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Classifying
Buddhist Deities
BODHISATTVA CATEGORY. Literally “being” (sattva) 
destined to attain enlightenment (bodhi). Initially used 
in the early Buddhist canon as a designation of 
Shaka 釈迦 (the Historical Buddha, the founder of 
Buddhism), prior to his enlightenment. Later it 
assumed the more general meaning of any being 
seeking enlightenment. 

In Mahayana Buddhism it became the term of 
designation for the ideal religious practitioner who, 
although destined for Buddhahood, vows to postpone 
his/her own enlightenment until s/he has helped others 
to reach this state. Ranked just below the Buddhas, a 
bodhisattva is of central importance in Mahayana 
Buddhism, which emphasizes the possibility of all 
beings attaining Buddhahood.

Both the Buddha and Bodhisattva categories embody 
spiritual enlightenment; deities from both groups serve 
as guardians, teachers, and saviors to the faithful.



BUDDHA BODHISATTVA
• peaceful countenance • peaceful countenance
• elongated earlobes • elongated earlobss
• third eye • princely clothes
• bump of knowledge • crowns, headwear
• simple robes • necklaces
• no  jewelry • armlets
• no ornamentation • bracelets

• anklets
• crowns of the Bosatsu

often bear an effigy of their 
“spiritual father” – one of 
the Five Great Buddha

There are exceptions, mind you, but these 
guidelines can go far in enhancing your experience 
and understanding. EXCEPTIONS. Jizo Bodhisattva, 
for example, is nearly always depicted bald and 
wearing a simple monk's robe, Dainichi Buddha is 
often shown wearing a crown, jewels, and princely 
clothing, and the Historical Buddha (Shaka
Buddha) is sometimes shown with an ornate head 
piece.

Nine-Headed Kannon Bodhisattva
Kumen Kannon 九面観音, 8th C.
Hōryūji Temple 法隆寺, Nara.
National Treasure
Photo: 日本の国宝, #002, March 1997

752 CE
NARA DAIBUTSU 奈良の大仏
15 meters in height, gilt bronze

The famous Big Buddha statue at 
Tōdai-ji Temple 東大寺 is an effigy of Birushana.

Bodhisattva Statues – very elaborateBuddha Statues – very simple

http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/jizo1.shtml
http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/dainichi.shtml
http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/shaka.shtml


In Japan, the seven most popular Bodhisattva are: 1. Kannon 観音菩薩, 2. Jizō 地蔵菩薩, 3. Monju 文殊菩薩, 4. Fugen 普賢菩薩, 5. Kokūzō 虚空蔵菩薩, 6. Miroku 弥勒菩薩, 7. Seishi 勢至菩薩

Jizō 地蔵. Wood.
Late Heian Period.
Byōdōin Temple 平等院
(Kyoto). Savior from Hell’s 
Torments. Assists people is 
all Six Realms of Karmic 
Rebirty. Patron of Children, 
Expectant Mothers, 
Firemen, Travelers, Pilgrims, 
Aborted / Miscarried Babies. 
Also guardian of children in 
limbo.

Kannon 観音, 8th century.
Hōryūji Temple 法隆寺, Nara. 
National Treasure. Lord of 
Compassion, Goddess of 
Mercy. Comes in Many 
Forms, Many Manifestations. 
Represented in Artwork as 
Male or Female. Assists 
People in Distress in Earthly 
Realm and in all Six Realms 
of Karmic Rebirth. One of 
Japan's most beloved deities.

Monju riding the mythical Shishi lion. 
12th century, Treasure of Chūsonji, 
Iwate. Personifies Wisdom, Voice 
of Buddhist Law. Wisest of the 
Bodhisattva. In modern Japan, 
students pay homage to Monju in 
the hopes of passing school 
examinations and becoming gifted 
calligraphers. Often depicted holding 
the sword of wisdom in right hand (to 
cut through illusion and shed light on 
the unenlightened mind) and sitting 
atop a roaring lion, which symbolizes 
the voice of Buddhist Law.

Fugen, the Bodhisattva of Practice 
(Praxis). Often depicted riding an 
elephant, with the deity’s hands 
pressed together in prayer. 
Sanjūsangendō 三十三間堂 in 
Kyoto. 13th century, Wood, 
Important Cultural Property.

Kokūzō, Bodhisattva of Wisdom & Memory. 
Important to Japan’s Shingon sect of Esoteric 
Buddhism. Kokūzō symbolizes the "vast and 
boundless" Buddha wisdom that permeates the 
universe. Kokūzō holds a lotus stem 
surmounted with the sacred wish-giving gem. In 
another popular representation, Kokūzō holds a 
sword to symbolize wisdom cutting through 
ignorance. Believers pray to Kokūzō to grant 
them wisdom on their quest toward 
enlightenment, and to improve their memory, 
technical skills, and artistic talents. 

