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The Subject and Synthesis of the Dissertation 

Among the countless esoteric deities there are still numerous, which have not yet been 

thoroughly investigated. One of them is Fugen Enmei bosatsu. As the honzon of an important, 

and long standing ritual, the Fugen Enmei hō, it is surprising that this bodhisattva and its images 

were neglected so far. This Buddhist deity entered the Japanese esoteric scene in the 9th century, 

and became a major deity for the imperial family and other members of the ruling classes from 

the 10th century onward. Emperors, aristocrats, even shoguns turned to his healing and longevity 

powers in time of indisposition. Even today, the Fugen Enmei hō is performed every four years 

at Hieizan, one of the major esoteric centres is Japan. 

Who is Fugen Enmei? Where does he come from? These questions can be answered by 

examining the many surviving sources of monks belonging to the Tōmitsu (Shingon) and 

Taimitsu (Tendai) traditions of Japanese esoteric Buddhism. Regarding the deity’s images, the 

main problem lies in the two different ways he is depicted. Although the roots of this distinction 

is not clear, and requires more research in China , but we now know when, and by whom they 

were introduced to Japan. Attributing teachings and images to one of the legendary individuals 

of Japanese Buddhism, such as Kūkai or Saichō, is – and has always been – common practise 

in Japan. In our case, however, the tie of one of the iconographies to the founder of the Shingon 

school can be proven by written and visual sources as well. The connection with one of the 

founders of the esoteric tradition of the Tendai school in Japan, namely Ennin, also becomes 

evident according to surviving documents of monks. 

This dissertation aims to give a comprehensive view of Fugen Enmei bodhisattva, its 

origins and images. The main focus is on the various iconographies, their dissemination, and 

survival. First, I take a look at the historical and artistic background of the esoteric teachings 

and images, then I examine the basic Buddhist texts related to the bodhisattva and its ritual. 

Next, the iconographic types and lineages are studied through their respective visual and written 

sources. Finally, I briefly summarize in what ritualistic context these images were used. 
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Sources 

The main sources I use throughout the dissertation can be divided into four groups: 

1) Buddhist scriptures and Japanese ritual-manuals; 

2) records of temples, monks, officials, etc.; 

3) inscriptions on images; 

4) the images themselves.  

The first and foremost group of sources consists of the Buddhist scriptures and the various 

descriptive manuals of esoteric rituals. I conclude here everything that has been translated and 

written by monks, with the latter having especially the purpose of explaining the teachings. 

Then there is the group of records. The sources belonging to this group written accounts of 

the scriptures, the rituals and the images, ranging from a couple of words to sometimes multiple 

pages of description. Most of them are dated to the Heian and Kamakura periods. 

The inscriptions on images are scarce and usually rather brief. Furthermore, they are hardly 

reliable sources since they can be added at any time, so in this group I refer to inscription that 

are verified or those that I have seen myself at first hand. The earliest of all was found on the 

back side of the silk of the painting at Jikōji temple, which was designated a National Treasure 

(Jp. kokuhō) and therefore thoroughly examined in the late 1960s. 

The most fundamental sources for the delineation of the iconography types – beside the 

scriptures – are naturally the images themselves. We will see that the amount of surviving 

images is due to the fact that the ritual of Fugen Enmei became one of the chief rituals 

performed for the emperor’s and his heirs’ well-being and safety.  

All in all, I could gather 56 paintings, 27 iconographical drawings, and 15 statues, out of 

which there are 49 paintings, 25 drawings, and nine statues are in Japan and the rest of seven 

paintings, two drawings and five statues are scattered throughout the world. 

The drawings can be found most of the time in one of the surviving ritual and iconographic 

manuals, and also on separate sheets, preserved in temple archives or museums. The statues, 

the smallest group of the images, show a kind of standard iconography, their depiction does not 

differ as much as that of the previous groups. It is interesting that three of the statues in Europe, 

are found in small laquered altars (Jp. zushi). 
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Fundamental Problems Concerning Fugen Enmei Bosatsu 

Fugen Enmei bosatsu is usually defined as the esoteric form of Samantabhadra (Jp. Fugen 

bosatsu). The usual way to describe him is as the principal deity of the Fugen Enmei ritual. The 

origins of the bodhisattva were vague due to the different iconographies, which had the 

Buddhist monks confused from very early on. Two major problems are outlined before us in 

the beginning: the question of the Sanskrit names, and the distinction between Enmei and Fugen 

Enmei bodhisattvas. 

As for the Sanskrit names, the problem lies in the association of Fugen Enmei with 

Vajrāmoghasamayasattva (Jp. Daianraku fukū sanmaya shinjitsu bosatsu), and based on this 

association this designation is used for Fugen Enmei as well. However, the latter`s name should 

be given as Samantabhadrāyuḥ, as its translation is Samantabhadra of (long) life-span. Lacking 

an original Sanskrit text, however, this designation is just a re-translation from the Chinese 

translated name. 

