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Attendants [ at the deathbed] should match their breathing to that of the sick 
person and assist him by chanting the nenbutsu in unison with him on each 
outbreath .... Deeply desiring that he achieve the Pure Land, you must never 
abandon him [but remain at his side], for one day, two days, seven days, or until 
the breath ceases. The ritual procedure for dying persons always ends with the 
[last] outbreath. You should be ready for the last breath and chant [the nenbutsu] 
together. 

Ichigo taiyo himitsu shii1 

One who encounters defilement or who sits in the same place [with a defiled 
person] becomes defilement source A (ko). One who sits together with the 
defiled person A becomes defilement source B (otsu). One who sits together 
with the defiled person B becomes defilement source C (hel). After C, there is 
no [further transmission of] defilement, but [person] D (tez) should not visit 
shrines on the day of contact. In the case of [ contact with J deceased persons, one 
should regard the cessation of the breath as marking the onset of [ death J 
defilement. 

Bunpokf 

Among the distinctive features of Japanese Buddhism in the latter part 
of the Heian (794-1185) and Kamakura (1185-1333) periods was the rise of 
aspirations for birth after death in a pure land (ojo). The goal of ojo was shared 
among clerics and laity and across social classes. Of the realms of the various 
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buddhas and bodhisattvas to which people aspired, the most widely sought was 
the Pure Land of Utmost Bliss (Sanskrit [Skt.] SukhavatI, Japanese [Jpn.] 
Gokuraku), far away in the western part of the cosmos where the Buddha Amida 
(Skt. Ami tab ha, Amitayus) is said to dwell. Those born in that realm, it was said, 
would never again fall back into the painful cycle ofrebirth but were assured of 
eventual buddhahood. In coajunction with the rise of Pure Land thought and 
practice, special deathbed rites (rinjii gyogi) were developed to assist the dying 
in focusing their last thoughts on the Buddha. Often dying persons were moved 
for this purpose to an expressly. designated ritual space, such as a hall or chapel. 
As discussed in the famous treatise Ojo yoshii (Essentials of birth in the Pure 
Land) by the scholar-monk Genshin (942-1017), in the Iiminal moments of 
death's approach, even "ten consecutive thoughts" of Amida were deemed 
sufficient to override the sins and errors of a lifetime; all those who placed their 
faith in Amida Buddha and invoked his name with their dying breath would be 
welcomed by Amida himself, who would descend, together with his bodhisattva 
attendants, to escort them to his pure land. Hagiographical collections known as 
ojoden ("accounts of those born in the Pure Land"), produced from the late tenth 
through thirteenth centuries, recorded the serene and noble deaths of persons 
who passed away facing west toward the Pure Land with the name of Amida on 
their lips. Ojoden also note the appearance of extraordinary signs accompanying 
such deaths-purple clouds, mysterious lights or fragrance, or music heard in 
the air-all testifying that Amida and his holy retinue had indeed made their 
welcoming descent. Under the influence of aspirations for the Pure Land, the 
moment of death came to be seen as a numinous juncture when the devout 
might come face to face with the Buddha. 

At the same time, however, the last moment was also held to mark the 
onset of death pollution (shie), the most serious of the various tab,068, 
avoidances, and interdictions designed to ward off malign influences or de°flect 
the anger of the kami, or local deities, and which restrained the activities of day­
to-day life for certain social groups, especially among the nobility. Those who 
had come into contact with death were expected to abstain from visiting kami 
shrines or engaging in kami rituals and from attending the imperial palace or 
government offices, and-since pollution was thought to be transmitted in a 
manner similar to infection, from one individual to the next-to refrain from 
social contact outside the family for an extended avoidance period, typically 
thirty days. The latter Heian and Kamakura periods, when ritualized deathbed 
practices aimed at achieving birth in the Pure Land emerged and spread, were 
also a time of heightened concerns about death pollution. 

What are we to make of the presence, in the same historical period, of 
these two contradictory views of life's end-the "dying breath"-as both the 
moment of liberation and also as dangerous and polluting? Did they exist in 
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isolation, consigned to separate social and ritual spheres? Or did they interact or 
perhaps even influence or sustain one anoth~r? Were th_ose f'.ersons, usually 
Buddhist monks, who assisted in deathbed ntes constramed m any way by 
taboos on death pollution? Notions of pollution or defilement (kegare) and 
avoidance (im1) current in the period under discussion-which, for convenien~e' 
sake we will here term "early medieval"-are enormously complex and vaned 
acc~rding to place, context, status, profession, and the nature of one's social or 
religious responsibilities. Much about the topic remains to be researched, and a 
thorough treatment, even of death pollution alone, lies beyond the scope of a 
single study. This essay will focus on the sole issue of tensio:'s between 
competing representations of the moment of death, as an occas10:1 of both 
defilement and liberation, and the practices in which these tensions were 
embodied. It will approach this problem from three interrelated perspectives: (1) 
competing discourses in early medieval Japan abou~ Buddhism, ~am'., and _d~ath 
pollution; (2) the significance of conducting Buddhist de~thbed n'.es m _a d1st~ct 
ritual space, especially in connection with other social practices mvolvmg 
removal of the dying from their ordinary surroundings; and (3) the role of 
monks in nursing the terminally ill, along with issues of impurity and pollution 
surrounding the actual deathbed scene. 

Part One: Buddhism and Death Pollution: 
Competing Discourses 

Buddhism and Pollution in Japan: A Brief Background 

The Japanese word kegare-defilement or pollution-"at the most 
general level... designates that which is unclean, polluted, possibly taboo, and 
often inauspicious," in the words of Jayne Sun Kim.3 Among its more common 
sources are death, childbirth, and disease. Pollution of this kind, known as 
contact defilement (shokue), was thought to be spread from one person or place 
to another up to the fourth individual in sequence and needed to be exorcised by 
observing a prescribed period of seclusion or avoidance (imi). During this 
period, the affected person or persons ~estricted th~~ social ~'.erco~se to avoid 
further transmission. Recent scholarship has heunstlcally d1stmgu1shed contact 
defilement from transgression defilement (tsumi kegare), pollution arising from 
sin or crime. 4 Transgression defilement was not deemed contagious but, over the 
course of Japan's medieval period, came increasingly t~ be understood as. an 
innate condition that could not be purified and was thus linked to the formation 
of hinin or outcaste groups. Of the two, it is contact defilement, specifically, the 
pollution of death, that will concern us here. 
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Fears in Japan about pollution arising from contact with death have 
often been traced to the myth, found in eighth-century dynastic histories, of thf 
deity Izanagi's journey to Yomi no kuni, the land of the dead, to retrieve his•' 
spouse, Izanami, who died giving birth to fire. When he arrives, Izanami agrees 
to consult the gods ofYomi about the possibility of her return to the land of the', 
living but in the meantime enjoins Izanagi not to look at her. He disobeys and is· 
horrified to see her body teeming with maggots. Shamed and angered, Izanami 
sends the hags of Yomi in pursuit of him, and Izanagi flees, blocking the pass 
between the two worlds with a.boulder. He then purifies himself by bathing in a 
river, a cosmogonic act that gives rise to multiple new deities.5 The presence of 
this myth in Japan's earliest chronicles for a long time bolstered assumptions 
that pollution was an inherently "Japanese" concern, predating the introduction 
of Buddhism in the sixth century.6 However, while the myth ofizanagi's visit to 
the underworld would indeed seem to reflect very early fears of death pollution, 
recent research has also shown that no clear linear trajectory exists between 
Izanagi's simple act of lustration and the detailed codes of avoidance 
surrounding death and other forms of defilement that appear in the regulations 
of Heian court protocol and the diaries of court nobles. 7 Heian-period concerns 
about defilement and ritual purity were by no means a mere extension of pre­
Buddhist ideas but developed under specific historical circumstances and drew 
on elements from kami worship, yinyang practices (Onmyodo), and even 
Buddhism itself. 

The role of Buddhism in premodern Japanese discourses and practices 
involving purity and pollution is a complex one. In formal Buddhist doctrine, 
pollution has little place, except, perhaps, as metaphor: an awakened mind is 
said to be ''pure," while a deluded mind is "defiled." Similarly, the realm of a 
buddha or bodhisattva, being free of delusion and suffering, is called a pure land 
(jodo), while a realm inhabited by ordinary deluded beings such as our present, 
Saha world, full of greed, hatred, and ignorance, is called a defiled land (edo). In 
the sphere of ethical and ritual practice, however, monastic Buddhism in 
particular has its own standards of "pure conduct," such as refraining from 
killing living beings and abstaining from eating meat or pungent roots, drinking 
alcohol, and engaging in sexual activity. Even before the Heian period, such 
norms were absorbed into and in turn helped shape the practices of abstinence 
(imi) observed before undertaking kami rites. Prohibitions framed in Buddhist 
language against killing animals (sessho kindan) or forbidding meat-eating, 
sake-drinking or the taking of life during the six monthly precept days 
(rokusainich,), when lay people observe extra rules of discipiin( were often 
adopted as measures to quell or avert disasters attributed to th,l kami's anger. 
Shojin-the Buddhist virtue of uuremitting effort in religious discipline-took 
on the meaning of observing ritual purity.8 Similar processes of assimilation had 
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d • Chm' a and Korea and in Japan as on the Asian continent, the occurre m , ' "' ,, dil 
(Buddhist soteriological distinction of ''pure" and llllpure . w?s rea . Y 
·! assimilated, and gave support, to the more concrete ritual 3:11-d social d'.chotom1es 
" of pure and defiled, auspicious and inauspicious, found m t1;e. specific t~booi 
'. and interdictions of Confucian, Daoist, and other lo~al rehg1_ous practices. 

Under the influence of Buddhist teachings about karmic causality, defilements 
• ..• once understood as temporary and contingent acquired a permanent, morally 
• determined character; menstruation and childbirth, for _example, c3:111e to be seen, 

not as temporary defilements to be dispelled by penods of a~o1dance,_ but. as 
signs of women's innately polluted condition resulting from evil deeds m pnor 
lifetimes. 10 Discrimination against lepers and outcaste groui:s also found supp~rt 
from the doctrine of karmic causality. Yet at the sm:ie tune, othe: Buddhist 
doctrines were deployed to undercut or even reject notions o~ pollut'.on. As we 

• shall see the notion of this world as a defiled realm to be reJected, m favor of 
the Pure' Land which is to be sought (onri edo gongu jodo), enabled some 
practitioners t~ dismiss concerns about death pollution alt?gether.11 Thus i:ie:e 

as no unified "Buddhist stance" on questions of pollution; elements w1thm 
;uddhism were mobilized both to bolster and to critique defilement taboos, 
including avoidance of death pollution. 

Kami, Buddhism, aud death pollutiou 

The primary rationale given for avoiding pollution was that the ~ami 
were thought to fmd it repugnant. Heian-period sources frequently attrtb~te 
sickness, natural disasters, and other calamities to the _anger ~f local kam1 at 
defilement of their shrines, and formal codes for pollution avo1;dance begin: to 
be promulgated in connection with their worship. 'I_'hus the t?p1c ?f Bud~sm 

d death pollution in this period must also take mto consideration relations 
:tween Buddhism and the kami ( or the more sinified jingi, "deities ~f h~aven 
nd earth"). Scholarly consensus has now moved away from an earlier 'two­

:oom flat" concept of premodern Japanese rel!~ion, in which '.'Buddhism" and 
"Shinto" were imagined as autonomous trad1t1ons, and has _mstead co_me to 
embrace a "combinatory" model in which not only_~; wors_h:P but Dao~st and 
yinyang practices, along with the worship of mult1fan~us ?e1~1es of con~e_ntal 
origins were incorporated--doctrinally, ritually, and mstitut1onally-w1thm a 
domini:ut Buddhist framework. 12 Nonetheless, th~ as_~imilati~n was never 
complete; certain protocols delimited kami worship (jmg1 smsh1) from :he 
Buddhist surround as a distinct ritual sphere. One such protoc~I was pollution 
avoidance, especially of the defilement of deat1;. Such av01dances were a 
prominent feature of the imperially sponsored shrines, such as Ise and Kam?, 
and the jingi rituals of the court. Codes of pollution avoidance to be observed m 
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kami festivals crystallized in the famous 927 Engi shiki (Regulations of the Engi 
era), which stipulated that those who have come into contact with the death of 
human beings must practice avoidance for thirty days from the day of the buria~ 
refraining during that period . from participating in kami-related affairs or 
entering the imperial palace. Contact with disease and childbirth, or with the 
death of domestic animals, entailed shorter avoidance periods.13 

The Heian court also sponsored Buddhist rituals, and clerics 
performing rites for protection of the emperor and the nation found it necessary 
to observe the same codes of ritual purity that characterized the imperial jingi 
cult. 14 We note this, for example, in the steps taken to avoid all polluting 
elements in connection with the Ninnoe, or ceremonial lecture on the Sutra of 
Humane Kings, the only court-sponsored Buddhist ceremony to be accompanied 
by performance of the Oharae or Great Purification. Closely linked to the 
imperial cult and its authority, the Ninnoe was held twice annually in the 
Daigokuden or main ritual hall of the palace for the sake of nation protection 
and avoidance of disaster, as well as following a new emperor's accession and 
at times of perceived national urgency. Fujiwara no Sanesuke (957-1046), one 
of the court diarists responsible for maintaining and transmitting correct 
protocol, makes repeated note of the exclusion from the Ninnoe performance of 
monks who had recently taken part in funerals or who were in mourning; 15 

persons who had incurred pollution were also prohibited from making offerings 
to the Buddha or even giving donations to participating monks. 16 Unanticipated 
contact with death or other sources of pollution on the part of designated 
participants routinely caused state-sponsored jingi rites to be rescheduled, 
relocated, or assigned to other officiants; alternatively, those who had incurred 
defilement might themselves decline to participate. Similar strictures were 
maintained with Buddhist rites sponsored by the court or involving high 
officials or imperial family members. For example, in ]108, the ajari (esoteric 
master) Senkaku, who was to officiate at the annual Taigen no ho, an esoteric 
rite for the protection of the realm, was replaced because he was still in 
mourning for his deceased parents. 17 In 1109, a Buddhist consecration to be held 
for the imperial consort (chugu") Tokushi was cancelled because of contact with 
death pollution. 18 In 1116, the retired emperor Shirakawa cancelled a retreat at 
Hosshoji, his imperial vow temple (gogarifi), because of the discovery of a 
corpse on the grounds of his residence, the Shirakawa gosho. 19 In 1170, the 
regent Kujo Kanezane absented himself from Buddhist rites held at the 
residence of the retired emperor because of death pollution incurred under 
similar circumstances. 20 

As kami shrines and Buddhist temples were amalgamated in temple­
shrine complexes (jisha), Buddhist monks became increasingly scrupulous 
about pollution avoidance in connection with kami worship. In 973, Ryogen, 
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chief abbot (zasu) of the great Tendai monastery. Enryakuj! on Mt. Hie_i, 
submitted a written apology to the Sanno protector deity, worshipped at the 1'.1e 
shrine complex located at the foot of Mt. Hiei. ~yogen prayed tha'. the ~e1,ty 
would lift a curse (tatari) that he, Ryogen, had mcurred by an unmtent1on~l 
defilement of the shrine precincts. After having participated in the fun~ral of his 
patron, Fujiwara no Koremasa {924-972), Ryogen had carefull)'._ waited_ ou! a 
thirty-day avoidance period before joining in a seasonal sutra recitation 
ceremony; after the funeral, however, before the thirty days were 01;t, due '.o 
illness he had left Mt. Hiei for his residence at the foot of the mo~tam and,_ m 
the process, unwittingly passed through the Hie_ shrine precincts durmg a penod 
of kami rites while still in a polluted state. This example shows, not onl_Y th~t 
ranking Buddhist monks such as Ryogen needed to avoi~ death pollution _m 
connection with the kami and their shrines, but ~at _nnp~rtant Buddhist 
ceremonies (such as the siltra recitation referred to m this episode) had also 

"d • t 21 incorporated avo1 ance reqmremen s. 
Shojin-ritual purification-seems to have been part ?f expect~d 

preparation for pilgrimage, not only to kami shrin~s, but also to maJor Buddhist 
temples. The diary of the courtier Fuj)wara n? :. onnaga (1120-56), for e_xam_ple, 
refers to his observance of shojin pnor to v!Sltmg a number of Bu~~1st s1~~~' 
including the Konpon Childo at Enryakuji, the Nan'endo at KofukuJ1, Tenn?JI, 
and Mt. Koya, suggesting that these temples too may have adopted pollution 
restrictions. 22 Death defilement was especially to be exclud~d, and so?'e 
Buddhist temples seem to have enforced the thirty-day avo1:ianc~ penod 
following contact with the dead. In 1132, when a young boy was killed m a ~gh! 
in a corridor of Kofukuji, the Fujiwara clan temple, the cl~ head Tadam1~h1 
judged that "in accordance with temple custom," the resulting death_ pollution 
affected only the main hall (kondo) and had not spread through the entrre temple 
compound. 23 While this decision in effect worked around the dem~ment: 
enabling scheduled ceremonies to continue as planned, the ~act that KofukuJI 
even had a "temple custom" in this regard suggests that_ av01~~ces rel~ted to 
death defilement had become part of Buddhist temple hfe. Snndar avoidance 
practices seem to have been adopted at other temples as well, as s1_1ggested,_ for 

Pie m• two episodes from the twelfth-century tale collection Koryaku exam , • ·th t 
monogatari (Tales of times now past). In one story, a lowly warrior, "'.1 ou 
connections and at the end of his resources, begs for help from the bodhisattva . / 
Kannon enshrined at the Hasedera temple in Nara and lies prostr~;e before the h· 141 

bodhisattva image. The monks say anxio~sly to each other: If he stops 'jo<J 
breathing here, the temple will be defiled." In another_ story, m an e!aborate sf;,p 
ruse staged to steal a bell from the temple Koyadera m Settsu provmce,_ an 
elderly mendicant pretends to die beneath the temple's bell tower; accomplices 
acting as his "sons" remove the "body" bnt, for thirty days thereafter, the bell 
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tower is deemed polluted, and the monks will not approach it.25 Such examples 
suggest that the formal protocols of death pollution avoidance mandated in the 
imperial cult were not confined to contexts of kami worship but, to a 
considerable extent, were also observed by Buddhist institutions and clerics. 

Shunning Death and Tabooing Buddhism 

Even as Buddhist temples adopted the death taboos characteristic of 
court-centered kami worship, we find a parallel move within the imperial cult to 
taboo and exclude Buddhist elements. This phenomenon, known by scholars as 
the "isolation of kami from buddhas" (shinbutsu kakurz), was most pronounced 
within imperial jingi rites; while limited, it worked to preierve a degree of 
separation between jingi and Buddhist ritual systems and helped stimulate the 
emergence in late medieval and early modem times of an independent Shinto 
tradition.26 Well-known instances include the linguistic taboos of the Ise shrine, 
where code words were used to replace forbidden Buddhist terms ("long hairs" 
for monks, "colored paper'' for siltras, etc.), and where monks and nuns were 
forbidden close access.27 Taboos on Buddhism can be documented at the shrine 
of the sun deity at Ise from at least the early ninth century and eventually spread 
to other imperial shrines and rituals. Most striking is the banning of Buddhist 
elements during the imperial enthronement ceremony (Daijosai). The 871 Jogan 
shiki (Regulations of the Jogan era) prohibited the performance of Buddhist rites, 
both at court and in the government offices of the home provinces, during this 
rite. Such prohibitions were elaborated throughout the Heian period; by the 
twelfth century, those participating in the ceremony were asked, from the time 
of their appointment, not only to refrain from participating in Buddhist rites but 
to remove all Buddhist scriptures and ritual implements from their homes, avoid 
contact with monks and nuns, relocate to separate structures any Buddhist 
renunciates who were household members, and erect wooden placards warning 
that they were undergoing purification connected with kami ritual. 28 Avoidance 
of Buddhist clerics and other Buddhist elements was incorporated into other 
imperial kami rites as well. Thus the Engi shiki stipulates, "At all times, during 
the days of partial abstinence before and after the [kami] festivals of Toshigoi, 
Kamo, Tsukinami, Kanname and Niiname, monks, nuns and persons in 
mourning ... may not enter the Imperial Palace. "29 

The conjunction of "monks, nuns and persons in mourning" might 
suggest that the excluding of Buddhist elements from imperially sponsored kami 
festivals stemmed from an association of Buddhism with death and funerary 
rites. Buddhism possessed a repertoire of rites and doctrinal teachings dealing 
specifically with the afterlife that had no parallel in kami traditions, and in that 
limited sense, a "natural" division of labor may have occurred between the two 
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ritual systems. At the same time, however, the associatio;1 of Buddhism with 
death in the same set of prohibitions may well reflect a dehberate effort a: court 
to limit the political influence of Buddhist clerics and protect the prerogatives of 
the jingi ritual system in maintaining the legitimacy of rule.'

0
_The elabo:11te 

avoidances set forth in the Engi shiki were no mere reassertion of ancient 
"native" fears about pollution; they drew on Confucian and Daoist e)ements in 
their exclusion of Buddhism from kami rites and may also have been mfluenced 

31 ~ th. by the protocols of the Korean Paekche court. Whatever the reaso;1 ,or _err 
establishment, over time, such prohibitions clearly came to be associated_ with, 
and thus also served to promote, the growing role of Buddhist monks m the 
performance of death rites.32 The association of Buddhism_ with death, alo~g 
with taboos on contact with death and other forms of pollut1on, was at least m 
part a construction of court jingi ritual in its self-definition as a distinct ritual 

sphere. . . 
Possibly under the influence of formal protocols excludmg Buddhist 

elements from court-centered jingi rites, more diffuse and informal avoidances 
of specific Buddhist practices associated with death came. to be o~served_ in 
other social spheres. A particular object of avoidance, according to He1an-penod 
hagiographies and setsuwa (didactic tales), was the vocal nenbutsu, the 
invocation of Amida Buddha's name, which was often chanted as a deathbed 
practice and at funerals. Yoshishige no Yasutane ( d. 1002), au~or of the first 
Japanese collection of ojoden, or accounts of men and "."?men said to have b:en 
born in the Pure Land writes in his biography of the 1tmerant holy man Kuya 
(a.k.a. Keya, 903-972): "Prior to the Tengyo era (938-47), practice or the 
nenbutsu samadhi was rare in temple communities. It was even rarer among 
inferior persons and foolish women, who in many cases regarded it as taboo. 
But after the holy man arrived, people chanted it themselves and taught others to 
do so also."" We also fmd stories of people, otherwise devout Buddhists, who 
objected to the chanting of the nenbutsu on. auspicious day~ devot:'d to ~ami 
observance. Another ojoden collection ment10ns one Otsu_Jd Kanet?, a ~mor 
noble and Pure Land devotee, whose wife reproaches hnn for his habit of 
continually chanting the nenbutsu without regard for the occasion. "New_Year's 
day is commonly a time of avoidance (imi)," she says. _"Yo~ shoul~ refra~ fro1;11 
chanting the nenbutsu." Kane to smiles and rep hes, That 1s children s 
foolishness. How could I accept it? Living in this fleeting world, what should 
there be to avoid?" And he makes a point of deliberately going about the house 

l.· on that day ringing a bell and chanting the nenbutsu.
34 

A similai::to1?' o~c(urskin 
• Shasekishii, a thirteenth-century tale collection by the monk MUJU Dol?'o a. -~· 

Ichien), in which the lady Machi no Tsubone, wh_o is "stem and _meticulous m 
observing the tabus and festive proprieties," upbraids a devout maidservant who 
unthinkingly utters the nenbutsu even as she is setting out trays of food on New 
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Year's Day, a day sacred to the kami. "How inauspicious," the lady exclaims, 
"to say the nenbutsu on today of all days, as though someone had died!" and she 
punishes the girl by burning her cheek with a coin that she has heated in the 
frre. 35 It is not that she dislikes Buddhism; Machi no Tsubone is herself an 
Amida devotee, as we learn later in the story when she enters her private chapel 
to perform her Buddhist devotions once the kami rites have concluded (and is 
horrified to discover that her votive buddha image has taken upon itself the scar 
she inflicted on her maidservant). She simply subscribes to an idea, evidently 
fairly widely held, that certain kinds of Buddhist practices, having associations 
with death, should not be allowed to intrude upon occasions of kami worship. 

