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THEY ARE BEAUTIFUL AND DARKLY MYSTERIOUS. The images speak of

otherworldliness, of both human and non-human figures, clothed in

glistening robes and jewelry, floating weightlessly out of some

impenetrable gloom. They appear removed from human existence

and one must wonder just what these mysterious and inscrutable

images are. They are the outward and visible manifestations of the

inward and invisible worlds of Buddhist thought and belief. 

Religion is manifested in two forms – intellectually in its dogma and

visually in its iconography. Dogma takes the form of scripture;

iconography takes either a plastik, three-dimensional form, or an

ikon, two-dimensional form. Whether plastik or ikon, the purpose of

the image is to act either as an object of adoration or as an object of

contemplation. In Buddhism, the ikon form serves the principal

purpose of inspiration or contemplation and through the various

manifestations of Buddha and other divinities within the pantheon,

the believer has before him an embodiment of one of several of his

religion’s creeds. The two ikon forms are either a representational

image or a diagrammatic mandala. In the late Middle Ages and

Renaissance, European diagrams were considered exponential

displays of sacred geometry. In Buddhism, mandala are considered

exponential displays of sacred geography. 

Buddhism is the third oldest of the world’s great religions, but it

has only been within the last fifty years that many in the West have

become acquainted with it. Like Christianity, it began with an histor-

ical figure, a Nepalese prince, Gautama Siddhartha, born

somewhere around 560BC. Even though his family name was

Gautama, meaning ‘best cow’, the name Siddhartha, meaning ‘goal

achieved’, is probably a posthumous title by later generations. At

that time in the Ganges basin and in eastern India, the traditional

power of the Brahmin caste had been replaced by that of the

Ksatriya warrior caste and under it commerce flourished, wealth

accumulated and materialistic concerns flourished, followed by a

general decline in public morality. It was into this intensely material-

istic world that Gautama Siddhartha was, according to legend, born

from the side of his mother, Queen Maya, in the Lumbini Gardens

near the modern village of Paderia in southern Nepal. Bathed at birth

by attendant deities, he then walked seven paces in each direction

and pointing heavenward declared, “For the last time I am incar-

nate.” This image of the infant Buddha is seen in Tang, Korean and

early Japanese bronzes.

The story of his youth and awakening is well known. Married to

Princess Yasodhara, he led a life of sports and leisure with no real

contact with life outside the palace. One day, while riding with his

charioteer, he saw an old man, a sick man and a corpse. When

asked the meaning of what the prince had seen, the charioteer

supposedly replied that all things grow old and die, even as would

the prince. This event, with its unsatisfactory answer, set the prince

to contemplate suffering and at the age of twenty-nine, he

renounced family and throne to become an ascetic. He traveled

south to Rajagriha in the kingdom of Magadha, studying under two

yogic teachers, Alara Kalama and Uddaka Ramaputta. After years of

studying under these famed ascetics and anchorites, he renounced

their extreme disciplines as the answer. His response was what is

called the Middle Way that called for neither gross self-indulgence

nor excessive self-mortification. 

The eventual answer to life’s existence began with the singular

observation that life is a painful existence in which man is helpless to

intervene. If rebirth, an accepted belief, only leads back to yet

another painful existence, why couldn’t the eternal cycle of death

and rebirth be broken? Could the cause of rebirth be that something

was either missing or incomplete in the previous life and what was

this incompleteness? The ‘what’ was the key. His answer was the

lack of enlightenment (bodhi). He came to this realization after a

protracted and intense state of meditation under a pipal (later

renamed bodhi) tree near the town of Gaya. In his moment of

enlightenment, he is depicted wearing monastic robes with his legs

crossed before him in a dhyanasana, lit. meditative position of the

lower limbs, with his left hand in his lap in dhyana mudra, lit. medita-

tive position of the hands, and his right hand reaching over his right

knee to touch the ground in bhumisparsa mudra, lit. ground-

touching position of the hand. In this position, he was calling the

earth to witness that he had achieved enlightenment and had

become Buddha. Interestingly enough, the vast majority of the

depictions of this Buddha Shakyamuni are in sculptural and not

painted form. The name Shakyamuni is derived from the name of his

Figure 1
Fudo Myo-O with Two Attendants

Late Kamakura Period, Early 14th Century
72 x 45 inches

The John D. Rockefeller, Jr. Collection, The Asia Society
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painting, acquired by the Met in 1912, depicts a mournful assembly

of disciples in the forest clearing at Pava, surrounding the body of

Buddha, dressed in golden robes on a formal bier. Attending the

disciples in their mourning are the animals of the world, with the

single exception of the cat, which chose not to attend, a reason why

the cat is considered foul in many minds. What is probably the first

Japanese painting acquired by an American, Buddhist or otherwise,

is another Death of Buddha, an extremely large 19th century

example, bought by the American artist, Frederick Church, and is

now on display in his famous Hispano-Moresque home, Alana, an

American Historical Site museum in Hudson, New York.

