
    

 
 

Japanese 
 日本文学のヒーロー (Personalities of Japanese Literature) 

 AMITABHA : The Buddha of Immeasurable Light in Japan 

 

 

 

Development Team 

Principal Investigator : 
 
 

Paper Coordinator : 
 

Content Writer : 

Content Reviewer : 

Prof. Anita Khanna 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi 

Prof. P.A. George  
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi 

Dr. Shashibala  
Bhartiya Vidaya Bhawan, New Delhi 
 

Prof. P.A. George 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Paper No. : 04  日本文学のヒーロー (Personalities of Japanese Literature) 
Module     : 04 AMITABHA : The Buddha of Immeasurable Light in Japan 



    

 
 

Japanese 
 日本文学のヒーロー (Personalities of Japanese Literature) 

 AMITABHA : The Buddha of Immeasurable Light in Japan 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 
  

Description of Module 

Subject Name Japanese 

Paper Name 日本文学のヒーロー (Personalities of Japanese Literature) 

Module Title AMITABHA : The Buddha of Immeasurable Light in Japan 

Module ID JPN-P04-M04 

Quadrant 1 E-Text 



    

 
 

Japanese 
 日本文学のヒーロー (Personalities of Japanese Literature) 

 AMITABHA : The Buddha of Immeasurable Light in Japan 

 

 

 

AMITABHA : The Buddha of Immeasurable Light in Japan 

Introduction 

Amitabha, the Buddha of immeasurable light is one of the Five Dhyani Buddhas: Vairocana（大

日如来 Dainichi‐nyorai）, Aksobhya（阿シュク如来，ashuku-yorai), Amitabha（阿弥陀仏、

amida-nyorai Amoghasiddhi(不空羂索如来，，Fukuukenjaku-nyorai) and Ratnasambhava

（宝生如来、ほうしょうにょらい）. His light outshines all the other Buddhas. Explaining 

his quality Sukhavati-vyuha-sutra 大無量寿経・Muryoujuu-kyo）  says, “the light of the 

Buddha shines with immeasurable brilliance in the countries of the ten directions and in no place 

is it obstructed. He presides over the western quarter. Sukhavati, the Land of eternal Bliss is his 

paradise. Chinese pilgrims have referred in their memoirs to the devotion to Amitabha in India. 

They have mentioned about shrines dedicated to him. Authors like Nagarjuna （龍樹） and 

Vasubandhu（世親） also have spoken about him.  

 Devotion to Amitabha is based on Larger Sukhavati-vyuha-, Shorter Sukhavati- 

Amitabha- and Amitayuradhyana-sutras. Parthian Prince An-shih-kao introduced the tradition 

into China and from there it was carried to Japan. Amitayurdhyana-sutra was translated by 

Kalayasas (K191) in 383-442/424-442. In 613-681 a commentary was written by Shan-tao (Fu 

shou kwan-wu-liang-shou-fo ching su). Shan-tao (613-781) systematized the Pure Land thought 

in China. His writings were known in Japan during the Nara period.  

In Japan Amitabha (（阿弥陀仏）  is known as Amida Nyorai（阿弥陀如来） . 

Nowhere in Sanskrit documents do we find a name reduced to Amita, which could correspond to 

this epithet. The Larger-sukhavati-vyuha-sutra mentions him as Amitabha except once as 

Amitayur. The Japanese abbreviation of both Amitabha and Amitayus is Amida. Amitayus is the 

Buddha of Immeasurable Life and Amitabha, the Buddha of Immeasurable light. Life of this 

Buddha and of his people lasts for immeasurable and unlimited period, asankhya kalpas, and 

therefore he is called Amitayus, Immeasurable Life. Tathagata Amitayus is translated as 
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Muryōju Nyorai(（無量寿）, meaning immeasurable life and Tathagata Amitabha as Muryōkō 

Nyorai（無量光）, meaning Immeasurable light. In later time the two Sanskrit names were 

transliterated as Amidayu and Amidaba. Then yu and ba were omitted to give the name as 

Amida（阿弥陀）. 