Aspirations for the Pure Land could by defmition be fulfilled only via 
the mediation of death. Thus, even outside kami-related contexts, excessive 
preoccupation with this goal was sometimes deemed inappropriate or unlucky 
for lay persons still at the height of their powers. When asked to compose a 
dedicatory vow for an offering service sponsored by Fujiwara no Michinaga 
(966-1027), the leading courtier of his day, the literatus Oe no Masahira (952-
1012), wishing "to avoid what should be shunned," was reluctant to comply 
with Michinaga's desire that the dedication be directea solely to achieving birth 
in the Pure Land-an objection presumably centered on the absence of a 
complementary prayer for good fortune in this world. 36 For similar reasons, 
serious devotion to Buddhism on the part of young people, especially children 
and young women, often met with disapprobation; Kaneto's reference to 
avoidance of the nenbutsu as "children's foolishness" may have its basis here. 
This attitude is occasionally documented in /Jjoden accounts. When the pious 
daughter of the Yamashiro governor Ono no Takaki (appointed 887) begins to 
study Pure Land texts and to practice prostrations, her parents admonish her, 
saying, "Such behavior is not appropriate for young people. You will exhaust 
your spirits and surely ruin your looks."37 Similarly, the wife of Fujiwara no 
Chikasuke deems it inauspicious when her young son takes to playing with a 
Buddhist rosary and uttering the name of Amida. 38 Child mortality was high, 
and young women were also at particular risk of death from complications in 
pregnancy and childbirth. Takatori Masao has suggested that reservations about 
young women's earnestness in Buddhist practice stemmed from an anxiety to 
restrain such already vulnerable persons from too deep an engagement with the 
next world. 39 From this perspective, Buddhist devotions aimed at birth in the 
Pure Land were to be kept "in their place," that is, they were the province 
chiefly of the aging, the dying, or the critically ill, or of persons who had 
renounced the world. In contexts emphasizing celebration, youth, fecundity, or 
worldly success, they were considered inappropriate. 

At the same time, however, this impulse to keep Buddhist practices for 
the next world "in their place" coexisted with a sharply contrasting rhetoric of 
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"shunning this defiled realm and aspiring to the Pure Land"_~ ~nri ed~ gongu 
ji5do ). In Buddhist narrative literature, such as setsuwa and o{oden, this la~er 
stance is typically represented as the outlook of those mon~tics such as hym 
("holy men") and other ascetics practicing in reclusion, outside formal_ tern~!~ 
hierarchies and of lay monks and nuns or other devotees who have m spmt 
already left the world and care only for the afterlife. In this d!sc~urse, concerns 
of auspicious versus inauspicious, pure or defiled, are d1sm1ssed ~ mere 
worldly matters irrelevant to one's salvation, while death, for those w_1th true 
religious understanding, is neither shunned nor feared but rather Joyfully 
welcomed as an escape from sal)lsiira and the point of entry into the Pure Lan~. 
In the i5ji5den accounts just mentioned, the parents_' qualms ab~ut therr 
children's precocious devotion prove prescient: Takaki'~ dau~ter ?1es fr?m 
complications following childbirth, and Chikasuke's ~on d1_es "'.'h1le still a child. 
But in the didactic framework of the stories, both achieve birth m the Pure Land, 
and it is the children's piety, not their parents' worldly disapprovaJ, that is held 
up for admiration. Similarly, mention in such st~ries of ~voidance of th~ 
nenbutsu serves only as a foil to celebrate those who ignore this custom: Kaneto, 
rather than his convention-bound wife, and the maidservant, rather than her 
punctilious mistress, are the ones presented as having true Buddhist ins~ght. 
Thus these tales point, both to a popular current of thought that as_socrnted 
Buddhism with death and tabooed certain of its observances, especially the 
nenbutsu, as inauspicious outside world-renouncing or death-related spheres, 
and also to a countervailing discourse that dismissed such taboos altogether as 
misguided and irrelevant to Buddhist soteriological concerns. _Both these 
attitudes would inform thinking about the deathbed observances m the latter 
Heian period. 

Honji suijaku and Death Pollution 

Exclusion of Buddhist elements from court-sponsored jingi rites 
represents a significant, although limited, divergence within ~ bro~d_er tendency 
toward amalgamation of the worship of kami and_ Buddhist de~~es: __ a trend 
institutionalized, for example, in su~h forms as shrin~-temfoles ymgup), kam, 
temples (miyadera), and temple-shrme complexes (jisha). . Chief amo~g the 
various discourses emerging in the Heian period to explam the relation of 
Buddhism and kami cults was the unity of"origins and traces" (honji suijaku), a 
combinatory paradigm in which kami and other non-Buddhist deities were 
explained as local manifestations or "traces" of the universal buddhas and 

th • h " • • I ound "41 In bodhisatrvas, who were understood as err ypostases or ong~a gr • . 
a phrase borrowed from the Daode ji~g, the b~ddhas and bodh1satrvas ";~re sa1~ 
to have "dimmed their light and mmgled with the dust of the world (wak/5 
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dojin),42 appearing in the culturally specific form of kami as an expedient suited 
to the people's capacity. Honji suijaku discourse thus entailed the ideological 
premise that kami ultimately endorse Buddhist soteriological goals. We have 
seen how the "separation of kami from Buddhism" in the imperial cult served 
both to strengthen avoidance of death defilement in connection with kami 
worship and also to promote broader, informal avoidance of Buddhist practices 
associated with death. But how were such taboos viewed from the perspective 
that kami and buddhas are ultimately one? 

A recurring theme in medieval Buddhist literature drawing upon honji 
suijaku discourse is that of a particular kami intervening to suspend the death 
taboos that would ordinarily surround its worship, in order to uphold Buddhist 
ethical norms. For example, a story in the thirteenth-century collection 
Shasekishii tells how the monk Jokan-bo ofMiwa in Yamato, on a pilgrimage to 
Yoshino, presumably to the Kinpu shrine, comes upon some children weeping 
by the roadside. Their mother has died of illness, their father has gone away, and 
the neighbors "wish to have nothing to do with such nasty, unpleasant 
business," so there is no one to see to the dead woman's fmal rites. Funerals at 
the time were conducted within the family, and it was considered polluting for 
outsiders to take part. Moved to pity, Jokan-bo carries the woman's body to a 
nearby field and briefly chants some dhar a is (spells) over it-a common 
method among non-elites of disposing of the body and conducting a funeral. 43 

Having thus incurred defilement through contact with death, Jokan-bo decides 
he must abort his pilgrimage and return to his home in Miwa. Strangely, 
however, he fmds himself physically unable to move in that direction, which he 
attributes to the kami's anger at his violation of the ritual purity demanded by 
shrine pilgrimage. To his amazement, however, he is still able to proceed in the 
direction of Yoshino. When he nears the shrine, the kami, speaking through a 
medium, welcomes him and says, "I certainly do not abhor what you have done. 
On the contrary, I respect compassion."44 In a similar story from the same 
collection, the monk Shoren-bii is carrying his mother's ashes to Mt. Koya for 
interment. In the vicinity of the Atsuta shrine in Owari, he is denied lodging 
because of the polluted nature of what he is carrying. However, a shrine official 
comes as a messenger of the deity in a dream to the head shrine priest and 
admonishes him that Shoren-bo is to be well treated. The narrative concludes, 
"If only the heart is pure, the body is likewise not defiled.',., 

Tales on this theme exist in several versions. In one, the kami reveals 
that "taboos are also but temporary expedients (hoben)," thus subsuming 
pollution avoidance within the Buddhist discourse of "skillful means," or the 
notion that buddhas and bodhisattvas accommodate their teaching methods to 
the receptivity ofliving beings.46 A related episode occurs in the hagiography of 
the itinerant Pure Land teacher Ippen (1239-89). In the seventh month of 1282, 
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Ippen and his company of mendicants were en route to Kyot~ and had stopped 
at the Mishima shrine in Izu. On the day they reached the shrine, purple clouds 
trailed across the sky from morning to night, and seven or eight of Ippen' s 
followers all at once achieved ojo (died). Death in a shrine precinct would 
ordinarily constitute a most serious defilement. However, the shrine priest, 
having been able to form an auspicious karmic connection (kechi~n) with Ippe~, 
did not regard this as polluting, nor was the kami an~ered. This, ~e re~d, 1s 
because the kami as manifestations of the buddhas, desrre only the hberation of 

, th ka .47 living beings; thus those who practice Buddhism must also revere e mz. 
All such stories share a relativizing or transcendence of death taboos; 

because the kami in their original ground are really buddhas and bodhisattvas, 
the strict avoidances surrounding their shrines are not absolute and may at need 
be set aside in favor of Buddhist ethical values or soteriological goals. These 
stories have sometimes been taken at face value to mean that such taboos could 
indeed be abridged when compassionate deeds required it.48 However, we have 
already seen that avoidance of death pollution was observed not only at ka":z 
shrines but also at a number of Buddhist temples. Thus one must ask: Does this 
recurring theme in hagiography and tale literatt~re reflect_a we~ening of kami­
associated death pollution avoidances as kami ntes were mcreasmgly subsumed 
within a Buddhist interpretive framework? Or should it instead_ be understood _as 
asserting a normative Buddhist interpretive agen~a, one that did 1:ot necessanly 
reflect actual shrine practice? Let us turn to an episode recounted m a docum~nt 
from the imperial Ise shrine, which, although roughly contemporaneous with 
these Buddhist didactic tales, tells a very different story. 

According to this account, on the fourth day of the second month, 1279, 
one Kunihide, a shrine servant, was inadvertently responsible for an act of 
pollution at the sacred premises d~g- the rites. o~ renewal. 
While in Iidaka district on shrine business, Kunih1de sat for a ttme m company 
with a monk named Man'aniida, or simply Man'a, who had recently gone to 
nearby Niuyama to venerate the body of one Kawata Nyudo, a lay monk who 
had died on the fifteenth day of the first month.49 Rumor spread that Kawata had 
achieved ojo, and many people gathered to pay homage to ~is ~emains. Man'a, 
while there had sat down in the deceased man's house. Ordmar1ly persons who 
sat in a hodse where a death had taken place, or who sat with other persons who 
had incurred defilement, were thought to incur defilement themselves; in this 
case the pollution was transmitted from Man'a to Kunihide, who then 
wor~hipped at Ise while unknowingly in a defiled state. M~'a had not informed 
Kunihide of his recent contact with defilement because he hnnselfhad been t?ld 
that "the death of an ojonin is not polluting" (ojonin ni kegare nashz). Shrme 
officials, however, disagreed and judged that "even in the case of an ojonin, 
there is pollution, and avoidance (imz) is to be observed."50 
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Nishigaki Seiji, who first drew scholarly attention to this account, notes 
how it illustrates the existence of mutually incompatible, situationally grounded 
views about death pollution. Shrine personnel, Nishigaki suggests, were 
committed to an official position that deemed all contact with death to be 
defiling, yet local people believed as a matter of certainty that exposure to the 
body of someone who had achieved ojo was not only not polluting but formed a 
karmic connection conducive to their own eventual birth in the Pure Land. 51 

Chijiwa Itaru, who has discussed this episode in detail, cites it to argue that 
ordinary death and ojo were, at least among Pure Land aspirants, understood as 
distinct phenomena, one defiling and the other transcending defilement. The 
distinction, he argues, hinged on the presence of extraordinary signs, such as 
purple clouds, radiant light, or mysterious fragrance, which were widely 
accepted as "proofs" that the deceased person had reached the Pure Land .. From 
this perspective, the purple clouds appearing over the Mishima shrine in lppen's 
hagiography may have indicated that the demise of half a dozen of his followers 
in the shrine precincts was regarded, not as "death" but rather as ojo, and was 
therefore not deemed defiling. 52 By the same logic, of course, we could also 
imagine that the detail of the purple clouds was added by the hagiographer to 
provide an acceptable gloss for an episode that would otherwise have been seen 
as an appalling transgression. 

Even explicitly Buddhist sources occasionally suggest that death within 
kami shrine precincts was to be scrupulously avoided. For example, a biography 
of the Zen monk Shinshi Eison (1195-1272), a disciple of the famous master 
Enni, fell ill while staying in a temple on the grounds of the Usa Hachiman 
shrine. When it became clear to him that he would not recover, he left for his 
home temple in a palanquin, because "since ancient times, people were not 
permitted to die within the Usa precincts."53 Such accounts suggest that the 
literary theme of kami suspending death taboos in favor of Buddhist 
soteriological aims should be understood at least in part as a rhetorical strategy 
for subordinating kami worship within a Buddhist ideological framework and 
did not necessarily mean that it was becoming acceptable for monks who had 
incurred death pollution to visit shrines. On the contrary, these tales depend for 
their moral impact on the anomalous nature of the situation they depict and thus 
indicate that taboos against such behavior were still very much in force. 

One must also ask whether or not the claim cited in the Ise document, 
that "the death of an ojonin is not polluting," represented a general 
understanding or was merely an isolated instance, a question to which we shall 
return in Part III. Such explicit assertions do not occur frequently in medieval 
writings, and in fact, on-the-ground ideas about pollution and ojo may have 
varied considerably. This is suggested, for example, by a record of answers to 
various questions given by the Pure Land teacher Honen (1133~1212). "Is it 
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true," someone asked, "that even though the Buddha [Amida] co~es_ to 
welcome one at the time of death, he will return [alone] if that person 1s m a 
state of impurity?" Honen replied that "the Buddha takes no account of p~ty or 
impurity. "54 But this particular interlocutor see~s to have ~derstood Am1da as 
being very like a kami in requiring a state ofpunty amo~g his ~evotees; far ~om 
assuming that an ideal death resulting in ojo would nullify the issue of pollution, 
this individual clearly worried that pollution could hinder ojo from occurring.

55 

Claims about kami endorsing Buddhist soteriological aims did not in 
fact produce any uniform attitude toward death pollution but were instead 
enlisted in support of varied and sometimes contradictory agendas. In contrast to 
Ippen's biographer, who asserted that "those who practi~e Bud~ism must _also 
revere the kami," the "single practice" Pure Land sectanan teachmgs of Honen 
and Shinran (1173-1262) generally deemed kami worship to be superfluous; 
rather, the kami were said spontaneously to rejoice at and protect those who 
relied wholly upon the nenbutsu. Not worshipping the kami (jingi Juhai), ':11d 
especially refusing to observe the purification rituals customary before entermg 
shrines, served both as an identity marker for single-practice nenbutsu devotees 
and as a target of criticism by their opponents.56 lkemi Choryil has traced h~w 
Shinran's later followers repeatedly invoked the idea that ka"':i sur.port Buddhist 
soteriological goals in order to defend such unorthodox practices. For exam~le, 
according to the Jodo Shinshil evangelist Zonkaku (1290-1373), the deity 
Hachiman had revealed in an oracle: "I do not shun an impure, defiled body, but 
I abhor a crooked, insincere mind." Zonkaku continues, "One should understand 
the deities of the other shrines in the same way. Thus we see that even if one's 
body should be pure, if he cherishes false views at heart, the kami will n?t 
accept [his prayers]. But even if one's body should be impu:e, the ka:rzi will 
protect him if he has a mind of compassion."58 Ano~er ~hm p~eachmg_ te~t 
states "To abhor birth and death and to long for [salvat10n m] ones next hfe 1s 
the ~e meaning of avoidance .... The death taboo means to witness the suffering 
of transmigration in the six paths, dying here and being born again there, and to 
detest and shun it."59 Such statements deliberately conflate "birth and death" as 
occasions of ritual defilement, through contact with parturition or corpses, with 
"birth and death" as samsaric suffering, whose transcendence is Buddhism's 
ultimate aim. In other words, pollution taboos having actual force in social 
observance are rendered merely metaphorical by assimilation to Buddhist 
doctrinal concepts. A similar interpretation is reflected in ~edieval Sh~s~il 
texts in a recurring gloss on the character for imi (taboo or avoidance), which 1s 
written with the heart radical over the character for "self' or "one's own"; Shin 
exegetes interpreted it to mean that what must be "avoided" is not external 
pollution but the defilements of one's own mind.6° Such readin~s no doubt 
served leaders of Shinshil congregations as a way of both deflecting external 
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criticisms for their neglect of kami rites and also of persuading their own 
followers to conform to normative Shin practice. 

But if the conflation of pollution avoidances with aversion to samsaric 
suffering could be used to rationalize non-participation in the customary 
purification rites accompanying kami worship, it could also be used to argue that 
such observances were vitally necessary for the Buddhist devotee. For example, 
Nomori no kagami, a late thirteenth-century treatise on poetics attributed to 
Minamoto no Arifusa (n.d.), criticizes Zen monks and nenbutsu practitioners 
who refused to honor traditional· avoidances: "The deities' abhorrence of [the 
pollution involved in] birth and death is no mere worldly custom. By abhorring 
birth and death, [the kami] seek to restrain permanently the acts ofliving beings 
that bind them to sruµsara." 61 This assertion involves a contrasting rhetorical 
move, in which the abstract Buddhist existential problem of "birth and death" is 
concretized in specific prescriptions of ritual purity. The notion that . kami 
support Buddhist soteriological aims thus did not in and of itself dictate a 
unified stance toward defilement issues but was deployed both to undermine and 
to support avoidances connected with death pollution. This ambivalence would 
seem to reflect a larger tension emerging in the latter Heian period between 
discourses emphasizing pollution taboos and other voices prepared to override 
or dismiss them altogether. 

Pollution avoidance is often explicitly rejected in the formal discourse 
of the new Buddhist movements of the Kamakura period, such as the Ritsu or 
vincya revival movement led by Eison (1201-1290) or the exclusive nenbutsu 
movements of Honen and Shinran, which became independent sects, over and 
against the practices of the Buddhist establishment. As Honen is said to have 
remarked, "In the Buddhist teachings, there is no such thing as avoidance, as it 
is commonly spoken of in the world" (Bukkyo ni wa imi to iu koto nashi, sezoku 
ni moshitaran yo m)." 62 The doctrinal claims of the exclusive nenbutsu 
movements, in making birth in the Pure Land wholly dependent on the single 
element of wholehearted reliance on Amida, did indeed serve-at least at a 
prescriptive level-to marginalize devotion to the kami and to deemphasize 
concerns about pollution. In the case of the Ritsu movement, it was not a single­
practice orientation but emphasis on strict precept observance that served to 
marginalize defilement issues: "In (the case of one who upholds] the pure 
precepts, there is no defilement," Bison's disciple Kakujo is said to have 
remarked.63 However, well before these movements emerged, we already fmd 
evidence of voices skeptical of the need to avoid death defilement. We have 
seen the example of Kaneto, whose Pure Land aspirations led him to ignore 
informal taboos about chanting the nenbutsu on a kami festival day. In a far 
more striking episode, found in Konjaku monogatari, a certain Shimotsuke no 
Atsuyuki, formerly an officer of the palace guards of the right, has taken 
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Buddhist vows as a lay monk (nyudo) and now lives in the western part of the 
capital. One day, his neighbor dies suddenly. Because the single gate of the 
neighbor's house faces an inauspicious direction, the family is at a loss for how 
to remove the corpse. In his desire to repay his obligations to the neighbor, and 
over the strenuous objections of his own family, Atsuyuki orders the wall 
between the two houses knocked down so that the body may be removed 
through his own gate. Walls and boundaries were thought to c~ntain pollutio~ 
so Atsuyuki's act in effect results in the defilement of his entrre household._ 
Dismayed, his wife and children protest that "not even holy me~ who abstan: 
from grain and renounce the world" would agree to such a thmg. Atsuykm 
retorts that people obsessed with taboos die prematurely and lack descendants; 
besides, he insists, the ethical imperative to repay kindness outweighs any 
personal consideration. The narrative praises his act as expressive of a broad, 
compassionate mind and adds, as though in validation of his conduct, that 
Atsuyuki himself lived to ninety and his progeny were all lo~g-live~ and 
prosperous. 65 Such stories suggest that, however non-representative, attitudes 
relativizing or even dismissing death pollution avoidances existed in the late 
Heian without reference to single-practice logic, to the protective power of the 
prece;ts, or for that matter-as in Atsuyuki's case--ev".n to Bud~sm itself. 

It has sometimes been assumed that Buddhist monks rn premodern 
Japan naturally "stepped in" to assume responsibility for Buddhist funerary and 
mortuary rites, filling a void created by a preexisting death taboo in kami ritu'.11. 
Historical reality, however, was more complex and supports a more flmd, 
interactive view of Buddhist observances and kami rites. Not only did jingi 
ritualists of the imperial cult and its associated shrines have to scrupulously 
avoid death pollution, but so did those Buddhist monks involved in kami rites_ or 
other rites conducted for nation protection. As we shall see, the growrng 
Buddhist monopoly over death ritual did not mean that all monks habitually 
engaged in deathbed or funerary practices. At the same time, the exclusion of 
Buddhist elements from the imperial cult, although a limited phenomenon, 
contributed to growing associations of Buddhism with death, since both were 
objects of taboo, and also helped generate more socially diffuse: informal 
avoidances of Buddhist death-related practices such as the nenbutsu rn contexts 
emphasizing kami worship, renewal, or worldly prosperity-even on the part of 
otherwise devout Buddhists. 

Yet, side by side with concerns about death defilernent, we also see an 
emergent discourse denying that pollution o: _its avoid~ce . has ~y 
soteriological significance. This discourse was assnmlat~d. to v:mous Bu~dh1~t 
normative agendas: promoting an ethos of world renunciation ~uned at birth _rn 
the Pure Land, as in ojoden; assimilating kami worship to Buddhist 
soteriological aims; or asserting the self-sufficiency of the exclusive nenbutsu or 
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the power of strict precept observance. The story of Atsuyuki suggests that a 
dismissal of death taboos could also exist independently of any particular 
Buddhist polemic. The coexistence of these two distinct sets of voices, one 
upholding the importance of death taboos, and the other minimizing or even 
dismissing their importance, are well attested during the eleventh through 
thirteenth centuries. This corresponds to the time when deathbed practices 
aimed at birth in the Pure Land spread widely, and both discourses contributed 
to their popularity. 

Part Two: Death in a Place Apart 

Let us turn now to the deathbed rites (rinjil gyi5gi) aimed at birth in the 
Pure Land that spread widely in the latter Heian and Kamakura periods. In 
Japan, formal inception of such rites can be traced to the latter tenth century, to 
the Yokawa retreat of the Tendai monastery Enryakuji on Mt. Hiei. Yokawa lay 
at some distance from Enryakuji's other major temples and practice halls and 
was known as a place of especially strict religious discipline. There, the scholar­
monk Genshin had composed his famous 985 treatise Oji5 yi5shil, devoting a 
portion of this text to discussing how dying practitioners should visualize Amida 
Buddha and chant his name in their fmal moments, so as to achieve birth in his 
Pure Land.66 Deathbed practices of the sort recommended in Oji5 yi5shil were 
actually conducted by a group of Yokawa monks who in 986 formed an 
association called the Nijiigo zanmai-e, or Samadbi Society of Twenty-five, 
devoted to assisting one another in practices aimed at achieving birth in 
Amida's Pure Land. 67 Genshin himself joined the Society shortly after its 
formation. In their charter oath, members pledged to gather each month to recite 
the Amida Siltra and to contemplate the Buddba (nenbutsu zanmaz). They also 
vowed to assist one another at the time of death as "good friends" (zenchishikz) 
and encourage one another's dying reflections with the mutual aim of achieving 
i5ji5. 

Both Genshin's Oji5 yi5shil and the charter regulations of the Nijiigo 
zanmai-e cite, from passages quoted in Chinese commentaries, accounts 
purporting to describe how deathbed practices for achieving i5ji5 were conducted 
at the Jetavana monastery in SravastI in India. 68 According to this account, 
dying monks were moved to a separate structure at the monastery called the 
Mujoin (Hall of Impermanence), located in the direction where the sun sets. 
There a buddba image was enshrined, with a five-colored pennant tied to its 
hand. The sick monk was to hold one end of the pennant and arouse the thought 
of following the Buddba to his pure land. Attendant monks were to adorn the 
ritual space, burning incense and scattering flowers, and encourage the dying 
monk to focus his mind on the Buddba. Drawing on other Chinese sources and 
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also setting forth his own recommendations, Genshin's discussion of deathbed 
practice in Oji5 yi5shil further stresses how attendants should chant the nenbutsu 
or name of Amida together with the dying person; perform repentance together 
with him; turn away visitors whose presence would be distracting: and_ exhort 
the dying person to visualize Amida descending in welcome with his holy 
retinue. The Nijilgo zanmai-e regulations, which were designed for practical 
application by the group's members, place greater emphasis on the logistics of 
deathbed practice. Were any of their number to become ill, _fellow. me~bers 
were to attend him in rotation; two monks were to watch over hnn, until reheved, 
for a full day and night, one encouraging his contemplations and the other 
attending to food and other necessities. The regulations read in part: 

Rebirth in a good or evil realm depends solely upon one's thought_ at the fast 
moment. Ties with good friends (zenchishiki) are formed solely for this occas10n. 
Thus, were we to abandon [a dying companion] before his life had ended, our 
purpose could not be accomplished. Even if you should suddenly_ be call~d. upon 
[to attend the dying] when it is not your usual turn, you must still be willmg to 
touch defilement, send him off at the end, and carry out all that may be needed, 
Herein lies our intent in forming [this society].69 

Monks in attendance at the deathbed are referred to explicitly as "those 
incurring defilement and keeping watch" (shokue banshu); they are to dwell 
together with the dying person in the same hall, chanting the nenbutsu and 
reciting siitras for his sake. Nijiigo zanmai-e members also pledged to establish 
a shared burial ground and conduct funeral rites for one another "without 
regarding whether the day is auspicious or inauspicious, _and W:ithout concern _for 
directional taboos." 70 In their regulations, all cons1derat10ns of pollution 
avoidance or other interdictions are explicitly subordinated to the aim of helping 
their dying fellows to achieve birth in the Pure Land. 

