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TAKEMI Momoko 

INTRODUCTION 
The Bussetsu daizb shbkyb ketsubon kyb ("The Buddha's 
correct sutra on the bowl o f  blood") is a rather short 
(total l ing some 420-odd characters) sutra found on p.2999 
of  the fourth volume of the eighty-seventh section of the 
f i rs t  part  o f  Dai nihon zoku zbkyb ("Great storehouse of 
Japanese sutras, continued"). A sutra that teaches the way 
o f  salvation for  women who have fallen into Hel l  because 
of  the pollution of blood, this document appears to  have 
had widespread circulation i n  China from the time of the 
Ming dynasty (1368-1644). There is, however, a variety of 
works referred to as "Ketsubon ky6" ( l i t .  "Blood bowl 
sutra"), including those from Buddhism, Taoism or certain 
individual Shinto shrines, and the content of each of these 
differs somewhat from a l l  the rest.l 

In this ar t ic le  I w i l l  l im i t  my investigations to  the sutra 
as it was circulated i n  Japan, but there are a variety of 
Japanese versions as well, a l l  of which di f fer  slightly. 
First, then, I w i l l  c lar i fy  the nature of these differences, 
and then discuss "Ketsubon ky6" belief in Japan af ter  
attempting to  date i ts  transmission to  this country. 

Translated by W. Michael Kelsey from "Nihon ni okeru Ketsubonky6 shink6 
ni tsuite"B*[;filf6fitPEig;I:3ii~Tin Nihon Bukka B*U% 8, 1981: 37-49. 
I. There is also a good number of texts in use in the Taoist religion. See 

Soymi6 1965 for details. 
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THE CONTENT OF THE "KETSUBON KY@ 
I am aware o f  sixteen versions o f  the "Ketsubon ky6" tha t  
have been discovered i n  Japan (See Table 1).* 

I have not been able t o  confirm the content o f  the 
eight versions l isted i n  Table 1 as "H" through "0," and 
here w i l l  l im i t  myself t o  a discussion o f  versions "A" 
through "G." 

To this end I w i l l  f i rs t  introduce the tex t  o f  "A," or 
the Bussetsu M okuren shbkyb ketsubon kyb. 

Bussetsu Mokuren sh6ky6 ketsubon ky6 

Once the Buddha took 1250 biksus into the middle o f  
the Deer Park. A t  that  time, the venerable Mokuren 
put  the fol lowing question to  the Buddha: 

Once I went t o  such-and-such a prefecture, and saw 
in the middle o f  a large f ie ld  there a Hel l  composed 
o f  a pond o f  menstruation blood. This pond was some 
84,000 jujana wide, and i n  the middle women who 
were wearing handcuffs and ankle chains were under- 
going hardships. The demon who was the l o rd  o f  this 
He l l  came here three times a day and forced the 
women sinners t o  drink the pol luted blood; i f  they 
refused t o  do so, he would beat them w i th  an i ron  
rod. Their screams o f  anguish could be heard f rom 
great  distances away. The sight of this made me very 
sad, and so I asked the Lo rd  o f  the Hel l  why the 
women were being forced t o  undergo such hardships. 
He replied that  the blood the women had shed during 
the b i r t h  o f  thei r  children had pol luted the  dei ty  o f  
the earth and that, furthermore, when they washed 
the i r  polluted garments i n  the r iver, t ha t  water  was 
gathered up by a number o f  virtuous men and woman 
and used t o  make tea t o  serve t o  holy men. Because 
o f  these acts o f  uncleanliness, the women were now 

2. The information in this  chapter  is essential ly t h e  same as I presented 
in a n  ear l ie r  work (Takemi 1976), but s ince preparing t h a t  e'ssay I have 
had t h e  opportunity t o  view t h e  Tanba F'ukutokuji manuscript (C). 
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Table I 
Texts  of t h e  Ketsubonky6 (KBK) 

Text Name Loca t~on  Period 

Bussetsu Mokuren Sh6ky6 KBK* S6kenii 

Bussetsu Daiz6 KBK 

Bussetsu Daizc* KBK 

Bussetsu Daiz6 Sh6ky6 KBK 

Bussetsu Daiz6 Sh6ky6 K B K ~  
Bussetsu Daiz6 Sh6ky6 KBKC 
Bussetsu Daiz6 Sh6ky6 KBK 

Bussetsu Daiz6 Sh6ky6 KBKe 
K B K ~  
KBK 

K BK 

KBK 

KBK 

KBK 

KBK* 

KBK* 

(Niigata) 
Shosenji 
(Chiba) 
Fukutokuji 
(Kyoto)" 
Gank6ji 
(Nara 

saidaijid 
(Nara) 

~ o r a k u j i ~  
(Kanagawa) 
~ n t s i i  jih 
(Aomori) 
Hitohata Yakushi1 
(Tottori) 
NagatakiIHakusan 
Jinja (Ishikawa) 
Mt. TaiheiIMiyoshi 
Jinja (Akita) 
Mt. Haguro Monks' 
Quar ters  (Yamagata) 
Nikko Rinn6ji 

Early 
Ed0 
Muro- 
machi3 

CODE 
Indicates woodblock print. 
Found In t h e  temple roof. 
Contamed in Dainihon ZokuzfikyL 
Referred t o  in footnote of E. 
Found in jar of bones in the  temple's crematorium. 
Contained in Japanese-language translation of sut ra  ("KBK wage") 
(Toy0 D a k D ) .  
I have been unable t o  personally examine the  t ex t s  which follow. 
Found inside s ta tue  of Bodhisattva Kannon. 
Hidden in platform of seated stone image of Amida. 
Hidden in platform of offering tower; name of object of worship not 
appended. 

