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Abstract

“Song‑style宋風 stone lions” is a term commonly seen in scholarly literature on medieval
Japanese stone carvings. It refers primarily to the Chinese stone lions imported into Japan
from around 1200 to the turn of the 14th and 15th centuries, as well as to stone lion fig‑
ures carved by Southern Song stonemasons in Japan. Like other Song‑style stone carv‑
ings such as Satsuma pagodas 薩摩塔, they are important remains of cultural exchange
along the Sino‑Japanese maritime Silk Road. Through comparative analysis of their mor‑
phological features, it is possible to trace the evolutionary lineage of the extant Song‑style
stone lions in Japan. The imported examples can be divided into two main types, A and B.
Type A can be further subdivided into three sequential subtypes (I, II, III). All stone lions
of Subtypes I and II of Type A and the earliest ones of Subtype III, together with Type B
examples, generally date from around 1200 to the Song‑Yuan transitional period, and can
therefore be considered “Song‑style” stone lions in the strict sense. The lion figures left
by Southern Song stonemasons in Japan, which are mainly works of the late 12th to early
13th century, share morphological characteristics with the early imported Song‑style stone
lions—namely, Subtype I of Type A. The analysis of stone material sources suggests that
most of the extant imported Song‑style stone lions in Japan might have come from the
Jiangsu‑Zhejiang江浙 region, China. In fact, the lineage of Song‑style stone lions outlined
on the basis of the Japanese examples is equally applicable to the study of contemporane‑
ous stone lions found in the Jiangsu‑Zhejiang region. Moreover, it should also be noted that
the transmission of Song‑style stone lions and their craftsmanship to Japan occurred in the
context of the prosperity of the Sino‑Japanese maritime Silk Road and the eastward spread
of Song‑style Buddhist culture. The production, importation, placement and preservation
of most Song‑style stone lions inmedieval Japan are closely tied to Sino‑Japanese Buddhist
cultural exchanges.

Keywords: song‑style stone lions; medieval Japan; Sino‑Japanese maritime silk road

1. Introduction
The Song‑style (宋風) stone lions preserved in Japan represent a distinctive category

among medieval Japanese stone carvings. They are primarily distributed across Kyushu
九州 and Honshu本州, with a chronological range spanning from the late 12th to the turn
of the 14th and 15th centuries. Although referred to as “Song‑style stone lions” in Japanese
academic literature, the term encompasses not only the stone lions from the Song dynasty,
but also those stone carvings of the same kind fromChina during the Yuan and earlyMing
periods that inherited the Song dynasty’s stylistic characteristics. These Song‑style stone
lions can be divided into two categories below:

The first category comprises stone lions imported from China to Japan between
around 1200 and the turn of the 14th–15th centuries, mostly found in Fukuoka Prefec‑
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ture福岡県 of northern Kyushu, Nagasaki Prefecture長崎県 of northwestern Kyushu, and
Kagoshima Prefecture鹿児島県 of southwestern Kyushu, with a smaller number discov‑
ered in Kyoto Prefecture 京都府, Okayama Prefecture 岡山県, Hyogo Prefecture 兵庫県,
Yamaguchi Prefecture山口県 of Honshu. These stone lions were brought to Japan mainly
by maritime merchants and Buddhist monks traveling between China and Japan during
the Southern Song to Yuan and early Ming periods (Igata 2005, pp. 81–98; 2008, pp. 65–83;
2017, pp. 33–50).

The second consists of lion‑shaped stone carvings crafted in Japan by Chinese stone‑
masons who came from the Southern Song. These works are relatively few in number
and are scattered across the Kinki近畿 region of Honshu, including Nara奈良, Mie三重,
and Wakayama 和歌山 (Yamakawa 2012, pp. 306–9; Okamoto 2012, pp. 67–70; Sato and
Sato 2019, pp. 449–56). Their historical context is more specific: they were carved in the
late 12th to early 13th century, primarily by Southern Song stonemasons recruited by the
eminent monk Chogen重源 during the reconstruction of Todai‑ji Temple東大寺.

As early as the 1980s, Shiro Ito伊東史朗 had already taken note of these Song‑style
stone lions. In his paper, he classified “Song‑style stone lions” as a distinct category, dif‑
ferentiating them from the medieval Japanese “Komainu”狛犬 stone sculptures (Ito 1989,
pp. 74–78). At the dawn of the 21st century, Susumu Igata 井形進 focused on the Song‑
style stone lions shipped from China to Kyushu, largely clarifying the evolutionary pat‑
tern of Song and Yuan stone lions imported toMedieval Japan (Igata 2005, pp. 81–98; 2008,
pp. 65–83; 2018, pp. 25–48). Meanwhile, Hitoshi Yamakawa 山川均, Asei Sato 佐藤亜聖
and others examined the stone lion carvings by Southern Song stonemasons scattered
across the Kinki region of Honshu (Yamakawa 2012, pp. 306–9; Sato 2019, pp. 47–52; Oe
2012, pp. 11–54; Okamoto 2012, pp. 67–70). For recent years, with the disclosure of new
materials on Song‑style stone lions and the deepening of related research, it has become
possible to outline the morphological evolutionary lineage of Song‑style stone lions. Ad‑
ditionally, the historical context of the cross‑sea transmission of Song‑style stone lions and
their carving craftsmanship to Japan, as well as the scenes of their utilization in Japan, have
not yet been fully explored (Yamakawa 2012; Igata 2018). These are the key focuses of this
paper.

Regarding the morphological evolutionary lineage, the author thinks that the extant
imported Song‑style stone lions in Japan can be divided into two types, A and B, with
Type A further subdivided into three sequential subtypes: I, II, and III. Most stone lions
of Subtype III of Type A date to the Yuan and early Ming dynasties, beyond the extent of
the Song period, and are also morphologically distinct from those of Subtypes I and II of
Type A. However, the author has found stone lions that exhibit transitional features from
Subtype II to Subtype III, which reflect the continuity and consistency in the carving style
of the extant imported Chinese stone lions in Japan. In order to clarify the chronological
framework, this paper will propose more definitive dates for the representative Song‑style
stone lion sculptures. In addition, based on the analysis of the stone materials of the Song‑
style stone lions, the author infers that the extant imported Song‑style stone lions in Japan
were mainly from the Zhejiang and Jiangsu regions of China. The merchants involved in
Sino‑Japanese trade and Japanese Buddhistmonks returning fromChina played important
roles in the transmission process of Song‑style stone lions and their craftsmanship to me‑
dieval Japan. In medieval Japan, Song‑style stone lions (including both imported ones and
those carved by Southern Song Stonemasons in Japan) were primarily used at Buddhist
temples and Shinto shrines. This study is based on the author’s own field surveys and on‑
site observations of the stone lions. Compared with Japanese researchers, the author has
conducted a more in‑depth comparative study of Chinese and Japanese Song‑style stone

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel17070799

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel17070799


Religions 2026, 17, 799 3 of 31

lions (including both relief carvings and sculptures in the round), drawing on examples
discovered in China.

2. Spatial Distribution of Extant Song‑Style Stone Lions in Japan
As indicated in Table 1, the majority of the Song‑style stone lions imported from

China to Japan are distributed in the northern, northwestern, and southwestern regions
of Kyushu, specifically including: Fukuoka Prefecture in northern Kyushu, Nagasaki Pre‑
fecture in northwestern Kyushu, and Kagoshima Prefecture in southwestern Kyushu. The
Fukuoka region in northern Kyushu boasts the richest variety of imported Song and Yuan
dynasty stone carvings and is also the most densely concentrated area for Song‑style stone
lions. So far, 11 Song‑style stone lions with their basic information disclosed have been
found in this region. In the Nagasaki region of northwestern Kyushu, there are 4 extant
Song‑style stone lions, two of which are located on offshore islands: one on Hirado Island
平戸島 of Hirado City and the other one on Ojika Island小値賀島 in Kitamatsura County
北松浦郡. In the Kagoshima region of southwesternKyushu, two relativelywell‑preserved
Song‑style stone lions have been discovered by now, along with remains and fragments of
three others. (See Table 1 for specific locations).

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel17070799

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel17070799


Religions 2026, 17, 799 4 of 31

Table 1. Basic Information on Extant Imported Song‑Style Stone Lions in Japan.

S.No. Region Location Basic Form Current
Condition Photo

1 Fukuoka
Prefecture

Munakata Taisha
Shinpokan

(Treasure Hall),
Munakata City

Paired seated lion
figures, male holding
ball, female cradling
cub; Square pedestals
with four protruding

feet (圭角).

Well‑preserved.
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Table 1.Cont.

S.No. Region Location Basic Form Current
Condition Photo

6 Fukuoka
Prefecture

Iimori Shrine,
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Fukuoka City
(Currently

deposited at the
Kyushu Historical

Museum)

Paired seated lion
figures, male holding
ball, female cradling

cub; Taihu
rock‑shaped pedestal.

Well‑preserved.
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Paired seated lion 
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details weathered; 
Taihu rock-shaped 

pedestal. 

