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The most important surviving temple complex period, the Horyu-ji (ji means ‘temple’), is 

located at Nara, the cradle of Buddhist-Japanese civilization.  It was founded in 607 by 

Prince Shotoku Taishi (574-622), an early champion of Buddhism in Japan, and rebuilt 

in 670.  Many of the artists and architects working in Japan at this date at Nara were 

Korean or trained by Korean masters.  As a result, the tiled roofs with upturned eaves of 

the buildings and the symmetrical plan of the complex reflect the contemporary building 

practices of the Six Dynasties in China and the Three Kingdoms period in Korea- and do 

so better than any surviving buildings on the Asiatic mainland. The original buildings 

were reportedly destroyed by fire in 670, and reconstruction on the present site, 

northwest of the original, began during the next decade on a larger scale. 



Shotoku (574-622) as prince 

regent is credited with 

having dispatched the first 

envoys to China and 

promulgating Japan’s first 

national constitution. He 

also made enormous efforts 

to promote the incipient 

faith of Buddhism. 

 

After his death, Shotoku 

rose to a position of hugely 

popular esteem, and many 

colorful folk myths were 

recounted about the man. 

But the prince not only 

became very dear to 

Japanese hearts, he also 

grew very dear to their 

wallets. Before being 

supplanted in 1984, his was 

the face that graced the 

¥5,000 and ¥10,000 notes. 



Hōryū-ji kondo, or Golden Hall (Nara, Japan),  

Hakuho period, c. 680 

 

The  kondō, located side-by-side to the Pagoda in Sai-in, is another one of the oldest 

wood buildings extant in the world. Due to a fire incident that broke out on January 

26, 1949, severe damage was caused to the building, mainly its first floor, and the 

murals. As a result of the restoration (completed in 1954), it is estimated that about 

fifteen to twenty percent of the original seventh century Kondo materials is left in 

the current building. 



Visitors to the complex 

proceed along a pebble-strewn 

avenue leading the chumon 

(middle gate) in the wall and 

covered corridor around the 

precinct.   

 

Inside the gate, the Kongo 

Rikishi, fierce guardian 

deities, protect the tall 

pagoda and the kondo (golden 

hall) within.  

1. pagoda 

2. kondo 

3. kodo 

4. chumon 

5. roofed corridor 

6. sutra repository 

7. belfry 



In niches on either side of the gate are clay statues of fierce-looking Ni-O (Deva 

Kings, Important Cultural Properties) who guard the precinct. They were carved 

in 711, though the body of the one on left was repaired with wood in the 16th 

century. The one on the right was painted red, while the one on the left was 

painted black, representing light and darkness. 



Worshippers may enter the kondo, 

which houses many important early 

Buddhist treasures.   

 

Conversely, this and other 

Japanese pagodas are reliquaries 

holding sacred objects and 

symbolize the vertical pathway 

uniting the terrestrial and 

supernatural worlds, and they are 

venerated from the outside like 

stupas.  

 

Generally, a kondo is filled with 

statues on a raised platform around 

which a pilgrim can walk in a 

clockwise direction.  

 

In the construction of Horyuji, there 

was a significant break with 

tradition in that the Kondo and 

pagoda are arranged side by side 

rather than following the 

traditional axial plan. 



An intricate system of flexible, interlocking brackets allows the wooden 

supports under the roof to expand and contract with changes in the weather 

as they transfer the weight of the wide, upturned and tiled roofs onto the 

thin engaged posts below.  The porch on the lower levels is a Japanese 

addition to the structural type found on the mainland, one that will remain 

an important feature in Japanese palaces and temples. 



Inside, statues facing the four cardinal points to suggest the cosmic centrality of the 

Buddha are placed on a raised platform surrounded by a narrow ambulatory so that 

the faithful could make their circumambulation as round the stupa in an Indian 

chaitya-hall.  



Tori Busshi. Shaka Triad in 

Hōryūji, 623  

 

An inscription on the back of the 

halo states that Empress Suiko (r. 

593-629) and other courtiers 

commissioned the piece after the 

deaths of two notable court ladies 

in 621 and the sickness of 

Shōtoku and his consort the 

following year.  

 

The piece was intended to either 

help speed their recovery or ease 

their rebirth into paradise. The 

prince and consort died in 622, 

and Tori's workshop finished the 

statue the following year.  



In the center of this mini-heaven sit three bronze Buddha images: Amida, Yakushi, 

and Shaka with two attendants. One perplexing problem here is why there should be 

three main images when all other temples have only one. To help us unravel this 

riddle, we are fortunate to have detailed inscriptions on the back of the Shaka and 

Yakushi statues that provide us with clues.  

