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Preface

Designated a UNESCO World Heritage site in 1993, the Hōryūji temple 
complex includes some of the oldest and largest surviving wooden build-
ings in the world. The original Hōryūji temple was built between 601 and 
607 by Prince Regent Shōtoku (573?–622), one of Japan’s best-known 
cultural heroes. The construction of the temple marked the introduction of 
Buddhism and Buddhist art and architecture to Japan from China, by way 
of the Korean peninsula, as promoted by Prince Shōtoku. After a fire in 670 
that destroyed the site, the temple was rebuilt and enlarged. Hōryūji became 
one of Japan’s leading centers of Buddhist scholarship as well as a focus for 
the cult of its founder, Prince Shōtoku. Over the centuries numerous build-
ings were added and the temple became the repository of a great number of 
Buddhist works of art. Many of the temple’s buildings and artworks are now 
listed as National Treasures or Important Cultural Properties.

In October 2005, “The Dawn of East Asian International Buddhist Art 
and Architecture: Hōryūji (Temple of the Exalted Law) in Its Contexts” 
symposium was held at the University of Virginia. It drew participants from 
the disciplines of archaeology, architecture, architectural history, art history, 
and religion, with the goal of reconsidering Hōryūji from interdisciplinary 
perspectives and within broad cultural contexts, placing it at the threshold 
of an international Buddhist art and architecture in East Asia. The papers 
presented at the symposium now form Chapters One (J. Edward Kidder, Jr.), 
Two (Eric M. Field), Three (Nancy Shatzman Steinhardt), Five (Dorothy 
C. Wong), and Eight (Michael Como). Additional chapters were written 
by J. Edward Kidder, Jr. (Chapter Four), Mark L. Blum (Chapter Six), 
and Lori Meeks (Chapter Seven). Despite voluminous historical records 
and the large body of scholarship on the temple, these essays aim to shed 
new light on the Hōryūji complex by (1) examining new archaeological 
materials, (2) incorporating computer analysis of the structural system of 
the pagoda, and (3) including cross-cultural, interdisciplinary perspectives 
that reflect current research in various fields. I would like to thank all the 
contributors (especially J. Edward Kidder, Jr., who wrote two chapters) for 
their enthusiasm and academic vigor in participating in this enterprise.

John M. Rosenfield kindly wrote the Prologue, which broadly addresses 
the art and religion of Hōryūji and provides a framework for reading the 
chapters, each of which focuses on a specific topic. My senior colleague David 
Summers, who attended the symposium, penned the Epilogue as a response 
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to and a reflection on the larger art- and cultural-historical issues raised by 
this set of essays. These two pieces not only enhance the cohesiveness of 
the volume but broaden a horizon that allows an understanding of Hōryūji 
both within and beyond its specificity. I would also like to thank two other 
symposium participants and colleagues at the University of Virginia whose 
works are not represented herein: Yunsheng Huang of the Department of 
Architectural History, and Paul Groner (who served as discussant) of the 
Department of Religious Studies.

The symposium and the preparation of this volume have received 
a number of grants. The most substantial funding came from the Ellen 
Bayard Weedon Foundation, established in honor of William Stone Weedon 
(1908–1984), the first University Professor at the University of Virginia who 
taught (in addition to mathematics and philosophy) Asian art, culture, and 
architecture. We are much obliged to Mary Pollock, Director of the Weedon 
Foundation, for her support and encouragement of our endeavor. Within the 
University of Virginia, we received grants and other kinds of support from 
the Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences and the Vice President for 
Research and Graduate Studies, the Lindner Center for Art History of the 
McIntire Department of Art, the University of Virginia Art Museum, and the 
East Asia Center. My special thanks go to Jill Hartz, former Director of the 
University of Virginia Art Museum, for facilitating the organization of the 
symposium. An outside grant from the Metropolitan Center for Far Eastern 
Art Studies (Tokyo) also helped toward the publication of the volume.

Eric M. Field (one of the contributors) brought his expertise and talents 
to the design of this volume; his supervision of his two students in the 
University of Virginia School of Architecture, Heather Fischer and Janet 
Nguyen, in designing this publication is in the best tradition of teaching 
through practice. Andy Nercessian (editor), Carol Koulikourdi, and Amanda 
Millar at Cambridge Scholars Publishing were a pleasure to work with, and 
I thank them for their support of this publication from the very beginning. 
Victoria R. M. Scott was the book’s meticulous and tireless copy editor, 
and I much value her counsel. Finally, I would like to acknowledge the 
assistance rendered by the staff of the Fiske Kimball Fine Arts Library of 
the University of Virginia, especially in digitizing a volume of photographs 
of the wall paintings of Hōryūji (Tanaka 1951) in the University of Virginia 
Small Special Collections Library.

In imposing on this multi-author volume a uniform style, some individu-
al preferences were of necessity preserved. For example, for works in Asian 
languages, some authors preferred to include Asian characters in their bib-
liographies, whereas others provided English translations of the titles. The 
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opinions of the contributors do not represent those of the editors, though we 
do bear responsibility for any errors.

Dorothy C. Wong
Charlottesville, Virginia

February 2008





Prologue

The Shadow of Shōtoku Taishi

John M. Rosenfield

“An institution,” as Emerson famously remarked, “is the lengthened 
shadow of a man.” If the Buddhist creed is the lengthened shadow of the 
historical Buddha, then Hōryūji is the shadow of Shōtoku Taishi. 

Hōryūji is a middle-sized Buddhist monastery secluded amid the rice 
paddies, farm villages, and gently rolling foothills of the Yamato region, 
the cultural heartland of ancient Japan. It was founded in the early 600s, 
burned about 670, and rebuilt a few decades later (Plates 1–3). Since then 
it has miraculously survived the civil wars, earthquakes, and typhoons that 
have diminished the larger and more prominent temples in nearby Nara. 
Indeed, not only is Hōryūji the oldest continuously active Buddhist sanctu-
ary in Japan, it is the oldest in all of Asia, offering vivid insights into how 
Mahāyāna Buddhism sparked the creation of Japanese artworks of transcen-
dent beauty.

For the past hundred years, Hōryūji has been the subject of more public 
acclaim and scholarly analysis than any other sanctuary in Buddhist Asia. 
Few monuments in Europe or Asia have been as thoroughly analyzed; yet 
after an untold number of books and research papers, scholars have suc-
ceeded in piecing together only a plausible summary of its early history. 
When they attempt to write more detailed accounts, they remain bedev-
iled by contradictions and complexities in the evidence—cryptic temple 
records, fragmentary state chronicles, puzzling inscriptions, incomplete ex-
cavations, and pious legends. Though many puzzles remain to be solved, as 
the essays below show, the artifacts of Hōryūji—the temple halls, statues, 
paintings, and ritual implements—clearly reflect the visions and lofty ideals 
that Mahāyāna Buddhism imparted to its believers. 

Early Years
A prince named Umayado (ca. 574–ca. 622), more familiarly known as 

Shōtoku Taishi, built Hōryūji next to his country palace. Born into the high-
est stratum of Japanese royalty, he was the son of Emperor Yōmei (d. 587) 
and nephew of the empress Suiko, who in 593 appointed him regent and the 








































