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This small Buddhist sculpture has been identified as a form of Kannon 聖観音, a deity whose 

representations are transformable, and can be depicted with many arms or heads. Shō Kannon, 

however, is depicted with only one head and two arms. This group was originally covered with 

polychrome pigments applied over a foundation of white gesso. On many, however, the colors 

are now nearly all worn off, leaving only occasional traces of red, green and white gesso. Others, 

represented by the Kaikodo sculpture, have survived in better condition. Although many 

sculptures have lost their arms or have been completed with replacement arms by conservators, 

the sculpture under investigation has an original pair of arms with clear mudra. 

The right hand is in the shuni mudra (“Seal of Patience”), pressing the thumb and middle finger 

together, while its left hand holds a lotus flower bud. The shuni mudra is related to the element 

of fire, and helps one’s meditation practice by increasing patience. The origins of this mudra 

come from the word “Shuni” in Sanskrit, meaning Saturn. In Vedic astrology, the planet Saturn 

represents self-discipline and karmic cycles. In this sense, the shuni mudra can encourage 

acknowledgment and accountability for one’s actions while remaining patient and pure in the 

process. 

This small wooden sculpture (47.2 cm in height) standing on a lotus 

pedestal is a part of the One Thousand Shō Kannon Bodhisattva 千体

聖観音菩薩立像  that once belonged to the Kōfukuji Temple 興福寺 

in Nara. This set of sculptures is often called the One-Thousand 

Kannon (Sentai-Kannons) 千体観音 or the One-Thousand Buddha 

(Sentai-butsu) 千体仏, although the figures are clad in elaborate robes 

and jewelry, which are the characteristics of the Bodhisattva 

Avalokiteshvara, not the attributes of the Buddha. Kōfukuji is the head 

temple of the Hossō sect 法相宗 of Buddhism. It was established as 

Yamashinadera 山階寺 to commemorate Fujiwara no Kamatari 藤原鎌

足 (614-669) in 669, and it was moved to Nara by Fujiwara no Fuhito 

藤原不比等 (659-720) when the capital was transferred from 

Fujiwara-kyō to Heijō-kyō 平城京 in 710.i After that, Kōfukuji 

functioned as the family temple of the Fujiwara, the most powerful 

aristocratic clan during much of the Nara and Heian periods. At the 

height of Fujiwara power, the temple consisted of over 150 buildings. 

A set of the One-Thousand Shō Kannon Bodhisattva originally stood in 

the Hall of the Thousand Buddhas or Hokuendō Hall in the Kōfukuji 

compound.ii           Fig. 1. Kōfukuji Shō Kannon Kaikodo 

Although they are called “One-Thousand” Kannon, there are not one-thousand sculptures extant 

today. It is also unknown if there were one-thousand sculptures present at the time of production. 

Its pedigree is uncertain, but this type of small Kannon sculpture has been associated with the 

number “one-thousand,” and can be traced back to a Heian Buddhist source entitled the Record 

of Those Who Reborn in Amida’s Paradise in Our Realm (Honchō Shinchu Ojoden) 本朝新修往



生伝, compiled by Fujiwara Munatomo 藤原宗友 in 1157.iii This records that Priest Dōjaku 僧

道寂 established the Mikendera temple 眉間寺 and dedicated “one-thousand Buddhist images” 

in 1147.iv  

One-thousand is a significant number in Buddhist teaching—one-thousand Buddha figures 

appear in each of the Past, Present, and Future worlds. Because of this teaching, many examples 

of one-thousand Buddha image were produced in formats of painting and sculpture since the 

early history of Buddhism. In Japan, due to the development of belief in Amida Buddha and 

Kannon Bodhisattva, one-thousand representations of Amida and Kannon became an especially 

popular theme in the twelfth-century of the late Heian period. The One-Thousand Shō Kannon 

Bodhisattva at Kōfukuji manifested various popular styles produced from the middle to the end 

of the Heian period, so production of these sculptures took place over a long span of time. Each 

sculpture’s face, gesture, and style are slightly different from the others, so they must have been 

carved by diverse busshi or Buddhist sculptors.  

