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1. Introduction: 
This research aims to investigate the manifestation of Near 

Eastern iconography in the design of Japanese guardian lions and 

parallels of this phenomenon in other cultures in Asia, namely 

Egypt, Mesopotamia, Iran, Gandhara and India and China. I use a 

visual comparison method to examine two specific visual qualities 

in the design of Japanese shishi and komainu influenced by the 

image of guardian lions in the ancient Near East; leonine body 

markings and komainu’s single horn. The objection of this research 

is that these two visual features work as a sign to designate shishi 

and komainu as guardian creatures associated to sun and moon. 

The first visual feature is a form of torsional body marking 

known as ‘shishi moyou’ in Japan. There are numerous examples 

available from Egypt, Mesopotamia and ancient Iran that represent 

lions—and occasionally other animals—with similar form of body 

marking. In this research, I argue that this torsional motif can be a 

reference to the solar nature of guardian lions. 

The second visual feature is komainu’s single horn. By 

making a comparison between the image of komainu and Near 

Eastern single-horned bull, I argue that komainu’s single horn is an 

adaptation from the image of Near Eastern bull and works as an 

iconographic reference to the lunar nature of komainu. 

2. Chapter I: Pan-Asian Concept of Guardian Lions: 
2.1. Phenomenology of the Sacred Place: 

This chapter offers an explicit description on basic structure of 

sacred area and its connection to chaotic space. Sacred places, 

regardless of the culture they represent, have two common 

qualities. First, sacred places are designed to reflect the cosmology 

of ruling religion. Second, their function is defined within carefully 

delimited area.   

Since sun and moon are always in motion and they disappear 

and reappear in the sky, in the mythology of many cultures, they 

are believed to travel between different cosmic areas; world of 

living and underworld. Therefore, sun and moon are often depicted 

marking the borderline between two areas of sacred and profane.  

In ancient Near East, Lions are believed to guard the cosmic 

gateways between world of living and underworld and they also 

protect the sun in its nighttime journey to the underworld. 

Therefore, lions share similar qualities with the sun. On the other 

hand, bull is an animal associated to the moon; the source of bull’s 

lunar power is in its horn, which imitates the shape of a crescent 

moon. Therefore, these two animals represent sun and moon and 

this makes them the perfect guardians for sacred places to mark the 

line between the sacred and the profane. 

2.2. Pan-Asian Concept of Guardian Lions: 

This section is an introduction to various representations of 

guardian lions used by the cultures mentioned above. Additionally, 

various examples have been used to portray commonalities 

between the images of guardian lions from different cultures. In 

round up section of this chapter, common visual representations of 

guardian lions in the art of mentioned cultures are reviewed in the 

following categories:  

1. Lions as Guardians of Cosmic Gateways, 2. Lions as 

Guardians of the sun. 3. Lions Throne, 4. Ceremonial Lion Beds, 5. 

Lions as Guardians of Sacred Place, 6. Gods and Goddesses 

Ridding on Lion, 7. Lion Pillars, 8. Guardian Lions’ Facial 

Expressions, 9. Lion Sphinxes. 

3. Chapter II: Shishi and Leonine Body Markings: 
The first visual feature that is examined in this research is a 

form of round or torsional motif that appears on different locations 

on lions—and occasionally other animals—in numerous visual 

examples from all of the cultures under discussion (Figure 1). 

3.1. Literature Review: 

Tanabe Katsumi mentions the torsional motif in the design of 

green fabric usually attached to the rim of lion masks used in 

Japanese lion dance performances. He claims that; “because this 

motif was introduced to Japan long time ago, there is no official 

name for it. However, it is called as ‘lion’s hair’ in Kyushu 

Prefecture.1 This motif is called as ‘shishi moyou’ or ‘the lion 

motif’ by Takashi Katano in his book titled the encyclopedia of 

Japanese motifs.2 

Leonine body ornament was used in the vast region of Asia for 

thousands of years and it was translated to various forms and 

patterns with different naturalistic and iconographic attributions. 

                                                                    
1 Katsumi Tanabe, “Shishimai kara Mesopotamia.Ejiputo-e.” Bulletine of 
Kakegawa-west High School Vol. 20 (1989): 3. 
2 Takashi Katano, Nihon Monyou Jiten (Tokyo: Kawade Shobo 
Shinsha,1984), 55. 
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However, very few researches had been dedicated to this subject. 

