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PROLOGUE

Those who look for happiness worship Daikokuten,
Benzaiten, Bishamonten . . ., and Ugajin; those who fear
demonic obstacles worship Fudo Myoo,; those who look
for love worship Kangiten and Aizen Myoo . . . . Human
desires are of all kinds, and the gods that people worship
are also of all kinds.

SHOGAKU MONDO?

There are many sects among the pagans and the oldest
is that of the kami, the lords and kings of old times.

... This sect has three gods: one is called Benzaiten,
another is called Bishamonten, while the third is known
as Daikoku. These are the gods to whom they pray for
wealth. . . . They have a multitude of other gods and

I would never finish describing them, but you can judge
them from the others.

GASPARD VILELA, S.J.2

The Japanese Middle Ages—a term broadly defined
here as referring to the period extending from the twelfth to the sixteenth
century—is often perceived from the religious standpoint as the heyday
of the honjui suijaku A<HiFE R model of esoteric Buddhism, a model
in which Indian buddhas are paired with Japanese kami. Following that
model, which is said to reflect a process of Buddhist syncretism or “accul-
turation,” all Japanese gods are “traces” (suijaku) or manifestations of
Indian buddhas and bodhisattvas, who constitute their “original ground”
(honji) but have “softened their light to mingle with the dust” (waké daojin
FGIRIBE).

Yet something occurred in that period that considerably affected the
model’s operation: at all levels of the esoteric pantheon, certain deities
morphed, transforming from mere traces or provisional manifestations
(gongen #£¥1) into “real” entities (jissha 323%°). This change is most evi-
dent in the case of devas like Daikokuten K 5K, Shoten B2 K, Dakiniten
REBK (var. AU K, BEUe K), and Benzaiten 77 2 X, deities who
are usually described as inhabiting “the gray area between Shinto and
Buddhism,” in Carmen Blacker’s phrase.® Far from being a gray area,



however, their domain is brightly colored, and it is not located “between
Shinto and Buddhism”—it permeates them through and through. Never-
theless, while the cults devoted to these deities form a rich tapestry in
Japanese religious practice, they have been largely neglected in Western
scholarship, probably because the “hybrid” or “moot” category to which
they have been assigned tends to fall through the cracks of Buddhist ide-
ology and is harder to conceptualize. | have trawled through Buddhist and
non-Buddhist literature to retrieve information about them.

Yamamoto Hiroko has called these deities “strange” or “alien” gods
(ijin #7), emphasizing their foreign origin. In the prologue to her book
entitled, precisely, ljin, she says that this term refers neither to the kami
of ancient Japanese mythology nor to buddhas and bodhisattvas, but to
a variety of gods that constitutes a third category.* In her account, the
ijin reached their maturity during the Insei P2 period (1086-1192) and
declined in the early modern period. Because of their obscure origins,
these deities were either rejected or domesticated by Buddhist and Shintd
orthodoxies.

While greatly indebted to Yamamoto’s work, my own research has
developed along slightly different lines. Indeed, her emphasis on the
“alien” nature of the ijin prevents her from explaining why certain of
these deities came to be perceived as autochthonous. In other words,
while she may be right to point out their radical novelty, she tends to
exaggerate their foreign character and heterodox nature. If foreignness,
then, is not always an attribute of these medieval deities, what are their
main characteristics and functions? | submit that they are Janus-faced
deities, gods of obstacles as well as controllers of human destiny. Even
when integrated as “protectors” in esoteric Buddhism, they still retained
their demonic and threatening nature, aspects that elude the grasp of the
honji suijaku framework.® The relative neglect of these “hybrid” deities
in traditional scholarship has much to do with an uncritical acceptance
of that framework.

