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Patterns of Meaning Attribution in Japanese Temple Garden
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ABSTRACT

This study starts from the premise that Japanese temple gardens are not merely ornamental landscapes but
three-dimensional visualizations of Buddhist doctrines and world views, and spaces for religious practice and
contemplation. Focusing on temple gardens constructed from the Asuka to the Edo period, the research examines chisen
(pond) and karesansui (dry landscape) gardens that the author personally surveyed. Through textual analysis of Pure
Land scriptures, the Avatamsaka Sitra, the Vimalakirti Sttra, the Abhidharmakosa, Japanese garden treatises, and raigd
iconography, combined with on-site investigation, the paper classifies the patterns by which symbolic meanings are
imparted to temple gardens and analyzes their modes of expression. The analysis identifies three major types. First,
meanings are attributed to individual elements such as lotus ponds, bridges signifying the crossing to the other shore,
Isles of the Immortals and Penglai islands, crane-and-tortoise compositions, Rylimonbaku waterfalls symbolizing
enlightenment, and heart-shaped ponds that materialize the doctrine that “all phenomena are produced by mind alone.”
Second, meanings are generated through the configuration of elements, including white gravel forecourts expressing
emptiness, stone-and-azalea compositions derived from Amida raigd paintings, dry seas of suffering with boat stones,
and deliberately incomplete stone arrangements informed by wabi aesthetics. Third, numerical schemes drawn from
Buddhist cosmology and East Asian numerology —such as triadic stone groupings, Sumeru and the Eight Mountains
and Seas, 7-5-3 stone or azalea groupings, sets of twelve stones, and the Seven Gods of Fortune riding a treasure
ship—embed Buddhist, Daoist, and folk-belief cosmologies into the garden space. These findings demonstrate that
Japanese temple gardens constitute a syncretic symbolic system in which Pure Land and Zen world views intersect
with Daoist immortality cults, yin - yang numerology, wabi aesthetics, and popular religious beliefs, and they provide
a basis for future comparative studies with Korean temple gardens and for clarifying the regional identities of East
Asian Buddhist gardens.
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