenty-four. The painting shows remark ab 1 e contro 1 of brush, co 1 our, 

and form. These are signs of a very talented and mature artist, hardly 

the work of a young man, unless he were truly an artistic genius. Since 

there are no works that are of certain authorship by him, his talent 

cannot be assessed. The i nscri pt ion may be overenthusiastic in its 

attribution of the painting to a twenty-four year old Genshin, as he did 

not devote himself solely to Pure Land faith until reaching his late 

thirties. Therefore, it is extremely dubious that he created such a 

major piece of Pure Land art. 

Aside from the possibility of creating works himself, Genshin 

may have been a patron of art. The Asaba-shii f!f J 1! .:fl,' says that 

he commissioned a picture of th!'! welcoming to the Pure Land by Kasube 

Tsunenori ,f-~f f iLl 48 There are no records of a painter by this 

name, but art historians believe that there is a mistake in the 

transcription of the Asaba-shii and that the artist was Asukabe­

Tsunenori {kt Jj tf 'f 1.d (ca. 10th c.) ,' who was a painter of the imperial 

court. 49 

Genshin did not paint the Descent of Amitabha at Mount 

Kaya, but he may have pai nte_d other rai 90 images. from which this 

painting was copied. It is almost certain that he painted and 

commissioned images, and, in view of his strong affiliation with the 

ra,i95 theme, his images were most likely of the descent of 
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Ami tabha. However, the creation of a whole genre of Buddhist 
' 

painting was not contingent upon him alone. The raigo theme and the 

making of images of that theme had the popular support of the 

aristocratic laity. Genshin's doctrine and art particularly appealed to 

them. 
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CHAPTER IV 

ARISTOCRATIC PATRONAGE 

In his biographies, Genshin is represented as a religious 

recluse. 1 However, as a monk of Mount Hiei, he was required to serve 

the aristocratic patrons of that ~onastery. Genshin's Pure Land beliefs 

would not have grown into individual sects, branching off from Tendai 

Buddhism, if he and his doctrines had not enjoyed the support of a 

wealthy cl ass. Genshin was not a hypocrite, but he had ·to serve his 

patroris. 

According to the EiCJa Monogatari ';f'. f :J~ ~¼ (hereafter called 

the EiCJa), 2 for example, Genshin was present at the funeral of 
~ 

Kanshi't -"t- (before 999?-1025), the daughter of 

Fujiwara-no-Michinaga ~,,!Ji -C- (966- 1027). 3 

The Holy Teacher Genshin and his people were there, as was the 
Ohara Novice Akinobu, who felt that he could not absent 
himself from such an event, even though he had renounced the 
world. 4 

The "Bishop of Yokawa" in the Genji Monogatari :&. f'v lf!JJ ~{: 

(hereafter called the Genji )5 is frequently identified with 

Genshin. 6 He is described as a "holy and learned man. .. 7 This 

bishop had renounced the world, but he left his mountain retreat to 

attend his sick mother ·and take her on a pilgrimage. During the 

pilgrimage, the bishop was ca~led to court to cure the First Princess of 
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an i 11 ness. 8 He is a pious man, yet he serves as a link between the 

Buddha and the sentient world. 

Both of the above books are historical novels; through them an 

image of Genshin as one who "could not absent himself" from the affairs 

of the Heian aristocracy is drawn. This image of a learned and 

reclusive monk bound by duty to his family and society is perhaps more 

true than the biographies that extol his virtues to the point of myth. 

The writer(s) of the Eiga was very familiar with· the 

Oji5yi5shu, particularly in the later chapters, which 

were written sometime between 1042 and 1101. 9 The characters of these 

last chapters often quote or paraphrase Genshin 's treatise. During the 

scene of Michinaga 's last moments, the author of the fi2 offers this 

paraphrase from the beginning of the second chapter of the 

Oji5yi5shu's section preceding the joys of the 

raigi5 vision and the·Pure Land. 

When the doer of evil works di es, wind and fire depart 
Movement and heat result, and there is thus much pain. 
case of a person with good roots, earth and 1ater depart 
so that death is gentle and there is no pain. 0 

first. 
In the 
first, 

In the next scene Michinaga is dead. The author is very familiar with 

Genshin 's work and knows how to use it in appropriate situations. One 

may guess that amongst upper class people of the Heian period, Genshin 

and the Oji5yi5shu were well known. 

The Buddhism of the Heian Aristocrats 

Buddhism was introduced to Japan by the sixth century. It was 
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not initially received as a philosophy or faith, but as a superior form 

of magic from the continent. Knowledge of Buddhism was at first the 

possession only of authorized persons from the upper echelons of 

Japanese authority. By the tenth to twelfth centuries Japanese Buddhism 

had not lost its magical aspect, although it had spread widely amongst 

the ruling classes and was practised by some of the common people. 

The most common application .of Buddhist magic or esoteric rites 

was to cure illness and secure safe childbirth. Upon the illness of the 

Grand Empress Kenshi-fif .J-(994-1027), another daughter of Michinaga, she 

received the following rites: 

A twenty-one day series of esoteric rites undertaken by Bishop 
Mei son had produced no improvement. The Bi shop's efforts were 
reinforced by those of other notable monks, who were directed to 
perform two- and three-a 1 tar rites, but the disease proved 
impervious to their outpourings of mystic invocations; the Grand 
Empress did not so much as yawn. Every purification and 
oblation.ritual was tried,11 

The rites for illness were common; sometimes they were efficacious, 

but in the case of Kenshi, they were not. 

For the happier occasion of pregnancy, Buddhist rites and 

prayers were eagerly sought after to insure the safety of the mother and 

child. When the Empress Ishi4t ~ (999-1036) was pregnant, 

Michinaga, both happy and apprehensive, sent messengers to 
temples and shrines everywhere· to enlist the services of 
prayer-monks. As seemed only right under the circumstances, the 
prayers were to be incomparable--even more impressive than in 
the past. 12 

Buddhist rites and prayers were also applied to ward off bad 



85 

luck, bad weather, evil spirits, and a host of other problems. In the. 

Genji there are prayers for longevity, 13 but the ~ is even more 

specific in stating that Buddhism can prolong life. In the case of 

Kenshi, the Eiga provides this passage: '"If she directs a single 

thought to the 100 Sakyamuni images,' one monk declared, 'it will 

mean another 100 years of life. 11114 During Michinaga's last days on 

earth, the emperor "arranged to have 300 bolts of silk and 1000 rolls of 

other cloth sent from the court to the temple to support sutra-chanting 

for the prolongation of Michinaga's life. 1115 

In both the Genji and Eiga Monoqatari there is a steady growth 

of pessimism and a focus upon death; as we 11 as more interest in Pure 

Land Buddhist rites and doctrines, as the reader approaches the closing 

chapters. This is natural, in that the characters are growing older and 

are falling victims to the evanescence of life, and that Pure Land 

Buddhism is essentially eschatological in nature. 16 The Pure Land 

Buddhism of the H·ei an period was spurred by the belief in the Age of the . 

Latter Dharma (J. Mappo), the final age. The concept of Mappo 

was not new to Japan; as early as the eighth century, Saicho wrote 

the Tomyo-ki ~ ti~ iu, a treatise defending the loose morals of 

monks, because that was a sign of the final age. 17 By the time of 

Michinaga's latter years, epidemics of smallpox and measles, as well as 

a diminishing of aristocratic morals and power were making the Age of 

the Latter Dharma appear to be a reality. The dark pessimism is 

reflected in this passage from the Eiga: "All the world was dark after 

Sakyamuni entered nirvana. And now that the lamp of· the world 
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was extinguished, many indeed were those who groped in the long night's 

darkness. 1118 

One of the primary functions of Buddhism was to provide rites 

for the dying and the dead. The native Shinto religion of Japan did 

not have any provisions to deal with death, while Buddhism provided 

doctrines to explain death, rites to give hope to the dying, and 

services to remember the dead. The Buddha most important for the dying 

and dead was Amitabha. In Genji, upon the death of Yugao, 

forty-ninth day services19 were held at the Lotus Hall on Mount 

Hiei, and Genji "committed the one he had loved and lost, though he did 

not mention her name, to the mercy of Amitabha. 1120 

Genshin, in the Ojoyoshu, provided a special 

form of nembutsu for the dying, rinju-nembutsu. And according to 

the pl edge of the N ijugo-s ammai Society, the function of the group 

was not only to practise nembutsu but to aid one another at the time of 

death and to record the rebirth. The Eiga says "that a person has been 

reborn into paradise is based on reports about dreams and the manner of 

his death, .. 21 Genshin's model for rinju-nembutsu, 

provided in the second section of the sixth chapter of the 

Ojoyoshu, was closely foll owed by Michinaga in the 

Eiga. In preparation for his death, Michinaga built an Amitabha 

Hal 1, a hall of evanescence, at Hojo-ji ::-'i- !& 1) , enshrining 

nine images of Amitabha that were symbolic of the nine categories of 

rebirth (fig. 16). On the doors of this hall were painted scenes of 

kuhon. 22 Nearing his end, Michinaga shaved his head and took the 
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vows of monkhood, resigning himself to his departure from.the sentient 

world. 

Altogether detached, it. seemed, from worldly concerns, 
Michinaga fixed his gaze on the nine Amitabha images, .••• 
His only desire was to concentrate his thoughts on Amitabha 
Buddha as death approached. • . • He lay facing west with his 
pillow to the north, his eyes on the signs and attributes of the 
Tathagatha · Amitabha, his ears· filled with holy 
invocations of the Buddha's name, his heart fixed on the Land of 
Ultimate Bliss, and his hands grasping the braids held by the 
Amitabha statues.23 

Attending Michinaga was the novice monk Narinobu, who exhorted him to 

invoke the name, and who received dreams concerning the fate of his 

charge. Several days after Michinaga 's death, his daughter received a 

note from her father saying that he had achieved rebirth in the lowest 

category of kuhon. 24 There may be some fictional embellishment -in 

this passage, but, on the basis of extant images used for rinju­

nembutsu and numerous volumes of rebirth accounts, one may assume that 

rinju-nembutsu rites were not uncommon, though perhaps less 

ostentatious than Michinaga's. 

The funerals of the wealthy aristocrats. were splendid affairs 

that were as magnificent as they were sad. They displayed the assets 

and power of the aristocrats even in death, as reflected in this passage 

concerning the funeral of the Grand Empress Kenshi. 

The funeral procession was a· melancholy spectacle, 
different in customs and general appearance from the 
lady's usual progress, but it was also ver.v grand as 
along beneath the fine cloudless sky, .• , ,"25 

utterly 
. imperial 
it moved 
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For her Thirty-fifth Day services, magnificent offerings of images 

were made, as seen in this passage: 

dedicatory rites were held for the recently completed statues 
of the Five Great Mystic Kings,26 and for 10,000 Fuda 
images. The RUrpose was to try to ensure Kenshi 's rebirth in 

d · 27 para 1 se, •• 

Moreover, for the final Forty-ninth Day service a silver Amitabha 

Triad was offered. 28 Such fine funeral processions and offerings 

could only be afforded by the very wealthy and powerful. 

