Maria Kwannon

When the Christianity introduced in Japan in the
middle of the sixteenth century extensively spread
and jeopardised the domestic political situation,
the Tokugawa Shogunate government finally
issued a Christianity Prohibition Edict in 1614 to
wipe out Christians from the country. Many
devotees who could not abandon their religion
chose the way to be gracefully executed, as in the
story of “Martyrdom at Hokusanpara, Yonezawa”
appended in my last year’s season’s greetings.
Many others, on the other hand, determined their
mind to pretend to be Buddhists and tried to keep
their faith to the Load. In fact, it was a surprising
event that, after the county was reopened to the _
world in 1850s, a group of Kakure Kirishitans (lit. - .
clandestine Christians) who had secretly inherited .. Ryusenji Temple
their ancestors’ religion for more than ten Higashine, Yamagata Pref. (20/1/2004)
generations showed up at a church newly erected by a foreign mission in Nagasaki, being called “the
discovery of Christians”.

Maria Kwannon, or Kosodate Kwannon (lit. child-raising Kwannon, Kwannon = Skt. Avalokitesvara,
Goddess of Mercy), was an object which those Kirishitans worshipped, and various kinds made of
wood, stone, bronze and ceramic, survive in Japan. On a winter day in 2004 during my stay in
Yonezawa, I visited Ryé&senji, an austere Zen temple, located in a rural town, Higashine, with my friend,
and we were received by a young priest, Rev. Kenya Takahashi, who had kindly cleared snow for my
car. He guided us into a small hall, next to the temple’s main hall, where the statue of the front-page
photograph was placed, and told the legend.

“On one evening in the early seventeenth century, a traveller carrying a large luggage on his back

came to the temple and requested accommodation for the night. Next morning he said he was going to
Sendai, the principal city in the North-East District, Japan, and asked the chief priest to keep the
luggage for a while until he would return, as carrying it over the mountainous road for some 40 miles
would be pretty hard. However, the traveller never came back for some
reason. When the priest uncovered the linen-wrapped luggage, a statue of
the Mother holding the Infant appeared.
Afraid of falling under the suspicion of the authority, he wrapped it again
and hid it in the space underneath the floor of the main hall, but a man of
religion, he was in agony for his own conduct to have deposited the holy
article for people of a different faith in such a dirty place. Eventually, the
priest provided an aureole and a pedestal of both Buddhism styles and
respectfully installed the statue in a miniature shrine.” No document was
left and the story was orally passed down from generation to generation.

The wooden statue, measuring some 40 cm height, was well preserved
and the colour and the gilt were still vivid. When I looked close at it, both
the merciful face of the mother and the ingenuous face of the baby
depicted the feature of the Caucasian. The baby’s dress with a frilled
collar was clearly of European design. The sitting style of the mother
itself was that which was uncommon in Japan. Presumably, the statue
was a work of a contemporary domestic artist who saw some European
pictures, if it were not an imported one. Indeed such a realistic Maria
Kwannon is very rare, whereas most others are cleverly disguised not
only into true Kwannon but also JizC (= Skt. Ksitigarbha, Saviour from
the torments of hell) or some other figures, sometimes a sign of cross
being hidden somewhere in it.

A unique example I saw was a piece which looked to me more like a

Maria Kwannon, doll, enshrined in the unknown past in another Zen temple, Sosenji, in
Sosenji Temple, Osato, Osato town, near Sendai, and now cared by Rev. Doyli Mitamura.
Near Sendai (18/2/2004)
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