3. G o r a i  Sh ige ru  p l a c e s  t h i s  t e x t  in t h e  mid-Karnakura pe r iod  ( G o r a i  1964, 
p. 162). T h e r e  a r e  o t h e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  however ,  a n d  I fo l low t h a t  of 
Nihon minzoku kiso shiry5 shDsei, which holds t h a t  i t  is of Muromach i  
v ln t age .  F i n a l  a g r e e m e n t  h a s  y e t  t o  b e  r e a c h e d  as t o  t h e  p r e c i s e  
d a t i n g  of t h e  t ex t .  
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f o r c e d  t o  undergo sufferings.  
Thus  Mokuren used his holy powers  t o  come  t o  t h e  

s e a t  of t h e  Buddha and  t o  inform him of w h a t  h e  had 
s e e n  w i t h  his eyes.  He asked, then,  w h a t  h e  needed t o  
do  f o r  t h e  women t o  b e  saved  f rom t h e i r  punishments 
in t h e  pond of blood. 

T h e  Buddha then  answered ,  t each ing  Mokuren how t o  
s a v e  t h e  women. He sa id  i t  would be  necessary  f o r  
t h e m  t o  r e s p e c t  t h e  t h r e e  t r e a s u r e s  of f i l ial  p ie ty ,  t o  
c a l l  on Mokuren, t o  hold a Blood Pool  L ibe ra t ion  
s e r v i c e ,  t o  hold a Blood Poo l  Feast, t o  r ead  su t ras ,  t o  
h a v e  a n  e s o t e r i c  ceremony,  then  t o  make a boa t  a n d  
f l o a t  i t  off. A t  t h a t  t ime a five-colored lo tus  f lower  
would a p p e a r  in t h e  middle of t h e  Blood Pond. Then, h e  
sa id ,  a l l  of t h e  women s inners  would be  saved,  and  
reborn  in t h e  Buddha's land.* 

In t e r m s  of form, t h e s e  e igh t  s u t r a s  can  be broken i n t o  
t h r e e  groups: 

1. T h o s e  which con ta in  bo th  d a r a n i  (Sanscr i t  spells)  a n d  
p r a y e r s  (ganbun): A, B, C. 

2. T h o s e  which con ta in  only prayers:  D. 
3. T h o s e  which con ta in  ne i the r  spel ls  nor  prayers: E, 

~ 1 ,  F, G. 

T h e  s u t r a s  c a n  a l so  b e  classified accord ing  t o  t h e i r  
c o n t e n t  f rom a va r i e ty  of perspectives.  F i r s t  w e  have  t h e  
mot i f  of Mokuren's inquiry abou t  t h e  way  in which t o  
a f f e c t  t h e  women's salvation.  This t a k e s  t w o  forms. T h e  
f i r s t  of t h e s e  is  t h e  s t o r i e s  in which Mokuren sees t h e  
Blood Poo l  Hell in t h e  UshG Tsuiy6-ken plain, g o e s  t o  t h e  
Buddha by using his sp i r i tua l  powers,  and, in o r d e r  t o  
r e p a y  his d e b t  of g r a t i t u d e  t o  t h e  benevo len t  mother  who  
g a v e  b i r t h  t o  him, a sks  how t h e  women might b e  saved  
f rom t h e i r  sufferings.  This group encompasses  s u t r a s  A, B, 

The long prayer which follows this story has been omitted. Trandator. 
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and C. The second group is the stories i n  which Mokuren 
sees the Blood Pool He l l  and asks the lo rd  o f  the Hell  
d i rect ly  how t o  save the women. In  these stories (sutras D, 
E, E ~ ,  F, and G) the mo t i f  o f  Mokuren's travels by spir i tual 
powers between the Hel l  and the Buddha is missing. 

Another form o f  division is based on the reasons given 
for  the women t o  have been condemned t o  the Hell  i n  the 
f i rs t  place. Again two divisions are possible: f i rs t  is the 
stories that  explain this merely i n  terms o f  the women 
having f i r s t  pol luted the earth god by blood when they 
were giving birth, and then pol lut ing the r iver  by washing 
the i r  soiled clothes i n  it; i n  these stories the blood shed 
during chi ldbi r th f i r s t  pollutes the deity, then tea made 
from the water  o f  the r iver  i n  which the clothing has been 
washed pollutes Buddhist holy men, and this is the sin fo r  
which the women are being punished. Second is the group 
which explains t h e  pol lut ion i n  terms o f  no t  only chi ldbi r th 
blood, but  also adds that  thei r  menstrual blood shed each 
month was polluting. The f i rs t  group encompases A, B, C, 
D, and E; the second is ~ l ,  F and G. 

These three d i f fe rent  classifications yield what could 
be called four textual  families. The f i r s t  o f  these, which I 
w i l l  ca l l  the Sokenji family, is composed o f  texts which 
contain both spells and prayers; which have the mo t i f  of 
Mokuren t ravel ing between the Buddha and Hell  by his 
spir i tual powers, and which explain that  the women are i n  
Hel l  because o f  blood associated w i t h  childbirth. This 
family consists o f  texts A, €3, and C. 

