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Deconstructing Maria Kannon: 
A New Look at the Marian Image 

for Urakami Crypto-Christians, ca. 1860

This paper examines the iconography of the so-called “Maria Kannon” (マリア観

音) statuettes in the collection of the Tokyo National Museum and explores their 
meaning for their original owners, the pre-modern underground Christians in the 
Urakami area of Nagasaki. Under religious proscription, the Urakami Christians 
adopted a variety of Buddhist statuettes to substitute for the figures of Jesus, Mary, 
and the saints. Within this, they developed their own iconographical system to 
categorize Buddhist figures, so that they could distinguish Mary and Jesus from 
other saints. While there is no doubt that the Buddhist-inspired Marian cult 
was strong in Urakami, it would be a grave misunderstanding to call all crypto-
Christian-related statues “Maria Kannon” without reference to this iconographical 
system and unique typology of Kannon figures. That said, once the historical 
background is properly recognized, a study of the contemporary discourse of Maria 
Kannon and unexpected expansion of the image will offer us a promising ground for 
future research of Japanese religions.

Keywords: Japanese history – hidden Christians – Mariology – iconography – 

Kirishitan

1. Introduction

On July 19, 1859, a man named Kichizô (吉蔵) from the Nagasaki 
village of Urakami died in prison after more than a year of confinement and 
interrogation.2The local authorities had arrested Kichizô because they suspected 
he was a Christian in hiding. For more than two hundred years, the Shogun’s 

1. Associate Researcher, Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture
2. There are several foregoing works on the New Buddhists, including Ikeda 1976, 

Josephson 2006, Ōtani 2012, Hoshino 2012, and Yoshinaga, ed. 2012.
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government had determined Christianity to be an “evil sect” ( jashû 邪宗) destructive 
to society, and banned it all over the country. Kichizô’s arrest marks what is today 
known as the third Urakami crackdown, one of the four major crackdowns on 
Christians in the area. At the time, Kichizô was indeed a leader3 (chôkata 帳方) of an 
underground Christian community and had the Christian name Migiru (ミギル) for 
Miguel or Michael the Archangel. He surrendered his religious paraphernalia to the 
authorities, including a small, white ceramic statue of “Hanta Maruya” (ハンタマル

ヤ fig. 1) and a copper statuette of “Inasshô” (イナツシヨウ fig. 2) as well as a figure of 
“Zizousu” (ジゾウス) inscribed on a ring (Minkan Shûkyô 1972: 833). Hanta Maruya 
and Inasshô are the names in the localized diction for “Santa Maria” and Ignatius of 
Loyola, respectively. It is not clear what Zizousu was supposed to mean, but it may 
well have been a variation of the name Jesus. Kichizô also recited Christian prayers: 
a version of “Pater Noster” in Japanese and “Ave Maria” in Latin (Minkan Shûkyô 
1972: 838). 

During Kichizô’s arrest and interrogation, the Nagasaki officials deemed that 
what the man claimed to be Hanta Maruya and Inasshô were in fact Buddhist 
figures; Kannon (観音 Skr. Avalokitesvara), in particular. The court asked for an 
opinion from a Buddhist priest, who examined the figures and testified that what 
the man identified as Hanta Maruya and Inassho were indeed Kannon figures, and 
the Zizousu on the ring was something he had not seen anywhere. The Buddhist 
priest thus reported that Kichizô’s belongings included “no evil Buddha”4 (Minkan 
Shûkyô 1972: 833). 

According to the Nagasaki officials’ statement, during the first crackdown on 
Urakami’s Christian community in 1790, the arrested locals had unanimously 
denied being Christians and were eventually released. At the time of their arrests, 
Kichizô and the others neither admitted practicing Christianity nor denied it, but 
confessed their devotion to Maruya, the mother of Riusu (リウス) or Jesus. To them, 
the white ceramic Kannon statuettes represented Maruya’s “earthly manifestation, 
a form that Maruya achieved through ascetic training” (Minkan Shûkyô 1972: 
835).5 The Nagasaki officials’ fierce interrogation continued. The record bluntly 
states that Kichizô died of illness in prison, and at least three Urakami baptizers 
(mizukata 水方) died during the extended imprisonment. In the end, the Nagasaki 
governor (bugyô 奉行) concluded that the whole incident concerned an “unorthodox 
sect” (isshû 異宗) and not an evil one. The rest of the detainees, including Kichizô’s 
twenty-four-year-old son Rihachi (利八)were released after their leader’s death. 

3. The role of the chôkata leader was, among other things, to keep the record of baptisms 
and the performance of various rituals according to the liturgical calendar.

