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Abstract

Understanding the Evolution of Navasamyjiia in
19th-century Japan through the Legend of Kusozu and
Empress Danrin

K, Soyeon
Assistant Professor

Kookmin University

Asubhabhavana involves meditation on the explicit decay and skeletal transfor-
mation of the human body after death, with the aim of severing one’s attachment to
one’s body and carnal desire for that of others. Navasamjfia, which is a detailed
form of this practice, was actively adopted in Japanese art and literature. Since the
Kamakura period, this practice has been reinterpreted in the context of Pure Land
Buddhism and the cycle of the six realms, as discussed in the Essentials of Rebirth in
the Pure Land by Genshin. Many kusozu works have visualized this reinterpretation.
An exemplary piece held at Shojtiraigdji in Japan is particularly notable for illustrating
the establishment and evolution of navasamjiia in Japan over time.

19-century replicas of this Shojiiraigdji painting and its efoki (picture storytelling)
scripts, entitled The Brief Origin Story of the Six Realms Paintings, depict an altered
interpretation of navasamyjiia and kusozu during the Edo period. These materials
reveal that kusozu was frequently explained through the story of Empress Danrin, a
historical figure, in the etoki performed for lay believers. As the narrative of
Empress Danrin blended with navasamjia, the audience for kusozu extended to
include all women. Additionally, the impurity of the body, which was not originally
a subject of moral judgment, was interpreted as an original sin that hindered rebirth

in the Pure Land. The fictional legend of Empress Danrin appears not only in
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Buddhist paintings such as those in the kusozu tradition, but also in texts and visual
materials of the indigenous Japanese Shinto religion. Within the broader context of
Pure Land belief, which encompasses Buddhism and Shinto, the notion of women’s
bodies as a manifestation of original sin spread through visual materials and their
storytelling. This reinterpretation and transformation of navasamjiia were part of
popular religious practices in 19th-century Japan, which were widely accepted in

multiple religions.

Keywords
Asubhabhavana, Navasamjiia, Kusozu, Essentials of Rebirth in the Pure Land, The Brief

Origin Story of the Six Realms Paintings, Etoki, Pure Land belief
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