Heavy weathering 
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Hashiguchi (2013b, p. 11) 

12 
Kagoshima Pre-

fecture 

Kaseda-Masuyama 
Hachiman-jinja 
Shrine, Kaseda-
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Minamisatsuma 

City 

Damaged paired 
seated lion figures. 

One figure surviv-
ing only as the side 
of the head and up-
per chest; the other 

only as the back 
and hindquarters. 

  
Hashiguchi (2013a, p. 3) 

7 Nagasaki
Prefecture

Umidera‑ato Site,
Tabira Town,
Hirado City
(currently

deposited at the
Satotabaru

Historical and
Folk Museum)

Paired seated lion
figures; Square slab

pedestal.

One stone lion
has severe

damage to the
head; the other
survives only as
a fragment.
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seated lion figures. 

One figure surviv-
ing only as the side 
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only as the back 
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8 Nagasaki
Prefecture

Okinomiya Shrine
(Shijiki‑jinja),
Noko Town,
Hirado City

Single seated lion
figure (possibly from
a pair, the other one
missing), left foreleg

cradling a cub;
Square slab pedestal.

Largely intact
but some surface
weathering seen.
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seated lion figures. 

One figure surviv-
ing only as the side 
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9 Nagasaki
Prefecture

Jinokojima Shrine,
Ojika Island,
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County

Small single prone
lion figure, right
forepaw resting on
ball; Square slab

pedestal.
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with minor

damage to the
face of the lion

figure.
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seated lion figures. 

One figure surviv-
ing only as the side 
of the head and up-
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only as the back 
and hindquarters. 
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10 Kagoshima
Prefecture

Mizumoto‑jinja
Shrine, Kawanabe

Town,
Minamikyushu

City

Stone lion fragment,
original posture
unknown; Square
slab pedestal.

Only small
portions of
hindquarters,

tail, and pedestal
of lion figure
remaining.
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11 Kagoshima
Prefecture

Iikura Shrine,
Kawanabe Town,
Minamikyushu

City

Paired seated lion
figures, male holding
ball, female cradling
cub, frontal details
weathered; Taihu

rock‑shaped pedestal.

Heavy
weathering on
the front of the
lion figure.
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12 Kagoshima
Prefecture

Kaseda‑
Masuyama

Hachiman‑jinja
Shrine, Kaseda‑
Masuyama,

Minamisatsuma
City

Damaged paired
seated lion figures.

One figure
surviving only
as the side of the
head and upper
chest; the other
only as the back

and
hindquarters.
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Table 1.Cont.

S.No. Region Location Basic Form Current
Condition Photo

13 Kyoto
Prefecture

Yuki Shrine,
Sakyo Ward,
Kyoto City
(currently

deposited at the
Kyoto National

Museum)

Paired seated lion
figures, male holding
ball, female cradling
cub; Square pedestals
with four protruding

feet.

Well‑preserved.
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Small single prone 
lion figure, right 

forepaw resting on 
ball; Square slab 

pedestal. 

Partially weathered 
lion figure with 
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17 
Yamaguchi Pre-

fecture 

Kumano Gongen-
sha, Mitsumi, Na-

gato City 

Paired seated lion 
figures, male hold-
ing ball, female cra-

dling cub; Taihu 
rock-shaped pedes-

tal. 

Well-preserved 

  
Igata (2017, pp. 34–35) 

Note: The photos of stone lions in Table 1 were taken by the author, except those with the sources 
indicated. 

In Honshu, extant imported Song-style stone lions are scattered across Kyoto Prefec-
ture, Hyogo Prefecture, Okayama Prefecture, and Yamaguchi Prefecture. A total of eight 
imported Song-style stone lions with basic information revealed in academic literature 
have been identified, including two in Kyoto, three in Hyogo, one in Okayama, and two 
in Yamaguchi. In fact, compared to Kyushu, the overall number of extant imported Song-
style stone carvings in Honshu is quite limited. Apart from the imported Song-style stone 
lions, only one imported small-sized Song-style stone pagoda—Satsuma pagoda 薩摩塔 
has been found, which is located in Sakai City 堺市, Osaka. (See Table 1 for specific loca-
tions). 

For most of the period from the late 12th to the 14th century, Sino-Japanese trading 
vessels were largely confined to Kyushu. The coastal areas and nearby islands in northern, 
northwestern, and southwestern Kyushu were also the most accessible and frequently 
navigated regions for these ships. This explains why the stone carvings imported from 
China, including stone lions, were predominantly concentrated in Kyushu during this pe-
riod. In fact, the Song-style stone lions scattered across various regions of Honshu were 
also transported via Kyushu (Enomoto 2007, pp. 28–238; Takatsu 2012, pp. 213–25; Liu 
and Yuan 2024, pp. 299–361). 

14 Okayama
Prefecture

Kumano Shrine,
Tokudomi,
Akaiwa City
(currently

deposited at the
Okayama
Prefectural
Museum)

Single seated lion
figure (possibly from
a pair, the other one
missing), cradling a

cub; Taihu
rock‑shaped pedestal.

Well‑preserved.
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Igata (2017, pp. 34–35)
Note: The photos of stone lions in Table 1 were taken by the author, except those with the sources indicated.

In Honshu, extant imported Song‑style stone lions are scattered across Kyoto Pre‑
fecture, Hyogo Prefecture, Okayama Prefecture, and Yamaguchi Prefecture. A total of
eight imported Song‑style stone lions with basic information revealed in academic liter‑
ature have been identified, including two in Kyoto, three in Hyogo, one in Okayama,
and two in Yamaguchi. In fact, compared to Kyushu, the overall number of extant im‑
ported Song‑style stone carvings in Honshu is quite limited. Apart from the imported
Song‑style stone lions, only one imported small‑sized Song‑style stone pagoda—Satsuma
pagoda薩摩塔 has been found, which is located in Sakai City堺市, Osaka. (See Table 1 for
specific locations).

For most of the period from the late 12th to the 14th century, Sino‑Japanese trad‑
ing vessels were largely confined to Kyushu. The coastal areas and nearby islands in
northern, northwestern, and southwestern Kyushu were also the most accessible and fre‑
quently navigated regions for these ships. This explains why the stone carvings imported
from China, including stone lions, were predominantly concentrated in Kyushu during
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this period. In fact, the Song‑style stone lions scattered across various regions of Honshu
were also transported via Kyushu (Enomoto 2007, pp. 28–238; Takatsu 2012, pp. 213–25;
Liu and Yuan 2024, pp. 299–361).

However, another category of Song‑style stone lions—those created by Southern Song
stonemasons who were recruited to Japan—are found exclusively in Honshu, specifically
in the Kinki region. One set is located at the South Gate of Todai‑ji Temple in Nara, consist‑
ing of two ceremonial stone lions guarding the entrance. On the Sumeru pedestal須彌座 of
the lion on the east side, there are four relief carvings of lions playing with a ball. Another
work is located at the Aritoshi Shrine蟻通神社 in Wakayama, which is an unfinished gate
lion. Additionally, at Shindaibutsu‑ji Temple新大佛寺 in Iga伊賀, Mie Prefecture, there is
a group of Song‑style relief carvings of lions on a large‑sized stone pedestal, with ten lion
figures still discernible today1 (see Table 2 for specific locations) (Figure 1).

Figure 1.Distribution of Extant Song‑Style Stone Lions in Japan (▲ extant imported Song‑style stone
lions in Japan, with serial numbers corresponding to Table 1; △ stone lion carvings completed in
Japan by Southern Song stonemasons, with serial numbers corresponding to Table 2).
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Table 2. Basic Information on Extant Song‑Style Stone Lions in Japan Created by Southern Song
Stonemasons.

S.No. Region Location Basic Form Current
Condition Photo

1 Nara
Prefecture

Todai‑ji Temple,
Nara City

Paired seated lion statues,
bodies upright, heads facing
forward, each on a Sumeru
pedestal; Paired ball‑playing
lion reliefs (east & west
sides) on the waist of the

east lion pedestal.

Well‑preserved
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Prefecture
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Relief lion figures, carved
on the surface of a massive
circular stone pedestal,
totaling ten, mostly in

ball‑playing, standing and
running postures.

Most of the relief
lion figures
show varying
degrees of
weathering.
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3. Morphological Features, Chronological Framework and
Evolutionary Lineage

The extant imported Song‑style stone lions in Japan are all small to medium‑sized
sculptures in the round. The total height of most lion statues, including their pedestals,
ranges from 36 cm to 73 cm, with a minority of smaller stone lions measuring between
12 cm and 15 cm in total height. Their designs adhere to a relatively uniform basic model:
they are arranged in male‑female pairs, crafted in a seated or prone posture, with square
or Taihu rock太湖石‑shaped pedestals beneath the lion figures. The basic posture of the
male lion is holding a brocade ball with both front paws or stepping on a ball with one front
paw, its head slightly turned to its right, and its tail curled around its right hind leg. The
basic posture of the female lion is embracing a cub with both front paws or one front paw,
the head slightly turned to its left, and its tail curled around its left hind leg. Regarding
the details of the lion figures, within each pair, one statue has a closed mouth while the
other has an open mouth. The manes are of two types: one predominantly featuring curly
locks, and the other primarily consisting of straight, bundled or separated strands (except
on the cheeks).