4. ハンタマルヤ イナツシヨウと申し唱候佛は観音の像、指輪様の品に彫有之候ジゾウスと唱へ

候は和漢不知人物體に相見邪佛にては無之様に被存… (emphasis mine)
5. 佛はハンタマルヤ艱難修行中化身の姿と申傳。
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When the case was closed, the Nagasaki governor’s office sealed all the religious 
objects taken from the Urakami villagers, including Kichizô’s Hanta Maruya and 
Inasshô, in the special “storage for religious sectarians” (shûmongura 宗門蔵). Then, 
in 1879, six years after the ban on Christianity was lifted, all the objects in the 
special storage were moved to the Tokyo National Museum. In 1925, one of the 
first catalogs of pre-Meiji Christian objects rendered the white ceramic Kannon 
statuettes in the collection “Maria Kannon” (Nagayama 1925). Since then, the 
term has been widely used in books and catalogs about Japan’s so-called hidden 
Christians, including the Tokyo National Museum’s official catalog of Christian 
objects.6 

The purpose of this paper is to explore the image and the meaning of the 
nineteenth-century Urakami Christians’ Hanta Maruya. While the term Maria 
Kannon is widely used to designate a variety of religious images that are believed 
to have been in the possession of Japan’s crypto-Christians, the term itself is an 
artificial one, coined by those who were not members of the Christian community. 
In order to elucidate what the old Urakami Christians believed about Hanta 
Maruya, it is necessary to deconstruct the prevalent image that is evoked by the term 
Maria Kannon—an exotic fusion of Mary and Kannon—and examine the actual 
objects as well as the people’s narrative about the objects. 

In what follows, I will first give a brief overview of underground Christianity in 
Japan and explore the key aspects of Marian devotion in the greater Nagasaki region 
in northwest Kyushu. Secondly, I will discuss the representative type of Kannon 
statuette owned by the nineteenth-century Urakami Christians and highlight 
its close visual connection to the traditional Marian iconography, especially to a 
popular prototype known as “Madonna and Child Enthroned,” or “Theotokos 
Nikopoia” (“Mother of God of Victory”). Thirdly, I will examine Kichizô’s 
confession and the language he used to describe Hanta Maruya, in order to elucidate 
his understanding of the meaning of the statuettes. I also intend thereby to unpack 
the complexity and intertwined layers of belief and practice regarding the cult of 
Hanta Maruya.

As mentioned above,  researchers started using the coinage Maria Kannon in 
the early 1920s to designate, for lack of a better term, the white ceramic Kannon 
statuettes in the Tokyo National Museum’s Japanese Christian collection. The first 
director of the Nagasaki Prefectural Library, Nagayama Tokihide (永山時英 1867–
1935), started using the term in 1925 when he published a revised edition of the 
source book and catalog on the history of Christianity in Nagasaki (Ecchu 1998: 8).7 

6. Illustrated Catalogues of Tokyo National Museum: Objects Relating to Early Christian 
Faith in Japan was first published in 1972 and a revised and expanded edition came out 
in 2001.

7. According to Ecchu, Nagayama did not use the word “Maria Kannon” until 1925. 
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Under “Maria Kannon” Nagayama lists three porcelain Kannon figures from the 
Tokyo National Museum and eleven other Kannon statuettes made of marble or 
copper that were discovered in the attic of a Christian home in Zenchodani (善長谷) 
area near Nagasaki bay. Notably, this catalog has accompanying English captions, 
and for Maria Kannon the English caption avoids the compound term and states 
instead “Figures of Avalokitesvara taken for Santa Maria.”

The coinage Maria Kannon cannot be attributed to Nagayama, because the 
term must have been in use previously in Nagasaki’s antique market, since ca. 1920. 
In 1922, the celebrated author Akutagawa Ryûnosuke (芥川龍之介 1892–1927) 
wrote about Maria Kannon in his Nagasaki journal (長崎日録) as follows: “On 
the way back, I obtained a Maria Kannon; I find its quaint style quite lovely” 
(Akutagawa 1978a: 14).8 The naming could be justified on the ground that the 
figure was Kannon and Maruya at the same time. Still, the term was also misleading 
and produced a line of unsubstantiated discourse about Maria Kannon. The pre-
modern Japanese Christians never used the term. Nonetheless, the image of Maria 
Kannon came to symbolize Japan’s “hidden Christians” and indigenization of 
Christianity—inasmuch as it encouraged a brand of exoticism and fantasy about 
old-day Christians—as we find literary examples in Akutagawa’s Japanese Christian 
(Kirishitan) stories.9 

Certainly, the Kannon statuettes provided a convenient disguise to allow the 
crypto-Christians to evade the eyes of the persecuting authorities. They could 
pray for Mary and Jesus, while the outsiders deemed that they were practicing 
devotion to Kannon. In the case of the first Urakami crackdown (1790), the 
villagers defended themselves by saying that they did not own any suspicious 
(i.e., Christian) objects and firmly rejected the accusation that they “prayed to the 
Riusu Buddha”10 (Urakawa 1943: 24). The second Urakami crackdown (1842) 
seems to have taken a similar course, and all the villagers were released without 
any casualties.11 However, in the case of the third Urakami crackdown to occur in 
the same region after a decade, the officials seized their religious paraphernalia, 
and Kichizô and his kin did not make use of the life-saving opportunity when 
the Buddhist priest said the statues depicted Kannon and that they were “no evil 
Buddha.” Apparently for Kichizô, there was no way the statuettes could depict 
Kannon; they represented Hanta Maruya, the mother of Riusu. Here, it is hard to 

In an earlier catalog published in 1918, Nagayama refers to “three porcelain Kannon 
statuettes in Tokyo Imperial Museum.”

8. 帰途まりあ観音一体を得。古色頗る愛すべし。

9. In the course of his research for the Kirishitan series, Akutagawa was taking notes 
from Kichizô’s interrogation report. See Akutagawa 1978b: 491.

10. リウス佛と申す佛を念じ申候

11. No official report is found with regard to the second crackdown. For a brief summary 
of this incident, see Urakawa 1943: 28.
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ignore the critical significance of Marian devotion for the believers, especially when 
we consider the likelihood that their persistence contributed to the deaths of three 
leaders.

