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JAPANESE FUMI-E ("STEPPING-ON PICTURE"), A TYPE OF METAL PLATE CARVED WITH
CHRISTIAN IMAGERY, USED BY Japanese Christian communities during periods of religious
suppression, particularly in the Edo period, as a clandestine form of devotional expression and secret
communication. These unique artifacts serve as a fascinating intersection of art, faith, and cultural
resilience, embodying the ways in which oppressed groups preserved their religious identity through
subtle and ingenious means.

Introduction to Fumi-e and Its Historical Context

Origins and Meaning of Fumi-e

The term "Fumi-e" (J00) translates roughly as "stepping-on picture." Historically, it refers to images or
pictures that were used by the Japanese authorities during the Edo period (1603-1868) to identify
hidden Christians (Kakure Kirishitan). The government mandated that suspected Christians trample
on images of Christian iconography, especially crucifixes or images of Jesus and Mary, as a test of
apostasy. Those who refused to step on the images were often persecuted, imprisoned, or executed.

Religious Persecution and Suppression in Japan

During the Edo period, Christianity was viewed as a threat to the Tokugawa shogunate's political
stability. As a result, the government enforced policies to eradicate Christianity, including:

- Banning the practice of Christianity

- Forcing public displays of renunciation

- Using Fumi-e as a covert detection method

Despite the suppression, covert Christian communities persisted, often practicing their faith secretly
and employing various means to preserve their beliefs.

Characteristics of Fumi-e as Artistic and Religious
Objects



Material Composition and Craftsmanship

Fumi-e were typically crafted from various metals such as:
- Bronze

- Copper

- Iron

- Occasionally, other alloys

These metal plates were meticulously carved with Christian imagery, often in relief, making them
durable for repeated use. The craftsmanship involved detailed engraving, showcasing religious
scenes, saints, or symbols like the cross.

Design and Iconography

The images carved into Fumi-e often included:

- Crucifixes

- The Virgin Mary

- Jesus Christ

- Saint images

- Christian symbols such as the lamb, dove, or Ichthys (fish)

Some Fumi-e also depicted scenes from biblical stories, subtly encoded to avoid detection and
suppression.

Use and Function of Fumi-e in Japanese Christian
Communities

Official Enforcement and Testing Procedures

Authorities would present the metal plate to suspected Christians and instruct them to step on it:
- Those who refused to step on the image were considered covert Christians
- Those who stepped on the image were presumed to have renounced their faith

This process was often conducted publicly or in a manner designed to intimidate and test loyalty.

Secret Christian Practices and the Role of Fumi-e

For covert believers, Fumi-e served as more than just a tool for persecution:
- They became symbols of faith and resistance

- Hidden or secretly stored Fumi-e acted as tokens of clandestine worship

- Some believers kept Fumi-e as talismans or symbols of defiance



Fumi-e as a Form of Artistic Expression

Interestingly, some Fumi-e were created with artistic flair, not only as tools of persecution but also as
covert devotional objects:

- Artistic engravings with intricate details

- Subtle encodings of Christian symbols

- Combining religious imagery with local artistic styles

Modern Interpretations and Preservation of Fumi-e

Historical Significance and Cultural Heritage

Today, Fumi-e are valued as important cultural artifacts that reflect:

- The resilience of Japanese Christians

- The creative ways faith was preserved under persecution

- The historical narrative of religious suppression and clandestine worship

Museums and private collectors often showcase Fumi-e to educate the public about this unique aspect
of Japanese Christian history.

Contemporary Scholarship and Research

Researchers study Fumi-e for insights into:

- The social and religious history of Edo Japan

- Artistic techniques in metal carving

- The adaptation of religious iconography in secret practices

Some scholars explore the symbolic meanings embedded in the imagery and the ways in which
oppressed communities communicated their faith covertly.

Fumi-e in Modern Religious and Cultural Discourse

Today, Fumi-e are also discussed within broader conversations about:
- Religious freedom

- Cultural resilience

- Artistic expression under repression

They serve as powerful symbols of faith, resistance, and cultural identity.



Examples of Notable Fumi-e and Their Significance

Fumi-e Depicting Crucifixes and Biblical Scenes

Some of the most recognized Fumi-e feature:
- Crosses carved in relief

- Scenes of the Last Supper

- Images of the Virgin Mary

These images were often simplified to facilitate clandestine use while maintaining recognizable
Christian symbols.

Unique Artistic Styles and Regional Variations

Different regions in Japan produced Fumi-e with stylistic differences:

- Kochi Prefecture's Fumi-e with ornate engravings

- Nagasaki's Fumi-e incorporating local artistic motifs

- Variations in size, detail, and iconography reflecting local communities’ approaches

Case Studies of Fumi-e Used in Persecution Events

Historical records detail instances where:

- Fumi-e were used in public tests

- Some individuals refused to step on the images, leading to persecution
- Others secretly preserved Fumi-e as symbols of faith

Conclusion: The Legacy of Fumi-e and Christian Art in
Japan

Fumi-e stand as poignant artifacts embodying the complex history of Christianity in Japan. They
reveal the ingenuity of believers who, despite persecution, managed to create symbols of their faith
that served both as tools of oppression and acts of covert resistance. Their craftsmanship reflects a
blend of religious symbolism and artistic expression, making them valuable cultural and historical
objects today.

