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Doganji Temple Kannondd Hall Eleven-Headed Kannon Statue (National Treasure)
Welcome to Doganji Temple’s Kannondd Hall. As you listen to this audio guide, feel free to walk
around the repository’s central image: a statue of Eleven-Headed Kannon.

Kannon is a bodhisattva. Bodhisattvas are not buddhas—they are beings on the path to buddhahood
who dedicate themselves to the relief of human suffering to help others attain enlightenment. Kannon
is the bodhisattva of compassion and is one of the most widely revered deities in Japan.

This statue is more than twelve hundred years old. It is believed the Emperor Shomu commissioned
the priest Taicho to carve the statue to pray for the end of a deadly smallpox epidemic that raged
through the ancient capital of Nara. Doganji Temple was built to house the auspicious statue.

During the late sixteenth century, the area of Nagahama came under the attack of the powerful
general Oda Nobunaga. As the flames of war drew near, it became clear the temple was in danger,
and the Eleven-Headed Kannon statue was buried in nearby fields to protect it from harm. In the end,
Doganji Temple was destroyed, but the statue survived. After the conflict ended, the Kannon statue
was unearthed, and a new hall was built to protect it. The statue was enshrined as a hibutsu, or
“hidden Buddha,” and was hidden from public view for many years. In 1897, the statue was
designated a National Treasure.

Take a close look at the Eleven-Headed Kannon. It is carved from a single block of cypress and
stands 177.3 centimeters tall. The statue is a masterful example of ninth-century Buddhist sculpture.
Its elegant proportions and subtle details, from the flowing lines of the eyebrows to the softly closed
lips, express a serene dignity and compassion. The subtle tilt of the hips, the forward step of the right
leg, and the figure’s full form convey dynamism and even sensuality.

The statue differs notably from most Japanese depictions of Eleven-Headed Kannon in several ways.
For one, all of Kannon’s multiple heads are usually placed atop the main head. This statue, however,
has two heads flanking the main head. The Kannon also wears decorative ear ornaments, called jizo,
which are common in Indian and Chinese Buddhist statuary but rare in Japanese sculptures. This
suggests a strong influence from mainland Asia. Among Kannon’s eleven heads, one sits above the
rest at the very top. This head is usually that of a buddha—a fully enlightened being— and represents
Kannon’s future form. On this Eleven-Headed Kannon, however, this uppermost head is instead that
of a bodhisattva, representing Kannon’s present form.




BRMUEEFI—T 1A HAF OFt3s

X (2./2)

The statue’s different heads carry specific meanings. The two heads directly above Kannon’s main head express
compassion. The three heads on the right side of Kannon’s head express admiration, while the three on the left
express wrath. The head at the very top of Kannon’s head expresses enlightenment. If you walk to the rear of
the sculpture, you will see a face contorted in violent laughter on the back of Kannon’s head. This face
expresses Kannon’s disbelief at the impure, self-centered, and morally corrupt actions of humans.

The city of Nagahama is proud to be the home of such a singular example of Heian-period religious statuary.
The technical prowess displayed by this masterpiece reflects the historical role of Nagahama as a significant
Buddhist and cultural center.
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Zao Gongen

Zao Gongen is the principal deity worshipped on Mitokusan, alongside Katte Gongen and Komori Gongen.
The Treasure Hall at Sanbutsuji Temple contains seven wooden statues of Zao Gongen that were originally
enshrined in the Nageire-do worship hall at the end of the Path of Practice. One remains the Nageire-do’s
principal image of worship (honzon), and all seven are Important Cultural Properties carved around the end
of the Heian period in the late twelfth century.

An Avatar of Righteous Wrath

Shugendo embraces the idea of honji suijaku, treating indigenous kami as avatars (gongen) of buddhas and
bodhisattvas from the continent. Zao Gongen is identified with three figures from Buddhism, uniting past,
present, and future: Shakyamuni, the historical Buddha; Kannon (Avalokiteshvara), the bodhisattva who
aids those suffering in the present day; and Miroku (Maitreya), the future Buddha.

According to one tradition, Zao Gongen first appeared before En no Gyoja, the founder of Shugendo, while
he was praying for the salvation of the world. Initially, Shakyamuni, Kannon, and Miroku appeared before
him, but En no Gyoja found them too kind and gentle in demeanor. They disappeared to be replaced by Zao
Gongen: a fearsome figure with blazing eyes, bared teeth, and hair standing on end. Statues of Zao Gongen
frequently have one raised arm holding a three-pronged vajra (lightning bolt), and one raised leg ready to
kick or trample something underfoot. The objects of his wrath are said to be the ignorance, delusion, and
cowardice that cloud the six roots of perception.