In all of the above quotations there is the aristocratic con­

sciousness of pageantry and pomp. Buddhism provided the Heian aristo­

crats with occasions to display their riches and status. In preparation 

for the dedication of the Amitabha Hall of Hi5ji5-j i, the 

imperial ladies fussed over clothing of "damasks and bombycines in 

willow, cherry, wisteria, and yamabuki combinations. 1129 Later at 

the dedication of .a copy of the Lotus-siitra,. the lecturing monk is 

dressed in "gorgeous red garments, and the anticipation of the congrega­

tion mounted as he raised his censer in an impressive gesture of homage 

to Buddha," while "the ladies basked in reflected glory. 1130 These 

religious occasions speak less of piety than of wealth, power, and 

glory. 

The aristocrats expressed their piety towards the Buddha in a 

number of ways. They copied and chanted the siitras, sponsored and 

attended Buddhist services, made pil~rimages and offerings. 

Chanting and reading the siitras were the most common methods 
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of expressing piety for the Heian individual. In the Eiga the wife of 

Prince Tametaka · and the daughter of Koretada read the Lotus-siltra 

two or three thousand times. 31 Intoning the name of Amitabha 

was another practice believed to be suitable for affecting karma. 

Kenshi was said to have invoked the name one mi 11 ion times. 32 

Making a religious pilgrimage was a very popular practice, because it 

was not only a devout act, but it afforded the aristocrats an occasion 

for gathering together and sponsoring religious events. Senshi (n.d.), 

an Imperial consort, upon her arriv~l at Ishiyama, 

presented damask curtains and silver bowls as offerings, gave 
vestments to the abbot and all the others, held a feast for the 
monks, added to the temple's lands, commissioned recitations of 
every description, and arranged· for a myriad-light service. 

In every detail, as may be imagined, the services far 
surpassed any of the similar rituals she had sponsored in other 
years. 33 

Another manner of expressing faith was to renounce secular 

life to take up the robes of a monk or a nun. This was a very popular 

action, particularly amongst the emperors, who could resign from their 

official posts to enjoy the privacy of an elegant cloister. 34 The 

aristocrats almost all took religious vows towards the end of their 

life, in hope that their action would bring good effects upon their next 

rebirth. The Empress Kenshi became a nun on her deathbed, as did 

Kaneie, the Chancellor and Regent. 35 However, taking the tonsure of 

a monk or nun was deemed suitable only for persons near death or very 

elderly; it was not considered appropriate for young people, 

particularly young women. Ukifune, the reluctant lover of Niou in the 
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Genji, was told by a nun when she decided to renounce the world, ''But 

you are so young and so pretty. How could.you possibly want to become a 

nun?" 36 Young people were expected to enjoy life; the life of a 

monk or nun was only for those who had passed their youth and were ready 

to retire to the cloister. 

The Buddha not only taught his ordained and lay fol lowers to 

perform contemplation or chant sutras, but he also left a moral code of 

charity, diligence, non-violence, non-indulgence, and celibacy, rules of 

good behaviour. Genshin in his OJoyoshu restated 

some of the Buddha's precepts, but the Genji and Eiga rarely mention 

piety expressed through moral behaviour. The outer trappings of rituals 

and offerings predominate over a moral spiritual faith •. 

The Patronage of Art 

The Heian aristocrats expressed their faith in Buddhism most 

profoundly in images and architecture. The later chapters of the ~ 

are filled with descriptions of lavish offerings of images, and of 

Michinaga's building of Hojo-ji. 

When Tadanobu's wife was dying, Tadanobu "collected thirty or 

forty Buddhist artists, provided them with silk, and told them to paint 

innumerable life-sized sacred images,"37 while ten thousand images 

of Fuda were made for Kenshi 's Thirty-fifth Day service. 

The grandest display of Buddhist art was created by Michinaga. 

The Amitabha Hall of Hojo-j i (fig. 17) was built in 

preparation for Michinaga's demise; it was destroyed by fire long ago, 



91 

but the Eiqa left this record of its glory. -

The 

The building that greeted the eyes of those companions was a 
tile-roof edifice in the western part -of the compound, facing 
toward the east and extending for more than ten bays from north 
to south. The rafter ends were the col or of ye 11 ow gold, and 
there were mother-of-pearl fl owe rs inlaid with colored gems at 
the intersections.38 

interior grounds of Hojo-j i were patterned 

descriptions of the Western Paradise. 

Along the shores of the spotlessly clean lake there stood rows 
of jewe 11 ed trees made of the seven treasures, with lamps in 
silver and gold nets suspended from their branches. There were 
wheel lamps made to resemble flying chariots and waterwheels, 
and gem-net lamps tied with cluster-dyed braid in different 
colors, or shaped like peacocks, parrots, and kalavinkas •..• 
It was all wonderful to behold, ••• ,39 

Compare the preceding pass age describing the garden of Hojo-j i 

with the account of the Pure Land from the Kan-gyo. 

All the jewel-trees have flowers and leaves consistinq of seven 
jewels all perfect. All flowers and leaves have coio.urs like 
the colours of various jewels:--from the colour of lapis lazuli 
there issues a golden ray; from the colour of crystal, a saffron 
ray; from the colour of ·agate, a diamond ray; from the colour of 
diamond, a ray of blue pearls.40 

In the Sh aka Hall of Hojii-ji Michinaga pl aced one hundred 

images of Sakyamuni ." 

The central image was a golden figure sixteen feet tall. The 
other ninety-nin~, also gilt, were life-sized, and thus equal in 
height to the spectators, but the spaciousness of the hall made 
them seem no taller than seated five or six-year-old children. 
The sixteen-foot image rode in a special cart, attended in a 
stately procession by all the invited monks, and the other 
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ninety-nine were moved in hand litters, each borne by four men 
wearing dark green silk trousers with glossed linings. The 
reflections of the statues floated more 1 ike buddhas on the 
surface of a lake.41 

The scale of image making and temple building in the Heian 

period was tremendous. ·Most of those paintings, statues, and Buddha 

halls have perished in the temporal world, but the Byodo-in ;f-­

~ P'f'u(l053) and Chiison-ji4' f ~ (early twelfth century) remain to 

speak of the "flowering fortunes" of Heian Buddhism (fi9. 18). 

Art and architecture were important to the Heian aristocrats not 

only as a material extravagance; their creative impulse was inspired by 

particular siitras. 

The primary siitra read by the Hei an aristocrats in both the 

Eiga and Genji was the Lotus-siitra, which was central to the 

doctrines of the Tendai sect. In the Eiga alone the Lotus-siitra is -
mentioned more than twenty-five times. In the second chapter of the 

Sakyamuni 
I 

I:. ot us -s iit r a Buddha is speaking to Sariputra, and 

the assembly of holy men has departed because they cannot comprehend the 

Buddha's teachings. The Buddha says: 

Those who with many-colored designs create Buddha images, 
Adorning them with the marks of hundredfold merit, 

Making them themselves or having them done by others, 
Have all achieved the Buddha Path. 

Even children in play, 
With grass, sticks, and brushes. 

Or with their fingernails, 
Draw Buddha images. 

Persons like these, 
Gradually accumulatin9 merit 

And perfecting thoughts of great compassion, 
Have all achieved the Buddha Path.42 
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The Buddha is explaining that by making art one can approach the 

single Eternal Truth, and that all sentient beings possess the bodh i 

nature. Through the expedient means of art, one can realize the nature 

to become a Buddha; whether by chanting a sutra or making an image 

all ways lead to the way of Buddhahood. This teaching is considered 

primary to the doctrines of the Tendai sect. 

Furthermore, in the Ojoy1ishu, image making 

and temple building are two of four forms of innen I!.\ !k (S. hetu­

pratyaya). Innen is a compound word, consisting of "in" which means a 

direct cause, while "en" refers to a secondary cause, and all results or 

actions are caused by the interaction of the two. These four forms of 

innen were: (1) offering flowers, fruit, and incense, and building 

temples and pagodas; (2) not injuring others intentionally; (3) making 

Buddha images and ~nshrining them on a lotus pedestal; (4) having a deep 

and perfect faith in the enlightenm~nt of the Buddha. Performing one or 

all of these -acts will result in the believer being reborn inside a 

lotus flower in front of the Buddha. 43 

Not only was the creation of images important, but the mere 

sight of a Buddha image was believed to be meritorious. At the 

dedication of the Yakushi Hall of Hojo-ji seven images of 

Yakushi (S. Bhaisajya-guru) were unveiled, and the writer of the Eiqa -
says: 

All those who were present on that occasion must have been 
endowed with immense merit. One pities the people of the past 
and future! Denied the privilege of gazing on those holy 
images, they can only be compared to sentient beings who 1 i ve 
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between the times of the Former and Latter Buddhas.44 

The notion of gaining merit from gazing upon a Buddha image is based 

upon the thirteenth meditation of the Kan-gy5. The siitra says: 

If there are those who, with a sincere mind, desire to be reborn 
in the Western Paradise, they should meditate on a sixteen-foot 
Buddha image placed on the surface of a lake. It was previously 
said that the body of the Buddha of Infinite Life is boundless, 
and th at it is beyond the comprehension of the mind of the 
common person. However, through the 1 ong cherished vow of the 
Tathagatha, the person· who recollects and reflects upon the 
Buddha body will achieve his goal. And, if he reflects on a 
Buddha image, he will attain limitless happiness. 45 

Images were used for kannen nembutsu to realize the state of 

~unyata in which Buddhas could be seen; the realization of th.is 

state and the visualization of Buddhas was part of the progress towards 

Enlightenment. In the Eiqa there is a convoluted interpretation of 

~iinyat a. The writer of the ~ carefully described the Buddha 

marks on an Amitabha image; contemplation of the marks was the 

process by which to attain ~iinyata. However, rather than 

continuing to describe entrance into a state of emptiness in which one 

could discern Buddhist doctrines, the text reverts back to describing 

wonderful golden images, and then this passage is presented: "'But now 

that we see the buddhas,' the nuns thought as they offered their 

prayers, 'there can be no doubt of our achieving enlightenment. 11146 

The writer of the ~ obviously considers the sight of wondrous 

human-made images the equivalent of mental images seen within the state 

of ~iinyata. Here the difficult practice of kannen nembutsu has 

been replaced by gazing upon images. 
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Heian society was materialistic, and its people needed tangible 

objects to worship, specific acts to perform, and substantial results. 

A purely abstract and aniconic religion would not have appealed to them. 