An article by Helene J. Kantor, published in Journal of Near 

Eastern Studies is the first significant work dedicated to this 

subject.3 Kantor offers numerous examples of shoulder ornaments 

from ancient Egyptian and Syro-Palestinian art. She offers various 

theories concerning the origin of the leonine shoulder ornament 

and its source of inspiration. These theories with the pros and cons 

related to each of them are argued in the forth section of this 

chapter; 1. Natural hair whorl, 2. Applique or an element of 

decoration, 3. Sign of goddess, 4. Sun symbol

3.2. Method of Research: 

Since visual comparison is the main method used in this 

chapter, 274 examples are collected form all the mentioned 

cultures that show different variations of animal body markings.  

Detail images of body markings available are organized in the 

form of a timeline table in the sixth section of this chapter. This 

timeline table covers a span of time between third millennium BCE 

to present and using this table; we can observe how the body 

markings evolve as they were transited from culture to culture.   

Next to each of the images in the timeline table, there are one 

or multiple notes—number of notes depends on number of body 

markings depicted in that image—and it includes information 

about each of the animal body marking depicted in that particular 

artifact. 414 notes are included in timeline table and each of these 

notes describe three factors about the body marking they are 

associated with:  

1. The motif that is used to mark the animal. All the motifs 

available in all 414 notes are categorized into 18 groups. 

2. The animal that is illustrated with a specific body marking. 

There are 14 kinds of animals identified with body marking. 

3. The location of marking on animals’ body.  

The marking occurs on 14 different locations on animals’ body. 

                                                                    
3 Helene J. Kantor, “The Shoulder Ornament of Near Eastern Lions,” 
Journal of Near Eastern Studies 6 (October 1947): 250-274.  

3.3. Sampling Method: 

The sampling method used for this research is simple random 

sampling. Animal body markings analyzed in this research are very 

popular in both Near Eastern and East Asian art and the collection 

available to this research is just a small share of them. In this 

chapter, all the examples mentioned by previous researches are 

collected, as well as other examples collected from other 

references—such as books, museum online databases—and each of 

the examples at least have one of the qualities below: the animal 

body marking represents a circular or whirl shape, the animal with 

the body marking is a lion or bull or the body marking represented 

on the shoulder or rump of the animal. The reason that these 

qualities are chosen is that they have a critical role in revealing the 

iconographic meaning of the shoulder ornament.

3.4. Conclusion: 

The animal body markings are used in a long period of time 

across the vast continent of Asia. Therefore, it is possible that the 

body markings bear different iconographic attributions in different 

circumstances of time and place. However, looking at the 

examples collected, it is clear that some visual qualities have a 

very distinguished popularity. Therefore, the conclusion of this 

chapter is based on the popularity of the visual qualities:  

1. 87% of all the notes refer to the body markings on lions and 

bulls. This proves that the body markings are intended for lions 

and bulls and other markings are local imitations of the leonine and 

bovine markings. 

2. Collected examples show that locations of leonine and 

bovine markings are different in early ages; leonine markings are 

mostly used on the torso of the animal, while the bovine markings 

are used on the forehead of the animal. Later, the leonine and 

bovine markings were completely mixed up and the whirl motif on 

the forehead of the bulls was replaced by a form of leonine 

marking on the body and vise versa. 

3. Many of the motifs used as animal body marking are 

mainly known as solar symbols. “The Iconography of the sun is 

represented by a vast range of emblems. These include the gold 

disk, the rayed winged disk, the half-disk with rays, the circle with 

center point, and a star, spiral, ring, wheel, Swastika, heart, rosette, 

lotus, sun flower and chrysanthemum.”4 Thus, the body markings 

represent the sun.  

4. 30% of all the motifs available are formed in the shape of a 

whirling symbol and they symbolize changing from one state or 

condition to another; like death and rebirth, sacred and profane and 

etc. This idea aligns with the solar nature of the guardians, as well 

                                                                    
4 Jack Tresidder, edit. , The Complete Dictionary of Symbols (San 
Francisco, 2005), 455. 

Figure 1: A(1-E-18), B(1-M-22), C(1-I-43), D(1-GI-16), 
E(1-C-16), F(1-J-50). 
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as their role as the connector between the sacred place and profane. 

