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Buddha at Birth (J. Tanjō butsu 誕生仏) is a small devotional icon rendered in gilt bronze. The statue’s
gesture is conventional for this theme, and depicts Buddha with right arm raised pointing to the sky,



and with left arm hanging by his side pointing to the earth.

Tanjō butsu refers to the story of the birth of Prince Siddhattha, the Historical Buddha (Skt.
Siddhartha Gautama; J. Shaka 釈迦), who was born to Queen Maya, wife of King Suddhona of the city
of Kapilavaatthu. The birth of Siddhattha is counted as one of the eight important events in the life
of the Buddha (J. Shaka hassō 釈迦八相). After Maya gave birth from her right side, Siddhattha stood up
straight, took seven steps and pronounced the words: ‘I alone am honoured in heaven and on earth’.
[1] The infant Buddha’s first steps were on lotus blossoms, a flower associated with purity of mind
and enlightenment. [2] This moment of self-revelation is captured in the figure of Tanjō butsu.

Prefiguring Prince Siddhattha’s decision to adopt an ascetic existence and reject the riches of his
birthright, the infant Buddha is dressed in a simple loincloth. The elongated earlobes also suggest
that the Prince will renounce the heavy jewels that will be hung from his ears. The stretched
earlobes are a general characteristic of the Buddha and signal his rejection of a material life and the
physical world. [3]

Figures of Tanjō butsu are commonly found in Japan and Korea, and the Sainsbury Collection
contains examples from both countries. [4] In Japan, the diminutive figure of the Buddha at Birth
becomes the central icon in the religious rite of sprinkling the Buddha (J. Kanbutsu-e 潅仏会), which is
performed every year on the 8th April to commemorate the birthday of Gautama Buddha. [5] In this
ceremony, the figure of the infant Buddha is stood in a wide, shallow basin and washed with scented
water or hydrangea tea (J. amacha 甘茶). It is said that when the Buddha was born, he was sprinkled
with perfume or sweet rain by the dragon kings. [6] Kanbutsu-e recreates this legend and invites
temple visitors to perform these lustrations using a small ceremonial ladle.

Kanbutsu-e was brought to Japan from China around the 7th century. The first recorded enactment of
this rite took place at Gangōji temple in Nara in 606. [7] A tanjō butsu statue and its engraved metal
basin (J. kanbutsuban 潅仏盤), made for Kanbutsu-e and dating from the Nara period (710-784), are
preserved at Tōdaiji temple in Nara. [8] The Sainsbury Centre’s Tanjō butsu figure is from the same
period.

In Kanbutsu-e a small shrine decorated with flowers (J. hanamidō 花御堂) is set up in front of one of the
temple’s main halls to house the tanjōbutsu statue. [9] In Japan, Guatama Buddha’s birthday is also
celebrated with the Flower Festival (J. Hanamatsuri 花祭り). This festival was invented in the 20th

century and links celebrations held for the birth of the Buddha with the cherry blossom season in
Japan. [10]

Lady Sainsbury purchased this figure of the Buddha from Mitsuru Tajima, owner of London Gallery.
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