Among the round‑sculpted stone lions created by Southern Song stonemasons in
Japan, the two stone lions at the South Gate of Todai‑ji Temple in Nara are large‑scale
gate guardians. The male lion, including its pedestal, has a total height of 321.5 cm, while
the female lion, also with its pedestal, measures 305.5 cm. Both lion statues are sculpted
in an upright seated posture without a brocade ball or a cub (Oe 2012, pp. 11–54). The
stone lion at the Aritoshi Shrine in Wakayama, standing at a height of 165 cm,2 shares the
same upright seated posture as the lions at the South Gate of Todai‑ji but remains unfin‑
ished (Sato and Sato 2019, pp. 449–56). The relief‑carved lion figures on the pedestal of the
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eastern lion statue at the South Gate of Todai‑ji Temple in Nara, as well as those on the
stone pedestal at Shindaibutsu‑ji Temple in Iga, Mie Prefecture, are most composed with
brocade balls, each with a distinct appearance (Okamoto 2012, pp. 67–70).

Among the extant imported Song‑style stone lions in Japan, the date of the two stone
lions atMunakata Taisha Shrine宗像大社 in Fukuoka and the pair at KumanoGongen‑sha
Shrine熊野権現社 in Mitsumi三隅, Nagato長門, is relatively clear. The Song‑style stone
lions at Munakata Taisha Shrine bear an inscription marking the “first year of Ken’nin
建仁元年” (1201),3 indicating that this pair was produced around 1200. Regarding the dat‑
ing of the stone lions at Kumano Gongen‑sha Shrine in Misumi, Nagato, Japanese scholar
Susumu Igata has inferred, based on historical documents and artifact archival records re‑
lated to Kumano Gongen‑sha Shrine and Misumi Hachiman‑gu Shrine 三隅八幡宮, that
these two stone lions were donated during the Japanese Oei 応永 period (1394–1428) by
Qingzai 慶載, a Buddhist monk from Wenzhou 温州, China. Their carving period thus
falls within the late 14th to early 15th century (Igata 2017, pp. 33–50; 2018, pp. 25–48). Un‑
doubtedly, these two pairs of stone lions serve as chronological benchmarks for the im‑
ported Song‑style stone lions remaining in Japan (Figures 2 and 3).

 

Figure 2. Stone Lion of Munakata Taisha (Photo by author).

 

Figure 3. Stone Lion of Kumano Gongen‑sha (Igata 2017, p. 34).
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According to Susumu Igata’s opinion, the stone lions of Munakata Taisha Shrine and
those of KumanoGongen‑sha shrine occupy the two endpoints of this chronological frame‑
work. By comparing their morphological features, one can discern trends in the stylistic
evolution of imported Chinese stone lions from around 1200 to the turn of the 14th and
15th centuries. Specifically, early imported Song‑style stone lions, represented by the Mu‑
nakata Taisha examples, feature relatively rigid outlines, sharply defined stonework edges,
and a robust overall appearance, with smoothly finished surfaces. Over time, however,
the bodily contours of the late‑period Song‑style stone lions became more softly curved,
while surface treatment increasingly sought a textured and rough quality. Furthermore,
the pedestals of early Song‑style stone lions were carved with decorative protruding feet
(圭角) at their four corners, later evolving into simple square slabs and eventually into
irregular forms imitating Taihu rock formations. Based on these changes in stylistic char‑
acteristics, a chronological sequence of imported Song‑style stone lions remaining in Japan
can be set up: Munakata Taisha Shrine宗像大社 stone lions→ Taiso Shrine太祖神社 stone
lions/Yuki Shrine由岐神社 stone lions→Kanzeon‑ji Temple観世音寺 stone lions→ Iimori
Shrine飯盛神社 stone lions/Okayama Kumano Shrine岡山熊野神社 stone lion→Misumi
Kumano Gongen‑sha Shrine 三隅熊野権現社 stone lions. Among these, the Kanzeon‑ji
Temple stone lions date to the mid‑13th century, while the Iimori Shrine lions (Fukuoka)
andKumano Shrine lions (Okayama) generally fall within the period from the late 13th cen‑
tury to the first half of the 14th century (Igata 2008, pp. 65–83; 2018, pp. 25–48).

Susumu Igata has traced the stylistic evolution of the imported Song‑style stone lions
in Japan and also suggested likely positions for the representative Song‑style stone lions
within the chronological framework. However, the evolutionary trajectory of Song‑style
stone lions as sketched by Igata still has room for refinement, and his dating of individ‑
ual examples, such as the Shurasan 首羅山 stone lions (Fukuoka) and the Iikura Shrine
飯倉神社 stone lions of Minamikyushu南九州 (Kagoshima), remains open to discussion.

In author’s opinion, by applying the research methodology of typological analysis,
the imported Song‑style stone lions in Japan can be classified into two types: Type A and
Type B.

Type A stone lions are sculpted in a seated posture, with a total height ranging from
36 cm to 73 cm. They are typically arranged as a matched pair, where the male lion holds
a ball and the female lion cradles a cub.

Type B stone lions are rendered in a prone posture. They are notably small in scale,
with a total height between 12 cm and 15 cm. Very few examples of this type remain,
of which the two with available data are both male lion figures with their right forepaw
resting on a ball.

Moreover, type A stone lions can be further subdivided into three subtypes (I, II, III)
that reflect sequential development and show period‑specific characteristics.

Representative Subtype I works include the stone lions of Munakata Taisha Shrine,
Yuki Shrine and Taiso Shrine. These sculptural works exhibit a vigorous style, charac‑
terized by relatively large heads, short and thick necks, and robust bodies. Their square
pedestals feature protruding feet (圭角) at the four corners. Additionally, the surfaces of
the lion statues are finished smooth. TheMunakata Taisha stone lions date to around 1200,
while the Yuki Shrine and Taiso Shrine stone lions are slightly later, belonging to the early
13th century. The head of the Munakata Taisha stone lion is fashioned with well‑defined
angular outlines, while the heads of the Yuki Shrine and Taiso Shrine lion statues have rel‑
atively softer, more rounded contours. This contrast reflects an emerging trend of stylistic
evolution (Figures 4 and 5).
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Figure 4. Stone Lions of Yuki Shrine (Photo by Author).

 

Figure 5. Stone Lions of Taiso Shrine (Photo by Author).

Representative Subtype II sculptures include the stone lions of Shurasan site, Oki‑
nomiya shrine of Shijiki‑jinja志々伎神社沖ノ宮, and Kanzeon‑ji temple (Figures 6–8). Li‑
ons of this subtype possess a stout physique with thick, short necks. Their bellies and
hindquarters rest flush against the slab pedestal, conveying a strong sense of stability. The
contours of the lion heads have become rounded, with the rigid, angular edges of subtype I
no longer present. In terms of detail, themanes show gender distinction—male lions exclu‑
sively feature curly locks, while female lions have straight, bundled or separated strands
(except on the cheeks)—a defining characteristic of Subtype II.4 Furthermore, the pedestals
are simple square slabs. In contrast to the smooth finish of Subtype I lion statues, the sur‑
face treatment of Subtype II stone lions is relatively rough. Based onmorphological details,
the Song‑style stone lions from the Umidera‑ato site海寺跡 of Hirado平戸 (Nagasaki) and
those from Kaseda‑Masuyama Hachiman‑jinja Shrine加世田益山八幡神社 of Minamisat‑
suma南さつま (Kagoshima) likely also belong to Subtype II.

Regarding the chronology of Subtype II stone lions, the author agrees with Igata
Susumu’s opinion that the Kanzeon‑ji stone lions generally date to the mid‑13th century.
However, it should be noted that compared with the Kanzeon‑ji stone lions, the Shurasan
and Okinomiya (Shijiki‑jinja) stone lions exhibit proportionally larger heads and shorter
bodies—features more closely aligned with several early 13th‑century examples. There‑
fore, they likely predate the Kanzeon‑ji stone lions to some extent. Additionally, the Sat‑
suma stone pagodas found adjacent to the Shurasan and Okinomiya (Shijiki Jinja) stone
lions are also considered to date from some time before the mid‑13th century (Egami 2018,
pp. 101–22).
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Figure 6. Stone lion of Shurasan.

 

Figure 7. Stone lion of Okinomiya shrine of Shijiki‑jinja.

 

Figure 8. Stone lion of Kanzeon‑ji (the three photos all by Author).

Subtype III stone lions include those at Iimori Shrine (Fukuoka) (Figure 9), Kumano
Shrine (Okayama), the Type A stone lions (one pair) at Kamo Shrine of Tatsuno city
たつの市賀茂神社 (Hyogo), and the chronologically later stone lions at Misumi Kumano
Gongen‑sha Shrine 三隅熊野権現社 (Yamaguchi). Compared with the previous two sub‑
types, this group features smaller heads in proportion to the body, extended necks, and
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dynamic torsos elongated in an elegant curve. They are depicted with raised chests and
bellies, supported by their hind legs. Their overall form exhibits soft and flowing outlines,
lacking the robust and steady characteristic of Subtypes I and II. Most of Subtype III exam‑
ples mentioned above have similar curly manes, with no distinction between males and
females. Their pedestals imitate the form of Taihu rocks, with artificially processed con‑
cave and convex surfaces. Like those of Subtype II, the surface texture of Subtype III stone
lions is also relatively rough.

