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Death and Buddhism in Mediaeval Japan :
Perspective from the model of official monks and
reclusive monks systems

Kenji Matsuo

This paper will demonstrate the emergence of a new aspect in Buddhism
in the Kamakura period from the standpoint of the model of kan-s(official
monks)!) and tonsei-so(reclusive monks)2 , discussing the relationship
between Buddhist monks and funerary practices, and more precisely
between Buddhist monks and corpses.

Buddhist monks’ practice of funerals is one of the major characteristics of
Japanese Buddhism. In fact, Buddhist monks in Japan engage with funerary
rituals and rely heavily on the income from these practices. For
contemporary Japanese, funerals and commemorative rituals for death
provide one of the few occasions to interact with Buddhist monks, and
therefore, most Japanese believe that Buddhist monks have been engaging
in funerary practice throughout the history of Japanese Buddhism.

However, the practice of Japanese Buddhist monks engaging with the
funerary of the common people dates back only to the Kamakura Period.
The incorporation of funerary practice by Japanese Buddhist monks owes to
the efforts of new types of monks called fonsei-sd, who organized and
established their own sect during that period. Buddhist monks had not been
engaged with the practice of funerary largely to avoid being contaminated by
impurity from corpses through the practice of funerary. Tonsei-sg seceded
their position as ordained by the State, and engaged with various activities
that otherwise would had been restricted to them had they remained kan-so,
such as dealing with dead bodies. This departure from a bureaucratic
position also signifies the formulation of new understandings about funerary
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practices, death, and the corpse among the fonsei-so.

For instance, Eison and other ritsu-s0 3 overcame the issue of dealing
with corpses and actively sought to participate in funerary practices by
claiming that “purified precepts are free from contamination,” while
nenbutsu-sos argued “there is no impurity in those going to the Land of
Buddha Amitabha.” These new understandings formulated by the tonsei-so
helped shape a berspective of death and life that is particularly Japanese, and
assimilated them into the general public. I use fousei-so in this argument as
not limited to the new Buddhist monks in Kamakura, but rather as an
expansive term to include those categorized as revolutionary sects under the
old Buddhist system such as Myde, Eison, Ninsho. Those I call tonsei-so
were also known as kokue (black robe) because they wore black-ink dyed
robes in public.

1) Those who were ordained as monks by the State.

2) Those who were ordained as monks under new systems not controlled
by the State.

3) Monks who were intent on severely keeping precepts.

4) Monks who were intent on a practice of nenbutsu (chanting of “Namu
Amidabutsu”).
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