The spread of Buddhism rested with his immediate disciples, the

arhat (Ch. Luohan, Jp. Rakan.) The term means “one who has extir-

pated his passions.” They usually number sixteen, but larger groups

are encountered. Each is known for certain qualities and is identified

by specific physical or possessive characteristics. One of the most

distinctive (Fig. 3) is Kanaka Bharadvaja (Jp. Hatsura Tasha Sonja),

recognized by his long eyebrows. This remarkable, early 13th

century painting in the Metropolitan Museum of Art owes much of its

strong configuration and broad use of pools of color to Central Asian

paintings of the 8th century. Known as “The Golden Banner Bearer,”

he was a worker of miracles and a great expounder of the faith.

Images with long eyebrows, to add to the confusion of identification,

are also identified as the arhat Añgaja (Jp. Inkada Sonja.). 

After the death of Buddha, the faith was to suffer a split that has

lasted to the present day. Around the end of the first century BC,

Buddhism experienced several schisms, breaking into two principal

paths, Theravada and Mahayana. Theravada or Southern Buddhism

was pejoratively called Hinayana, the ‘Lesser Vehicle’ by its critics. It

clung hard to what was considered core Buddhism, the teachings of

Buddha alone. The Four Great Truths, the Noble Eightfold Path

and the early sutra were considered to be Buddhism at its purest. It

is this form of Buddhism, bereft of any images other than Buddha

himself, which predominates in Ceylon and Southeast Asia. Like

Protestant Christians, where anything invented by man – saints,

relics, intercessions, worship of graven images, original sin, purga-

tory, pardons and transubstantiation – was considered ‘repugnant to

the Word of God,’ the Theravada Buddhists rejected everything but

the teachings of Buddha. It was a monastic movement in which

laymen spent time as monks (as it is today), upholding the precepts

of monastic life and writing doctrinal exegeses. Because of their

emphasis on an individual’s responsibility for his own personal salva-

tion, they were accused of having lost sight of the original purpose of

Buddhism, the salvation of all people. Whereas Theravada teaches

the elimination of earthly desires, Mahayana takes a more aggressive

role by redirecting them in the belief that desires are inseparable

from enlightenment. Mahayana began in India, through which

Buddhism had spread by the 3rd century BC. Theravada Buddhism

remained the dominant belief in South and Southeast Asia, but

Mahayana is the branch that concerns us because what distin-

guishes it is its belief in multiple Buddhas and divinities.

Mahayana differed from Theravada in its belief of the bodhisattva

practice to attain salvation for all men and not just for the individual.

A bodhisattva is one who aspires to enlightenment and carries out

altruistic practices in order to attain this state for others. The

practices are learned by studying the great sutra or writings. The

sutra created during this period of explosive growth and writing of

scriptures were the Prajñaparamita-sutra which taught that all things

were empty; the Srimaladevisimhanada-sutra and Vimalakirtinirdesa-

sutra which supported lay Buddhism; the greatest of all was the

Saddharmapundarika-sutra, the Lotus Sutra, which taught that

bodhisattva practice could be completed in a single lifetime and

would lead to perfection. The New York Public Library’s Spencer

Collection of Japanese Books and Manuscripts contains some illumi-

nated sutra handscrolls, executed in indigo and gold, including a

Heian Mahaprajñaparamita-sutra and two Kamakura handscrolls, a

Saddharmapundarika-sutra and a Kanfugen-sutra. 

The terms Buddha, Buddhahood and Buddha Nature are used

frequently in many contexts and can be confusing. A Buddha is

simply one who has perceived the truth of all existence. Theravada

and Mahayana Buddhism, two differing schools to be discussed

presently, approach being a Buddha differently. The first defines it as

the state after both body and mind have been extinguished. The

second teaches that attaining buddhahood is a result of ages of

austere and meritorious practices. Buddhahood is simply the state of

being a Buddha, but Buddha Nature is dependent on the qualities of

the individual, exclusive of practices and disciplines. This Nature is

considered by many to be the seed of Buddhahood, resident within

all individuals.