 

Figure 9. Stone lions of Iimori Shrine (Photo by Author).

If the Iimori Shrine and Kumano Shrine stone lions are taken as typological bench‑
marks for the late 13th century to the first half of the 14th century, and those of Kumano
Gongen‑sha as representative at the turn of the 14th and 15th centuries, one might ini‑
tially conclude that 14th‑century imported Chinese stone lion morphology showed little
significant change. However, closer observation reveals that the pedestals of the Kumano
Gongen‑sha stone lions are noticeably taller, their body contours even softer, and their
carving treatment displays a tendency toward formulaic execution, lacking the vitality and
dynamism seen in the Iimori Shrine stone lions.

Chronologically, the progressive sequence of Subtype I→ Subtype II→ Subtype III is
beyond doubt. Typologically, however, the morphological evolution between Subtypes II
and III appears somewhat abrupt, which may cast doubt on a direct lineage between them.
In the author’s view, a transitional form of stone lion from Subtype II to Subtype III likely
existed in the latter part of the 13th century, and the Song‑style stone lions at Iikura Shrine
in Minamikyushu city occupy this transitional position.

Regarding the dating of the Iikura Shrine stone lions, Wataru Hashiguchi橋口亘notes
that, like the Satsuma stone pagodas in southern Kyushu, they also are the stone carv‑
ings brought by Chinese merchants during Japan’s early medieval period (13th to early
14th century) (Hashiguchi 2013b, pp. 9–13). Susumu Igata, however, argues that the style
of the lion figures and the shape of their pedestals at Iikura Shrine resemble those of the
Kumano Gongen‑sha lions, suggesting they could be dated to the Ming period (Igata 2017,
pp. 33–50).

In reality, although the Iikura Shrine stone lions share basic morphological character‑
istics with Subtype III, they retain several features of Subtype II, as evidenced by: (1) their
large heads in proportion to the body, thick short necks, and a body posture less elongated
than that of Subtype III lions; (2) the male lion’s curly mane and the female lion’s bundled
strands, consistent with Subtype II; and (3) their pedestal, though carved to resemble un‑
dulating natural rock, still maintains the basic outline of an early square slab, distinct from
the taller Taihu rock‑shaped pedestals of Subtype III (Figure 10).
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Figure 10. Stone lions of Iikura Shrine (Igata 2017, p. 39).

In light of this, the author concludes that the Iikura Shrine stone lions date to the latter
part of the 13th century. They succeed Subtype II, represent works from the late Song to
early Yuan period, and belong to the early phase of Subtype III. Close observation of their
stylistic features thus aids in understanding the morphological evolution of Song‑Yuan
stone lions during the 13th–14th centuries.

The number of imported Type B Song‑style stone lions remaining in Japan is very
small. Currently, there are only two examples with published basic information: one
housed at Jinokojima Shrine 地ノ神嶋神社 on Ojika Island 小値賀島 (Nagasaki), and the
other at Kamo Shrine of Tatsuno city たつの市賀茂神社 (Hyogo). The Jinokojima Shrine
stone lion has a total height of 14.5 cm and is well preserved. The stone lion is rendered
in a prone posture, with its head turned to its right, and the right forepaw resting on a
ball. Its pedestal is a simple square slab (Figure 11). The Kamo Shrine stone lion measures
12 cm in total height and shows damage to the face, chest and tail. Its figural form and
pedestal shape are identical to those of the Jinokojima Shrine lion, and the right side of
both pedestals is carved with the streamer of the ball (Igata 2021, pp. 89–100). The square‑
slab pedestals of these two small lions match those of Type A—Subtype II. Stylistically,
the lion figures closely resemble those of the Subtype II Kanzeon‑ji stone lions. Therefore,
these two small‑size stone lions can be dated to the mid‑13th century.5

 

Figure 11. Stone lion of Jinokojima Shrine (Photo by Author).

In the author’s opinion, given the scarcity of clearly dated small to medium‑sized
round‑sculpted stone lions from the Southern Song to Yuan period remaining in China,
the chronological framework established for the extant imported Song‑style stone lions
in Japan is equally applicable to the study of analogous round‑sculpted lions in China.
Among the stone lions housed in the Tangsong Dongyuan 唐頌東院 Gallery’s collection
in Ningbo 寧波 are two Southern Song round‑sculpted examples. Although their origi‑
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nal locations are unknown, it is highly probable that they were from Ningbo itself. Since
Ningbo served as a key gateway for Sino‑Japanese exchange during the Song, Yuan, and
Ming periods, the significance of Ningbo’s Song‑Yuan stone lion examples for understand‑
ing the imported Song‑style stone lions in Japan is self‑evident (Takatsu 2012, pp. 213–25;
Yamakawa 2012, pp. 303–57).

One stone lion in the Tangsong Dongyuan Gallery’s collection, which has a total
height of approximately 68 cm including its pedestal, was delicately sculpted in a seated
posture holding a cub, thoughmuch of both front legs andmost of the cub are nowmissing.
It features a large head that is tilted to its left with a wide‑open mouth and a thick, short
neck that merges with the chest and is adorned with a collar. The pedestal, which is heav‑
ily damaged, shows corner remnants that indicate it originally had protruding feet (圭角).
This stone lion shares close similarities with the female lion at Munakata Taisha in terms of
its head, facial features, collar, cub‑holding posture, pedestal form, and overall scale. Even
detailed carvings, such as the decorative patterns on the collar and themane along the body
side, are strikingly similar. However, the carving contours of its head and face are slightly
softer than those of its Munakata Taisha counterpart. Moreover, its distinctive head tilt is
a formal trait that aligns more closely with the cub‑holding lions at Yuki Shrine and Taiso
Shrine. Therefore, this stone lion can be classified under Subtype I of Type A, to which
it bears a chronological proximity—either contemporary with or slightly later than—the
Munakata Taisha stone lions, placing it as an early 13th‑century work (Figure 12).

 

Figure 12. Stone lion 1 of Tangsong Dongyuan (Photo by Author).

The other stone lion in the Tangsong Dongyuan Gallery’s collection, which has a to‑
tal height of 87 cm including its pedestal, is depicted in a seated posture holding an ob‑
ject. Most of both hind legs and sections of the front legs of stone line are missing, with
its head tilted to its left and severely weathered—retaining only the outlines of the eyes,
ears, nose, and open mouth and traces of a mane that was originally composed of spiral
curls. A faint collar remains visible on the neck. The pedestal, which is largely intact,
takes the form of a thick, square slab. Compared with the previously described Song stone
lion, this statue shows a smaller head in proportion to the body, a longer torso, and softer
contours—features that align it more closely with the formal style of Subtype III of Type A.
Its pedestal, however, retains the earlier square‑slab form that differs from the Taihu rock‑
shaped pedestal typical of Subtype III. On this basis, this lion could be dated to the late
13th century, i.e., the late Song to early Yuan period (Figure 13).

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel17070799

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel17070799


Religions 2026, 17, 799 16 of 31

 

Figure 13. Stone lion 2 of Tangsong Dongyuan (Photo by Author).

The discussion above has examined the chronological framework and evolutionary
lineage of the imported Song‑style stone lions remaining in Japan and compared themwith
Song‑style stone lions found in the Ningbo region. The following section will investigate
the stone lion works left by Southern Song stonemasons in Japan.

As noted earlier, only three sites preserve stone lion works carved by Southern Song
stonemasons in Japan. Among these, the stone lions at the South Gate of Todai‑ji tem‑
ple in Nara (a pair) have a clear date. According to Todai‑ji temple’s historical docu‑
ments, they were completed in 1196 by stonemasons recruited from the Southern Song
dynasty6 (Yamakawa 2012, pp. 303–57). With regard to the stone lion at Aritoshi Shrine
in Wakayama, Asei Sato proposes that, as an unfinished work, it may represent an exper‑
imental piece left by Southern Song stonemasons in the Kinki region shortly after their
arrival during the early Kamakura period (Sato and Sato 2019, pp. 449–56). According to
this viewpoint, the Aritoshi Shrine stone lion, which is thus considered a late‑12th‑century
statue, predates the South Gate stone lions of Todai‑ji. Iga Shindaibutsu‑ji, also known as
“Todai‑ji Iga Bessho (東大寺伊賀別所)”, was one of the seven branch temples of Todai‑ji
that were founded by Chogen across Japan. Based on documentary and archaeological
sources, it can be inferred that the temple’s relief‑carved lion pedestal and the Amida Hall
it is housed in were constructed in 1202 (Araki et al. 1979, p. 44).

The two stone lions of Todai‑ji Temple in Nara, which each stand over 300 cm in total
height, far exceed the small to medium‑sized imported Song‑style stone lions in scale. As
stone lions of main gate guardian, they convey a solemn and imposing ceremonial pres‑
ence, and show a quality that distinguishes their stylistic character sharply from the more
vernacular appeal of the imported Song‑style examples. Although belonging to a distinct
category of stone lions and offering little basis for direct comparison, the South Gate stone
lions of Todai‑ji do exhibit certain morphological features that align with those of Subtype
I of Type A imported lion statues. These include a squared contour of the head and a
robust, powerfully articulated body—traits that reflect the shared stylistic ethos of Song‑
period lion sculpture from the late 12th to the early 13th century (Figures 14 and 15).