2. An Overview of Underground Christianity and Marian Devotion 
in Nagasaki Region

From the mid-sixteenth to the early seventeenth centuries, the tireless work 
of Catholic missionaries won an astounding number of converts all across Japan, 
especially in the northern part of Kyushu. Subsequently, however, began a period 
of nationwide religious proscription and persecution of Christians conducted by 
the Shogunate, extending over two centuries from ca. 1640 to 1873. Because of 
the long absence of priests and total isolation from Rome, underground Japanese 
Catholics adopted various forms of religious practice that were a conflation of 
Catholicism and local religious traditions. The mode of convergence varied widely 
among different communities. They did not simply “mix” Christian practice with 
indigenous religious practices, but they often tried to accommodate Christian belief 
and practice in the sphere of Buddhist/Shinto tradition, so that their Christian faith 
could somehow co-exist with the local tradition without being mistaken for it. 

With regard to Marian devotion, there is a prevalent theory that underground 
communities in Nagasaki developed an original folk belief about a motherly goddess 
by conflating the virtuous images of Mary and Kannon (Wakakuwa 2008: 383). 
Comparative studies of religion note that the two figures—Mary in the Catholic 
tradition and the feminine manifestations of Kannon in the East Asian Buddhist 
tradition—share common characteristics. They both represent tender mother 
figures for those in desperate need of help, and they assume similar auxiliary roles in 
the story of salvation in each tradition (Reis-Habito 1993). Because of this visual as 
well as doctrinal parallel, Japanese underground Christians came to see Mary in the 
image of Kannon. While such a conflation theory is well-founded, when we examine 
Urakami’s crypto-Christian tradition closely, it becomes clear that the mode of 
conflation was more complex than a simple merger of two different traditions. In 
the following sections, I shall discuss this issue further, in view of the objects (Hanta 
Maruya statuettes), as well as in view of the language that the owners of the objects 
used to explain their meaning. Before proceeding, however, I will first review some 
features of underground Christianity in Japan in terms of terminology, geography, 
ethnography, objects, and text.

Terminology

Because there are no underground Christians in Japan today, we can 
distinguish two groups—the historical crypto-Christians under nationwide 
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religious proscription and those who currently practice the crypto-tradition 
under religious freedom, referring to them as crypto-Christians and Kakure 
Kirishitan (meaning “hidden Christians”; hereafter, Kakure) respectively.12 When 
the ban on Christianity was lifted in 1873, all the underground Christians in 
Japan received the following choice: to be re-catechized and re-baptized into the 
Roman Catholic Church, to commit to practicing Buddhism or Shintoism (or 
both), or to retain their unique tradition as Kakure without hiding. The Catholic 
Church demanded that crypto-Christians abandon their unique practice on their 
return to the Mother Church. Tagita Kôya estimates that in the early years of 
re-evangelization, approximately half of the crypto-Christian population in the 
greater Nagasaki region chose to keep the religious practice of their ancestors and 
not be “reconverted” to Catholicism (Tagita 1978: 4–7; Turnbull 1998: 51).

Geography

During the religious proscription that extended over two centuries, the 
crypto-Christian communities in different parts of Japan hid more and more 
deeply and became segregated from each other. Each region developed its own 
rituals and interpretations of Catholic doctrines. In the wider Nagasaki region 
today, ethnographers generally recognize two groups of Kakure traditions: (a) the 
“Nagasaki city [including Urakami]–Kurosaki–Gotô”13 group and (b) the “Hirado–
Ikitsuki” group. Veneration of Buddhist statues in place of Christian icons belongs 
to the tradition of the former group. Kurosaki is located about ten miles northwest 
of Nagasaki city, while the Gotô islands are far off the western coast, but it is known 
that in the eighteenth century a number of crypto-Christians from Kurosaki 
migrated to Gotô to avoid persecution (Miyazaki 2001: 192–4).

As a rule, the veneration of Kannon statues in place of Mary is unknown on 
the Hirado and Ikitsuki islands. Instead, Ikitsuki Kakure groups are known for the 
tradition of so-called Okake-e (お掛け絵 “hanging pictures”), in which a community 
leader preserves a special room for Gozensama (御前様 “the lord”) at home and 
hangs a scroll-painting of Christian subjects such as Jesus, Mary, and the saints 
painted in a heavily indigenized style (Turnbull 1998: 82–110; Miyazaki 2001: 
132–4; Wakakuwa 2008: 320–331 and figs. 204–209 and 211; Kojima 2014: 
379–383). In addition to having Christian paintings on a special altar, they are also 

12. Although Kakure Kirishitan is a conventional, overarching term used to refer to 
crypto-Christian traditions in Japan, people who actually observe the traditions do not 
identify themselves as such. For example, in the Nagasaki area, they have been called 
Furu Kirishitan or Mukashi Kirishitan, etc. Furu and mukashi mean “old.” Miyazaki, 
2001: 22–6.

13. Today’s Sotome-Gotô.
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known to maintain kitchen shrines dedicated to the Shinto kitchen god Kôjin (荒
神), as well as altars for the popular Japanese Buddhist sage Kôbô Daishi (弘法大師 
774–835).

