Child-rearing Kwannon

My pilgrimage to Zen temples in the North-East District in
Japan during my stay in Yonezawa in 2002-2004 included a visit
to Hakkosan-Koushouji Temple in Tachikawa Town in Yamagata
Prefecture in the precincts of which was a unique statue of a mother
holding a baby. The chief priest of the temple, Rev. Shoyu Maeda,
who kindly served tea to the unexpected guest told that the statue
was an authentic duplicate of Child-rearing Kwannon existed in
Kinshouji Temple in far away Chichibu, Saitama Prefecture.
According to Rev. Maeda, it was several decades ago that his
predecessor and father was so fascinated when he travelled to Child-rearine K .

o A . L. ild-rearing Kwannon statue (replica)
Chichibu and' saw the qugmal piece that asked a stone art}st in in Hakkosan-Koushouji Temple,
Amarume, adjacent to his home town, to make an exact replica. Tachikawa Town, Yamagata Pref.

The Child-rearing Kwannon in question has been of interest (15 February 2004)
among scholars of Kirishitan (i.e., Christianity introduced into
Japan by the Portuguese in the 16th century, or contemporary Christians) and is regarded as a Maria
Kwannon statue in The study of stone-made Maria Kwannon Christian Buddha statues, authored by Prof.
Shigeru Takada, of St. Paul’s University, Tokyo, and published from Rikkyo University Press in 1970.

In late November, I finally paid a visit to Kouyasan-Kinshouji Temple located 70 km to the north-west
of Tokyo on the west slope of Chichibu Basin where wintry mist filled the air. When I passed under the
temple’s gate, a spectacular scene appeared in front in that numerous stone statues of various sizes and
designs stood on both sides of the footpath, on the sloping and level plots and everywhere. When looked
back, many statues of Arhats (disciples of Shakyamuni) were also seen on the upper storey of the gate. In
the precincts, there were several halls which housed fine statues of Jizo (skt. Ksitigarbha) and other
Buddhism saints. The statue of Child-rearing Kwannon found on the verandah of the main hall did not look
like a religious icon, save that she was wearing a crown, sitting on her bottom and exposing her upper body
to the breast to suckle a baby. On the foot of the pedestal were inscribed, “The 4th year of Kwansei (1792),
Yoshinoya Hanzayemon, etc.”

The chief priest, Rev. Rytigo Nakai was busy in the garden of
another nearby temple, Kougakusan-Koumyouji, of which he was
also in change, to prepare for the winter, when I went there. He
stopped his hand and told me the legends. It is said that most of
those statues in Kinshouji Temple including the Child-rearing
Kwannon were brought in by ordinary people during Tenmei and
Kwansei Eras (1781-1801) and as many as 3,800 pieces were &
carved to the order of customers by artisans who had their
workshops in front of the temple, while some one thousand and
several hundred pieces remained to date. Yoshinoya Hanzayemon, e . .

. . The approach path to the main hall in
was a rich merchant in Yedo (the present-day Tokyo). Although he K Kinshouii Temple. Chichib
and his wife had no child ever since their marriage, after the couple 0uyasan(27 III\? I~ v N

.. . ovember 2007)

visited here and prayed to the Eleven-face Kwannon, i.e., the

principal icon of the temple, they were blessed with a son when the husband was over fifty and the wife
was forty-seven years of age. Before long, however, both the baby and mother passed away one after
another. Hanzayemon had decided to dedicate a special statue for the memory of the deceased and, sparing
no costs, asked an Ukiyo-e artist to draw a design and took it to the master artisan in Chichibu. It is
assumed that the artist might have had some knowledge of Christianity, even though it was almost 180
years after the prohibition of Kirishitan by the Tokugawa government (1614), and superposed the image
of Hanzayemon’s late wife and son to that of the Virgin Mary and Infant Jesus. Answering to my question,
Rev. Nakai told that no tradition of Kirishitan was heard in Chichibu district.

Myselfis of opinion that whether one thinks of a Child-rearing Kwannon as a Maria Kwannon should
rest with his or her belief. Kwannon (skt. Avalokiteshvara) was originally not but a goddess of mercy and,
as Rev. Nakai agreed, her statues and pictures depicted before the story of the Mother and Infant was
introduced into Japan in the 16th century held no child. It is interesting to note that the sex of the baby held
by Child-rearing Kwannon is always male as far as I have ever seen. Namo Buddha!
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