The Aritoshi Shrine stone lion, which shares essentially the same posture as the Todai‑
ji stone lions, stands 165 cm in height. This figure height closely approaches that of the
female Todai‑ji lion statue (162.5 cm, excluding the pedestal). Although the stone lion re‑
mains unfinished, it clearly displays a large head in proportion to the body, a short thick
neck, and a stout torso—features that are fully consistent with the characteristics of Sub‑
type I of Type A imported Song‑style stone lions (Figure 16).
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Figure 14.West stone lion of Todai‑ji (Photo by Author).

 

Figure 15. East stone lion of Todai‑ji (Photo by Author).

InMay 2025, while conducting fieldwork in Nanchang, Jiangxi, the author observed a
pair of late Song to early Yuan stone lions in front of the main hall of the Tiezhu Wanshou
Gong鐵柱萬壽宮 (Figure 17). By coincidence, the two stone lions are also unfinished, with
respective heights of 165 cm and 161 cm. Compared with the Aritoshi Shrine lion statue,
the Tiezhu Wanshou Gong stone lions exhibit smaller heads in proportion to their bodies,
lanky torsos, and softer contours. The stylistic divergence between the two may reflect
an evolutionary pattern in large‑scale ceremonial stone lions from the late 12th to the late
13th century—a trend in which the head becomes proportionally smaller and the body
more slender, coinciding with the changes from Subtype I of Type A to Subtype III of
Type A observed among the imported Song‑style stone lions in Japan.
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Figure 16. Stone lion of Aritoshi Shrine (Photo by Author).

 

Figure 17. Stone lion of Tiezhu Wanshou Gong (Photo by Author).

The relief‑carved stone lions at Shindaibutsu‑ji Temple mostly depict figures chasing
a ball, running, or standing (Figure 18). Reliefs of lions also appear on the Sumeru pedestal
of the east stone lion statue at the South Gate of Todai‑ji, where they are shown locked in a
competitive struggle (Figure 19). Although not displaying diverse postures as seen on the
relief‑carved lion images on the pedestal at Shindaibutsu‑ji, the relief‑carved stone lions of
the South Gate of Todai‑ji also convey an impressive sense of tension.

 

Figure 18. Lion reliefs of Shindaibutsu‑ji (Photo by Author).
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Figure 19. Lion reliefs of Todai‑ji (Photo by Author).

In Zhejiang 浙江 and Fujian 福建 regions, which maintained frequent contacts with
medieval Japan, comparable examples of relief‑carved stone lions are preserved. One
such example is found on the waist portion of pedestals of the stupa‑style stone pago‑
das窣堵波式石塔 at Lingjiu Temple靈鷲寺 in Lishui麗水, where the lions are depicted in
postures of running or pouncing on a ball (Figure 20). Since the Lingjiu Temple pagoda
dates to the early 13th century (Wu 2009, pp. 6–14), its pedestal reliefs belong to the same
period as those at Shindaibutsu‑ji and Todai‑ji. These relief‑carved stone lions share a set
of common features, including a large head in proportion to the body, a robust physique,
and a consistently horizontal alignment of the head and torso—a trait that is maintained
regardless of the direction in which the head is turned.

 
Figure 20. Lion reliefs of Lingjiu Temple (Photo by Author).

In Zhejiang and Fujian, relief‑carved stone lions from the mid and late 13th century
have also survived. The mid‑13th‑century works are exemplified by the relief lion figures
on the stupa‑style stone pagoda of Xingfu Temple興福寺 in Rui’an瑞安, Wenzhou温州,
which depict lions either pouncing downward or leaping upward. Their bodies are elon‑
gated, their forms sinuous and rounded, and their postures full of movement (Figure 21)
(Ye 2011, pp. 49–51). The late‑13th‑century examples are represented by the relief lion fig‑
ures on the stupa‑style pagoda at Wuta Yan五塔岩 in Nan’an南安, Quanzhou泉州, all of
which show lions playingwith a ball in various poses—pouncing forward, sideways, twist‑
ing in mid‑air, or turning to gaze ahead (Zeng 2016, pp. 60–63). In these images, the head
is proportionally smaller, and the body resembles that of a tiger (Figure 22). A common
morphological feature of mid‑ to late‑13th‑century relief‑carved stone lions is the coiled
curve formed by the head, neck and back, which, together with the hind legs, create a C‑
shaped silhouette—a composition that differs markedly from the horizontally extended
head‑torso arrangement seen in early‑13th‑century reliefs.

Moreover, it is worth noting that, from the early to the late 13th century, Southern
Song relief lions exhibit a reduction in head proportion and a shift from robust, angular
forms toward softer, more curvilinear bodies—a trend that corresponds to the stylistic evo‑
lution observed in round‑sculpted lion figures.

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel17070799

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel17070799


Religions 2026, 17, 799 20 of 31

 

Figure 21. Lion reliefs of Xingfu Temple (Ye 2011, p. 51).

 

Figure 22. Lion reliefs of Wutayan (Photo by Author).

4. The Stone Materials and Production Places of Extant Song‑Style
Stone Lions in Japan

Firstly, regarding the Song‑style stone lions produced by Southern Song stonema‑
sons in Japan, the sources of their stone material have been identified. Relevant stud‑
ies show that the stone used for the Aritoshi Shrine stone lion is a local chlorite schist
(Sato and Sato 2019, pp. 454–55). The relief‑carved lion pedestal at Shindaibutsu‑ji is
made of a tuffaceous sandstone quarried near the temple (Araki et al. 1979, pp. 13–14;
Kuchitsu 2009, pp. 7–8). In contrast, the stone of the Todai‑ji South Gate lion statues dif‑
fers from the above two. it is not of local Japanese origin but has been identified as a
type of tuff known as Meiyuanshi stone 梅園石 from the Ningbo 寧波 region of China7

(Hattori et al. 2008, pp. 27–34).
The following section will examine the stone materials of the imported Song‑style

stone lions remaining in Japan, and further explore their probable places of carving. Based
on the petrological identification results already achieved by Japanese researchers on
the imported Song‑style stone carvings in Japan, the following two understandings can
be drawn.

First, Subtype I of Type A stone lions (late 12th–early 13th century) were predomi‑
nantly carved from limestone. Nobuaki Kuchizu employed methods such as microscopic
observation and X‑ray fluorescence analysis to identify the stone of a group of Song‑Yuan
stone lions held in Japan, including those fromMunakata Taisha Shrine, Yuki Shrine, Taiso
Shrine, Kanzeon‑ji, Iimori Shrine, and Kumano Shrine. The results indicated that the stone
lions ofMunakata Taisha, Yuki Shrine, and Taiso Shrine are all made of limestone, whereas
the stone lions of Kanzeon‑ji and Iimori Shrine are composed of “non‑limestone” mate‑
rials containing fine to very fine sand (Kuchitsu 2009, pp. 1–10). Furthermore, the Ku‑
mano Gongen‑sha stone lions—the latest among Japan’s extant imported Chinese stone
lions—are also made of a non‑limestone material containing homogeneous sandy parti‑
cles (Igata 2017, p. 36). This indicates that the predominant stone material for Subtypes II
and III of Type A both shifted to non‑limestone.
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Second, Song‑style stone lions that are found at the same sites as the imported Song‑
style stone pagodas—Satsuma pagodas—are mostly made of Zhejiang tuff, which is the
same material used for the pagodas themselves. This is the case for the Song‑style lions
from the Shurasan site, the Umidera‑ato site, and the Okinomiya shrine of Shijiki‑jinja. Ac‑
cording to macroscopic identification by Kimihiko Oki大木公彦 and others at Kagoshima
University, the stone of these several lion figures should be identified as Meiyuanshi stone
梅園石 (Takatsu et al. 2010, pp. 25–38; 2012, pp. 29–42). At Mizumoto‑jinja shrine水元神社,
which preserves one of the largest Satsuma pagodas in southern Kyushu, a fragment of
a Song‑style stone lion was also discovered. Petrological analysis indicates that its min‑
eralogical characteristics are consistent with those of Meiyuanshi stone (Oki et al. 2013,
pp. 9–24). It should be added that most of these stone lions, which share both site associa‑
tion andmaterial with Satsuma pagodas, belong to Subtype II of Type A. Furthermore, the
surface characteristics of the stone lion at Kaseda‑Masuyama Hachiman‑jinja shrine also
resemble those of Meiyuanshi stone (Hashiguchi 2013a, p. 2). Although the stone used for
the Iikura Shrine Song‑style stone lions differs slightly in both color tone and sand‑grain
size from that of the Satsuma pagodas at Bonotsu坊津, a Zhejiang origin cannot be ruled
out (Hashiguchi 2013b, pp. 9–10). Although no Satsuma pagodas have been found directly
associated with the Song‑style stone lions at Kaseda‑Masuyama Hachiman‑jinja shrine or
Iikura Shrine, the areas in which they are located—Kaseda in Minamisatsuma City and
Kawanabe‑cho in Minami‑Kyushu City—both preserve Satsuma pagodas.

