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SACRED TEXTS
AS A SOURCE OF THE BUDDHIST VISUAL TRADITION:
THE JAPANESE ICONOMETRIC CORPUS
Buddhist sacred sculpture is based on classical sacred Buddhist texts that have a
history of hundreds of years of existence and transformation. The need to create
such instructional texts was dictated by the necessity to preserve and transmit
tradition and craftsmanship (waza no densho, 1%M{A7K), including the
reproduction of the ritual for creating images (sacred sculptures), from master to
disciple (shishi sgjo, Fifigi #H7K). lconometric texts are present in the cultures of
most countries where Buddhism was widespread, but due to their large number
and content, it is more appropriate to study them according to their country of
dissemination. In this case (the first publication in a series), the focus is on the
Japanese corpus, which includes: Shosetsu fudoki (&inAIAIGE, IXth-Xth c.),
Jikkansho (542, Xllth c.), Besson zakki (52470, Xlth c.), Kakuzensho
(B, X1Ith=X11th ¢.), and Asabashe (FT24&45, XIlIth c.).
Keywords: Japanese Buddhist art, sacred sculpture, Esoteric Buddhism
(Mikkyd), iconometric texts, iconography, zuzéshé (IX1&¥%), Shingon school
(Tomitsu), Tendai school (Taimitsu), Heian period, Kamakura period, mandala,
hibutsu (F4{L).

Buddhist sacred iconometric texts comprise hundreds of editions distributed
throughout the entire area of Buddhism’s dissemination. This publication focuses
specifically on the main Japanese texts — zuzasho (X%#5) — collections of
iconographic images and rituals that contributed to the development of Buddhism
and its realization in sacred sculpture, which are defined as a corpus. Key to this
research is not only the review and analysis of Japanese iconometric texts but also
an attempt to compare and connect them with examples of preserved cultural
artifacts (i. e., to demonstrate their practical implementation). It is expected that
the examination and representation of their connection not only with cultural
artifacts but also with Buddhist sects will allow for a clearer differentiation in the
future between the sacred and the decorative [Zolotarova 2024] in Buddhist
countries and their religious sculpture. The iconometric texts examined in this
study primarily belong to the Esoteric Buddhism of Japan — Mikkyo (% %#k) —
because the large number of religious figures, images, depictions, and details
prompted teachers, scholars, and masters to create such works-manuals.

One of the earliest works created to analyze and regulate the pictographic
tradition of Japanese Buddhism can be considered the Shosetsu fiudoki, or “Record
of Discrepancies in Various Theories Concerning the Seed Syllables, Attributes,
Iconography, and Sacred Positions of the Deities within the Universal Great
Mandala of the Womb Realm of Great Compassion” (Daihi Taizé Futsii Dai-
Mandara-chii shoson shuji hyoji gyoso shoi shosetsu fudo-Ki, KAENRHCE 8 K2
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ZE R TP O R - AR AR SR 5 3 AR RL), authored by the monk Shinjaku (2
—E, 886-927). It can be asserted that this text is one of the earliest
iconographic corpuses of Japanese Buddhism, providing a description of 360
deities based on the Taizokai mandara (S 2 55 5##) brought to Japan by Kiikai
(Z=7f, 774-835) and its comparison with canonical sacred texts such as the
Daibirushana Jobutsu Jinpen Kaji-kyo (< EEIEIEHERC OB i3I0 FE4S), or
Mahavairocana-abhisambodhi-vikurvitadhisthana-vaipulya-sitrendraraja
W"ﬂﬁ%@ﬁﬁ@gﬁ%ﬁ?ﬂﬁaﬂﬁ), and various iconographic
examples [ AT 2005]. The Taizokai mandara is one of the most important, and
the comparative and analytical nature of Shinjaku’s work indicates a desire for the
fixation, systematization, and traditionalization of canonically correct images.

In figures 1 and 2, one can see the detailing of a similar and the most ancient
mandala, the Takao Mandala (i 2 A5 5#), which belongs to the same period as
the Taizokai and in whose creation Kikai himself participated. Its damaged state
and overall appearance indicate that the identification and restoration of cultural
artifacts from such a period can face obstacles, which is why Shinjaku’s work is
extremely important for the study and restoration of such examples of Japanese
Buddhist art.

