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The Study of Heian Period Esoteric Buddhist Sculptural Trends and Characteristics
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Summary of Thesis:

The full introduction of Esoteric Buddhism to Japan came with the priest Klkai's return from China
in 806. This led to the flowering of Esoteric Buddhist art, specifically Esoteric Buddhist sculpture.
However, just as the sculptural styles and techniques changed over the 400-year-long Heian period, it
cannot be said that the sculpture produced on the basis of Esoteric iconography remained the same
over that same time frame. This dissertation presents an overview of Heian period Esoteric Buddhist
sculptural trends and elucidates sculpture characteristics through the establishment of a framework
based specifically on these three trends:

1) The tendency to create sculpture that exactly reproduces the imagery depicted in Esoteric
iconography;

2) A trend towards creating sculpture that revised iconographic expression in line with descriptions
found in sutras and ritual rules in cases where differences arose in comparisons of the iconographic
expression (mudras, attributes, poses, etc.), with those descriptions found in sutras and giki (ritual
rules);

3) A tendency towards the creation of Japan’s own unique Esoteric sculptures that also incorporate
existing, known and extant iconography.

Of these three, 1) can be seen as the basic form of Esoteric sculpture in the 400 years of the Heian
period. Trend 2) becomes more noticeable from around the beginning of the 10th century. At that point
iconography was compared with the texts of sutras and ritual rules, judgments were made about the

appropriateness of iconography, and where necessary, iconography was corrected. Esoteric Buddhist
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priests conducted this process and the production of related sculpture, and were entrusted decisions
about the appropriateness of iconography and its revisions.

Times when these decisions were strongly arbitrary in nature can be linked to the appearance of
Japan’s unique forms of Esoteric sculptures, namely variant sculptural forms. This trend was most
striking around the end of the 10th century, and thus encouraged trend 3). Over the course of the 12th
century this trend 3) ran in parallel with trends 1) and 2).

The first section takes as its subject well-known Esoteric Buddhist sculptures dating from the
beginning of the 9th through the beginning of the 10th centuries.

Section 2, through its study of works that were re-creations of the standard examples and thus
became norms in their own right, considers how that iconographic expression was understood and how
it was reproduced as sculpture. This section discusses materials from the latter half of the 10th through
the end of the 12th centuries.

Section 3 clarifies trend 3), which began to be strikingly apparent around the end of the 10th
century, through a consideration of specific examples. The dissertation concludes with a discussion of
how the diversity of Heian period Esoteric Buddhist sculpture was a result of the co-existence of these
three trends over the course of the four centuries of the Heian period.

(Translated by Martha J. McClintock)
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