Ethnography 

Tagita Kôya (1896−1994) is a pioneer ethnographer who began researching the 
Kakure communities in the late 1920s. Tagita’s work is particularly important today 
because it includes the ethnography of pre-World War II Kakure communities that 
have long since disappeared. Ninety years after Tagita conducted his first fieldwork, 
the lives of people in the city of Nagasaki have changed dramatically, partly 
because of the damage brought by the world war and the large-scale urbanization 
that followed the city’s recovery from the destruction. Tagita’s old black-and-
white photographs provide us with valuable information about practices among 
ordinary farmers and fishermen. In these photographs, we find a white ceramic 
Kannon statuette along with a typical European-style medallion that was most 
likely imported via Macao in the early seventeenth century, before the persecution 
intensified (Tagita 1978: figs. 1 and 110).

Another prominent researcher, Kataoka Yakichi (1908–1980), was a 
contemporary of Tagita whose research focused on the history of crypto-
Christianity. According to Kataoka, the modern Kakure in Nagasaki city, Kurosaki, 
and the Gotô islands revere Buddhist statuettes placed on their home altars to 
represent Jesus, Mary, and the saints. He observes that the majority of these are 
porcelain Kannon statuettes and bronze Buddhas (i.e., Nyorai 如来). The Buddha 
statues are revered as Jesus figures, and the porcelain Kannons represent Mary. 
Kataoka also remarks that suspicious items are circulating in the antique market 
as old crypto-Christian paraphernalia, including Kannon statues with a Latin 
cross inscribed on the back. However, he considers these Kannon figures with 
ostentatious Latin crosses to be forgeries and believes they have never been used 
in religious practice (Kataoka 1967: 243–4). It is beyond the scope of this paper 
to discuss the issue of the authenticity of religious objects, but from Kataoka’s 
observation we may infer that the Nagasaki crypto-Christians adopted Buddhist 
statues in their religious practice without modifications (in other words, without 
adding “ostentatious” crosses or anything else), and they also maintained a certain 
typology to distinguish Jesus figures from Mary.

More recent ethnographies conducted by Miyazaki Kentarô, Nakazono Shigeo, 
Stephen Turnbull, and others focus on the Kakure communities of the remote 
island of Ikitsuki that have not traditionally incorporated Buddha/Kannon figures 
in their practice. Ikitsuki is chiefly of interest to contemporary researchers because 
of the aforementioned changes in Kakure communities in Nagasaki. Particularly 
since the 1970s, urbanization has completely changed the landscape and the 
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14. In 2005, Kurosaki was incorporated into Nagasaki city.

life of people in the area. According to Miyazaki, since 2000 there has been no 
functioning Kakure community in Nagasaki-city’s central area, but fifty-seven 
Kakure households in Kurosaki14 and fifty-nine in the Gotô islands. The largest 
number was found in Ikitsuki, where nearly 270 households were still committed to 
practising their unique tradition (Miyazaki 2001: 46–8).

Objects

Research on crypto-Christian objects is often hampered by the considerable 
number of fake artifacts that circulate in the antique market or are housed in private 
collections. With respect to authenticity, one of the most reliable resources for 
the study of their visual culture is the Japanese Christian collection in the Tokyo 
National Museum. The collection maintains all the objects confiscated from the 
crypto-Christians during the third and fourth Urakami crackdowns, and some 
of them have accompanying tags or documents with some information about the 
owner. In particular, among more than five hundred items in the collection, we 
can identify the two statuettes that Kichizô surrendered to authorities—the white 
ceramic Hanta Maruya and Inasshô made of copper—by the presence of the tags 
attached most likely by the Nagasaki magistrate’s office, stating: “Nakano ward (of 
Urakami village), Kichizô.” Kichizô’s Hanta Maruya is an elegant porcelain figure 
(fig. 1) that depicts a standing, feminine Kannon, and the Inasshô is a figure of a 
seated Kannon with a more masculine look, holding a scroll (fig. 2).

Figure 1:
Maria-Kannon, 
ceramic (porcelain), 41.5 cm in height, 17th century 
Tokyo National Museum 
(Source: TNM Image Archive)

Figure 2: 
Seated Kannon,

 copper, 8.9 cm in height, 17th century 
Tokyo National Museum 

(Source: Tokyo National Museum 2001: fig.139)
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Texts

The story recounted at the beginning of this paper is based on the record, 
“A case of unorthodox sectarians” (isshû-ikken, 異宗一件), which was signed by 
Nagasaki governor Okabe Surugano-kami (岡部駿河守, 1825–1867) in the fourth 
year of Ansei 安政,1857. The original volume is now in the Nagasaki Prefectural 
Library. Of the four major incidents of Urakami crypto-Christian arrests—the 
first crackdown in 1790, the second in 1842, the third in 1856, and the fourth in 
1867—the last is the one most frequently studied. The fourth Urakami crackdown 
was much larger in scale than the others, with more than 3,400 people arrested, and 
it happened two years after the French missionaries in Nagasaki, whose mission 
activity was restricted within the precinct of the foreign settlement, became aware 
of the presence of the crypto-Christians. At the time of the fourth crackdown, 
the missionaries were already re-catechizing the believers in secret and they used 
diplomatic resources to protest vigorously the arrest of their neophytes. From the 
point of view of studying crypto-Christian beliefs however, the records of the third 
Urakami crackdown are no less significant, because people’s confessions of faith 
were not affected by the orthodox catechism delivered by the missionaries. 