Devotion to pure Land was present in Japan as early as the Asuka period (552-645). The 

first known reference to Larger-sukhavati-sutra (Daimuryojukyo) appears in the writings of 

Prince Shotoku Taishi （聖徳太子）who had a firm belief in the paradise of Maitreya confused 

with Amitabha (Matsunaga 1.113). Tenjukoku mandara (天寿国曼荼羅）  created in the 

memory of the Prince is the earliest example of the visualization of Pure Land. Sukhavati-vyuha-

sutra was recited at the court in Japan in AD 640. The sects that developed around Amitabha in 

Japan are: Jodo-shu（浄土宗） and Jodo-shin-shu. （浄土真宗) True Jodo sect is based on 

the philosophy of Sukhavati-vyuha-sutra, Amitayur-buddhanu-smrti-sutra and Sukhavati-

(amrta)-vyuha-sutras translated by Kumarajiva.  

It was quite common for the priests to study the sutras and use the concept of Amitabha 

as an object of meditation during the Nara period. Eon(慧遠), a priest of he Sanron sect（三論

宗） came from China in 640 and soon he delivered a lecture on Larger-sukhavati-vyuha-sutra 

and related works at a vegetarian repast held at Kudaradaiji（百済大寺）. Another monk of the 

same sect shared the devotion and he is known to have created a Jodo mandara（浄土曼荼羅）. 

Pure Land sutras formed a popular subject and study.  

 Different sutras were recognized as authorities by various sects. Generally speaking 

Amitabha was worshipped in two aspects: as an ideal Buddha (利物、Ributsu) and as a living 

personality preaching in the Western paradise.  

Belief in Birth in Sukhavati 

 Belief in Jodo（浄土）, heavenly bliss of his paradise seems to have been budded forth 

in the early years of Hakuho period. After the demise of Prince Shotoku-Taishi, his consort 
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ordered a pair of large embroideries representing the paradise to which the dead Prince’s soul 

was presumed to have migrated. Only fragments of these embroideries known as Tenjukoku 

mandara survive today in the Chuguji （中宮寺）nunnery near Horyuji（法隆寺）. It bears 

inscriptions containing the wish of the Prince Shotoku for a happy rebirth in Tenjukoku. The fact 

suggests existence of the concept of Sukhavati. But the Jodo concept of this period seems to be 

rather vague. Suvarna-prabhasa-sutra (金光妙経 Konkōmyō-kyō), the sutra popular during the 

eighth century expounds on the Four Buddhas. 

Happiness for the living and peace for the dead 

Devotion to Amitabha was primarily designed for prosperity in the present life during the 

Hakuho（白鳳） period, i.e. an inscription found on the Amida triad of the Yamato Shirinji 

temple（大和新輪時） dated 649 requests happiness for the living and peace for the divine. 

Lady Tachibana shrine （橘神社）is a masterwork from the Hakuho period.  The shrine, 

generally dated 710, presents a view of the paradise. Amitabha sits on a lotus emerging out of a 

pond attended by two Bodhisattvas（菩薩） . His right hand is in semui（施無畏）  or 

reassurance mudra while the left is in yogan（与願）  or wish granting posture. The two 

Bodhisattvas stand on lotuses. Behind them on the screen are the seven Buddhas and souls of the 

departed  and reborn in Sukhavati, sitting on lotus buds or flowers. Their faces are full of a 

joyous spirituality. Their draperies swirl upwards with the lotus stems.  

