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② Domestication
(fierce to gentle)

③ Cutification
(gentle to cute)

④ Commercialization
(for all facets of life)

India China Korea Asia① Importation
(fierce to gentle)

http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/buddhism.shtml


ABSTRACT
THE PANTHEON OF GODS in Japan continues to grow in modern times, just as it did in bygone centuries. In the last five decades, Japan’s 
religious institutions and religious-goods industry have devised new roles and new iconography for age-old Buddhist divinities. Some of 
the newer forms are derived from older manifestations, but some are entirely new. This story focuses on two of Japan’s most beloved 
saviors – Jizō and Kannon – and the new “modern” roles they play in memorial services for miscarried, stillborn and aborted children; in 
staving off dementia in the elderly; in granting sudden and painless death to senior citizens who don’t want to burden their families or 
don’t want to die from a long unpleasant illness; and in providing dedicatory services for deceased pets. The central concern of these new 
roles is death. This aligns well with the economic base of Japanese Buddhism, which for centuries has revolved around the provision of 
mortuary services. More and more temples are catering to modern social concerns. By introducing old gods in new formats to address 
changing social needs, funerary Buddhism has remained an integral part of Japan’s contemporary religious landscape. 

ANOTHER FOCUS OF THIS LECTURE is to highlight the accelerating speed at which Japan is domesticating and cutifiying its myriad deities 
and ritualistic landscape. Commercial sales of religious goods by the secular retail sector are also expanding into all new product lines.

Historical Precedents, Non-Denominational Worship, Overlapping Functions. This is a story about continuity (old) and change (new). Jizō
and Kannon were introduced to Japan from mainland Asia by at least the Nara period (710-794). Both appear in many different forms to 
alleviate the suffering of the living and the dead. The two share many overlapping functions, e.g., both protect the Six Realms of Karmic 
Rebirth (Six Jizō, Six Kannon) and both are patrons of motherhood and children (Koyasu Jizō, Koyasu Kannon). Their worship is widespread 
and embraced by nearly all schools of Buddhism and folk religion. They are also the two main attendants to Amida, the central Buddha of 
Japan’s Pure Land school (among the largest denominations in Japan today). Jizō and Kannon come in countless forms – from the Cough-
Stopping and Splinter-Removing Jizō to the Cloth-Ripping and One-Prayer Kannon. Many of these forms originated in the last five 
centuries and are unique to Japan. It is important to note that both Jizō and Kannon straddle the divide between the Buddhist and Shinto 
camps – an “artificial” divide that was created by the Japanese government when it forcibly separated the two camps in the Meiji period 
(1868-1912). A number of new forms have appeared in the last fifty years, as explored below. 
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In Burma (Myanmar) in 2015, three co-owners of a 
bar created a promotional advert of Buddha wearing 
headphones. They were jailed with three-year terms 
by the right-wing pro-Buddhist Burma government –
“sacrilege sacrilege” screamed the government.

In Japan, however, using Buddhist icons for 
commercial purposes is normal.

In Japan you can buy Buddha soap, Buddha stick-on 
notes, Buddha beer, and candy Buddha cigarettes. 

Religion is not an issue in Japan. Religion is 
commercial here, not political. For centuries, the 
main sources of income for Buddhist temples were 
funerals & death management. That is rapidly 
changing in modern times. New concerns (e.g., 
Alzheimer's, abortion, prolonged illness, 
incontinence, loss of beloved pets) are being 
addressed by temples & shrines, both to tackle 
modern social issues and to remain economically 
viable. Japan’s religious institutions are both 
religious and commercial – and no one in Japan is 
upset. Why not? Could companies from Christian 
nations use images of Jesus Christ to sell candy or 
alcohol or soap and get away with it, with no 
negative feedback or outrage?

https://gawker.com/three-jailed-in-myanmar-for-posting-image-of-a-
buddha-w-1692317287
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JAPANESE RELIGIOUS GOODS: MODERN COMMERCIAL GOODS  IN JAPAN

New Duties for Old Deities, Lecture at Aoyama Gakuin University, Tokyo – Oct. 18, 2019