Buddhism reached China from India during the Eastern Han,

somewhere around 70AD and quickly spread throughout the

country, reaching Korea in the late 4th century. At that time the

dominant state during the Three Kingdoms Period (1st century BC –

7th century AD) was the kingdom of Koguryô in the northern part of

the peninsula. Paekche controlled the southwest and Silla, later to

unify the entire country in 668AD, controlled the southeast. Paekche

was the smallest of the three and to maintain a valid realpolitik in

relation to its powerful neighbors, maintained outstanding relations

with both China and Japan. While Buddhism arrived in Koguryô in

372AD from northern China via the monk Sundo, it arrived in

Paekche twelve years later from the southern Chinese state of

Eastern Chin (317-420AD). From Paekche, it spread to Japan in

538AD when the King of Paekche sent a mission to the Japanese

emperor bearing images, sutra and ritual objects. One of the most

beautiful of all Buddhist sculptures is the famed Kudara Kannon, a

very large wood figure of Avalokitesvara, now in Nara. It is probably

the only piece of Paekche wood sculpture in existence and its

elongated, ethereal beauty only hints as the splendors of the

Buddhist images of that period. The Japanese, always touchy about

anything that infringes on their sense of national uniqueness, are not

necessarily forthcoming in acknowledging that this sculpture and

several of the earliest temple buildings in Nara are not only Korean in

style, but Korean in origin because they were constructed by Korean

architects and craftsmen. 

Stylistically, the Korean bronzes before the unification of the

country by Silla in 668AD were strongly influenced by Northern Wei

family’s tribe, the Shakyas, and muni, means sage or saint.

Even after his awakening and rejoicing in his emancipation, he

vacillated as to whether or not he should attempt to teach others

what he had learned. Instead of withdrawing from the world, Buddha

set out on a path to teach. The Brahmanical world at this time was

rife with contradictory schools of metaphysical arguments. Vedic

authority and Brahmanical rituals were under attack from proponents

of thoughts such as ethical relativism, skepticism, self-determinism,

asceticism, materialism and pragmatism. Rather than support or

denigrate any or all of the multiple, conflicting schools, Buddha

sought to teach dharma, the eternal and true law, which

transcended all beliefs and was applicable to everyone. No more

was there a need to ponder the existence of non-existence, the

dichotomy of soul and body, among other conundri, because truth

was simple, universal, pure and distilled. As such, Buddhist doctrine

was neither specific nor dogmatic as a religion, but intensely appli-

cable as a working ethic. 

As Buddha, his first doctrine was the Four Great Truths by which

the cycle could be broken: Life is suffering; The cause of suffering is

desire; Desire must be overcome; Suffering and rebirth will end. In

his First Sermon at the Deer Park in Benares, the most sacred of the

Hindu sites, he laid down the Noble Eightfold Path of the ‘right’

things to do: right views (freedom from delusions); right aims (pure

and lofty thoughts); right speech (truthfulness); right actions

(kindness to all living things); right effort (self-control); right minded-

ness (a mind that is never lazy); right livelihood (honesty in one’s

dealings); right rapture (meditations on life). Combined with the Five

Abstentions (taking of life, lying, stealing, intoxication and

unchastity), the Four Great Truths and the Noble Eightfold Path

formed the dogma of the earliest Buddhism which was preached by

him and his disciples, variously known by the name arhat in Sanskrit,

luohan in Chinese and rakan in Japanese. His teaching spread

rapidly, gathering many disciples and converting the King Bimbisara

of Magadha, and in his home town of Kapilavastu, his former wife,

Yashodhara, their son, Rahula, his father, King Shuddhodana, and

Prasenajit, King of Kosala. 

This beginning stage of Buddhism ended some forty-five years

later with the death of the historical Buddha, somewhere around

480BC. At a place called Pava in the area of Malla, after a serious

illness, he calmly lay down in a grove of trees and spoke his last

words to his gathered disciples, “You must not think that your

teacher’s words are no more, or that you are left without a teacher.