Not only was image· making an expedient means of achieving Buddhahood, 

rebirth, or merit, but the existence of ima9es provided Heian Buddhists 

with a substantial point of focus for their worship. Would Michinaga 

have devoted himself to Buddhism had there not been eschatological 

promises or if there were no· images of Amitabha Buddha to attach the 

five-coloured banners to at the time of his death? The aristocrats were 

not content to read the accounts of .the Pure·Land in religious writings; 

they needed to have a heaven on earth inhabited by images of innumerable 

Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, and themselves as Buddhas-to-be. At the 
"', 

dedication of the Golden Hall of Hojo-ji, dances and music were 

performed "so beautifully that one could only suppose paradise to be 

little different. 1147 Then later, "As the num_ber of ha 11 s at the 

HoJo~j i increased, people began to feel that the Pure Land must 

present· a very similar appearance. 1148 No doubt the . sight of 

festivals in Hojo-ji and the temple itself must have inspired 

Buddhist followers to aspire to the Pure Land. In Heian times visual 

images inspired religious thoughts in its believers, and religion 

inspired art, thus creating a situation where art and religion mu_tually 

sustained one another. The most inspirinq image was the depict ion of 

salvation, raigo painting. 
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The Evolution of Raiao Painting 

' The inscription of The Descent of Amitabha at Mount - Koya 

says that "that there was an Imperial Seal affixed to it, and that it 

was stored in a chamber of the treasure house. Since long ago, an 

Imperial Messenger would arrive and command it to be unfurled. 1149 

Moreover, the poet Sanjo Nishi Sanetaka 3--! 41 i'... f¾-- (1455-1537) 

wrote in- his diary on the fifteenth day of the tenth month in 1509 that · 

he asked for permission from tbe Imperial House to view the painting of 

Amitabha and the Twenty-five Bodhisattvas by the Monk Eshin 

(Genshin) that was kept at Anraku Valley. 50 These two pieces of 

information indicate that there was some distinct link between the 

imperial house and the Mount Kaya painting. There may even be the 

possibility that the painting was commissioned by imperial patronage or 

by some other closely related aristocrat. It is probable that the 

painting is an artifact· of the aristocratic society depicted in the 

Genji and Eiqa, 

Neither the Genji nor the Eiqa mention single independent -
paintings of the raiao theme for rinju-nenibutsu or as devotional 

objects, although the Eiga describes kuhon rai qo scenes that were 

painted on the doors of the Amitabha Hall of Hojo-ji. 51 

The explanation of the door paintings is obviously based upon the Pure 

Land sutras, ~nd the reasons for rebirth are carefully described. 

Then this description of the welcoming is presented: 

Riding a cloud, Amitabha came to the believer in a burst of 
light. He was accompanied by Kannan and Seishi, who held up a 



97 

lotus pedestal; and all the bodh is at tv as and other members of 
the holy multitude joined in the joyous welcome, singing and 
playing their instruments.52 

The writer of the Ii!@_ was obviously very familiar with the doctrine 

of raigo. The mukae-ko is also mentioned in conjunction with 

Michinaga attending the Enlightenment Lecture at the 

Rokuharamitsu-ji. 53 The Ii!@. carefully describes all types and 

manners of Buddhist images; it is strange that single raiqo 

paintings are not described. Although images of the descent of 

Amitabha are not mentioned in these two novels, Pure Land mandalas 

are used as offerings for the Forty-nine Day Services. 54 

Esoteric rites are most prominent in the first half of the Eiga, 

written between 942 and 1017, while the latter chapters written between 

1042 and 1101 speak frequently of Amitabha and Pure Land 

practic~s. 55 One must assume that in the intervening years Genshin, 

with the Ojoyoshu, and other Pure Land leaders had a 

tremendous effect upon Heian religious beliefs. 

In 834 the Zoku-Nihon-koki k,4'i'.i g:t-~t !u recorded a 

raigo-like descent of beings from heaven. 56 The first Japanese 

record of a person dying while holding threads attached to a Buddha 

image can be found in the Nihon Gokuraku-ki El ,f.. i}b.. ~ t,t.,, compiled in 

981. The Nihon Gokuraku-ki recorded the death of - a: Yi Ensho~ v;;; 

(880-964), a Tendai monk, who believed in Amitabha and the Pure 

Land. 57 

Ojoyoshu. 

Between 984 and 987 Genshin wrote the 

In 986, a year prior to the completion of 
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the Ojoyoshu, the Ni j ugo-s amma i Society was 

formed. In the latter half of the tenth century, Genshin sent Koremochi 

a raigii image to be used ~for rinju-nembutsu; this was recorded 

in the Goshui-ojo-den (n.d.), compiled by Miyoshi Tameyasu 

J:... ! j:, /c (1049-1139). Three years prior to the death of Gen shin in 

1014, his biography in the Shugon-in Nijugo-sammai Kechien 

Kako-cho was compiled. In this biography, it was said th.at Genshin 

painted images of the welcoming of Amitabha. Also, in this same 

document, the first mention of the mukae-ko was made. In 1079 

Yokan k iL(l0?3-llll), a Sanron monk, held a religious meeting to 

arouse the bodhi mind. For his meeting, he instructed that an image of 

Amitabha welcoming the sentient being be enshrined on the west 

wa11. 58 This was the first written record of a raioo painting 

being used for worship. By 1079, when Yiikan instructed that a 

raigo image be used, the Eiqa's latter chapters were still in the 

process of formation. In the ·space of time between 834 and 1079 the 

raiqo theme took shape in. the form of ritual, drama, 1 iterature and 

painting. Painting evolved as part of the religious fervour surrounding 

art and salvation in the Heian period. 

In Yiikan's Ojo-kosliiki H:. ~ ~-A. he wrote 

that "If a person gets free of his disordered mind, then he will arrive 

at a single 1 otus flower, and, performing ritua 1 s in front of a painted 

image, he will gradually behold infinite Buddhas. 11 59 The first half 

of the sentence refers to collecting one's thoughts through 

contemplation, in order fo be reborn in paradise. The latter half 
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claims that rituals conducted in front of a painted image will allow the 

_practitioner to see visions of Buddhas. The effect on society of 

Yokan's words on image making and viewing is unknown, but the 

aristocrats needed little impetus to impel their patronage of the arts. 

The reasons for the development of the painted image of 

raigo probablj paralleled those for the mukae-ko. The purpose 

of the mukae-ko was to allow participants to form a relationship 

with Buddha ( J. kech i en ,f;; ,~ ) . 60 Executing, sponsoring, or 

viewing a raigo image may be presumed to have had a similar 

benefit. 

Faith, according to Genshin, was self-arising in the hearts of 

the individual Buddhist, not a gift from Amitabha. The mukae-

kc's function was to arouse faith amongst its participants. In the 

Konjaku Monogatart 61 there is a very interesting story concernin~ 

the mukae-ko and Minamoto Mitsunaka ;&. ;-~ "f ( 912-997). Mitsunaka 

. was an art stocrat i c warrior, who was briefly mentioned in the 

112,62 Mitsunaka' s son was a monk and he was worried about his 

father's fate in the next life, since Mitsunaka had killed so many 

living things. The son desired to save his father and asked the advice 

of Genshin and other holy men. Genshin and the others visited Mitsunaka 

and advised him to enter the order of monks, and he acquiesced. Then, 

in order to arouse Mitsunaka's faith, an enactment of the descent of 

Amit abh a was he 1 d. 63 Raigo paintin~s were also regarded as 

objects that could inspire faith. 

The aristocrats, believinq themselves. living in the Age of the 



100 

Latter Dharma, needed a Buddha in whom they could place their faith and 

hope. The Pure Land teaching of Amitabha offered salvation through 

the easy path of faith and nembutsu. When the daughters of Michinaga 

saw their father praying to Amitabha and reciting the name, they 

"felt immensely hopeful about the future, both in this world and the 

life to come. 1164 These patricians and their monk teachers required 

art forms that not only symbolized salvation but simulated it. The 

simulation of salvation in the rinju-nembutsu and th.e mukae-ko 

provided Japanese Buddhists with specific experiences with which to 

raise their faith. Mimetic painting stimulates the human imagination in 

much the same manner. The figures of the painting of The Descent of 

Amitabha at Mount Koya are very close to human size, and the 

expansive size of the painting envelops the viewer; one feels as though 

the holy multitude is present. Raiqo painting developed as a 

response to the need for an image that would synthesize the rea 1 ity of 

the passage from one world to the next, in order to arouse faith. 

Raigo paintings evolved through the interaction of Genshin's 

doctrines and the aristocratic need to materialize Buddhist concepts in 

order to sustain and inspire their faith. The Descent of Amitabha 

is the product of a Genshin-influenced aristocratic faith. 

Summary 

The magico-religious aspects of Buddhism served useful 

functions in Heian society, and faced with the natural process of death, 

the Heian aristocrats looked to Amitabha for hope. Buddhism in 
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general endorsed the aristocrats' position, wealth, and power in 

' 
Japanese society. As the greatest patrons of Japanese Buddhist art, the 

aristocrats made images according to the sutras and gazed upon them. 

However, they were not satisfied with static images of Buddhas in 

meditation; they desired to see the vision, the raigo vision, that 

would assure them of their imminent salvation. 
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Footnotes 

1There are three primary ,biogra_phjesM,of Genshin; these are the 
Shuqon-i n Gen shin Sozu ~ ~ fi'..., ;JJt, 1i 1>1i 1&f from the Honcho 
Hokke-kenki ,J.. JA /41t,Jif {e., , the Yokawa Genshi n Sozu 
f.1onogatar, ~ lll}~ {t {~ ~(ii~ H- from1 thef Konjaku Monoqatar,, and 
~udasho Sozu Genshin ;{i~~- -ft ~f ;fi,r, Ati from the Zoku Honcho 
o,io-den ,1;4'l, ~ fij H- !. 11' • 

2The .Ei qa Monogatari is a semi -fi ct i ona 1 account of the career, 
of Fujiwara-no~Michinaga. It was written by more than one writer in two 
parts. The first part was written between 942 and 1017, and the second 
part between 1042 and 1101. 

3Fujiwara-no-Michinaga was a powerful Heian aristocrat. He 
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CHAPTER V 

THE PICTORIAL EVOLUTION OF RAIGO PAINTING 

Raigo painting did not emerge suddenly as a new form of 

art. The religious doctrines of Genshin and the aristocratic society's 

penchant for beautiful objects had created conditions favourable to the 

growth of an independent genre of Buddhist painting, and raiqo 

developed gradually from the tenth century to the twelfth in Japan. 

Artists worked according to the Pure Land siitras and to the 

requirements of their patrons; they needed a vocabulary of imagery that 

would suit both, yet at the same time be different and new. The process 

by which The Descent of Amitabha -was conceived was quite complex. 

The pictorial .elements that make up the Mount Kaya image are derived 

from statuary, Pure Land and esoteric mandalas, and decorative wall 

painting. Artists selected models from many different and accepted 

images to arrive at The Descent of Amitabha, which is a blending of 

various well-known types of images. The problem of tracing the 

development of· raigo painting is complicated by incomplete evidence, 

evidence that has either perished in the passage of history or has not 

yet been re·searched. The problem of copying further complicates the 

study. As was previously mentioned above in Chapter Three, The Descent 

of Amitabha may be a copy based upon an earlier non-extant painting. 

Once more the image has been heavily repainted, obscuring earlier 

workmanship. The following diagram showinq the lineages of raiqo 
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painting is incomplete and overly simplified, but it is an attempt to 

present graphically a concise history of the evolution of the raiqo 

genre of painting (fig. 19). 