Big Buddha
Nose Shit Candy

Big Buddha
Cookies

Big Buddha
Steamed Buns

Face-Washing
Jizō Soap StoneBig Buddha

Purin Custard

Big 
Buddha 

Beer

Big Buddha
Beer

Big Buddha
Steamed Buns



CONTEMPORARY JAPANESE RELIGIOUS GOODS, 3D ART, MIXED REALITY, BEATBOXING
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Tokyo temple mixes 
Buddhism with 
beatboxing
to attract younger, more 
diverse crowd
www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2019/08/23
/national/buddhism-meets-beatboxing-
at-tokyo-temple/

Train In Japan Decorated 
With Thousand-Armed 
Kannon Limbs Hanging 
From Carriage Ceiling
https://designyoutrust.com/2019/07/tr
ain-in-japan-decorated-with-thousand-
armed-kannon-limbs-hanging-from-
carriage-ceiling/

The special remodeling of a single-
carriage train marks the completion of 
restoration work at the Kannon Hall 
at Ninnaji Temple, a UNESCO World 
Heritage site that is now open to the 
public. CHINA NEWS. Digital caves are a revelation for tourists - and offer respite 

for ancient historical sites. Jane O'Brien explores how 3D recreations can 
be even better. https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-20802947

京都・建仁寺 MRで風神雷神が動き出す.
In partnership with the Kyoto National Museum, hakuhodo-VRAR’s 
“MR Museum in Kyoto” applies a mixed reality experience to Kennin-
ji’s sacred artwork.
https://news.microsoft.com/apac/features/mixed-reality-museum-
kyoto-unique-insight-centuries-old-japanese-artwork/ and
https://video.mainichi.jp/detail/video/5737738071001

http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2019/08/23/national/buddhism-meets-beatboxing-at-tokyo-temple/
https://designyoutrust.com/2019/07/train-in-japan-decorated-with-thousand-armed-kannon-limbs-hanging-from-carriage-ceiling/
http://www.ninnaji.jp/en/
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-20802947
https://3er1viui9wo30pkxh1v2nh4w-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Media-Release-hakuhodo-VRAR-and-Kennin-ji-Hold-MR-Museum-in-Kyoto.pdf
https://news.microsoft.com/apac/features/mixed-reality-museum-kyoto-unique-insight-centuries-old-japanese-artwork/
https://video.mainichi.jp/detail/video/5737738071001


WHY IS JAPAN SO “DOWN TO EARTH”
WITH RELIGION?

A story about continuity (old) and change (new) 

OLDEN TIMES

1. Late to the party on mainland Asia. Japan imported its writing 
system, architectural techniques, metal-work techniques, sculpture, 
philosophies including Taoism, Confucianism, Buddhism, Chinese 
Yin-Yang mysticism , Hinduism, the rituals and spells of Esoteric 
(Tantric) Buddhism, and then combined all that with Kami-Buddha 
combinatory worship, pre-Buddhist mountain worship, Kannabi
Shinkō 神奈備信仰 (the idea that mountains are the home of the 
dead and of agricultural spirits), shamanistic beliefs, animism, and 
ascetic practices. 

2. Longstanding tradition of “combinatory” religious belief in Japan, 
but with some hiccups along the way.

3. Longstanding tradition of adopting foreign deities and then 
transforming the attributes and functions of those deities to make 
them more “Japan-like.”

4. Longstanding tradition of subduing and taming foreign gods, and 
converting / domesticating them into the Japanese pantheon.

MODERN TIMES

1. Since the Edo era (1615-1867), the introduction of the printing 
press, the introduction of Western science, and modernization, the 
longstanding traditions of olden times have increasingly gained 
steam – today changes are occurring at incredible and increasing 
speeds. Japan’s historical penchant for “importing” foreign deities 
and concepts and adopting them to Japan’s own needs continues 
unabated – at a faster speed of transmission nationwide.

2. Accelerated transformation of the gods and their attributes.

3. Accelerated transformation of the gods and their duties.

4. Accelerated domestification of foreign and local gods.

5. Accelerated cutification and commercialization of the gods.

6. To remain viable, temples and shrines must adapt to the times.

7. To remain viable, temples and shrines must adapt to changing social 
needs.
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Starting with the Edo era (1615-1867), the importance of secular art has forever surpassed that of religious art. Buddhist 
sculpture continued in a downward spiral, and the influence of institutionalized Buddhism plummeted.



SUBDUING & TAMING & DOMESTICATING FOREIGN DEITIES
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JAPAN’S SEVEN LUCKY GODS = Already Cartoon-Like in 17th C.
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BENZAITEN, ONE OF THE SEVEN LUCKY GODS OF JAPAN
One from Japan, three from Chinese Buddhism, three from Indian Hinduism.