The teaching and precepts I have expounded to you shall be your

teacher.” Buddha had entered a second state of nirvana. In Sanskrit,

the word means ‘blown out’, but is usually translated as extin-

guished, ceased or extinct. Of the two types of nirvana, the first is

called the nirvana of remainder, in which a sentient being has extir-

pated all illusions, but is still bound to the world of suffering through

his living body. The nirvana of no-remainder is achieved at death

when both sources of suffering, the body and the mind, are extin-

guished. Of all Buddhist paintings, this scene of no-remainder (Fig. 2)

is the most poignant as it is the only one in which human emotion

plays a prominent role in the iconography. This 14th Century

Figure 2
Shaka Nehan (Death of the Earthly Buddha)

Late Kamakura Period, 14th Century
773⁄4 x 721⁄2 inches

The Metropolitan Museum of Art
Figure 3

The Arhat Kanaka Bharadvaja
(Japanese, Hatsura Tasha Sonja)

Kamakura Period, 13th Century
46 x 191⁄2 inches
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bronzes, images of Buddha or Buddhist triads of flat, angular

composition, frequently with large, fan-like halos. Under Silla, the

influence came directly from Tang and the images are more

rounded, fleshier, sitting or standing, and more robust. Mahayana

Buddhism had rather little residual effect in Korea with the excep-

tions of Buddhist triads, with a central figure flanked by two

bodhisattva. There are, however, images of independent

bodhisattva, guardian figures and Maitreya. The best known of these

are the large figures of Maitreya, seated with his right ankle resting

on his left knee, his right elbow resting on the knee and fingers of the

right hand touching his chin in meditation. This image is found in

Japan and the earliest ones are probably Korean in origin. The great

cave temple at Sok’kuram, overlooking the Eastern Sea near

Kyongju, is dominated by a great stone seated Buddha at the end of

the cave, but the walls are carved with figures of the Four Guardian

Kings. As the cave and the Buddha are at the easternmost point on

the Korean peninsula, the Buddha’s face receives the country’s first

rays of the morning sun as it rises. Korea had adapted the theology

of bodhisattva and some attendant guardian figures, but it was in

Japan, however, that esoteric Buddhism would reach its greatest

heights some five centuries later. Esoteric or hidden knowledge was

based on belief in a series of Buddhas, various deities, various

worlds and various states of existence. It is at this point that

Northern Buddhism can become staggeringly confusing and this

Dhyanibuddhas are almost unknown in Chinese art and their

eastward movement appears to have stopped 

Manusibuddhas are mortal Buddhas who live on earth for a time

to teach the Doctrine. The historical Buddha, Shakyamuni, is actually

the Manusibuddha of the Present World.

Independent Bodhisattvas are akin to the Dhyanibodhisattvas,

but are responsible for various and specific aspects. The best known

of this group is Prajñaparamita, author of the Prajñaparamita-sutra

and one of the two attendants to Buddha in the triad compositions.

Dhyanbodhisattvas are the actual creators of the universe, the

most important being Avalokitesvara, known as Guanyin in China

and Kannon in Japan. Avalokitesvara means “He who perceives the

sounds of the world” and according to the 25th chapter of the Lotus

Sutra can assume thirty-three different forms, both Tantric (esoteric)

and non-Tantric, and can manifest himself anywhere in the world to

save people from suffering and harm. On this ability to manifest

himself anywhere rests the universal popularity for this divinity.

Because of his nurturing qualities and unlimited compassion, he is

frequently depicted in almost feminine dress and gentleness and is

often referred to as the “goddess of mercy.” One such manifestation

(Fig. 6.) as Ekadasamukha or the Eleven-Headed Avalokitesvara (Jp.

Juichimen Kannon), as seen in this late Kamakura image, seated on

his mountain residence, Mt. Potalaka, a towering outcrop with

flowering trees and sea divinities in the lower corners. He is dressed

in typical bodhisattva garb and holds a kalasa of celestial ambrosia in

his left hand and lowers his right in varada mudra, the hand position

for bestowing gifts. The Dalai Lamas are considered rebirths of

Avalokitesvara which is why this divinity’s mountain residence, Mt.

Potalaka, was used to name the Potala Palace, the Dalai Lama’s

residence in Lhasa. 