The second family is that  t ex t  w i th  only prayers; which 
lacks the mo t i f  o f  Mokuren's spir i tual ly powered f l ight, and 
which explains the damnation o f  the women i n  terms o f  
chi ldbi r th blood. This is  the Gang6ji family, and it consists 
o f  tex t  D. 

Third is the Zokuz6ky6 family; it consists o f  Text E, i n  
which we have neither prayers nor spells; no appearance o f  
the spirit f l ight,  and an explanation o f  the damnation i n  
terms o f  childbirth. 

Final ly there is the Saidaiji family, which contains 
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ne i the r  p r a y e r s  nor  spells;  d o e s  n o t  have  t h e  motif  of 
Mokuren's spi r i t  journey, and  which a t t r i b u t e s  t h e  damna- 
t ion t o  b o t h  chi ldbir th  a n d  mens t rua l  blood. This family is 
made  up of t e x t s  E ~ ,  F, a n d  G. This informat ion is  
summarized in Tab le  2. 

If w e  w e r e  t o  t h e n  a t t e m p t  t o  d a t e  t h e s e  s u t r a s  by t h e  
families es tabl ished above,  i t  becomes  e v i d e n t  t h a t  t h e  
Sokenji  family is t h e  oldes t ,  fo l lowed by t h e  Gangijji family 
(including t h e  Zokuzokyb family), t h e n  t h e  Saidaiji family. 
T h e r e  are numerous opinions concern ing  t h e  da t ing  of t h e  
Gangoji  t e x t ,  but  seen  in t e r m s  of bo th  form and  c o n t e n t  i t  
would be  di f f icul t  t o  c a l l  i t  o lde r  than  t h e  Sokenji  family. 
When w e  f u r t h e r  t a k e  i n t o  cons ide ra t ion  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  
woodblock manuscr ipt  of t h e  "Ketsubon kyo" discovered a t  
Tanba Fukutokuj i  h a s  v i r tual ly  t h e  same  fo rm and c o n t e n t  
as t h e  Sokenji  manuscr ipt  (wi th  lacunae) ,  t h e n  i t  s eems  
most  reasonable  t o  cons ide r  th i s  t e x t  t o  d a t e  from t h e  l a t e  
Muromachi o r  ea r ly  Edo period. 

An examinat ion of t h e  r easons  given f o r  t h e  women t o  
have  b e e n  condemned t o  t h e  Blood Pool  Hell by t ime period 

Table 2 
Ketsubonky6 Families 

TEXT \ A (  B (  C I D I E I E ~ ~  F I G  
I I I 

Family 

Period 

Form 

S6kenji 

ea r ly  
Ed0 

Spir i t  
f l ight  

P = Prayers  only 

prayers+spells 

Reason 
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Gangoji 

? 

motif present  

P 

motif missing 

Childbirth blood 

Saidaiji 

ne i ther  

childbir th and 
menstrual  blood 

Edo Edo 



B e l i e f  i n  t h e  M e n s t r u a t i o n  Sutra  

reveals tha t  the earliest texts explained this damnation i n  
terms o f  blood shed a t  childbirth, but  that  f rom the begin- 
ning o f  the Edo period the idea o f  menstrual pol lut ion 
seems t o  have been added t o  the explanations. There are, 
additionally, documents such as stories o f  the origin o f  the 
"Ketsubon kyE" and various Buddhist hymns o f  praise which, 
whi le no t  d i rect ly  connected t o  the sutra, do contain 
explanations as to  why the women have been damned. 

For  example, the Kaie rakusatan-Ketsubon ky8 fishitsu 
enyu no suishu ("Random stories about the Buddhist cere- 
monies-the origin and transmission o f  the Ketsubon kyEIf), 
which was published between 1801 and 1803, explains it as 
follows: 

Because they were born as women, thei r  aspirations t o  
Buddhahood are weak, and their  jealousy and ev i l  
character are strong. These sins compounded become 
menstrual blood, which flows in  two streams each 
month, pol lut ing no t  only the earth god but  a l l  the 
other deities as well. Thus a f te r  death they w i l l  cer- 
tainly f a l l  in to this Hell, where they w i l l  undergo 
unl imited suffering. 

Further, Y'ikokuyain, published i n  1821, says i n  a section 
ent i t led "The origin o f  the Ketsubon kyE": 

A l l  women, even those who are the chi ldren o f  high 
families, have no fa i t h  and conduct no practices, but 
rather have strong feelings o f  avarice and jealousy. 
These sins are thus compounded and become menstrual 
blood, and every month this f lows out, pol lut ing the 
god o f  the earth i n  addition t o  the spir i ts o f  the 
mountains and rivers. I n  retr ibut ion for  this women are 
condemned t o  the Blood Pool Hell. 

