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Akiha Gongendo

Akiha Gongendd is a small hall located on a hillside in the neighborhood near Eiheiji
Temple. Local residents gather there twice a year to pray for protection from fire and
other calamities. The hall was originally constructed in 1816 and was most recently
rebuilt in 1971.

For much of Japanese history, buildings were made of wood and built relatively close
together, and fire was a significant threat for many communities. Eiheiji Temple itself has
burned down, either partially or completely, several times throughout its history. The most
recent disaster occurred in 1879, but prior to that, every century since the temple’s
founding was marked by at least one major fire. Eiheiji Temple is surrounded by
mountains on three sides, and any fires that start in the temple complex can easily spread
down the valley into the neighborhood. In order to protect the community from future
catastrophes, the monks distribute fire-warding paper charms to each household at the
start of each year.

The enshrined kami (Shinto deity) is Hi no Kagutsuchi no Kami, who is associated with
fire prevention and appears in one of the earliest written records of Japan. Hi no
Kagutsuchi no Kami is also known by the Buddhist name “Akiha Daigongen,” and he is
known locally as “Akiha-san.” It was common for elements of Buddhism and Shinto to
be mixed together in this way until the Meiji era (1868—-1912), when the government
ordered a clear separation between the two.
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Shihi Magaibutsu Engravings

The Shihi Magaibutsu is a cluster of carvings of Buddhist deities etched along a 32-meter
stretch of polished rock in Shihi, a neighborhood near the entrance to Eiheiji Temple. A
total of nine figures can be seen: two of Kannon, the bodhisattva of compassion, and
seven of Ksitigarbha, a bodhisattva known as a protector of children and savior of beings
who are trapped in hell. It is believed that the nine carvings were created by the same two
or three amateur artists sometime between 1504 and 1520. Each individual carving was
commissioned by a different monk, and the name of that monk is engraved next to each
bodhisattva. The images themselves are carved in intaglio, meaning that the artist etched
the lines directly into the stone surface rather than carving away the surrounding rock, as
in the case of a bas-relief.

The carvings were produced during the Warring States period (1467—1568), a time of
widespread social turmoil caused by fierce struggles between warlord-controlled domains
throughout the country. During this time, the region around Eiheiji Temple was the site
of several violent peasant uprisings. The neighboring province of Kaga (now southern
Ishikawa Prefecture) became known as a “province ruled by peasants” after they revolted
and overthrew the local lords. However, it was not just peasants and warriors who became
involved in the conflict; other commoners and even the monks were affected by the
revolts. Although there are no records explaining the motivations behind the carvings in
Shihi, it is possible the images were meant to serve as prayers for safety and an end to the
turmoil.
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Dogen’s Zen Poetry

The road leading to Eiheiji Temple is dotted with nine stone monuments inscribed with
poems composed by Zen Master Dogen (1200-1253), the founder of the S6td school of
Zen Buddhism in Japan. The poems encourage visitors to reflect on the spirit of Zen and
incorporate the teachings of Buddhism into their daily lives. Each poem is written in the
form of a waka, which contains 31 syllables divided into five lines of 5, 7, 5, 7, and 7
syllables.

Although he is primarily known as the father of Zen in Japan, Dogen was an accomplished
waka poet. In total, 60 of his poems have been recorded in various collections, and his
work has influenced many writers who came after him. When acclaimed novelist Yasunari
Kawabata (1899-1972) received the Nobel Prize in 1968, he opened his acceptance
speech with one of Dogen’s most well-known poems:

haru wa hana
natsu hototogisu
aki wa tsuki
Sfuyu yuki saete
suzushi kari keri

Spring——cherry blossoms
summer—the lesser cuckoo

in autumn—the moon

in winter, a chill descends

the snow freezes crisp and clear

In his speech, Kawabata discussed the plain, almost clichéd quality expressed by this
waka, which consists of little more than a list of the seasons and their traditional imagery.
The plainness of the poem, he says, expresses the very essence of Japan. Unlike most
waka, the poem is titled. Its title, “Honrai no Menboku” (“true face” or “true character”),
when combined with the poem’s plain composition, communicates that Japan’s true
nature is nothing more or less than this classic seasonal imagery, which is so well-known
as to seem a cliché. Rather than searching for obscure interpretations or employing clever
wordplay, Dogen depicts Japan’s seasons just as they are already known.

This poem can be found on the poetry stone at the entrance to Eiheiji Temple.

Much like Zen koan—cryptic or paradoxical questions that are meant to force the mind
to “break through” certain stages of thought or understanding—Dogen’s writing
expresses great depth of meaning in very few words. Another of his poems paints a vivid
image of winter while also communicating an important message to practitioners of Zen:



Sfuyukusa mo
mienu yukino no
shirasagi wa
ono ga sugatani
mi o kakushi keri

To a white heron

standing in a snowy field

it is not soon clear

where the white heron’s shape ends
and the withered grass begins

The white heron, an animal that is classically associated with summer, is portrayed here
in the depths of winter, having lost all sense of self. It does not know itself from the snow-
covered grass. In this same way, Dogen evokes the ideal state of a Zen monk: immersed
in practice, with no separation from the way of Zen.

This poem can be found on a poetry stone in front of Gallery Neiha, a tile-roofed store
that sells traditional crafts of the Echizen region (Fukui Prefecture).
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