 

The inscription on the Shaka triad describes, in essence, a legend that the statue was 

created as a life-size replica of Prince Shôtoku himself. It was made, it is said, at the 

time of his death, as a prayer for his ascent into the Pure Land. Mention is also made 

of the death about the same time of Prince Shôtoku’s mother and his principle wife, 

whom we can conclude are represented as the two attendants. So we have here 

Shôtoku deified as Shaka, an association already uncovered in the pagoda grotto. This 

special symbolism may be the key to unlocking many unsolved riddles about the 

iconography of this mysterious statue. The left-hand gesture of Shaka, for example, is 

found in no other Buddhist image. 



The Yakushi image that stands 

to the right of the Shaka triad 

has a similar inscription which 

identifies it as a memorial to 

none other than Shôtoku’s 

father, the Emperor Yômei.  

 

So the conclusion now seems 

clear: at least two of the main 

images constitute a family 

portrait of the Shôtoku clan, the 

men now elevated to the status 

of buddhas and the women to 

their boddhisattva attendants.  

 

All are seated in an elaborate 

paradise. The suggestion made 

in the pagoda that Hôryûji is in 

fact a memorial to Shôtoku is 

now even more persuasive. 



 

Tamamushi Shrine at Horyuji, 

Nara, Asuka Period, 7th century 

 

Among the many treasures still 

preserved in Horyuji is a 

portable shrine decorated with 

paintings in lacquer. It is known 

as the Tamamushi Shrine after 

the tamamushi beetle, whose 

iridescent wings were originally 

affixed to the shrine to make it 

glitter, much like mother-of-

pearl. Its architectural form 

replicates an ancient palace-

form building type that pre-

dates Horyuji itself.  



Paintings on the sides of the Tamamushi Shrine 

are among the few two-dimensional works of art to 

survive from the Asuka period. Most celebrated 

among them are two that illustrate Jataka tales, 

stories about former lives of the Buddha. One 

depicts the future Buddha nobly sacrificing his life 

in order to feed his body to a starving tigress and 

her cubs. Since the tigers are too weak to eat him, 

he jumps off a cliff to break open his flesh. The 

painter has created a full narrative within a single 

frame.  

 

The graceful form of the Buddha appears three 

times in three sequential stages of the story, 

harmonized by the curves of the rocky cliff and tall 

wands of bamboo. First, he hangs his shirt on a 

tree, then he dives downward onto the rocks, and 

finally the starving animals devour his body. The 

elegantly slender renditions of the figure and 

stylized treatment of the cliff, trees, and bamboo 

represent an international Buddhist style that was 

transmitted to Japan via China and Korea. Such 

illustrations of Jataka tales helped popularize 

Buddhism in Japan. 



Beyond the Daihozoden, in the Eastern Precinct, the most striking building is the Hall of 

Dreams (Yumedono), an octagonal pavilion whose roof is surmounted by a dramatic 

“flaming jewel.” True to its evocative name, a sense of mystery seems to hover over this 

unusual structure. Among the stories accounting for its name, one recounts how, after 

devout Shotoku had been pondering the Sanskrit scriptures, a strange old geezer 

appeared to him in a dream and obligingly explained all the difficult bits. 



Daibutsuden at Todai-ji. Nara, Japan, 743 CE, rebuilt c. 1700 



During the Nara period (710-794 CE), Buddhism would become a national religion, and 

the Japanese aristocracy would increasingly adopt the cultural values of China. Just as 

Chang’an during this period became a cosmopolitan city, so Nara was filled with Chinese 

and Korean monks, scholars, and artists whose teaching, craftsmanship, and styles of 

dress were taken up by the Nara elite.  

 

The institutionalization of Buddhism was a major component in this process of 

acculturation. As in Korea, Buddhism was adopted in the interest of protecting the 

welfare state. Hence, a smallpox epidemic in 738 CE prompted the emperor Shomu (701-

756) – who later abdicated to become a Buddhist monk – to order the construction of the 

immense Todaiji temple complex.   



Priests and scholars had already bought six schools of the Mahayana from China to 

Japan, but the sect that found favor with the Nara court was Kegon (The Chinese 

Huayan), which centered on the universal Buddha Vairochana (Japanese, Rushana). 

Todaiji’s gargantuan Vairochana Buddha not only absorbed the energies of thousands of 

craftsmen but also used up all the copper in Japan, almost bankrupting the state it was 

designed to protect. The copper was gilded when gold was discovered in Japan as the 

statue was being completed.  