The Descent of Amitabha at Mount Kaya consists of 

thirty-three figures mounted on lotus daises on clouds or just on 

clouds (fig. 1). The central figure is Amitabha Buddha, who is 

flanked by Kan non and Sei sh i. Three monk figures sit behind 

Ami tabha. Twenty-four Bodhisattvas accompany the six main figures, 

while in the di.stance, an Amitabha Triad can be seen. The figures 

are depicted against a landscape background, showing a vast body of 

water with mountains and autumn trees. The composition of the Mount 

K1iya . image consists of essentially four main elements: 

(1) Amitabha by himself; (2) Amitabha with his main Bodhisattvas 

(Kannan, Seishi, Jiz1i, and Ryuju); (3) twenty-four Bodhis"attvas; 

(4) landscape. Each of the above elements were derived from or 

influenced by other types of images to be discussed in this chapter. 

Amitabha 

The central figure of the Mount K1iya painting is the 

golden Amitabha, who is two or three times larger than the other 

figures in the same work. Amitabha is seated in the Indian style 

(kekkafuza .,M- IliJ~~ .ft_) on a lotus dais. His hair consists of 

conchshell curls (rahatsu,;1 ~ ), painted iri azurite blue and· outlined 

in black ink. He possesses the major Buddha marks: an urna, an 

usnisa; his ears are long, and his neck is lined with the three 
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folds. His dress is also Indian style with the left arm completely 
' 

draped and the ri~ht shoulder cover~d, but the right arm is bare, as is 

the chest. This drapery is painted gold and laced with cut gold leaf. 

' According to the· Kan-gyii 1 Amitabha Buddha's body is 

golden and immensely 1 arge, possessing eighty-four thousand signs of 
' 

perfection and eighty-four marks of exce 11 ence; 1 these would include 

the iirna, usiiisa, three folds, and so forth. The siitra 

describes him seated on a flower dais. In general the image of 

Amitabha of · the Mount Kiiya painting fol lows the iconography of 

the sutra. 

Sawa Ryiiken has remarked that this image of Amitabha has 

specific features that were peculiar to sculpture~ such as the blue hair 

and red lips. 2 However, all images of the Buddha are controlled by a 

strict set of iconographic rules, and, whether an image is sculpted· or 

painted, there are bound to be similarities. In his remark, Sawa hinted 

that the Mount Kiiya · Amitabha image may be a painted copy of a 

piece of sculpture of the same subject. This is entirely possible. The 

central scroll depicting Amitabha of the Hokke-ji Amitabha 

Tryptich (fig. 20) is a painted copy of t~e sculpted image from 
-

Kiiryii-j i ft. f} 1. 3 The painting of lower class-upper rebirth 

on the door of the Hiiii-dii, Byiidii-in, shows 

Amitabha descending on an elaborate lotus throne (Sun9 throne) that 

was frequently used for sculpture, but. its heavy appearance makes it 

look odd moving through painted space (fig, 21). Furthermore, Yam_amoto 

Kiiji has found passages in the Ni hon. Gokuraku-ki and other books of 
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rebirth stories that suggest that sculpture and iconographic books 'for 

sculpture were sources of imagery for raigo painting. 4 This 

borrowing from sculpture and iconographic manuals for sculpture suggests 

that in the tenth to twelfth centuries the Japanese did not have models 

·for painting the raigii theme and were forced to resort to available 

sources of imagery. Iconographic borrowing also implies that the 

raiqii theme was either not highly developed or not a common theme in 

China and Korea, the sources of Japanese Buddhism. 

Sawa does not specify a particular sculpted prototype as the 

ancestor of the Mount Kaya Amitabha image. Models for it were 

perhaps derived from sculpture, such as the Amitabha sculpture 

forming the raigo mudra of lower class-lower rebirth, dating 

from the eighth century (fig. 22). A century later, the Amitabha 

Triad from Shi-tenno-ji, Osaka was made. 5 This triad is a rare 

image; Amit ab ha is forming the raigo mudra of upper 

class-lower rebirth, while the two attendants appear to be dancing (fig. 

23). This is the earliest example of the raigo theme in any medium 

in Japan, and it pre-dates Genshin. However, sculpture was not the only 

source from which the Japanese· could borrow elements to form the 

raigo vocabulary. 

Amitabha and His Main Bodhisattvas 

In the Mount KOya paint-ing, immediately surrounding 

Amitabha are Kannan offering the lotus dais, Seishi to his right, 

and three monks: Jizo holding the cintamani, 6 Ryuju, and 
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another monk.7 As mentioned above, the first four Bodhisattvas (two 

in princely garb and two dressed as monks) with Amitabha were 

enshrined in the jogyo hall at Yokawa by Ry5gen. 

Amitiibha, Kannon, and Seishi form a common group and are mentioned 

in the sutras as a grouping, but the monks, Jiz5 and Ryuju 

do not have scriptural justifications. The two monk figures are 

probably substitutes for esoteric Bodhisattvas of the Taiz5 

mandala (S. garbha-datu). 

A group of Bodhisattvas surrounding Amitabha is not an 

unusual composition; it is common in esoteric mandalas, such as the 

, T'ang dynasty (618-906) Amitabha Mandala, now kept at Kaiho-ji, 
-' 

Kagawa, Japan (fig. 24). This relief carving is a detail of the 

Taiz5 Mandala in which Amitabha represents the aspect of faith 

of Mahavairocana-tathagatha. Amitabha sits in the centre of 

the sector surrounded by eight Bodhisattvas. 8 He is crowned and his 

hands form the mudra of meditation ( J. ·- . - ~ Jo-in-so J:L ff Jg 
S. dhyanamudra).g The joqyo-sammai practice of Ennin 

used statuary images of a crowned Amitabha with four esoteric 

Bodhisattvas. Ennin's group was perhaps a simplified version of this' 

T'ang mandala. 

Another rare image, which depicts the transformation of icono­

graphy from esoteric Tendai to Pure Land Buddhism, is a bron.ze mirror 

dated 987 (fig. 25). A crowned Amitabha is the central figure; his 

hands form the meditation mudra. In front are two Bodhisattvas, 

while two monks are seated in the rear; it is possible that they are the 
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same four as in the Mount Koy a image, but this is uncertain as there 

are no attributes that clearly identify them. There is another bronze 

mirror at Daigo-ji, Kyoto, dating from the eleventh century which 

may depict the type of imagery that existed in the jogyo hall of 

Ryogen (fig. 26). In. this mirror engraving Amitabha does not 

wear a crown and his hands form the rai qo mudra of 1 ower 

class-middle rebirth. He is surrounded by two Bodhisattvas and two 

monks. This later image (eleventh century) is close to the prototype 

from which The Descent of Amitabha was derived. A painting much 

closer to the Daig5-ji engraved mirror is one from Ichijo-ji, 

Hyogo Prefecture (fig. 27). Although this particular painting ·is 

dated to the Kamakura period (1185-1333), it may be a direct descendant 

of the earlier images, either in painting or sculpture, that influenced 

raiqo paintings with frontal compositions, such as the Mount 

Koya image. 

Yamamoto, in another article, claims that the arrangement of 

Amitabha and his Bodhisattvas was derived from the central 

compositions of Pure Land mandalas, such as the Taima Mandala. He bases 

his claim upon certain similarities in handling colours, such as the use 

of red 1 ines in forming the Amitabha image, the white pigment of the 

Bodhisattvas, and the use of ochre in certain areas of both types of 

paintings. 10 The central figures of the Mount Kaya image may 

well be derived from Pure Land mandalas as Yamamoto claims, but the 

musical Bodhisattvas behind Amitabha and his main group come from 

another source. 
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The Musical Bodhisattvas 

In the Mount Koya image the Bodhisattvas, behind the 

arran9ement of Amitabha with Kannan, Seishi, and the three monks, 

are caught in the midst of merry-making, scattering flowers, waving 

incense, playing instruments,. and so forth. This depiction of the 

multitude of Bodhisattvas is a trait common to early individual 

raigo paintings dated from the twelfth to thirteenth centuries. 

Their relationship to Amitabha can be traced to a spurious 

scripture, the Juojo Amid a 

11 which influenced 

Shan-tao and Genshin. Genshin does not mention Twenty-f·ive Bodhisattvas 

in his section on the joys of the descent of Amitabha, although he 

names them all in his chapter telling of the benefits of nembutsu. 12 

He is also ·regarded as the author of a hymn entitled Nijuqo Bosatsu 

Wasan ;:.,- -t' J!. ... f i,l $i t1f 13 but this attribution may be 

incorrect. 14 This group of twenty-five Bodhisattvas is mentioned in 

the Eiga as 

Amitabha. 15 

Juojo Amid a 

the protectors of those 

This interpretation is 

who invoke 

consistent 

Bukkoku-kyii. However, there 

the name 

with 

is 

of 

the 

no 

scriptural source that says that they descend with Amitabha to 

welcome the sentient being to the Pure Land. 16 The Three Pure Land 

Sutras do not specify any particular number of Bodhisattvas 

accompanying Amitabha, offering only vague descriptions of "a host;" 

"an assembly," or "many," and leaving much room for interpretation. In 

the Mount Kaya image there are only twenty-four Bodhisattvas, not 
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twenty-five. The difference in number may be attributed to repainting 

in the sixteenth century, and with the loss of one Bodhisattva during 

conservation •17 

The image of the musical Bodh1sattvas, such as seen in the Mount 

Keya image, is related to the kuhon raigo paintings on the walls 

and doors of jogyo halls of Mount Hiei and .the Amitabha 

halls, such as the Byodo-in; ultimately it is related to the 

imagery of Pure Land mandalas, such as those found on the walls of the 

caves of Tun-huang. The Bodhisattvas in the nine scenes of the descent 

of the Byodo-i n are inst i 11 ed with a spontaneity of line and 

movement. In this door painting of lower-class-upper-rebirth, the 

Bodhisattvas are depicted as individual personalities, bearinq vividly 

detailed instruments, caught amidst flowing scarves (fig. 21). This 

same vibrancy and mood of joyousness can be seen in The Descent of 

Amitabha. In the upper left corner behind Amitabha, the 

Bodhisattvas lean and sway as though they were moving in rhythm with the 

music (fig. 28). The same feeling for line, form, and characterization 

is felt in both works. 

The presence of the Twenty-five Bodhisattvas, or a large number 

of them, as part of the descent of Amitabha creates a very inspiring 

and impressive sight, much more so than just three (Amitabha Triad) 

or five (Amitabha Gozon) figures. The Twenty-five Bodhisattvas are 

part of the Tai ma Temple mukae-kO held every year on the fourteenth 

of May. Without their presence the entire ceremony would lose its 

impact, and it is entirely possible that the iconography of the musical 
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Bodhisattvas was included in early rafgo paintings precisely for 

this psychological reason, in conjunction with vague doctrinal 

justifications. 

A further trait shared by the By6d6-in door painting of 

lower-class-upper birth and the Mount Koya work is the curious 

Amitabha Triad trailing behind the descending multitude (fig. 29). 