Like Daikokuten (prior photos), Godddess Benzaiten has been tamed and domesticated. Today the patron of all things that flow (e.g., water, poetry, music, literature)

↓ Old Benzaiten (8 arms, warrior deity, defender of nation) ↓ ↓ Modern Benzaiten (two-armed beauty playing biwa) ↓
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BISHAMONTEN, ONE OF THE SEVEN LUCKY GODS OF JAPAN
One from Japan, three from Chinese Buddhism, three from Indian Hinduism.

Like Daikokuten & Benzaiten (prior photos), Bishamonten has been tamed & domesticated. Today the Lord of Treasure & Wealth, Patron of Warriors, Guardian of the North.

↓ Old Bishamonten (2 arms, warrior, defender of nation) ↓ ↓ Modern Bishamonten (two-armed pudgy, santa-like protector) ↓
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JIZŌ AND KANNON – Two of Japan’s Most Popular Buddhist Saviors.
Transformations Extraordinaire. Jizō and Kannon were introduced to Japan around the 7th-century CE. 

Today there are hundreds of different forms of Jizō and Kannon in modern Japan.
Most forms trace their origins to the last 500 hundred years. Today we look at four of the “most modern” new forms.

https://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/jizo1.shtml https://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/kannon.shtml

← Jizō Sampling
Kannon Sampling →

This is a story about continuity (old) and change 
(new). Jizō and Kannon were introduced to Japan 
from mainland Asia by at least the Nara period (710-
794). Both appear in many different forms to 
alleviate the suffering of the living and the dead. The 
two share many overlapping functions, e.g., both 
protect the Six Realms of Karmic Rebirth (Six Jizō, Six 
Kannon) and both are patrons of motherhood and 
children (Koyasu Jizō, Koyasu Kannon). Their worship 
is widespread and embraced by nearly all schools of 
Buddhism and folk religion. They are also the two 
main attendants to Amida, the central Buddha of 
Japan’s Pure Land school (among the largest 
denomination in Japan today). Jizō and Kannon 
come in countless forms – from the Cough-Stopping 
and Splinter-Removing Jizō to the Cloth-Ripping and 
One-Prayer Kannon. Many of these forms originated 
in the last five centuries and are unique to Japan. It 
is important to note that both Jizō & Kannon 
straddle the divide between the Buddhist and Shinto 
camps – an “artificial” divide that was created by the 
Japanese government when it forcibly separated the 
two camps in the Meiji period (1868-1912). A 
number of new forms have appeared in the last fifty 
years, as explored below. 



Mizuko Jizō and Mizuko Kannon = Water Child Jizō, Water Child Kannon
Mizuko Jizō 水子地蔵and Mizuko Kannon 水子観音
Mizuko means “water child” or “water baby” and refers to miscarried, stillborn, or aborted children. The 
term is not old. It first appeared in the 1960s to address the concerns of a large number of women who 
had undergone abortions after WWII, when economic hardship and uncertainty were rampant. The 
Mizuko forms of Jizō and Kannon, along with Mizuko rites known as Mizuko Kuyo, were introduced 
around this time to help women and parents deal with the emotional pain. The most common Mizuko
form in Japan today shows either Jizō or Kannon surrounded by infants or holding one in their arms. In 
one touching tradition, votive statues of Jizō are purchased by sorrowing parents who have lost a child 
due to miscarriage, sickness or abortion. These are then installed somewhere in the temple compound. 
Parents deck the icons in red hats and bibs, and sometimes toys or stones, in the hopes that Jizō will 
cloak their dead child in his mercy. The color red is said to ward off illness and is linked to themes of 
healing, fertility, gestation, childbirth, infant death, children’s limbo, and the unconnected dead. 
Sometimes the decorations are gifts from rejoicing parents whose child has recovered from illness. The 
Mizuko Kuyo rite has already been extensively researched by Japanese and non-Japanese scholars.

Mizuko Kannon, Japan. Modern. Wood. H. 20 cm. Found in shop in Kyoto. Photo by 
author. Mizuko Kannon is typically surrounded by children or holding a child. This new 
version of Kannon draws on the iconography of much earlier manifestations of Kannon →
known as Jibo Kannon (Loving-Mother Kannon), Koyasu Kannon (Child-Giving Kannon), 
and Maria Kannon (Mother Mary Kannon) – the latter is a Christian variant employed 
when Christianity was outlawed in Japan’s Edo era. 
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Ryō En Jizō, typically portrayed as a happy family with 
Papa Jizō, Mama Jizō and Baby Jizō (see photo slide 18). 
Ryō En means “match-making,” so this Jizō serves people 
looking for a good lifetime mate.