Zao Gongen and the Nageire-do

The statue of Zao Gongen that is the Nageire-do’s principal image of worship (honzon) is 115 centimeters
tall, lacquered and still partly covered in gold leaf. Like the other six statues, it was carved of hinoki cypress.
Its pose is exceptionally dynamic and well balanced: Zao Gongen steps boldly forward, right foot raised and
right hand high (the vajra he once held has been lost), with his left hand at his waist forming the sword
mudra that signifies indomitable will. A document found inside the statue by twentieth-century investigators
dates the statue to 1168, meaning that it was carved in the late Heian period. It also identifies the sculptor as
Kokei, thought to be the teacher of the renowned sculptor Unkei.

The other six statues found in the Nageire-do are believed to date from the late Heian period as well, making
the entire set of seven among the oldest surviving wooden statues of Zao Gongen. They range in height from
84 to 140 centimeters and stand in slightly different poses. Some have a flaming “halo” behind the head.

In the Nageire-do, these six statues once flanked the golden principal image in two groups of three—a
fearsome, awe-inspiring sight for anyone who made the climb to the hall.
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Glacial Landforms of the Hidaka Mountains

Glaciers covered the Hidaka Mountains during the Last Glacial Period (11,700 to 115,000 years ago). Their
slow movement produced several characteristic landforms, including bowl-shaped cirques, rocky debris
mounds known as glacial moraines, and broad fluvial terraces.

A glacier begins to develop when snow starts to accumulate in a depression on a mountainside. As the snow
melts, it seeps into cracks in the bedrock, freezes, and expands. Repeated freeze-thaw cycles break apart the
rock, enlarging the depression where further snow and ice accumulate.

As the glacier grows, it deepens and widens the depression through abrasion, aided by rock fragments
embedded within the ice. The steep-walled hollows that subsequently form are glacial cirques. In the
Hidaka Mountains, cirques are more common on the eastern slopes, where prevailing winds cause snow to
accumulate more deeply.

Once a glacier is big enough, it begins to move downslope, eroding the underlying bedrock and
incorporating more fragments. This mass of fragments, known as glacial till, is carried along within and
beneath the glacier. When glaciers melt or retreat, this debris is left behind in mounds called glacial
moraines. Glacial till is made up of small and large debris, from fine sand to boulders.

Melting glaciers release large volumes of water that flow down the mountain, transporting and depositing
sand, gravel, and other sediments. These deposits can create broad, relatively flat surfaces called fluvial
terraces, which are found in the areas surrounding the Hidaka Mountains.
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Oyster Shells and Seagrass: Hinase’s Path to Satoumi Revival

Satoumi—the ocean’s equivalent of satoyama (human-managed woodlands)—describes a vibrant marine
environment where human interaction fosters a rich, circulating ecosystem that yields abundant resources.
For over 30 years, the oyster farmers of Hinase have worked to promote restoration in the safoumi waters of
the Seto Inland Sea—a journey that began amid an ecological crisis.

Vanishing eelgrass

Three decades ago, the consequences of Japan’s rapid economic growth were exacting a heavy toll on
Hinase’s marine environment and the livelihood of its oyster farmers. Industrial wastewater, landfilling, and
overfishing had left the seabed covered in harmful sludge and caused fish populations to plummet. Initial
efforts to restore fish stocks, including the release of juvenile fish, were unsuccessful because pollution had
destroyed the eelgrass beds that formed the foundation of the ecosystem. Eelgrass is a flowering plant that
grows in extensive underwater meadows, providing essential spawning grounds and shelter for marine life. It
also purifies the water by absorbing excess nutrients that cause harmful algal blooms.

The shell solution

To regrow the eelgrass beds, the oyster farmers harvested eelgrass seeds and began sowing them by throwing
them off the sides of their boats. Heavy sedimentation and pollution of the sea floor, however, prevented the
young plants from rooting. A key breakthrough came when they noticed eelgrass growing around submerged
piles of discarded oyster shells.

Drawing on this discovery, the oyster farmers utilized oyster shells, a readily available local resource, to
stabilize the seabed, reduce water turbidity, and provide a firm substratum on which the seeds could anchor.
This ingenious technique proved highly effective: by sinking shells and planting eelgrass on top, growers
were able to expand the beds to 70 hectares in about 5 years.

A community-wide success

The results were transformative: from a low of just 12 hectares in 1980, the eelgrass beds expanded rapidly,
covering 250 hectares by 2015. With the restoration of this “underwater forest,” marine life gradually
returned.

Today, the revival is a community-wide effort, sustained through collaboration among the fishing association,
educational institutions, local government, and regional businesses. Junior high school students, for example,
take part in eelgrass restoration activities integrated into the school curriculum. Hinase’s long-term success,
which was recognized by the Okayama SDGs Award in 2023, is cited as a leading example of effective
regional partnership in environmental conservation and economic sustainability.
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