And according t o  the story o f  the origin o f  the temple 
Shcsenji: 

This red blood flows for  seven days each month. I n  
twelve months this amounts to eighty-four days. 
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I n  a l l  these sources we w i l l  f ind tha t  there is no men- 
t ion  o f  "chi ldbirth blood," and that  a l l  is explained i n  terms 
o f  the sin o f  menstrual blood. I f  we look fur ther i n to  hymns 
such as "The Hymn fo r  Women's Rebir th i n  the Western 
Paradise," we find: 

Beckoned by the f loat ing cloud o f  the body, 
Becoming an obstacle t o  the sun. 
How painful! Those seven days o f  travail. 
And the pol luted garments, too, one by one 
Turn t o  dust, then go t o  flame. 
When washed i n  pure r iver  water. 
They pol lute the water god and the f i r e  god. 
This f low is scooped up 
And given t o  the gods and the Buddha. 
These sins have their retribution, 
And the women are  condemned t o  the Blood Pool Hel l  

(Takano 1928, p. 383) 

I n  addition, the "Hymn for  the Salvation of Barren Women" 
(Umazume jigoku wasan) says tha t  even childless women 
w i l l  f a l l  in to the Blood Pool Hel l  (Takano 1928, p.382). 
These examples make i t  clear that  since the Edo period the 
chief  reason tha t  women were condemned t o  the Blood Pool 
He l l  has been thought t o  be menstruation. 

I n  this respect, there is an interest ing observation o f  
Nakayama TarB: "The tendency of belief t o  advance from 
mothers, then t o  childless women, then t o  women i n  general 
is, thus, a point  o f  great interest t o  those who would study 
the Japanese Blood Pool Hell" (Nakayama 1928, p. 74). 

Most cer ta in the progress that  can be traced through 
the "Ketsubon ky6" texts-from chi ldbirth blood, t o  child- 
b i r t h  and menstrual blood, then t o  menstrual blood alone-is 
closely connected t o  the popular beliefs noted by Naka- 
y ama. 

THE "KETSUBON K Y O "  IN JAPAN 
It is t ime t o  say a few words about the transmission o f  the 
"Ketsubon ky6" t o  Japan. I w i l l  conduct this investigation 
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on three levels: the stories o f  origin ( e n d )  of  the "Ketsu- 
bon kyb," the manuscripts o f  the sutras t o  have been 
discovered, and the  existence o f  the idea o f  the Blood Pool 
Hell, i n  order t o  determine when this bel ief  complex f i rs t  
became known i n  Japan. 

The fol lowing four  documents contain information con- 
cerning the  origin o f  the "Ketsubon kyii": 

A. Ketsubon kyb Gshitsu enyu no &hu "Kaie raku 
sbtanv (1801-1803). 

8. Ketsubon ky', e n g  rlYGkoku yoin," Vol. 5 (1824). 
C. Nyonin jbbutsu Ketsubon kyb en& ShBsenji (1857). 
D. Ketsubon kyb Nihon ruden kaiban no yurai, I1Daizo- 

shbkyb Ketsubon kyb wagew (1713). 

With the exception o f  "D," they have v i r tual ly  ident ical  
contents, and could be summarized as follows: 

The head priest a t  Hosshbji in  Hat to  vil lage, Nakasbma 
County, Shimofusa, was cal led t o  save a young lady 
suf fer ing from a strange disease caused by the spi r i t  o f  
a dead Hosshiiji nun who had possessed her. He prayed 
t o  a l i f e  extending JizB erected by the o f f i c i a l  Hojb 
Tokiyor i  and was given the sutra a t  Teganuma. 

Text  A puts the year this happened a t  1397, B also has this 
date, and C makes it 1417. 

The "D" text,  however, contains a to ta l l y  d i f ferent  
or igin tale. According t o  this source an immigrant monk 
who opened Mt.  SeichB i n  Ar ima County o f  Settsu Pro- 
vince, one Jishinbb Sonsui, brought the sutra back w i t h  him 
a f te r  a v is i t  t o  the Palace o f  k ing Yama (Enma) of the 
underworld. This holy man Sonsui is said t o  have been a 
person of the Eien era (987-989). There is another version 
in "D" also, in  which the monk Kakugen o f  the temple 
JakkBji on Mt. Nikkb is said t o  have suddenly died i n  
1475, then to have spent seventeen days touring Hell, a f te r  
which he received the  sutra from K ing  Yama and was sent 
back t o  the wor ld o f  the l iving. A f t e r  this he is said t o  
have transmitted i t  t o  a cer ta in  monk a t  Mt.  Nakahaguro 
i n  Dewa Province, and tha t  monk is said t o  have made the 
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sutra known to  the world. 
According to  Michel  Soymi6, the "Ketsubon ky;", or 

the ideas behind it, can be traced back t o  an 1194 
document in  China (Soymi6 1965, p. 132). I f  this point  is 
taken i n to  consideration, it seems best t o  drop the 987-989 
thesis o f  t ex t  D a t  this juncture. This leads us t o  the 
supposition that  the origin o f  the sutra i n  Japan would 
have been from the l a te  fourteenth century t o  the 
f i f teenth  century. 

As fa r  as the dating o f  the sutras tha t  have thus fa r  
come t o  l ight,  so far  as I have been able t o  determine, a 
version o f  the "Ketsubon ky6" tha t  was discovered a t  
Gunma Prefecture can be shown t o  be ear l ier  than l a t e  
Muromachi. A woodblock manuscript discovered i n  a roo f  a t  
GangBji has been dated between the mid and l a te  Muro-  
machi period.4 A l l  other manuscripts known now are from 
the Edo period, so current  knowledge would place the  
sutrats f i rs t  presence in  Japan a t  about the middle Muro- 
machi period. 