The Jikkanshd (“Gleanings in Ten Scrolls”), created approximately in the
Heian period (*F-%IR¢X, 794-1185), is based on a pair of mandalas — the Taizokai
and the Kongokai (4[| S 25 5#) — and, unlike the Shosetsu fuddki, has a more
encyclopedic and systematic character, which was driven by the need for clear
iconography and specific instructions. The pair of mandalas is not simply
compared; rather, based on these comparisons combined with sacred texts, it aims
to create a unified iconographic system justified by the sacred texts of Japanese
Esoteric Buddhism, reflecting the Tomitsu (#{#) tradition.

The oldest surviving example of this work, dated to the XIlIth century, the
Kamakura period (84 X, 1185-1333), belonged to the monk and scholar G5hd
(55, 1306-1362) and is preserved in the Nara National Museum (% EL[E] 37 {845
fiff). Within this study, a copy of the 1309 edition, created in 1702 and now held in
the Ryukoku University Library (SE4KF[XE4E), is used. The Jikkanshd
consists of 10 volumes, each dedicated to a specific group of sacred images:
Volume 1: Buddha Section (f#); Volume 2: Buddha Crowns Section (i TE);
Volume 3: Siitra Section (¥£5); Volume 4: Bodhisattva Section, Upper Volume
(#mEH 1), Volume 5: Bodhisattva Section, Lower Volume (FFEH T);
Volume 6: Avalokite$vara Section, Upper Volume (%1% # _E); Volume 7:
Avalokite$vara Section, Lower Volume (81355 T); Volume 8: Wisdom Kings
Section (W]E#B); Volume 9: Celestial Beings Section, Upper Volume
(R 1-); Volume 10: Celestial Beings Section, Lower Volume (K45 T)
[Ff+ ## 1702]. Each section includes, besides iconographic and iconometric
prescriptions, special rituals based on corresponding sutras, additional attributes,
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and specifics of deity placement. For example, in Volume 8, the Wisdom Kings
Section, the ritual associated with Fudo Myd6 (A~@hH T) includes the following
data: the Sanskrit/sacred name bongo (%), the esoteric name mitsugd (% %),
the seed syllable or bija mantra (shuji, 1), the samaya form (sanmayagyd,
—J¥), the iconographic description sonzo (24/4), the ritual for attendants shishahd
(f##7%), and the ritual directly associated with Fuds Myo6 — the Goma rite
(goma-gi, #EEfE). The iconography corresponds to the Japanese esoteric
pictographic tradition, which we can also encounter in sacred sculpture, especially
of this period (fig. 3, fig. 4).

At the end of the Heian era and the beginning of the Kamakura era, between
1177 and 1180 (some researchers believe the period is between 1162 and 1171),
the monk Shingaku (:0>%, 1117-1180), with later additions by Prince Shukaku
(5F9%), created a fundamental iconographic and iconometric work, the Besson
Zakki (B%HERD, “Miscellaneous Record of Individual Deities”), sometimes
referred to as the Gojikkansho (FL-+-4F%, “Collection in Fifty Scrolls”), which
consists of 57 scrolls (editions with 51 scrolls also exist). It differs from other
works of the Japanese corpus by combining the traditions of two schools, Shingon
and Tendai, and by including various sources, including from China. It is a
synthetic, compilatory work based on earlier iconographic collections and oral
narratives, aimed not exclusively at fixing the pictographic tradition or creating
unified rules, but at the ritual aspect as well, that is, comprehensively, where some
deities (and the specifics of their visual realization) are recorded for the first time
(for example, Shimizu Norie proved that the Besson Zakki was the first to mention
a previously unrecorded form of Nyoirin Kannon (207 ###13%) in a half-lotus
posture [{&7K 2012]). The oldest copy of Besson Zakki, namely the Ninnaji-bon
(f=Fn3EA), is kept in the treasury of the Ninnaji temple ({=F15F) in Kyoto and
dates to the XIIth century (Shimizu Norie worked with this source).

The main problem in studying and researching this work is the absence of
complete digitized versions (from the Heian or Kamakura period); only a few
images are openly accessible that can be considered in the context of this work.
Among the publicly available fragments, examples from the Harvard Art Museums
stand out, namely object number 1984.350, measuring 30 x 766 cm and created in
the Kamakura period, in 1321 (fig. 5), and another example of a single scroll from
the same period, housed at The Art Research Center, Ritsumeikan University. The
digitized sample contains unique examples of Buddhist esoteric iconography,
several images of which are realized in sacred sculpture. Thus, the Thousand-
Armed Kannon or Senju Kannon (F-F413%), created in the Nara period (%% LI
1X, 710-794), i. e., before the writing of Besson Zakki, and located in the Todai-ji
monastery (H{K=F) where esoteric Buddhist rituals were also performed, testifies
that Shingaku (and his followers) was quite precise not only in his descriptions of
rituals but also in the detailed iconography (fig. 6). The large number of diverse
Buddhist sacred sculptures in Japanese culture, and the rituals associated with them
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(or the rituals from which they emerge), prompted such monks and scholars of their
time to create iconometric collections to preserve the pictographic tradition and its
unification.