Hitaki (Kuro) Jizō 火焚地蔵. Fire-Kindling Jizō. Also known as Kuro Jizō 黒地蔵 (Black Jizō) or Hifuse Jizō 火伏地蔵. This is just 
one of many forms of Jizō known as the Migawari Jizō or Substitute Jizō (one who vicariously receives our injuries and wounds). 
According to Japanese legends, Jizō descends into the infernal regions to witness the punishments and tortures of condemned 
souls (e.g., sinners being boiled in large pots of water). Jizō is so pained by their agony that, for a time, Jizō assumes the role of 
their custodian (a soldier of hell or Gokusotsu 獄卒) and greatly reduces the intense heat of the purgatorial fires to lessen their 
torment. The work of controlling the fires made Jizō black with soot and smoke. This Jizō is also considered the modern patron 
of firemen. A famous wood statue of this Jizō, dated to the Kamkura period and standing 170.5 cm in height, is housed at 
Kakuonji Temple 覚園寺 in Kamakura. Kakuonji is one of 24 sites of the Jizō Pilgrimage in Kamakura. There are other similar 
forms of Jizō, such as the Hōyake Jizō 頬焼地蔵 (Jizō With Burnt Cheeks).
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↓ Saikoji Temple, Kawasaki City 川崎市麻生区黒川にある曹洞宗雲長山西光寺の開山堂 http://www.haruhino.com/archives/51115786.html ↓

TRADITIONAL
Six Jizō 六地蔵
Hase Dera, Kamakura

TRADITIONAL
Meigetsu-in, 
Kamakura

CUTE, MODERN

六観音
TRADITIONAL SIX KANNON, 1224 CE
Daihō-onji Temple 大報恩寺 (Kyoto)

CUTE, MODERN, Available Online

CUTE, MODERN, Available Online

Roku Jizō (Six Jizō) or Six Kannon protect us all in the Six Realms of Karmic Rebirth. Often installed at busy intersections and in graveyards.

http://www.haruhino.com/archives/51115786.html
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Bokefuji Jizō, 
Japan. Late 20th 
/ early 21st 
century. Metal. H. 
life-size. Kokujōji
Temple, 
Tsubame City, 
Niigata. The 
temple also 
performs Mizuko
rites for 
deceased 
children via the 
internet and 
holds funerary 
services for dead 
pets. 

Photo
http://kokujouji.
com/mizukokuyo
.html

Above. Bokefuji Kannon Poster, Japan. Late 20th century. Cute temple 
poster hanging inside temple compound. Ōhirayama Kurayoshi Temple 
大平山金毘羅院. Kurayoshi City 倉吉市, Tottori. There is a pilgrimage 
to Bokefuji temples in this area. This temple is site twenty. Source: 
http://darumapilgrim.blogspot.jp/2006/10/oohirayama-kurayoshi.html

Bokefuji Jizō, Japan. Late 20th to early 21st century. 
Metal. H. life-size. Kōanji Temple, Tokyo. Photo 

http://photozou.jp/photo/show/1075137/83795439

Bokefuji Jizō ぼけ封じ観音 (Senility-Preventing Jizō) 

A new type of Jizō, one who promises to prevent senility. The 
Japanese have the world’s longest life expectancy. Most wish to 
live healthy lives and die quickly without suffering from 
dementia, cancer, or other long illness. Statues of the 
compassionate Jizō, with an old man and old woman praying at 
its feet, are now quite common. They first began appearing 
around the early 1980s, or perhaps slightly earlier. Statues of 
this new iconic form of Jizō are widespread. Kannon, another 
beloved deity, has been enlisted as a senility-preventing savior 
as well (see next slide). States of Kannon with an old man and 
woman at its feet are also widespread. 

http://kokujouji.com/mizukokuyo.html
http://darumapilgrim.blogspot.jp/2006/10/oohirayama-kurayoshi.html
http://photozou.jp/photo/show/1075137/83795439
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Talismanic cotton pillowcase to ward 
off dementia, headaches, other 
ailments. Imakumano Kannonji Temple 
in Kyoto. ¥800 in price.