The paradise of Amitabha in Horyuji painted on the western wall of its golden hall in 8th 

century presents almost the similar view of Sukhavati. Amitabha is sitting on a huge lotus 

emerging out of a pond. The two Bodhisattvas （ ぼ さ つ ） : Avalokitesvara and 

Mahasthamaprapta flank him. Departed souls sit on lotuses. A number of images of Amitabha 

with his attending Bodhisattvas were sculpted during the Nara period, e.g. Amida triad, treasure 

gallery, Horyuji （法隆寺）and , National Museum, Tokyo, 
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 Nara period saw further increase in the devotion to Amitabha. Empress Kōmyō （光明

皇后 710-760) was a believer in the Pure Land faith, seven days after her death an edict was 

issued throughout the country to make copies of Pure Land and copy related sutras in all the 

provinces. In 761 a temple in the Kofukuji（ confines was built in her memory. A tapestry was 

hung on its wall to visualize Sukhavati.   

 Japanese were inspired by the rise of Jodo concept in T’ang China to worship Amitabha 

exclusively during Nara period. Philosophical and religious substance of the sutras pertaining to 

Amitabha played an important role. Strongly influential among them was Sukhavati-vyuha-sutra 

which describes Amitabha’s forty-eight vows, that he would not enter into his final nirvana 

unless all the sentient beings shared it.  

Meditation and Sukhavati mandalas 

The concept of Amida Jodo-hen (representing the Pure Land of Amitabha) originated in 

China. There existed a strong faith in him among people of all the classes. The mandala was 

painted in Dunhuang caves a number of times. It became very popular under the Sung dynasty 

(960-1279) among the people of both lay and religious societies.  

In Japan the most prosperous age for this mandala was 7th-12th century. During the Nara 

period they were made by emperors’ families. Horyuji murals are one of the early examples. 

Yakushiji temple also preserves one that was made in the sixth year of Empress Jito’s reign (AD 

692). Kofukuji has another that was made in AD 730. Besides these, there are many.  

Taimadera monastery produced a painting following the Chinese style of depiction of 

Pure Land based on Amitayurdhyana-sutra (Kammuryojukyo) with the commentary by Shan-tao. 

But by that time belief in Amitabha was not wide spread, so the chanting of his name was not 

practiced.  

 Visualisation of the paradise of Amida in Taima mandala (当麻寺の曼荼羅) is based 

on Amitayurdhyana-sutra (観無量寿経 Kammuryojukyo) preached by Sakyamuni to Queen 
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Vaidehi in Rajagrha translated into Chinese by Kalayasas into Chinese or rather on the 

commentary on it by Shan-tao (Waley 1931, xx-xxii). It is a visual transformation of the 

doctrinal theme of the sutra (Ch. Kuan-wu-liang-shou-ching). More than thirty commentaries 

exist but the most important is by Shan-tao. Honen Shonin also relied primarily on it for 

developing his own thought and himself wrote a commentary, Kammuryojukyo-shaku. No 

Tibetan or Sanskrit versions are found. According to some scholars it was composed outside 

India (Senchakushu 1998, p. 21). A twenty deity mandalas of Amitabha was painted by 

Shinkakau (1170-80, TZ 86.19) in Besson Zakki. Amitabha with eight great Bodhisattvas was 

also painted by him (TZ 87.22).  

Amitabha, the focal point of the mandala is sitting cross legged on a huge lotus seat, the 

King and the Queen are praying in front, below them is the representation of the ninth degree of 

birth in his Paradise. They are standing and having a vision of themselves as reborn there sitting 

on lotus seats. Five gem trees, ratna vrksas are painted on the right and the left at the back of the 

throne of Amitabha. A number of buildings are painted in different levels forming a towerlike 

structure on the both the sides of the Paradise. The towers are topped by jewels encircled by 

halos or flames.  

 Probably gems appear from the brahmarandhra of Amitabha, beyond that is Amitabha in 

a more subtle form attended by the King and the Queen sitting with the two Bodhisattvas inside 

his palace flanked by two on both the sides. Beyond that is the final stage. Beyond this scene are 

Buddhas and Bodhisattvas flying down from the heaven from all the directions. In between are 

birds and musical instruments floating in air in sky. Some flying goddesses are also painted. In 

all they should have been twenty five as painted in Raigo scenes. 