Another important textual source that needs to be mentioned here is the 
narrative tradition passed down among Nagasaki crypto-Christians: the story titled 
Tenchi Hajimari no Koto (天地始まりの事 “the beginning of Heaven and Earth;” 
hereafter, Tenchi).15 Tenchi is a curious blend of anecdotes from Hebrew and 
Christian scriptures, apocryphal writings, and the Golden Legend, blended further 
with the local narrative cycles.16 The story consists of three main parts: Deusu’s (
でうす “Deus” or “God”)17 creation of heaven and earth; the story of Maruya (丸や 
“Mary”); and the life, death, and resurrection of Jiyusu Kirihito18 (じゆすきり人 “Jesus 
Christ”). In particular, the second part tells the story of Maruya, a beautiful maiden 
living in the kingdom of Roson (ろそん)19 and her rejection of the king’s marriage 
proposal. The virgin Maruya gives birth to the Son of God, and the heartbroken 
king of Roson dies in despair. At the end of the story, however, after the Passion and 
the resurrection of Jiyusu Kirihito, Maruya and the king of Roson meet in heaven, 
and the two souls are finally united in a heavenly marriage.

15. A list of different versions of transcription can be found in Whelan 1996: xi.
16. For a thorough study of Tenchi and its relation to the local narrative cycles, see Kamiya 

1986.
17. Note that “Deusu” is sometimes written in Chinese characters as 天帝. See for 

example, Ebisawa et al. 1970: 384–385.
18. See Hoshino 2009; Hoshino 2012; and Josephson 2006: 147–198.
19. The name of the kingdom may refer to Luzon, the Philippines.
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20. “Pappa” most likely derives from the Pope, and Maruji may refer to the martyrs.
21. On the history of the collection, see Illustrated Catalogues of Tokyo National Museum: 

Objects Relating to Early Christian Faith in Japan (Tokyo: Tokyo National Museum, 
2001), pp. 16–21.

Among the colorful personages presented in this intriguing story of romance 
and salvation, Maruya is the most prominent figure next to Deus and Jesus. 
Tenchi incorporates non-biblical Marian legends such as the Roman miracle of the 
“Santa Maria of the Snows” into the main storyline, while it boldly transforms the 
primordial biblical episode of the great flood into a huge tsunami wave, in which 
only the king Pappa Maruji (ぱつぱ丸じ)20 and his seven brothers and sisters survive 
in a wooden boat. The fusion of Christian stories and indigenous lore in Tenchi 
exemplifies how the local oral tradition remodeled the Christian story of salvation, 
and it also attests to the significance of Marian devotion in Nagasaki’s crypto-
Christian tradition.

3. Iconographical Examination of Hanta Maruya: Image and Prototype

In this section, I proceed with an iconographic examination of the Urakami 
Christian objects in the Tokyo National Museum (TNM). Following the museum’s 
designation, I use the term “Maria Kannon” strictly to refer to the particular type of 
statuettes, namely white ceramic (porcelain) figures of Kannon, which the Urakami 
crypto-Christians adopted to substitute for the icon of Mary (Tokyo National 
Museum 2001). Among a few variations of Maria Kannon—standing, seated, with 
or without a baby boy—the most prevalent type in the collection is the enthroned 
figure with a baby son on her lap accompanied by two attendants. These porcelain 
wares are emblematic products of the Dehua kiln (徳化窯) in Fujian province, China 
(Yü 2001: fig. 3.8). Because Fujian was an important center of Catholic mission 
activities, historians note that the Dehua craftsmen were probably influenced by the 
Christian image of the Madonna and Child in developing the iconography of the 
Kannon figure with a baby (Yü 2001: 258; Arnold 2005; Loverance 2007: 119). The 
Dehua workshop also produced Christian Madonna and Child statuettes as exports 
to Europe, although distinctly Christian images are rare (Loverance 2007: 118).

Among some five hundred items in the TNM’s Japanese Christian collection, 
the majority are European-style Catholic paraphernalia dating from the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. These European devotional objects are the items 
confiscated during the fourth Urakami crackdown at the time when the French 
missionaries were already re-catechizing the crypto-Christians.21 The corpus of 
pre-nineteenth-century objects—in other words, the objects that were most likely 
used by the crypto-Christians before their encounter with the new missionaries 
in 1865—amounts to one hundred and fifty-five items. This corpus consists of 
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European-style Catholic devotional objects (paintings, engravings, sculptures, 
medals, and fragmented rosaries) and East Asian non-Christian sculptures. The 
catalog records some eighty non-Christian sculptures (the number increases 
significantly if fragmentary objects are included) as having come from the third 
Urakami crackdown, and thirty-seven of these are of the Maria Kannon type—
in other words, Chinese-style porcelain statuettes. Twenty-one pieces share an 
identical iconography and represent Kannon enthroned with a baby boy on her 
lap and her feet on a blossoming lotus flower supported by a dragon (fig. 3). Other 
Maria Kannon statuettes are female figures, either standing or seated without a 
throne. The rest of the Buddhist sculptures are not necessarily ceramic wares and 
include masculine-looking Kannon figures, and various Buddhas and Boddhisattva 
figures made of stucco, marble, wood, and bronze.

