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Various Aspects of Prince Shotoku Emerging from
Documents and Epigraphs

ISHII Kosei

Prince Shotoku (Shotoku Taishi) is ancient Japan's most famous historical
character. Most of us believe that Seventeen-article Constitution (or national
policy) and the Sangyo-gisho (interpretation of a Buddhist sutra) were his
works. But some scholars doubt it, and Waseda is the center for this research.
Although the author was educated at Waseda university as a student, I do not
doubt that those works belonged to him. This paper clarifies the various images
of Prince Shotoku that emerges from ancient documents and epigraphs.

Since Prince Shotoku is said to have been born in front of the “horse barn”
of the government office in the palace, it is often said that he is similar to Christ.
If it was a barn at the palace, however, it was a place to keep good quality horses
donated from abroad, and today it would be like the royal garage of Rolls, where
excellent engineers are sent from England.

In terms of the name of Prince Shotoku, “Dharma Prince” is essential. This
means a prince who is good at giving lectures on Buddhist scriptures. The same
is true for “Dharma King,” but in this case, the image of Sakyamuni as the king
of Buddhist teachings is also superimposed.

In the Shoman-gisho explained that Lady Shoman said, ‘I am an ignorant
woman, but I am still one of the best people in the world,” which indicates
that the author is trying to portray Lady Shoman as a woman who combines
humility and confidence. This applies to Prince Shotoku himself. He is seen to
be humble, saying such wordings as, “My foolish mind cannot understand it,”,
and at the same time, he is seen to be confident in his interpretation, saying,
“This interpretation is wrong,” or complaining, “This is not so bad, but...” This
suggests that he was confident in his interpretation.

An emperor in the time of Prince Shotoku had to have both the blood of an
emperor and the blood of the Soga clan. Prince Shotoku was such a person on
both his father's and mother's sides. Still, the children of Prince Shotoku, who
was a quasi-emperor, married within the Taishi lineage and were not allowed to
marry the Soga clan, which may have brought about the later conflict with the
Soga clan. In addition, Prince Shotoku married the granddaughter of Emperor
Suiko, who was highly jealous of and opposed to the Taishi's other wives.
Perhaps it was because of these problems that Prince Shotoku mused, “The
world is vain. Only the Buddha is true.”
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