JAPANESE “SYNCRETISM”

The story of medieval Japanese religion is that of a mythical and ritual
proliferation—and of theological and scholarly attempts to control that
proliferation and subsume it under broad formulae such as esoteric Bud-
dhism, Shintd, Shugendd {&5#1&, and Onmyddd 2518, The term syncre-
tism, while useful to describe a conscious effort to reconcile diverse ideas
and doctrines, is itself problematic in the Japanese context.® It suggests
the merging of two distinct, preexisting, and allegedly “pure” traditions,
instead of making clear that such traditions were never a given, but the
outcome of a painstaking ideological process of “purification.” In other
words, in order to obtain a “syncretistic” effect, one must first “separate”



two religions, a doctrinal perspective that is only available from certain
ideological heights.” One does encounter, in various corners, a discourse
that brings together traditions perceived as distinct. Often it is militant
syncretism, aimed at establishing the superiority of one tradition over the
others. A case in point is Kakai’s grand doctrinal synthesis, an heir of
earlier Chinese Buddhist doctrinal classifications (Ch. panjiao ¥/#). The
beliefs and practices of ordinary lay people and clerics, on the other hand,
were not “syncretistic” inasmuch as they did not see the buddhas as fun-
damentally different from gods of all stripes.

While the word “syncretism” may describe the religious situation of
sixth and seventh century Japan, when Buddhism was still perceived as a
foreign religion, it becomes misleading in later periods, when most Jap-
anese were at least nominally Buddhist and the buddhas were no longer
perceived as foreign. It is not as if two full-fledged religions ever merged
(the usual meaning of syncretism), nor was there a “fusion” of gods and
buddhas. Among the great variety of gods available (including buddhas),
people simply turned to those who they felt were most relevant to them.
The buddhas were no more “alien” to them than the kami of the ruling
elite.® It was only with the centralization of the state during the Nara
period—in particular, with the creation of the Great Buddha of Todaiji
K =F—that Buddhism began to be perceived as a radically different type
of discourse: universalist, absolutist, and particularly appropriate for the
nascent imperial ideology. But even then, at the grass-roots level, bud-
dhas were not seen as ontologically distinct from autochthonous kami.
The emergence of the “bodhisattva” Hachiman (Hachiman Bosatsu J\
%2 [%£) as a new oracular deity during the construction of Todaiji, for
example, cannot be understood as the expression of a dualistic framework
of buddhas and kami. The same is true of the medieval deities that consti-
tute the subject of this book.

Recent studies have preferred to use the term “combinatory” to
describe the logic of medieval Japanese religion.® While this term does
account for the ideological activity of official Buddhist theology (or rather
“polytheology,” as a discourse on the gods), it tends to overemphasize a
systematic aspect of the process, as well as ascribe to it a dualistic nature
(‘combination’ deriving from ‘binary”). Esoteric Buddhism is not simply
an ars combinatoria. While it relies heavily on analogical thinking, its
tangle is vastly more complex and unpredictable than any combinatory
system. It relies less on mechanical association and permutation than on
imagination, which, in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s words, “dissolves, dif-
fuses, dissipates in order to recreate.”? Instead of combination or brico-
lage, we have constant reconstruction or recreation, in which elements
reconstitute themselves into a new whole. If Japanese religion were purely
combinatory, it would be easily understandable through the structuralist
method, since in structuralism “nothing is really transformed, it’s simply



combined.”™* Bruno Latour emphasizes the “abyss” between a structure
and a network, however.*? Although the context and methodology of this
work have little to do with the sociological theories of Latour and other
proponents of actor-network theory, | have found in their description of
networks the same patterns that | encountered in my analysis of the ritual
and mythological “structures” of esoteric Buddhism: there is something
that circulates, which is constituted by semantic and symbolic associa-
tions and which in turn constitutes social associations.

The classic scenario of Japanese religious history is that of a gradual
takeover of indigenous cults by Buddhism during the ancient and medie-
val periods, followed by a sharp decline of Buddhism and a revival of the
“native” religion (Shintd) in the Edo period, an evolution that culminated
in the forceful separation of Buddhism and Shintd (shinbutsu bunri FE
47 #f) during the so-called Meiji Restoration. This political “separation,”
however, was only the distant outcome of the ideological discrimination
between buddhas and kami implied by their reunion in the honji suijaku
model, or their fusion in the so-called shinbutsu shiigo T815E & mod-
el—a term which, incidentally, was coined in the nineteenth century and
is therefore contemporary of its antithesis. This alleged “fusion,” just like
the separation, is a dated historical and ideological product.