The all-pervasive power of the Vairochana Buddha was given extra national significance 

when the emperor proclaimed that his ancestor, the great Shinto sun deity Amaterasu, 

had revealed to him that she and the Buddha were one. On imperial orders, temples and 

monasteries were built throughout Japan which would be controlled by Todaiji and 

where the Kegon sutras (verses) would be copied and further disseminated. So, while 

Buddhism was at first the preserve of a Nara elite, the centralization of Buddhist power 

in the capital gradually resulted in its spread.  



The Great Buddha Hall (Daibutsuden) is 

distinguished today as the largest wooden 

structure in the world. Yet the present Great 

Buddha Hall, dating to a reconstruction of 1707, 

is 30 percent smaller than the original, which 

towered nearly 90 feet in height. Since it was 

first erected in 752 CE, natural disasters and 

intentional destruction by foes of the imperial 

family have necessitated its reconstruction four 

times.  

 

Like the building, the Great Buddha (Daibutsu) 

statue has not survived intact. Its head was 

completely destroyed in the late sixteenth 

century and replaced as part of the hall’s 

reconstruction in the late seventeenth century, 

when its torso and lotus petal throne also 

required extensive restoration. The present 

statue, though impressive in scale, appears stiff 

and rigid. Its more lyrical and original 

appearance may have approximated engraved 

images of seated Buddhist deities found on a 

massive cast-bronze lotus petal from the original 

statue that has survived in fragmentary form.  



After the transfer of the administrative center 

of government from Kyoto to Kamakura, the 

rule of the few immensely rich, highly 

cultivated and pleasure-loving families gave 

way to a more broadly based feudal regime of 

Daimyo or barons among whom vigorous, virile 

simplicity was the order of the day.  

 

No artist expressed this more forcibly than the 

leading sculptor Unkei whose most famous 

work is the pair of colossal wooden statues of 

Buddhist guardian figures in the gateway to 

the Todaiji at Nara, built in 1199 as part of the 

reconstruction of the monastery after the civil 

war and following the revival of Buddhism at 

Nara promoted by the Shogun. With fiercely 

glowering eyes, tensed muscles and swirling 

draperies, these guardians are gigantically 

demonic to the tips of their extended fingers. 

Despite their huge scale- and also the number 

of different sculptors or carvers who worked on 

them under Unkei’s direction- they have an 

almost unique intensity of vigor, as of some 

explosive volcanic force.  





Sika deer (regarded as messengers of the gods in the Shinto religion) roam 

the grounds freely in front of the Great Southern Gate (Nandaimon). 









Todaiji served as both a state-supported central monastic training center and as the 

setting for public religious ceremonies. The most spectacular of these took place in 

752 and celebrated the consecration of the main Buddhist statue of the temple in a 

traditional “eye-opening” ceremony, in its newly constructed Great Buddha Hall. 

The ceremony, which took place in the vast courtyard in front of the Great Buddha 

Hall, was presided over by an illustrious Indian monk and included sutra chanting 

by over 10,000 Japanese Buddhist monks and sacred performances by 4,000 court 

musicians and dancers. Vast numbers of Japanese courtiers and emissaries from the 

Asian continent comprised the audience.  

 

Numerous ritual objects used in the ceremony came from exotic Asian and Near 

Eastern lands. The resulting cosmopolitan atmosphere reflected the position Nara 

then held as the eastern terminus of the Central Asian Silk Road. Many of these 

treasures have been preserved in the Shosoin Imperial Repository at Todaiji, which 

today contains some 9,000 objects.  



The Shosoin came into being in the year 756, when Emperor Shomu died and his widow 

Empress Komyo, a devout Buddhist, donated some 600 of his possessions to the temple, 

including a number of objects used during the Great Buddha’s consecration ceremony. 

Many years later, objects used in Buddhist rituals and previously stored elsewhere at 

Todaiji were incorporated into the collection. The objects formerly owned by Emperor 

Shomu consisted mainly of his personal possessions, such as documents, furniture, 

musical instruments, games, clothing, medicine, weapons, food and beverage vessels of 

metal, glass, and lacquer, and some Buddhist ritual objects. Some of these were made in 

Japan while others came from as far away as China, India, Iran, Greece, Rome, and 

Egypt. They reflect the vast international trade network that existed at this early date.  



When the city of Nara was 

founded as a permanent capital 

in 710 (breaking the Shinto 

tradition of moving the capital 

after the death of each emperor 

to avoid spiritual pollution) it 

was laid out on a grid plan in 

emulation of Tang dynasty 

Chang’an in China. And the 

same amount of space was 

given to the palace and to the 

main monastery, Todaiji, which 

was made the administrative 

center for all Japanese 

monasteries. 

 

The Japanese were as orthodox 

architecturally as theologically 

and strictly followed Chinese 

precedents in design if not in 

scale. Todaiji was laid out on a 

symmetrical plan, more 

extensive than any monastery 

in China. 



