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On the Childhood of Kukai/Kobo Daishi
Keiichi SHIBUYA, Senior Cultural Properties Investigator, Agency for Cultural Affairs

When considering the life of Kiikai, it is necessary to carefully distinguish between his two lives, namely,
Kikai as a historical figure and Kobo Daishi as the founder of the sect and object of religious devotion. We must
explore how Kiikai existed, and how religious requirements ultimately created the existence of Kobo Daishi by
adding to or removing content from this reality. This distinction must be made based on critical examination
of sources, particularly when investigating Kiukai's childhood and his time in Sanuki (present-day Kagawa
Prefecture), where historical sources are scarce.

The biography of Kiikai is primarily based on the obituary in the Shoku Nihon Koki entry for 25 March 835
(Jowa 2). The information in this biographical record comes from two sources. The first is the official record, i.e.
census information. The Daijokanpu, a draft of an official government document held at the Yamato Bunkakan
Museum and known as Kikai’s ordination certificate (a state-issued permit to become a monk), contains
his census information. The other source is self-reporting. The descriptions of Kiikai's childhood and young
adulthood recorded in the preface to the Sango Shiiki, which was written when he was twenty-four, are almost
identical to those in the obituary. The compilers of the Shoku Nihon Koki were aware of the Sangd Shiiki, which
is also referenced in the obituary as the Sangoron. In addition to these two sources, information about Kiikai’s
childhood can be extracted from records of family relationships. In any case, records of his childhood are scarce.

Conversely, the childhood of Kobo Daishi is adorned with episodes that recount how he was raised to
become a disciple of Buddha. The Kobo Daishi Goyuigo held by Toji Temple contains scenes in which
Kobo Daishi/Kiikai reflects on his life, recounting miracles that occurred at his birth and conversations
with Buddha in his dreams.

Against the backdrop of the spread of the faith of Kobo Daishi and the medieval revival of Zentsiji as 'the
temple of the Daishi's birth', traditions about his childhood were formed and established. These include accounts
of his birth, scenes of him playing with mud to make Buddhist stupas, and incidents where the provincial governor
is astonished to see the Four Heavenly Kings protecting him. There are also stories of Shakyamuni Buddha
appearing to save Kiikai after he threw himself off a cliff. These stories were visualised in the Daishi Gyojo
Zue, and during the Edo period, fundraising campaigns created “icons” based on these stories.

Separating the life of Kiikai as a real person from the elements added to his life as Kobo Daishi makes it
possible to explore not only his actual life, but also the religious needs that led to his life being portrayed as that
of the Great Master, Daishi.
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