Toe deathbed rites practiced by the Yokawa Nijiigo zanmai-e soou 
spread, and similar groups were formed at a number of monasteries. 71 It was not 
only monks, however, who found such deathbed practices attractiv~. B~ the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries, notices begin to appear of aristocrats dymg m the 
ritualized marmer that Oji5 yi5shil and the Nijiigo zanmai-e regulations prescribe. 
The famous depiction of the death of Fujiwara no Michinaga in the histori~al 
tale Eiga monogatari (A Tale of Flowering Fortunes) is clearly b~s.ed on _Oji5 
yi5shil. 72 Similar accounts also occur in diaries of the_ court nob1hty: Prm~e 
Sukehito ( d. 1119) is said to have passed away chanting the nenbutsu while 
holding a five-colored cord attached to an ima~e of Amida, as Ojo yi5s?ii 
recommends; Nishi no Okata (d. 1120), adoptive mother of the courtier 
Fujiwara no Munetada, also died with the colored cords in her hand.

73 
By ~e 

thirteenth century, nenbutsu soc.ieties (nenbutsu kessha) of local monks, qmte 
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possibly inspired by the Yokawa precedent, had formed throughout the country 
and sometimes provided deathbed and funerary services, not only for one 
another but also for lay patrons.74 Oji5den also tell of persons of humble status 
who, to the extent their circumstances allowed, met their death in ritualized 
fashion, chanting the nenbutsu and focusing their last thoughts on the Buddha. 

And yet, as noted at the outset of this essay, this ritualizing of the last 
hours as a juncture when one might come face to face with the Buddha 
contrasted sharply with the heightened fears of death pollution that 
characterized the same historical period, especially in aristocratic circles. The 
regulations of the Nijugo zanmai-e suggest awareness of this tension, in their 
explicit injunctions that those nursing the sick must be willing to come into 
contact with death defilement. Ikemi Choryii writes of the Society: "Before the 
mntual friendship of members who shared the aspiration for birth in the Pure 
Land, the defilement of sickness and death was not to be made an issue .... In the 
fact that they had to insist on such a point, we can glimpse the transcendent 
attitude of Pure Land followers toward pollution. And from the late Heian 
period on, Pure Land followers displayed an attitude of overcoming the taboos 
against impurity."75 

The readiness of the Nijugo zanmai-e monks to incur defilement by 
attendance at the deathbed certainly suggests itself as a precursor to those voices 
that we have already encountered in later Heian Buddhist narrative literature, 
dismissing pollution taboos as soteriologically irrelevant. But was this a radical 
innovation on their part? Was it specifically linked to their aspirations for i5ji5, 
and did it indeed serve to "overcome" pollution taboos? Was such an attitude 
especially characteristic of Pure Land followers? Did the ideal that the Society 
helped to popularize, of a ritualized death leading to birth in the Pure Land, need 
to be reconciled with notions of death as dangerous and defiling, and if so, how 
was this accomplished? These questions will be addressed in the remaining two 
parts of this essay. This part, Part Two, considers the relationship between 
deathbed ritual and death pollution in the context of broader social practices of 
relocating the dying. Part Three will address practices and discourses specific to 
the ritualized deathbed scene that bear on the issue of pollution and impurity: 
nursing the dying, cleaning up their bodily discharges, and venerating the bodies 
of those recently deceased thought to have attained i5ji5. 

In the "Hall of Impermanence" 

Central to the instructions for deathbed practice set forth in Genshin's 
Oji5 yi5sha and the regulations of the Nijiigo zanmai-e was the relocation of 
dying monks to the "Hall of Impermanence" or muji5in, an element derived, as 
we have seen, from Chinese accounts of practice at the Jetavana Monastery. At 
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Yokawa a hall called Kedaiin ("[lotus] flower pedestal hall") was established 
for this' purpose. As deathbed practices of this kind spread among other 
monastic communities and then to lay devotees, a variety of structures was 
employed. Muji5in were established at some monasteries for '.he collective use of 
the community, while individual ascetics and recluses bud~ small temporary 
huts in which to perform their last contemplations or moved mto ~hapels where 
other ascetics believed to have achieved the Pure Land had died. As de_'.'tl_: 
neared, well-to-do laity-including lay monks (nyudi5) and la~ nuns (':)"'1o 
ama}--men and women who had taken Buddhist vows but contmued to ~ve m 
the household-often withdrew to their private chapels or to te:'1-~les o~ts~de_ the 
capital of which they were patrons, to devote themselves to rehg1ous d1sc1plmes 
at the end of life. 

"The reason [the dying] are moved to this sepa~ate location/ says Oji5 
yi5sha, citing a "Chinese tradition," "is that people subJ~ct to. cravmg, if ~ey 
gaze on their robe begging bowl, and other !IDplements m their own dwellmg, 

' . . f • d ,,16 
will give rise to all types of attachment and have no d1~pass1~n . .? m_m_. 
Virtually all subsequent instructions for deathbed practice (nnJu gyogzsho) 
produced in the latter Heian and Kamakura periods st;ess :1>e importance of 
removing dying persons from their accustomed surr_o~~mgs mto a separate hall 
or chapel or even a different room, in order to mm1ID1ze worldly attachm~nts 
and potential distractions' that might disturb their right mindfulness at the time 
of death. According to the esoteric master Kakuban (1095-1143), the ~ove to 
the mujoin enacts the spirit of world renunciation. "It represents aband?nmg the 
defiled Saha world and achieving birth in the Pure Land of Utmost Bhss .... The 
prince [the future Buddha, Siddhartha] left [his father's] palace to asc~nd .the 
peak of the five wisdoms, and the great teacher [Kiikai] ent~red meditation, 
obtaining the ghee of the three mysteries. Herein alone lies the _m'.ent ?f movmg 
to a different dwelling."77 Once it becomes clear that death 1s mevit:ible, d:e 
dying person is to withdraw to a separate place where a .buddha IID~g~ 1s 
enshrined and incense burned; with the assistance of a zenchzshzkz, or rehg10us 

. guide, he or she is to single-mindedly chant the nenbutsu or perform other 
recitations until the last breath transpires. • . . 

If the dying succeeded in achieving proper men~! focus, th_en, m their 
fmal moments it was believed that Amida would make his welcommg descent 
(raigi5) to receive them. Oji5den accounts abound with descriptions of_wo~drous 
signs indicative of Amida Buddha's coming--:-purp.le clouds gathenng m ~e 
west, unearthly music heard in the air, mystenous hghts or s:"'eet fr~ance m 
the death chamber, and auspicious visions appearing to the dymg. Chun:a ltaru 
has argued that relocating dying persons to the muji5in served precisely to 
incubate such visions. There, they occupied an enclosed space, removed from 
ordinary affairs, ritually adorned and enshrining a buddha image, where flowers 
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were scattered and incense burned; they were enveloped by the continuous 
sound of the nenbutsu or other invocations and sometimes liturgical music. Such 
an atmosphere was conducive to perception of the auspicious signs-the 
mysterious lights, fragrance, or music-sought by dying persons and their 
associates as "proof" that oj/5 had occurred. 78 

Heian deathbed rites resemble many other Buddhist rituals, exoteric 
and esoteric, in which a ritual space is adorned and specific buddhas, 
bodhisattvas, or other deities are invoked, worshipped, or visualized, for a range 
of worldly and transworldly aims. However, practices for the time of death 
differed from all other invocation rites in one key respect: at their conclusion, 
the ritual space contained at its center the body of a dead person. Thus the 
muji5in would have been simultaneously a ritual site and a place of pollution. 
How did those engaged in deathbed practices understand this apparent 
contradiction? To arrive at an answer, let us consider the relocation of the dying 
to the mujoin, not only in terms of the monastic context, as in the Oj/5 yi5shil's 
prescriptions or the observances of the Nijiigo zanmai-e, but in terms of broader 
social practices involving relocation of the dying. 

Death in court circles 

Among the nobility, dying persons often moved ( or were moved by 
their relatives) to private chapels built on their estates apart from their main 
residence or located at .Buddhist temples outside the city. There, assisted by 
their preceptors, family members who were Buddhist clerics, or other Buddhist 
ritual specialists in their employ, they could focus during their last days or hours 
on devotions aimed at birth in the Pure Land. Unlike the Nijugo zanmai-e 
monks or their counterparts in other monastic settings, however, who willingly 
incurred pollution to assist their dying fellows, lay aristocrats were sometimes 
constrained from attending the deathbed ofrelatives and associates by the need 
to avoid defilement. 

An instructive episode occurs in Eiga monogatari, which recounts the 
achievements of the famed courtier Fujiwara no Michinaga, in its depiction of 
the events surrounding the death of the lay nun, the mother of Rinshi, 
Michinaga's chief consort. When the older woman falls ill, Michinaga tells 
Rinshi to "order plenty of prayers to keep her alive for the rest of the 
year ... With all the important events coming up, it would be terrible if anything 
went wrong." In other words, it would be awkward for Michinaga, the chief 
minister of state, to incur death defilement mandating an extended avoidance 
period just at the time of the official observances surrounding the recent 
accession of the new emperor, Go-Ichijo (r. 1016-1036)-the Oharae, or Great 
Purification, and the Daijosai enthronement ceremony. The dying woman 
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herself expresses anxiety on this account and says, "I am so sorry to die j~st 
when our beloved emperor is beginning his reign. Please keep your moum~g 
private leave the body at a mountain temple for a while, and have the cremation 
when i~ will not be a nuisance, after the great ceremonies are over."

79 
In the end, 

she dies in her own residence before the year is out, attended by her daughter 
Rinshi; the Tendai prelate Ingen (971-1038), who enjoyed Mich~a~a's 
patronage; and her brother Tokinobu, a lay monk known as the Ohara Nyudo, as 
well as other monks who have been called in to recite the nenbutsu and perform 
the Lotus repentance rite (Hokke senb/5) at her side. _Michin~ga, ?owever, calls 
his condolences to Rinshi from where he is standmg outside m the garden, 
unable to enter a house where a corpse is present for fear of incurring defilem~nt 
just at the time of crucial state ceremonies. Rinshi, who has no such ceremomal 
obligations, remains at her mother's deathbeduntil_th~ end.

80 

As Takatori Masao points out, such restnctlons had not always been a 
feature of court life. 81 According to the Nihon shoki (Chronicles of Japan), the 
Empress Kogyoku (r. 642-645i

2
kept watch over her dyin~ ':°?ther until _the very 

end, refusing to leave her side. The same source even cr7t1c12es the ~tnct de~~ 
pollution taboos of the Korean aristocracy. It rec?rds that_ m 64~, a Prmce Gyog1 
of the Korean kingdom of Paekche, accompanied by his fam!ly, 1:1-ade a sta:e 
visit to the Nara court. While in Japan, his child died, and the prmce and his 
wife were so fearful of defilement that they would not approach the corpse. The 
chronicle notes, "In general, the custom of [those of] Paekche and Silla is that, 
when someone has died, even one's father or mother, brother or sister: one does 
not look upon them. In such utter lack of affection, how do they ~1ffer from 
birds or beasts?"83 By the mid-Heian period, however, as Takaton observes, 
virtually identical avoidances had been adopted among Japanese nobles. 

As already noted formal codes governing avoidance of death 
defilement and other source~ of pollution first appear in the early ninth century 
and crystallize in the 927 Engi shiki, which draws on earlier Heian sources. 
These codes of avoidance appear to have been part of an effort to exclude 
defilement and the dangers it posed, insofar as possible, from the locus. of 
imperial authority-the palace, government bur~aus, ~d the area of the ~ap1tal 
of Heian-kyo itself. This effort is particularly ev1den~ with regard t~ the d1spo~al 
of the dead. Early Heian ordinances sought to restram forme~ practices ofb~ml 
beside homes or on the slopes of nearby hills, where they might pollute shrines 
sacred to the kami. 84 Among the aristocracy, cremations and burials were 
restricted to the desolate and largely uninhabited areas in the empty fields and 
foothills outside the city, such as Higashiyama to the east, Funaok~ ~o the norll:, 
and Sagano to the west. Here on the city's periphery, leading famihes_ had t_l:err 
clan graves, the northern Fujiwara at Ko~at~ in 1;Jji, ru_id ~ur~am1 G~nJi at 
Kitashirakawa in Higashiyama, and-begmmng with M1chmaga s foundmg of 
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Jomyoji at Kohata-established family memorial temples (hakadera or 
bodaisho) attached to the graveyard, installing monks to perform rites for the 
deceased. Here, too, in the latter Heian period, common charnel and cremation 
grounds came into use: Rendaino in Funaoka to the north, and Toribeno in 
Higashiyama, as well as private cemeteries ritually "opened" by monks living 
outside the city in temples or bessho, retreats set apart from major monastery 
complexes, who sometimes provided interment for their noble patrons.85 Over 
the course of the Heian period, a virtual ring of necropoli took shape in the areas 
surrounding Heian-kyo, mediated by the presence of Buddhist temples that 
served to purify death defilement and keep it from the city. "There are not 
supposed to be dead people in the capital!" Fujiwara no Munetada expostulated 
in his diary in 1097, when defilement resulting from the discovery of a human 
head near the headquarters of the palace guards of the left necessitated 
postponement of Emperor Horikawa's intended pilgrimage to the Kasuga 
shrine." Since commoners frequently disposed of their dead by placing them in 
thickets and abandoned areas within city limits, it was virtually impossible that 
there would be no dead people in the capital; nonetheless, Munetada's 
complaint well expressed an aristocratic impulse to exclude death pollution 
from Heian-kyo, as the locus of imperial authority around which the official side 
of aristocratic life was centered. This impulse governed, not merely the disposal 
of bodies, but the entire range of protocols related to funerals and mourning. 
The bodies of recently deceased nobles were often moved to temples or other 
locations outside the city where the funeral rites and mourning period would be 
observed, and funeral processions were sometimes disguised as ordinary outings 
until they had passed beyond the city limits, when the distinctive funerary 
accompaniments-such as the carrying of pine torches in the vanguard, the 
ringing of gongs and chanting by nenbutsu monks, and the shrouding of the 
carriage carrying the deceased with portable screens-would be initiated. 87 

Contact with death defilement, as already noted, typically incurred a thirty-day 
exorcistic avoidance period during which one could not enter a government 
office and would have to be excused from official duties, however pressing. 
Thus, apart from family, high-ranking courtiers rarely attended one another's 
funerals unless absolutely necessary. Family members or close retainers who 
performed the hands-on roles of decanting cremated ashes into a container or 
carrying the container to the place of interment usually tended to be persons 
who, though having close ties to the deceased, were not of sufficient rank that 
observing the avoidance period would impede the exercise of their official 
obligations. 88 Visitors who came to offer condolences to bereaved family 
members would remain standing, as sitting together with them would mean 
incurring the death defilement. 89 
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Such restrictions obviously limited who could attend a deathbed, as we 
have seen in Michinaga' s case. Similar indications occur in_ court diarie~. "".hen 
Emperor Murakami's chief consort Anshi (d. 964) was dymg o! comRhcatlons 
following childbirth, he repeatedly dis~~tched the ch_amb~rlan:1 Fu3iw~a no 
Fumitoshi to report to him on her condition. But despite his gnef, he hnnself 
could not approach her for fear of defilement, and those who had attended her 
were instructed not to enter the inner palace.90 In 1011, the diarist and court 
councilor Fujiwara no Yukinari recorded what transpired at the deathbed of 
Emperor Ichijo, whom he had attended dn:mg Ichijo's f~~ illness. On the 
twenty-first day of the sixth month, Yukinan noted that IchiJo was attend:d by 
monks and courtiers, divided into three watches. The next day, the archbish~p 
(sojo) Keien performed an esoteric empowerment _rite to ward off demomc 
obstructions that might hinder the emperor's ojo, while the other monks present 
chanted the nenbutsu. But when it became apparent that the end was near, the • 
Minister of the Left, Michinaga instructed that the Minister of the Right, 
Fujiwara no Akimitsu, and all other courti_ers should !eave . the pal~~e­
presumably, in order to avoid defilement resultmg from~~ nnper!al death. _On 
another occasion when his own beloved son was cntlcally Ill and dymg, 
Yukinari recorded that he had had to leave the house so as to avoid pollution 
and waited in the garden; when he heard his consort's anguished cries, he knew 
that the boy had died.92 

• . . 

Exceptions certainly occurred, especially in cas~s m~olvmg f~1ly 
members, unexpected death, or on occasions when affective ties outweighe_d 
official considerations. Yukinari himself, who had retreated outdoors when his 
son had died, four years later remained at his dying consort's side, chanting the 
nenbutsu together with her. 93 Yukinari h~d also be~n very. clo~e to Em~;ror 
Ichijo and chose voluntarily to incur pollution by takmg part m his funeral. ~: 
somewhat later examples, the then minister of the right and later re~ent, KuJo 
Kanezane (1149-1207), attended the deathbed of his sister, Kokam~n'~; ~e also 
rushed to the side of his son, the young minister of the center Yoshnnich1, w~en 
the latter suddenly collapsed and died; ~anezane then sent word t~ the reti:ed 
emperor that he had incurred pollution. Often, however, those with pr~ssmg 
official obligations-or who simply wished to escape an extended penod of 
exorcistic seclusion-stayed away from deathbed scenes. . 

Such being the case, we can readily imagine that the removal of _dymg 
aristocrats to their private chapels was intended, not only to help the dymg to 
cast off worldly attachments and focus their thoughts on the Pure Lan?, but ~~o 
to protect the living from death d:filement. ~011;e e~iden~e °:akes ~1s exphcit, 
as when the poet Fujiwara no Teika noted m his diary, ThJS evenmg I heard 
that the person known as the Hachijoin princess died at the ho~ of the_ sn~e 
(9:00-11 :00 a.m.) .... People around her are saying that the Hach130 mansion did 
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not incur pollution, as she was moved to the residence of the Ishiyama bishop 
(sozu) when her condition grew severe."96 Here we may understand that the 
Ishiyama bishop was to assist the Hachijo princess in her fmal contemplations 
and perhaps see to her funeral. This arrangement would have both guaranteed 
the Hachijoin princess proper ritual assistance in her last hours and at the same 
time protected her close associates from contact with the defilement resulting 
from her death. The bishop himself appears to have lived close by, within the 
city limits, but a growing number of Buddhist monks living in temples on the 
outskirts of the capital were also beginning to provide similar services for their 
aristocratic patrons. Thus Nishiguchi Junko rightly observes of the deathbed 
practices instituted at Y okawa that, "in a time beset with taboos, they instructed 
one in how to avoid defilement by the dead and yet honor them with funerals 
and memorials .... [They J could not have been better suited to the cultural and 
religious climate that surrounded Heian aristocrats in particular and perhaps the 
general populace as well. "97 

Reversing Death and Disposal 

Judging from ojoden accounts, a mujoin was not the only place to 
which one might relocate before dying, nor was the desire for circumstances 
conducive to right mindfulness in one's last moments necessarily the only 
motivation for relocating. Among accounts of hijiri ("holy men") or other 
renunciates, we fmd occasional stories of those who leave their accustomed 
dwelling, not to seek ideal circumstances in which to die, but to protect their 
associates both from incurring the defilement accompanying their death and 
from the task of disposing of their body. On nearing death, the monk Rentai, an 
ascetic of Mt. Koya, admonishes his disciples not to hold a funeral but to leave 
his body in an open field as an offering for beasts and birds, a paradigmatic fmal 
act of giving well attested in Buddhist cultures.98 Another monk objects: "In that 
case, won't your decaying corpse become strewn about and defile this sacred 
site?" "That's true," Rentai sadly agrees, and though others try to detain him, he 
leaves Mt. Koya, eventually achieving ojo beneath a tree in a remote spot far 
from human habitation.99 Here, the need to avoid polluting a holy place clearly 
wins out over Rentai's desire to benefit living beings with the offering of his 
body. In another account, the desire not to leave behind a defiling corpse is even 
given as a rationale for ascetic self-inunolation. "I will die on the thirteenth of 
this month," the holy man Kuwatori announces to his disciples. "It would be 
very wrong on my part, were I to leave behind a stinking polluted corpse that 
you would then have to carry away to [ abandon in J a mountain or field. I will 
die without troubling you." And, piling up a great heap of firewood, he performs 
his own cremation, calmly chanting the Lotus Siitra as the flames consume 
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him. 100 In this case, the holy man's intentions are somewhat ambiguous; one is 
not sure ifhe wishes to spare his disciples from the pollution of his corpse or the 
logistical problem of its disposal. These two issues were of course closely 
interrelated as we can see from accounts of ojonin still living in their household. 
Shortly before his death, the former governor of Shinano, Fujiwara no Nagaki)'.o 
(d. 1096), speaks to his brother, the scholar-monk Gyoken, and announces_ h_i_s 
intention to die in the lodging temple of a "meditation monk" (zenso) o'. SormJ:, 
with whom he has made an agreement to this effect some years earlier. ThJS 
monk, he says has also agreed to handle his burial, because "it is troublesome 
for those livin~ in the capital to hold a funeral." 101 Nagakiyo is referring here, 
not to the funeral rite as such, but to the logistics of disposal. As noted abo~e, 
the bodies of aristocrats were cremated or buried in the empty fields or foothills 
outside Heian-kyo, and their remains might be interred in or ~e:11' family templ~s 
that sprang up in such areas. Nagakiyo, himself of the nob1hty, h~s made his 
own advance arrangements. Significantly, he turns for help, not to his brother, a 
career scholar-monk appointed to the Office of Monastic Affairs (Sogo), but to a 
zenso or "meditation monk." Funaoka Makoto has identified such zenso as 
monks committed primarily to practice or ascetic disciplines (including but not 
necessarily confmed to "meditation"), as opposed to the _elite gaku_ryo, or 
scholar-monks. They were outside the status system of official monastic posts 
and appear to have overlapped the category of doso_ (literally "hall mo~~'? 
responsible for routine liturgical functions at monastenes and also bessho hym, 
"holy men" (hijiri) who chose to pursue their religious discip!ines in_ "places 
apart" (bessho), retreats affiliated with major temples but on the~ o:1tskrrts or at 
another location altogether. Sorinji, where Nagakiyo went to die, 1s thought to 
have been a bessho of Mt. Hiei and was located in Higashiyama, . near the 
charnel grounds on the eastern outskirts of the capital. Both zenso arid bessho 
hijiri also appear to have performed deathbed and funerary rites for a range of 
clients. It was because of pollution issues, Funaoka argues, that monks such as 
these outside the formal temple hierarchy, came to specialize in conducting 
death-related ritual services, including deathbed practice and funerals. 

102 
In the 

twelfth century, not long after Nagakiyo's death, we begin to see notices of 
monks providing burial for aristocratic patron~ in cei_neteries they had 
established at their own temples-also located outside the city-for themselves 
and their fellow monks. 103 The Sorinji zenso who attended Nagakiyo may have 
represented an early example of this practice. . 

