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Buddha’s Representation in Japanese Edo-period Buddhist Sugoroku Games

Abstract

To use religious imagery such as Buddha in games and toys can be considered a blasphemy in many
countries. However, this does not seem to be a case in Japan. Generally, it has been explained that
Japanese Buddhism is unique. Japanese Buddhist monks can drink alcohol, marry, and work just as
the laity. However, the games and toys that use Buddhist images predate such leniency in the Japanese
Buddhist practices, which were established fairly recently — during the Meiji era (1864-1912). In
addition, some games and toys have religious functions such as serving as educational tools
encouraging the making of good deeds, or promoting Buddhism and its teachings in general.

The board games called sugoroku (X(><) are among the oldest Japanese games that use
Buddha characters. Such sugoroku are widespread enough to constitute a group of their own — the
Buddhist Sugoroku ({AZRMIR). The first ones were devised during the Muromachi period (app.
1336-1573) yet developed variety and gained popularity during the Edo period (1603-1868).

In order to understand the relation between religion and games in Japan, this thesis aims to
clarify the characteristics and functions of each Buddhist Sugoroku by analyzing its layout, mechanism,
and Buddha imagery that was used.

The Buddhist Sugoroku can be found in seven types: 1. jyodo-sugoroku (¥ XK), 2.
shyokazoshin-no-zu (RIEFHEHE 2 [X]), 3. kumano-jyodo-sugoroku (RE & 1+ 80R), 4.yokai-jyodo-
sugoroku (#K1EE#E 1+ X)), 5. muryajyukoku-jyado-sugoroku (4 & 55 [E 4 + W R), 6. zen aku-
sugoroku-gokuraku-douchii-zu-e (R SHRESE FHIX#R), and 7. shinjyubutsu-furiwake-sugoroku
(FPRALIE 5y #7535 8%). Only 2. shyokazoshin-no-zu type is a word sugoroku and does not contain
images.

This thesis is divided into four chapters.

The first chapter offers a brief overview of the history of each type of sugoroku, game
instructions and game production. According to the previous studies, some sugoroku, such as 1. jyodo-
sugoroku and 5. muryojyukoku-jyodo-sugoroku, were used for entertainment and gambling. On the
other hand, some sugoroku, such as 3. kumano-jyado-sugoroku, were used in Buddhist ceremony, and

some, such as 2. shyokazaoshin-no-zu, were used in Buddhist monks’ education.



The second chapter concerns with the layout of each type of sugoroku and specifies the
position of Buddha panels, elucidating that the early sugoroku, such as 1. jyado-sugoroku, 2.
shyokazoshin-no-zu, and 3. kumano-jyodo-sugoroku, placed Buddha as a goal or in the same level as
the goal. Meanwhile, the mid-Edo sugoroku, such as 4. yokai-jyado-sugoroku and 5. muryajyukoku-
Jjvodo-sugoroku, placed Buddha lower. Moreover, in late-Edo sugoroku, such as 6. zen ‘aku-sugoroku-
gokuraku-douchii-zu-e and 7. shinjyubutsu-furiwake-sugoroku, the panels of Buddha are no longer
seen or are situated in the lowest position next to the Hell panel.

In terms of types of Buddha in the Buddha panel, there are two. One is Buddha which is
unspecified and universal, the other is a specific individual Buddha. The universal Buddha can be seen
in the early sugoroku, such as 1. jyado-sugoroku and 2. shyokazoshin-no-zu. The individual Buddha
is found in the later, mid-Edo and late-Edo sugoroku. In other words, the changes in Buddha
transcendence can also be confirmed.

The third chapter examines the player’s progression in the games in order to clarify the
connection between Buddha panel and the others.

In 2. shyokazoshin-no-zu, the panels that connect with the Buddha panel are Bodhisattvas’
panels. In addition, the shortest routes are based on the Buddhist training order. At least seven turns
are necessary to achieve the goal, which is the largest number of moves among the Buddhist Sugoroku.
This confirms that these routes represent the effort needed in training to become a Buddha and the
Suitability for their usage in the Buddhist monk’s education.

On the other hand, in 1. jyado-sugoroku and 3. kumano-jyado-sugoroku, the Buddha panel
connects with the Evil Realms panel (jigoku #153, chikusho-do % 4=18) and the Human World panel
(ningenkai A [ 5%). In addition, the shortest route to the top takes only two turns (in 1. jyodo-
sugoroku) or just one turn (in 3. kumano-jyado-sugoroku), which is the least number of moves to reach
the Buddha panel among the Buddhist Sugoroku. In other words, the players can go to the Buddha
directly from the start or from the Evil Realms and the Human World panels. Thus, these routes
represent the Buddha’s salvation, confirming that these types of sugoroku were used by commoners
and their goal was to promote Buddhism by representing the image of salvation.