The “conquest” model, inherited from Erik Zircher’s classic work
on Chinese Buddhism, is itself highly problematic, if only because it
denies agency to the populations that were supposedly “converted” to
Buddhism.®® This is akin to what Michael Baxandall has characterized
as the “billiard ball” model of causality.* In the present case what we
actually find on the ground is something quite different—namely, the cre-
ativity of the Japanese (and others) who selectively adopted and adapted
Buddhist ideas to their own use.® As powerful symbols, Buddhist and
non-Buddhist figures alike were “arenas of contention,” evolving stakes
in relationships between individuals and groups.'®* Most Japanese were
Buddhists, and, apart from a few immigrants, most Buddhists were Japa-
nese. While it is often said that Buddhist monks “converted” local gods,
one could just as well argue that these gods “diverted” Buddhism. Perhaps
one should rather speak of a “mutual capture,” to use a term coined by
Gilles Deleuze.' In fact, the place of the buddhas was already inscribed
(en creux, as it were) in the Japanese religious landscape. Just as modern
freeways follow medieval roads, which themselves followed prehistoric
pathways, Buddhism followed the tracks of Japanese religion, even when
it claimed to ignore them.

HONJI SUIJAKU

The linchpin of the honji suijaku architectonic is the proclaimed identity
between the sun goddess Amaterasu K and the Buddha Vairocana (J.



Dainichi X H ‘great sun’), which led to the institution of Rydbu shintd
i #ERIE and the identification of Ise’s Inner and Outer Shrines with
the two great mandalas of esoteric Buddhism.!® Despite its mythologi-
cal proliferation, the honji suijaku theory was initially a demythologizing
attempt in which the gods became increasingly abstract entities.”® Yet,
paradoxically, this process also led to a proliferation of relations and cor-
respondences between all kinds of supernatural beings and sacred sites,
and to a remythologizing of Japanese religion.

Let us briefly retrace the evolution of that concept.?® While modern
Japanese scholars shared the same premise—that of the existence of two
distinct currents (Buddhism and Shintd)—they derived different conclu-
sions from it: Tsuji Zennosuke it .2 1lf) (1877-1955), the main propo-
nent of the honji suijaku model, described premodern Japanese religion
as culminating in a harmonious fusion of the kami and the buddhas (shin-
butsu shiigo T8 4. He outlined a process of gradual co-optation of
the gods, who became protectors of Buddhism, then proceeded to obtain
deliverance, becoming bodhisattvas, and eventually were redefined as
manifestations of the buddhas.?* After Tsuji, the established view has
been that, from the eighth century onward, Japanese gods were first rein-
terpreted as local variants of the Indian devas, that is, the divine beings
still subject to karma and saved by Buddhism. With the identification of
Hachiman as a protector of the Dharma, then as a bodhisattva, a new
stage was allegedly reached, paving the way to honji suijaku.? Tsuji’s
thesis of a natural evolution was criticized on specific points but rarely
questioned as a whole. Despite their divergences, all his critics agreed
that the “fusion of kami and buddhas” developed following its own inner
dynamics. This viewpoint presupposed the “harmonizing” nature of Japa-
nese culture and its power to assimilate a foreign religion. One significant
exception was Tsuda Sokichi #:H /247 7 (1873-1961), who emphasized
the fundamental difference between Chinese and Japanese thought, and
argued that in Japan there never was such a fusion, because of strong
resistance on the part of local cults.?* According to Tsuda, the Buddhist
notion of protecting deities was unrelated to real popular cults. His the-
sis inspired Kuroda Toshio’s seminal essay on Shintd and, indirectly, the
revival of medieval Shinto studies that followed.?

Beginning with the work of Alicia Matsunaga, whose book on the
topic is essentially a translation of Tsuji’s, Western scholarship has on the
whole uncritically accepted Tsuji’s linear model.?® Yet this model never
addresses the question of whether the kami existed as a clearly estab-
lished conceptual unit before fusing with or into Buddhism. The word
kami, written with the Chinese character 7 (read shin in Sino-Japanese),
designates a vast array of entities ranging from the highest powers to the
most humble.?” Should one, then, assume any specificity for the “kami”
vis-a-vis Indian and Chinese gods? As to the category “buddhas,” it is



itself far from stable and homogenous. The word designates in many
cases just another kind of god; read hotoke, it refers to the spirits of the
dead.?® Ultimately, both buddha and kami are shorthand for highly pol-
ysemic, fluid, and elusive realities.? A closer look at the context reveals
that metaphysical buddhas, by becoming local, tend to become “gods,”
whereas certain local gods can rise to the status of bodhisattvas or bud-
dhas. Conversely, other local deities, when they (or the groups they repre-
sent) refuse to convert to Buddhism, are degraded to the status of demons.
Thus, kami can be (alternatively) gods, genii, demons, spirits, and even
bodhisattvas and buddhas. A two-tiered model that recognizes only bud-
dhas and kami forces us to classify the majority of the deities as hybrid or
residual. In reality, as medieval vows (kishomon K255 3C) and other simi-
lar documents show, these deities constituted the mainstream of medieval
religion.*®