In another account the elderly nun Myoho ( d. 1107) of the Tach1bana 
family, who is still living in'the household, announces that she has been.told~ a 
dream of her impending death and directed to go at once to Am1da-mme 
"because it will cause trouble for my sons ifI die in this house."104 Amida-mine, 
literally "Amida peak," was also in the Higashiyama district outside the capital, 
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o~erlooking the Toribeno cremation grounds. Here again, tbe "trouble" Myoho 
w1she~ to spare· her family would seem to include not only the problem of death 
pollution_ but also the logistical difficulties and perhaps the expense of 
transportmg a corpse to tbe city outskirts. In Nagakiyo's words it was indeed 
"trouble~ome for tbose living in tbe capital to hold a funeral,'; especially for 
those without means. The Tachibana were a noble family, and it is not clear 
whether_ or not economic considerations played a role in Myoho's decision. But 
fo; ordmary people, c:emati~n or burial outside the city as practiced by 
aristocrats was not readily available. Charnel grounds for common use outside 
the .city, such as Renda~o and Toribeno, were established only in tbe late Heian 
penod, ~d even tben, m the absence of cooperative funeral associations, they 
were of httle help to poorer families in Heian-kyo who could not afford to hire 
someone to re:n~ve the~ ~ead. Instead tbey placed them in empty fields or in 
abandoned ~ml~gs w1thU: tbe capital area. When bodies piled up in great 
n~bers, as m times of famme or epidemics, they were cleared away by kiyome 
(hteraUy, "those who purify"), a menial group working under tbe direction of 
th.e pohce or ke_tbiishi, who removed them to the river banks-usually tbe Kamo 
River but possibly tbe Katsura and Tenjin rivers as well-where the currents at 
their height would carry tbem away .105 

. Economic concerns fmd explicit mention in the i5ji5den account of the 
end-o'.-hfe arrange:11ents made by one Shimotsumichi Shigetake, a lowly fellow 
who hves by h~tmg and fishing. On learning tbat he is fatally ill, he says: "I 
have no weal!h m tb1s house, and no relatives, either. Who will dispose of my 
body? Tuer~ 1s a deserted field in Hachijo-kawara; I will go die there. Otherwise, 
my death will only be a burden to my wife and children." Hachijo-kawara too 
l~y on the out.skirts o,r the c~pital in an area reserved for cremation and mo~ai-; 
:1tes, ~d Sh1g~take s choice of venue clearly suggests a desire to spare his 
1mme~iate fam!ly tbe problem of dealing with his corpse when tbey have no 
financial ~esources or relatives who can assist. Seen off by his neighbors and 
aci:ompan1ed by two zensi5 who had previously agreed to assist him at the end, 
Sh1ge:ake pro~eeds there, spreads a mat over the grass, sits on it facing west, 
and dies chantmg tbe nenbutsu, his mind undisturbed.1°' 

The accounts ofNagakiyo, Myoho, and Shigetake all have in common 
the them.e of a devotee living in Heian-kyo who, knowing death to be inuninent 
voluntarily leav.es :II~ city to die in areas in or near cremation or charnel grounds. 
In ~ffect, tbes~ md1v1duals reverse tbe customary order of things and dispose of 
therr own bod1e~ before they have actually died. Their stories strongly suggest 
that: ~spec1~ly m il:e ~ase oflay devotees or renunciates still living with tbeir 
families, gomg to die m a "place apart" was not necessarily just to distance 
oneself from the distraction of worldly affairs in order to compose one's mind at 
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with the problems of death defilement and corpse disposal. 

Ousting the Terminally Ill 
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Behind these stories of i5ji5nin who obligingly leave home before dying 
to spare tbeir families tbe problem of dealing with their dead body lurks the 
specter, attested in historical documents as well as literary sources, of terminally 
ill persons, usually servants or otber dependents not related by blood, who were 
involunti!fily removed or evicted from the household before they died. 
According to a court diary entry from 1154, a couple was living in a small 
chapel belonging to the chancellor of state, Fujiwara no Tadamichi (1097-1164), 
when the man became ill and died.107 An inquiry was conducted by the police 

• (keibiish1) to determine whetber deatb defilement had spread to the chancellor's 
household. The dead man's wife explained tbat, to avoid polluting a dwelling 
not tbeir own, she had sununoned a kiyome to remove her husband from the 
premises before he actually died. Interrogated, tbe kiyome in question affrrmed 
that, yes, in accordance with tbe wife's instructions, he had in fact removed the 
dying man to a small hut she had caused to be constructed for tbat purpose 
outside the bounds oftbe chancellor's property; tben, after tbe man died, he had 
removed and abandoned the body. However, another witness testified that, 
while he had seen tbe kiyome abandon the dead man by the highway, he 
suspected that the man had already ceased breatbing before he was removed 
from his residence. The verdict held tbat pollution had indeed spread to the 
chancellor's household, mandating a thirty-day period of avoidance and the 
consequent postponement of irnportantjingi rites.108 

In tbis case, we glimpse the perceived need, already touche.d upon, to 
ward off deatb defilement from tbe household of a high-ranking courtier. But 
this incident was also linked to a growing tendency, already under way in tbe 
late Heian period, to stigmatize the sick and tbe terminally ill. Fujiwara 
Yoshiaki, drawing on tale literature of tbe twelfth and thirteenth centuries, notes 
evidence tbat sick persons witbout means or family to care for tbem were often 
turned out to become beggars and were included, along witb the disfigured, 
lepers, and criminals, in the category of hinin (literally "non-persons" or 
outcastes ). 109 The twelfth-century Konjaku monogatari includes the story of a 
servant girl ousted from her master's house when she becomes ill during an 
epidemic; in this case, tbe master does not seem altogether heartless, as he 
provides tbe girl with food and necessities and promises to send someone to 
look after her once or twice daily. 110 Fear of contagion from illness, as well as 
her lack of blood ties to tbe family and concern for deatb pollution, may have 
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played a part in his decision. In some cases, temporruy huts or rooms in 
structures outside the household premises were established for terminally ill 
servants, or they were delivered to the care of outcastes occupying the liminal 
areas of the riverbanks (kawara hinin). Often, however, they were abandoned 
unceremoniously by the roadside and left to starve or die from exposure.111 Both 
riverbanks and highways were liminal areas where pollution was not thought to 
be transmitted. 

The fate of becoming one of the "outcaste sick" (byi5sha hinin) or "sick 
without [social] ties" (muen byi5sha) could, through adversity, befall even 
prominent persons. An episode in Shasekishii tells of a distinguished scholar­
monk from eastern Japan who in his old age becomes bedridden and paralyzed 
and is eventually abandoned by his disciples when they tire of nursing him. In 
another episode, the monk Chiiren-bo of Yamato is similarly forsaken by his 
followers when he becomes paralyzed and is seen living in a hut near the 
highway.112 While some of the abandoned sick persons in these stories become 
roadside beggars, others, like the nun Myoho or Shigetake in the i5ji5den 
accounts mentioned above, are described as going to await death in cemeteries 
or cremation grounds. In Konjaku monogatari, for example, a nun related in 
some way to the governor of Owari, is abandoned by him and by her children. 
She becomes dependent on her elder brother, but when she falls ill, he turns her 
out of the house, saying, "I will not permit you to die here." When she is 
similarly rejected by a former friend, the nun goes to the cremation grounds at 
Toribeno, where she arranges herself on a mat that she spreads out and then 
passes away.113 

The practice of abandoning sick persons by the roadside began at least 
as early as the ninth century and, despite laws prohibiting it, seems to have been 
common in both Kyoto and Kamakura. 114 It was driven by multiple factors, 
including fears of pollution, of disease, and of the dead, as well as economic 
necessity, and, in some cases, a rather brutal callousness toward persons outside 
the family. Occasionally, abandoned sick persons were gathered up and placed 
in hospices for the indigent terminally ill, though such institutions were by no 
means adequate to the need. These places, often administered by Buddhist 
monks, were termed alternatively hiden 'in, seyakuin, or muji5di5--the last term 
clearly inspired by the Jetavana muji5in or "Hall of Impermanence." Fujiwara 
has noted that, like mortuary temples and charnel grounds of the capital, such 
institutions were located outside city bounds in both Kyoto and Kamakura and 
were viewed, he suggests, as "death containers," places that isolated death 
defilement from the cities; in that respect, they resembled the leprosaria of 
medieval Europe. us 

As the preceding discussion suggests, the act ofrelocating the dying to 
a muji5in could carry multiple meanings. From the normative perspective of 
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Buddhist teachings about end-of-life contemplations aimed at_achieving birth in 
a pure land, it meant leaving the profane space of worldly affa:'"s to ap?roach the 
holy reahn of the Buddha. But this practice was also enacted m a so~1al co~text 
in which dying persons were frequently remo_ved from therr habitual 
surroundings to protect the living from death pollut10n. Scholars have debated 
whether the mujiJin should be understood as a sacred ritual space, set apart fr?m 
the world's defilements, or as ·a containment device to keep death pollution 
away from the living. " 6 But in fact, both meanings held true an~ w:re to some 
extent interdependent. In either case, the muji5in shared somethmg Ill common 
with other liminal areas-such as riverbanks and highways, or the mortuary 
temples that sprang up in the foothills outside the capital-in that they stood 
"outside" the sphere of ordinary life, where the usual need for defi:em~nt 
avoidance did not apply. We can better understand this idea by con~1dermg 
those monks, active within this ambivalent reahn, who attended the dymg and 
sometimes arranged their funerals. 

"Death-Managing" Monks 

Whether in a separate hall at a monastery, in a nob_le's pri~~te chapel, 
or on a mat spread out in a charnel ground, persons who died asprrm? for :he 
Pure Land were often attended by monks who encouraged therr ~ymg 
reflections and assisted their last nenbutsu. Clearly the monks who routmely 
served in the capacity of "good friends" to the dying and sometimes even 
arranged for disposal of their bodies were not, indeed could not, be overly 
troubled by concerns about death pollution. And for that very reason, not ~11 
Buddhist monks engaged routinely in such activities. ".'-s we have s_een, Budill:1st 
clerics with official temple appointments, responsible for nat1on-protectmg 
prayers or rites directed toward the kami, c?uld _not ~ondu~t deathbed. or 
funerary rites without requiring subsequent punficatJon via a thtrty-day ?enod 
of avoidance. What kind of monks, then, specialized in death related pract1~e_s? 

A story in the Jate-Heian collection Hosshinshii (Tale~ of Rel:g1ous 
Awakening) tells of a monk known as the Agui hijiri, who, while travelmg to 
the capital, is approached at a _roadside well by a_ n~n of shabby appearan~e who 
seeks his assistance. She leads him to a monk hvmg nearby, who explall:'s that 
he is near death and needs someone to attend him as zenchishiki. Havmg_ n?, 
resources he has sent the nun to summon "a person concerned for the next hfe 
(goseisha) to assist his deathbed practi~e. I[ the hij!ri will agre~, :he ~onk adds, 
then after his death, the hijiri can inhent his dwellmg, poor as 1t 1s, smc~ he has 
no other heir.117 Significantly, the dying monk seeks help, no'. fr?,m J~St any 
Buddhist cleric but from "a person concerned for the next hfe. 1:11s term 
specifically indlcated not merely persons hoping for birth after death m a pure 
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land, but semi-reclusive monks such as hijiri or ze - . 
engaged in pra~tices f?r th~ sake of oj8 as their prima:;;'~~1:ra:~:;e~~;: who 

. In ~stocr~tic circles, clerics holding positions in the Office of ~:::s!: ~~irs o_r 1': t~mple administration might sometimes attend a deathbed 
"official" y::fcg ;1J1v1dual was a relative or influential patron, but these 
th . I mo s . I not regularly perform such services for persons outside 
as e~ c o~e ac~uamtance. The monks most frequently summoned to ritual! 

s1st dymg anstocrats were in many cases not career scholar or adm· . !rat y 
monks but semi r I • • . mis or - . - ec us1ve practitioners referred to by such terms as h... . 
shonm (holy man) ke • ( d t) ym or 
b h ' nJt: a ep , or ajari (esoteric ritual master). Often based at 

esds 
1
o retreats, the? enJoyed a reputation for holiness or thaumaturgical power 

an a so served their patrons as heal ·tu 1· • di . d I . ers, n a ists, and preceptors. Several such 
m VI ua s are mentioned, for example in the diary of th K . 
Kanezane Th • 1 d ' e regent UJO 

_ : ey me u e such monks as Asho-bo Inzei (or Insai n d) kn i 
the "shonin of Cho aku •• ,, 1 , • • , own as 

r ~1, a temp e in the area of Higashiyama, who conferred 
~e precepts on_ the dymg Emperor Takakura ( d. 118 J ); 118 Honjo-bo Tankyo 
K~1~~, the Ohit:a bessho, who served as zenchishiki at the deathbed of 

s elder sister, the former imperial consort Ko-kamo , . (F .. 
se· h" d 1181) n 111 u31wara no 
G IS :• • , and wh~

9
performed the same service for the retired emperor 

oshirakaw~ (d._ ll92); and the esoteric adept Butsugon, who served as 
preceptor, ntuahst, and healer to Kanezane 's furn ·1 B 
zenchishiki at the deathbed of Kanezane's former we~~~se (~s~~;~) actedd as 
among the monk d • an was 

. . . s summone when Kanezane, s son died dd I 
admm1stenng the precepts to him posthumously 120 Butsugon al su en Y, 
instance of O 1 . . • so represents an 

ver appmg categories, being both a hijiri and a scholar-monk who 
served as head of mstruction (gakuti5) for the Daidenboin cloister at the Sh. ., , 
monastery at Mt Koya 121 F th mgon ; •• 
ho! . • . • or e most part, however, Funaoka's distinction 

: tru':th 111 that 1t was semi-reclusive thaumaturgical adepts rather than 
:~ h~ h':,:. formal administrative posts, who were summoned' to serve as 

c 1s '"' on a regular basis. 

<lea . One a_lso ~<ls mention of monks who received noble patrons nearin 
!I: d:nto ththerr P?vate chapels at bessho or temples on the city outskirt; 

prov1 mg e": with dea~bed assistance and sometimes burial at cemeterie; 
they h~d estabhshed at their temples. The Sorinji zens8 who attended the d in 
Na!ak1yo ~o~_d ~ppear to belong to this category. And while not as prom~en~ 
:':mp~ ni~e hhm who served court nobles, monks similarly outside the formal 
lime e ier~c y were the ones to whom commoners turned for deathbed and 

ral s':rv1ces, ~uch as the zens8 who accompanied Shigetake to the em 
::Id ou~s:de ~e city and encouraged his last nenbutsu. Even at the lowest enddf 
d . soc,~ sea e, there may have _been very humble monks who attended the 
ymg. e early Kamakura-penod story collection Senjiisho includes an 
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account of a monk living in a field called Oba in Sagami, who survives by 
begging and running errands for others. When a destitute woman, widowed in 
an epidemic, falls ill, the monk goes to her secretly at night and tends to her. He 
begs for money and food for her care and also teaches her to chant the nenbutsu, 
eventually enabling her to achieve ojo. 122 

From hijiri of aristocratic origins who attended court nobles to this 
humble monk of Sagami, what enabled certain monks to specialize in attending 
the dying and the dead without fear of death pollution was their "outside" status: 
they stood apart, not only from lay life, but also from the official clerical world 
of the major monasteries and its responsibilities for performing state-sponsored 
ritual and conducting kami rites. Ordinary distinctions of "pure" and polluted" 
pertained to those reahns, both secular and clerical, that such adepts had left 
behind. Some took up the reclusive life from the outset, while others underwent 
what amounted to a second act of renunciation, abandoning monastic office or 
temple administrative positions to engage in solitary ascetic practice. It is their 
voices--or more accurately, literary representations of their voices-that we 
read in ojoden and setsuwa (didactic tales) dismissing pollution taboos as 
irrelevant to Buddhist soteriological concerns. Their status "outside" the world, 
and their semi-reclusive practice, often in mountain retreats, was thought to 
endow them with thaumaturgical powers, including the ability to manage the 
dangers and pollution associated with death. We can see this, not only in the fact 
that such monks attended deathbeds as zenchishiki but also • in their ritual 
management of the especially volatile dead, those who had died in a miserable 
and untimely fashion and whose return as vengeful ghosts was much feared. The 
tenth-century itinerant holy man Kuya, for example, is said to have cremated the 
bodies of the deceased abandoned in fields and chanted the nenbutsu for their 
sake. 123 Ryugyo Hoin of Ninnaji, out of pity for those who died during the great 
famine of the Yowa era (1181-1182), is said to have organized a number of 
hijiri who wrote the Sanskrit syllable "A," representing the originally unborn, 
on the forehead of each corpse they encountered to enable that person to form a 
karmic bond with the Buddha; in two months' time, they performed this service 
for more than 42,300 deceased.124 As expressed in the phrase "shunning this 
defiled reahn and aspiring to the Pure Land," aspirations for 8jo may indeed 
have served to conceptualize a standpoint from which the distinction between 
purity and impurity in a worldly, conventional sense was collapsed and death 
taboos might be transcended. But the ability of certain monks to reject pollution 
taboos depended less on Pure Land doctrinal teachings than on their liminal 
status, apart from both worldly and official clerical affairs. Although their social 
location differed considerably, in their ability to manage matters relating to 
sickness and death, the position of such monks bore some structural similarity to 
that of the kiyome responsible for clearing corpses from the roadsides, whose 
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status as hinin or members of an outcaste group made it possible for them to 
remove defilement. 125 

The instructions of the Nijugo zanmai-e, which required that its 
members willingly incur defilement to encourage one another's deathbed 
practice, certainly stood in dramatic opposition to the death pollution taboos of 
the day. But the spread of such deathbed practices among lay devotees­
centered on their removal to a separate place--and the emergence of distinct 
groups of monks who attended them at the end, hardly constituted a challenge to 
social concerns about death defilement, let alone a trans.cendence of them. 
Rather, in the latter Heian period, deathbed rites and pollution taboos stood in a 
reciprocal relationship. As Nishiguchi has noted, fears about death pollution 
helped to popularize Yokawa-style deathbed practices among lay elites; rites 
requiring removal to a separate hall or chapel made it possible to honor and 
assist the dying but also contained the pollution of their death at safe remove 
from the living. Indeed, death defilement taboos could be maintained precisely 
because such rites-separating the dying from the social world of the living and 
ritually managing their death-were available. At the same time, the growing 
attraction of deathbed rites, along with the fact that monks serving in official 
capacities could not regularly undertake them, generated a new area of ritual 
specialization and income source for a range of monks and adepts practicing 
outside the structure of official temple appointments. For many such adepts, one 
imagines, the continued perception of death defilement as a threat was essential, 
as a foil over and against which their powers to manage and neutralize it could 
be demonstrated. Over time, the activities of such monks helped pave the way 
for Buddhism's increasing domination of death related practices in general. In 
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, as is well known, the newly emergent 
Zen and Ritsu monastic orders began routinely to perform funerals for their lay 
patrons; Zen monks in particular laid the basis for the near-universal Buddhist 
funerary culture of the late medieval and early modem periods. 126 But in their 
readiness to engage the pollution of death, such monks had precedents in the 
hijiri andzenso of the Heian period. 

Part Three: Nursing the Sick and Visiting the Dead 

Above we have seen how the removal of the dying to a separate place 
was understood both as separating them from worldly "defilements," in a 
metaphorical or Buddhist doctrinal sense, and as protecting others, still involved 
in the world, from death defilement in the literal sense of pollution and taboo. 
Those who attended the dying as ritualists and spiritual advisors were often 
monks practicing outside formal temple organizations, for whom contact with 
pollution was not prohibited. Nonetheless, deathbed practices of the kind 
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popularized by the Nijilgo zanmai-e had their own accomp8;llyin~ discourses of 
bodily purity and impurity, which intersected, but were not 1dent1cal to, broader 
social concerns about death defilement and its avoidance. This fmal part, Part III, 
will examine first the attitude displayed toward the bodily wastes and 
discharges of' the d~ing as reflected in monastic literature and its place h: a 
broader tradition of monastic nursing, and second, the profoundly negative 
symbolism of feces in connection with death seen in hagiography and other 
sources. Both topics afford considerable insight into notions of "impuri~" ifuf 8) 
as a category similar to but distinct from pollution (kegare). Lastly, this s-:ct1on 
will return to a topic introduced near the beginning of this essay, the practice of 
venerating the dead bodies of those believed to have achieved ojo, as . an 
illustration of questions still unanswered with regard to how death pollution 
taboos and deathbed practice aimed at birth in the Pure Land intersected. 

Nursing the Sick and the Significance of the Nijogo zanmai-e 

Among the many wondrous signs described in ojoden as proof of a 
given individual's birth in the Pure Land is a mysterious fragrance in the death 
chamber attesting that Amida and his holy retinue have indeed descended to 
welcom; that person. For example, when a woman of the Torno family, a lay 
devotee, lies dying, a scent of lotus blossoms fills the air.127 Fragrance similarly 
fills the room at the death of the consort of Fujiwara no Tsunezane (d. 1131), 
imbuing the surplice of the adept summoned to assist her with her fmal 
nenbutsu."128 According to deathbed ritual instructions from Ojo yoshu on, those 
nearing death were supposed to purify themselves by bathing and donning cl:an 
clothes and the room itself was to be swept clean and adorned by scattermg 
flower; and burning incense. 129 Normatively speaking, the ideal death occurred 
in an atmosphere of purity and fragrance. In reality, however, ?Ying is _typically 
a messy business. The terminally ill often lose control of bodily functions, and 
at death, the anal sphincter releases; urine and excrement,. rather :ban s"'.eet 
perfunle, are death's usual olfactory accompaniments. Unhke hag1ograph1cal 
writings, instructions for monks attending the dying speak frankly of the ne~d to 
clean up bodily wastes and discharges. This was, in fact, a well established 
theme in continental Buddhist vinaya literature dealing with the treatment of 
sick monks in monastic settings, and both Genshin's Oja yoshu and the Nijilgo 
zanmai-e regulations draw on Chinese sources dealing explicitly with this 
subject. Genshin, as we have seen, cited a "Chinese :i-adition" purporting to 
describe practice at the Jetavana monastery, as quoted ma commen:ary on ~e 
Dharmaguptaka vinaya by the Chinese master Daoxuan. Ac~ordmg to this 
source, after the dying monk has been removed to the hall of unpermanence, 
"Those in attendance should burn incense and scatter flowers to adorn [the 
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room]. If the sick monk soils himself, urinates, vomits, or spits, it should be 
cleaned up, and-he is not held responsible for any transgression."i3o 

It is worth looking briefly at the larger context of this passage in 
Daoxuan's commentary, as it clearly informed notions of deathbed practice as 
prescribed in Japan by the Nijugo zanmai-e documents and other, later works on 
the subject. Daoxuan prefaces this passage with another from the 
Dharmaguptaka vinaya explaining how the Buddha came to instruct monks in 
their responsibility to care for each other in times of sickness. According to this 
account, one day, the Buddha did not go out on his customary alms round but 
instead visited the monks' quarters. There he found a sick monk lying in his 
own excrement. When the Buddha inquired why no one was caring for him, the 
monk replied, "While I was not sick, I failed to attend to other sick monks. 
Therefore, now that I am sick, no one is attending to me." The Buddha helped 
him to rise, wiped the filth from his body, washed his robe, and cleaned his 
bedding. He then instructed the assembly of monks, "From now on you should 
look after sick monks .... If anyone wants to serve me, he should attend to the 
sick."i3i Daoxuan then cites again from the "Chinese tradition": 

The Buddha patiently guides sentient beings in this world with the intention of 
removing their suffering. He does not consider [even] cleaning up excrement to 
be abhorrent. To the gods, human beings are smelly and filthy in the way that 
latrines are to human beings. Their stench is indescribable, and yet [the gods] do 
not think of [human beings] as repugnant but constantly protect them. How 
much less in the case of the Buddha's virtue, could he [arbitrarily] love some and 
hate others?132 

As Koichi Shinohara has noted in his discussion of this passage, the stench of 
the sick and dying is assimilated here to the universal impurity and defects of 
the human state, and care of the terminally ill-specifically, the act of cleaning 
up their bodily wastes and discharges-to the Buddha's non-differentiating 
compassion for all beings.133 Such lofty associations, one imagines, may have 
served to make such tasks tolerable to those monks unavoidably engaged in 
them, or even to shame the unwilling into sharing nursing responsibilities. 