4. Chapter III: Komainu and Near Eastern Single-horned Bull: 

The second visual quality is komainu’s single horn. I argue 

that komainu’s single horn is an adaptation from the image of 

single-horned bull that appears in numerous Near Eastern 

representations accompanied by lion (Figure 2-A). I use the 

iconography of the horn in ancient Near East to prove that 

komainu’s horn is a reference to resurrection power of the moon. 

There are clear differences in the appearance of early komainu 

used during the late Heian Period, and komainu, as we know it 

today. Ruiju Zatsuyosho No.4 is originally a document form late 

Heian Period, however the illustrations are added in Edo period.5 

Based on the illustrations available in this document (Figure 2-B), 

the early image of komainu resembles an animal with a long neck 

and hooves, but the image of komainu as we know it today is very 

similar to shishi and it more resembles a canine animal with claws. 

What interests this research is that why during the process of 

change, komainu kept its single horn. The answer to this question 

lies in iconography of the horn in Near Eastern design and its 

mythical association to the resurrection power of the moon. 

4.1. Literature Review: 

A number of Japanese documents on imperial court rituals and 

ceremonies from tenth century to fifteenth century offer 

descriptions on the appearance of shishi and komainu. In these 

documents, shishi is often described as seated on the left side, 

yellow complexion and mouth open, while komainu is seated on 

the right side, with a white complexion, the mouth closed and a 

single horn on top of its head. Numerous Japanese documents 

describe the detail visual features of shishi and komainu, but these 

documents offer little clue to the iconographic attributions of these 

visual qualities. Only recently, studies have attempted to interpret 

symbolic meaning of these guardian lions’ visual features. General 

consensus among recent scholars is that “shishi with the mouth 

open is a male or yang, representing the heaven and the sun. 
                                                                    
5 Shigeo Kawamoto, Kazuko koizumi, Ruiju zatsuyō-shō sashizukan 
(Tokyo: Chuo-Koron Bijutsu Shuppan, 1998), intro-1. 

Komainu with the mouth closed is a female or yin, representing the 

earth and the moon.”6 

4.2. Method of Research:  

The objection of this chapter is to compare visual features of 

komainu with the visual features of Near Eastern single-horned 

bull, in order to find a possible connection between these two 

guardian animals. Once the connection between komainu and Near 

Eastern single-horned bull is established, we can prove the lunar 

association of the bull’s horn in ancient Near Eastern mythology, 

and its connection to the resurrection power of the moon. Hence, it 

is worth to consider similar iconographic attribution for komainu’s 

horn as well. 

We can establish the connection between komainu and Near 

Eastern single-horned bull through textual evidences as well. 

Based on the early documents mentioned in the third chapter of 

this research, ji, a Chinese mythical single-horned animal was used 

in Japanese court as a gateway guardian before komainu has ever 

existed. On the other hand, this Chinese creature is named to be the 

ancestor of komainu. After the connection between the komainu 

and the Chinese creature is established, Chinese and Iranian 

ancient texts are used to make the connection between the China 

and Iran. 

4.3. Chinese Unicorn Ji, the Link Between Single-horned 

Bull and Komainu: 

The single horn bull was used in China as a tomb guardian as 

early as first century. According to Engishiki, a single-horned 

Chinese mythical bull named ji was used as gateway guardian in 

Japanese court during the Engi Era (901-923).7 Ji was mentioned 

in ancient Chinese book of Sen Gai Kyo (Figure 3), as a creature 

with the appearance of a bull. It was mentioned in the late Heian 

Period scroll, Ruiju Zatsuyosho No.4 and in this document, Xiniu 

is introduced as the same animal as ji. Ji appears in the classical 

poetry of China like Tao Te Ching and Shi Jing. Guan Yin Zi by Xi 

Yin are another documents that offer a passage that refers to the 

lunar association of ji. Another note on the origin of xiniu and ji is 

found in the Book of Han—finished in 111. This book reveals the 

origin of three very important guardian animals used in China and 

it says: in the land of Wuyi “ there exist taoba, lion and xiniu.”8 

Land of Wuyi is the name referring to parts of present Afghanistan 

and Iran. This quote proves that all of these guardian animals come 

from the Near East. On the other hand, Bun’an Gosokui 

Chodonozu, written in mid-twelve century, 9  includes an 

                                                                    
6 Kohei Sugiura, Nihon no Katachi, Ajia no Katachi (Tokyo, 1994), 27. 
7 Chisato Uesugi, Komainu Jiten, (Tokyo, 2001), 111. 
8 
9 Toshio Fukuyama, Jutaku Kenchiku no Kenkyu (Tokyo: 
Chuo-Koron Bijutsu Shuppan, 1984),187. 