The last stage of this hypothetical Buddhist assimilation of the gods,
and its paradoxical outcome, has been relatively neglected.®* Around the
eleventh to twelfth centuries, certain of these gods were promoted from
the subaltern rank of “traces” and recognized as “essences” (honji), that
is, as embodiments of Dainichi’s ultimate enlightenment.®? In the Ten-
dai tradition, especially, they are seen as manifestations of “fundamental
awakening” (hongaku 4<i%) and move from a peripheral position to the
center of ritual space as besson 5/, the main deity and object of worship
(honzon A<E) of specific rituals. No longer merely local manifestations
in a distant, tiny land in the degenerate age of the Final Dharma (mappo
K1£), the gods have become primordial manifestations in the Great Land
of Japan (Dainipponkoku X H A<[E])—a land that is divine (shinkoku &
[£]) because it is the “original land of Dainichi” (Dainichi X H no honkoku
A[E]). This wordplay on Japan and Dainichi is found in many texts of
this period, one notable example being the Keiran shityoshii 13%& 455
4E by the Tendai monk Koshii 5% (1276-1350).% As a development in
ideology, most evident in the work of Koshii’s contemporary, the Tendai
monk Jihen %43, this notion was to lead ultimately to the emergence of a
Shintd religion antithetical to Buddhism.*

But in the medieval period, instead of two clearly defined categories
constituting the warp and woof of Japanese religion, gods and buddhas,
what we find (or are eluded by) are multiplicities that constantly criss-
cross into increasingly complex figures. To counter dualistic notions of
the relationship between buddhas and kami, we might contrast two inter-
pretations of the interplay between warp and weft: the first describes a
regular intertwining that produces a grid-like surface, or what Deleuze
and Guattari call a “striated space,” in which diverse things are laid out
each in its assigned location (as in the esoteric pantheon); to this, they
oppose “smooth” space, which has no layout and presents a patchwork
of continuous variation. The difference is like that between felt and linen,



“the one matted from a swirling morass of fibres that have no consistent
direction, the other woven through the regular intertwining of warp and
weft.”% In this interpretation, warp and woof can only represent a dual-
istic order. Yet Tim Ingold suggests another, nondualistic interpretation
when he explains that “it is in the nature of weaving, as a technique, that
it produces a peculiar kind of surface that does not, strictly speaking, have
an inside and an outside at all.”%® He also emphasizes the skill needed
for weaving, a “close up, immediate, muscular and visceral engagement”
with the fabric, which counterweighs and complements the regular inter-
twining of the warp and the weft.*’

To return to Deleuze and Guattari’s terminology, we could speak of
the rhizome-like structure of medieval Japanese religion as formed of “a
thousand plateaus”—connecting buddhas, gods, astral deities, demons,
various religious movements (Onmyo6do, Shugendd), epistemologic lev-
els (folklore, scholasticism), and social groups, all in nonlinear fashion.
If the tree under which the Buddha reached awakening belonged to the
ficus species, as we are told, so Buddhism, in its development, resembles
another Indian ficus, the banyan, whose aerial prop roots grow into trunks,
allowing it to spread over a large area.®® One can also conceive of the
bodhi tree along the rhizomatic lines of the banyan.* In the same fash-
ion, the present text has tended to proliferate: at all points of its tree-like
structure, excrescences appeared, which rapidly grew into a rhizome. As
the author, | felt compelled to eliminate them, or at least to prune them in
order to keep the sap of the argument flowing. As Foucault has pointed
out, authors, by their very function, attempt to “discipline” ideas, asso-
ciations, transformations, and try to limit the proliferation of discourse
or the dissemination of meaning.*® Caught between these antithetic, ago-
nistic, perpendicular constraints, | have been forced to proceed diago-
nally, obliquely, in crab-like fashion, trying to maintain a fragile balance
between too much order (which betrays the complexity of reality) and not
enough (which makes a book unreadable).