The bel ief  that a woman who died i n  ch i ldb i r th  would 
be condemned t o  Hel l  has been present in  Japan f o r  qui te 
some time. Story 9 o f  Volume 3 in  Nihon ry'oiki, fo r  exam- 
ple, tel ls o f  how a woman who died i n  labor before the  
b i r t h  o f  her chi ld went t o  Hell. There is, however, nothing 
in  this tale t o  suggest the presence o f  a Blood Pool Hell. 
There are also several tales in  Konjaku monogatad-shD 
about women who are condemned t o  Hell, but  none o f  them 
talks o f  a Blood Pool Hell.5 When exactly, then, did the  
idea of a Blood Pool He l l  f i rs t  appear in  J a ~ a n ? ~  

There is no mention o f  a Blood Pool He l l  i n  B j b  yEshG, 
which was so important in spreading the idea o f  He l l  i n  

4. 1 owe my information on these  two t e x t s  to  Saka ta  Tomoya of t h e  
Gangoji Gokurakub6nai Bukky6 Minzoku Shiry6 KenkyGjo ( C e n t e r  for 
Research on Popular Buddhist Materials  of the  Gang6ji Gokurakub6). 

5 .  Korljaku monogatari-sh0 V1.22, VII.30, XII.36. 
6. I will postpone a more general  t rea tment  of t h e  quest ion of women and 

hells, and in particular women and t h e  Blood Pool Hell, until a l a t e r  
occasion. 
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Japan, nor do we f ind any reference to  it in la ter  works 
such as Hbbutsu-sh'i or  AimBshb, both of which were inf lu- 
enced by 5.j~ ybsh'i. When one takes into account the fac t  
t ha t  there is a clear account in the work Mokuren sow's n o  
Jgoku rneguri ("Mokuren's tour of Hell"), considered t o  be a 
l a t e  Muromachi product, o f  the relationship between women 
who die i n  chi ldbirth and the Blood Pool He l l  (Nakayama 
1928, p. 197), the natural conclusion seems t o  be that  the 
idea was brought from China during the Muromachi period. 

Soymi6 is o f  the opinion that  the sutra was circulat ing 
i n  Japan by the period 1250-1350. This speculation is post- 
ulated on the fac t  that  the GangEji "Ketsubon kyEt' 
manuscript is considered by some t o  date from the mid 
Kamakura period, and tha t  the temple usually taken as the 
point o f  origin for  the sutra's dissimination i n  Japan, 
HosshEji (now cal led Shosenji), is supposed t o  have been 
erected i n  1262 for  the daughter o f  HojE Tokiyori. Addi- 
tionally, Tokiyor i  had a relationship w i th  the Sung dynasty 
Chinese monk Funei (who stayed i n  Japan from 1260 t o  
1265), and his son Tokimune had a relationship w i t h  another 
Chinese monk, Sogen (who was in  Japan from 1277 unt i l  his 
death i n  1286). He speculates that these monks may wel l  
have brought the sutra w i th  them from China (Soymid 1965, 
pp. 137-138). 

As I have noted, however, an investigation from three 
points o f  view-the tales o f  origin, uncovered manuscripts, 
and bel ief  in  the Blood Pool Hell-would indicate tha t  i t  is 
no t  l i ke ly  that  the sutra arr ived in Japan before the Muro- 
machi period. I would conclude that present evidence fixes 
i t s  a r r iva l  in  the Muromachi period or  later. 

BELIEF IN THE "KETSUBON K Y ~ "  
Bel ief i n  the "Ketsubon kyE" has pract ical ly  died out by 
now, and the lack o f  suf f ic ient  extant documents also 
makes i t  a d i f f i cu l t  question to  examine thoroughly. I 
would, however, l ike t o  attempt a discussion o f  what can 
be learned from the documents that are available. 

Roughly speaking, "Ketsubon ky6" bel ief can be classi- 
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f ied i n to  the fol lowing three areas. 

1. Bel ief  i n  the "Ketsubon kyb" as a sutra which 
could save the souls o f  the dead. 

2. Bel ief  i n  the sutra as an instrument t o  obtain 
reb i r th  i n  the Western Paradise. 

3. Bel ief  i n  the power a f  the "Ketsubon ky6" as an 
amulet. 

I w i l l  deal w i t h  each o f  these in turn. 

Bel ief  in the "Ketsubon ky6" i n  the salvation o f  the dead. 
The bel ief  that  the "Ketsubon kyb" could work t o  save 
women who had been condemned t o  the Blood Pool Hel l  
a f te r  dying i n  chi ldbi r th is real ist ical ly depicted in a part  
o f  the Tateyama Mandala t i t l ed  "Il lustration o f  a Ketsubon 
ky6 dedication service" (Numa 1976). This tex t  i l lustrates 
the dead women who are said t o  have been condemned t o  
the Pool o f  Blood, monks who are throwing copies o f  the 
sutra t o  these women i n  the pools, and women who have 
been reborn on lotus petals as the result o f  the services 
conducted by the monks. I n  point o f  fact, this is  a concrete 
rendering o f  a dedicatory ceremony performed a t  the 
temple Ashikura Chijguji, a t  which the sutra would be 
thrown i n t o  the r iver  from the Nunobashi Bridge, or  a cere- 
mony o f  f loat ing the sutras in the water which was 
conducted under the bridge. 