One form of Avalokitesvara, popular in Chinese Chan (Zen)

Buddhism, was the White-Robed Avalokitesvara (Jp. Byakue

Kannon). This image is syncretic in that it conveys the intermingling

of Zen Buddhism and Pure Land Buddhism. Pure Land refers not so

much to the pure land where Buddha dwells, but to the pure state of

life in a purified heart, the goal of Zen Buddhism. This is depicted

iconographically in the three following images. In the collection of the

Metropolitan Museum of Art is a 14th century White-Robed Kannon

(Fig. 7), almost identical in composition to a late 15th century

example (Fig. 8) in the Rockefeller Collection at the Asia Society. It is

remarkable to have two examples of an extremely rare iconography

within walking distance. The composition is almost identical except

for two aspects: the kalasa in the Met example is on the rocky ledge

behind him and in the Asia Society example, it is on the right; the

rocks at the top of the waterfall differ. Otherwise, the position of the

body, garments and the coif are basically identical. Interestingly

enough, there is a small ink sketch (shukuzu) by Kano Tan’yu (Fig. 9),

17th century, in the collection of the Harvard Art Museums which

relates directly to this group, more closely to the Asia Society

painting. Both the position of the kalasa and the rockwork at the top

of the waterfall correspond and the possibility exists that the Tan’yu

sketch at Harvard was made of the painting at the Asia Society, or

another, closely related Japanese or Chinese original.

The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Figure 4
Shaka Juroku Zenshin

(Shakyamuni with 60 Attendants)
Muromachi Period
14th/15th Century

45 x 22 inches

The Newark Museum

Figure 5
Miroku Bosatsu (Maitreya)
Nambokucho Period, 14th Century
42 x 181⁄2 inches
The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Figure 6
Juichimen Kannon (Ekadasamukha) 
on Mt. Potalaka
Kamakura Period, 13th Century
423⁄4 x 16 inches
The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Figure 7 (Left below)
Byakue Kannon (White Robed Kannon)
Nambokucho Period, 14th Century
441⁄2 x 201⁄3 inches
The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Figure 8 (Below right)
Byakue Kannon (White Robed Kannon)
Muromachi Period, circa 1480
Circa 1480
331⁄2 x 171⁄4 inches

The Asia Society
Figure 9
Byakue Kannon
(White-Robed Kannon)
Shukuzu (Ink Sketch)
Kano Tan’yu, 17th Century
Harvard University Art Museums

writer hopes that this small scribble can make some sense of it 

The Trikaya System taught that there were three Buddhas, not

just one. Adibuddha, the Primordial Buddha, the Self-Existent and

the Self-Creative, existed in the beginning, created the Universe and

through him all creation emanated. The second Buddha was

Shakyamuni Gautama, the Historical Buddha, and the third was

Maitreya, Buddha of the Future. Adibuddha is rarely depicted in

painted form, but Shakyamuni (Jp. Shaka) is frequently represented

in many forms. A 14th/15th Century Shaka Juroku Zenshin

(Shakyamuni with 60 Attendants) in the collection of The Newark

Museum (Fig. 4) is a good example. Even though “60” is figurative,

the central figure and attendant divinities form a perfectly balanced

composition, based on Song Dynasty iconography. The canopy

above indicates royal status, and the hand positions of the

shimmering central image are in seppo-in mudra, indicating the

Teaching of the Law. This was the Mahaprajñaparamita-sutra,

which, as a personal vehicle for attaining enlightenment for oneself

and all, taught that all things were empty. Images of Maitreya (Jp.

Miroku) can look deceptively similar (Fig. 5). Identification is based

mainly on attributes that serve as clues. In the case of this 14th

century example of the Buddha of the Future, the attribute is the

caitya or stupa reliquary held by both hands. This refers to the

principal stupa in India holding the ashes of his predecessor, the

Historical Buddha. In his headdress is a roundel with five seated

images representing the Five Wisdoms of a fully awakened Buddha.

In the cases of the pre-Khmer, Pra Kon Chai hoard of bronzes, there

are numerous images of Maitreya where the identifying stupa is in

the headdress.

Dhyanibuddhas were created by Adibuddha as his spiritual sons

and are often called the Five Celestial Jina. There were five of them:

Vairocana, Aksobhya, Ratnasambhava, Amitabha and

Amoghasiddhi. To make matters even more complex, they are

sometimes referred to as “Crowned Buddhas” who can take two

forms: pacific and angry. As pacific divinities they and are referred to

as Yi-Dam in Tibetan Lamaism. 

They wear bodhisattva garb and jewelry and sometimes have a

third eye. Seated in coitus with their female sakti (again, usually in

Tibetan Lamaism,) they are known as Herukabuddhas, and again,

they have both pacific and ferocious manifestations. In their angry or

ferocious form they wear dharmapala garb and ornaments, usually

necklaces of skulls. The iconography of both Yi-Dam and

Herukabuddha, although a part of esoteric Buddhism, never really

manifested itself in Japan and is recognized as being almost exclu-

sively Tibetan.