This is rather unusual amongst raiqo paintings. Nakano Genzii 

be.l i eves that the triad represents the apparit i ona l bodies of 

Amitabha and his guardian Bodhisattvas, 18 an interpretation 

which has a scriptural basis. 19 

Landscape 

The figures of the descent in the Mount Koya image are 

placed against a background of water, traditionally explained as Lake 

Biwa, which can be seen from Yokawa on Mount Hiei. On the lower left 

corner of the tryptich there is a small landscape of a cliff and rolling 

hi 11 s with various trees and bushes. The land scape and vegetation are 

similar to those indigenous to Japan (fig. 30). This same type of 

rolling hills covered with lush vegetation can be seen in the 

Byodo-in door paintings. 

Neither the Three Pure Land Sutras -'-"-~'--.....;.."-'-':;.____;;;='-'--___;;..;;;.:.:.....::;:.. nor Genshin's 

Ojoyoshu describes land scape in conjunction with the 

descent of Amitabha. The addition of landscape elements into 

raigo "paintings was part of the native Yamato predilection in the 

late Heian period to create land forms in art that were familiar to the 
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Japanese as inhabitants of the Eight Islands. The use of indigenous 

landscape images is evidence that Buddhism, which was introduced in the 

sixth century, had by the eleventh and twelfth become integrated into 

the national l He of the Japanese people. The very depiction of the 

descent of Amitabha called for the use of a certain degree of 

imagination and interpretation, more or less free from the rules of 

dogmatic religion. The artist working under a patron took his 

vocabulary of the raigo theme from existing models to create the 

paintings, and the natural landscape around him was one source. 

The Synthesis of Pictorial Elements 

An image- such as The Descent of Amitabha of Mount Kaya 

did not appear suddenly out of the minds of Genshin or other Buddhist 

artists. The process of amalgamating all the components of the 

raig6 scene, then • synthesizing them into a coherent and 

aesthetically pleasing image that was religiously and socially 

acceptable required time and many stages of development. 

The earliest Japanese prototype for raigo imagery was the 

Amitabha Triad of Shi-tenno-ji. This set of three figures 

pre-dates Genshin, thus indicating that the raiqo theme as a 

religious artistic subject was present in Japan as early as the ninth 

century, though not popular. Ryogen introduced to Japan the 

iconography of Amitabha with Kannon, Seishi, Jizo, and 

Ryiiju. It was used in sculpture for contemplative objects. 

Genshin, through his treatise, the Ojoyoshu, the 
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mukae-ka and rinju-nembutsu ceremonies, and possibly also his 

paintings, popularized the theme of the descent of Amitiibha. There 

are no extant independent raigo scroll paintings remaining from the 

period before the twelfth century; they are known only through written 

records. Two twelfth-century works that cast light on the evolution of 

the composition of raigo painting are the paintings of Hokke-j.i 

Amitiibha Tryptich and the Amitiibha of Isshin-in, Kyoto (figs. 31 

and 32). The Isshin-in image and the central panel· of the Hokke-ji 

Tryptich are of Amitabha forming var1ations of the raigo mudra, 

seated on a lotus dais supported by cloud vehicles. The Hokke-ji 

Amitahha is a painted copy of a .piece of sculpture. fllakamura' 

Koj i. be 1 i eves that it functioned as an object for contemp 1 at i ng 

Buddha marks (kannen nembutsu). 20 The existence of painted images 

of Amitabha descending by himself may possibly have pre-dated or 

have been contemporary with Genshin. Raigo painting may have 

evolved from these relatively simple· images of Amitiibha. The two 

flanking panels of the Hokke-ji tryptich are believed to be later 

additions. 21 The panel on the left depicts Kannan holding the lotus 

dais, while Seishi carries the umbrella. On the right panel a small 

boy, standing on a cloud, carries a banner. The combination of the 

three pane 1 s brings together the es sent i a 1 e 1 ements of rai go 

painting. The Mount Keya image is a full development of the theme 

begun in the Hokke-ji Tryptich. 

The creator of The Descent of Amitiibha, with the knowledge 

of images like the Isshin-in Amitiibha and the Hokke-ji Tryptich, 
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synthesized the we 11-known elements discussed above and developed them 

into a more complex raigii scene. The central composition of 

Amitabha and his . chief retinue in the Mount Kaya image has 

strong affinities with other twelfth century paintings of Amitabha,. 

which are related to sculpture. The other elements--the musical 

Bodhisattvas, the rear Amitabha triad, and the landscape--were 

derived from other types of painting or from the environment around the 

artist. 

The depiction of Amitabha and others directly facing the 

viewer and worshipper has a psychological impact that generates a 

powerful loving devotion. The golden Amitabha, forming the 

mudra of welcoming and enlightenment and pl acidly seated on a lotus 

.dais, is a figure who can assure and comfort the believer. The single 

lotus dais held by Kannan symbolizes the vehicle by which the individual 

will arrive at salvation. And, iTI order to create an even more 

inspiring and aesthetically pleasing image, the artist of the Mount 

Kaya image added the figures of the holy multitude to enhance the 

realism and the joy of faith in Amitabha. The painting is the 

materialization of the vision of salvation. The Descent of Amitabha 

was the product of a society that loved to produce exquisite images that 

could arouse faith in the believer. 
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Reminders of the fragility of life.l 
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The "fragility of life" was deeply felt by the people of the 

Heian period. Life could abruptly end with the onset of diseases, such 

as smallpox and measles; even the joy of birth was dangerous. The Heian 

aristocrats, though powerful and wealthy, knew of their mortal·ity and 

sought to come to terms with it. Buddhism provided them with comforting 

guidance, allaying their fears and anxieties. According to Buddhism, 

being mortal was not an inferior condition; of all sentient creatures, 

the human being stood c 1 osest to_ Buddha and enlightenment. The Pure 

Land form of Tendai Buddhism especially appealed to the aristocrats 

because it was an easy practice that promised greater glory in the next 

1 i fe. The aristocrats were entranced by the promise of a life after 

death in a paradisiacal land. They created sumptuous gardens and 

temples on earth patterned after descriptions of paradise in the Three 

Pure Land Sutras, blurring the borders between this world and 

Amitabha's Pure Land. 

The chief Buddhist mentor of the Heian age was Genshin, who' 

transmitted the teachings of the Chinese Pure Land masters to Japan. 

Genshin's 

Oj5y5shu, 

philosophy 

which was 

was put 

read 

forth 

not 

in 

only 

his 

by 

book, 

the 

the 

Hei an 

aristocrats but by generations of Japanese to come. The treatise was a 
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manual of concrete practices reinforced by faith; it was intended for 

the laity and all others who considered themselves "common people" in 

front of Amitabha Buddha. The great reward, the result of faith and 

practice, was to receive the vision of raigo, the coming of 

Amitabha and his hosts at the point of death. Rather than aimin!'.l 

towards the extinction of the ego (nirvana) in this life, Genshin 

popularized rebirth in Amitabha's land as the simplest route to 

salvation. Rebirth, riding on the lotus dais of Kannan and awakening 

inside a lotus flower, was a wondrous journey, another gala affair in 

the lives of Genshin's followers. 

Faith was the primary prerequsite for achieving salvation in 

Amitabha 's land. All practices had to. be subordinate to and 

exercised with faith. Faith was defined as a sincere mind, deep belief, 

and a longing to be reborn with unselfish dedication of merit towards 

others. This was Genshin's definition of faith. However, Genshin's 

faith did not have the pristine qualities of Shinran 's. Genshin was 

still very much a Tendai monk, one who retained some esoteric traits in 

his Pure Land teachings and prized the discipline of contemplation. The 

form of Genshin's faith and practice was a necessary stage leading 

towards the simpler spiritualism of Honen and, Shinran, who 

considered faith in Amitabha to be the only path to salvation. 

Within the intermediate stage of the development of Pure Land 

Buddhism, images were extremely important in sustaining the faith of 

Genshin 's fol lowers. Genshin provided not only conrete practices but 

the idealized image of a golden Amitabha descending from the Western 
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Paradise; The vision was made into a wondrous rea-lity through paint and 

brush. Raiqo painting became a devotional image that inspired 

longing for the. Pure Land. 

The first extant and fully developed raiqo painting that was 

used as a main image of worship (honzon · ~ ~ ) was The Descent• of 

Amitabha and His Holy Multitude of Mount Koya. The iconography 

of the main figures in this painting was developed on Mount Hiei in the 

mid-tenth century. This iconography was combined with elements from 

" wall and door paintings of kuhon raigo scenes. The painting is a 

synthesis of ·pictorial elements common to Pure Land art with the 

' sensitive aestheticism of the Heian aristocrats. It is one of the great 

arti.stic monuments of Japan and Asia. In order to understand the 

·beginnings of the raigo genre, one must consider The Descent of 

Amitabha of Mount Koya~ 

Raigo painting and its significance· within Buddhism differed 

with each ·religious leader's ·1 nterpretat ion of the raig1i doctrine. 

Heinen only worshipped a· •simplified raigo image of Amitabha 

with Kannon and Seishi, condemning the more complex images as 

inconsistent with the scriptures. 2 At the time of his death, 

Honen refused to, gaze upon an image of the Amitabha, because he 

claimed that h"e could already see the Buddha._ comin·~ to welcome him. 3 

Shinran declared that the necessity of achieving a certain state of mind 

in · order to receive. the raigo. vision distanced the believer from 

Amitabha 's love. He believed that such a doctrine required 

self-generated . faith that could falter, depending upon the 
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mental ability of the believer, whereas faith given by Amitabha was 

complete and unshakeahle. 4 A mind filled with total trust in 

Amitabha did not require images to sustain faith. 

As such, the arts were particularly affected by Shinran's 

philosophy. There were many forms of art associated with his new form 

of Pure Land Buddhism, such as portraits of the Pure Land patriarchs and 

paintings of the characters Namu Amida-butsu. 5 Nevertheless, the 

production of Buddhist art declined for various reasons. Because faith 

was given to the people by Amitabha, they no longer needed images, 

pageantry, or the other trappings of religion to arouse their faith. 

People no longer needed to make or commission images as offerings, as 

all deeds were considered to have ulterior motives. The decline was 

paralleled by the waning of the wealthy aristocratic class, whose 

attention was diverted from Buddhism to civil wars and survival. The 

followers of Shinran, who displaced the powerful Tendai and Shingon 

sects of the aristocrats, did not have the economic ability or the same· 

religious inclination to make impressive large-scale images. In the 

post-Shinran age Buddhist art lost its doctrinal importance and its 

prime patrons. Buddhist arts that had flourished in the Nara (644-794) 

and Heian periods began to die out after the Kamakura period. With the 

exception of Zen ¥-f.. painting in the Muromachif~ period (1392-1573), 

Buddhist artistic activity in Japan virtually ceases in the following 

centuries. 

· Genshin and his followers left a grand legacy of beautiful 

images as proof of their faith and practice. The doctrine and art of 
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raiqo were part of the necessary intermediate stage leading to a 

more spiritual and less materialistic form of Pure Land Buddhism. 

