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Reconsideration of the Standing Statue of Eleven-Headed Kannon Bodhisattva in

Hoshaku-In in Yamagata

MURAKAMI Yukina

The standing statue of the Eleven-Headed Kannon Bodhisattva (hereinafter referred to as “main
statue”) enshrined in Hoshaku-In, a Shingon sect temple located in Sushiarai, Yamagata city, is approximately
52 centimeters in height and made from a single tree trunk of Torreya nucifera, which is considered a substitute
for sandalwood. Although the statue is small, it is exquisitely carved and appreciated as an excellent statue
without flaw. The topmost Buddha head is larger than the other ten heads atop the main statue and unusual
because the Buddha’s shoulders are also formed, which has attracted the attention of many researchers.

Ryusaku Nagaoka has developed the most detailed argument on the issues surrounding the topmost
Buddha head atop the main statue. Nagaoka pointed out the commonality between the topmost Buddha
head and the Zento-In statue of Hieizan Enryakuji Temple. As Zento-In housed Buddhist scriptures that
Ennin brought back from China, Nagaoka concluded that the main statue was produced in the late 9th
century after Ennin returned to Japan from China based on the premise that Ennin also brought back the
Zento-In statue from China.

However, some express doubt about his conclusion because the recorded form of the Zento-In statue
is not necessarily the same as the form of the main statue, and the unique form of the iconography that Ennin
brought back is not seen in the main statue.

In addition, Nagaoka himself describes the thinking that identifies Ennin as a person who brought
back the iconography needs to be revisited. Furthermore, X-ray analysis surveys done by the Institute for
Conservation of Cultural Property, Tohoku University of Art & Design, revealed the possibility that the part
including both shoulders below the topmost Buddha head might have been subsequently added. That suggests
room for reconsideration of its iconographic characteristics.

From the perspective described above, we reconsidered the age when the main statue was produced,
focusing on the form of the statue. Example works similar to the main statue are the Bodhisattva sitting with
his legs half-crossed in Hobodai-In Gantoku-Ji Temple in Kyoto; the standing statue of the Eleven-headed
Kannon Bodhisattva in Domyo-Ji Temple in Osaka; and the standing statue of the Shokannon Bodhisattva in
Renjo-Ji Temple in Nara. There is a high possibility that these example works were created from the end of the
8th century to the beginning of the 9th century, and involvement of Emperor Kanmu and immigrant clans
close to Emperor Kanmu in the background of the production is suggested. It might be possible to assume a
similar production background of the main statue with a similar form to the example works.

There is no record of the location of the main statue before it was brought to the current location,
Hoshaku-In, from its head temple, Seigan-Ji Temple, in 1871. There is a record that Hodo-Ji Temple, the
head temple of Seigan-Ji Temple, transferred its treasures to Seigan-Ji Temple when Hodo-Ji Temple was
changed to the Shinto priesthood. The predecessor of Hodo-Ji Temple is considered to be Yuka-Ji Temple,
which was promoted to the Jogaku-Ji Temple with the second highest temple status in the Jogan era. Given
that record, we can assume the possibility that the main statue was originally enshrined in Yuka-Ji Temple. It
is thought that the power of the provincial governor was widespread in Dewa Province at that time, and it is
possible that the Yuka-Ji Temple, which became the Jogaku-Ji Temple, was constructed under the authority of
the provincial governor.

About half of the Dewa governors appointed in the Konin and Kanmu eras were members of the
Kudaranokonikishi clan, which was an immigrant clan. In the Kanmu era, the Kudaranokonikishi clan
received preferential treatment as maternal relatives of Emperor Kanmu. The preferential treatment is thought
due to the blood relationship with Emperor Kanmu and the awareness of changes in the imperial line.

The main statue shows the common form with the example works closely related to the immigrant
clan surrounding Emperor Kanmu and was introduced into Yamagata. It can be assumed that the main statue
was created for the Kudaranokonikishi clan, the maternal relatives of Emperor Kanmu, whose members
served as the Dewa governor. The belief is that the main statue can be positioned as an example of work from
around Emperor Kanmu’s time.
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