
Picture Scroll of 
Kannon from Hasedera

Kannon is known as the bodhisattva of compassion who hears

the cries of those needing help. Buddhist tradition said that if

those in trouble called his name, he would help them. There are

numerous depictions of this in Buddhist art.

Kannon takes various forms. The one shown here is the eleven-

headed Kannon. His eleven heads represent his ability to see at

once many people needing his help and then act on their behalf

to save them from danger.

Apart from his eleven heads, Kannon is identified by the objects

he holds: here he holds a khakkhara (Skt: shakujō) in the right

hand and a water vase in the left. 

A khakkhara is a staff topped with metal rings, traditionally carried

by Buddhist monks in east Asia. It was originally used to

announce a monk's presence and frighten away animals by

jangling the rings. It was adapted as a rhythm instrument for

chanting and sutra recitation.

The water vase in the left hand is for a lotus bud. The lotus is an

important symbol in Buddhism: it grows out of the mud yet the

flower remains unsullied, symbolising the purity of the enlightened

mind amidst the suffering of this world.  

Kannon is flanked by two figures: Uhō Dōji and Nanda Ryūō

Uhō Dōji, the 'rainmaking youth', is said to be either a

manifestation of the Shinto goddess Amaterasu or the Buddha

Vairocana, showing the syncretic nature of Japanese Buddhism

as it came to Japan. 

Nanda Ryūō is one of the eight dragon kings who attended

Sakyamuni's preaching of The Lotus Sutra. The Lotus Sutra

contains a chapter on Kannon.

This is a replica of the Miei Daigajiku scroll from Hasedera—Hase Temple— in

Japan, produced by high-resolution scanning of the original. This scroll is 12m

long and 6.2m wide, and matches the dimensions of the main image on the

original scroll.  The scroll depicts the bodhisattva Kannon—originally known by his

Sanskrit name, Avalokiteśvara, and then as Guanyin in Chinese.

A statue of Kannon in the temple was destroyed by a fire in 1495. The original

scroll was made as a model for the reconstruction of the statue, almost in actual

size. It was completed during the Edo period (1603–1867). 

In Buddhism, bodhisattva are beings who are able to attain enlightenment and

pass into the state of Buddhahood, but choose instead to stay in the world of

suffering—our human world. This is so they can help others reach enlightenment.

On the right, a couple are shown asking Avalokiteśvara for help

having a child. The arrival of the baby is shown on the left.

10th century manuscript booklet in Literary Sinitic. Found at Dunhuang. The British Library,

Or.8210/S.6893.

The Avalokiteśvara sutra

Sutra are the lectures of the historical Buddha, Sakyamuni. 

One of the most popular is The Lotus Sutra (Saddharma

Puṇḍarīka Sūtram). Chapter 25 of this is often reproduced by itself

and called The Avalokiteśvara Sutra as it tells of people in distress

who are helped by Avalokiteśvara when they call his name. 
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