However, in the mid-Edo sugoroku, 4. yokai-jyodo-sugoroku and 5. muryajyukoku-jyodo-
sugoroku, the Buddha panels connected to each other or the other folk religious icons such as Seven

Gods of Fortune. Furthermore, from the Buddha panel, the players can be moved down to the lower,



such as Animals or Bodhisattva, panel. In addition, the Buddhist doctrines cannot be seen in the
shortest routes, which are visible in the other types of sugoroku. It becomes clear that both of these
sugoroku types were used for entertainment rather than in religious contexts.

There are some exceptions. In a Koka era (1844-1848) sugoroku, 6. zen aku-sugoroku-
gokuraku-douchii-zu-e, there is no Buddha panel, but instead the route leading to the goal of the Pure
Land, representing the Buddha’s salvation. This may be due to these sugoroku being published one
year after the earthquake at Zenkoji (%S K HIEE) in 1874 and Ansei great earthquakes (Z2E{ DK
Hi5E) of the Ansei era (1854-1860). During the chaos, there was a need to comfort people who were
mourning and wished for people who died in disasters to reach the Pure Land.

In the Bakumatsu era (1853-1864), before haibutsu kishaku (FE{AE%FR) movement, the 7.
shinjyubutsu-furiwake-sugoroku connected the Buddha panel to the Hell panel. In addition, from The
Buddha at Birth panel, the players could only move to the Five Evils panels (onjyu (8ki#), sessho (3%
£) and mogo (Z5E)). The players could choose from three routes consisting of Confucianism, Shinto,
and Buddhism, the Buddhist route having the least probability to win the game. It is thus evident that
the Buddhist status during this time was weakened. This could also be the reason why during the era
the Buddha representation in entertainment was brought to the surface more than before.

The fourth chapter examines the accuracy of the images of Buddha in sugoroku and their
way of artistic expression. First of all, regarding the accuracy of the figure of Buddha, the hypothesis
was that the sugoroku which emphasize entertaining would depict the Buddha images incorrectly.
However, the results display the contrary. That is because the sugoroku which are used in Buddhist
contexts, such as 1. jyado-sugoroku and 3. kumano-jyado-sugoroku, focus on Buddha salvation and
not the Buddhist monk’s training procedure. Thus, there is no requirement in accuracy of Buddha and
Bodhisattvas images. Additionally, in 3. kumano-jyado-sugoroku’s case, the Buddhas in Mandalas,
which portray esoteric symbolism, are hard to understand for commoners, and thus the types of
Buddha have been changed into a well-known Buddha such as Amida. On the other hand, the sugoroku
which are used for entertainment such as 4. yokai-jyodo-sugoroku, 5. muryajyukoku-jyado-sugoroku
and 7. shinjyubutsu-furiwake-sugoroku depict Buddha images correctly. This is because of the
development in natural history and archeology studies during the Genroku (1688-1704) era. These
developments brought the first book of Buddha image for commoners called Busshin-reiza-zui ( [1A

f5E 1% X ). The first appended chapter discusses the details of this book and how this book affected
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sugoroku. In addition, the popularity of many folk religious icons, such as Seven Gods of Fortune, has
risen since mid-Edo and the knowledge for correct categorization became required. Moreover, the
Buddhas are expressed in three forms: as Tathagata, light, or human.

In 6. zen ‘aku-sugoroku-gokuraku-douchii-zu-e, the Buddha is expressed as the light above
the sky. Such symbolistic expression is influenced by Shingaku (:L»%). The second appended chapter
discusses the expression of Buddha under the influence of Shingaku. The books about Shingaku, such
as Kibyoshi (¥ 75#%), tend to portray Buddha in a symbolic way in order to remind the reader that the
good heart is more important than the solid things, just as in the Buddhist ceremony.

Finally, in 7. shinjyubutsu-furiwake-sugoroku, the Buddha is expressed in human form, such
as The Buddha at Birth and Shakyamuni descending the mountain after practices in asceticism, both
representing the Buddha before the achievement of enlightenment. In this type of sugoroku, Buddha’s
transcendence is not emphasized. The third appended chapter introduces the game called Sangokuken
(=IE%) which the religious icons that were used in the game are the same as in 7. shinjyubutsu-
furiwake-sugoroku and the meaning behind this usage.

The results have shown the gradual development of the Buddhist contexts in sugoroku,

giving us a tool to understand the Buddha-in-games phenomenon of the contemporary Japan.
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