Bokefuji Kannon ぼけ封じ観音 (Senility-Preventing Kannon) 

Bokefuji (warding off dementia) is another recent postwar 
addition to Japan’s pantheon of gods, one that assigns entirely 
new roles to Jizō and Kannon. Writes scholar Mark R. Mullins, 
who is talking solely about Kannon: “Another new role for 
Kannon is connected to the ’graying’ of Japanese society and the 
increasing concerns of the elderly about growing old, fears of 
senile dementia (and Alzheimer's disease), and long illnesses 
followed by an unpleasant death. Kannon's powers have been 
expanded to include the ’suppression of senility’ (boke-fuji 呆け
封じ), and s/he has become a central figure in Pokkuri-Dera ポッ
クリ寺, or temples where the elderly -- those lacking adequate 
family support -- go to pray for a sudden or painless death. 
What distinguishes this Kannon from others are a pair of elderly 
male and female figures kneeling at its feet in a gesture of 
supplication. An entirely new medical role is thus being 
attributed to Kannon, who is here called the Kannon Who Heals 
or Prevents Senility (Bokefuji Kannon).” At Imakumano Kannonji
temple in Kyoto, the fifteenth stop on a popular thirty-three 
Kannon pilgrimage circuit, a statue of this new form of Kannon , 
with an old man and woman praying at her feet, wards off 
dementia in the elderly. Busloads of senior citizens visit here 
daily to receive Kannon’s protection and to buy a special 
pillowcase they can use at home. Bokefuji Kannon’s role is 
performed by Bokefuji Jizō at other temples, such as at Kōanji
Temple in Tokyo. Some temples offer variations. The Jizō-ji 
Temple in Gero City (Gifu), for example, features a version of 
Jizō known as Ganfuji Jizō (Cancer-Preventing Jizō). 

Mark R. Mullins, The Many Forms and Functions of Kannon in Japanese Religion and Culture, 
Dharma World Magazine, April‐June 2008 issue. 

Story online at http://www.rk‐world.org/dharmaworld/dw_2008ajmanyforms.aspx  

Bokefuji Kannon ぼけ封じ観音 (Senility-Preventing Kannon), Japan. Circa 
1988. Polyresin. H. approx. three meters. Imakumano Kannonji Temple 今熊
野観音寺, Kyoto. Photo by author. This modern form of Kannon wards off 
dementia in the elderly and is commonly portrayed with an old man and 
woman praying at its feet. 

Votive statues of old man and woman. The elderly buy the 
statues, write their prayers on them, and deposit them next 
to the Senility-Preventing Kannon. ¥20,000 per set. 
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Gōgaku Jizō, Japan. Late 20th century. Stone. H. 91 cm. In front of Ai no 
Kannon Dō Hall, near Kannawa Onsen, Beppu. 
ぼけ封じ愛の観音堂前にある「合格地蔵尊」

Bokefuji Kannon, Japan. Late 20th century. Gilded Wood. H. life-size. Inside 
Ai no Kannon Dō Hall, near Kannawa Onsen, Beppu. ぼけ封じ愛の観音堂内. 
All three photos from http://drive-nikki.com/kannawa_spa.html

Ganbare Jizō, Japan. Late 20th century. Stone. H. 91 cm. In front of Ai no 
Kannon Dō Hall, near Kannawa Onsen, Beppu. 
ぼけ封じ愛の観音堂前にある「がんばれ地蔵尊」

Aging, sickness, and death are not the only themes involving religious icons. Others are just plain fun. Popular modern versions of Jizō include the Gōgaku Jizō, a cute form of Jizō wearing glasses and holding a book (left photo). Gōgaku means 
“to pass the examination.” This Jizō serves many young people who suffer through grueling periods of study to gain admittance to the best schools. Another cute version is known as Ganbare Jizō. He is depicted holding stacks of hard-earned 
money (right photo). Ganbare means “to try hard, work constantly, stick with it, hang in there.” This Jizō serves the many people who struggle to achieve monetary success. Yet another cute form is Ryō En Jizō, typically portrayed as a happy 
family with Papa Jizō, Mama Jizō and Baby Jizō (see photo slide 18). Ryō En means “match-making,” so this Jizō serves people looking for a good lifetime mate. This "cute" Ryō En version of Jizō is now widespread.