The influence of such argumentation can be clearly seen in the 
regulations of the Nijiigo zanmai-e mandating that its members attend their 
dying companions as zenchishiki, serving in watches, two at a time, for a full 
day and a night, and not leaving until relieved by the next watch. They are urged 
to emulate Sakyamuni Buddha, who, "in the past, with his hands of purple gold, 
himself washed the body of a sick monk," a clear reference to the story cited by 
Daoxuan. The regulations also note that care of the sick is regarded as 
preeminent among the "eight fields of merit," a reference to the well-known 
Fanwang jing (Brahma-net siitra), which lists care for the sick as one of the 
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forty-eight minor precepts. 134 Members are to treat their sick compani?ns as 

devotedly as they would their father, mother, or teacher and are specifically 
. , 'ty ,,135 

admonished, "Do not shun smells, pollution, or unp~ • . 
Daoxuan' s "Chinese tradition" expressly stipulates that a dymg m?nk 

who soils himself, urinates, vomits, or spits is not. guilty of a tra_nsgress1on. 
Since the deathbed rite took place in the presence of a buddha i_mage, . one 
assumes that the "transgression" being denied here was that of ~efilmg a r:tual 
site. In the medieval Japanese case, urine and feces did _not tecl:111cally constitute 
"pollution," in that they were not the object of specific avo1dan~es, ~ut :hey 
were definitely a form of "impurity" (fujo) and ~,:'re to be ~voided 11_1 ritual 
contexts.136 In this regard, the regulations of the N1Jugo zanm~1-e al~o st1pul~te, 
"Even if he [the dying monk] must relieve himself where he sits while [hol_ding 
the cord attached to the buddha image], the Buddha doe~ not regard th1~ as 
repugnant," 137 showing recognition that dea~bed practice was one ritual 
situation where such impurity was simply unavoidable. . . 

Subsequent instructions to Japanese monks carmg for the s1Ck an~ 
dying also make specific mention of bodily discharges, su~h ~ the Kanbyo 
o'insho (Admonitions for attending the sick) by Nen'a Ryochu (~ 19?-12_87): 

~hid patriarch of the Chinzei lineage ofHonen's Pure Land sect. Ryochu wntes. 

One should avoid causing the sick person pain. While [in ~eneral] he s~ould rise 
to urinate or defecate, if he finds that painful, have him reheve ~unseffJus: as ~e 
is, lying down. It would be all the more unreasonable to force him to nse 1fh': is 
unable to do so. Diapers should be spread out thickly and ch~ged often, bemg 
removed when they become smelly or soiled. Mucus and vomit should also be 
cleaned promptly and the sickbed kept clean. 

Screens should be readied, and when the sick person is urinating o~ defecatin~, 
you should set them up before the buddha [image] to separate it from this 
impurity. However, if the illness suddenly worsens and_ it is clear that death 1s 
imminent, this stricture should be set aside .... In add1t10n, one should alwa1s 
moisten the dying person's throat with paper soaked in water and encourage him 
to chant the nenbutsu.138 

These admonitions suggest an attempt to manage, insofar as P?ssible, 
the often contradictory demands of caring for the bodily needs of fi:e dymg and 
maintaining ritual purity in the mujoin, which was, after all, both a s'.ckroom ~d 
a ritual space. But it is clear that the Imperative to encourage the dymg person s 
reflections on the Buddha overrode all other concerns. . . 

In this context, it may be relevant to note that, m e~ly med1~val 
Japanese Buddhist hagiography, readiness to. nurse pe_r~ons w1fl: especially 
repulsive bodily afflictions is treated as a s1!\I:. of spmtu~ attamment. An 
example is the monk Eijitsu, ajikyosha or Lotus Sutra devotee. 
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[On_ one occasio~,] there was a sick person lying by the roadside, befouled with 
th~ 1mpu_r1ty of his own urlne and excrement, filthy and emitting a stench. People 
w o noticed_ .~tm covered their noses, averted their eyes. and hurried past The 
~oly man [E1J1tsu] approached him and stood at his side. Reciting the Lotus Siitra 
e covered the sick man with ~is robe and lay down beside him and held him.' 

Th"'!ks. to the power of the_ sutra and the influence of the holy man, the sick 
m":11 s 1Iln~ss was completely cured ... Such compassion, care of the sick, and 
rehef of pam could not be the acts of an ordinary worldling.1" 

Eijitsu, lik: the _Buddha washing the monk soiled by his own excrement, is able 
to behave m this way precisely because he has transcended the discriminaf 
attac_hments and repulsions of ordinary persons. Another example is found in;: 
med~eval ~ccounts of Empress Komyo (701-760), honored in retrospect as a 
m:mifestat:Ion of the bodhisattva Karmon, who is said to have bathed a le er 
"'.'th her o:¥11 h~ds and sucked the pus from his sores.140 Here we can lim s~ a 
i1scourse m which other people's bodily impurity, far from being son!5eth!g to 
be ,;.hunne~ik becomes ~ opport:Imity for cultivating--0r displaying-

o 1sattva- _e compassion and equanimity, expressed through active 
~:geghment with precisely those sights and smells that disgust ordinary people 

ou su~h. figures are revered, rather than despised, they are, a ain • 
strucrurally s~1lar to the hinin groups who cleared away the abandoned b g d • ' 
of the dead, be~g located "outside" the domain of ordinary life, not by out;~~: 
status but by therr own transcendent compassion. 141 

1_"he respons!~ility of monks to care for their .sick fellows is part of a 
long co?-tmental trad1tiou of monastic nursing that, at least in its prescriptive 
expressions, can be traced back to Buddhist India 142 Were th nk f th N··- • • e mo s o e 

!Jugo ~a1-_e the frrst to appropriate this tradition in Japan, recoverin it 
from Chmes: vmaya texts and reasserting it in the context of deathbed ctfce 
?ve; and :gamst the pollu_tlon tab?os of their day? Or does it have a prio~istori: 
m ap~. To an~"'.er 1!1's question, we would need to !mow how Japanese 
!ud~is! ~o~ hvmg '.'1 monasteri~s were cared for in their last illnesses and 

0 ~ err od1es were disposed ofpnor to the mid-tenth century. Unfort:Imatel 
ava!la?le_ data_ are fragmentary and inconsistent; moreover, they are found ~ 
prescnpt:Ive hterat:Irre and thus . may serve as a better guide to normative 
stai:dards than to actual practice. Haseo Fumiaki, one of very few to address this 
topic, has called attention to a court edict of 679 mandating that bedr"dd d 
or termin 11 ·11 nks I en age th . a Y I mo and nuns should be removed to a separate dwelling lest 

err presence pollute the "pure ground" of the monastery· m· th" dw Ir th , 1s separate 
e :g, ey are to be C8fe,d for, not by their fellow monastics but by relatives 

or O . er trusted persons. 4 Here, siclmess and death are clear! seen as a 
pollut1on that monastics must avoid. Using this edict as a benc~ark, Ha 
argues that removal of the dying to a place apart in order to separate them fr~: 
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worldly distractions, as advocated in Genshin's Oja yashil and practiced by the 
Nijiigo zanmai-e, in effect reversed the significance previously attached to 
places of caring for the terminally ill, transforming the site of death from a place 
of defilement into a sacred enclosure. This inversion, he suggests, took place 
over time, through the establishment under Buddhist auspices of hospitals by 
such figures as Empress Komyo or the monk Gyoki (668-749); the removal of 
the sick to such places gave rise, among those caring for them, to a positive 
apprehension of death as an especially valuable junct:Irre for Buddhist practice, 
eventually cuhninating in the Y okawa deathbed rites, where the meaning 
assigned to the place where the dying were taken underwent complete reversal, 
from a site of defilement to one of detachment and transcendence.

144 

While Haseo is surely right in noting a diametric opposition between 
the 679 edict and the prescriptions of Oja yashil or the Nijiigo zanmai-e 
documents, we need not assume a singular, linear development in attitudes 
toward the treat:Inent of dying monks over the course of the intervening three 
hundred years. We are more probably dealing here with a plurality of 
perspectives. The 679 edict suggests an attempt on the part of the state to 
maintain ritual purity among the monks and nuns on whom it relied for rites of 
nation protection, while siitra and vinaya literature, cited in the late tenth 
century by both Genshin and the Nijiigo zanmai-e regulations in connection 
with deathbed rites, mandates that monks should care for. their sick fellows. 
There is also the historical question of whether or not, or to what extent, the 679 
edict was implemented. Other state regulations from the same period aimed at 
governing the conduct of monks and nuns seem to take for granted that they 
would nurse the sick among them.145 Of greater relevance to Genshin and the 
Nijugo zanmai-e than early state edicts are the internal regulations for the 
monks of Mt. Hiei. One set, compiled by immediate disciples of the Tendai 
founder Saicho (766/767-822), discusses the economic recompense owing to 
those who attend the sick (kanbyasha), assist in their burial, and recite siitras for 
them, thus suggesting the existence of such practices on Mt. Hiei very early in 
its history. 146 While this again represents only fragmentary evidence from a 
prescriptive text, it seems possible that practices of Japanese monks nursing 
their dying companions and assisting with their funerals may well have 
preceded the formation of the Nijiigo zanmai-e. The Society's regulations about 
nursing the dying might then represent less a dramatic innovation than an 
elaboration of preexisting practices, drawing for support on Buddhist siitra and 
vinaya literat:Irre about care of the dying in light of a new interest in deathbed 
rites that accompanied the rise of aspirations for the Pure Land. The explicit 
injunctions in the Society's regulations against shurming defilement might then 
be understood as anticipating objections in light of heightened concerns about 
death pollution current in elite circles at the time. 
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However, even if the Nijiigo zanmai-e did not initiate the hands-on care 
of their dying fellow monks, their activities may well have served to highlight 
and promote such practices. After the Society's founding, we fmd increasing 
notices of structures set aside in temple complexes, across denominational lines, 
with names such as Enjuin (Life-extending hall), Nehando (Nirvai:ia hall), or 
Mujoin, for the care of sick and dying monks, as well as references, especially 
from the latter Heian and Kamakura periods, of actual monk-physician 
practitioners (iso or sol) providing lay patrons with medical care. 147 

Feces as Negative Symbol 

As we have seen, monks in early medieval Japan involved in nursing 
could draw on a long-established monastic tradition valorizing care of the dying 
and removal of their bodily wastes as an expression of compassion. But in other 
sources of the same period, bodily wastes, especially feces, assume a deeply 
negative symbolic valence in death-related contexts, figuring prominently in 
representations of karmic retribution for sin. An example occurs in OJo yoshii, 
in the famous harrowing passage on the hells that forms the centerpiece of 
Genshin's description of the samsaric realms that are to be rejected in favor of 
aspiration to the Pure Land. Genshin notes that the first of the eight major hells, 
in which evildoers are dismembered only to be revived again, has sixteen 
subsidiary hells, of which he describes only one: 

First is the place of excrement. There is [a lake ot] burning hot excrement, whose 
taste is vile in the extreme. It is filled with maggots whose beaks are as hard as 
metal. Sinners in this place eat the hot excrement, and the maggots all swarm 
around them and attack them at once, penetrating their skin and devouring their 
flesh, breaking their bones and sucking the marrow. Those who in the past 
[while living in the human reahn] killed deer or birds fall into this realm.148 

Another reference to feces in OJo yoshii occurs in a quote from the Guarifo 
sanmeihai Jing (Siitra of contemplating the Buddha's samadhi sea), which 
describes how hell wardens use visions of urine and excrement to lure dying 
evildoers into their clutches. At the time of death, the winds of dissolution will 
wrack the sinner's body, and his mind will become disordered and produce 
delusions. "Observing [the interior] of his own house, the men and women 
[within it, and the objects,] large and small, [he sees that] everything is [now] 
impure. It is a place stinking of excrement and urine, which overflow and run 
outside." When he wishes himself away from this repugnant scene, in a palace 
or pleasant grove, the guardians of the A vici hell transform that hell into the 
appearance of jeweled trees and clear ponds, thus tricking him into entering 
their realm. 149 In a similar vein, one may also note a passage from the esoteric 
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scripture Shouhu guoJiezhu tuoluoni Jing (Siitra of dharai:iI~ for protecting the 
nation and the ruler), cited in instructions for deathbed practice by Kakuban and 
others, which lists "urinating or defecating without awareness" as one of fifteen 
signs that the dying will fall into the hells. 

150 

Such passages are drawn from Buddhist canonical sources; they are not 
the product ofHeian-period Japan. Nonetheless, they seem to h~ve captured the 
imagination of at least some artists of the time. _The scene of e\ildoers attacked 
b flesh-eating maggots in the lake of burnmg excrement 1s unforgetta~ly 
,:ndered in a twelfth-century hell screen (jigoku zosh,) by an unknown art1~t, 
kept by the Nara National Mus_eum. Scenes involving feces also occur ~ 
medieval depictions of the suffermgs of hungry ghosts (Skt. preta, Jpn._ gak1), 
beings condemned by their evil deeds to a state of perpetual starvation. In 
discussing these horrific images, William LaFleur has noted how hungry gho~ts 
are depicted "most commonly in places where excrement ai_id oth~r bodily 
wastes will be found. Gaki ... will invariably be present m . latrmes and 
cesspools."'51 One scene in a hand-scroll depicting gaki, now m the To~o 
National Museum, shows persons sqnatting to defecat~ by the ro_a~s1de, 
oblivious to the invisible wretched beings that ~rouc~ be~1de them waitm~ to 
fall upon their excrement, so hungry that they will, qmte hterally, eat anyth11;g. 
Gaki were also thought to feed on corpses, and scenes in the same scrol_l depict 
them gnawing on human remains ~ charnel gr?~d~; ?ne scene combmes the 
two locales, depicting a public latrme (not "fac1ht1es m any modem sense but 
simply grounds where commoners relieved themselves) on the e~ge of a_ charnel 
ground, indicated by the presence of votive stiipas. On :he bas1_s of fl:1s hand­
scroll scene, Shinmura Taku has hypothesized that-if public latrme~ and 
charnel grounds were indeed contiguous in actual space, and not merely Ill the 
artist's imagination-along with teeming flies and maggots, the stench of d_eath 
and excrement in such places would have been intermingled. J?eathbed ntual 
instructions enjoining attendants of the .sick to adorn the room with flowers and 
incense and to promptly clean up feces and urine were,_ he suggests, not merely 
a practical matter of nursing but rather helped the dymg perso~ focus ~n the 
Pure Land by removing substances that had come to be associated with the 

hells.
152 

th · · • 
It is significant in this connection that, among e ausp1c10us ~1gns 

descnbed in oJoden indicating birth in the Pure Land, we f11;d occas10nal 
mention of practitioners who have no bodily elimination at the tune of deat1;-. 
The monk Joshii (d. 1076) does not urinate or defecate for three days_be~o~e his 
d ath " 3 The lay monk (,ryiidi5) Nakainumaru, monastic name Gansa1, snnilarly 
n:ith~r urinates nor defecates on the day of his death.1

~
4 

This detail :epresents a 
degree of bodily purity far greater than the mere _bathmg_ and donnmg of clean 
clothes before death, widely attested in oJoden b1ograph1es. It underscores the 
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extraordinary spiritual accom~lishments of th':se particular deceased by noting 
the absence of thos~ very bodily wastes that, m some especially ascetic modes 
of Pure Land devotion, had come to symbolize the repugnance of the samsaric 
realm. 

. S_o~e ~scetic practitioners may have taken deliberate steps to avoid 
bodily e!nnmatton_ at the time of death. Keiran shilyoshii, a Buddhist 
compendiUlll compiled by the Tendai monk Koshil (1276-1350), says: 

In meditation lineages (zenke), they do not eat or drink near the end In 
explan~tion, it is said, "Invariably, people release the impurity of feces and urine 
at the time of death. Thus as. death nears, one should avoid eating various things 
and should not needlessly dnnk water. One should exercise caution in this regard 
Such is the prior example of those who follow the way."155 • 

!fere the issue may have been less one of avoiding ritual impurity than 
of exe;1111g control over the death process. If involuntary urination and 
def~cat10n at the end w~s. associ~ted with an ordinary death, leading to samsaric 
rebirth, then by av01d111g this common physiological occurrence one's 
:r~scende~ce of srup.sara could be demonstrated. This is suggested by an 
mcident s~id to have occurred in connection with the death of the Zen abbot 
Gessen Shin!<:ti \d. 1308), ~ighth in the lineage of the famous teacher Enni (a.k.a. 
Be?TI~• ~hoich, Kokush!, 1202-80). According to his sectarian biography, 
Shinkat died a most admrrable death: seated on the raised lecturer's platform 
before the assembly of monks, he wrote out his death poem and passed 
peacefully away. Somewhat more than a decade later, the narrative continues, 
the scholar-monk Kokan Shiren (1278-1346) was compiling his Genko 
sha_kus?,o, Japan's frrst collection of monastic biographies. Having learned of 
Shinka, s exemplary death, Shiren approached Shinkai's disciple Ryogu and 
inquired, "I've heard that when your teacher passed away, an unusual fragrance 
filled the room. Is that so? I would like to include him in the history of monks 
that I'm ~ompiling. Pleas': tell me the truth of the matter." While Ryogu could 
not possibly have been ignorant of the auspicious significance of "unusual 
fragrance" . at the time of de_ath as an index to exceptional spiritual attainment, 
whether willfully or otherwise, he misunderstood Shiren and flew into a rage 
"You dare to slander my late teacher! How can you say that after he died ther~ 
wa~ a ~mell of s_hit? Don't speak to me again of 'unusual fragrances'!" Thus 
Shinkru "'.as not mcluded in Shiren's biographical collection-most regrettably, 
the narrative adds, as the Genko shakusho soon became a celebrated work. 156 

Whatever the reasons for Ryogu' s extraordinary reaction this account 
suggests that at least in some instances the smell of excrement ~t a deathbed 
may have carried neg~tive soteriological connotations-especially, perhaps, in 
the death of a promment abbot. What the Buddha himself "does not find 
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abhorrent'' was unthinkable for the Zen monk Ryogu in connection with his 
teacher. A good death, after all, was not only the cause for birth in a superior 
realm but a proof of one's escape from srunsaric suffering. If one could not 
control his own bodily eliminations at the end, then perhaps his mastery of birth 
and death was also open to question. 

As we have noted, vomit, urine, and feces were not considered 
polluting in the technical sense ofrequiring a period of avoidance, but they were 
nonetheless "impure" and thus to be avoided in ritual settings. This produced an 
ambivalence in the context of deathbed practice, a rite of uttnost solemnity and 
yet one where such impurities were virtually inevitable. Hence the recurrence of 
a double theme in which the significance of bodily wastes, feces in particular, is 
relationally determined: the nursing monk proves his spiritual attainments by his 
willingness to clean up excrement, while the dying monk proves his by not 
producing it. In either case, such extraordinary attainments set their possessor 
apart from ordinary persons. Here we see a structural similarity to the concept of 
pollution itself, wherein those able to mediate or neutralize it do so by virtue of 
their liminal status "outside" ordinary society, whether as renunciate ascetics or 
as hinin. 

Venerating the Corpse: Some Unanswered Questions 

Let us return now to the subject of death pollution, and to some still 
unanswered questions regarding its connection to ritualized deathbed practice 
and to the ethos of aspiration to the Pure Land, by addressing a fmal topic: the 
practice, frequently attested in ojoden, of paying reverence to the bodies of 
recently deceased persons believed to have achieved oji5. This act of veneration 
was thought to establish a favorable karmic connection (kechien) that would 
assist one's own future attainment of birth in the Pure Land. The monk Man' a, 
encountered earlier in this essay, who inadvertently transmitted death pollution 
to the servant Kunihide-and via Kunihide, to the Ise shrine-had been engaged 
in precisely this activity. In a society where contact with the dead was often 
deemed polluting, voluntarily going to visit the newly deceased seems 
altogether counter-intuitive. Was the merit of forming. ties with an i5ji5nin 
thought to outweigh the dangers and inconvenience of incurring defilement? 
Did those engaged in this practice feel a need to explain or justify it, to 
themselves or to others? Was there a mechanism for transcending death 
pollution in such cases? Or was death pollution simply not an issue for those 
involved? 

We have seen how, in the Ise shrine episode, the monk Man' a did not 
think it necessary to mention his recent contact with the dead to the shrine 
servant Kunihide because he had been told that "the death of an i5ji5nin is not 
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polluting." We have also noted Chijiwa Itaru's use of this episode in support of 
his thesis that, on the ground, ordinruy death and i5ji5 were understood as two 
different things. Dji5, he argues, was distinguished by the presence of 
extraordinruy signs: purple clouds or radiance in the sky, mysterious fragrance, 
or music heard in the air; such signs, Chijiwa says, signaled not only the 
individual's attainment of Pure Land birth (and thus, the merit to be gained from 
venerating that person's rernains) but also the fact that this was not "death" in 
any ordinruy sense and therefore, not polluting. 157 

Chijiwa's thesis finds support in the fact that, in i5joden, the narrative 
element of people gathering to pay respect to the corpse of an oji5nin almost 
always occurs in cases where-among the possible signs indicative of the 
deceased having reached the Pure Land-unusual preservation of the body has 
occurred. For example, the monk Nensai (d. 1131) dies sitting up straight, 
facing west, and holding an incense burner. For three days after his death, the 
body remains in this position, and fragrance fills the room; clerics and laypeople 
of the southern capital (Nara) throng to see this. 158 For ten, even twelve days 
after his death, people come to view a deceased monk of the temple 
Komatsudera in Hizen province, whose body, seated upright with its hands still 
forming a mudra, looks so unchanged as to arouse the suspicion that he may not 
be dead at all but merely deep in meditationY9 The ascetic Yuihan's body still 
remains fresh thirty-five days after his death; during that time, the monks 
assembled at his door to form kechien are like crowds at a marketplace. 160 Such 
cases also sometimes occur in historical documents: the monk Rinken (1074-
ll50), a former superintendant of Kongobuji on Mt. Koya, is said to have died 
seated in the posture of meditation; Rinken's corpse was in fact enshrined as a 
"whole-body relic" (zenshin shar1), attracting the devotion of pilgrims. 161 Of 
course, a prurient curiosity, as well as the desire to form meritorious karmic ties, 
may well have prompted some such visits. But whatever their motivation, if we 
go byChijiwa's argument, failure of the body to decay would have marked it as 
a special case and thus outside ordinruy pollution concerns. 

The presence of sweet fragrance at a deathbed and an absence of 
decomposition have, in their absolute contradiction of ordinruy physiological 
processes, been widely understood as indices to transcendent spiritual 
attainment on the part of the deceased. This phenomenon is by no means 
confined to medieval Japan or even to Buddhism; the "odor of sanctity" 
emanating from the holy dead is also well attested, for example, in European 
Christian hagiography. In a Buddhist context, such refusals of the body to 
conform to ordinruy processes of decay signal that the deceased has escaped the 
cycle of deluded rebirth; what has happened to that person is not "death"-the 
mark of deluded existence-but liberation. 162 If Chijiwa is correct, then a lack of 
decay would have had a double significance, demonstrating an escape from 
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samsara in a traditional Buddhist reading and, in a specifically premoderu 
Japanese context, an absence of death defilement. 

Nonetheless, some questions remain. First we must ask why the 
explicit claim reported in the Ise document, that oji5nin do not pro~~ce death 
defilement occurs so seldom in premoderu Japanese sources. In o;oden, our 
chief sour~e for the practice of visiting the deceased to form kechien, one fmds 
almost no indication of awareness that such acts might be deemed po'.lutinl: or 
draw criticism on that account. One striking exception concerns the shrine pnest 
Kaya no Sadamasa's visit to the new grave of his frie~d, Fujii Hi_sat?, who has 
offered his body in an act of auto-cremation out of his deep aspiration for the 
Pure Land. "Because I have been charged with overseeing kami affairs," 
Sadamasa says with tears streaming down his face, "I have ~ompletely s~unned 
the defilements of human beings. But so great are my feelings of longmg f~r 
him that I have no scruples about displeasing the kami." 163 But Sadamasa 1s 
clearly a special case. Precisely because he is a shrine priest (":'nn':'sh,~, the 
narrative seems to call for some mention of the fact that he 1s v10l~tmg a 
prohibition-one ordinarily obs.erved with great strictness in kami worsh1JJ--:bY 
visiting his friend's death site. Most i5ji5den accounts make n~ .TI?ent1on 
whatsoever of pollution concerns in their descriptions of persons v1s1tmg the 
bodies of oji5nin. This would suggest either that notions a~out the death of an 
i5ji5nin not producing death defilement were s~ wel_l establ~shed as t~ need no 
comment, or alternatively, that those engaged m this practice were snnply not 
concerned about pollution. . . . 

