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Reexamining the Main Statue of Horyiiji East Preinct :
Prince Shotoku, Referred to as Guze Kannon

Yugi Sun

As a monumental work of Buddhist sculpture from Japan’s Asuka period, the
main image of the East Precinct at Horydiji, commonly known as Guze Kannon
(the Avalokite$vara of salvation), has long been venerated as a life-sized statue
of Prince Shotoku. However, due to the lack of written records, there remains
room for debate regarding the icon’s status, production background, and political
significance. This paper aims to explore how the statue, through iconographic
analysis and a comparative study of religious beliefs in East Asia during the 6th
and 7th centuries, was created by Prince Shotoku’s surviving relatives or close
subordinates to express their grief. It further examines how a small gilt bronze statue
originally enshrined by the prince was gradually deified, eventually developing
into a “life-sized statue of the prince” with the function of protecting the state
under the framework of “State Buddhism.” Additionally, the study will investigate
the early Avalokites§vara belief system, seeking to establish it connection with the
“Guanyin—Holy Emperor” belief prevalent in East Asia, particularly the “Gao Wang
Guanyin” (Avalokite§vara of Emperor Gao) belief led by the royal families of the
Northern Qi dynasty.
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