In addition to the above two points, concerning the stone material of Type B Song‑
style stone lions (mid‑13th century), the author’s first‑hand investigation of the examples
housed at Jinokojima Shrine and Kamo Shrine of Tatsuno city confirms that both Type B
stone lions may be made of tuff. Like those of Subtypes II and III of Type A, Type B Song‑
style stone lions also lack a smooth surface finish—a characteristic that may be related to
the properties of non‑limestone materials.

It is a scholarly consensus that the imported Song‑style stone lions remaining in Japan
were sculpted in China and subsequently transported to Japan by sea. On the one hand,
their morphological characteristics display a distinctly Chinese Song dynasty style, which
differs markedly from contemporaneous Japanese medieval stone sculptures of lions or
komainu. The image of holding a brocade ball or cradling a cub is infused with Song
folk culture and aesthetic sensibilities. Among these motifs, the “lion‑and‑ball” motif be‑
came widespread in the Song dynasty (Shang 2014, pp. 48–50). The early square pedestals
with four feet (圭角) and the later Taihu rock‑shaped pedestals likewise embody a purely
Chinese design conception. In terms of detailed ornamentation, collars, bells and other
attachments on the lion’s body are common identifiers of Song lions, while decorative el‑
ements such as the motif of a round coin with a square hole on the brocade ball belong
to typical Song auspicious patterns. These lion figures, which are saturated with Chinese
aesthetic taste from the overall form down to the smallest details and show no trace of
absorption or compromise with ancient and medieval Japanese lion images, remain essen‑
tially outside the Japanese sculptural lineage of stone lions. The logical explanation for this
is that the aforementioned Song‑style lions were completed in China. On the other hand,
geographically, these extant imported Song‑style stone lions exhibit a pronounced spa‑
tial concentration. The majority are located in northern, northwestern, and southwestern
Kyushu—areas that maintained frequent maritime contact with Song‑Yuan‑Ming China.
Their distribution overlaps heavily with that of Satsuma stone pagodas and, also like Sat‑
suma pagodas, leaves central and eastern Kyushu almost entirely blank. Based on the
distribution pattern of Song‑style stone lions in Kyushu, we can roughly reconstruct the
maritime routes through which they were imported into Japan.
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The next question is: where in China were these imported Song‑style stone lions re‑
maining in Japan actually sculpted? The author propose that the stone lions from sites such
as Shurasan site, Umidera‑ato, and the Okinomiya shrine of Shijiki‑jinja—which have been
petrologically identified as made of Ningbo Meiyuanshi stone—were, like the Satsuma
pagodas, made using locally sourced stone and sculpted locally in Ningbo before being
shipped from the port of Ningbo to Kyushu, Japan. Three reasons support this view. First,
quarrying the stone locally and sculpting it on‑site represents the most efficient and eco‑
nomical mode of stone‑carving production. Second, during the Song and Yuan periods,
Ningbo was the production center of stone carving in eastern Zhejiang. Stone‑carving
craftsmanship in Ningbo was highly developed, as evidenced by the large number of
Southern Song stone carvings still preserved there today. Third, Ningbo served as a hub
port for Sino‑Japanese trade during the Song and Yuan eras, which provided extremely
convenient shipping conditions to Japan (Takatsu et al. 2010, pp. 25–38; 2012, pp. 29–42;
Liu and Chen 2015, pp. 100–6).

The extant imported Song‑style stone lions in Japan which are made of other non‑
limestone materials (predominantly tuff) are difficult to identify a specific place of carv‑
ing. It is likely, however, that they were produced mainly along the coasts of eastern and
southern Zhejiang, as this region yields both tuff and tuffaceous sandstone—the same ma‑
terials that also predominate in local ancient stone carvings. Eastern Zhejiang and south‑
ern Zhejiang possess long‑standing traditions of stone carving. Moreover, ports such as
Ningbo in Eastern Zhejiang and Wenzhou in southern Zhejiang could offer convenient
shipping access for exporting such works. By contrast, the coastal areas of Fujian—which
also maintained frequent contact with medieval Japan—primarily used granite and dia‑
base for their stone carvings, whereas none of the extant imported Song‑style stone lions in
Japan are made of these two rock types (Sato 2016, pp. 63–74; Yamaguchi 2019, pp. 85–102;
Liu and Yuan 2024, pp. 65–70, 98–99).

Compared with non‑limestone Song‑style carvings, determining the source of the
stone and the place of production for limestone Song‑style carvings ismore complex. Lime‑
stone typically exhibits similar texture and color, which offers little regional diagnostic
value. Also, the high mobility of both the raw limestone and the finished carvings makes
it difficult to trace where a specific work was sculpted. Considering the maritime Sino‑
Japanese exchange conditions and the sources of limestone in 12th‑14th centuries, northern
Zhejiang, eastern Zhejiang and southern Jiangsu江蘇 emerge as themost likely production
areas for the extant limestone Song‑style stone lions in Japan. TheHangzhou杭州‑Huzhou
湖州 region in northern Zhejiang has limestone deposits, where limestone was commonly
used for ancient carvings. In addition, the limestone stone from southern Jiangsu repre‑
sented by Taihu rock of Suzhou蘇州were also one of the major stone materials for ancient
carvings in the Jiang‑Zhe江浙 region (Sato 2016, pp. 63–74; Liu and Yuan 2024, pp. 87–90).

Interestingly, based on a close examination of the Yuki Shrine Song‑style stone li‑
ons, the author found that this pair of statues was sculpted from Taihu stone8 (Sato 2025,
pp. 2–6). During the Song and Yuan periods, Taihu stone circulated throughout the Jiang‑
Zhe region, and Southern Song to Yuan carvings made of this material have been found in
the Ningbo‑Zhoushan舟山 area (Chen 2007, pp. 21–24). Therefore, the Yuki Shrine stone
lions could have been sculpted either in the Suzhou region—the source of the Taihu stone—
or in Ningbo and the surrounding region which served as the production center of stone
carving in eastern Zhejiang and the main trade gateway to Japan during the Song and
Yuan periods.
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5. The Historical Context of the Transmission of Song‑Style Stone Lions
and Their Carving Craftsmanship to Japan

In Japan there are 28 extant imported Song‑style stone lions (including fragments)
with related information published (See Table 1). Among these, 19 date from around 1200
to the mid‑13th century, and the two stone lions from Iikura Shrine belong to the latter
part of the 13th century (the late Song to early Yuan period). Thus, the total number of
imported stone lions from the Southern Song to the Song‑Yuan transition reaches 21—a
figure that accounts for 75% of all imported Song‑style stone lions. In terms of chronology,
these imported stone lions, together with the works left by Southern Song stonemasons in
Japan from the late 12th to early 13th century, constitute the truly “Song‑style” stone lions
in the strict sense. The other seven lions—those preserved at Iimori Shrine (Fukuoka),
Kumano Shrine (Okayama), Kamo Shrine of Tatsuno city (Hyogo) and Misumi Kumano
Gongen‑sha shrine (Yamaguchi)—are Yuan to early Ming works that merely inherit the
basic stylistic schema of the Song‑style stone lions.

Geographically, among the 21 stone lions dating from around 1200 to the late 13th cen‑
tury (Southern Song to the Song‑Yuan transition), 18 are located in Kyushu except the
two from Yuki Shrine and the one Type B stone lion from Kamo Shrine of Tatsuno city.
Moreover, they are concentrated in northern, northwestern, and southwestern Kyushu—
areas that correspond precisely to the primary sphere of activity for Southern Song mer‑
chants traveling to Japan (Liu and Chen 2015, pp. 100–6). It can be inferred that the ex‑
tant Southern Song stone lions in Kyushu were likely imported directly by Song‑Japanese
trading vessels, while the three Southern Song stone lions in Honshu were probably trans‑
ported there secondarily fromKyushu. Of the seven stone lions dating from the late 13th to
the 14th century (Yuan to early Ming), five are located in western Honshu. During this pe‑
riod, the number of imported Chinese stone lions decreased markedly, with a distribution
no longer focused on Kyushu.

Southern Song stone carvings, including Song‑style stone lions and Satsuma pago‑
das, began to be imported into Kyushu, Japan, in the late 12th century. This timeframe
roughly corresponds to, or slightly postdates, the period when Chogen recruited South‑
ern Song stonemasons for the reconstruction of Todai‑ji (Yamakawa 2012, pp. 303–57;
Liu and Yuan 2024, pp. 61–65, 83–87, 97–98). What circumstances, then, led to the impor‑
tation of Southern Song stone carvings and the related stonemasonry into Japan? The fol‑
lowing three aspects can be analyzed.

First, in the late 12th century, Songmerchants in Japan gained greater economic capac‑
ity and expanded their business scope. Notably, as their wealth accumulated, their land
rights increased, enabling them to manage, lease, and even own local land. This develop‑
ment allowed them to construct Song‑style religious facilities, especially Buddhist facilities
that could embody the spiritual beliefs of their homeland and serve the ritual needs of their
own community. These religious facilities, however, were predominantly small‑scale, con‑
sisting of buildings, structures, installation or other forms of ritual space. The construction
of such religious space and facilities by the Song community in Japan became a key driver
for the importation of Southern Song stone carvings (Liu and Yuan 2024, pp. 251–61).

