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Title/Description: Pagoda reliquary containing a printed charm

Born: 0764 AD - 0770 AD

Object Type: Reliquary

Materials: Gesso, Wood

Measurements: h. 216 x w. 100 x d. 100 mm

Accession Number: 280a

Historic Period: Nara period (AD 710-794), 8th century

Production Place: Asia, East Asia, Japan

Credit Line: Donated by Robert and Lisa Sainsbury, 1973

Between 764 and 770 Empress Shōtoku (718-770) commissioned the production of one million
miniature pagodas and prayers (J. hyakuman-tō darani) for distribution between the ten major
Buddhist monasteries in western Japan. [1] The prayers (J. darani) offered thanks to the protective
deities who had assisted the Empress in crushing a rebellion led by Emi no Oshikatsu (Fujiwara no
Nakamaro; 706-764) in 764. [2]

The wooden pagoda is surmounted by a detachable finial that conceals the hollowed-out cavity
created for the storage of a prayer scroll (see object number: 280b). The pagoda’s form is made of
cypress that has been turned on a lathe to produce a cone shape with an undulating profile. Its wide
circular base narrows to a central column before extending outwards at three regular intervals to
create ledges that encircle a vertical shaft. These three rings reference umbrellas (Skt. chatra),
which are ancient Buddhist symbols of royalty and divinity, and the shaft (Skt. yaṣṭi) is comparable
to the heart pillar central to a pagoda’s structure. [3] The heart pillar ‘makes manifest the invisible
path of the Buddhist practitioner’s aspiration, which rises along a vertical axis, … to unite with the
absolute.’ [4]

Embellished with seven flanges (J. ukebana; literally ‘support flowers’), the finial or spire (J. kurin)
replicates the form of the pagoda and is topped with the teardrop-shaped, sacred jewel of Buddhist
wisdom (J. hōju; Skt. cintāmaṇi). [5] Carved from a hardwood, the finial is used to plug the pagoda’s
hollowed cavity. Residual traces of colour indicate that the pagoda’s wooden form was once painted
white. [6]



The Metropolitan Museum has a similar object in its collection (object number: 30.47a–c) that was
donated in 1930 by Benjamin Strong. According to the Metropolitan Museum’s records, their pagoda
“belonged to the temple Hōryūji in Nara, where three thousand of the one million pagodas were
given away in 1908 to those contributing to an appeal for funds.” [7]

The padoga in the Sainsbury Centre Collection is also likely to have come from Hōryūji Temple.
Bickman, writing in 1975, stated that ‘all [pagodas] except those held by Hōryūji have been
destroyed or lost at one time or other, and the number possessed by this temple has been drastically
reduced during the present century.’ [8] The Continuation of the Chronicles of Japan(Shoku Nihongi
「続日本紀」), completed in 797, records that the miniature pagodas were presented to ten temples. The
recipient temples were possibly Dai’anji, Gangōji, Kōfukuji, Yakushiji, Tōdaiji, Saidaiji,
Gufukuji/Kawaharadera, Shitennōji, and Jūkanji of Sūfukuji. [9]

In Japan, this item is referred to as a pagoda (J. tō) but it derives its shape and religious function
from stupas, which originated in around the 3rd century B.C. in India. [10] The word stūpa is a
Sanskrit word meaning ‘funeral heap’, used to describe a domed burial mound that covers human
remains, or a container for housing relics. [11] At the deaths of the Historical Buddha (Siddhārtha
Gautama) and his followers, stupas were constructed as religious monuments and became sites for
pilgrimage, ritual offerings and worship. [12]
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Provenance
Acquired by the Sainsbury Family in 1967. Donated to the Sainsbury Centre, University of East
Anglia in 1973 as part of the original gift.