Amitabha as one of the Four Buddhas of Hosso sect（法相宗） 

 Sakyamuni, Amitabha（あみだ）, Bhaisajyaguru（薬師如来） and Maitreya （弥勒

菩薩）come as a group in Suvarnaprabhasa-sutra.（金光経） Hosso sect also prescribed their 

worship in the group of four. The set of four Buddhas sitting in their paradises painted on the 
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walls in Horyuji is the  earliest example of the four Buddhas venerated in a group. The same set 

of Buddhas was sculpted for the Saidaiji monastery. They are said to be originally housed in the 

pagoda that has vanished now. They are often dated as 770-780. 

Amitabha in the twin mandalas 

Amitabha is one of the four Buddhas in the Mahakaruna-garbha-mandala （大慈蔵曼荼

羅）brought by Kobodaishi（弘法大師）. Mahavairocana（大毘盧遮那仏） sits in the center 

of the eight petalled lotus in the central mansion. On the eight petals of the lotus sit four Buddhas 

and four Bodhisattvas. The four buddhas are: Ratnaketu(Hōdōbutsu), Sankusumitaraja (Kaifuke-

ō-butsu), Amitabha (Muryōbutsu) and Divya-dundubhi-megha-nirghosa (Tenkuraion butsu). 

Amitabha occupies the western petal of the Central Mansion. 

In Vajradhatu-mandala(金剛曼荼羅) the central figure of the six out of nine sections is 

Vairocana. In the four sections: Maha-, Suksma-, Dharma- and karma-mandalas he is surrounded 

by four Buddhas: Aksobhya, Ratnaketu, Amitabha and Amoghasiddhi.  

 Amitabha wears monk’s garments, has short curls, sits on a lotus, his face is golden, 

the color of autumn, which corresponds to west, gold also symbolizes plentitude and 

indestructibility. He accomplishes the mudra of concetration.   

Pure Land devotion in the ninth century 

Pure Land belief came to play an increasingly important role during the Heian period in 

the Tendai sect. Monk Ennin（円仁）  propagated that Jōgyō sammai （常行三昧）or 

perpetual chanting meditation was as effective as lotus meditation. Further it was popularized by 

another Tendai priest Ensai （栄西）who held special nembutsu （念仏）services on the 15th 

day of every month. Soon aristocracy began to patronize. Some of the members of the Imperial 

family embraced the devotion. Elder sister of Emperor Kazan died peacefully while engaged in 
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Jōgyō sammai and nembutsu services were subsequently performed on her memorial days. Later 

a group of Chinese scholars and monks began to organize biannual meetings.   

Jōgyō sammai became a dominant form of meditation on mount Hiei（比叡山） and the Abbot 

Ryōgen（良源） himself wrote commentaries on Pure Land sutras for the aristocrats. But later 

he began to preach to the common people raising the devotion to apex.  

 An image of Amitabha was placed for the beginners to meditate attempting to visualize 

the Pure Land mentally. At an advanced stage the devotee was directed to meditate on the 

formless Amitabha. Monk Genshin（源信） was one of the first Tendai monks who declared 

that his goal was birth in Pure Land. He expressed his view in his treatise Ōjōyōshū（往生要集） 

that it became popular among the aristocratic class and in fact has been the best seller in 

Japanese history up to modern times throughout Japan. 

Amida figures for meditation 

The Japanese monk Saicho（最澄）brought a new way of meditation called shi kan（止

観）. Shi means samatha, tranquility or concentration and kan is vipassana, right knowledge or 

insight. Shi kan was divided into four forms of meditation based upon the physical posture of the 

devotee. According to the first way a devotee was to sit and meditate facing the image of 

Bodhisattva Manjusri（文殊菩薩）. In the second manner he was to circumambulate the image 

of Amitabha chanting the naembutsu for ninety days. The devotee has to focus his mind upon the 

Pure Land or thirty-two marks of the Buddha. This led to construction of special halls of 

meditation in the Tendai temples known as Jōgyōdō（常行堂） or Hokkedō（法華堂）. Jōgyō 

sammaidō meditation hall built by monk Ennin in 848 beacame the major place of inspiration for 

the evolution of Japanese Pure Land Buddhism (Matsunaga 1.158).   