The "I l lustrat ion o f  a Ketsubon ky6 dedication service" 
also depicts women reborn on lotus petals. These women 
are thought t o  be patterned a f te r  a stone statue o f  Amida 
Nyorai (w i th  par t  o f  the "Ketsubon ky6" carved on the 
stone platform) a t  Mt. Osorezan's Entsfiji, i n  a dike in a 
blood pool, and on a stone dedicatory tower t o  Yakushi 
(w i th  the "Ketsubon ky6" carvings on the stone platform). 
Even today a t  Mt.  Osorezan the o f f i ce  o f  the temple 
EntsGji puts out "Ketsubon kyd" amulets and there is a 
ceremony during which these are thrown in to  a blood pool 
w i th in  the  grounds o f  the temple fo r  the salvation o f  
women who died i n  childbirth. There is currently no trace 
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of "Ketsubon kyb" belief l e f t  a t  Hi toha ta  Yakushi,  bu t  i t  is 
though t  l ikely t h a t  a similar ceremony was  o n c e  conduc ted  
there .  

T h e r e  is, f u r t h e r ,  a pool ca l l ed  "Blood Pond" in t h e  
grounds of Risshakuji ("Yamadera"), and  i t  is  said t h a t  in 
former  t imes  t h e  "Ketsubon kyb" w a s  used t h e r e  f o r  dedi- 
c a t o r y  s e r v i c e s  t o  women who  had died in chi ldbir th  
(Tsukudo 1966, p.259). The  same  kind of ceremony w a s  
likely held  a t  Gangzj i ,  a s  wel l  (Nihon Bukkyb kiso sh i ryb  
shDsei V, p. 40). 

Until r e l a t ive ly  r e c e n t  t imes,  a "Ketsubon kyb" c e r e -  
mony f o r  those  who had died in chi ldbir th  w a s  held a t  t h e  
temple  Shbsenji ,  ment ioned a b o v e  a s  t h e  t emple  sa id  t o  b e  
t h e  point of origin of "Ketsubon kyb" belief in Japan.  I t  is 
said t h a t  unt i l  abou t  t w e n t y  y e a r s  ago, t h e r e  was  a loca- 
t ion f o r  t h e  r ivers ide  ceremony t o  r e l i eve  t h e  su f fe r ings  of 
t h e  dead  (kawasegaki), and  t h a t  h e r e  a wood image of J i z z  
was  implanted,  a s t u p a  was  e r e c t e d ,  a n d  a n  a l t a r  w a s  
cons t ruc ted .  T h e  "Ketsubon kyd" w a s  t h e n  in toned a n d  
thrown i n t o  t h e  river.  

Also, in t h e  neighborhood of Shbsenji ,  t h e r e  w a s  once  a 
p r a c t i c e  of enclosing a copy of t h e  "Ketsubon ky6" in 
women's co f f ins  in o r d e r  t o  s a v e  them from being condemn- 
ed  t o  t h e  Blood Pool Hell. A copy of t h e  s u t r a  d iscovered 
a t  Saidaij i  a p p e a r s  t o  have  been  in tended  f o r  similar use. 

Finally,  cop ies  of t h e  "Ketsubon ky6" have  a l so  b e e n  
discovered at  Hagurosan (woodblock), Ta ihe izan  (woodblock) 
and  Hakusan (woodblock print) ,  and  i t  s e e m s  l ikely  t h a t  
they,  l ike  t h e  T a t e y a m a  examples,  w e r e  a l so  in tended  f o r  
use  in ce remonies  of dedicat ion t o  t h e  dead. 

From t h e  above, then,  i t  is c l e a r  t h a t  when  i t  w a s  used 
f o r  t h e  sa lvat ion of t h e  dead,  t h e  "Ketsubon ky6" se rv ices  
took t h r e e  forms: r ivers ide  se rv ices ,  w a t e r  pur i f ica t ion 
( f loated off  in r ivers  o r  ponds) and  c a s k e t  use. 

The  "Ketsubon ky6" f o r  r e b i r t h  in t h e  Wes te rn  Paradise .  
L e t  us consider  a n o t h e r  sec t ion  of t h e  T a t e y a m a  Mandala  
mentioned above,  t h e  "Il lustration of t h e  confess ion 
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ceremony a t  the Nunobashi Bridge" (Numa 1976). This i l lus- 
t ra t ion  depicts the service o f  crossing the r iver  Sanzu on 
the Nunobashi Bridge from the Enma-d6 t o  the Uba-d6. I t  
was said tha t  there was tremendous mer i t  i n  crossing this 
bridge, and that  not  only could the most extreme sinners 
and women w i th  deep sins obtain both Buddhahood in  this 
body and reb i r th  i n  the Western Paradise as a result  o f  it, 
but  that  the ac t  performed i n  this l i f e  would carry i t s  
mer i t  through t o  the next. There were a number o f  such 
services,' but during the Edo period most o f  them were 
transformed in to  services fo r  women. It is wor th  not ing 
tha t  it was believed that  undergoing them would not  only 
assure women safe healthy births, but i n  the event that  a 
woman did die i n  birth, she would not  be condemned t o  the 
Blood Pool Hel l  (Gorai 1976, p. 201). Here the association o f  
blood shed a t  chi ldbirth and the idea o f  a Blood Pool He l l  
is obvious, which gives us a reason t o  believe tha t  the 
Tateyama Nunobashi pur i f icat ion ceremony held f rom Edo 
times primari ly fo r  women is one example o f  the ty ing o f  
"Ketsubon ky6" belief t o  prayers for  the reb i r th  of women 
in the Western Paradise. 

