
 

7347   A gilt-wood figure of Amida Buddha seated in kekka fuza (lotus position) the hands in jō-in

(meditation mudra). The head is adorned with crystals representing the byakugō (white spiralling hair)

on the forehead and the nikkei-shu (red jewel on the protrusion on top of the Buddha's head).

Japan 15th century Muromachi period

Dimensions: H. 50cm (19¾") x W. 42cm (16¾") x D. 32cm (12¾")

Provenance: Previously in the collection of Captain Jack Simpson and a private collection built between

the 1960's and the 1970's

This type of jō-in mudra is frequently used in Japanese Esotericism, especially in statues of the so-called

Esoteric Amida. This particular one is characterised by circles formed with the thumbs and indexes and

it stands for a specific rank in the Amida hierarchy.

The symbolism of the jō-in mudra is closely associated with the concept of complete absorption of

thought by intense contemplation of a single object of meditation, in such a way that the bonds relating

to the mental faculties to so-called ‘real phenomena' are broken and the worshiper is thus enabled to

identify himself with the Supreme Unity through a sort of super-intellectual raptus. In the jō-in the

position of the hands is that of the adepts of yogic contemplation. Thus the jō-in symbolises specifically



zenjō (ecstatic thought) for it is the gesture which indicates the suppression of all spiritual disquiet in

order to arrive finally at the complete concentration on the truth.

The position of the hands in the mudra of concentration derives, in accordance with the tradition, from

the attitude which the historical Buddha assumed when he devoted himself to final meditation under

the Bodhi tree. This is the attitude he was found in when the demon armies of Mara attacked him. He

was to alter it only when he called the earth to witness at the moment of his triumph over the demons.

Consequently the position symbolises specifically the supreme mediation of the historical Buddha but

also the Buddhist qualities of tranquillity, impassivity and superiority

The circle formed by the fingers in this figure means the perfection of the Law because the circle is the

perfect form. The formation of the two circles by the two hands representing respectively the world of

the Buddhas (right hand) and that of Sentient Beings (left hand) indicates that the Law conceived by the

Buddha is sustained by Sentient Beings who integrate themselves into it completely. The two

juxtaposed circular shapes represent the accomplishment and the perfection of Buddhist Law in its

relationship to all Beings. The right-hand circle symbolises the divine law of the Buddha, the left-hand

circle, the human law of the Buddha. Side by side, the circles symbolise the harmony of the two worlds,

that of Sentient Beings and that of the Buddha. The fingers are entwined; those of the left hand

represent the five elements of the world of Beings and those of the right hand the five elements of the

world of the Buddhas.

The two circles of this type of jō-in mudra also stand for the two aspects of cosmic unity; the Diamond

World and the Matrix World. These circles are separated from each other because they are formed by

two different hands. The circles are joined in this mudra to constitute a single unity which symbolises,

by the form of their juxtaposition, the double aspect of a single world and the concept of All-One, the

basic principle of Esotericism.

Belief in Amida as Lord of the Western Paradise rose in popularity during the late 10th century. Based

primarily on the concept of salvation through faith, it was not only a religion which appealed to a broad

range of people, but also a direct assertion of piety against the dogmatic and esoteric ritual of the more

traditional Tendai and Shingon sects. In Amida's Western Paradise the faithful are reborn, to progress



through various stages of increasing awareness until finally achieving complete enlightenment.

Images of Amida, lord of the Western Paradise, are known in Japan from as early as the seventh

century. Until the eleventh century the deity was most frequently portrayed in a gesture of teaching and

was worshipped primarily in memorial rituals for the deceased. However, in the last two centuries of the

Heian period worshippers started to concentrate more on the Teachings Essential for Rebirth written by

the Tendai monk Genshin (942-1017). The teachings describe the horrors of Buddhist hell and the

glories of the Western Paradise that can be attained through nembutsu, meditation on Amida or the

recitation of the deity's name.

Despite the apparent absence of formal variations in the images themselves, during the latter part of

the Heian period important changes did occur in the nature of the rituals held in front of the Lord of the

Western Paradise. By the twelfth century Image Halls dedicated to Amida were the ritual centres of

most complexes. The function of memorial services was expanded so they benefited not only the dead,

but also the living. Even rituals with no historical connection to the deity, such as the important services

at the start of the New Year, were held there. Of particular significance were the novel ritual practices

that were held to guarantee one's rebirth in Amida's Western Paradise. Some, such as the re-enactment

of the descent of Amida, or the passing of one's last moments before death clutching a cord attached to

the hands of the deity, were entirely new whilst others, including the use of halls dedicated to Amida as

temporary places of interment, reflected the fusion of more ancient practices with doctrines of rebirth.

  



  