Almost half of the non-Christian sculptures owned by Urakami crypto-
Christians are of the Maria Kannon style, and the majority of these are of the 
enthroned Kannon figure holding a baby. It appears most likely that the enthroned, 
motherly Kannon figures were valued because of their striking resemblance to the 
prototype known as “Madonna and Child Enthroned,” or “Theotokos Nikopoia” 
(hereafter, Theotokos). What I mean by Theotokos here is a certain type of Marian 
iconography, with famous examples including the ninth-century mosaic in the apse 
of Hagia Sophia in Istanbul (fig. 4) or Duccio’s fourteenth-century painting in the 
Siena cathedral (Belting 1994: 167 and figs. 98, 245). Famous sixteenth-century 

Figure 3: 
Maria-Kannon, 
ceramic (porcelain), 19.4 cm in height, 17th century 
Tokyo National Museum 
(source: TNM Image Archive)

Figure 4: 
Madonna and Child (Theotokos) 

mosaic, 9th century 
Hagia Sophia, Istanbul 
(source: Art Resource)
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examples include Giovanni Bernini’s Madonna and Child Enthroned with Saints and 
Jan van Eyck’s Madonna and Child Enthroned (figs. 5, 6).

In The Oxford Companion to Christian Art and Architecture, Peter and Linda 
Murray state: 

The most influential image of the Virgin is the Pangia Nikopoia (All-Holy Bringer 
of Victory) in which the Madonna is seated on a throne holding the Christ Child 
in front of her, as if enthroned on her knees. This image stresses her role as the 
Theotokos (God-Bearer) …
The apse mosaic of the cathedral in Parenzo on the Dalmatian coast, of the mid-
6th century, contains a Theotokos Nikopoia with saints and ecclesiastics which is 
the earliest example of the Virgin in the major position in the apse. (Murray 1996: 
“Madonna Types”)

As the Christological debate was progressing in the early Church, the council of 
Ephesus in 431 insisted on the title Theotokos (“God-bearer” or “Mother of God”) 
for the indispensable human mother of the second person of the Holy Trinity, 
against the Arian heresy that proposed the title “Christokos” (“Mother of Christ”). 
Hans Belting notes that the title Theotokos made clear Mary’s role as a human 
bearer and thus distinguished between goddess-worship and veneration of the 
mother of God. Yet, the image featured Mary in a very prominent position. In the 
Roman world, “many cults of goddess-mothers still persisted, at least at a popular 

Figure 5:
Giovanni Bernini, 
Madonna and Child Enthroned with Saints, 
oil on panel, 1505 S. 
Zaccaria, Venice, Italy 
(source: Art Resource)

Figure 6:
Jan van Eyck, 

Madonna and Child,
 oil on panel, 1436 

Groeninge Museum, Bruges, Belgium 
(source: Art Resource)
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Dehua porcelain was not only treasured in China but was also a popular export 
item for overseas markets. The finest Dehua wares were so treasured that they 
ended up in royal collections in Europe, but there were also folk kilns that served 
the market of commoners with cheaper copies (Yü 2001: 433–4). The TNM 
catalog identifies all thirty-seven Maria Kannon statues in the collection as Dehua 
ware. Even though they are not necessarily the finer products of Dehua, they are 
remarkable considering that Urakami’s general population were peasants who 
were unlikely to be customers of Nagasaki’s international trading market. How did 
the villagers come to integrate import wares into their religious practice? Here, it 
seems reasonable to surmise that, at the time of persecution, someone informed the 
villagers that certain Dehua-made Kannon figures looked just like the European 
prototypes and could be substituted for the Virgin and Child. The person who did 
so may have been one of the early missionaries who had travelled through Macao, or 
may have been an educated Japanese Christian who had good knowledge of Chinese 
ceramics and Marian icons. Kichizô told the authorities that he inherited his Maria 
Kannon statuette from his ancestors (Minkan Shûkyô 1972: 833). Dehua wares and 
their like were circulating in Nagasaki early in the seventeenth century22 and it is 
possible that the adoption of the Dehua-style Kannon started early in the history 

22. An early seventeenth-century painting of the Nagasaki international market depicts a 
shop selling white porcelain statuettes. See Sakamoto et al. 1979: 80.

level” (Belting 1994: 33).
The features that Theotokos and the enthroned 

Maria Kannon have in common are the Virgin 
seated on the throne, her garb (including the veil), 
and the way she holds Jesus on her lap. The position 
of Mary’s left hand is also strikingly similar to 
the object in TNM’s collection (fig. 3) and the 
famous mosaic of Hagia Sophia (fig. 4). In addition, 
Theotokos is often depicted with flanking angels 
and saints on both sides, which correspond to the 
two small figures of juvenile consorts to each side 
of Kannon. Other variations of Maria Kannon, 
for example the standing figure owned by Kichizô 
(fig. 1), seem also to have been significant for the 
Urakami crypto-Christians. In Europe as well 
as in Latin America, a standing figure of Mary 
being pregnant with Jesus was prevalent especially 
from the late sixteenth century onwards as the 
Immaculate Conception (fig. 7).

Figure 7:
Immaculate Conception,

Wood, 17th century
 Granada Cathedral, Spain

 (source: Art Resource)
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23. See Wakakuwa 2008: fig. 218.
24. The TNM catalog includes some porcelain Maria Kannon figures seated without a 

chair. They are seated in Chinese/Korean style with a standing right knee, and they 
are considered to have been imported from China. 

