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Cowries Placed in Yakushi Nyorai Seated Statue
at Shitennoji Temple in Tsu City

Ami Sato

Cowries, known as “Koyasu-gai” in Japan, have long been believed to be a talisman
of a baby's safe birth. This paper explores the reason why cowries were placed in
Yakushi Nyorai Seated Statue at Shitennoji Temple in Tsu City, with the aim of
clarifying the meaning of the cowry.

The statue of Yakushi Nyorai was made of wood and was made in the latter half of
the Heian period. Inside the statue were a document describing the temple territory,
a piece of paper with the names of donors, fans, combs, and a mirror. Two cowries
were included in the items found in the statue. The items found are said to be
"items related to the Mononobe Misao". They were put into the statue in 1077
(Jouho 4).

At first, the bones of the Buddha were placed inside the statue in anticipation of
the Buddha's spiritual test. Next, the sutras were put in the statue, and then, favorite
personal belongings of the deceased were also put in the statue. From the latter half
of the Heian period to the Kamakura period, the number of cases where hair and
nails were put in the statue increased. Then, in the Kamakura period, there were
more cases where the hair, teeth, and bones of the dead were put inside the Gorinto.

Under these circumstances, Buddhism, which was introduced to protect the
country, was influenced by various factors such as an unstable society and the spread
of Mappo Thought. In the Heian period, the role of Buddhism changed, and it has
been a symbol of aiming for paradise since then, and the relationship between people
and Buddha statues also changed.

This article discusses the cases where the cowries were stored in some kinds of
objects, where shellfish other than the cowries were stored, and the act of "putting”

objects (including the body or part of the body) in some places to identify the reason
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why the cowries were placed on the statue of Yakushi Nyorai in Japan.

Fans and combs, which are symbols of regeneration, were also placed in the statue
of Yakushi Nyorai. These have been accepted as symbols of birth since ancient
times. Cowry, which is a symbol of rebirth, may have been chosen by people in
connection with the idea of paradise in this era. It is possible that Mononobe Misao
and her relatives put two cowries in the statue of Yakushi Nyorai to be reborn in the

afterlife.
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