Dhyanibuddhas were very much in evidence in Chinese art during

a brief but brilliant time in the first half of the 8th century. There is a

corpus of almost life-size marble figures from Xian which have

appeared in the salerooms and in exhibitions. There was a large

figure, unspecifically identified due to lack of head or arms holding

attributes, that was the cover illustration of the Sotheby’s New York

sale in March, 2000. Another figure, obviously from the same group,

was a powerful Ratnasambhava in the China 5000 exhibition at the

Guggenheim last year. After this brief period, images of
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welcoming figure of Buddha, surrounded by blinding light, is

attended by his two principal bodhisattva, Avalokitesvara (Kannon)

and Mahasthamaprapta (Seishi). It is a compelling and emotive

image, depending less on the huge contrast of gold versus dark than

the insinuation of stately emanation and movement out of the realm

of the cosmos and into the realm of the world itself.

Acceptance of the attendant groups in Buddhist iconography,

such as Lokapala and the Guardians of the Four Directions, did

extend as far as Japan, but in limited ways. Both Lokapala and

Guardian figures appear frequently as Tang sancai tomb sculpture,

together with pre-Buddhist imagery such as earth spirits, testifying to

the continued practice of spirit worship in Chinese culture. Both

groups appear frequently in Japanese Buddhist paintings as atten-

dants to a central Buddha image. 

But Buddhist paintings are not what they seem. The perception

that they are beautiful images or terrifying, non-human creatures

belie the fact that, pacific or ferocious, they are all for the good of the

believer. The pacific images exude love and compassion and the

ferocious ones strut their power of protection, not unlike one being

befriended by the strongest boy at school. The believer is protected

on one side and received with compassion on the other. 

By looking at the dates of the majority of images reproduced here,

one sees that they are almost all from the period in the 14th century

known as the Nambokucho, the period of North-South Wars in

which two rival emperors, each supported by a rival military family,

battled for the throne. It was a period of unrivaled bloodshed and

destruction, which almost destroyed the country. No part of Japan,

especially the south, escaped destruction. This perception of a world

in collapse was supported by an older belief, called the Age of

Mappo, which was supposed to have begun in the year 1052.

Mappo was considered to be an age in which the laws of Buddhism

would cease to bring enlightenment. Essentially it was a doomsday

mentality in which the hell of the 14th century appeared to be the

culmination. The people, caught in the middle, believed the end of

the world was near and turned to their faith for an answer. The

answer was that there was hope in the afterlife and that the afterlife

was available. As a result, Buddhist images, the maps to the afterlife,

were produced in large numbers.

From its introduction in the 6th century, Buddhism maintained a

very close relationship with the Japanese state. Prince Shotoku

Taishi (574-622), regent to the Empress Suiko, is considered the

father of Japanese Buddhism and in the following century Buddhism

became the state religion under the Emperor Shomu. Monasteries

were established, the great temple at Todaiji was built and numerous

sects were imported from China. Two of the most highly esoteric

sects were those of Tendai and Shingon. The priest Kukai (774-835)

introduced Shingon Buddhism to Japan and was to claim that its

Figure 11
Aizen Myo-O 
Nambokucho Period, 14th Century
88 x 391⁄3 inches
The Metropolitan Museum of Art

The Japanese Buddhists arrange the hierarchy in a slightly

different way from the Trikaya System. The hierarchy is divided into

four groups: Nyorai, Bodhisattva, Deva and Myo-O. Nyorai were

Dainichi (Skt. Mahavairocana), Amida (Skt. Amitabha), Yakushi (Skt.

Bhaisajyaguru) and Shaka (Skt. Shakyamuni.)

Bodhisattva (Jp. Bosatsu) included Avalokitesvara (Kannon), for

Buddhist compassion; Mañjusri (Monju), for Buddhist wisdom;

Samantabhadra (Fugen), for Buddhist practice; Maitreya (Miroku),

the Buddha of the Future. Deva (Tembu) were originally Hindu

deities, not included in the main Buddhist pantheon, but incorpo-

rated for specific purposes in a religious principal known as

hinotheism. Many are ferocious guardians and are frequently

depicted as guardian generals, Nio (Two Kings), frequently seen

flanking the gates to Japanese temple complexes and the Four

Heavenly Kings, frequently seen flanking Buddha in temple sculpture

and paintings. Myo-O (Akala) comprised another group of divinities

to find their way into Japan at this early period. Again Indian in origin,

they were the Five Kings of Light, considered ferocious manifesta-

tions of Mahavairocana (Jp. Dainichi Nyorai). Dainichi, to be

discussed in terms of the Kongokai-mandara and the Taizokai-

mandara of the Diamond World and the Womb World, was a

metaphysical divinity capable of penetrating the world of

phenomena, the everyday world and who represented the ultimate

(esoteric) wisdom of the Truth (Dharma). Two of the best known of

these Kings of Light are Fudo Myo-O (Fig. 1) and Aizen Myo-O

(Fig. 11). Fudo, whose associated color is blue, aids and abets

Buddhists by ensnaring and defeating (hence the noose and sword)

