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To my wife, Lyra 
 

I would like to share a story of a Japanese artist, Makoto Akiyama, who continues visiting holy places that 

he and his wife visited together, who since died, and he now dedicates all his paintings to her and their love. 

Together with my wife, Lyra, we have traveled a lot around the globe, using any opportunity to 

discover different countries, their cultures, traditions, religious sites, and arts. In fall 2004, we traveled to 

Japan, where I was invited to present at the 24th Congress of the International Council of the Aeronautical 

Sciences. After the conference, we took a three-day tour to Kyoto, a city with rich history and culture, that 

was the Imperial seat for more than a thousand years. The city was founded in 794 A.D. as Heian-kyo 

(capital of peace and tranquility) [1]. Kyoto embraces 1600 Buddhist temples, 400 Shinto shrines, three 

palaces, and dozens of gardens and museums [2]. Seventeen of Kyoto’s ancient structures and gardens have 

been declared UNESCO World Heritage Sites [2, 3]. 
 

 
Kiyomizu-dera Temple (清水寺). The Ceremonial Entrance. Kyoto, Japan. Pastel (©) by Makoto Akiyama. 13½”×9” 
 

We started discovering Kyoto with a visit to Kiyomizu-dera Temple (清水寺) that was established by 

monk Enchin in 778 A.D. The name Kiyomizu-dera comes from the “pure water” (kiyomizu in Japanese) 

that flows from Mount Otowa into the Otowa waterfall in the temple compound. The temple is the 16th 

temple on Western Japan’s 33-temple Kannon (Goddess of Mercy) pilgrimage route [3]. 
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Many legends enrich the history of the site. This is one of them [4]: 
 

“The temple’s founding abbot was the esoteric monk Enchin (known earlier in life as Kenshin), 

who in 778 A.D. dreamed that a divinity instructed him to make his way up the Kizugawa River to 

find a fountain of purest water.  He arrived at a waterfall at the foot of Mt. Otowa, where he met a 

Buddhist ascetic named Gyōei Koji.  The hermit gave him a piece of sacred wood, out of which 

Enchin carved a statue of Kannon Bosatsu before enshrining it in Gyōei Koji’s simple hut.  
 

A few years later the famous general Sakanoue no Tamuramaro (758 – 811) headed into the 

Higashiyama mountains to hunt deer in order to pray for his sick wife’s recovery.  After killing a 

deer, he met Enchin, receiving a lecture from the monk about the sanctity of all life and the mercy 

of the compassionate Kannon.  So moved and filled with guilt for killing the deer, Tamuramaro 

became a devoted follower of Kannon and thereafter raised a hall to keep the statue within; this hall 

is what would grow to become Kiyomizu-dera.” 
 

We were impressed with an outstanding panoramic view of Kyoto “rising out of a sea of maples” [4] 

and the temple architectural sites, including Butai (Kiyomizu’s Wooden Stage), Three Story Pagoda, Bell 

Tower, and the Zuigu-dō Hall, which houses the Tainai Meguri (the entrance to the darkness that symbolizes 

walking into the womb of a female bodhisattva, and coming out of it back into the light that symbolizes 

being reborn again). We drank the sacred water filled with good karma at the Otowa no Taki waterfall and 

wished for a loving relationship at the Jishu Shrine. 

Finally, it was a time to walk along the Sannenzaka shopping street and buy gifts for family and friends, 

and for ourselves as well. Suddenly, I saw a street artist, who had just finished his painting. 

 
The artist, Makoto Akiyama, is working on 
the “Kiyomizu-dera Temple” painting. Kyoto, 
Japan, September 5, 2004. 

As a typical American tourist, I asked him to sell me his 

drawing as a souvenir from Japan and was ready to bargain over the 

price. He kindly gave me the masterpiece for a nominal price, with 

handwritten notes in Japanese (see below) that told us the painful 

story of his loss and loneliness. 

Later, after coming back to New Hampshire, Lyra asked her 

SNHU ESL student from Japan, Hiromi Takawa ‘05, to translate a 

fragment of Makoto Akiyama’s notes that accompanied his 

painting. The translation (presented here in the original 

orthography) conveys the sadness of Makoto Akiyama’s and his 

wife’s story, as well as the power of their eternal love. 
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Painter’s notes (in Japanese) on the reverse side of the painting: The dedication note with Makoto Akiyama’s 
signature (left) and the artist’s wife biography (right) 

A fragment of Makoto Akiyama’s notes that accompanied his painting, and its English translation 

by Hiromi Takawa ‘05, a ESL student at SNHU 
 

 

“Recently, my wife who was my only family passed away 

and then I am totally alone in the world. Her death makes 

me so sad. I decided to wander and paint because of the 

sadness. Of course, I am traveling with her. She is always 

alive in my mind. “This picture is a group work with her.” I 

felt like that when I was making this picture. Walking, I 

heard her voice. She whispered that she wanted me to make 

a picture there. I am writing this passage right now, but it 

is not my conscious mind that is writing. My wife’s spirit is 

channeled through me, and it is in fact, she that is writing. 

I wrote her name on the reverse side of the painting. 

Although we were never officially or legally married, 
she worked diligently to earn money to help support them. 

Her father was a physician, but he never desired material 

goods. She was the financial support for the painter in 

mention. She would wear a façade of happiness when she 

was hurting. He never saw the sadness expressed on her 

face. In their 20 years of “marriage”, he never witnessed 

her anger either. She died at the age of 48. She was 

diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, but by the time she 

was diagnosed, it was too late. She was hospitalized for 

three days, and then passed away. 
After she died, I realized how much she loved me. After her departure, he realized that life is loneliness. 

I hope to convey what she had given during her life through his paintings. I’m not painting for financial 

gain, it is fate that brought me and my wife together, and she brought a sense of auspiciousness to my life. 
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In the near future, I hope this painting will be highly valued. I feel sorry that my wife felt obligated 

to work for me. I wish to travel the corners of Japan in memory of my beloved wife. When you view this 

painting, I hope you can envision me and my wife’s existence. Please, go to the hospital and get a 

physical. My wife’s message is for you to regularly screen yourself for cancer.” ‒ Makoto Akiyama 

Two other (non-translated) pages of the notes of Makoto Akiyama 
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