
Nara to Norwich: 
Networking from antiquity to 

today along the Silk Roads

Spend a few minutes with us thinking about what links 
Norwich to Europe, Africa and Asia along the Silk Roads.

The Sainsbury Institute for the Study of Arts and Cultures was established in 1999 through 

the generosity of Sir Robert and Lady Lisa Sainsbury. From our headquarters in the Norwich

Cathedral Close, we undertake world class research into all aspects of Japan from prehistory

to the present. 

In this exhibition marking our 25th anniversary year, we present two of our current projects:

The Later Prehistoric Norfolk Project is investigating some of our most important ancient

monuments by involving Japanese archaeologists, and exploring how archaeology can

help with our well-being, making us feel better.

Nara to Norwich: art and belief at the ends of the Silk Roads researches connections and

commonalities from East Anglia to East Asia. Nara is the ancient capital of Japan,

renowned for its many temples and shrines. Our fine city of Norwich was once

the most important textile working city in England, including silk weaving. Silk

production developed in China and, during the first millennium AD, spread both

east— to Korea and Japan—and west—to Iran, Byzantium and eventually to

Europe. Silk was important in both Buddhism and Christianity, which gained

converts across East Anglia and East Asia over 1400 years ago.

Hasedera is one of Nara’s famous Buddhist temples, founded in the 7th

century, around the time St Felix was bringing Christianity to East Anglia. 

We are delighted to display the image of the Kannon Bosatsu, the Buddhist

bodhisattva of compassion, and welcome priests from the temple and the

Karyōbinga Shōmyō Kenkyūkai group who are spending this week in Norwich

performing Buddhist sacred chants. Another Kannon, the Usagi Kannon (or

Rabbit Kannon), by Swiss-Japanese artist Leiko Ikemura can be seen in the

Sculpture Park at the University of East Anglia.

Adjacent to the Sainsbury Institute Japanese Garden in Norwich Cathedral you can also

find a display about the Sacred Island of Okinoshima, located between modern Japan and

Korea, where offerings were made in antiquity to ensure safe passage for travellers

including traders, pilgrims and diplomats. The Sainsbury Institute was closely involved in

the inscription of Okinoshima as a UNESCO World Heritage site.

We hope you enjoy our exhibition. To find out more visit our online exhibition at

www.naratonorwich.org and join us for an evening of Buddhist chanting and Christian song on

Tuesday 21 May at St Peter Mancroft, and our 25th anniversary symposium on Saturday 25 May

here at the Forum.

We sincerely thank everyone who has participated in creating the exhibitions 

and all of those who have sponsored them.

A miniature dharani stupa: in 764 AD the

Empress Shotoku commissioned one

million of these objects, each containing a

printed Buddhist text.

The Three Hares: a motif that

spread along the Silk Roads

from India to China and

westwards.

Head of a Buddhist bodhisattva, probably

7th century AD, from Japan. Sainsbury

Collection, Sainsbury Centre, University 

of East Anglia.

Statue of St Felix, who brought

Christianity to Anglo-Saxon East Anglia,

in Norwich Cathedral. 

Photographer: Olivia Butler. 

Delegates from the International Association for the

Study of Silk Road Textiles (IASSRT) conference in

Norwich, October 2023. 

Photographer: Andi Sapey. 

Sign up to the Sainsbury Institute

mailing list here.
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