devils and obstacles which hinder Buddhist practice. The enormous

painting is in the Rockefeller Collection at the Asia Society and is

probably one of the most powerful Buddhist images in America. The

King is depicted surrounded by flames of glory and is seated on a

strongly colored rockwork throne whose antecedent can be traced

to Northern India or Central Asia. Aizen Myo-O, whose associated

color is red, is depicted equally ferocious and is responsible for

purifying people’s desires and to free them from sufferings and

illusions caused by such desires. 

Esoteric thought began to permeate Japan around the 10th

century, carrying a panoply of diverse divinities and beliefs, many

with roots in early Indian Vedic belief. One such group of divinities

was the Nine Constellations. One such (Fig. 10) is a fine-line Heian

Period painting of the late 11th or early 12th century depicting Kyu-

Yo-Sei who represents fire. Brooklyn is well-known for its Heian hand

scroll section of the Choju jinbutsu giga (Frolicking Animals and

People Scroll), originally from the Kozan-ji and attributed to Toba

Sojo (1053-1140), but this Kyu-Yo-Sei is a fine example of the many

other paintings in its collection. 

Amida Nyorai, Buddha descending to save all souls, was the

culmination of a messianic belief that became extremely popular

during the 13th and 14th centuries. It is based on the belief that one

can attain rebirth in the Pure Land of Perfect Bliss, a realm with lotus

ponds and groves of trees brimming with jewels, bells and wondrous

birds over which Buddha and his angels preside, scattering lotus

petals. This can be attained simply by believing in and relying on the

power of Amida Buddha. In this particularly strong image from the

collection of Mrs. Mary Burke (Fig. 12), the gentle, forgiving and

Figure 10
Kyu-Yo-Sei

(One of the Nine
Constellations –

Representing Fire)
Heian Period, Late

11th/Early 12th Century
211⁄2 x 11 inches

Brooklyn Museum of Art

Figure 12
Amida Nyorai with
Kannon and Seishi

Nambokucho Period,
Late 14th Century

40 x 153⁄4 inches
Mrs. Mary Griggs Burke

Figure 13
Taizokai Mandara
Kamakura Period, 13th Century
47 x 39 inches
Brooklyn Museum of Art

Figure 14
Kongokai Mandara
Kamakura Period, 
13th Century 
463⁄4 x 39 inches 
Brooklyn Museum of Art
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rituals were indispensable to state security. Supported by court

nobles, its ceremonies became intertwined with the Imperial Court

under which national ceremonies and other rituals were performed.

In the 12th century there was a series of cloistered emperors who

governed the country and these esoteric rituals were used as a

means of buttressing their political power. From the support of the

Imperial Court, nobles and the aristocracy, esoteric Buddhism

secured its position as a proponent of both worldly and religious

power. The common characteristic of the esoteric sects was their

emphasis on the ability of an individual to attain enlightenment during

one’s lifetime.

The Tendai Sect was based on the Lotus Sutra that taught that

everyone could become a Buddha and should work towards that

end. The remarkable feature of this sect was that there is no differ-

ence between the whole and the parts. In their doctrine concerning

ontology they taught that there are three levels of existence, the void,

the middle and the ephemeral and that all existence depends on a

mutual relationship. Things can be either in a state of existence or a

state of nonexistence and therefore, all things have a phenomenal

existence. Phenomena and Truth, by extension, are the same and

when the three levels of existence are understood, enlightenment is

reached. 