Katsuda Itaru has noted that anxieties about death pollution m He1an 
Japan coexisted, often quite comfortably, with curiosity ~d eagerness to _g~wk 
at the bodies of those who dropped dead suddenly in pub he places or at v1ctnns 
of personal revenge killings whose bodies had_ been aband~ned by the 
roadside. 164 In many contexts, barring actual physical contact with a corpse, 
death defilement was thought to be ·transmitted only within a walled or 
otherwise bounded space or by sitting together with someone who h~d ~lready 
incurred such pollution. Such restrictions by no means precluded_ all v1~:,"mgs of 
dead bodies. In an episode from Korifaku monogatari, the courtier Fujiwara no 
Sadataka keels over suddenly in the midst of a palace banquet. Those nobles 
sitting with him hastily rise and flee, presumably hoping that Sadataka may not 
actually have died yet and that they may thereby escape defilement. Yet even as 
the body is about to be removed, a crowd of lesser palace offic!als e~gerly 
gathers by the exit in hopes ofwatching.165 The monk Man'~ mentioned m t~e 
Ise shrine document is said specifically to have sat down m a dead pe:so~ s 
house, but it is not clear whether others seeking to form favorable karmic ties 
with deceased i5ji5nin by venerating their remains actua'.ly ent~ed an encl_osed 
space where the corpse was present or simply stood gazmg at 1t from outside a 
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door or entryway. If the latter, those venerating the newly dead may not 
necessarily have been seen as incurring defilement or engaging in a socially 
questionable act. 

Yet another problem arises from the fact that our primary source for 
this practice, i5ji5den, are hagiographies, in which the detail of crowds gathering 
to view the body-along with mysterious fragrance, favorable dreams, and 
music heard in the air-often serves as a narrative device emphasizing the 
auspicious nature of an individual i5ji5nin's passing. In one account, a monk 
named Kakusho even predicts: "After my death, on the day I am cremated, pure 
monks will spontaneously gather. By that, you may know that I have been born 
into the Land of Bliss." And indeed, after he dies, though the fire in the incense 
burner has gone out, fragrance fills the room, and more than seventy monks 
assemble to reverence him. 166 This is not to suggest that the practice of 
gathering to venerate those dead deemed to have achieved a liberating death was 
wholly fictional, as it does appear occasionally in historical documents. Azuma 
kagami, for example, reports concerning the death of Hojo Tokiyori (d. 1263), 
the fifth Kamakura shogunal regent: "He formed a mudra and recited a verse, 
manifesting the auspicious signs of having realized buddhahood with this very 
body .... Clerics and laity, high and low, thronged to venerate him." 167 In this 
case, Tokiyori's fame as a national leader, as well as his reputed spiritual 
attainments, may have drawn spectators. The monk Man'a mentioned in the Ise 
account appears to have been venerating a deceased practitioner of considerably 
lower status, suggesting some distribution of this practice across the social scale. 
Nonetheless, it is hard to generalize from isolated accounts, and we are left 
wondering about the extent to which venerating the corpse went beyond a 
narrative element in Buddhist hagiography and was actually carried out in 
practice. Parenthetically, we may note that it raises other questions, not directly 
related to death pollution, such as why-when the bodies of both male and 
female i5}i5nin are described as emitting fragrance and refusing to decay-only 
male bodies appear to have been the object of such veneration, 168 and how this 
practice coincided with an aversion, noted by Katsuda in aristocratic circles, to 
the idea of one's dead body becoming a spectacle for others. 169 

In any discussion of pollution in early medieval Japan, we must bear in 
mind the limitations of our sources, which were produced primarily by elites. 
How far and under what circumstances the avoidances observed by court nobles 
permeated other social groups is not yet well understoodP0 We must take care 
not to read an active challenge to, or transcendence of, pollution taboos into 
situations where they may simply not have operated in the first place. 
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We began with two starkly opposed understandings of "the dying 
breath " as the moment of potential liberation from samsaric suffering, and as 
mark~g the onset of death defilement. We also asked how, during Japan's early 
medieval period, the popularity in monastic and elite circles of deathbed rites for 
achieving birth in the Pure Land coexisted with practices of de~lem~nt 
avoidance and fears of death pollution. This seeming paradox, we noted, unphes 
the coexistence of two opposing stances, one mandating death pollut!on 
avoidances and the other in some way minimizing, rejecting, or transcendmg 
them. On examination, however, both positions reveal a complex range of 
overlapping concerns that are uot always easily disentangled. 

Formal avoidances of death pollution had their origins in court­
sponsored jingi ritual and were aimed at avoiding the anger of the kami and 
protecting imperial rule. The realm where these avoidances most mattered was 
that of the court; the court nobility, especially those holding government posts; 
and officially sponsored kami shrines. To the extent that Buddhist monks and 
temples were active in this ritual world-for example, by participating in court 
ceremonies such as the Ninnoe, other rites of nation protection, or kami 
worship--they were bound by its rules of pollution avoidance. In time, the 
taboos and requirements of ritual purity demanded by official Jingi rites, 
including the thirty-day exorcistic period following contact with human ~ea~, 
were adopted by major Buddhist temples and in some cases by lesser, provmcial 
ones as well. At the same time, however, Buddhist elements were themselves 
formally tabooed in conjunction with imperial jingi worship, reinforcing 
associations between Buddhism and death in that both were banned from the 
same ritual sphere. These associations helped to reinforce more widespread, 
informal taboos on Buddhist practices--especially those such as the nenbutsu, 
which was closely associated with death-on kami festival days and in contexts 
centered on celebration, fecundity, and this-worldly prosperity. Where 
aspirations for i5ji5 encouraged an infiltration of postmortem concerns into the 
present life, such informal taboos sought to maintain their separation. 

But the sphere in which death defilement was tabo~ed represented .only 
one social, ritual, and cognitive realm, one that interacted with other, som~t~es 
overlapping frames of reference in which pollution concerns were relat1v12ed, 
transcended, or simply never an issue to begin with. The Konjaku tale of 
Atsuyuki who knocked down his wall so that his neighbor's corpse could be 
removed' shows that it was possible, even if infrequent (or only in the author's 
imagination), to dismiss pollution concerns without Buddhist ideological 
support. Most sources relativizing pollution avoidances, however, draw on 
Buddhist discourses, for example, by recasting such avoidances as metaphors or 
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"skillful means." We see this in didactic tales that subswne kami worship within 
Buddhist ethical or soteriological frameworks, showing the kami as accepting, 
even praising, the breach of death pollution taboos when compassion requires it, 
or in the self-defmition of the "single-practice" nenbutsu movements of Honen 
and Shinran, which depict the kami solely as supporters of the exclusive 
nenbutsu and thus not requiring special purifications in connection their shrines. 
How far the abridging of shrine-related taboos legitimized by such rhetoric was 
carried out in actual . practice remains an open question. Another Buddhist 
discourse invoked to relativize. or dismiss pollution concerns was that of 
"shlllllling this defiled realm and aspiring to the Pure Land," in which the 
distinction between purity and impurity as it pertains to kami worship or other 
ceremonial behavior is relegated to the "defiled world," which is to be rejected 
in favor of aspirations for ojo. In Buddhist narrative literature, such as setsuwa 
and ojoden, this perspective is typically attributed to those individuals, often 
reclusive monastics but including some lay persons, who have abandoned 
worldly aspirations, including those of the career monk holding temple 
appointments or seeking clerical advancement, and desire only the Pure Land. 

While career scholar monks or highly placed prelates might attend 
deathbeds in the capacity of zenchishiki or perform funerary rites for relatives or 
important patrons, it appears that the monks who specialized in providing such 
services for lay patrons were often those such as zenso or bessho hijiri, 
practicing outside the formal structure of temple offices. What is less clear is 
whether such figures understood themselves as ideologically committed to 
rejecting death pollution avoidances in the name of"shlllllling this defiled world 
and aspiring to the Pure Land," or whether they were free to ignore them simply 
because their activities took place outside the ritual spheres of the court, kami 
shrines, and major Buddhist temple halls where such avoidances obtained. We 
should perhaps be careful ofreading a deliberate defiance of pollution concerns 
into situations where such concerns may simply not have mattered. In either 
case, however, it may well have been the position of such monks outside the 
official world of government bureaus, court ceremony, shrines, and temples­
and thus "liminal" from that world's perspective-that enabled them to 
specialize in death-related practices. 

The regulations of the Nijiigo zanmai-e, among the earliest sources for 
deathbed practice in Japan, explicitly mandate that its members must "not shun 
smells, pollution, or impurity" in attending one another at the end. This 
stipulation may reflect the fact that the Nijiigo zanmai-e was deliberately 
reappropriating a very old vinaya tradition surrounding the nursing of sick 
monks within .the monastery, attributed to the historical Buddha himself, and 
reasserting it in the specific context of deathbed practice aimed at achieving 
birth in the Pure Land. According to this tradition, the feces, urine, and vomit of 
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the ill and dying symbolize the impurity and de~Iement of_the entire san:s":1c 
condition, and the nursing monk demonstrate~ h1~ compas~1?n ~d equanmnty 
by caring for the sick without repugnance. This vm'?'a trad1t1on 1s parallel_ed by 
themes in medieval Japanese hagiography of Buddhist holf figures w?o d1spl~y 
their superior compassion by nursing persons with especially r_epuls1ve bodily 
afflictions and of adepts who demonstrate their spiri~al att~ents by not 
producing bodily elimination at the time of death. Wh~le bodily wastes. w~re 
technically considered impurity (fujo) rather than "po_llut1on" (kegare), a ~un1lar 

I · 1· d m· both cases· it is persons who are m some sense outside the ogic app 1e • . " ,, d b 
ordinary world-whether the "world" of delusion or the world represente Y 
official court life-who are able to transcend them. 

When deathbed rites for achieving birth in the Pure Lan~ mov~d 
outside the monastery and monks began to attend the deat!'bed ?f aristocratic 
Jay patrons, the logics of death as the moment _of poten:i:111tberat1on, and de~th 
as polluting and dangerous, came into sharp JUXtapos1t1on. From a normattve 
Buddhist standpoint, the removal of the dying to a place apa1; was to s~parate 
them from worldly attachments and encourage their.last refl~cttons, enactmg the 
spirit of world renunciation at the heart of Buddhist soteriology. At the same 
time, however, it served to protect their living associates fro_m the ~gers of 
defilement attendant on their illness a\ld death and was contmuous with other 
social practices of relocating the dying fo~ precise!~ such reasons. Thu_s the 

·-· was both a ritual site and a pollution contamer. Though rhetorically 
mu;om th • • fi t b 
oppositional, these two meanings attached to the dea site m . ac ecame 
socially interdependent. The strict pollution avoidances mandated m respect to 
death in elite circles could be maintained precisely because o'. th_ose monks, 
such as hijiri and zenso practicing outside formal temple ~rg~m~at1~ns, whose 
Jack of involvement in official rituals enabled them to speciahze_ m rites for the 
dead and dying. Such activities in tum provided these monks with_ a ne"." ritual 
role and source of economic support and helped lay the foundattons, m later 
centuries for the monopolizing by the Buddhist clergy of funeral and other 
death rit;s at all social levels. As seen especially in the case of noted a~epts 
summoned to attend the deathbed of ranking nobles, who performed exorc1s~s 
to quiet the vengeful dead, or who conducted rites for the masse~ of dead m 
times of famine the perceived powers that such monks had acqmred through 
ascetic practice, 'along with their Iiminal status "outside" b?th secular and career 
monastic worlds were thought to enable them to meditate and mana~e the 
dangers of death' pollution. Buddhist monastic engagement in the ~eath rite~ of 
lay patrons, far from entailing a denial or t:ranscen~ence of pollutton, reqmre_d 
its continued existence as a foil agamst wh1c~ to de~onstrate therr 
thaumaturgical power, a drama continually reenacted m Buddhist deathbed and 

funerary rites. 
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List of Chinese, Korean, and Japanese Characters 

Agui hijiri 'l\;' ,@!Ji,~ 
ajari P'IA!l~ 
Amida P'I'liFVis 
Amida-mine P'I'liFirtill/i!: 
Anshi 'R'f-
Asho-bo (see Jnzei) 
Atsuta shrine JI/I\IIJ:/$'g 
Azuma kagami i§'~AA; 
Bennen (see Enrii) 
bessho j)IJffl 

bessho hijiri jJIJBi~ 

bodaisho 'l?i'til;Bi 
Bunpoki X1!¥<1fr'. 
Butsugon {£-~ 

Byodoin '¥~1!1t 
byosha hinin r,')',\\'# A 
Chijiwa Itaru 'f k ;fp'lj]J 
Chinzei @tW 
Chorakuji :1,1:~s';> 
Choshiiki :l,!:;jik1fr'. 
chiigii q, 'g 
Chiiren-bo q, l!f!m 
Chiiyiiki q, i:i1fr'. 
Daidenboin :kf,iml&'t 
Daigokuden ;k,j,iji!,t 
Daijosai :k111i~ 
Daode Jing mi'i!imle 
Daoshi mt!!: 
Daoxuan ~1[ 
Denryaku i!,t/1,1' 
Dokyo m!l,l; 
doso '.lli;f~ 
edo li,J!± 
Eiga monogatari %:$4&1~ 
Eijitsu 111(~ 
Eison 111(• 
Eison (Shinshi) ~• (:/$Cf-) 
Eison Wajo nenpu ~•:fpi',lj<f'ffl 

Engi shiki ,il;~,t 
Enjuin ,i!;,l,,l&'t 
Enmyoji Pl IJll s';> 
Enni (Bennen) Plffl (#-Pl) 
ennichi ~ 13 
Enryakuji yjj;Jli!'s'j> 

Enryakuji kinseishiki nijiinijo ,i!;/1,!'s';> 
~ll;IJ>t=+=§k 
Fanwangjing '11!:fflmle 
F ayuan zhu/in $,Jlljl,fs;;jj; 
Fujii Hisato ,ii'i!;/f?\ tf: 
Fujiwara no Akimitsu ili!JJlUll!J't; 
Fujiwara no Chikasuke ili!W-~m 
Fujiwara no Fumitoshi ili!W-X:flJ 
Fujiwara no Koremasa ,ilj!jjl( fjtyr 
Fujiwara no Michinaga ili!W-m* 
Fujiwara no Munetada ili!W-*,\lI 
Fujiwara no Nagakiyo ii'jjjl(:,kiJ!r 
Fujiwara no Sadataka ili!W-J!l:illi 
Fujiwara no Sanesuke ,ii'i!lil(li<,'i!, 
Fujiwara no Seishi ,ili!lil(~'f­
Fujiwara no Tadamichi ,ili!lil(Jil;\iilj 
Fujiwara no Teika ,ili!lil()E,ie: 
Fujiwara no Tzunezane ,ili!lil(ml,Ji<, 
Fujiwara no Yorimichi ,ili!/il(ffiiili 
Fujiwara no Yorinaga ,ii'i!!Jl(ffi:1,1: 
Fujiwara no Yoshimichi ili!W-Jlliili 
Fujiwara no Yukinari ili!W-filix 
Fujiwara Yoshiaki ii'jjjl(Jll:ljl: 
fufo 7'i'¥> 
fujokan Ti'¥>-ll!l. 
Funaoka ,l{}fblj 
FunaokaMakoto ll'~lblliii!o 
gaki ffi* 
gakuryo <!Jtil'l 
gakuto <!Jtim 
Gassui gosho Jl ;,/(jfljl1!lf 
Gansai !iii'!W 
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Genkoshakusho 5G"i<:IR1!lf 
Genshin /!l\{ll" 
Gessen (see Shinkai) 
goganji jfljl/jjs';> 
Go-lchijo &:-§k 
Gokuraku ,j,ij~ 

• Gonki 1i1fr'. 
goseisha '&i:1:1\' 
Goshirakawa i& 13 faJ 
Goshui ojoden i&rfilltl:1:$; 
Guanfo sanmeihai Jing -ll!l.il-=.i;lci'i 
ml, 
Gyogi (Paekche prince) i!l!IIJi< 
Gyoken t'rl!!' 
Gyoki fr£ 
Gyokuyo :fs'l\li 

• }' ,,_,~~,«'f!;-HachijOin prmcess \.;:,is;:m;v✓ .wr.ei 

Hachijo-kawara J\§Rf,J/il( 
Hachiman }\$ill 
Hachiman gudokun J\$ili~il[l,JII 
hakadera :!l!;s';> 
Hankyu $/iv\ 
Hasedera :!,!:;Gs';> 
Haseo Fumiaki *:GitX!i\, 
hei Psi 
Heian-kyo '¥'l\:'JR 
hiden'in ;/!;IB!lic 
Hie shrine 13 st±, 13 s:/$1'± 
Hiei, Mt. tt11J(Jli 
Higashiyama JR w.1 
hijiri ~ 
hinin e/!SA 
hoben ;/,{ll! 
Hojoji m/ix:s'i' 
Rojo Tokiyori ~t§k~!lll! 
Hokke genki m~~\rc\ 
Hokke senbo m~Ji&m 
Honen mi't 
hongaku homon ::$::l't#iP~ 
honji suijaku ::$::li!l*~ 

Honjo-bo (see Tankyo) 
Horikawa Jfti!Jll 
Hosshoji mM1s'i' 
Hosshinshii JU,,~ 
Hyohanki ffi;$/i1fr'. 
Ichigo taiyo himitsu shii -)llj;/(\li!j;l> 

*~ 
Jchijo -§k 
lidaka ~~ 
Ikemi Choryu 11l!Jl!!!lll\\ 
imi ks'~ 
lngen l&'t/!l\ 
Inzei (Asho-bo) ePW(P'Iiliflis) 
Ippen -ill! 
Ippen hijiri-e -ill!ll!1~ 
Ippyaku shijii gokajo mondo - S 119 
+::n.l!i§kr.~1?F 
Jse shrine fjtili!}:/$'g 
lshiyama sozu :/5 w.1 iffi'llll 
iso li!f{ffi 
Izanagi '[J,:JlUJ~ i1!!i 
Izanami '[J,:JlHl~~ 
jigoku zi!shi il!l~:1/[ill\; 
jilg,i!sha ~ml,',\\' 
jingi :/$:j:Jl; 
jingifuhai :/$:j:Jl;Tff: 
jingi saishi :/$:j:Jl;~jjE 
jingiiji :/$'gs';> 
;mm :/$A 
Jisha s'i't± 
jodo i'¥>± 
Jodo Shinshu i'¥>±1l;* 
Jogan shiki J!l:l\!$:; 
Jokan-bo 1\t-ll!l.m 
Jomyoji 1$-~.J>s';> 
Joshu JE;i'i)' 
Kakuban :l\t!!l'i' 
Kakujo :lit* 
Kakusho :l\1:M1 
kami :/$ 
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Kamo River ,1;11 
Kamo shrine :/Jai'/i;t'l't± 
kanbyosha 1ift,)j* 
Kanbyo yojinsho 1if,t)jJll ,C,,:pJ> 
Kannon Jifl.'l,f 
kannushi 1$ 3': 
Kasuga shrine i/!f. 13 t'l't± 
Katsuda !tarn /l9f al ,l'i; 
Katsura River WI I 
Kawano family /ilf!l!f1i§( 
kawara hinin /ilf»l(;/1' A 
kawara hosshi /ilfDl\1:ts~i!i 
Kawata Nyudo • /ilf al A@: 
Kaya no Sadamasa ~ll!i;J!i:i!l( 
kechien /iili~ 
Kedaiin 1t#~.it 
kegare T!iJl;h, 
keibiishi J\ll;/p~f!! 
Keien !\!;!Pl 
Keiran shiiyoshii /';;!;!llm'!il1j, 
kenja !!jfri"i\f 
Kenshi 'i'if'l'-
Kinpusen :\Jl:~ill 
Kisha hachikajo ®111/J\. iii!\'< 
Kitashirakawa ~t i:'l JI I 
kiyome ill' fl 
ko 1¥ 
Kofukuji !il,tiiiici' 
Kogyoku, Empress 11'lJl!iJ;:£ 
Kohata ;t$ill 
Kojidan i!,:lji'.~ 
Kojiki i!,:lji'.f<:l 
Kokamon'in ]i.l,;:~~~~ 
Kokan Shiren JJEIJ!l~il!ll 
Komatsudera 1J,:p,:s![, 
Komyo, Empress :)'/;fj)j Ji.FA 
kondo 1€'.!it 
Kongobuji 1ii;l'l]IJ~ici' 
Konjaku monogatari 4-W/f&.1~ 
Konpon Chu do ffi:;,js: 9' :lit 

Chapter Eight 

K5sh0 7C* 
Kotai jingii gishiki cho £:kt'l''i!i'lli'! 
'<t$.ii: 
Koy a, Mt ;Iii !l!f ill 
Koyadera 1J,§/iici' 
Koyasan ojaden i!ii!l!filltl::'t{E; 
Kujo Kanezane 11!\'<~~ 
Kiikai '!l'.m 
Kumano kyokesha ll~!l!fil&11:;j, 
Kunihide 00~ 
Kuroda Toshio ~al~,$ 
kusozu :h,tJl li'l] 
Kuwatori jljj\J& 
Kuya [ak.a. Koya] '!l'.-1:!1 
Kuya rui '!l'_lfl,ji;I; 
Laozi :'15'1'-
Machi no Tsubone PlT 0 /,ij 

Man'amida 7YfliJ!i!FWE 
Minamoto no Arifusa W:;/ef m 
Minamoto no Toshiakira W:~fJ!l 
Mishima shrine = il1it'l't± 
miyadera '§9' 
Miwa -=.i/i,11; 
Mohozhiguan Jli!;f,J.Jl:Jifl. 
muen byosha #,!i~rr,* 
muJada ~'ffi'~ 
muji5in ~~IDt 
Muju Dogyo (Ichien) i!\!tl:l:il!llli: (­
Pl) 
Murakami tt J:: 
Murakami Genji it J::W:Bc 
Murakami Tenno gyoki # J::J;:£:fflli 
~ 
Myoho /l!P1:ts 
Nakainurnaru ,l!J;k:;IL 
Nan'endo iisTPl'.!it 
Nehando iii!.\l'.!it 
Nen'a (see Ryochu) 
nenbutsu ft.f.b. 
nenbutsu kessha ~1L/iilit± 
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nenbutsu zanmai ~{l,.~~ 

Nensai ~g§' 
Nichiren cl JI 
Nihon ojo gokurakuki cl ;,ls::/:t:'E'fi!i!~ 
f<:l 
Nihon shoki 13 ;,ls:,l''iic, 
nifiigo zanmai = + 3i-=.W!< 
Nijilgo zanmai-e = + 3i-=.llt:¾ 
Ninnaji f=f□ici' 
Ninnoe i=::E ¾ 
Nishigaki Seiji 11!i:\ii:111li:Jz 
Nishiguchi Junko 11!1 !=I Jlil!'l'­
Nishi no Okata W <Diffi!;/j 
Niuyama fl-:'£ ill 
Nomori no kagami !iff~­
nyoho i<□ l:t< 
nyiido }..,i 
nyiido ama }..,i)E 

Oe no Masahira :kiiffi;jjil 
Ohara Nyudo :kJ)l(}..,i 
Oharae :kmi< 
ojo tt:'t 
ojoden tl::'t{is 
Ojo yoshii 1.t:'t'l:!j, 
Ournyodo ~ll!i;il! 
Ono no Takaki 1J,!llfi\iii::t 
onri edo gongu jodo JiO:illi!fJlil±Jik:;Jt 
~± 
otsu 6 
Otsuki Kaneto 1J,1/j!~-(f: 
Owari /.t* 
raigo *iill 
Rendaino ll!lil' !l!f 
Rentai ll!l:f\l' 
rinjii gyogi l@l~'i'flli'! 
rinjii gyogisho l@l~filfi!'/1' 
Rinken J;lf:'i'if 
Rinshi Mli'l'-
RitSu '{$ 
rokusainichi ~W 13 

Ru/ju sandaikyaku !li,B\lt-=. {-'(;-f-i, 
Ryochil (Nen'a) Jlic,l!J- (~[liJ) 