THE RISE OF THE BESSON

The “conversion” of Indian gods to Buddhism had led to an impover-
ishment of their mythological personalities. Yet they regained their full
power in Japanese esoteric Buddhism, owing in particular to the wor-
ship of individualized “separate worthies” (besson #I/Z%). This devel-
opment seems to have derived from the notion of the “primary god”
(Skt. istadevata) in Indian Tantrism and reflects the rise, in Japan, of
specific cults that took as their central object of worship (honzon A Z)
deities that had until then occupied a relatively peripheral position in the
esoteric mandalas (or had a subaltern rank in the Buddhist pantheon).*
While this phenomenon would eventually affect the entire pantheon,



it was initially concentrated at the lower and intermediate levels. As a
response to human needs (beginning with the mitigation or elimination
of the calamities and dangers constantly threatening the individual and
society), the new cults focused on gods and buddhas who specialized in
that type of function—the Healing Buddha Yakushi 3£fifi (Skt. Baisa-
jyaguru), in particular, among the buddhas. As besson, we also find a
rather abstract group called emanations of the Buddha’s crown (Skt.
buddhosnisa, J. butcho ##ET8)—in particular, Ichiji Kinrin —5-4xH (the
Golden-wheel Buddha [Emanated from] the One Letter), reputed for his
apotropaic power.”> Among the bodhisattvas, we of course find Kannon
#5 (Skt. Avalokite$vara); above all, certain forms of the esoteric Kan-
non known to subdue demonic powers. Although the bodhisattva Jizd
Hhjik (Skt. Ksitigarbha) was perceived essentially as a savior in the other
world, his name (Womb of the Earth) suggests his chthonian nature. His
counterpart Kokiizdo HEZ%j (Skt. Akasagarbha) was associated with
astral cults and their apotropaic functions, and in particular with the
“bodhisattva” Myoken #5., god of the pole star.

From a cultic standpoint, the growing emphasis on gods of lower
rank reflected a judgment that they were more apt to serve as mediators
in matters perceived as too mundane or inappropriate (e.g., involving sex
or power) for a buddha or bodhisattva. But there was also the sense that
because the new gods were lower in rank, they were more easily obliged
(in both senses of the word) by ritual. The interesting point here is that
the intermediaries had become increasingly powerful, turning into full-
fledged mediators endowed with agency.* These mediators themselves
eventually reached a kind of apotheosis, becoming the main deity or hon-
zon of specific and often complex rituals.

The emergence of such deities in medieval Buddhism was marked
in esoteric iconography by the creation of mandalas for the “separate
worthies” (besson mandara J/ 2% 55 ##).* Like the honji suijaku para-
digm, the besson phenomenon can be interpreted from two different per-
spectives: as the emergence of a new deity, through its transfiguration
and integration at a higher level; and as a subversion of the classifica-
tory system. Between deities of various categories, particular affinities
existed, allowing multiple resonances, a network of correspondences, an
exchange of attributes and functions, and a circulation of power across
strict classificatory boundaries. These symbolic exchanges paved the way
to their elevation to the rank of “separate worthy” with a position at the
heart of specific rituals that every so often verged on heterodoxy. A rapid
examination of a few of these deities will allow us to bring out some of
these correspondences.

Every type of esoteric ritual (for prosperity, subjugation, seduction,
and so on) had its specialized mandala and honzon. The deities invoked
included bodhisattvas such as Ksitigarbha; wisdom kings (vidyarajas)



like Acala, Yamantaka, Trailokyavijaya, and Atavaka; devas like
Mahakala, Sarasvati, Vaisravana, and Yama; and even former demons
like Vinayaka and Hariti. Despite those who would prefer to see them
as an archaism, a mere survival of Brahmanism, these deities actually
played a central role in East Asian Buddhism. Indeed, the medieval
period could be called the Age of the Devas. Admittedly, these trans-
figured devas are not the faded gods of early Buddhism. Adding new
colors to their restored image, they constitute in many respects novel
deities who shared certain functions—chief among them the capacity to
cause or remove obstacles and the power to control human destiny. Being
neither buddhas nor kami, they challenge that overly simple distinction—
and in the end, must be understood in the context of medieval Japanese
religion, a setting in which their non-Buddhist origins had by and large
been forgotten.