However, one should not regard the faith of the Hei an aristocrats as 

inferior to that of later ages; it was merely different. Through the 

painting of The Descent of Amitabha and others like it, one can 

still hear the voices of Genshin and his followers declare: 

If a person at the time of death achieves rebirth [in 
Amitabha's] country, then one will have infinite virtue, 
therefore, I dedicate my life to Amitabha.6 
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' 

At Anraku Valley, an outlying place on Mount Hiei, there 

existed a holy image of the Great Amitabha and Twenty-five 

Bodhisattvas with a sacred triad that was a nirmana-kaya 

crossing the mountains; the above thirty-three figures are ones that the 

Monk Eshin [Genshin] himself painted in the autumn of his twenty-fourt~ 

year, It remained a thing that was a numinous treasure matchless under 

heaven. In the past there was an Imperial Seal affixed to it and it was 

stored· in a chamber of the treasure house. Since long ago, an Imperial 

Messenger would arrive and command it to be unfurled on the fifteenth 

day' of the seventh 1 unar month, thus benefiting the myriad affairs of 

·state. Year after year without change, in a period of one day, [so many 

people], rich and poor, came and visited the temple that their numbers 

were unknown. The four clouds of the four direct i ans arose and were 

enriched, • marvellous, and auspicious in accordance with renewed 

heartfelt prayers. However, in the second year of Genki [1571], under 

the cyclical sign of Shinbi, on the second day of the ninth lunar month 

[September 21], a.period of troubles arrived. Up and down the mountain 

[of Hiei] there was the violence of destruction and ruin; the smoke from 

the burning and loss of the temple halls and pagodas did ~ot abate. 

Although [the painting was] briefly snatched by the hands of the rebel 
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crowd of military bullies, the Buddhist monks again collected the rare 

treasures on. the summit of the mountain. Entirely for the sake of 

scattering the turbid world of the Final Dharma, they transformed the 

guiding hand into a dramatic performance, causing the offering to 

encounter thi_s honoured image comparable to the appearance of the 

Udumbara and [the meeting of] the blind tortoise and the floating log. 

One can have earnest hopes! Joy! It can be venerated. It can be 

relied on. Thus it was urged by many people that, as a small token, the 

mounting be made significant. One should not be of two minds, but 

should be seriously and continually devoted to the cultivation of 

rebirth [in the Western Paradise]. As for the beseecher; at a gathering 

at the moment of death, the Twenty-five Bodhisattvas will descend and 

welcome him. This is surely as doubtless and easy as laying a finger on 

one's palm. 

15th day of the 5th lunar month, 15th· year of Tensho [June 21, 

1587], the cyclical year of Iggai. 

Respectfully yours, 

Sonshu, Danapati, Rank 

The Master of Mounting, 

Masugi Jinzaburo Hidemasa. 

of Hain, 
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Inscription No. 2 

Sonshu of the Rank of Hoin rejoiced that [although] his past 

karma was profound he [could] inscribe his respectful protection and 

make the mounting magnificent. I yearn that [my deed of mounting this 

work] will benefit the foolishness of the direction of my heart in the 

Final Age. 

15th day of the 5th lunar month, 15th year of Tensh6 [June 21, 

1587]. 

Inscription No. 3 

The Master of Mounting, 

Masugi Jinzaburo Hidemasa 

Kosan-ji. 

15th day of the 6th lunar month, 7th year of An'ei [July 10, 1778], the 

cyclical year of Bojutsu. 

Dedicated on the completion of the mounting. 

The Master of Mounting, 

Takagi Ihei Masanobu. 
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Inscription II - June 21, 1587 
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Inscription III - July 10, 1778. 
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Annotation 

Inscription No. 1 

At Anraku Valley, an outlying place on Mount Hiei • • •  

The name Anraku Valley has disappeared from modern day maps of 

Mount Hiei; it is a valley to the south-east of Yokawa, where the temple 

of Anrakuritsu-in 'f ;,t'·-lf F� remains •

. . . the Great Amitabha and Twenty-five Bodhisattvas • . .  
thirty-three figures. 

In this phrase it is stated that Twenty-five Bodhisattvas 

accompany Amitabha in the painting, but this does not correspond 

with the actual number visible. This may mean that in or before 1587 

twenty-five heavenly beings were depicted, but one became obscured in 

the process of repainting. Or, more simply, the writer of the 

inscription made an arithmetical error or merely assumed that there were 

twenty-five, since that is the set number. However, the total of 

thirty-three figures in the inscription correlates with the number found 

in the painting . 

. a sacred triad that was a nirmana-kaya crossing 
the mountains 

The phrase yamagoshi sanzon in Japanese Buddhist art refers to 

images of Amitabha flanked by Kannan and Seishi standing behind a 

_group of mountains. The scriptural authority for this type of 
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configuration comes from the section on sun meditation from the 

Kan-qy5. The sun and Amitabha, the Buddha of Infinite Light, 

are considered synonymous and, just as the sun sets in the west behind 

the mountains, so too, Amitabha waits in the Western Paradise. An 

example of this type of image is the Yamagoshi Sanzon of 

Konkaik1imy1i-ji :§_ ll\, !u d}j 1 ; such paintings were used 

specifically for worship and rinju-nembutsu. 

According to the Kan-gyo, there are kebutsu in the halo of 

Amitabha that are as many as the grains of sand on the banks of the 

Ganqes River, and attending each kebutsu there are countless kebosatsu 
l >!- __.... 
'/I'.., %' ft,', manifestations of Bodhisattvas. In the crown of Kannon there 

is a standing kebutsu that is the height of twenty-five krosas. 1 And 

at the time of Amitabha 's descent to welcome beings into Paradise, 

innumerable kebutsu will appear. 

Nirmana-kaya {J. kebutsu) may be roughly described as 

fhe transformed body of a Buddha manifested to sentient beings. The 

Imaqe of the Buddha provides this definition of the 

nirmana-kaya: "the 'Mani fest Body' or 'Phenomenal Body, I as 

displayed by Sak,yamuni or any other Buddha who appears in our world 

as imagined by the Buddhists. The translation 'human form' would do, 

were it not that Buddhas can appear in other forms to suit other forms 

of existence, especially as gods, titans, and animals. 112 

the Monk Eshin (Genshin) himself painted in the autumn of 
his twenty-fourth year 
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Genshin (Eshin) was twenty-four years of age in A.D. 966. 

· Minamoto Toyomune has dated this painting as a twelfth century work 

possibly based on older models. 3 Therefore, it is highly unlikely 

that Genshin himself painted this work. 

It remained a thing that was a numinous treasure matchless under 
heaven. In the past there was an Imperial Seal affixed to it 
and it was stored in a chamber of the treasure house. Since 
long ago, an Imperial Messenger would arrive and command it to 
be unfurled •••• 

It is stated that there is an Imperial Seal on the painting. 

This is evidence of Imperial patronage and it is known that the Emperor 

Yozei fJ Ji'i (reigned 877-884) was a patron of Anraku Valley, probably 

one of many . 

• fifteenth day of the seventh lunar month • 

The 15th day of the 7th 1 unar month is the day of Urabon 

,I' .n: ,-
~ ~JL(S. Ullabana). It is the day of making offerings to the Three 

Treasures--the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Samgha--in order to save the 

hungry spirits of dead ones. It may have originated from the custom of 

offering alms to the samgha at the end of ango ~ If, (S. varisika), 

the retreat that ended in the middle of the 7th lunar month. The custom 

of Urabon is based upon the Urabon-gyo &. t1\ ~ ,t~, 4 which te 11 s 

of the Monk Mokuren g :i:{. ( S. Maudgalyayana), who asked the Buddha 

how he could help his mother, who had become a hungry ghost. He was 

advised to make offerings of food to the Three Treasures on behalf of 

ancestors for seven generations. However, it became the popular custom 
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in China and Japan to make the offerings to ·the dead. In Japan on the 

13th day of the 7th lunar month the dead· return to their earthly homes 

and on the evening of the 16th day they return to other worlds. During 

the three day interval, 1 anterns are lit, food is offered, the 

Urabon-gyo is read and prayers are said. The prayers invoke 

Amitabha, the Buddha who offers mercy especially for the dying and 

dead, and Jizo, the Bodhisattva who rescues beings from hells. 

Year after year without change, in a period of one day, (so many 
people), rich and poor, came and visited the temple that their 
numbers were unknown. 

This line would indicate that the paintiQg was very well kriown 

by the people of the past. The request of Sanjo Nishi Sanetaka 

(1455-1537) to view the work in 1509 adds credence to its fame. 

The four clouds of the four directions arose and were enriched, 
marvellous, and auspicious in accordance with heartfelt prayers. 

Not only was the painting famous, but like many things that 

are esteemed, it was endowed with mythical qualities. It was believed 

that on the day of its display auspicious clouds would appear. Clouds, 

the bearers of rain, were considered a symbo 1 of the fert 11 i ty of the 

land, hence good fortune for all. 

However, in the second year of Genki (1571), under the cyclical 
sign of Shinbi, on the second day of the ninth lunar month, a 
period of troubles arrived. Up and down the mounta.in (of Hiei) 
the violence of destruction and ruin did not abate the smoke 
from the burning and loss 6f temple halls and pagodas. 



157 

This passage rel ates the destruction of the Tendai monastery 

by the warlord Oda Nobunaga in 1571. The background of the event is 

highly complex. 

In the year preceding the disaster on Mt. Hiei, Nobunaga fought 

the Asakura~! and the Azai )t '1r families, defeating them at the 

Battle of Anegawa tlf 11J . However, his enemies regrouped their forces 

with· the aid of the Jodo Shinsh □ Ikko sect }j :Li t-f.J at 

Ishiyama Hongan-ji ~ Jj _j:_ J~ j in Osaka. 5 The Shinsh □ Ikko 

group was powerful, commanding the respect of numerous lords, and their 

Osaka headquarters was considered an impenetrable garrison. Once more, 

Shinsh □ members took part in a disturbance in Kyoto that Nobunaga 's 

forces could not quell. Not only was Nobunaga plagued by this sect and 

the Hiei monks, but the Nichiren and Shingon sects were also sources of 

irritation. When the monks of Mt. Hiei sided with the Asakura and Azai 

too, it was necessary to make an example of one of these militant and 

meddling Buddhist groups and, while it was not possible to defeat the 

Shinsh □ Ikko, Mount Hiei was an attainable mark. 

On the second day of the 9th lunar month in 1571 Nobunaga led 

some 25,000 samurai for a surprise attack on the Tendai mountain. Over 

3 ,ODO monks and lay people were slaughtered, and with the help of fire 

every kind of human structure was destroyed. The attack was ruthless 

and complete, short only of leveling the mountain .. Nobunaga made an 

example of Mt. Hiei to be remembered by all and while he li.ved, no 

restoration of the mountain monastery was permitted. Immediately upon 

his assassination in 1582, plans were made to rebuild the lost temples. 
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As has been said in the introduction, Mt. Hiei wa,s one of the 

oldest Buddhist institutions in Japan; it protected the Imperial city of 

Kyoto from harmful spirits from the north and it was the site where the 

rites for benefiting the nation and the Imperial family were performed. 

Although (the painti~g was) briefly snatched by the hands of the 
rebel crowd of military bullies, the Buddhist monks again 
collected the rare treasures on the summit of the mountain. 