Second, Japanese monks who had studies in Song China and returned in the late
12th century began constructing Song‑style Buddhist temples in Japan. Examples include
Shofuku‑ji temple聖福寺 and Joten‑ji temple承天寺, both of which were located near the
Chinese settlement (Tobo 唐房) in Hakata (Liu and Yuan 2024, pp. 262–64). These large‑
scale Song‑style temples also needed Song‑style stone carvings to create Chinese architec‑
tural spaces. In fact, the Song‑style temples in Kyushu received patronage from the local
Song merchant community. Chogen, the organizer of the Todai‑ji temple of Nara recon‑
struction project, had also studied in the Southern Song. Although the rebuilt Todai‑ji
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did not become a Song‑style Buddhist temple, many Song‑style elements were incorpo‑
rated into its timber structure and stonework, thanks to the participation of Southern Song
craftsmen (Liu and Yuan 2024, pp. 265–68, 271–73).

Third, from the late 12th century onward, the Song community in Japan accelerated
its process of localization. Its members lived intermingled with the local population, in‑
termarried, and aligned themselves with powerful local temples and shrines in Kyushu
to secure their interests. Because these temples and shrines maintained close ties with
Southern Song maritime merchants, they actively accepted Chinese artifacts—including
Song‑style stone lions—into their precincts. (Liu and Yuan 2024, pp. 292–98).

It should be noted that the number of extant imported Song‑style stone lions in Japan
is limited, withmost concentrated in specific areas of Kyushu. Moreover, no locally carved
round‑sculpted imitations made of Japanese stone have been discovered to date. This in‑
dicates that both the users and the contexts of use for these imported Song‑style lions were
highly specific. In the following section, we will examine the sites where these stone lions
were placed, and through this investigation, explore the nature of their usage.

Of the 21 stone lions dating from around 1200 to the late 13th century, 15 belong to
Shinto shrines at present, while 6 belong to Buddhist temples or facilities. All 7 stone lions
from the late 13th to the 14th century are Shinto shrine‑related now. Although some of
these stone lions may have been transferred secondarily, it is clear that in medieval Japan,
both Buddhist and Shinto spaces accommodated and made use of imported Song‑style
stone lions. Furthermore, the following points should be added.

Firstly, seemingly, the number of Song‑style stone lions discovered at Buddhist tem‑
ples or within Buddhist facilities appears to be small, including the two stone lions from
the summit of the Shurasan site, the two from Kanzeon‑ji, and the two from the Umidera‑
ato site. In reality, however, Japan hadmaintained a tradition of shinbutsu shugo神佛習合
(syncretism of Shinto and Buddhism) since the early 10th century, which meant that most
shrines either contained or were adjacent to Buddhist facilities such as Jinguji 神宮寺
(shrine‑temples), Buddhist scripture halls or pagodas. Examples of Song‑style stone lion
sites that were associated with such shrine‑temples include Yuki Shrine (Kyoto), as well as
Taiso Shrine, Iimori Shrine (Fukuoka), andKaseda‑MasuyamaHachiman‑jinja (Minamisat‑
suma city). Among the other sites housing Song‑style stone lions, Munakata Taisha Shrine
was home to the renowned Amitabha Sutra stone阿弥陀経石 (late 12th century) and had a
sutra‑copying hall during themedieval period (Igata 2005, pp. 81–98). Meanwhile, theOki‑
nomiya shrine of Shijiki‑jinja is where the largest extant Satsuma pagoda in Japan stands,
originally estimated at 300 cm in height (Igata 2018, pp. 73–100).

Some of the Song‑style stone lions now housed at Shinto shrines may originally have
been placed in the affiliated Buddhist complexes and only later moved secondarily to the
shrines. For instance, historical documents indicate that the pair of lions at Misumi Ku‑
mano Gongen‑sha shrine were donated by Qingzai, who was a Buddhist monk fromWen‑
zhou and had initially copied scriptures at a temple near the shrine9 (Igata 2018, pp. 44–45).
Hence, it is possible that the pair of stone lions were transferred from a Buddhist temple
to the shrine. In any case, the original usage context of many Song‑style stone lions now
preserved at shrines remains linked to narratives of Buddhist culture.

Additionally, among the Song‑style stone lions carved by Southern Song stonemasons
in Japan in the late 12th century, apart from the unfinished lion statue placed at Aritoshi
Shrine, the stone lions at the South Gate of Todai‑ji and the relief‑carved stone lions on
pedestal at Iga Shindaibutsu‑ji are both Buddhist temple carvings. The Southern Song
stonemasons who created these Song‑style stone lions were also participants in the recon‑
struction of Todai‑ji and the construction of Shindaibutsu‑ji. There is no doubt that in the
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late 12th century, the transmission of the craftsmanship for Song‑style Buddhist architec‑
ture and facilities to Japan created the opportunity for the arrival of Song‑style stone lions.

Secondly, Japanese researchers have suggested that during the early Kamakura pe‑
riod (late 12th‑early 13th century) in western Japan, imported pairs of Song‑style stone li‑
ons were used as substitutes for the wooden or metal lion‑komainu sets that had appeared
since the Heian period, typically placed on the open‑air ground in front of shrine halls
(Fujisawa 2023, pp. 16–19). In reality, the cultural connotations of the Chinese pairedmale‑
female lion figures differ profoundly from those of the Japanese lion‑komainu combina‑
tion, making it unlikely that the imported Chinese stone lions would have been adopted
as direct substitutes upon their arrival.

As is known, stone lion figure in China served awide variety of contexts. Song‑period
paired stone lions functioned as guardians of Buddhist thrones and temples, but were also
broadly employed as auspicious beasts inDaoistmonasteries, imperial tombs, government
offices and residential compounds (Shang 2014, pp. 43–50). By contrast, medieval Japanese
lion‑komainu sets appeared primarily at shrines and in architecture with Shinto associa‑
tions (Ito 1989, pp. 55–73). While the adaptability of Chinese paired stone lions to different
types of spaces made their acceptance at Japanese shrines quite natural, paired stone lions
depicted playing with a ball or holding a cub—motifs that are richly imbued with Chinese
cultural meaning—differed distinctly from the combination of hornless lion and horned
komainu of medieval Japan in both visual form and conceptual content. Therefore, at the
time of their importation, they could not have been intended as replacements for the in‑
digenous lion‑komainu pair.

Furthermore, the imported Song‑style stone lions from around 1200 to early 13th cen‑
tury are all made of limestone and remain in excellent condition, showing no signs of
weathering from outdoor exposure. These early examples are now housed as shrine
treasures. Among them, the pair at Munakata Taisha bears an inscription on the back:
“奉施入宗像宫弟三御前寶前” which indicates that they were dedicated to the Hetsugu’s
Third Hall 辺津宮第三宮 of the shrine as offerings (Igata 2005, pp. 81–98). The detailed
decorative patterns remain in perfect condition, as if newly made, demonstrating that
they have been kept indoors since their arrival in Japan. Consequently, the view held
by some Japanese scholars—that imported Song‑style stone lions in the early Kamakura
period were used as substitutes for lion‑komainu pairs and placed on the open‑air ground
in front of shrine halls—cannot be sustained.

Lastly, the locations of the extant imported Song‑style stone lions in Kyushu can be
divided into two categories. The first includes religious places that possess rich historical
records of contact with China, such as Kanzeon‑ji Temple, the Shurasan site, Munakata
Taisha Shrine, and Taiso Shrine. The second comprises sites situated at key points along
maritime routes of Sino‑Japanese trading vessels, such as the Umidera‑ato site and the
Okinomiya Shrine of Shijiki‑jinja.

It is certain that these imported stone lions were brought to Japan by merchant ships
mainly from around 1200 to the 14th century. They comprise two functional types. The
first type consists of lion sculptures that were offered or traded as karamono唐物 (Chinese
treasures/goods) to Japanese temples and shrines, where theywere preserved as prized ob‑
jects over generations, just as precious paintings and high‑quality porcelain wares. The re‑
cipients valued them primarily as artworks, with less regard for their original cultural con‑
text and spiritual significance. For example, the pedestal of the single stone lion originally
kept at Taiso Shrine bears an incised inscription: “食天倉不食人家一粒粮急急如律令”—a
Daoist formula10 (Egami 2015, p. 51) that clearly indicates the stone lion’s original Chinese
Daoist context, yet the shrine accepted it nonetheless. The second type comprises stone
lions that were imported specifically as structural or symbolic components in the construc‑
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tion of Song‑style Buddhist precincts in Japan, thereby serving as carriers of Southern Song
Buddhist culture. The Song‑style stone lions at the Shurasan site and the Umidera‑ato site
belong to this category. At Shurasan, the stone lions were erected alongside Song‑style Sat‑
suma pagodas,11 an arrangement that corresponds to the configuration of the relief lion
figures on the Sumeru pedestals of Song‑Yuan Stupa‑style stone pagodas and the stone
pagodas themselves (Figure 23).