The devas are divided into various categories—for instance, the
twelve devas (jianiten +—KX) ruling over the twelve directions (Fig. 1), or
the twenty-eight devas (nijithachibu —.-/\i) forming Senju Kannon’s
retinue. The recognized leaders of the devas are Brahma (J. Bonten #£X)
and Indra (J. Taishakuten 5 FR°K), two Vedic gods who made their way
into early Buddhism. Foremost among their number are the four deva kings
(shitenno VUK *), who protect the four directions (Fig. 2). Bishamonten
F2VDPYR (Skt. Vaisravana), in particular, the protector of the north,
became the object of an important cult. Many of the devas who ascended to
the status of “separate worthies” are like Bishamonten in having demonic
origins. Such was the case with Daikokuten, Dakiniten, and Shoten.

As Friedrich Max Miller put it, “True, all Devas must have started
from one small nest, but they soon took wings and soared away, far
and wide.”* By an ironic turn of events, these Indic deities—who had
been humiliated, coerced into conversion, and even killed (as was Siva/
Mahesvara) by Buddhist wisdom kings—became the dominant figures
of Japanese esoteric Buddhism. The importance of the devas in medie-
val Japanese religion is brought out in a section of the Keiran shiiyoshi
entitled “About the fact that the devas can free us from samsara,” which
states: “Worldly people think that the devas can bring worldly happi-
ness. In Tendai, the deva category constitutes the deepest mystery. . . .
The devas take good fortune as their front, ultimate awakening as their
back.”*® Referring to a specific pairing of devas, it states that “generally
speaking, the male deva is a god of obstacles symbolizing the virtue of
wisdom, while the female deva is a fortune deity symbolizing the virtue
of compassion.”* Yet, for all its emphasis on the efficacy of the devas,
the Keiran shiiyoshii warns its readers at the same time that they are
vulgar and dangerous and should be left alone.*® Significantly, it is the
devas who appeared more frequently than the buddhas and bodhisattvas
in dreams.*
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FIGURE 1. The twelve As we shall see, the symbolic appeal of the devas was due in part to
devas. Detail of Dakiniten  thejr Janus-faced nature. This ambiguity facilitated their integration into

mandala. Muromachi . . . = -
period. Hanging scroll the binary structures of both esoteric Buddhism and Onmydd®, since the

color on silk. Tokyo Buddhist notion of nonduality conveniently overlapped with yin-yang
National Museum. theory and its popular variants. To give just one example, the dual-bodied
deva called Kangiten %% X (or Soshin Binayaka & & Bl #&00) is said
to represent not only the blissful sexual union of the demon Vinayaka with
his consort Senayaka, but also the subduing of the former by the latter (an
incarnation of Avalokites$vara), as well as the nonduality of the Womb and
Vajra realms, and so on. Yet it would be misleading to reduce these dual
figures to mere symbols of the yin and yang: their apotropaic function, in
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particular, resists any simple assignation to predetermined harmony. The
ambiguity of most of these deities reveals their uncanny or whimsical
nature and expresses their devotees’ hope for rapid gratification, mixed
with the fear of an impending curse.

METHODOLOGICAL CAVEATS

In The Fluid Pantheon, | adopted a methodological approach partly
inspired by structuralism but | also attempted to take into account
certain aspects of religious phenomena which structuralism, more focused
on ideology, tends to neglect.

Alongside the explicit pantheon of esoteric Buddhism, | empha-
sized the presence of an implicit pantheon, a complex and active net-
work that greatly differs from the official hierarchy as described by the
honji suijaku model. | do not intend for all that to discard old “maps”
as if they have become useless or without referents, nor do | mean to
affirm that what | described is the true “territory” of medieval Japanese
religion. There is no longer any difference in nature—pace Skorupsky;,
Van Vogt, and J. Z. Smith—between map and territory.>® The territory,
in this case, is just another map, and every map, in turn, becomes a ter-
ritory. Nevertheless, certain differences remain, and | want to believe
that all descriptions or inscriptions are not born equal. | contend that
the implicit mythology that | have tried to tease out, as well as certain
recurring structures of Japanese mythical and ritual thought, are closer

1

FIGURE 2. The four deva
kings. Kamakura period,
13th century. Ink and color
on paper. Jikkansho. Nara
National Museum.



to real practices than official doctrine and mythology, even if the latter
eventually imposed themselves, through sheer repetition and persuasion,
as the only available reality.