Ryogen &W: 
Ryogu T® 
Ryugyo Hoin '1!l't1:t<Ffl 
Saichil :/ilt:ll\: 
Sanboin kyiiki :C::'.E!l,tlElf<:l 
Sange ojoden -=.:?f-:/:t:'t{E; 
Sanno ill:3:: 
Senjiisho ~j,:pJ> 
Senkaku 1f':\t 
sessho kindan i\li:'t~Wr 
setsuwa 1m1lli 
seyakuin :l!iil!1!llt 
Shakumyo 1RWJ> 
Shasekishii t!> :P-:ll. 
shaso t±ii 
shie '9BT!ill 
Shifii hyaku innenshii f.l'\\U'ffilff 
Shimotsuke no Atsuyuki r'e!l!f~'i'f 
Shimotsumichi Shigetake ril!1li:JE\: 
Shinshu (or Shin) ;ti;* 
shinbutsu kakuri 1${.l~i/li! 
Shinkai (Gessen) Wm (Jl n'd) 
Shinmura Taku ,mtttl, 
Shinran !l!ll,~ 
Shinshi (see Eison) 
Shirakawa i:'l /ilf 
Shirakawa gosho S /liJiffi!m 
Shilichi Kokushi !!ll-OO~i!i 
shoji (joji) jji:{:t 

shojin ;/li,11, 
shokue l!!l(T:liJl 
shokue banshu l!!l(T:liJl'lfl'1't 
shonin J::A 
Shoren-bo ttll!lm 
Shoshin honkai shil ilJi'1'1';,js:'illfj, 
Shotoku, Empress ft,ffi;Ji:£ 
Shouhu guojiezhu tuoluoni Jing ~~ 
ll'/l 3'1-1=: Wf;Ji ftl 1.\¥ 
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Shoyilki !],;/,JIB 
Shiii ojoden l1'.l!!ttt:'tfz< 
Sifenlu lm'.9-fil: 
Sifenlu shanfan bujue xingshi chao 
Im '.9-fil: 11 f!/,,:/illli!lrr lll=tJ> 
Soga i!i;ffil 
soi {!ill',: 
sojo i!ilE 
sozu i!i'illl 
Sorinji Zl(;llf/;"1' 
Sukehito, Prince ffif=!lil.3: 
Tachibana 1i!i 
Taigen no ho ;k5r;#i; 
Taiki i5"~ 
Takakura ifli:lt 
Takatori Masao • iflil&lE~ 
tamadono z»l\!' 
tamaya 3£~ 
Tankyo (Honjo-bo) i,li;~(H)(;,j;:pjt 
li'J) 
tatari ffel. ~ 
tei T 
Tendai kahyo xilil'J!ffl 
TenjinRiver x:/!!lJII 
Tennoji 51:3: "1' 
Tofuku daihasse Hossho Zenji Jiijo-bo 
gyojo JiHiiiffiJI. ffl:$l!ll:1l\!Bi!i+*:l;/5 
fr~ 
Tokinobu 11##,il 

Tokushi ~']'-
Torno family {'!'£,; 
Toribeno .\\'liil!!l!l' 
Towazugatari c bf;>)!tc: ~ 
tsumi kegare ~;h, 

Uji '¥rt 
Usa Hachiman shrine 'f'{t}l.ijljfj'g 

wako dojin fn:l'tfaJ/!l\! 
X(yu Zhihuansi tu i1§':flitfJ!;t][ ~I§ 
Yokawa Wll 
Y okawa Shuryi5gon 'in NijUgo zanmai 
kishi5 ;j1/i}I I t,¥,!J Jli§;fll1\= + .li.::.lli/<,!il 
ffi 
Yomi no kuni :i/tJR<7.>J;ifil 
Yorimichi (see Fujiwara no Yorimichi) 
Yoshimichi (see Fujiwara no 
Y oshimichi) 
Yoshino Emf 
Yoshishige no Y asutane lfl:W:1Jldi 
Yuihan *-fl,(jig 

zasu El!.=£ 
zenchishiki l!l'i&~ 
zenke tli\~ 
zenshin shari :!f:!l'~flj 
zenso tli<{!i 
Zhongguo benzhuan 'P ll!J;,j;:ffi: 
Zoku honcho ojoden ,wc;,j;:ijyjf:l::'tiii 
Zoku Nihon koki ,we 13 ;,j;:{i(*c 
Zonkaku :(f:W; 
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of Filth," 1-2, for definitions of these terms. The word shokue itself occurs in Heian 
sources. 
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8. Okada Shigekiyo, Kodai no imi: Nihonjin no kiso shinkii (Kokusho Kankoka,, 
1982), 409-16 (the shift in meaning of shojin appears on 414), and Tafra Masayuki, 
•~sesshO kindan no rekishiteki tenkai," in Nihon shakai no shiteki kOzO: Kodai, chiisei, ed. 
Oyama Kyohei Kyoju Taikan Kinenkai, 149-71 (Kyoto: Shibunkaku Shuppan, 1997). 
9. Takatori Masao, Shinto no seiritsu (Heibonsha, 1979), 248-53 .. 
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Masayuki, "Kenmitsu bukkyo to josei," in his Nihon chiisei no shakai to bukfyi5, 391-426 
(Hanawa Shobo, 1992). 
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constitute expressions of original enlightenment. 
12. On these developments, see the "Introduction" in Buddhas and Kami in Japan: 
Honji Suija/ru as a Cornbinatory Paradigm, ed. Mark Teeuwen and Fabio Rambelli, 1-53 
(London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003). (The "two-room flat" analogy appears on 5.) This 
trend in scholarship was stimulated by the influential and highly revisionist work of the 
late historian Kuroda Toshio (1926-93), who asserted that much of what we call "Shinto" 
in fact developed as a subset of Buddhism and that we cannot accurately speak of an 
independent "Shinto" tradition prior to the early modern period ("Shinto in the History of 
Japanese Religion," trans. James C. Dobbins and Suzanne Gay, Journal of Japanese 
Studies 7, no. 1 [1981]: 1-21). For a detailed discussion of this issue, see Norman Havens, 
"Shinto," in Nanzan Guide to Japanese Religions, ed. Paul L. Swanson and Clark 
Chilson, 14-37 (Honolulu: University ofHawai'i Press, 2006). 
13. Engi-shiki:Procedures of the Engi Era, books 1-5, trans. Felicia Gressitt Bock 
(Sophia University, 1970), 116-17. The Engi shiki synthesizes and develops coda! 
regulations found in a number of other earlier and contemporaneous sources, chiefly 
from the early Heian period. See Mitsuhashi, "Engi shiki kegare kitei to kegare ishiki," 
40-47, and Kim, "A History ofFilth," 35-39. 
14. On this poin4 see Yamamoto Koji, Kegare to i5harae (Heibonsha, 1992), 258-
60, and Nishiguchi Junko, Onna no chikara: Kodai nojosei to bukfyi5 (Heibonsha, 1987), 
53-57. 
15 While both involved some restriction of social activity, mourning and death 
pollution were distinct categories: mourning was incumbent only on family members, 
whether or not they had had been present at the death or funeral, while pollution could be 
incurred by anyone who had contact with a dead person (see Kim, "A History of Filth," 
89-93). During the mourning period, both the deceased and surviving family members 
occupied a liminaI state, and it was potentially dangerous for outsiders to have contact 
with them. When the mourning period had concluded, the deceased was deemed to have 
been definitively reestablished in the afterlife while the family returned to the social 
world of the living (Okada, Kodai no irni, 300-7). 
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16. See Chowa 4 (1015), 5/6; Kannin 1 (!017), 10/2; and Kannin 4 (:020{: 12/1~ 
(DNK, Shi5yiiki 4:20, 243; 5:263). On the Ninnoe, see for example Ta!fa, Sessho 

kindan," 160. - Sh' -
17. Chayiiki, Tennin !, 1/8, Zi5ho shiry/5 taisei (hereafter ST), ed. Zoho 1ryo 
Taisei Kankokai, 45 vols. (Kyoto: Rinsen Shobo, 1965), 11:311. See also the d1scuss1on 
in Nishiguchi, Onna no chikara, 27. 
18. Tennin 2, 4/8, DNK, Denryalru 2:18. 
19. Eikyii 4, 3/15, DNK, Denrya/ru ~:234. This was not _a rare occurrence: the 
bodies of commoners, often disposed of simply by placement m an open field, were 
sometimes gnawed by dogs who would then drag body parts o_nto the p~operty of noble 
residences. See Katsuda Itaru, Shishatachi no chiisei (Yoshikawa Kobnnk~, 2003), 
especially 1-20 for discussion, and 252-64 for a list of diary entries concernmg such 
incidents. _ . 
20. Kao 2, 1/26, Gyo/ruyi5, ed. Imaizmni Teisuke, 3 vols. (Kokusho Kankokai, 
1906-7), 1:78-79. . . 
21. Ryogen's petition is reproduced in Nornoto Kakuj_o, "Kike bunken m m!fare~ 
Jie Daishi Ryogen," in Gansan Jie Daishi no kenkyil, ed. Eizan Gakum, 245-56 (Kyoto. 
Dobosha, 1984), esp. 248-49. See also Taira, "Sessho kindan," 151. 
22. Taiki, Kyuan 2 (1146), 1/18, 3/2, 9/11; Kyiian 4 (1148), 3/5 (ST23:171, 175, 
184,248). See also Taira, "Sessho kindan," 152. . . . 
23. Chiiyiiki, Chosho !, 2:17, 19, 20 (ST 14:285-86); see also the d1scuss1on m 
Nishiguchi, Onna no chikara, 28. . . 
24. Konja/ru monogatari shii 3, 16:28, Shin Nikon koten bunga/ru t01ke1 (~ere~er 
SNKBT) 35, ed. Jkegami Jun'ichi (lwanami Shoten, 1993), 542-47 (the quotat10n 1s at 

542). . (I · 
25. Konjaku rnonogatari shii 5, 29: 17, SNKBT 37, ed. Mon Masato wanam1 
Shoten, 1996), 331-35. 
26. See Teewen and Rambelli, eds. Buddhas and Kami in Japan, 22-23; Okada 
Shigekiyo, Kodai no irni, 417-29; and Nishiguchi, Onna ':o _c~ika~a, _29:34. _ 
27. On Ise's linguistic taboos, see for example Kotaz Jlngu gzshi~1 c_ho, GR, no. :, 
1 :3b, and also Bock, Engi-shiki, 152-53. Lady_Nijo records _that, on a P;lgnrnage to lse m 
1291, having taken Buddhist vows and bemg dressed m her n~ s habit, she was 
permitted to enter the outer shrine precincts thro_ugh the _second tom, only as far as the 
garden, and at the inner shrine, she had to worship at a distance, from the upper bank of 
the Mirnosuso River (Towazugatari 4; trans. Karen Brazell, The Confessions of Lady 
Nijo [Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1973], 211,214).. _ . . 
28. Sato Mahito, "Daijosai ni okeru shinbutsu kakun: Sono hensen no tsush1teki 
kento," Kokugalruin zasshi 91, no. 7 (1991): 362-79, esp. 365-71. 
29. Bock, Engi-shiki, 117. . . 
30. Okada Shigekiyo has argued that the tabooing of Buddhism, _along_ with death 
pollution and other forms of defilemen_4 was one mean~ b? _wh1~h the 1mpenal cult was 
deliberately constructed as a "native" ntual system leg1t1m1zmg 1mpenal rul~, m contrast 
to Buddhism, a religion of foreign origins (Kodai no irni, 427-29). _Takaton Masao h:"' 
suggested that taboos against Buddhi~t origi~ated in part "." a reaction against Bu_ddh!~t 
monastic involvement in court poht1cs, which had culmmated m the monk Dokyo s 
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unprecedented rise to power during the reign of Empress Shotoku (r. 764-70) (see Shinto 
no seiritsu, esp. chaps. 2 and 3). Bernhard Scheid suggests that a "division of labor" in 
court ritual activity and a deliberate attempt to stigmatize Buddhism by associating it 
with death may both have played a role in the banning of Buddhist elements from courtly 
ka.mi rites. See his "Overcoming Taboos on Death: The Limited Possibilities of 
Discourse on the Afterlife in Shinto," in Practicing the Afterlife: Perspectives from 
Japan, ed. Susanne Formanek and William R. LaFleur, 205-30 (Vienna: Verlag der 
Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2004), 207-9. 
31. Takatori, Shinto no seiritsu, 248-49. 
32. On Buddhism's increasing domination of death rites among the Heian 
aristocracy, see Mitsuhashi Tadashi, Heianjidai no shinkii to shukyo girei (Zoku Gunsho 
RuijU Kanseikai, 2000), 597-668. 
33. Nikon ojo gokuraku Id 17, Ojoden, Hokke genki, Zoku Nikon bukkyo no shiso 
(hereafter ZNBS) I, new edition of the 1974 Nikon shiso taikei 7, ed. Inoue Mitsusada 
and Osone Shosuke (lwanami 1995), 29; cf. 403. 
34. Zoku honcho ojoden 37, ZNBS 1:250-51. 
35. Shasekishil 11:3, NKBT 85, ed. Watanabe Tsunaya (lwanami Shoten, 1966), 94-
96; Sand and Pebbles: The Tales of Muju Ichien, trans. Robert E. Morrell (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1985), 105-06, slightly modified. See also the discussion 
in Takatori, Shinto no seiritsu, 13-18. 
36. Gonki, Kanko 8 (1011), 3/27, ST 5:153. 
37. Nikon ojo gokuraku ki 38, ZNBS 1:39. 
38. Shilt ojoden III:23, ZNBS 1:377-78. 
39. Takatori, Shinto no seiritsu, 18-23. In a similar vein, see also Taira, Nihon 
chilsei no shakai to bukkyo, 65-67. 
40. Jingilji were Buddhist temples built near shrine precincts for the explicit 
purpose of domesticating the kami enshrined there and leading them to Buddhist 
enlightenment. Miyadera were temples administered by Buddhist "shrine monks" (shaso), 
often assisted by subordinate kami priests; at such temples, the main object of worship 
was a kami. Jisha incorporated kami shrines into Buddhist temple complexes, the kami 
being seen as protectors of the Dhanna and the monastery. Individual variations on these 
types were numerous. See for example Teeuwen and Rambelli, eds., Buddhas and Kami 
in Japan, 9-15, 26-28, and Allan G. Grapard, "Religious Practices," in The Cambridge 
History of Japan, vol. 2: Heian Japan, ed. Donald H. Shively and William McCullough, 
517-75 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 520-31. 
41. See in particular Teeuwen and Rambelli, eds., Buddhas and Kami in Japan, 15-
21. 
42. This phrase appears in Daode Jing 4, where it refers to the Way. Heian 
Japanese may also have derived the term fromMohozhiguan 6, Tno. 1911, 46:80al6. 
43. Katsuda, Shishatachi no chilsei, 21, 28-3 I. 
44. Shasekisha 1:4, NKBD 85:67-68; Morrell, Sand and Pebbles, 81-82. 
45. Shasekishil I:4, NKBD 85:69-70; Morrell, Sand and Pebbles, 83-84. 
46. Hosshinshil 4:10, Hojoki, Hosshinshil, ed. Miki Sumito (Shinchosha, 1976), 
194-98 (197-98). For other versions of the story, see for example Hachiman gudokun 
(otsu) 2, Jisha engi, Nikon shiso taikei (hereafter NST) 20, ed. Sakurai Tokutaro, 

The Dying Breath: Deathbed Rites and Death Pollution 237 
in Early Medieval Japan 