Figure 2: A(2-I-29), B(2-J-2). 
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illustration of shishi and komainu with a short annotation that 

reads; “the image of ji becomes komainu.”10 Based on Bun’an 

Gosokui Chodonozu, we can claim that the image of komainu is 

originated from the image of single-horned guardian, ji. Hence, ji 

is the link that connects komainu with its distant ancestor the Near 

Eastern single-horned bull.  

4.4. Conclusion: 

In early illustrations, shishi and komainu are depicted as very 

different creatures. Although later the image of komainu changed 

and it became very close to shishi in appearance, but some of the 

features in the design of komainu was preserved. These visual 

features are very similar to the visual features of the Near Eastern 

bull; therefore, they can play an important role in discovering 

komainu’s original iconographic attributions. All of these visual 

features and their similarities to the Near Eastern bulls are 

discussed throughout this chapter and they are separately analyzed 

in the conclusion section of this chapter. The list of these visual 

features are as followed: 

1. Having a single horn, 2. Depicted/described accompanied 

by lion, 3. Being used as guardian of sacred places, 4. Having a 

white complexion, 5. Associated with the right side, 6. 

Representing the end/death, 7. Considered to be female 

5. Conclusion of this Research: 

Main purpose of this research is to reveal the connection 

between shishi and the sun, komainu and the moon, through the 

visual analysis of two of their visual features, shishi moyou and 

komainu’s single horn. In order to establish these connections, the 

iconography of these visual features is analyzed in the ancient Near 

Eastern design, which is the origin of the image of the lion 

guardians. First chapter of this research is an introduction to the 

commonalities in lions’ representations in mentioned cultures. 

These commonalities are analyzed to show the similar 

roles of lions as guardian animals in all of the cultures 

above. 

The second chapter of this research is dedicated to 

shishi moyou or leonine body marking that occurs on some 

animal representations in the art of the ancient Near East. Most 

of the motifs used as lion markings are the motif known as solar 

symbols and the most popular location of the motif occurs on the 

shoulder of the animal, which resembles the sun rising over the 

back of lion. This depiction of lion and sun refers to the role of 

lions as guardians of the cosmic gateway. Moreover, whirling form, 

which is the most popular form of the body marking, is a sign 

associated with solar cycle and the cycle of time. In this sense, the 

round and torsional motif closely interprets the function of the lion 
                                                                    
10 Chisato Uesugi, Komainu Jiten, (Tokyo, 2001), 110. 

as the guardian and connector between the sacred place and the 

profane.

In the third chapter of this research, the origin and the 

iconographic meaning of komainu’s single horn is examined. We 

know that komainu is a guardian creature innovated in Japan, 

however, it holds various features of the guardian animals 

introduced to Japan via China and Korea; such as bull and dog.   

Here, the focus is where komainu’s single horn has originated from.

Based on the analysis in this research, the origin of komainu’s 

single horn can be found in the image of single-horn bull used as 

guardian in the ancient Near East. This mythical animal influenced 

a Chinese version of single-horned bull, known as ji and the single 

horn of ji was later adapted by komainu.  

Moreover, in ancient Iranian mythology, the horn is associated to 

the regeneration power of the moon. Based on the Chinese 

documents discussed in chapter 3, similar iconographic meaning 

was later introduced to China and Chinese ji is also related to the 

moon and its horn is believed to capture the moon’s essence.

In conclusion, the analysis of two visual features that was 

used in the design of shishi and komainu shows that these two 

guardian creatures are related to the sun and moon. Shishi moyou 

represents the sun and its journey through the heaven and 

underworld, and komainu’s single horn reveals the Near Eastern 

origin of this guardian animals and it represents the regenerating 

power of the moon.  

Figure 3: The pink part of the diagram above demonstrates the 
issues discussed in the second chapter and the green part shows the 
process of the research in the third chapter of this research. The 
hypothesis and conclusion of each chapter is depicted in the 
half-moon shapes on both sides of the diagram.  
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Jack Tresidder, edit. , The Complete Dictionary of Symbols (San Francisco: 2005), 

p. 455.                                                                     
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