The enduring legacy of Fumi-e underscores the resilience of faith communities and the ways in which
art and symbolism can serve as powerful mediums of resistance and identity. As modern Japan
recognizes the importance of religious diversity and historical memory, Fumi-e continue to inspire
discussions on religious freedom, cultural preservation, and the enduring human spirit in the face of
adversity.



In summary, Japanese Fumi-e are metal plates carved with Christian imagery, used primarily during
the Edo period as tools for persecution, but also as symbols of clandestine faith and artistic ingenuity.
They serve as vital links to a hidden chapter of Japan’s religious history, illustrating how oppressed
communities employed creative means to sustain their beliefs and resist cultural erasure.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Japanese Fumi-e and what was its original purpose?

Japanese Fumi-e are metal plates carved with Christian imagery, used historically during Japan's Edo
period to identify and persecute Christians by requiring suspected believers to step on or over the
images as a test of faith.

How were Fumi-e plates used in the persecution of Christians
in Japan?

Authorities forced suspected Christians to step on the Fumi-e plates bearing Christian symbols;
refusal to do so was taken as evidence of Christian faith, leading to arrest and punishment.

What materials are typically used to make Fumi-e plates and
why?

Fumi-e plates are usually made of metal, such as bronze or iron, because these materials are durable
enough to withstand repeated handling and can be intricately carved with Christian imagery.

Are Fumi-e plates still used or found in Japan today?

Today, Fumi-e plates are primarily historical artifacts. They are preserved in museums and
collections, serving as symbols of Japan's history of religious persecution, rather than being used in
modern times.

What Christian images are commonly depicted on Fumi-e
plates?

Common images include the cross, the Virgin Mary, Jesus Christ, or other Christian symbols that
served as identifiers of the faith during the period of persecution.

How did the use of Fumi-e reflect Japan's policies towards
Christianity during the Edo period?

The use of Fumi-e was part of Japan's broader policy of national isolation and anti-Christian measures,
aimed at suppressing and eradicating Christianity from Japanese society.



Are there any modern cultural or artistic representations of
Fumi-e in Japan?

Yes, Fumi-e have appeared in modern art, literature, and films as powerful symbols of religious
oppression, resilience, and historical memory of Japan’s Christian persecution era.

Additional Resources

Japanese Fumi-e ("Stepping-on Picture")

In the rich tapestry of Japan’s history, particularly during the Edo period (1603-1868), religious and
political tensions gave rise to unique cultural artifacts that serve as windows into a tumultuous era.
Among these artifacts are the Fumi-e, a fascinating and complex form of visual and tactile expression
that encapsulates the intersection of faith, repression, art, and resistance. Though often associated
with images of Buddhist deities, the term Fumi-e also extends to a specific type of religious
imagery—namely, metal plates carved with Christian iconography—that were used in clandestine
efforts to identify and suppress hidden Christians (Kakure Kirishitan). This article aims to explore this
lesser-known facet of the Fumi-e phenomenon, examining its history, craftsmanship, significance, and
the nuanced role it played within Japan’s religious conflicts.

Understanding Fumi-e: From Foot-steps to Religious
Suppression

Origins and Historical Context

The term Fumi-e literally translates to "step-on picture" in Japanese, derived from the practice of
forcing suspected Christians to step on images of Christian saints or Jesus Christ. During the early
17th century, the Tokugawa shogunate implemented nationwide policies aimed at consolidating
political power and controlling religious practices. Christianity, especially Catholicism introduced by
Portuguese and Spanish missionaries, was perceived as a threat to the social order, given its
allegiance to foreign authority and its potential to undermine the shogunate’s authority.

To suppress Christianity, authorities employed a variety of measures, including:

- Banning the public practice of Christianity
- Forcing suspected believers to step on Christian images (Fumi-e)
- Imprisonment, torture, and execution of those who refused

The Fumi-e practice was particularly insidious because it relied on physical coercion and sought to
identify clandestine Christians who practiced their faith secretly. The process involved placing a
Christian icon—often an image of Jesus or the Virgin Mary—on the ground, and compelling the suspect
to step onto it. Refusal was taken as evidence of Christian faith, leading to arrest and punishment.



The Evolution of Fumi-e as a Cultural and Religious Tool

Initially, Fumi-e were simple images or prints, often made of paper or cloth, used as tools of
repression. However, over time, as the crackdown intensified, more durable and elaborate forms were
developed, including metal plates carved with Christian imagery. These metal Fumi-e served dual
purposes:

- Artistic craftsmanship: They were often intricately carved, displaying high levels of artistry.
- Symbolic resistance: For clandestine Christians, these images became symbols of faith and defiance,
especially when crafted secretly or kept hidden.

The use of metal plates was particularly significant because they could be reused, passed through
secret channels, and concealed more effectively than paper images. Additionally, the craftsmanship
involved in creating these metal Fumi-e reflected a complex interplay between religious symbolism
and Japanese artistic traditions.