 
Figure 23.The stone lions and Satsuma pagodas on the summit of Mount Shura (photo by author).

6. Conclusions
In summary, regarding the chronology of the extant Song‑style stone lions in Japan,

three quarters of the imported examples are stone carvings from the Southern Song to the
Song‑Yuan transition. These, together with the stone lion figures sculpted by Southern
Song stonemasons in Japan, form the core of the extant Song‑style stone lion figures in
Japan and can be considered “Song‑style” stone carvings in the strict sense. The remaining
one quarter of the imported “Song‑style” stone lions are Yuan to early Ming works whose
“Song‑style” label no longer carries chronological significance but merely indicates a stylis‑
tic tradition. Geographically, most stone lion figures from the Southern Song to Song‑Yuan
transition are located in Kyushu, with a minority—together with those left by Southern
Song stonemasons in Japan—remaining in western Honshu. Conversely, the Yuan‑Ming
“Song‑style” stone lions are concentrated mainly in western Honshu, with only a single
pair located in Kyushu.

With regard to the evolutionary lineage of the extant imported Song‑style stone li‑
ons in Japan, by applying the typological methodology, the author classifies them into
two main types, A and B. Type A is further divided into three sequential subtypes (I, II,
III) that mark stages in their stylistic evolution. The period from Subtype I to Subtype II
spans from around 1200 to the mid‑13th century, while Subtype III dates from the late
13th century to the turn of the 14th and 15th centuries. Type B imported stone lions gener‑
ally belong to the mid‑13th century. The works left by Southern Song stonemasons in the
Kinki region of Japan can be dated, using the completion year of the South Gate stone lions
of Todai‑ji temple (1196) as a benchmark, to approximately the late 12th to early 13th cen‑
tury (Figure 24).

Through a comparative study of the three subtypes of Type A imported Song‑style
stone lions, the evolutionary pattern of their morphological characteristics can be traced.
From Subtype I to Subtype II and to Subtype III, the head becomes proportionally smaller,
the body changes from robust and sturdy tomore elongated and sinuous, and the pedestal
evolves from a square base with feet to a rectangular slab and finally to a Taihu rock‑style
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form. This morphological progression is also seen in round‑sculpted and relief lions made
by Southern Song stonemasons, as well as in contemporaneous stone lion figures remain‑
ing in China. The analysis of stone material sources indicates that these imported stone
lions likely came primarily from the Jiangsu‑Zhejiang region. Therefore, the lineage chart
outlined here, based on Japanese examples, can serve as a reference for studying extant
Song‑Yuan stone lions in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, China.

In the late 12th century, the growing presence of the Song community in Japan and the
eastward transmission of Song‑style Buddhist culture provided the impetus for importing
Song‑style stone carvings such as stone lions and Satsuma pagodas to Japan. The main
acceptors and users of these stone lions were Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines with
documented ties to China. The author suggests that, in medieval Japan, most of Song‑style
stone lionswere initially used in Buddhist contexts, while others, like imported Song‑Yuan
paintings and artifacts, were treated as karamono (Chinese treasures/goods). Additionally,
lion motifs also appear in imported Song and Yuan Buddhist paintings in medieval Japan.
The similarities anddifferences between these painted lion images and the Song‑style stone
lions are an issue that awaits future research.

 

Figure 24. Typological Division and Evolutionary Lineage of the Extant Imported Song‑Style Stone
Lions in Japan.
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Notes
1 On 23 March 2025, with the assistance of Professor Emeritus Ichimura Takao of Kochi University and Mr. Hirohito Ito of the

Mie Prefectural Board of Education, the author conducted an examination of the relief carvings on the stone pedestal at Iga
Shindaibutsu‑ji. The pedestal is currently preserved in the temple’s cultural property warehouse. As it is made of soft sandstone,
the reliefs on its surfaces have weathered to varying degrees, with some relief figures now difficult to discern.

2 The height of 165 cm refers to the lion statue itself at Aritoshi Shrine, excluding the pedestal. Based on the author’s on‑site
examination of the object (21 February 2025), the pedestal of this stone lion is buried below ground level, so its exact height
remains unknown.

3 The two stone lions atMunakata Taisha Shrine both bear identical inscriptions carved on their backs. The inscription on themale
lion statue is clearly legible and is arranged vertically in three columns, read from right to left: 奉施入宗像宮弟/三御前宝前建仁/
元年辛酉藤原支房. According to this text, the two lion statues were donated by Fujiwara Shikibu to the Third Hall (Hetsugu)
of Munakata Taisha shrine in the first year of the Ken’nin era (1201). “建仁元年” is a Japanese era name, so this inscription was
likely added after the stone lions were imported to Japan.

4 The paired stone lions of Type A—subtype I, which predate Type A—subtype II, do not exhibit a fixed pattern in their head‑
mane styles. For example, both the male and female lion statues at Munakata Taisha feature curly manes, whereas at Yukijinja,
the male lion has a straight mane while the female lion has a curly mane. The lion statues of Subtype III, which are later than
Type II, mostly have curly manes without showing gender‑based differentiation, except for the paired lions at Iikura Jinja, which
the author thinks belong to the early phase of Subtype III.

5 The size‑related data of the stone lion at Jinokojima Shrine were obtained through an on‑site survey conducted on 10 February
2025, by the author together with Dr. Susumu Igata (Kyushu Historical Museum), Mr. Masaharu Hirata (Ojika Town Board of
Education, Nagasaki), andMs. Chie Egami (Hisayama Town Board of Education, Fukuoka). The data on the Kamo Shrine stone
lion are cited from Susumu Igata’s paper (Igata 2021, p. 94), consistent with those obtained by the author and Asei Sato through
first‑hand observation on 21 February 2025. In addition, there is a small‑size stone lion sculpture with a total height of 14.8 cm in
Furo‑gu shrine風浪宮 in Okawa City大川市, Fukuoka Prefecture. It depicts two lions embracing a single ball, entirely different
from typical paired Song‑style stone lions. Its date may be as late as the Momoyama period桃山時代 (late 16th century), and
the stone material is thought to be possibly mudstone or siltstone (Kuchitsu 2009, pp. 4, 7). It is difficult to definitively identify
this work as an imported Chinese stone sculpture. Therefore, this paper does not include it within the scope of “Song‑style
stone lions”.

6 Todai‑ji temple’s historical document Todai‑ji Zoryu Kuyoki東大寺造立供養記 records: “建久七年，中門石獅子、堂內石脇士，同
四天像，宋人字六郎等四人造之。若日本國石難造，遣價直于大唐所買來也。運賃雜用等凡三千餘石也。” According to this
record, the stone lions of Todai‑ji were completed in Kenkyu 7 (1196) by four Song dynasty stonemasons, including Zi Liulang
字六郎.

7 As recorded in the Todai‑ji document (see Note 6), the stone for the South Gate lion statues was purchased from China
(遣價直于大唐所買來也). Although this text does not specify the exact region, Ningbo, serving as the hub port for Song‑Japan
trade, was logically the most economical and convenient source.

8 The Song‑style stone lions from Yuki Shrine are currently deposited at the Kyoto National Museum. Although having made
a petrological analysis of the Yuki shrine stone lions, Nobuaki Kuchitsu of the Tokyo National Research Institute for Cultural
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Properties did not find the characteristic features of Taihu stone in the paired statues (Kuchitsu 2009, pp. 1–10). On 22 January
2025, with assistance from Ms. Mayuko Takeshita, the author—together with Professor Asei Sato, Professor Wataru Enomoto,
and Dr. Hirofumi Kaibe—conducted an examination of the Yuki shrine lions, and found the distinctive natural holes of Taihu
stone in the areas where the female lion holds a cub and the male lion holds a ball.

9 The colophon inVol.430 of the extantMahāprajñāpāramitā Sūtra大般若经 atMisumiHachimangu shrine records: “龍溪草庵書之，
大明溫州沙門慶載” (Transcribed at the Ryukei Temple by the Ming dynasty monk Qingzai of Wenzhou). The Ryukei Temple
was located on Mount Ryukei in Misumi, in the vicinity of Misumi Hachimangu shrine and the Misumi Kumano Gongen‑sha
shrine (Igata 2018, pp. 44–45).

10 The inscription is carved on the bottom of the stone lion’s pedestal and arranged from right to left in two vertical lines:
“食天倉不食人家/一粒粮急急如律令” (Fed by Heaven’s granary, not a single grain from the people’s household. Swiftly, as
by the law’s command) (Egami 2015, p. 51). The character “粮” (糧) appears here in its popular variant form, written as “米良”.

11 At present, a pair of Song‑style stone lions and two Satsuma pagodas on the summit of Mount Shura stand before a small stone
chamber. Since the stone chamber itself dates to the Edo period, the present arrangement of stone chamber, pagodas and stone
lions cannot predate that time. Nevertheless, on‑site examination at Mount Shura confirms that the configuration of Satsuma
pagodas and Song‑style stone lions formed the core of the original landscape on Mount Shura’s summit (Igata 2008, pp. 65–83).
This same pairing is also found at Umidera‑ato site.
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