Esoteric Buddhism in Japan was directed towards the systematization and
generalization of ritual practice during this period. Among these, the work from
around 1213, Kakuzensho (“Selected Notes of Kakuzen™), particularly stands out
[/ %1 1942]. This voluminous work of more than 120 scrolls is primarily based on
the ritual side of the practice and tradition of 7omitsu and includes the most
complete iconographic description of images of the XllIth-century Buddhist
pantheon (about 400 sheets of zuzo ([XI14)). And if Shingaku synthesized
previously known iconometric sources and added analysis and reflection, Kakuzen
spent decades collecting oral information obtained through the practice of kuden
(F14%), without excluding previous written works. There are many known copies
of this so-called compendium, the most famous being the copies by the monk
Ryoshd (T1%), who created them between 1323 and 1326. Some of them are
located in the Seinan-in (P8 /%) and Zuishin-in (fif.0:%) temples, with which the
monk Insei (#7#) later worked in the XVIth century [#& 2018].

The Nara National Museum houses and has digitized one scroll from 1248,
identified as Kakuzensho, namely the Gozanze Myoo-ho (M =1HBIE3E) or
“Ritual of the Wisdom King Gozanze”. In addition to rituals, we can see the
detailed iconography of such a complex image of Japanese esoteric Buddhism as
Gozanze Myoo and its numerous variations (fig. 7) by the brush of the monk
Raiken (##%). On the page characterizing the forms of Gdzanze Mydd and one of
its most complex and masterfully rendered figures, the following description is
provided: “His body is blue-black in color. The central face expresses deep
compassion. The right face is wrathful. The left face has a wide-open mouth,
displaying fangs” (H& & Hia, Em—=H, FEM, AR, Lk
1), “The two hands in front of the chest form the ‘Godzanze mudra™ (—. T4}y
fE TR =1F1] ), “The three right hands: the upper holds a five-pronged vajra,
the middle holds a sword, the lower holds an arrow” (45 —F3#& . RIS,
WFFRII, T RERT), “The three left hands: the upper holds a five-pronged vajra-bell,
the middle holds a lasso, the lower holds a bow” (£ =F3#, LFRFRELE. K
F&. TFFiF), “With the left foot, he tramples on Daijizai-ten, and with the right
foot, he tramples on his consort Uma” (LAZe /SR BEFE R, DUA RIS H A S5 28)
(fig. 8) [#L i) 1248]. Itis this iconography that we encounter in the 1Xth-century
sculpture, from the Heian period, at the Todai-ji monastery (fig. 9), which was
created before the writing of Kakuzensho and demonstrates how deeply Kakuzen
researched and preserved the pictographic tradition of Tomitsu.

If the Kakuzensho is a grand encyclopedia of the Shingon sect’s tradition,
then the Asabasho can be considered a compendium of the Tendai school,
specifically Taimitsu (134), from the X111th century, Kamakura era, authored by
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the monk Shocho (7, 1205-1282), sometimes with his disciple Sonchd (ZL7E)
added as a co-author, comprising about 200 scrolls [[i] FH 2007]. The large number
of rituals and iconographic instructions in the Asabash6 has a similar structure to
the corresponding texts of Shingon, yet there are significant differences. The most
important difference is that the iconographic part is not as actively presented, with
amore complex and syncretic approach to presenting information than in the works
of the Tomitsu tradition. There are copies and examples that can help to see the
main specifics, for example, in the 1914 edition of the “Complete Collection of
Japanese Buddhism” or Dai Nihon Bukkyd Zensho (X H A #423), which
includes a portion of the Asabashd scrolls. Here, great attention is paid to the ritual
part, especially the preparation for rituals, as in fig. 10, where a detailed instruction
for creating a sacred space, a dojo (iE¥7), is given.

Figure 11 from the same volume contains a unique example of the
iconography of Ichiji Kinrin (—"7<&z#), which is quite rarely found in sculptural
realization. Among these is a secret, hidden sculpture — a hibutsu (f414) — from
the Chiison-ji monastery (HH2£<) from the Xlith century (fig. 12), which fully
corresponds to the peculiarities of the Taimitsu tradition.