Hagiwara Tatsuo, and Miyata Noboru (Iwanarni Shoten, 1975), 242-43, and _Shijii hyaku 
innennshu 9:22, Dai Nihon bukkyo zensho (hereafter DNBZ), ed. Suzuki GakuJutsu 
Zaidan, 100 vols. (by the editor, 1970-73), 92:211-12. See also n. 63 below. . 
47. Jppen hijiri-e 6, Jppen Shonin zenshil, ed. Tachibana Shundo and Umetan1 
Shigeki (Shunjusha, 1989), 49-50. Ohashi Shunno_ h":' sugg~sted that these deaths were 
not considered polluting because the kami of the M1sh1ma shnne was the clan deity of the 
Kawano family, to which Ippen belonged (Ippen: Sona kodo to shiso [Hyoronsha, 1971], 
108-09). Chijiwa Itaru in tum argues that this is unconvincing ("Shigusa to saho: ~h1 to 
ojo o megutte," in Nikon no shakaishi 8: Seikatsu kankaku to shaka1, ed. Asao Naohiro et 
al. 139-68 [Iwanami Shoten, 1987], 143). 
48: Shinmura Taku, for example, suggests that these stories may explain why 
physicians were able to violate pollution taboos and other avoidances in treating illn_ess 
without coming to be regarded as defiled themselves (Shi to byo to kango no shaka1sh1 
[Hosei Daigaku Shuppan, 1989], 53-55). 
49. Dying on the fifteenth day of the month was considered an indication of oj~, as 
the fifteenth was Arnida Buddha's ennichi, a day of the month held to be especially 
auspicious for forming a karmic connection with a particular buddha or bodhisattva. 
50. Kamakura ibun, Komonjo-hen, ed. Takeuchi Rizo, 42 vols. (Tokyodo Shuppan, 
1971-91), no. 13425, 18:81-82. On the transmission of pollution by sitting with defiled 
persons see for example Yamamoto, Kegare to Oharae, 81-82. 
51. ' Nishigaki Seiji, "Minshii no seishin seikatsu: Kegare to michi," Rekishi koron 
IOI (1984): 101-7. See 106 for discussion of this episode. 
52. Chijiwa, "Shigusa to saho," esp. 143-45. On the imp<lrtance of signs as (ndices 
to OJO, see Nishiguchi Junko, "J0do gansh0sha no kun0: Oj0den m okeru kizm to 
mukoku," 138-60, in Ojoden no kenkyil, ed. Koten lsan no Kai (Shindokushosha, 1968), 
138-42. 
53. Eison Wajo nenpu, Zoku gunsho ruijil (hereafter ZGR), ed. Hanawa Hokinoichi, 
rev. Ota Tashiro, 33 vols. (Zoku Gunsho Ruijii Kanseikai, 1923-33) no. 226, 9A:302b. 
54. Jppyaku shijii gokajo mondo 140, Showa shinshil Honen Shonin zenshil 
(hereafter HSZ), ed. Ishii Kyodo (Kyoto: Heirakuji Shoten, 1955), 667. . 
55. Koyama Satoko argues that many medieval Japanese thought that_f_oll~tio~ 
would obstruct their ojo ("Mappo no yo ni okeru kegare to sono kokufuku: DoJ1 shmko 
no seiritsu," in Chilsei bukkyO no tenkai to sono kiban, ed. Imai Masaharu, 256-80 [Daiz0 
Shuppan, 2002], esp. 263-69). . 
56. See for example James C. Dobbins, Jodo Shinshil: Shin Buddhism in Medieval 
Japan (1989; repr. Honolulu: University ofHawai'i Press, 2002), 39-40, 57-58. . 
57. Ikemi ChoryU, Chiisei no seishin sekai: Shi to k:yiisai (Kyoto: Jmbun Shom, 
1985), 39-43. _ . . 
58. Shoshin honkai shil, Chilsei Shinto ran, NST 19, ed. Osumi Kazuo (lwanam1 
Shoten, I 977), 194. 
59. Kumano kyOkeshii, cited in Ikemi, Chii.sei no seishin sekai, 41-42. 
60. Ikemi, Chii.sei no seishin sekai, 41 -42, 
61. GR no. 484, 27:513b. 
62. Jppyaku shijii gokajo mondo, no. 36, HSZ, 654. See also no. 15 (650). 
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63. This commen: occurs in a distinctively Ritsu version of the story, discussed 
a?ov~, of a monk who m~urs death_pollution en route to a shrine. While journeying on 
pilgnmage to the lse shrine, the Ritsu monk Kakujo stops to perform a funeral for a 
traveler ';,ho has_ died ~n the road, because "not refusing [ such requests) is a constant of 
~e "'lay. In this vers10n of the s:o:Y: Kakujo do~s not even consider abandoning his 
p!lgrimage. When he reaches the vi~lllity of the shrine precincts, he is reproached by an 
old man (presmnably, a divme manifestation) and responds by saying, "In [the case of 
on~ who upholds] the pure precepts, there is no defilement" (seijOkai ni osen nashi). A 
whit':•robed boy then mysteriously appears and announces that henceforth, any monks 
~v'.ng fro~ Enmyoji, Kakujo's temple, shall be deemed free of pollution (Sanbi5in 
kyuki, Daz Nihon shiryo, ed. Tokyo Teikoku Daigaku Bungakubu Shiryo Hensangakari 
[T?kyo Teikoku Daigaku, 1901-], part 6, no. 24, 868). See also the discussion of this 
episode in Matsuo K~aji, Chilsei no toshi to hinin (Kyoto: Hozokan, 1998), 122-24. 
Matsuo argues that Ritsu monks considered their precept observance a "barrier" that 
protected them from defilement. 
64. Knocking down a portion of a wall in order to remove a body from the 
household was not . uncommon among Heian aristocrats; the idea was that the dead 
should not make therr final departure through a gateway used in ordinary life. This seems 
to have been part of a body of funerary customs aimed at marking the off the treatment of 
the dead from that of the living and ensuring that the dead person's spirit would not 
return. The pro~lem h~re was that Atsuyuki had this done when the dead person was not 
a n:iember of his farmly, thereby polluting his household. See Katsuda, Shishatachi no 
chusei, 91-93. 
65. Konjaku monogatari shil 4, 20:44, SNKBT 36, ed. Komine Kazuaki (lwanami 
Shoten, 1994), 307-9. 
66. . Thi~ section on deathbed ritual may be found in 0}8 yoshil, in Genshin, NST 6, 
ed. Ishida Mtzumaro (lwanami Shoten, 1970), 206-17. For a partial translation see 
James_ C. Dobbins, "Genshin's Deathbed Nembutsu Ritual," Religions of Jap~n in 
Practice, ed. Georg~!· Tanabe, _Jr. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 166-75. 
67. O? the Nl)ugo zanmai-e, see for example Richard Bowring, "Preparing for the 
Pure Land m Late Tenth-Century Japan, Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 25/3-4 
(1998): 221-57; Robert F. Rhodes, "Seeking the Pure Land in Heian Japan: The Practices 
of the Monks of the Nijiigo Zanmai-e," The Eastern Buddhist (n.s.) 33/1 (2000): 56-79; 
an~ Sarah Johanna Horton, "The Role of Genshin and Religious Associations in the Mid­
Heian Spread of Pure Land Buddhism (Japan)," (Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 2001). It is 
not clear whether the group was so named because it had twenty-five members or 
whe~e~ t~e n~ber of members was se: at twenty-five to correspond to the "twenty-five 
samad~1s \nyugo zanmaz), contemplations aimed at escaping the twenty-five realms of 
samsanc existence. 
68. Genshin. quotes the Sifenlii shanfan bujue xingshi chao, a commentary on the 
Dhannaguptaka_vmaya by Daoxuan (596-667) (T no. 1804, 40:144a12-21), while the 
K1~ho hachzka.10, the first set of regulations for the Nij-Ogo zanrnai-e, draws on the 
scriptural anthology Fayuan zhulin by Daoxuan's close associate Daoshi (T. 2122, 
53:987a9-16). The accounts of deathbed practices at Jetavana in the two Chinese works 
are very close; Daoxuan refers to his source as a "Chinese tradition" (Zhongguo 
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benzhuan), while Daoshi tenns his a "Diagram of the Jetavana monastery in the western 
region" (Xiyu Zhihuansi tu). See Koichi Shinohara, "The Moment of Death in Daoxuan's 
Vinaya Commentary t in The Buddhist Dead: Practices, Discourses, Representations, ed. 
Bryan J. Cuevas and Jacqueline I. Stone, 105-33 (Honolulu: University ofHawai'i Press, 
2007), 130n6. 
69. A critical edition of the Nijiigo zanmai-e regulations, the 986 Kisho hachikajo 
attributed to Yoshishige no Yasutane and the 988 Yokawa Shuryogon'in Nijiigo 
zanmai kisho attributed to Genshin, have been published in Koyama Shojun, "Todaiji 
ChUshOin shozO 'Yokawa Shury5gon'in NijUgo zanmai Eshin Yasutane rinjii gyOgi' no 
saikento: Soshobon no goshoku ni yoru mondaiten," Bukzyogaku kenkyil 53 (1997): 56-
95. See Kisho hachikajo, article 5, 90, for the quoted passage. 
70. Kisho hachikajo, article 8, article 7, in Koyama, "Todaiji Chilshoin shozo 
'Yokawa Shuryogon'in Nijiigo zanmai Eshin Yasutane rinjii gyogi' no saikento," 93, 91. 
71. For example, on Mt. Koya, see Matsunaga Yiiken, "Koyasan no Nijiigo zanmai 
shiki ni tsuite," Mikzyo kenkyu 31 (1928): 9-29, and for more general instances, 
Tamamuro Taijo, Soshiki bukzyo (Daihorinkaku, 1963), 116. From the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries, such groups became increasingly oriented to the performance of 
funerary rites and served lay patrons as well as monks. See also n. 74 below. 
72. Eiga monogatari 30, Nihon koten bungaku taikei shinsoban, ed. Matsumura 
Hiroji and Yamanaka Yutaka, 2 vols. (Iwanami Shoten, 1965; revised 1993), 2:326-28; A 
Tale of Flowering Fortitnes: Annals of Japanese Aristocratic Life in the Heian Period, 
trans. William H. and Helen Craig McCullough, 2 vols. (Stanford: Stahford University 
Press, 1980), 2:762-64. 
73. Choshilki, Gen'ei 2, 12/4, ST 16:184; Chilyilki, Hoan I, 9/19, ST 12:253. A list 
of individuals mentioned in Heian- and Kamakura-period sources who are said to have 
died holding the five-colored cords appears in Tsuji Zennosuke, Nihon bukzyoshi, 10 
vols. (Iwanami Shoten, 1944-55), 1:631-35. 
74. Katsuda, Chilsei no shishatachi, 178-86. Katsuda suggests that such groups 
may have been precursors to the- village organizations that conducted funerals as a 
communal affair in Japan's early modem period. 
75. Chilsei no seishin sekai, 285. See also Haseo Fumiaki (a.k.a. Kamii Monsho), 
"Mitori ni okeru kakuri ni tsuite: Ekan o chiishin toshite," Indogaku bukkyogaku kenkyii 
40, no. 2 (1992): 803-6, who takes a similar view. 
76. Quoted in Daoxuan's Vinaya commentary at T. 40:144al4-16 and cited in Oja 
yoshil, NST 6:206. See also n. 68 above. Trans. from Dobbins, "Genshin's Deathbed 
Nembutsu Ritual," slightly modified. 
77. Ichigo taiyo himitsu shii, KDZ 2: 1199, 1200. 
78. "Shigusa to saho," 157-61. 
79. Katsuda notes that, from around the eleventh century, the bodies of the 
aristocratic dead were_ sometimes placed temporarily in structures called tamadono or 
tamaya in the hills outside the capital, occasionally within temple precincts, for later 
cremation or interment (Shishatachi no chilsei, 131-35). 
80. Eiga monogatari 12, 1:377-80; A Tale of Flowering Fortunes, trans. 
McCullough and McCullough, 2:443-45. • 
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81. Takatori, Shinto no seiritsu, 240-42. I am indebted to Takatori's study, 
especially for the present section of this essay. Other helpful works not already cited 
dealing with pollution avoidances among the Heian aristocracy. include Yamamoto KOji, 
"Kizoku shakai ni okeru kegare to chitsujo," Nihonshi kenkyii 287 (1986): 28-54, and 
Kano Shigefurni et al., "Shokue ko: Heian jidai chiiki no jokyo," in Koza Heian bungaku 
ronkyii ll, ed. Heian Bungaku Ronkyiikai (Kazama Shobo, 1996), 115-45. 
82. Nihonshoki 24, second year in the reign ofKogyoku (643), 9/17, NKBT 68, ed. 
Sakamoto Taro et al. (Iwanami Shoten 1965), 248,249. 
83. Nihon shoki 24, first year in the reign ofKogyoku, 5/22, NKBT 68:239-40. 
84. Takatori, Shinto no seiritsu,243-48. 
85. On Heian funerary, burial, and cremation practices, see Tanaka Hisao, "Heian 
jidai no kizoku no sosei: Toku ni juisseki o chiishin toshite" (1967), repr. in his Sosen 
saishi no kenkyii (Kobundo, 1978), 3-26; Suito Makoto, Chilsei no soso, bosei: Sekito o 
zo,yii suru koto (Yoshikawa Kobunkan, 1991), esp. 1-55; Shintani Takanori, Nihonjin no 
sogi (Kiinokuniya Shoten, 1992), 167-87; and Katsuda, Shishatachi no chiisei, esp. 150-
76 and 186-212. 
86. Chiiyiiki, Jotoku I, 3/5-6, ST 10:29-30. See also Katsuda, Shishatachi no chiisei, 
56-57. 
87. Hori Yutaka, "Shi e no manazashi: Shitai, shukke, tadahito," Nihonshi kenkyii 
438 (1999): 3-41, esp. 14-16; Katsuda, Shishatachi no chilsei, 102-5. Hori suggests that 
the retirement of aging nobles to temples or villas outside city limits, such as Michinaga 
retiring to Hojoji, or Yorimichi to the Byodoin, also reflected attempts to exclude death 
from the capital (15). 
88. Takatori, Shinto no seiritsu, 227, 231-32; Katsuda, Shishatachi no chiisei, 147-
48. 
89. Katsuda, Shishatachi no chiisei, 5. 
90. ' Murakami Tenno gyoki, Koho I (964), 4/29, ST 1: 166. 
91. Gonki, Kanko 8 (1011), 6/22, ST 5:162. 
92. Gonki, Chotoku 4 (998), 10/18, ST 4:50. 
93. Gonki, Choho 4 (1002), 10/16, ST 5:274-75. According to the tale collection 
Kojidan, in 1084, when his beloved consort Kenshi lay dying, the emperor Shirakawa, 
refused to leave her side and clung to her body after she had died. Admonished by his 
minister Minamoto no Toshiakira that "the ruler has never before had contact with the 
dead" and urged to leave immediately, Shirakawa retorted, "[Such a precedent] begins 
from now" (Shintei zoho kokushi taikei [hereafter KTJ, ed. Kuroita Katsumi and the 
Kokl)shi Taikei Henshukai, represented by Maruyama Jiro, 66 vols. [Yoshikawa 
Kobunkan, 1929-66], 18:40). Kajidan, however, was not compiled until the early 
thirteenth century, and so the historicity of this episode is open to question. 
94. Gonki, Kanko 8, 6/22, ST5:162-63. 
95. Gyokuyo, Yowa 1 (1181), 12/4, and Bunji 4 (1188), 2/19, 20, 2:540, 3:499-500. 
96. Kennin 4 (1204), 2/27, in lnamura Eiichi, ed., Kunchii Meigetsuki, 8 vols. 
(Matsue, Shimane Prefecture: Matsue Imai Shoten, 2002), 2: 162. See also headnote 7 on 
the same page. I am indebted to Asuka Sango for this reference. 
97. See Onna no chikara, 78; English translation from Nishiguchi Junko, "Where 
the Bones Go: Death and Burial of Women of the Heian High Aristocracy," trans. and 
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adapted by Mimi Yiengpruksawan, in Engendering Faith: Women and Buddhism_ in 
Premodern Japan, ed. Barbara Ruch (Ann Arbor: Center for Japanese Studies, 
University of Michigan, 2002), 422. 
98. See for example Liu Shufen, "Death and the Degeneration of Life: Exposure of 
the Corpse in Medieval Chinese Buddhism," Journal of Chinese Religions 28 (2000): 1-
30. 
99. Shui ojoden I:17, ZNBS 1:305-6. Here, it is the prospect of a relatively fre_sh 
and rotting corpse that is seen as polluting. Human bones-cremated or bleached, with 
no remaining moisture-were not necessarily regarded as defiling and were in fa~t 
interred on Mt. Koya in the latter Heian period in considerable numbers, ad sanctos, m 
the vicinity of the tomb of the founding master Kilkai, as well as at other monasteries. 
See Nishiguchi, Onna no chikara, 88-97, and "Where the Bones Go," 428-35, as weJI as 
Yamamoto, Kegare to oharae, 20-22. 
100. Hokke genki II:47, ZNBS 1:112-13. 
101. Shiii ojoden Il:17, ZNBS 1:337. 
I 02. Nihon Zenshii no seiritsu (Yoshikawa Kobunkan, 1987), 90-94. 
103. Katsuda, Shishatachi no chiisei, 166-68. 
104. Shui ojoden II:32, ZNBS 1:348-49. 
105. Takatori, Shinto no seiritsu, 247; Katsuda, Shishatachi no chiisei, chap. 2, esp. 
25-26, 38-40, 55, 59-62. 
106. Shiii ojoden II:26, ZNBS 1:345-46. The detail of Shigetake spreading the mat 
suggests the mat on which corpses left in empty fields were sometimes placed (see 
Katsuda, Shishatachi no chusei, 28-29). 
107 According to a variant account, it was the wife, not the husband, who had died 
(Hyi5hanki, Ninpei 4 [I 154], 4/1, ST 18:248). In that version, the husband is identified as 
a shaji (also readjojz) or sacristan, one who performed daily tasks in temple halls such as 
cleaning and readying incense, flowers, and ritual implements. 
108. Taiki, Kyiiju I, 4/2, ST24:116-17. See also the discussion in Niunoya Tetsuichi, 
Keibiishi: Chilsei no kegare to kenryoku (Heibonsha, 1986), 39-40. 
109. "Chilsei zenki no byosha to kyilsai: Hinin ni kansuru ichi shiren," in Retta no 
bunkashi 3, ed. Amino Yoshihiko et al., 79-114 (Nihon Editlisukiiru, 1986), 96-100. 
I 10. Konjaku monogatari shu 5, 26:20, SNKBT37:82-83. 
11 I. Shinmura, Shi to byo to kango no shakaishi, 128-39. 
112. Shasekishii IV:3, 4, NKBT 85:187-88; cf. Sand and Pebbles, trans. MorreJI, 
144-46. 
113. Konjaku monogatari shii 5, 31:30, SNKBT37:504-505. The narrator comments 
that people criticized the governor of Owari for his neglect when they heard the story, 
suggesting that ousting the sick was not considered acceptable in the case ofr~latives. 
I 14. An edict of Konin 3 (813) prohibits abandoning menials who are ill to starve 
by the roadside (Ruiju sandaikyaku 19, cited in Shinmura, Shi to byo to kango no 
shakaishi, 13 I). See also the reference to this practice in Zoku Nihon koki, Showa 2 (835), 
12/3 (KT 3:44). A later, 1261 Kamakura Bakufu ordinance forbids the abandoning of 
sick persons by the roadside (Kamakura ibun, no. 8628, 12:65). 
115. "Chilsei zenki no byosha to kyiisai," 88, 90. 
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116. Chijiwa's argument in hi~ "Shigusa to sah5'' for the muji5in as sacred space is 
directed in part against Fujiwara's understanding of the mujiJin as a "death container.'' 
117. Hosshinshii 2:1, Hi5ji5ki, Hosshinshii, 88-90. 
118. Gyokuy/5, Jisho 5, 1/12. See Gyokuy/5 2:464. On Inzei, see Otsuka Ayako, 
"Kenreimon'in Tokushi no kaishi Inzei ni tsuite," Bukky/5 bungaku 15 (1991): 65-78, and 
Muramatsu Kiyomichi, "Ash5~b5 Inzei ni tsuite/' Taisha Daigaku Saga Bukkya 
Kenkyiljo nenp/515 (1993): 61-79. 
119. Kokamon'in's death is recorded in Gyokuy/5, Yowa I (1181), entries for 12/1-4, 
2:539-40. The following year, Tankyo also led a memorial service for Kokamon'in; on 
that occasion, Kanezane referred to him as having acted as her zenchishiki (Gyokuya, Juei 
l [I 182], 11/18, 2:581). Tankyo's attendance at Goshirakawa's deathbed is noted at 
Kenkyii 3, 3/13, 3:798. 
120. Gyokuy/5, Shoan I, 7/20, 1:157, and Bunji 4 (1188), 2/19-20, 3:499-500. On 
Butsugon, see also Sakagami Masao, "Butsugon~b5 Shoshin ni tsuite," Bukkya ronsO 26 
(1982): 145-49. 
121. Koyasan i5ji5den 13, ZNBS 1:700. See also "Kaisetsu," 758, in the same volume. 
122. Senjiish/5 VII:3, Senjiish/5 zenchakushii, ed. Senjiisho Kankokai, 2 vols. 
(Kasama Shain, 2003), 2:204-10. 
123. Kiiya rui, ZGR, no. 214, 8B:743a. HV:to I::_; 
124. Jlo.ssMnsJta I.2~ HO}Oki, Hosshinshii, 24. -v 
125. In some cases, the two roles seem to have converged. In the Hyi5hanki 
reference given in n. 107 above, the person who removes the corpse is referred ,to, not as 
a kiyome, but as a kcrwara hosshi ("monk of the riverbank"). Riverbanks were areas 
associated with outcaste groups and the disposal of defilements, while the appellation 
hosshi suggests that this person was either a monk or had assumed a monk's appearance. 
On the other hand, some hinin are known to have taken care of indigent dying persons by 
the riverbank, a function associated with monks who acted as zenchishiki. These hinin 
received the dead person's clothing as payment, just as monks who nursed their dying 
fellows until the end were sometimes allowed to receive the dead monk's robes or other 
possessions in return for their services (Shinmura, Shi to bya to kangya no shakaishi, 
196-97). 
126. On Ritsu monks and the management of death, see Hosokawa Ryoicht Chiisei 
no Risshiijiin to minshii (Yoshikawa Kobunkan, 1987), esp. 1-40; Janet R. Goodwin, 
Alms and Vagabonds: Buddhist Temples and Popular Patronage in Medieval Japan 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1994), 120-27; and Matsuo, Chilsei no toshi to 
hinin, 118-25. On the rise of Zen funerals, see William M. Bodiford, Sot/5 Zen in 
Medieval Japan (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1993), 185-208; Harada 
Masatoshi, "ChUsei no Zenshl1 to soso girei," Zenkindai Nihon no shiryO isan purojekuto 
kenkyil shiikai hokokushii 2001-2002, ed. Tokyo Daigaku Shiryo Hensanjo (published by 
the editors, 2003), 129-43; and Duncan RyUken Williams, The Other Side of Zen: A 
Social History of Si5t0 Zen Buddhism in Tokugawa Japan (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2005), 38-58. 
127. Nihon /5j6 gokuraku ki 37, ZNBS 1:38-39. 
128. Shiii i5ji5den III:9, ZNBS 1:365-66. 
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J 29. Koyama Satoko argues that such preparations were intended on the part of the 
dying to avert death pollution, in the belief that defilement might obstruct the Buddha's 
welcoming descent ("Mappo no yo ni okeru kegare to sono kokufuku"; seen. 55 above). 
Alternatively, it seems possible that bathing and cleaning the roo?' may h~ve simply 
represented the sort of ritual purification that would precede any maJor Buddhist nte and 
were not necessarily connected to ppllution concerns. _ 
130. Sifenlu sha,ifan bujue xingshi chao, T. 40:144a20-21; cited in Oj/5 yi5shii, NST 
6:206. The phrase "and he is not held responsible for any transgression" is not included 
in Genshin' s citing of this passage. 
131. Sifenlu, T. 1428, 22:86lb21-cl0; summarized in Daoxuan's Sifenlu shanf~n 
bujue xingshi chao, 40:l43a26-b2; trans. from Shinohara, "The Moment of Death m 
Daoxuan's Vinaya Commentary," 108, slightly modified. Shinohara notes that the frame 
story of the Buddha visiting a sick monk as an occasion for giving instructi?n about 
treatment of the sick and dying occurs in a number of agamas and is assimilated by 
Daoxuan to the specific context of deathbed ritual. 
132. T. 40:144a22-27, trans. Shinohara, "The Moment of Death in Daoxuan's 
Vinaya Commentary," I 09, slightly modified. 
133. Shinohara, "The Moment of Death in Daoxuan's Vinaya Commentary," 110. 
134. T. 1484, 24:!005c8-13. The same passage says that to see sick persons and fail 
to care for them constitutes a precept violation. On traditions of nursing in the monastery, 
see Paul Demieville, '"By0," HObOgirin: Dictionnaire Encyclopedique du Bouddhisme 
d'apres /es sources chinoises etjaponaises 3: 224-65 (1937; repr. Paris: Hobogirin, 1974) 
(trans. Mark Tatz, Buddhism and Healing: Demievil/e 's Article "By/5" from Hobogirin 
[Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1985]; see esp. 31-35), and "Kangogaku," 
in Fukunaga Katsumi, Bukky/5 igaku jiten (Yuzankaku, 1990), 292-98. 
135. Kish/5 hachikaj/5, article 5 (Koyama, "Todaiji Chiishoin shozo 'Yokawa 
Shuryogon 'in Nijiigo zanrnai Eshin Y asutane rinjii gyogi' no saikento," 89-90). 
136. Konjaku monogatarishii 3, 12:29 mentions a lay monk who "performs 
ablutions each time after urinating or defecating" while engaged in copying the Lotus 
SUtra suggesting that ihis practice may have been a part of copying a siitra "according to 
prop;r method" (nyoh/5) (SNKBT 35:156-57). Some exceptionally _devout Pure Land 
practitioners evidently made it a practice not to relieve themselves while facmg west ( see 
for example the monk Hankyu in Zoku honcho /5ji5den 20, ZNBS 1:241-42, or the nun 
Shakumyo in Hokke genki III:99, VIES I: 180). On the other hand, Nichiren (1222-82) 
writes, "In the case of feces and urine, though these are substances produced by the body, 
so long as one observes cleanly habits, there are no special prohibitions (imi) to be 
observed concerning them" (Gassui gosho, Shi5wa teihon Nichiren shi5nin ibun, ed. 
Rissho Daigaku Nichiren Kyogaku Kenkyiijo [Minobu-cho, Yamanashi Prefecture: 
Minobusan Kuonji, 1952-59; rev. 1988], 1:291; Letters of Nichiren, ed. Philip B. 
Yampolsky, trans. Burton Watson and others [New York: Columbia University Press, 
1996], 255-56). . 
137. Kish/5 hachikaj/5, article 4 (Koyama, "Todaiji Chiishoin shozo 'Yoka"'.a 
Shuryogon'in Nijugo zanrnai Eshin Yasutane rinjii gyogi'. no saikento," 88). This 
statement is taken directly from the Fayuan zhulin of Daosh1, who cites it from the no 
longer extant Xiyu Zhihuansi tu. See n. 68 above. 
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138. Ka~byo y~jins~ (a.k.a, Kanbyo goyojin, Kanbyo yojin) is reproduced in Ito 
Shmtetsu, N1hon Jodokyo bunkashi kenkyii, 447-61 (Ryubunkan 1975). The passages 
quoted occur in articles 9 and 10, 451. ' 
139. Hokke genki II:66, ZNBS I :134. 
1~0~ ~or_ the different versions of this story, see chap, I in Abe Yasuro, Yuya no 
kogo: Chuse, no sei to seinaru mono, 17-64 (Nagoya: Nagoya Daigaku Shuppankai 
l~L ' 

141. .. Janet Goodwin makes a similar observation with regard to the Ritsu monks 
who mimstered to lepers and hinin (Alms and Vagabonds, 125-26). 
142.. Gregory Sc~open sug_gests that Buddhist monasteries may possibly have 
provided car~ for the sick '.':'d dymg, as brahmanical groups, for reasons of pollution, did 
not en~a~e m such activities. See "The Good Monk and His Money in a Buddhist 
Monast1eism of 'the Mahayana Period"' (2000), repr. in Schopen's Buddhist Monks and 
Bu~mes~ Matters: -~till More Papers on Monastic Buddhism in India (Honolulu: 
Umversity ofHawai'i Press, 2004), 7-8. 
143. " Nihon ~hoki 29, eighth year in the reign of Tenmu, I 0/17, NKBT 68:438, 439; 
Haseo, M1ton m okeru kakun ni tsuite," 803-4. 
144. Haseo, '•Mitori ni okeru kakuri ni tsuitet 803-6. 
_1!5. See H~rano Futai, "Nihon kodai no sodan ni okeru kanbyo: Temnu hachinen 
JUgatsu zegatsuJo no choku o megutte," in Enjoteki ningen kankei, ed. Saiko Gisho 441. 
51 (Nagata Bunshodo, 1988), 447-49. ' :i~· Enryakuji kinseishiki nijunijo, in Tendai kahyo, DNBZ 42:4-5. See articles J J. 

147. Shimnura Taku, Nihon iryo shakaishi no kenkyii: Kodai, chiisei no minshu 
seikatsu :o iryo (Hosei Daigaku Shuppankyoku, 1985), 347-51, 365-68. Monks had 
engaged I? the treatment of illness outside the monastery, primarily as ritualists, since at 
least the eighth century, 
148. 0Joyoshu,NST6:12. 
149. T. 643, 15:669bl 1·21, cited in Oja yoshu, NST6:215. 
150. T. _997, 19:574a8, cited inlchigo ta/yo himitsu shu, KDZ 1:1217. 
15L . W!lham R. LaF!eur, "Hungry Ghosts and Hungry People: Somaticity and 
Rationahty m Medieval Japan," in Fragments for a History of the Human Body Part 
One, ed. Michel Feher, 270-303 (New York: Zone, 1989), 278. ' 
152. Shi to byo to kangyo shakaishi, 209-11. 
153. Shui ojoden lll:21, ZNBS 1:376-77. 
154. Goshili ojaden II:17, ZNBS 1:659. 
155. T. 2410, 76:781b25-28. 
156. Tofa_ku daihasse Hossha Zenji Jujo-ba gyojo, ZGR 9A:371b-372b. Enni 
himself had wished to die as Shinkai later would, having produced his death poem before 
the assembly, but his disciple~, fearing ~e was too weak to do so, disobeyed his 
~ommands that they carry him mto the mam hall. Sugawara Shoei suggests that Enni's 
!meal. descend~~ts, conscious that their patriarch's last wishes had been violated, were 
esp_ec:ally ~ens!tive a_b?~t ho~ their _su~~:ssive abbots died ("Kamakura jidai no yuige ni 
tsmte._Enm m 1taru rmJu_saho no kei:fu, m Kamakurajidai bunka denpan no kenkyii, ed. 

. Osumi Kazuo, 75-114 [Yoshikawa Kobunkan, 1993], I 02-5. 
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157. "Shigusa to saho," 150-53. Chijiwa also argues that disposal measures taken 
before decomposition could set in may have served to support representations of 
particular demises as ojo, rather than ordinary death. For example, the regulations of the 
Nijugo zanmai-e attributed to Genshin specify that monks should be buried within three 
days of death (Yokawa Shuryogon'in Nijilgo zanmai kisho, article 10, in Koyama, 
"TOdaiji ChUShOin. shozo 'Yokawa ShuryOgon'in Nijfigo zanmai Eshin Yasutane gy5gi' 
no saikento," 82); this requirement was designed, Chijiwa suggests, so that Society 
members would not see the "marks of impurity" in the bodies of their fellow practitioners. 
However, he makes a stretch here in linking this regulation to the Bunpoki's 
pronouncement that death pollution should be considered to begin from the time that the 
stench of decay is detected, Judging from the Bunpoki, this standard applies only in the 
case of a previously undiscovered corpse; otherwise, as indicated in the second epigraph 
to this essay, death pollution begins from the last breath. 
158. Sange ojoden 28, ZNBS 1:676-77. 
159. Shui ojoden III:11, ZNBS 1:367. 
160. Shui ojaden 1:11 and Koyasan ojaden 3, ZNBS 1:297-99 and 696-97. 
161. Koya shunjil hennen shiiroku, ed. Hinonishi Shinjo (Meicho Shuppan, 1982), 
103, 132. 
162. On this point, see Jacqueline I. Stone, "Death," in Critical Terms/or the Study 
of Buddhism, ed. Donald S. Lopez, Jr., 56-76 (Chicago University Press, 2005), 60. 
163. Shiii ojaden 11:23, ZNBS 1:343. Translation from Frederic J. Kotas, "Ojoden: 
Accounts of Rebirth in the Pure Land" (Ph.D. diss., University of Washington, 1987), 
477-78, slightly modified. The text here has "I have completely forgotten the 
defilements of human beings," but since the characters for "forget" (wasu-re) and 
"avoid" or "shun" (i-mi) are very similar, it seems likely that this may have been a 
transcription error for "shunned," which would better fit the context. 
164. Chiisei no shishatachi, 126-28. 
165. Konjaku monogatari shii 5, 31:29, SNKBT37:502-3. 
166. Sange ojaden 17, ZNBS 1:674-75. 
167. Azuma kagami, Kocho 3, 11/22, KT33:849. 
168. I know of no reference to the body of a female ojonin being vi$ited in this way. 
This gendered nature of veneration of the corpse may have reflected wider patterns of 
social practice. For example, a courtier's diary entry recording the funeral of the retired 
emperor Shirakawa in 1129 notes that the coffin was open for viewing as is done in the 
case of men, while for women, it is closed (Choshiiki, Daiji 4, 7/15, ST 16:297. I am 
indebted to Mimi Yiengprnksawan for this reference). In literature and in the visual arts, 
however, the female corpse becomes the topos for the "contemplation of impurity" 
(fajokan), as seen, for example, in paintings of the "nine stages of decay" (kusozu). An 
extensive treatment of this theme may be found in Fran,ois Lachaud, La jeune fille et la 
mort: Misogynie ascetique et representations macabres du corps feminin dans le 
bouddhisme japonais (Paris: College de France, Institut des Hautes Etudes Japonaises, 
2006). 
169. Shishatachi no chilsei, 126-27. 
170. Takatori, for example, notes that neither folklorists nor anthropologists have 
yet adequately explained the coexistence of death pollution taboos with the practice, 
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extremely widespread in premodem Japan, of bwying family members near the house 
(Shinto no seiritsu, 170-83). 
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