Miroku, Buddha of the Future, 
Bodhisattva of the Present. Among th
e most important deities in early 
Japanese Buddhism. Typically shown 
seated, with the finger of the right 
hand touching the cheek, as if in 
deep meditation or musing, and the 
ankle of the right foot resting atop the 
left knee. Also often holds a stupa (tō
塔) or wearing  a stupa in the crown. 
7th Century, Kyoto, National 
Treasure. Kōryū-ji Temple, Kyoto.



ARHATS

Arhat stone statues at Nokogiriyama (Chiba, Japan)
Photo by Lily Crossley-Baxter

The 500 Arhats are mortals who have attained 
enlightenment, and each has a unique facial 
expression, making them more interesting 
than you might expect. Perched along the 
rockface along the winding paths on the 
mountain slopes, the 500 statues vary in size 
and shape, with many beheaded. During the 
anti-Buddhist Haibutsu Kishaku movement of 
1868-1874, after the Meiji Restoration, many 
Buddhist sites were attacked and damaged.
Source: https://tokyocheapo.com/entertainment/view-nokogiriyama-hiking-chiba/

The highest goal of those practicing Theravada Buddhism. Those who attain Arhatship have “slain” their greed, anger and 
delusions, and “destroyed” their karmic residue from previous lives. They have learned the teachings of Shaka (Historical 
Buddha), earned the title of Mugaku ("nothing else to learn") and achieved the highest state attainable by Shaka’s disciples. 
Thus, they are no longer reborn into the world of suffering, no longer trapped in the cycle of samsara (the cycle of rebirth and 
redeath, the six states of existence). To followers of Mahayana Buddhism, however, the Therevadan Arhat ranks below the 
Mahayanan Bodhisattva on the chain of enlightenment.  SOURCE. A-to-Z Photo Dicationary of Japanese Buddhist Statuary.

https://tokyocheapo.com/entertainment/view-nokogiriyama-hiking-chiba/
https://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/theravada-hinayana-buddhism.html
https://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/six-states.shtml
https://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/shaka.shtml
https://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/six-states.shtml
https://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/six-states.shtml
https://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/mahayana-buddhism.html
https://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/bodhisattva.shtml


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. 

Jizō Link
onmarkproductions.com/html/jizo1.shtml

Kannon Link
onmarkproductions.com/html/kannon.shtml



Juichimen Kannon 十一面観音, 11-Headed Kannon
10th to 12th Century, Rakuya-ji Temple, Kyoto

The 33 manifestations, or incarnations, of the Goddess of Mercy, who, it is said, 
comes in many forms to save the souls of the suffering. To Tibetans, for 
example, the Dalai Lama is an incarnation of Kannon.

WAR DEAD. Numerous religious institutions and municipalities have built memorials 
and regularly conduct rituals on behalf of the war dead. In most cases, Kannon has 
been selected to serve as the central figure to care for the spirits of the dead and to 
comfort the spirits of those left in the land of the living. 

Senju Kannon 千手觀音, 1000-Armed Kannon. Thousand-Armed Kannon, or 
Kannon with a Thousand Arms and a Thousand Eyes. One of Japan’s most 
beloved esoteric forms of Kannon. From the 8th century onward in Japan, 
Senju Kannon was worshipped independently as a central object of devotion, 
often prayed to for avoiding illness, eye problems, and blindness.  Senju is also 
one of Six Kannon who protect people in the six realms of karmic rebirth. As 
one of the six, Senju Kannon watches over the realm of hungry ghosts (gakidō
餓鬼道). Devotion to the Six Kannon appears to date from the early 10th 
century. Futagoji Temple, Oita Prefecture, modern carving.



Senju Kannon 千手觀音, 1000-Armed Kannon. Thousand-Armed Kannon, or Kannon with a Thousand Arms and a Thousand Eyes and 11 Heads. 







↓ 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
Busy Kamakura intersection

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

http://www.haruhino.com/archives/51115786.html


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).



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. 



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://kokujou
ji.com/mizuko
kuyo.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


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. 













QUIZ. Can you spot the only Bodhisattva in below images? What deity is it?
JAPANESE RELIGIOUS GOODS: MODERN COMMERCIAL GOODS  IN JAPAN

Big Buddha
Nose Shit 

Candy

Big Buddha
Cookies

Big Buddha
Steamed Buns

Face-Washing
Jizō Soap 

Stone
Big Buddha

Purin Custard

Big 
Buddh
a Beer

Big 
Buddha

Beer

Big Buddha
Steamed Buns



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.





onmarkproductions.com
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