Despite such discrepancies, which are primarily due to the different schools
and directions of esoteric Buddhism in Japan, all the considered iconometric texts
are part of a classical corpus that contributed not only to the preservation of the
pictographic tradition from the beginning but also to the structuring and
systematization of a large amount of visual material and rituals.

Conclusion. Having studied the 5 main iconometric works of Japanese
esoteric Buddhism (Shosetsu fudoki, Jikkansho, Besson zakki, Kakuzensho,
Asabashé), or the Japanese iconometric corpus, it was possible to see how these
and similar texts changed their functions. Beginning as collections of tradition,
fixations of oral knowledge, and compilatory texts based not only on sacred texts
but also on the pictographic tradition that appeared in Japan along with Buddhism,
they continued as structured, detailed, and thorough encyclopedias or manuals.
This raises another question that requires a solution: What came first? The
sculpture or the text that describes it.
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fig. 1. Mandala of the Two Realms (Takao Mandala), Vajra Realm (Kongokai)
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fig. 2. Mandala of the Two Realms (Takao Mandala): Womb Realm
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fig. 3. Fudo Myoo. Zuzosho, Volume 8: Wisdom Kings Section

fig. 4. Fudo Myao, Attributed to Kaikei (289, Kamakura period (1185-1333)
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fig. 6. Senju ano, Tashodai-ji temple. Nara, Japan
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fig. 7. Ritual Method of Trailokyavijaya Vidyaraja. Kakuzen’s Notes.
Current owner: Nara National Museum.
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fig. 8. Important Art Object Iconographic Drawings, Kakuzensho (Notes by
Kakuzen), Ritual of Gozanze Myoa (Trailokyavijaya) Section. Nara National
Museum.
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fig. 9. Gozanze Myia, Todai-ji temple. Nara, Japan
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fig. 10. Diagram of a ritual space. Asabasho, from the “Complete Collection of
Japanese Buddhism”, 1914.
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) fig. 11. Iconography of Ichiji Kinrin.
Asabasho, from the “Complete Collection of Japanese Buddhism”, 1914.
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fig. 12. Iciji Kinrin. Chiison-ji Monastery. Heian period. Hibutsu.
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Kpicmina 3onomapvosa
CAKPAJIbHI TEKCTH
AK JUKEPEJIO BY JJAUCTCHKOI 30BPAYKAJIBHOI TPAIUIIII:
ANOHCHKUI IKOHOMETPAYHUI KOPITYC

Byooucmcvka cakpanvna naacmuxa 6asyemoca Ha  KIACUYHUX — CEAUJEHHUX
mexkcmax 6yoousmy, AKI HAniuylome COMHI  POKI€ 6020 ICHy8aHHA ma
mpancopmayiti. I[lompeba y cmeopenni maxux mexkcmig-incmpykyiii oyna
npoouxmosana  HeoOXiOmicmio  30epecmu U nepedamu  mpaouyio  ma
maiicmepnicms (waza no denshé, i DARIK), soxpema ii ona eiomeopenns
pumyany cmeopenHs o6pasieé (CakpanbHux cKyIbhmyp), 6i0 euumensi 00 VuHA
(shishi sojo, HIEAIK). Ixonomempuuni mexcmu npucymmui 6 Kynemypax
binvuwiocmi Kpain, oe 6ye nowupenuti 6y00usm, aie uepes ixHio 6eIuUKYy KilbKicmb
ma 3micm OopeyHiwe 00CHioxHcysamu ix 6i0NOBIOHO 00 KpaiHu NOWUPEHHS.
V oanomy eunaoky ( nepwiii nyonikayii iz cepii) — ye AnoHCbKULl KOpRyc, 00 AK020
6x00smb. «Cooceyy gydokiy (it RIAEL, IX-X cm.), «dsiokkanceor (13845,
XII cm.), «Beccon ozaxxiy (HEHERL, X1l em.), «Kakyosencvoy (ALY, XII-XIII
cm.) ma «Acabacvor (BT 2A8 ), XTI em.).
KimouoBi ciaoBa: cakpanvna ckyavnmypa, ezomepuynuii 6yoousm (Mikkso),
ikonomempuuni mexcmu, ikonozpagpis, 03yosocvo (XEY), wkora Cineon
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(Tomiyy), wxona Tenoai (Taimiyy), nepioo Xeiian, nepiod Kamaxypa, manoaia,
xioyyy (FMA).
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