25. 白焼の観音像

of crypto-Christianity, during the period when ordained priests and educated 
catechists were still active underground.

According to Joel Robbins, current anthropological scholarship tends 
to consider indigenous elements in crypto-religion as testaments to grassroots 
believers’ primary commitment to their traditional faith (Robbins 2011: 410). It 
would be a misunderstanding, however, to consider Urakami crypto-Christians’ 
adoption of Kannon figures to be an indication of their primary commitment to the 
local religious tradition. If they had intended to incorporate indigenous Japanese 
elements into their religious practices, it would have been much easier for them to 
adopt the Japanese-style Child-giving Kannon (koyasu kannon 子安観音) figures 
that are in general not enthroned on a chair but seated cross-legged directly on a 
blossoming lotus flower holding a baby boy.23 In Japan, Buddhist deities are usually 
depicted either standing or seated cross-legged without a chair, and “chaired” 
figures like the Dehua-style Kannon are very rare.24 The TNM catalog identifies 
only eleven pieces of Japanese sculpture among the artifacts from the Urakami 
third crackdown. They are Buddha and Bodhisattva figures that were most likely 
substituted for figures of Jesus and the saints because of their more masculine 
appearance.

As we have seen, Urakami crypto-Christians primarily appreciated the 
enthroned, Chinese-style Kannon figure that appeared closest to the European 
prototype. Their choice suggests that, under severe persecution, they still observed 
Christian visual traditions even as they made use of Buddhist statues as substitutes. 
During the long absence by priests, however, their beliefs about Christian salvation 
diverged considerably from earlier orthodoxy. 

Next, I will examine Kichizô’s use of Buddhist terminology in his confession 
and observe how the local religious narrative shaped his understanding of Marian 
doctrine.

4. The Story of Hanta Maruya according to Kichizô

The interrogation record states that Kichizo believed that his Kannon statuette 
represented the figure of the earthly manifestation of Hanta Maruya. Throughout 
the official’s report, we find observations that what the villagers identified as Hanta 
Maruya was in fact “white ceramic Kannon,”25 the type popularly known as Child-
bearing Kannon. It is reported:
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With regard to the statues revered by the villagers, there are white ceramic figures 
of a woman holding a child, representing Hanta Maruya, taking care of Riusu in 
childhood. Publicly, this kind of Buddha is known as Child-giving Kannon. Aside from 
these, there are various bronze and wooden Chinese statues, and these represent 
Hanta Maruya’s earthly manifestation, forms that Maruya achieved through ascetic 
training (Minkan Shûkyô 1972: 835. Translation and emphasis are mine).

The Japanese Buddhist term “earthly manifestation” (keshin 化身: lit. “bodily 
transformation”) is used to refer to a wide range of supernatural transformations 
from reincarnations of Gautama Buddha to the personification of nature gods and 
animal spirits. In the context of Japanese Kannon devotion, it specifically refers to 
the thirty-three manifestations mentioned in the Kannon Sutra (chapter twenty-
three of the Lotus Sutra; Yü 2001: 37–91): Kannon in a benevolent act of mercy 
assuming various human forms in order to guide those who are in desperate need of 
help and who cry out the name of Kannon.26 

The concept of the earthly manifestation of Hanta Maruya also arose in 
the interrogations of other villagers. The Nagasaki governor Okabe attempts to 
summarize the belief in Hanta Maruya in his final report as follows:

The main deity of this unorthodox sect is called Hanta Maruya. She gave birth to 
the deity named Riusu in her wandering, and thus the statue of a woman holding 
a child is the figure of Hanta Maruya taking care of Riusu. There are other kinds 
of statues among the believers’ possessions, and these are also believed to represent 
earthly manifestations of Hanta Maruya (Minkan Shûkyô 1972: 852. Translation 
and emphasis are mine.).

This summary denotes Okabe’s personal view of the crypto-Christians, and it is 
worth asking why he sees them as members of an “unorthodox sect” as opposed 
to members of an “evil sect.” Firstly, it appears that to Okabe the beliefs of crypto-
Christians were assimilated into the local religious culture and he did not consider 
them to be an evil foreign ideology destructive to Japanese society. Secondly, the 
governor was under political pressure never to admit that he had been ignorant of 
the existence of Christians under his rule. Punishing the Christians might have 
brought more damage to his career than dismissing them as unorthodox Buddhist 
sectarians.27 

In an article on Japanese Kannon devotion, Fujiwara Tasuku examines such 
crypto-Christian beliefs in Maruya and argues that Maria Kannon was a “Buddha 

26. In fact, in the original Sanskrit sutra, only sixteen forms are mentioned, and in 
Chinese translation, they are thirty-five.

27. On the category “unorthodox sect” (異宗), see chapter 5 of Ōhashi 2001.
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28. 来世は親妻子一同ハライソ江再生いたし

29. According to the old Japanese measurement system, one ri is equal to 3.9 km.

of the borderland” (hendobutsu, 辺土仏) rather than a Christian icon. Fujiwara 
examines Kichizô's confession and remarks that his belief in Maruya is consistent 
with the popular Buddhist belief that one’s devotion to Kannon brings merits 
both in this life and in the afterlife (Fujiwara 1982:299). Indeed, Kichizô told 
the interrogator that devotion to Maruya promises good harvest, happiness, and 
longevity in this life and that devotees and their families can be “reborn in Haraiso 
(ハライソ paradise) in the next life” (Minkan Shûkyô 1972: 842).28 Further, Kichizô 
described Haraiso as a vast plain of ten thousand “ri”-square,29 where Hanta Maruya 
takes thirty-three forms and one hundred ranks. It was none other than Maruya 
who created the stars as well as nature and the people on earth. Kichizô’s imagery 
of paradise sounds like an odd blend of a Buddhist paradise and the stories from 
Genesis, but in fact similar imagery is found in the crypto-Christian narrative 
Tenchi, in which Deusu manifested Himself in two hundred ranks and forty-two 
forms at the beginning of Creation (Whelan 1996: 39).