According to this passage, the painting was taken by 

Nobunaga's samurai, then retrieved by the monks. This differs from 

Okazaki Joji 's statement that it was removed from Mount Hiei to 

Mount Koya as a measure of safekeeping in anticipation of the 

attack. 6 The attack caught everyone by surprise; no one expected 

Nohunaga to commit such an act of sacrilege as destroying one of the 

holiest places in the country. Okazaki 's statement lacks convincing 

evidence. 

Entirely for the sake of scattering the turbid world of the 
Final Dharma, they transformed the guiding hand into a dramatic 
performance •••• 

The Final Dharma or mappi'i is the last age of the Buddhist 

world, when neither the practice of Buddhism nor enlightenment was 

believed possible, although the writings that contain the laws of 

Buddhism remain. 

The "guiding hand" may be interpreted as the scriptures upon 

which the theme of the descent of Amitabha is based; these are: the 



159 

LarQer and Smaller S□tras, the . Kan-gyo, 

Oj1iy1ish □. The mukae-k1i ceremony, 

and 

the 

Genshin's 

"dramatic 

performance," follows the "guiding hand." 

. . . causing the offer.ing to encounter this honoured 
image. . ·. . 

.J 

✓ 

This passage explains how the painting was used in conjunction· 

with· the. ceremony of the mukae-k1i; it was a sacramental image to 
' which the taking of a bein!I to encounter Amitabha was acted out • 

• · •• comp'arable to the .appearance of the Udumbara and (the 
meeting of) the blind tortoise and the drifting log; 

The Udumbara and [the meeting of] the b 1 ind tortoise arid the 

drifting, log are metaphors for something that is rare and wonderful. 

Donge t,~ is an abbreviated form of udonge/,1,if 

(S. Udumbara). It is a mythical tree that blooms once in three thousand 

years, at the saine time that a cakravartin, a universal Buddhist ruler, 

appears. 

The blind tortoise appears in a Buddhist allegory which can be 
,, 

found .in the Ziiagon-gyii tt f,J ~ j,_~ (S. Samyuktagama),7 one 

of the four Agamas8 of the Chinese. Human beings are the 

tortoise and the floating log is the teachings of Buddhism. When the 

earth was completely. submerged by an ocean, -there was a bl ind tortoise' 

of great age who stuck his head out of his shell once every hundred 

'.Years. In the ocean there was a floating log with only a single notch 

by which one could climb up to rest. The log drifted in the ocean, 
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moving east and west. The tortoise stuck his head out and tried to 

catch hold of the log, but missed; again it tried and finally succeeded. 

Through foolishness and stupidity, common people drift through the five 

gati 9 and must retain their earthly forms for some time to come as 

their plight is more difficult than that of the blind tortoise and the 

floating log. 

One can have earnest hopes! Joy! It can be venerated. It can 
be relied on. Thus it was urged by many people that, as a small 
token, the mounting be made magnificent. One should not be of 
two minds, but should be seriously and continually devoted to 
the cultivation of rebirth (in the Western Paradise). 

The exhortation to cultivate rebirth indicates that the writer 

of this inscription was a believer in Amitabha and his Western 

Paradise. In this case, "cultivation" most likely refers to the 

cultivation of the practice of nembutsu. 

As for the beseecher, at a gathering at the moment of death, the 
Twenty-five Bodhisattvas will descend ·and welcome him. 

Genshin believed that a dying person re.quired attendants, "a 

gathering," at the critical hour to purify the death area, scatter 

flowers, burn incense, and so forth; these things were part of the 

ceremony called rinju-nembutsu. His formation of the Nijugo-

sammai Society was to provide a support group for dying persons, as well 

as a nembutsu society. 

the Twenty-five Bodhisattvas will descend and welcome 
him. 
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This line reflects the popular belief that can be found in a 

siitra called the Ju-ojo Amida Bukkoku-kyli . which is a 

spurious writing -and. is not included in the Taisho Tripitaka, the 

modern standard collection of Buddhist writings. 

This is as surely as doubtless and easy as laying a finger on 
one's palm. 

This is an allusion to, but not a direct quotation from. 

Confucius' 8l,.}- Book of Rites ?ft, te,. In the twenty-fifth chapter of: 

this book Confucius is at home talking to his disciples: 

An intelligent understanding of the idea of border sacrifices to 
Heaven and Earth, and of ceremonies of the autumnal and summer 
services, would make the government of a state as easy as to 
point to one's palm.IO · . . 

Accordingly, our sentence in the inscription means that by following 

the prescribed methods of nembutsu and ri njii nernbutsu rebirth in the· 

Western Paradise will be completely without doubt. 

15th day of the 5th lunar month, 15th year of Tensh5 ( 1587}, 
. the cyclical year of lggai • 

Accardi ng to the transcription of the text by Mi zuhara, the 

cyclical year of this first inscription is lqgai, but this .does not 

correspond with the year 1587; also 'in the second inscripti.on the year 

· of. Kiqai is written, but this does not match the year of 1587 either • 

. The correct year corresponding }o the Gregorian calend_ar year of 1587 is 

Teiqai :f i_ The cyclical years of the inscription may be errors of 
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transcription or printing. 

Respectfully yours, Sonshu, Danapati, Rank of Hoin •. 

Danapat i is the Sanskrit equivalent of seshu, and· the more 

correct form· of seshu is either dana-hotei 1fJJr :-Jt ,S_ or danotsu-seshu 

{j Af !~ 1. . Both are related to the act of almsgiving, but in the 

former term the meaning conveyed is that of "master," one who is in 

charge of regulating material benefits and needs, while the latter does 

not necessarily carry the same implication of authority or status. 

The system of the samgha hierarchy in which the position of 

hoin existed began in A.D. 864 when the Emperor Seiwa ~j ~ (reigned 

858-876) was petitioned to reorganize the temple institutions.· 

Apparently the point of dissatisfaction with the old system was that it 

did not clearly distinguish between persons of high and low births. 

Therefore, three new ranks were created above the level of the master of 

discipline -~ tf; they were: Hoin-daiwa-shoi A, rf 1<- ~ ~ {JL, 

Hogen-waj5-idai-s5zu ;;};. 8~),,..J:.... {l-;t...1f ~f , and Hogen-

wajo-igon-shosozu ;f;._ 8t %• J:-:ft 1- {t Jf Hoin is the 

shortened form of the first. title. At the beginning the rank of 

hoin was highly prestigious, but in 1003 this title was conferred 

upon a monk of humble social origins and after this time the position 

became of lesser importance. By the Tokugawa period (1600-1867) 

Enryaku-ji ~ ~ , the chief temple of Mt. Hiei, petitioned the throne 

to have all novices over the age of twenty-six promoted to the rank of 

hoin. Not to be outdone, the Shingon sect of Mount K5ya wanted 
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to promote everyone to the status of hoin. 

Imperial sanction. 

' Both requests received 
i 
I 

Inscription No. 2 

Sons'hu of the Rank of Hoin rejoiced that [although] his 
past karma was profound, he[could] inscribe his respectful 
protection and make the mounting magnificent. 

Within Buddhism it is believed that every act has a cause 

which may be related to past births. The above passag~ may be 

paraphrased as fo 11 ows: Sonshu rejoiced that al though his deeds of 

former. lives were weighty, he was blessed with the privilege of 

performing an important act. 

I yearn that [my deed of mounting the work] will benefit the 
foolishness of the direction of my heart in the Final Age. 

In the final age of mappo it was believed that human 

beings were i ncapab 1 e of fo 11 owing Buddha's -.:each i ngs, even though the 

Dharma, the written words, existed. The mounter hopes that the act of 

preserving the painting will .correct the foolish inclinatio~s in his 

heart that have been planted by mappo. 

15th day of the 5th lunar month, 15th year of Tensho, the 
cyclical year of Kogai [June 25, 1587]. 

The Master of Mounting, 
Masugi Jinzaburo Hidemasa, 
Kosan-ji 

Kosan-ji was a temple on the plateau of Mt. Koya; it 

was situated on the western half of the inner grounds of the 
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Kongobu-ji i raJtl} ~ ' 
the main temple of the Shingon mountain. It 

was a gyonin temple, that is' it was staffed by monks who 

performed manual labour. The chief image of worship was one of 

Amitabha. The temple bee ame defunct in 1869 when the three lines of 

Shingon monks were dissolved. The group of temples, the Ju_hakka-in 

of Yushi Hachiman Associationt /::,, ,........_ ~ -fi'--'iiJ f1,:.i, which now 

officially possesses the painting, formerly belonged to the gyonin 

1 i neage. 

Inscription No. 3 

15th day of the 6th lunar month, 7th year of An'ei [July 10, 
1778], the cyclical year of Bojutsu. 
Dedicated on the completion of the mounting. 

From the time of the first inscription to this one a total of 

191 years elapsed. Exactly what sort of work is entai 1 ed by the words 

"hy6gu soqon'' is not known but much of the painti~g has been 

repainted. It is highly possible that the retouching occurred during 

this long interval. 

The Writers of the Inscriptions 

The name of Sonshu 1 4!i , the author of the first 

inscription, cannot be found in modern day records of Japanese monks; we 

do not know his dates or the sect to which he belonged, but by examining 

this inscription of 1587 it is possible to learn something of the man. 

It is obvious that he had some education, for not only did he have a 

knowledge of Buddhism, but he also showed an acquaintance with the 
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Chinese Clas.sics. It· is clear from the vocabula1y and t~e phrasing of 
. . 

words th.at .he too~ the opportunity. of writing . this inscription to 

display •his erudition. He was a · devotee of Ami tabh a pi et ism, 

believing .in the efficacy ~of'. nembutsu, rinjii-nembutsu, and the 

·promised descent of the holy multitude. Within his·. temple as 

danapati and hofn. he may have held a certain amount of authority 

and res·pect; although the rank of, h1iin may have been an empty, title. 

by the sixteenth century. Certainly his act of honouring and preserving 

a holy image that may have come from ,a rival sect is evidence that he 

'possessed certain qualities of magnanimity, tolerance, and the -Buddhist 

spirit. 

Mizuhara Takaei believes that Sonshii was a Shingon monk, 

belonging to the 9y6nin order. 11 He bases his belief upon the 

presenc·e · of the temple name of' K1isan-ji at the end of the· 

inscriptions. This temple was a Shingon gy1inin abode and the 

principal Buddha of worship was Amitabha. The records of· Mount 

Koya 's, gyonfn 1, ~embers have all been 
L j ~j. .~ !. I. . ~ 

,. ·1sect, ft, is believ.ed :that one can attain 
' ' ".. . •. ' 

through .. the,. 'three esot~'~1 c , practices •12 

lost. W,ithin the Shingon 

enlightenment in this world 

However, under· Kakuban 

'(1095-1143); ·nembutsu became a means for . the inferior person 
I 
to 

attain , enl fghtenment through rebirth within the - Shingon sect. 

Considering these fact~rs, Mizuhara's hypothesis may be valid. 