Following the custom of other one-thousand Buddha images, these sculptures at Kōfukuji were 

commissioned also to satisfy the principal of sakuzen shisō 作善思想—meaning that it is 

auspicious to produce many Buddha images, and in doing so one could achieve enlightenment.v 

These sculptures were produced when a Buddhist monk attained a certain level of religious 

practice, and then he dedicated them to a temple. Again, it is impossible to find the exact number 

of this production—whether it is a set of one thousand or more or less. A divider Buddha 

sculpture (kugiri butsu) 区切り仏 or fushibutsu 節仏 was produced when every one hundred 

regular sculptures were completed.vi Those divider sculptures are larger than the regular 

sculptures, measuring 50 to 100 centimeters in height while the regular sculptures were 35 to 40 

centimeters in height without a pedestal. The height of the Kaikodo sculpture is 47.2 cm, which 

matches the common size for the regular sculptures with pedestal among the Kōfukuji set.  

Although the sculptures originally belonged to the Kōfukuji, none of them are located in this 

temple today.vii They began to flow out of the temple in the beginning of the Meiji period due to 

the anti-Buddhist movement (haibutsu kishaku) 廃仏毀釈. Some of the Kōfukuji sculptures were 

even bundled together with ropes and used as firewood to heat water for bathing, people  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2. Kōfukuji Shō Kannon, Fujita Museum  



believing that they would be blessed by the Buddha if they bathed in water heated by these 

Kōfukuji sculptures. Because of this treatment, most of the sculptures were damaged but 

subsequently many of them were repaired at the Japan Art Institute in Tokyo.                 

A limited number of the Kōfukuji sculptures are currently housed in Japanese museum, such as 

the Fujita Museum and the Miho Museum, as well as in private collections. As mentioned 

earlier, it is impossible to know the number of sculptures originally produced and nobody knows 

exactly how many of them are still extent. A few facts are known about the dispersal, some made 

by sale in order to raise funds necessary to maintain the temple. 

- Masuda Takashi 益田孝 (1848-1938), a successful businessman, who established Mitsui & Co. 

and was also a famous tea-ceremony practitioner, purchased seventy-seven pieces of the One-

Thousand Kannon sculptures along with other artifacts from Kōfukuji beginning in 1906.viii The 

purchase of temple artworks did not occur all at once but occurred several times after the initial 

purchase. 

- After the death of Matsuda Takashi, the art dealer Setsu Kippei 瀬津吉平 saw sixty pieces 

among the One-Thousand Kannon.ix These were placed in a box inscribed “Sixty Sculptures 

from the One-Thousand Buddhas from Kōfukuji”.  

-Among these sixty, fifty were were purchased by Fujita Denzaburō 藤田伝三郎 (1841-1912) 

and are now in the Fujita Museum in Osaka.  

-Hara Tomitarō 原富太郎 (1868-1937), a Yokohama-based businessman, collected another 50 

pieces, in addition to those owned by Masuda Takashi.  

Other known sculptures are extant in several locations. One example is housed in the Miho 

Museum.x Hōtokuji 法徳寺, a temple of the Yūzū Nenbutsu (a Pure Land) sect in Nara, owns 20 

sculptures, all of which were included in the Hōtokuji Exhibition organized by the Nara National 

Museum in 2019.xi One of them is a divider Buddha sculpture measuring 45.8 centimeters in 

height while the 19 others are measure between 35.5 and 39.8 centimeters without pedestals.  

                                 

Fig. 3. Kōfukuji Shō Kannon, Miho Museum   Fig. 4.  Kōfukuji Shō Kannon, Hōtokuji 



There are also examples of One-Thousand Shō Kanon located in museums in the United States. 

One sculpture was acquired by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 2000,xii and two identified by 

Langdon Warner in 1935 are housed in the Brooklyn Museum.xiii  

 

           

Fig. 5. Kōfukuji Shō Kannon, Met            Fig. 6. Kōfukuji Shō Kannon, Brooklyn Museum 

 

The present piece is thus a survivor, in relatively good condition—not unique but one of very 

few remaining examples—of one of the treasures of 12th-century Kōfukuji. 
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