The question of Enmei and Fugen Enmei is more complex, and the problem mostly derives 

from the confusing entries in the early sources written by Japanese monks. In the 9th century, 

he is always mentioned as Fugen Enmei, although the relevant scriptures are grouped under the 

Enmei ritual label in Annen`s (841-889?) comprehensive list of the imported Buddhist treasures, 

the Sho ajari shingon mikkyō burui sōroku. The 10th and 11th century sources consist mostly of 

various diaries of high ranking officials who recorded consecrations and rituals of Enmei 

bosatsu, but without elaborating it in detail, only the presumption remains that they refer to 

Fugen Enmei. In the 13th century two writings of the Shingon monk Raiyu (1226-1304), the 

Usuzōshi kuketsu and the Hishō mondō are the first to distinguish between the bodhisattvas with 

or without elephants. Therefore, the two-armed bodhisattva with the attributes but without the 

elephant is distinguished as Enmei bosatsu. 

The timeline of Fugen Enmei bosatsu proposes an interesting story. We see that one of the 

images arrived before the scripture which expounds his coming into existence. The early arrival 

of the Vajrabodhi oral transmission and its image, but not the Fugen Enmei scripture points to 

the different traditions that were alive in the Chinese esoteric milieu during the late Tang period. 

As I pointed out, all evidence indicates that the Vajrabodhi transmission originated at the 

Qinglongsi monastery, and that of the Fugen Enmei scripture at Mt. Wutai. Both traditions were 

transmitted to Japan during the 9th century, the initial ritual associated probably with the 
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adamantine life-span texts were already performed in the 9th century. We also know that during 

the next century the rituals were frequently held, and a great number of images were consecrated. 

They were performed for various reasons, the main goals included, for example, the curing of 

maladies, getting rid of bad omens, safe deliveries, or the assurance of a male heir for the 

imperial throne. 

 

Examining the Extant Images 

The iconographic investigation requires the gathering of extant depictions. Then comes the 

hardest part: dividing and analysing the data.  

Buddhist images cannot be examined out of context. Therefore I decided to give an outline 

of the dissemination of the depictions of esoteric deities first. This was necessary to understand 

the constant interaction of the Buddhist doctrines and local cultures, which shaped the trends 

of depictions. By the time the Buddhist thought reached Japan, it had already had a long history 

in India and China, and it was still evolving during the first couple of centuries of its Japanese 

career. This is also indicated by the diversity of the 8th and 9th century imports of Japanese 

monks. Most of these imports became more or less important in the Japanese esoteric stage. 

Fugen Enmei bosatsu’s survival was ensured through the centuries, as the honzon of a ritual, 

which had strong ties with the high classes and the imperial family. It was always in the focus 

of monks, with his manifold name, depiction, association, which were integrated by both 

esoteric traditions. The confusion of its beginnings slowly cleared up with time, although some 

of the questions remained unsolved. My first and foremost goal was to introduce the problems 

of the iconography, and see if there were developments in the bodhisattva’s depiction. Although 

some variants could be delineated to a monk or at least to a specific temple, the vague origins 

made this job very difficult. Nevertheless, there are some results, which deserve to be pointed 

out, such as the clearing up the ritual beginnings with their respective honzon types. This is the 

first time that anyone ever collected such a number of extant depictions, therefore no 

comprehensive iconographic examination could have been possible beforehand. There were not 

many attempts, either. Yanagisawa Taka’s study must be highlighted, though, that was 

thorough, and consequently highly useful in the present research as well. However, Yanagisawa 

only knew about two-third of the images, therefore, the study fails to mention the Edo-period 

developments of the image, or any paintings in Western collections. 
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Also, some of the images, such as those of the Enryakuji and Daigoji temples dated to the 

Muromachi or Edo period, have never been studied or published before either, although they 

have excessive influence on our iconographic study in showing the development of the Enmei 

images, for example. Therefore they are presented for the public for the first time in this 

dissertation. 

 

New Findings of the Research 

The examinations of the related sūtras, writings, and the images themselves, and how they 

were perceived by the monks of these two esoteric schools are unprecedented, just as the 

number of images – paintings, statues, and iconographical drawings included – being analysed 

in this dissertation, to give an overall picture of the traditions and styles of the bodhisattva’s 

portrayal in Japanese Buddhist art, which is still lacking the description and deciphering of 

various esoteric deities. 

The problem of the confusion of the different types of Fugen Enmei images has been 

pointed out by some Japanese scholars, when introducing individual images, but erroneous 

views keep floating around in exhibition catalogues, whenever an image of the bodhisattva is 

displayed. This can be due to the fact that most catalogues are written by other than experts of 

esoteric Buddhist art. I am now endeavouring on resolving these common mistakes. 

Also, though the spotlight was on the images, it is important to point out that the related 

texts have never been presented in English, and had only been introduced by a couple of studies 

even in Japan. Through the translations and analyses of these scriptures, we can get closer to a 

better understanding regarding some aspects and problems of Japanese esoteric Buddhism as 

well. 