Stone and gravel garden at the temple of Ryoan-ji (Kyoto) c. 1480 

 

Toward the end of the twelfth century the political and cultural dominance of the 

emperor and his court gave way to rule by warriors, or samurai, under the leadership 

of the shogun, the general-in-chief.  In 1392 the Ashikaga family gained control of the 

shogunate and moved their headquarters to the Muromachi district in Kyoto.   



They reunited northern and southern Japan and retained their grasp on the office for 

more than 150 years.  The Muromachi Period after the reunion (1392-1568) is also 

known as the Ashikaga era. The Muromachi period is especially marked by the 

ascendance of Zen Buddhism, whose austere ideals particularly appealed to the highly 

disciplined samurai.  While Pure Land Buddhism, which had spread widely during the 

later part of the Heian period (794-1185), remained popular, Zen, patronized by the 

samurai, became the dominant cultural force in Japan. One of the most renowned Zen 

creations in Japan is the “dry garden” at the temple of Ryoan-ji in Kyoto.  



Today the garden is celebrated for its serene sense of space and emptiness.  Fifteen 

rocks are set in a long rectangle of raked white gravel. Temple verandas border the 

garden on the north and east sides, while clay-and-tile walls define the south and west.  

Only a part of the larger grounds of Ryoan-ji, the garden has provoked so much interest 

and curiosity that there have been numerous attempts to “explain” it.  Some people see 

the rocks as land and the gravel as sea.  Others imagine animal forms in certain of the 

rock groupings.  However, perhaps it is best to see the rocks and gravel as rocks and 

gravel.  The asymmetrical balance in the placement of the rocks and the austere beauty 

of the raked gravel have led many people to meditation. 



Zen monks led austere lives in their quest for the attainment of enlightenment. In 

addition to daily meditation, they engaged in manual labor to provide for themselves 

and maintain their temple properties. Many Zen temples constructed dry landscape 

courtyard gardens, not for strolling but for contemplative viewing. Cleaning and 

maintaining these gardens- pulling weeds, tweaking unruly shoots, and raking the 

gravel – was a kind of active meditation. It helped to keep their minds grounded. The 

dry landscape gardens of Japan, karesansui (“dried-up mountains and water”), exist in 

perfect harmony with Zen Buddhism.  



Dry gardens began to be built in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in Japan. By the 

sixteenth century, Chinese landscape painting influenced the gardens’ composition, and 

miniature clipped plants and beautiful stones were arranged to resemble famous 

paintings. Especially fine and unusual stones were coveted and even carried off as war 

booty, such was the cultural value of these seemingly mundane objects. The Ryoanji 

garden’s design, as we see it today, probably dates from the mid-seventeenth century, at 

which point such stone and gravel gardens had become highly intellectualized, abstract 

reflections of nature.  



The garden does not ask to be understood, nor does it symbolize anything: that would 

defeat its true purpose, which is that of helping the mind reach the state of “no-mind” or 

“no-thought,” the gateway to an intuitive grasp of higher truth. But these are special 

gardens for a special purpose and for the less pious, with human failings, the sight of 

water and greenery and the feel of the earth underfoot provide a softer route to the 

appreciation of Zen. 



Undogmatic and unsystematic, anti-logical, intuitive, non-theological to the point of 

being almost irreligious, Zen made a direct appeal to the daimyo and samurai (barons 

and knights in European terms) who despised the effete ceremonial life of the imperial 

court and seem to have had little time for the arcane rituals and esoteric doctrines of 

Mahayanist Buddhism. It provided a strenuous practical discipline to fortify the 

individual’s struggle for self-knowledge and against self-ness.  

 

Frugal simplicity of life and indifference to both sensual pleasure and physical pain were 

extolled. Book learning, rational argument and philosophy were dismissed as valueless. 

Zen masters taught by baffling the disciple’s mind with paradoxes of inconsequential 

discourse –the koans or problems- until it broke through to direct vision of “things as 

they are,” the ultimate reality. Warfare could be seen as a life-and-death struggle, 

uninhibited by fear, not only with the enemy but also with the self- for to the Zen 

Buddhist the self is the greatest enemy.  



CONVERGING CULTURES and BELIEFS: 
BUDDHIST ART and ARCHITECTURE 

(Buddhist Art of Japan) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

These structures and these statues are located in the same complex. Identify the complex. 

How do these architectural and sculptural works reflect a converging of cultural beliefs 

and practices?  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

These structures and these statues are located in the same complex. Identify the complex. 

How do these architectural and sculptural works reflect a converging of cultural beliefs 

and practices?  