 During the Heian period Amida-jodo-hen was mainly painted as fresco in the main hall,  
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Amitabha in meditation 

 Amitabha sits in Dhyana mudra known as Amida-jō-（阿弥陀所）in. Both of his hands 

rest on his lap with palms up, placed one upon the other. The last two phalanges of his index 

gingers are verticle and touching back to back. The thumbs come together with the tips touching 

index fingers. It is the mudra of meditation. The two hands represent two worlds. The left being 

the world of beings, the Matrix world and the right the world of the Buddhas, the Diamond world. 

The right hand supports the left, showing that the world of Buddhas sustain the world of 

phenomena. The circle formed by the thumbs and the index fingers represent the perfection of 

Dharma in the two worlds, since the circle is the symbol of perfection. The mudra was made by 

Sakyamyni when he was meditating under the Bodhi tree (Snodgrass 235).  

Amitabha at Kotokuin（子特印）Kamakura（鎌倉） 

Sukhavati: an ideal abode 

Sukhavati was seen as an ideal abode by the aristocrats. They aspired to reside therein. 

Replicas of Pure Land were built and aristocrats loved to reside therein. Michinaga constructed a 

hall at Hōjōji（法成寺） temple and his son Yorimichi at Byōdōin （平等院）(Matsunaga 

1.215).  

 A huge image of Amitabha sitting in meditation   

Amitabha halls 

Late Heian period was an age of dazzling descriptions of Pure Land.  Because of these 

attractive descriptions salvation through faith became an attitude of mind. Recitation of the name 

of Amitabha became a key to paradise.  

The Fujiwaras erected over 30 halls to enshrine images of Amitabha. Amitabha at the 

Hokaiji monastery（法界院) is another example of a large size image. It is an Amida hall not far 
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from Uji（宇治） in northeast Kyoto. Konjikido hall of Chusonji （中尊寺）monastery is 

another example of one such hall.  

Amitabha as a savior of the nine classes 

Sukhavati-vyuha-sutra expounded the nine grades of rebirth in the Pure Land. A Tendai 

monk Ryogen（良源）  preached the philosophy of rebirth of nine classes of believers in 

Amitabha’s paradise. Several halls with images of nine forms of Amitabha as saviors of the nine 

levels(九段) of people, were constructed but only one of them remains today, that is Joruriji（浄

瑠璃寺）in south Kyoto built in early 12th century. These forms are also painted in the lower 

court of the Taima mandala and Amitabha is envisioned as saving the nine classes of mankind. 

The top degree of people is composed of saints, the second of virtuous men and the third of 

sinners. 

Amitabha as a savior in Raigo paintings （来迎絵） 

 Jodo faith was fostered under the Tendai sect. Monk Genshin (源信、942-1017) 

active in mid Heian period wrote the Ojo Yoshu (往生要集)、Essentials of Rebirth in the Pure 

Land). He explained the philosophic basis and practical means of Jodo faith. The influential was 

his statement about Amitabha’s descent  (Raigo). The Buddha descends from the heaven and 

receives the soul of the dying faithful into his Pure Land as explained in Sukhavati-vyuha- and 

Amitayur-dhyana-sutras. Raigo, born out of Jodo mandalas, became a frequent subject of Jodo 

faith art gave birth to a variety of Raigo paintings. 

Descent of Amitabha accompanied by 25 Bodhisattvas was one of the most popular 

themes in painting and sculpture. The Bodhisattvas of the joyous group play on musical 

instruments, hold banners, bring materials for worship and Avalokitesvara brings an empty lotus 

seat for the soul of the deceased.  

******* 