Further, Fujiwara argues that Kichizô’s confession indicates that Buddhist and 
Christian beliefs about Kannon and the Mother of God are merged (Fujiwara 1982: 
291–2). Certainly, the Kannon Sutra points out that Kannon divides itself into 
thirty-three manifestations, including various divinities, a layman, a laywoman, and 
even a child, so that those in need of help are guided as best suits each of them (Yü 
2001: 45). As there are many stories of Kannon apparitions and miracles in China 
and Japan, it seems reasonable to presume that the isolated underground Christians 
came to believe Hanta Maruya was one of the Kannon manifestations.

Fujiwara’s view of Urakami crypto-Christianity as a “borderland” variation of 
Japanese Buddhism is intriguing. The merger of two traditions progressed as the 
Urakami villagers understood Mary’s role in salvation history through the lens 
of local religious narrative. They had only Buddhist terminology to rely on when 
they retold their belief about Mary/Maruya, the mother of Jesus/Riusu. In Tenchi, 
we find a number of Buddhist terms (Shin 2011: 35), as well as Buddhist concepts 
such as the forms and ranks of Deus mentioned above. Modern commentators 
on Tenchi note that the forty-two forms of Deus exceed the thirty-three forms of 
Kannon manifestations and suggest that the author(s) of Tenchi may have attempted 
thereby to indicate the supremacy of Deus (Ebisawa et al. 1970: 382). The reference 
to the forms and ranks Deus took could exert influence on popular imagery, as in 
Kichizô’s image of paradise in which he conflated Maruya, Kannon, and Deus, and 
proclaimed that it was Maruya who created the stars.

Such overlaying of non-Buddhist beliefs upon Buddhist ideas and terminology 
had precedents in the religious cultures of East Asia. However, in view of the history 
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of the Catholic mission, local Marian cults that boldly incorporate elements of 
indigenous religious belief and practice are also not uncommon. Unlike Fujiwara, I 
am inclined to understand the belief and practice of Urakami crypto-Christians as a 
form of Marian cult, based on the villagers’ rejection of identifying the statuettes as 
Kannon. Throughout their confessions in front of Nagasaki authority, it is repeated 
that the white ceramic statuettes represented Maruya. Further, Maruya was 
consistently identified first and foremost as the mother of Riusu; which indicates 
that despite her prominence in the sacred world of Urakami Christians, Maruya’s 
primary role was the bearer of the son of God, and her rank did not exceed that of 
Deus. 

5. Conclusion

Visual and textual sources presented in this paper have elucidated two different 
dimensions with regard to the Marian image held by the nineteenth-century crypto-
Christians in the Urakami area. Firstly, the study of the “Maria Kannon” artifacts 
in the TNM collection has shown that even with the long isolation from the 
Church, the crypto-Christians tried to observe the traditional Catholic iconography 
by substituting the Chinese-style, enthroned child-giving Kannon figures as the 
image of “The Madonna and Child.” The choice of Dehua porcelain was elaborate 
and could not have been done by coincidence; the pose and position of the woman 
and the child is almost identical to the famous Marian prototype, Theotokos. 
Most likely, the villagers did not choose the Dehua product by themselves, but in 
the earlier days of religious proscription, someone with sufficient knowledge in 
Christian iconography must have advised them to employ the particular type of 
Kannon figure as substitute. 

Secondly, under the inf luence of local religious culture, crypto-Christian 
narrative about Hanta Maruya was at some remove from the Church’s teachings 
about the Mother of God. Nonetheless, the villagers were not aware of the 
digression. Maruya in their narrative demonstrates traits attributed to Kannon, 
such as its ability to appear in human form (earthly manifestation, keshin). The 
idea of the supernatural power of Kannon had permeated the local religious 
environment, and the Marian image could be assimilated into the image of Kannon 
easily, since Mary and Kannon share similar auxiliary roles in the Christian and 
Buddhist stories of salvation. Substituting child-giving Kannon statuettes in place of 
the “Madonna and Child” may have advanced the conflation. 

Lastly, with regard to contemporary use of the term “Maria Kannon,” a more 
careful look at the history and background of the TNM artifacts is called for. 
Casual use of the term can promote the misconception that the Urakami crypto-
Christians invented a new deity that was a mixture of Mary and Kannon. As we 
have seen, the villagers could not be clearer about the distinction between Hanta 
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Maruya and Kannon. The lives of Kichizô and other “baptizers” could have been 
saved, if they had accepted the local Buddhist priest’s assessment that the statuettes 
were Kannon. Without openly admitting to the authority they were Christians, by 
claiming that the statuettes represented Hanta Maruya, the mother of Riusu, the 
Urakami villagers were in fact confessing their Christian faith. 
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