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Southern Osaka:
The Cradle of Japanese Buddhism (7)

UMEYAMA Hideyuki

Dante’s “Divine Comedy” (1321) comprises three posthumous realms: Hell, Purgatory,
and Heaven. According to the French medievalist Jacque Le Goff, Purgatory did not exist
before the late twelfth century. Le Goff argues that the concept of Purgatory emerged to
enable the salvation of usurers, who had previously been condemned to eternal damnation.

Japanese Buddhism accommodated usurers from its inception, temples themselves
actively engaged in moneylending. In Nippn Eitaigura (H Ak k), Thara Saikaku (F:IR
Vi%E) describes an Edo merchant who borrowed from Mizuma-dera (FKM5F), prospered,
repaid the loan with substantial interest, and donated funds to erect a magnificent three-
stored pagoda on the temple grounds. Notably, Mizuma-dera’'s banking activities can be
traced to the era of its founder, the monk Gyoki (474:).

Walking upstream along the Kogi-gawa (JtKJIl) about one kilometer from Mizuma-
dera, one reaches Koon-ji (3223), which houses the national treasure Kuginasi-do ($]1E
%), a shrine built without nails. This shrine contained 20 wooden Buddihist statues known
as ‘Gyoki-butu (17251L)", which have long been attributed to Gyoki and his disciples in the
first half of the eighth century. Modern scholarship dates them to the nineth century or
later and denies any direct connexion with Gyoki. However, this view lacks firm evidence.
The striking simplicity and distinctive beauty of these statues, it may be argued, reflect
the religious vision of Gyoki and his eighth-century followers.