http://drive-nikki.com/kannawa_spa.html


Pokkuri Jizō ぽっくり地蔵
Pokkuri Kannon, Other Pokkuri Deities
SUDDEN DEATH DEITIES

Pokkuri refers to “a sudden change from one state to 
the next,” or “the state in which an object suddenly 
breaks” or the state is which one dies “suddenly and 
unexpectedly without suffering from long-term illness.” 
Given Japan’s aging population (which has the world’s 
longest life expectancy), many elderly people wish to 
live happy and healthy lives and in the end – to die 
quickly without suffering from dementia, incontinence, 
cancer or long illness. Pokkuri could be loosely 
translated as “to pop off quickly.” Temples catering to 
the wish of a sudden death are mushrooming these 
days – although such places existed in earlier times. 

Temples and cemeteries featuring Pokkuri Jizō and 
Pokkuri Kannon are found everywhere in Japan, as are 
Pokkuri representations of other popular deities like 
Benzaiten, Fudō Myō-ō, and the saint Kōbō Daishi. 
These representations are often very cute – reflecting 
the desire of temples to remain relevant in a world of 
manga, animation, and the Internet. 

Some temples are using old artistic themes in 
interesting new ways. At Kōryūji Temple in Imabari City 
(Ehime), a life-size statue of Pokkuri Kannon is shown 
lying on her death bed, which is a clear reference to 
centuries-earlier artwork of the Historical Buddha on 
his death bed. Above Kannon’s head is an umbrella. 
People write their name on a slip of paper and attach it 
to the umbrella in the hopes they will die in peace.

Dōbutsu Shūgō Kannon 動物集合観音

A modern form of Kannon devoted to the care of suffering animals, 
one granting eternal rest to pets, one invoked in prayers for 
deceased pets at pet cemeteries. The modern use of Kannon as a 
patron of dead pets is not surprising. There are numerous 
antecedents. Batō Kannon (Horse-Headed Kannon), for example, an 
esoteric savior of those reborn in the realm of animals, was already 
well-known among the common folk in the Tokugawa period, when 
numerous farmers prayed to Batō Kannon for the safety and 
preservation of their horses and cattle. Today Kannon serves this 
role again at the numerous pet cemeteries that have sprung up 
around Japan in the past twenty years.

Pokkuri Jizō ぽっくり地蔵, Japan. Late 20th / 21th
century. Stone. H. 91 cm. Saihōji Temple 西法寺,
Yokote City 横手市, Akita. Photo from web. Similar
statues appear at other locations, including Seiryuji
Temple cemeteries 清流寺霊園墓地 in Fukuoka City
(Kyushu) and Saga City (Saga). Pokkuri Jizō represents
the wish of many to live happy and healthy lives and
in the end – to die quickly without suffering. Temples
catering to the wish of a sudden death are growing
rapidly in Japan given its aging population.
Photos: http://www.saihouzi.com/gallery/a-03.html
and http://www2.hp-ez.com/hp/seiryuji/page1 and
https://japantoday.com/category/features/opinions/
praying-for-a-pokkuri-moment-no-muss-no-fuss and
https://omamorifromjapan.blogspot.com/2014/04/

Dōbutsu Shūgō Kannon 動物集合観音, Japan. Late 
20th / early 21st century. Metal. H. life-size. Sho-unji
Temple 正雲寺, Yufu-shi, Oita. Photo by author. A 
modern form of Kannon devoted to the care of 
suffering animals, one granting eternal rest to pets, 
one invoked in prayers for deceased pets at pet 
cemeteries. 

PHOTO: 
http://www.geocities.jp/graphic_journal09/daibutsu
/044_shounj

New Duties for Old Deities, Lecture at Aoyama Gakuin University, Tokyo – Oct. 18, 2019

http://www.saihouzi.com/gallery/a-03.html
http://www2.hp-ez.com/hp/seiryuji/page1
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Fure-ai Kannon ふれ愛観音
(Touch-Me Kannon)