Another instance o f  "Ketsubon ky6" bel ief being used 
in  conjunction w i t h  prayers for  rebir th in the Western Para- 
dise can be seen i n  the copying o f  the "Ketsubon ky6." 
There are a t  Sh6senji two volumes o f  a copy o f  the sutra 
dated 1783 made by the hand o f  the mother o f  Matsudaira 
Sagami no Kami. This is  an elegantly displayed copy, and is 
also of some interest i n  that  it is one o f  only a small 
number of sutras copied i n  Chinese by a woman. 

The "Ketsubon ky6" as an amulet. There are two primary 
uses for  the sutra in these cases, which I w i l l  discuss i n  
turn. 

7. This is similar t o  the material used by Hayakawa (1930) in his 
discussion of the relationships between Hakusan and rebirth in the  
Western Paradise. 
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First, the  sutra apparently played a great ro le as a 
protect ive charm for  pregnant women who wanted t o  have 
a safe birth. I n  the area around the temple Shbsenji, men- 
tioned above, when a woman became pregnant she would go 
t o  the temple and receive a "Ketsubon kyb" charm, which 
she would place inside the waistband worn by pregnant 
women, keeping it close t o  her body. A f t e r  birth, then, she 
would cu t  the seven characters representing the Sanscrit 
sounds for  the Bodhisattva Jizb from the Sanscrit charm i n  
the sutra out one a t  a time, put t ing each i n  water which 
she would drink; this was continued fo r  seven nights. The 
sutra from which the seven characters had been cu t  would 
then be returned t o  the temple, and the woman would 
receive a new copy o f  the sutra, which she would keep 
close t o  her body un t i l  her health had completely returned. 
This custom was carr ied out regularly u n t i l  about 1937, and 
did not  ent i re ly die out un t i l  about ten years ago. 

I have already noted that  a woodblock copy o f  the 
"Ketsubon kyb" was discovered a t  the Nagataki Hakusan 
Shrine. This copy is said t o  have been a charm that  was 
used, along w i t h  a mandala called Nyonin zenj8 mandara 
from another Hakusan shrine, the Heisen shrine, fo r  women. 
Unfortunately, however, we do not  know exactly f o r  what 
purpose the charm was used. 

The second use o f  the "Ketsubon kyb" as a charm di f -  
fers a good deal from the instances o f  "Ketsubon kyb" 
bel ief that  I have discussed thus far. The sutra was used by 
the S6t6 sect as a charm against impurity. 

As is specified i n  two Sbtb documents, the "Ketsubon 
ky6" is presented t o  a woman on the f i f t h  day of her Sbt6 
in i t ia t ion  ceremony in order t o  obtain kechimyaku, or the 
"blood l ine  teaching" o f  the Buddha. The words "Ketsubon 
kyb fo r  the Buddhahood o f  women" are wr i t t en  on the f ront  
o f  the sutra, and on the back the characters representing 
the Sanscrit sounds for  the Bodhisattva Jizb i n  dimensions 
o f  about six centimeters. Inside the spells tha t  are a par t  
o f  the sutra are wr i t ten  i n  Sanscrit, the content being 
about the same as is found in  the Sbkenji Chinese version 
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(Sakauchi 1975, p. 14). 
Three temples i n  Ni igata Prefecture, f o r  example- 

Sbkenji, Daie i j i  and Unt6an-all keep copies o f  the "Ketsu- 
bon ky6" (w i th  the exception o f  Sekenji, only the Sanscrit 
section tha t  is used t o  ward o f f  impurities) which they give 
t o  women during the i r  in i t ia t ion  t o  the priesthood. The 
same is t rue  a t  Shbenj i .  

The "Ketsubon ky6" is  not, however, necessarily used 
a t  a l l  current  in i t ia t ion ceremonies; judging from the infor- 
mation I was able t o  gather, the vast major i ty  o f  temples 
have never heard o f  this use o f  the sutra. Additionally, two 
other Ni igata Prefecture temples, ChGunji and K e n r y i j i  
(currently unranked), do have copies o f  the sutra l i ke  the 
three mentioned above, but  they no longer use it a t  a l l  
these days, and when asked what it was for, none repl ied 
tha t  they used i t  a t  in i t ia t ion  ceremonies. The pract ice of 
copying the  "Ketsubon kyb" remains an o f f i c i a l  par t  o f  the 
sect's practice, bu t  w i t h  only very minor exceptions, is no 
longer conducted. 

The three temples mentioned above that  use the sutra 
i n  in i t ia t ion  ceremonies continue t o  have women keep the 
sutra on the i r  persons because o f  the bel ief tha t  i f  a 
woman has a copy o f  the "Ketsubon ky6" she can escape 
the sufferings o f  the hiding o f  the sun, and also tha t  even 
i f  she should worship the  Buddha or  the deities i n  an 
impure state, it would be as though she were presenting 
f lowers and incense and there would be no pollution. 