The Shingon Sect comprised a set of deeper mysteries and

depended on sacred spells, ritual objects, gestures, ceremonies

and, above all, sacred diagrams, mandara. The core of Shingon

worship revolved around a pair of mandara, the Ryokai-mandara,

representing the Womb World (Taizokai-mandara) (Fig. 13) and the

Diamond World (Kongokai-mandara) (Fig. 14). This pair of paintings

originally belonged to the American artist John LaFarge. His collec-

tion was auctioned in 1911 in New York and these two paintings

came into Brooklyn’s collection in 1921. The paintings were used in

the Kanjo-e ceremony in which participants were baptized with water

and received the title of Buddha. The Kongokai-mandara was also

known as the Nishi or Western Mandala because it was hung on the

western wall during rituals; the Taizokai-mandara was also known as

the Higashi or Eastern Mandala because it was hung on the eastern

wall facing the other. The principal divinity involved is Dainichi Nyorai,

The Great Shining Buddha (Fig. 16), a metaphysical deity who

merges the status of a cosmic ruler and a transcendental Buddha.

He is depicted as Ichiji Kinrin Buccho in the center of the Kongokai-

mandara and in the center of the Taizokai-mandara. Wearing a

crown with the Buddha images of the Five Wisdoms, he manifests

two aspects of his personality, Wisdom and Truth. Seated within

flamelike emanations in the form of a sun disc, he is the universal

power to preach the essence of esoteric thought. In the Kongokai-

mandara, his hands are positioned in the chiken-in mudra of the

Diamond Fist, the unity of ordinary mortals, represented by the

fingers of one hand, and the Buddhas, represented by the index

finger of the other. All of the surround fields are diagrams, many of

them incorporating the vajra, the lightning bolt of knowledge and

diminutive figures, many arranged circle within circle. This pair of

mandara forms the apogee of esoteric Buddhism in Japan and

remains, based at the main Shingon temple in Kyoto, the Toji, as

vital and vibrant today to its followers as it was almost a thousand

years ago. 

Buddhism is very distinct in Japan. While Chinese and Indian

Buddhism tends to be reclusive, Japanese Buddhism emphasized

the distinct place of human institutions and moral practicality. Like

Confucianism, it emphasized a layered society with emphasis on

family relationships. It also tends to be nonrationalistic in nature as

the national character prefers more intuitive responses. Combined

with the tendency to accept the status quo, the Japanese bend to

situations rather than confront issues.

THE NEW YORK AREA MUSEUMS ARE REPOSITORIES OF SOME OF THE MOST IMPORTANT

Japanese Buddhist paintings outside of Japan and they came into these collec-
tions by different courses. Newark, long famous for its impressive holdings of
Tibetan and Nepalese art, began to collect Buddhist paintings in the 1960s
through the strong support of its Members Fund. The Asia Society’s holdings,
with the exception of its Byakue Kannon, were all part of the John D. Rockefeller,
III Bequest. Brooklyn’s holdings, beginning in the 1920s, were greatly increased
through the generous donations of Harold G. Henderson, numerous other private
gifts and careful purchases. The Metropolitan, with the largest collection, began
its holdings as early as 1912, benefited greatly from the enormous Havemeyer
Collection which came to them in 1929, and has continued to this year to add to
its fine collection. 

For New Yorkers and visitors alike, this week of The International Asian Art Fair
provides an excellent opportunity to visit the New York area museums and to
view this area’s remarkable collections. In consideration of the presence of so
many people in New York now, efforts have been undertaken to make a trip
worthwhile. Valrae Reynolds of Newark and Colin MacKenzie of the Asia Society
will have their entire collections on view and both Barbara Ford of the
Metropolitan and Amy Poster of Brooklyn have made concerted efforts to have
as much of their collections on view as possible. For additional readings in this
field, one could consult the library at the Japan Society or the Asian Studies
departments at Columbia University and New York University. 

The Asia Society. 502 Park Avenue at 59th Street. Hours: Mon-Sat 10-6.
Brooklyn Museum of Art. 200 Eastern Parkway, Brooklyn. Hours: Wed-Sun 12-
5, Thu 12-8:30pm. 4, 5, 6, A, C, or E subways to Fulton/Broadway and then by
2 or 3 subway to Eastern Parkway. The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Fifth
Avenue at 82nd Street. Hours: Tue-Thu, Sun 9:30-5:50, Fri-Sat 9:30-9pm. The
Newark Museum. 49 Washington Street, Newark. Hours: Wed-Sun 12-5, Thu
12-8:30pm. PATH train from Herald Square, 34th Street at Broadway, to Newark
and then taxi to the Museum.

Figure 15
Buddha Vairocana in the Form of

Ekaksara-ushnisha-chakra
(Dainichi Nyorai in the Form of Ichiji

Kinrin Buccho)
Nambokucho Period

14th Century
431⁄2 x 325⁄8 inches

The John D. Rockefeller, Jr. Collection
The Asia Society