Playful forms of Kannon are also appearing everywhere. 
One such manifestation is the Fureai Kannon, or “Touch 
Me Kannon.” It is meant to be touched or rubbed. The 
Japanese term FURE means to touch or interact with. 
Says longtime Japan resident Gabi Greve: “Since most 
Buddha statues are in temples or museums, you are not 
supposed to touch them. But for blind people, there is 
no way to SEE them. So Nishimura Kōchō (1915-2003), a 
famous modern sculptor and Buddhist monk, carved a 
Kannon statue and installed it in his temple, where 
anybody could come and  pray to the deity while 
touching it. In Japanese, there is a play on words as well, 
for AI 愛 is the character for “love.” Such statues became 
so popular that within a few years many other temples 
put up this kind of ‘touchable Kannon,’ with other deities 
serving this role as well, such as Daikokuten (see 
adjacent photo).  Today, “touch me” statues also serve 
as substitues for physical pain. If one of your knees hurt, 
rub the statue’s knee, then rub your own knee. If you 
suffer from headaches, rub the statue’s head, then rub 
your own head.

See Gabi Greve’s web page 
http://darumamuseumgallery.blogspot.jp/2007/02/nishi
mura‐kocho‐nishimura.html           
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PHOTO AT LEFT. Fure-ai Kannon ふれ愛観音
(Touch-Me Kannon), Japan. 1995. Iron. H. 106cm. 
HaseDera, Kamakura. Photo by author. This 
statue is a replica of the famous Fure-ai Kannon 
icon made by the monk-sculptor Nishimura 
Kōchō in 1991. “Touch Me” statues have 
become widespread since then. People pray to 
the deity while touching it.

PHOTO AT LEFT. Fure-ai 
Daikokuten ふれ大黒天
(Touch-Me Daikoku), 
Japan. Wood. Height あ
approximately 100 cm. 
Hase Dera, Kamakura. 
Photo by author. Date 
unknown, but most 
likely the late 20th

century.  “Touch Me” 
statues have become 
widespread in the last 
two decades. People 
pray to the deity while 
touching it.



BONUS SLIDE. JIZŌ PHOTO MONTAGE – MODERN FORMS 
Top Row, Left to Right 
1. Mizuko Jizō, Japan. Circa 1980. Stone. H. 40 cm. Hase Dera, Kamakura. Photo by author. Votive statues from sorrowing 

parents who have lost a child due to miscarriage, sickness or abortion. Parents deck the icons in hats, bibs and toys in 
the hopes that Jizō will deck their dead child in his mercy. Sometimes the decorations are gifts from rejoicing parents 
whose child has recovered from illness. 

2. Mizuko Jizō, Japan. Circa 1980. Stone. H. 40 cm. Hase Dera, Kamakura. Photo by author. 
3. Mizuko Jizō, Japan. Circa 1980. Stone. H. 40 cm. Hase Dera, Kamakura. Photo by author. 
4. Gōgaku Jizō 合格地蔵, Japan. Late 20th century. Stone. H. 91 cm. In front of Ai no Kannon Dō Hall 愛の観音堂, near 

Kannawa Onsen 鉄輪温泉, Beppu. Photo from web. A cute Jizō wearing glasses and holding a book. Gōgaku means “to 
pass the examination, to gain acceptance to a good school.” This Jizō serves many young people who suffer through 
grueling periods of study to gain admittance to the best schools. Photo: http://drivenikki.com/kannawa_spa.html. 

5. Ganbare Jizō がんばれ地蔵, Japan. Late 20th century. Stone. H. 91 cm. Same location as photo four. Photo from web. 
Another cute Jizō, this time holding stacks of hard-earned money. Ganbare means “to try hard, work constantly, stick 
with it, hang in there.” This Jizō serves the many people who struggle to achieve monetary success. Photo: 
http://drivenikki.com/kannawa_spa.html. 

Middle Row, Left to Right 
1. Bokefuji Jizō ぼけ封じ地蔵, Japan. Late 20th / early 21st century. Metal. H. life-size. Kōanji Temple 高安寺, Tokyo. This 

new form of Jizō wards off dementia in the elderly and is commonly portrayed with an old man and woman praying at 
his feet. Photo: http://photozou.jp/photo/show/1075137/83795439 

2. Bokefuji Jizō ぼけ封じ地蔵, Japan. Late 20th / early 21st century. Metal. H. life-size. Kokujōji Temple 国上寺, Tsubame
City 燕市, Niigata. The temple also performs Mizuko rites for deceased children via the internet and holds funerary 
services for dead pets. Photos: http://kokujouji.com/mizukokuyo.html and http://kokujouji.com/pet.html. 