ABOVE I divided "Ketsubon kyb" bel ief in to  three sections; 
the most important o f  these are those aspects t ied t o  the 
idea o f  the  Blood Pool He l l  and salvation from sins. The 
f i r s t  o f  these is best represented by the idea o f  women 
being saved from Hel l  as expressed i n  works on "Ketsubon 
kyb" services, and the other is the prayer for  rebir th in the 
Western Paradise as exemplified by the Nunohashi puri f ica- 
t i on  rite. The idea o f  using the "Ketsubon ky6" as a charm 
fo r  a safe delivery is doubtless an offshoot from the  idea 
tha t  the sutra could deliver women who died i n  chi ldbi r th 
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f rom t h e  Blood Pool  Hell; t h e  u s e  of t h e  s u t r a  t o  ward  off  
impuri t ies  in Zen in i t ia t ion ceremonies  has  basically nothing 
t o  d o  w i t h  belief in t h e  su t ra ,  and  should probably b e  
t h o u g h t  of as a skil lful  adap ta t ion  of t h e  s u t r a  f o r  t h e  pur- 
pose  of women who a r e  members  of t h e  Zen sects. 

As belief in t h e  various Buddhist  hells  h a s  d is in tegra-  
t e d ,  belief  in t h e  "Ketsubon ky6" has, no t  surprisingly, a lso  
decl ined,  a n d  t h e  s u t r a  is now being t r ansmi t t ed  by t h e  Zen 
sects in a c o n t e x t  t h a t  has  nothing a t  a l l  t o  d o  w i t h  t h e  
c o n c e p t  of He1L8 This would seem t o  ind ica te  t h e  p resence  
of a v e r y  in te res t ing  possibility, namely t h a t  mountain 
cu l t s ,  s u c h  a s  those  which c a n  be  found in pa r t i cu la r  a t  
Osorezan ,  Taiheizan,  Hagurosan, Ta teyema  o r  Hakusan, 
might  begin  t o  propel belief in t h e  su t ra  a long new l ines  in 
t h e  f u t u r e  by being used in t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  of mountain 
asce t i c s .  

References 

C O R A ~  Shigeru 
1964 GangBji GokurakubB chDsei shomin shinkB shiryB no kenkyD 

EWifZ~t@P@EEEIro"flOl6ff2 [Research on the materials contain- 
ed a t  the  Gokurakubo of Gangoji related t o  popular belief 
during the  medieval period]. Tokyo: Hoz6-kan. 

8. My knowledge of t he  currently known manuscripts of t he  "Ketsubon 
ky6" is based on Numa's fieldwork report. I would like t o  thank him for 
sending me a copy of this report. I would also like t o  thank Sakai 
Masayuki, t he  resident priest of ShBsenji, for information concerning 
belief in t he  sutra a t  his temple. 

J a p a n e s e  J o u r n a l  o f  R e l i g i o u s  S t u d i e s  10/2-3 1983  245 



TAKEMI Momoko 

1976 Sangaku shink6 t o  Jigoku tt~gQWti@Q [Mountain belief and 
Hell]. In Jigoku t o  ningen ?d%&hk? [Hell and human be- 
ings]. Tokyo: Asahi Shinbun-sha. 

H A Y A K A W A  K 6 t a r 6  8JlIZXE0 
1930 Hana matsuri 77% [The hana matsuri]. Tokyo: Oka Shoin. 

N A K A Y A M A  T a r 6  QJ.J&&R 
1928 Nihon minzokugaku fuzoku hen B $ a G f R B I [ J a p a n e s e  

folklore: folk customsl. Tokyo: Ookayama Shoten. 
Nihon BukkyB minzoku kiso shiryb shZsei 8$4ARBE8@B#%kS! 

1974 [compilat ion of fundamental materials  concerning popular 
Japanese  Buddhism]. Vol. 5. Tokyo: Chfiok6ron Bijutsu Shup- 
Dan. 

N U M A  Kenry6  SggE 
1976 Tatevama shink6 t o  Ta tevama mandara CLLI~SI~~~G~~JBBZI 

[ ~ e l i e f  in Ta teyama and t h e  Ta teyama mandala]. BukkyD gei- 
j u k u  4li8Zifij 68. 

S A K A U C H  I Ta tsuo  E ~ W E  
1975 Darani n o  hanashi, Ketsubonkyb 9''710IZ% [The story 

of t h e  Sanscri t  spells in t h e  Ketsubonky61. Privately produc- 
e d  pamphlet. 

SOY MI^, Michel 
1965 DBkyB kenkyE i$5%?€RE[Research on Taoism], Vol. I. Tokyo: 

Sh6shin-sha. 
T A K A N O  Tatsuyuki Ej$fE2 

1928 Nihon kayB shZse iB$~ t t~E[Co l l ec t i on  of Japanese folk 
sonnsl, Vol. 4. Tokyo: Shunifisha. 

T A K E M I  Momoko g~'553 
1976 Ketsubonkv6 no keifu t o  sono shink6 llTl%BD%bkY@fgW [The 

genealogy 'and belief in t h e  Ketsubonky61. BukkyB ~ i n 2 0 k u  
4L49RB 3 .  

TSuKuDD Reikan ?J&$?% 
1966 Chke i  bungei no kenkyD @iiiXEo)6fr%[Research on  medieval 

Japanese  arts]. Tokyo: Yiiseid6. 

246 Japanese Journa l  o f  Rel igious Studies 10/3-3 1983  