Masugi Jinzabur!! • Hidemasa, a mounter, was the writer of the 

third inscription. There. is no information about him either, but the 

act of preserving the painting was a deed of devotion intended to 
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counter the effects of mappo. 

The mounter of the second and shortest i nscri pt ion was Takagi 

Ihei Masanobu. Other craftsmen, who may have also worked to restore the 

painting, remain even more anonymous, but the. painting that remains 

today speaks for all who strove to preserve it. 
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Footnotes 

1one krosa corresponds to approximately 5 Chinese 1 i and 
there are bout 3. li in an English mile. 

2snellgrove, David, The !mar of the Buddha, Tokyo: Kodansha, 
1978, reprint (Tokyo: Kodansha, 1982, pp. 137-39. 

3Minamoto Toyomune, Koya-san, p. 116. 

4 T. 685. 

5The Jod6 Shinshu sect was founded by Shinran 
(1173-1262) who believed in total faith in Amida, the tariki 

(literally means "other power"). Most of his followers were peasants 
who were taught. by the Shinshu monks that the local Shint<l gods of 
their overlords and the protection of the samurai were not needed, as 
Amitabha would show them the way to salvation, • Throwing off the 
shackles of serfdom, they banded together to live in democratic 
congregations; these rebe 11 ions were called I kk6 I kk i . 
They were widespread in Nobunaga's time, and the peasant became his most 
formidable opponent in the struggle for power. 

6okazaki Joji, Pure Land Buddhist Painting, Tokyo: 
Kodansha, 1977, trans. by Elizabeth ten Grotenhuis. 

7 T. 103. 

Pali 
8iigamas is a body of 1 iterature that corresponds to the 

Nikayas, the discourses of the Buddha. 

9Gati means "paths" of existence; there are five gati: hel 1, 
ghosts, an, ma 1 s, humans, and devas. 

ry7 

10 
9~ & lf f.:L .L If_ 1' :\tu 

l, f. 
Shih-san Ching Chu-shu f .:;....f~:,lt'L, Taipei: Yi-wen, 1955. Translated 
by James Legge, The Li Ki, XI-XLIX, · pt. 4, The Sacred Books of China, 
(London: Clarendon Press, 1885, Reprinted Delhi: Motil al Banarsidass, 
1966): p. 272; 

11Mi zuhara, 

12Physical 
practice: mantras, 

p. 185. 

practice: the making 
mental practice: meditation. 

of mudras, vocal 



168 

Appendix B 

The Taima Temple Mukae-ko 

The mukae-ko is still performed in numerous temples today, 

the best known being at Taima Temple in Nara, near Genshin 's native 

place. It is performed on the fourteenth day of May every year, marking 

the rebirth of Chusho-no-hime f~ --:yli. She was a nun at Taima 

Temple sometime during the years A.D. 727-784. She was a pious believer 

in Amitabha Buddha, and it is traditionally believed that she wove 

the Taima Mandala out of thread made from lotus stems. 

The Taima Temple mukae-ko is performed in front -of the main hall 

(hondo ,j;_ '1!.). The Taima Mandala· is enshrined in the hondo; it 

represents the Pure Land in the west from which Amitabha and his 

'hosts will descend. In the opposite direction is the Saha-do 1. J 
~, represe.nting the temporal world. The two buildings are linked by a 

ramp. The ceremony begins with the ringing of the temple bell. At this 

point a small statue of Chushii-no-hime is placed in a palanquin and 

brought down to the Saha-do. The second ring brings a group of 

monks up to the main temple where they offer their respects to the 

mandala. Dn the third sounding of the bell, the monks descend to the 

Saha-do and prepare for the ascent of Chusho-no-hime to the 

Western Paradise. The descent of the holy multitude begins from the 

main temple to the Saha-do upon the fourth ring. The multitude of 

Bodhisattvas and devas are played by the temple's parishioners dressed 
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in elaborate costumes and wearing masks. First the devas and the 

Twenty,;.fi,ve Bodhisattvas descend, then Seishi and Kannan, carrying the 

empty lotus platform. Upon arriving at the Saha-do, the monks sin!l 

a hymn, they then take a small statue~te out of the back of the 1 arger 

statue of Chusho-no-hime and pl ace it on Kannan 's lotus dais. In 

the meantime, a standi'ng statue of Amitabha is brought out to the 

front of the main temple, where he will be able to greet 

Chusho-no-hime to the Pure Land. Carrying the statuette of. the nun, 

Kannan leads the .Bodhisattvas and devas back to paradise. 

I . 



l. The Descent of Amitabha and His Holy Multitude, 
tryptich, colours on silk, 
Yushi Hachiman-ko Juhatsuka-in, Mount Keya, 
l 2th century, 
central scroll 210 cm. x 210 cm., flanking scrolls 

105 cm. x 105 cm., 
(Na~~no_Genzo, Jodo-kyo no Bijutsu: Byodo-in 

Hoo-do, 
Tokyo: Gakken, 1978, p. 97.) 
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2. Detail of The Descent of Amitabha, 
Kannon offering the lotus dais. 
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3. Taima Mandala, 
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. . 

Kyonen-j i, Nagano Prefecture, 
Edo period (1709), 
480 cm. x 425 cm . 
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4. Detail of the Taima Mandala 
upper rebirth-superior grade, 
average rebirth-superior grade. 
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5. Detail of the Taima Mandala, 
lower rebirth-superior·grade, 
upper rebirth-average grade. 
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6. Detail of the Taima Mandala, 
average rebirth-average grade, 
lower rebirth-average grade, 
upper rebi rth-_i nferi or. grade. 
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7. Detail of the Taima Mandala, 
upper rebi rth-,i nferi or grade, 
average rebirth-inferior grade, 
lower rebirth-inferior grade. 
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8." Amitabha Crossing the Mountains, 
hanging scroll, colours on silk, 
Zenrin-ji, Kyoto, 
138. 7 cm. x 118. 2 cm. 
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. 9. Amitabha wfth the Four Pure Land Bod hi sattvas, 
woodblock print, 
(Kakuzen-sho, Tokyo: Meicho-fukyu-kai, 1978, p. 181 ). 
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10. Detail of The Descent of Amitabha, 
Ami tab ha. 
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11. A view of Lake Biwa from Yokawa, Mount Hiei. 



12. Hell scene from the Ojoyoshu, 
woodblock print, 
Sbowa period (1931) 
(Ojoyoshu, Kyoto: Nagata Bunyu, 1931, 

Reprint, 1983, p. 24). 
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13. Ainitabha Crossing the Mountains, 
Three fold screen, colours on silk, 
Konkaikomyo-ji, Kyoto, 
101 cm. ~ 83 cm. 
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14. The Mukae-ko at Taima Temple, 
May 14, 1983. 
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15. Mukae-ko at Taima Mandala, 
May 14, 1 983. 
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16. Amitabha Buddha, 
Jocho ( ?- l 057) 
joined wood with gold leaf and lacquer, 
Hoo-do, Byodo-in, uj;, 
295 cm. 
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17. Hojo-ji, restored ground plan, 
(Fukuyama Toshia, Heian Temples: Byodoin and Chusonji, p. 47). 

\\',•~t 
;,.,1ai11 
(;;,t,· 

!-i,,uthwi·~l 
:-.1ai11 
(;;,h• 

======='rt--. :ii======;;=====;i 
'l\11101-:1!-IN 

O 10 20 30m 
........ ~J"' ......... 

Sou1h .. )h1J11 (:ate 

mu 
--=- ·~?. 1001~~1!.:1~•======.t-'.:: :il==============" 

Ea~1 
\[;till 
( ialc: 



18. Hoo-do, Byodo- in, Uj i , 
1053. 
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Kuhon Wa 11 
Paintings 

,,,L'" 

Yamagoshi 
Raigii 

Painting 

Taima Mandalaa 
8th C. 

19. Diagram of the lineage of raigo painting. 

Taizo Mandala 

Dhyiinamudra ~-~ 
Amitabha Kuhon Mandala 

/"'''"" l . Raigii Amitabha 
Triad 

(Shi-Tenno-ji, 9th C.) 
Nine \ 

Rinju-Nembutsu\ _ 
Ami taba Ami tab ha I 

I 

Mt. Kaya 
The Descent of 

Amitiibha 

Hokke-ji 
Trypti ch 
{12th C.) 

Mandala 

Engraved "'J (987) 

"'· Engraved .. 
"~ (~irror 

~Jgo-ji) 

Ichijo-ji 
( Kamakura) 



20. Amitabha Buddha (central scroll of tryptich), 
Hanging scroll, colours on silk, 
Hokke-ji, 
Heian period, twelfth century, 
185.5 cm. x 146.l cm. 
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21. Lower class-upper birth (detail) 
colours on wood, 
Hoo-do, Byodo-in, 
1053. 
(Nakano, Jodo-kyo no Bijutsu, p. 30). 
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22. Ami tabha, 
wood, 
Saidai-ji, Nara, 
eighth century, Nara period, 
75 cm. 
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23. Amitabha Triad, 
wood, 
Shi-tenno-ji, Osaka, 
Heian period, ninth century, 
Amitabha 49.7 cm., attendants 58.5-55.9 cm. 
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24. Amitabha Mandala, 

~ ~ 
~ 

~ .-

relief carving on wood, 
Kaiho-ji, Kagawa Prefecture, 
T'ang dynasty, ninth century, China, 
13.6 cm. x 12.6 cm. 
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25. Mirror with line engraving of Amitabha with four attendants, 
Bronze, 
Private collection, Hiroshima, 
Heian period, 987, 

194 

diameter 11.8 cm. 
(Nara National Museum, Jada Mandara: Gokuraku Jada to 

Raiga Roman [Nara: Nara National Museum, 1983): p. 54). 
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26. Mirror with line engraving of Amitabha with four attendants, 
Bronze, 
Daigo-ji, Kyoto, 
Heian period, eleventh century, 
diameter 12 cm., 
(Nara National Museum, Jodo Mandara, p. 55). 



27. Amitabha and Four Bodhisattvas, 
Hanging scroll, colours on silk, 
Ichijo-ji, Hyogo Prefecture, 
Kamakura period, 
173.5 cm. x 103.7 cm. 
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(Okazaki Jaji, Pure Land Buddhist Painting [Tokyo: Kodansha, 
l 977 l : p . 89) . 
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28. Detail of the Musical Bodhisattvas, 
The Descent of Amitabha, 
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29. Detail of th Th e rear A . -

M
e Descent of Am'.tt~bha Triad 
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30. Detail of landscape, _ 
The Descent of Amitabha, 
Mount Kaya. 
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31. Amitabha Tryptich, 

• 

. -~ .~ 
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~ 

" ·5·4 

Three hanging scrolls, colours on silk, 
Hokke-ji, Nara, 
Heian period, twelfth century, 
Amitabha 185.5 cm. x 146. 1 cm., two 

Bodhisattvas 186.4 cm. x 173.6 cm., 
boy 183.3 cm. x 55.2 cm . 
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32. Amitabha, 
Hanging scroll, colours on silk, 
Isshin-in, Kyoto, 
Heian period, twelfth century; 
83.5 cm. x 55.3 cm. 
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