3. Pokkuri Jizō ぽっくり地蔵, Japan. Late 20th / 21th century. Stone. H. 91 cm. Saihōji Temple 西法寺, Yokote City 横手市, 
Akita. Photo from web. Similar statues appear at other locations, including Seiryuji Temple cemeteries 清流寺霊園墓地
in Fukuoka City (Kyushu) and Saga City (Saga). Pokkuri Jizō represents the wish of many to live happy and healthy lives 
and in the end – to die quickly without suffering. Temples catering to the wish of a sudden death are growing rapidly in 
Japan given its aging population. Photos: http://www.saihouzi.com/gallery/a-03.html and http://www2.hp-
ez.com/hp/seiryuji/page1 

Bottom Row, Left to Right 
1. Ryō En Jizō 良縁地蔵, Japan. Late 20th century. Stone. H. 40 cm. Hase Dera, Kamakura. Photo by author. Three cute 

statues depicting papa, mama, and child (middle). Ryō En is loosely translated as "good family relations" -- the Jizō who 
helps find a good mate for life. This "cute" version of Jizō is now widespread. 

2. Mizuko Jizō with child, Japan. Circa 1980. Stone. H. life-size. Hase Dera, Kamakura. Photo by author. Standard portrayal 
of Mizuko Jizō. 
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BONUS SLIDE. KANNON PHOTO MONTAGE – MODERN FORMS 

Top Row (Left to Right), then Bottome Row (Left to Right) 

1. Bokefuji Kannon ぼけ封じ観音, Japan. Late 20th century. Metal. H. approx. one meter. Imakumano
Kannonji Temple. Kyoto. Photo by author. The fifteenth stop on a popular thirty-three Kannon 
pilgrimage circuit. This new form of Kannon wards off dementia in the elderly and is commonly 
portrayed with an old man and woman praying at her feet. Busloads of senior citizens visit here 
daily to receive Kannon’s protection and to buy a special pillowcase they can use at home. 

2. Mizuko Kannon, Japan. Modern. Wood. H. 20 cm. Found in shop in Kyoto. Photo by author. Mizuko
Kannon is typically surrounded by children or holding a child. This new version of Kannon draws on 
the iconography of much earlier manifestations of Kannon known as Jibo Kannon (Loving-Mother 
Kannon), Koyasu Kannon (Child-Giving Kannon), and Maria Kannon (Mother Mary Kannon) – the 
latter is a Christian variant employed when Christianity was outlawed in Japan’s Edo era. 

3. Bokefuji Kannon ぼけ封じ観音, Japan. Late 20th century. Gilded Wood. H. life-size. Ai no Kannon 
Dō Hall 愛の観音堂, near Kannawa Onsen 鉄輪温泉, Beppu. Photos from web. Yet another 
representation of the Kannon who allays fears of senile dementia and Alzheimer's disease. Photo: 
http://drive-nikki.com/kannawa_spa.html

4. Bokefuji Kannon ぼけ封じ観音, Japan. Late 20th century. Cute temple poster hanging inside temple 
compound. Ōhirayama Kurayoshi Temple 大平山金毘羅院. Kurayoshi City 倉吉市, Tottori. Photo 
by Gabi Greve. There is a pilgrimage to Bokefuji temples in this area. This temple is site twenty. 
Source: http://darumapilgrim.blogspot.jp/2006/10/oohirayama-kurayoshi.html

5. Dōbutsu Shūgō Kannon 動物集合観音, Japan. Late 20th / early 21st century. Metal. H. life-size. 
Sho-unji Temple 正雲寺, Yufu-shi, Oita. Photo by author. A modern form of Kannon devoted to the 
care of suffering animals, one granting eternal rest to pets, one invoked in prayers for deceased pets 
at pet cemeteries. 
SOURCE: http://www.geocities.jp/graphic_journal09/daibutsu/044_shounji/index.html
TEMPLE Cost of headstones http://shounji.or.jp/kiten.html

http://drive-nikki.com/kannawa_spa.html
http://darumapilgrim.blogspot.jp/2006/10/oohirayama-kurayoshi.html
http://www.geocities.jp/graphic_journal09/daibutsu/044_shounji/index.html
http://shounji.or.jp/kiten.html


THE END
The message seems clear – adapt to the times, address changing spiritual needs, remain relevant as society 
changes. Otherwise get swept into the historical dustbin.

Photos on last slide show two protective Jizō statues along the Kinubariyama Hiking Course in Kamakura. 
Photos by Mark Schumacher.
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