The Metal Plate Fumi-e: Craftsmanship and Design

Materials and Techniques Used

The Japanese Fumi-e, especially those carved from metal, are notable for their durability and artistic
detail. Common materials included:

- Bronze
- Copper
- Iron

Crafting these plates involved several meticulous steps:
1. Design Preparation: Artists or clandestine artisans would sketch Christian imagery—most
commonly, depictions of Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary, or saints. These images had to be recognizable

but also discreet enough to avoid detection if concealed.

2. Metalworking: The chosen metal was cut into plates of varying sizes, often small enough to be
portable but large enough to display detailed imagery.

3. Carving and Engraving: Skilled artisans used fine chisels and engraving tools to carve the images
into the surface of the metal. This process required high precision to capture facial expressions,

symbolic motifs, and intricate details such as halos, cross symbols, and other Christian iconography.

4. Patination and Finishing: To enhance durability and sometimes to conceal the images for secret



use, plates might be patinated or coated with oxidizing agents, giving them an aged or covert
appearance.

Some plates featured raised reliefs, which could be more resistant to wear and also provided a tactile
element that could be felt during covert inspections.

Design Elements and Iconography

The Christian imagery carved into these plates was carefully selected to convey specific religious
messages while maintaining subtlety. Typical features include:

- Depictions of Jesus Christ: Often in crucifixion or blessing poses, emphasizing divine authority and
salvation.

- Virgin Mary: Symbolizing purity and compassion, sometimes shown with open arms or holding the
infant Jesus.

- Cross Symbols: Central to Christian faith, cross motifs were common and sometimes integrated into
the design.

- Saints and Apostles: Less frequently, images of saints served as symbols of faith and protection.

- Hidden Symbols: Some plates incorporated covert Christian symbols that could only be recognized
by initiated believers, serving as secret signs of faith.

The craftsmanship often reflected a blend of Japanese artistic sensibilities with Western Christian
iconography, resulting in plates that were both functional tools of repression and miniature works of
religious art.

Usage and Significance of Metal Fumi-e

Function in Religious Suppression

The primary role of metal Fumi-e was to serve as tangible proof of faith—or the lack thereof.
Authorities would present the plates to individuals suspected of practicing Christianity in secret. The
person’s reaction—whether to step on, refuse, or show hesitation—was recorded as evidence.

- Step-on test: The suspect was instructed to place their foot on the image. Stepping on it was
considered a confession of Christian faith, leading to arrest.
- Refusal or hesitation: Signaled clandestine belief, prompting further interrogation or punishment.

The use of durable metal plates allowed for repeated use across different locations and suspects,
making them an efficient tool for authorities.



Symbolic and Cultural Significance

Beyond their practical application, these Fumi-e plates carry profound symbolic weight:

- Religious Resistance: For hidden Christians, possessing or secretly creating these plates was an act
of faith and defiance.

- Cultural Synthesis: Their craftsmanship embodies a unique fusion of Japanese artistic
traditions—such as metal carving, engraving, and patination—with Western Christian iconography.

- Historical Artifacts: Today, surviving plates are invaluable historical objects that reveal the
clandestine religious practices and artistic ingenuity of Japan’s hidden Christian communities.

Some modern collectors and historians regard these plates as miniature relics, illustrating the
resilience of faith under oppressive circumstances.

Modern Perspectives and Preservation

Historical Significance and Research

Today, metal Fumi-e are studied extensively by historians, religious scholars, and art conservators.
Their importance lies in:

- Documenting the extent and methods of religious repression in Edo Japan.

- Understanding how clandestine Christian communities preserved their faith through covert symbols
and artifacts.

- Appreciating the craftsmanship and artistic innovation involved in creating these durable images.

Museums in Japan and abroad display surviving Fumi-e, often within exhibits on Japanese religious
history, Edo period repression, or Christian art.

Preservation Challenges and Ethical Considerations

Preserving these artifacts poses challenges:

- Corrosion and deterioration: The metals used are prone to oxidation over centuries.

- Handling and display: Due to their fragile state and cultural sensitivity, proper conservation
techniques are essential.

- Ethical debates: Some argue that displaying or collecting these plates should honor their historical
significance without trivializing or commercializing their religious and cultural importance.



Conclusion: A Testament to Faith and Resistance

The Japanese Fumi-e, especially those carved from metal with Christian imagery, represent a
compelling intersection of faith, art, repression, and resilience. These artifacts serve as silent
witnesses to the clandestine worship practices of Japan’s hidden Christians, embodying both the
oppressive tactics of the Edo government and the unwavering devotion of believers.

Their craftsmanship showcases a remarkable blending of cultural influences, transforming tools of
repression into miniature works of religious art. Today, they stand as powerful symbols of
perseverance and cultural exchange, reminding us of the enduring human spirit in the face of
adversity.

Whether viewed as historical relics, religious symbols, or artistic masterpieces, Japanese metal Fumi-e
continue to fascinate scholars, collectors, and visitors alike. They prompt us to reflect on the complex
narratives of faith, identity, and resistance that shape our collective history.
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