In order to follow more closely these representations and practices,
I found the “network” paradigm (even if it has become a little too fashion-
able) more useful than those of system and structure. Even Lévi-Strauss,
the founder of anthropological structuralism, came close to the network
with his notion of bricolage, in contrast to his earlier, all-too-Leibnizian
concept of structure as an abstract combinatoire.

Although | have made a rather broad use of this notion of network,
it does not satisfy me entirely insofar as the network, like the net from
which it derives etymologically, claims to capture in its meshes a funda-
mentally fluid and evanescent reality. There is indeed a part of reality that
flows along the lines of the network, but there is another part that escapes
its meshes and is excluded by the network—an interstitial thought, as it
were. But here my project reaches its limits. Language needs to iden-
tify entities—for example, to collect under the proper names Vinayaka
and Benzaiten a multitude of various entities or modes of existence that
perhaps only share a family resemblance. Structuralism helps us to see
beyond simplistic identifications and to avoid the “individualist fallacy.”
We should keep in mind, however, that “individuated” deities remain
alive in the experience of individuals (who are themselves constituted,
as we now know, by networks). When it yields to its own proclivities,
structural analysis tends to dissolve the phenomenological reality of such
entities, and to bypass the resilient evidence of religious phenomena. |
will therefore continue to speak, without worrying too much about con-
tradictions, of gods like Vinayaka and Benzaiten 74 X as if they were
close (or distant) relatives of mine.

I have tried to point beyond the systemic or structural aspects of the
Japanese pantheon by contrasting an implicit, virtual pantheon with the
explicit, established pantheon of orthodox Mikkyd. But even the notion
of an implicit pantheon quickly reaches its limits, inasmuch as it re-ter-
ritorializes (to speak like Deleuze and Guattari) even as it de-territorial-
izes esoteric discourse. Here is, obviously, my major caveat. That being
said, all categories do not have the same value for such a project. Thus,
the category of the devas seemed more useful for “soliciting” (that is,
undermining) the religious system of esoteric Buddhism than did more
conspicuous traditional categories like buddhas and kami, or bodhisat-
tvas and wisdom kings. Even if these categories are “open” and fluid—as
I have shown in the case of bodhisattvas like Mydken and Nyoirin Kan-
non, and wisdom kings like Aizen %% and Fudo A~ #)—they neverthe-
less remain closer to an orthodoxy bent on imposing its binary thinking
and on trapping reality in its theoretical and doctrinal meshes. For that
reason, the devas that will serve as our stepping stones into the religious



world of medieval Japan are both the cornerstones and the stumbling
stones of the Buddhist system.

Building on the work of Georges Dumézil, Marcel Detienne has
emphasized the importance of the details that reveal a god’s specific
mode of action. Applying this insight to Japanese religion, one could
for example distinguish a group of deities that is defined by a signifi-
cant detail: they are all said to “follow humans like their shadow.” These
deities—Myoken, Shoten, and Dakiniten among them—usually share
the functions of a god of obstacles and ruler of human destiny. Another
significant aspect of their mode of action is secrecy. they tend to work
in the dark. They can perhaps be seen as the long shadow projected by
humans (and in particular by Buddhist monks). But, just like Peter Pan’s
shadow, they have their own life—becoming at times unruly and malev-
olent doppelgéngers.

Another detail that will catch our attention is that these deities often
have an embryological function, acting as protectors of the fetus in the
mother’s womb. | will refer time and again to that aspect, following
Voltaire’s method in one of his letters to the king of Prussia, where he
speaks of certain repetitions as “toothing stones.”® My intention is to
return to the embryological theme and give it fuller treatment in a forth-
coming book, Lords of Life.

SYNOPSIS

This book suggests that the gekokujo (world turned upside down) model
that informed and transformed medieval Japanese society also applied,
mutatis mutandis, to the religious sphere. It therefore emphasizes the
role played by certain deities that have generally been treated as mar-
ginal while remaining relatively silent about the traditional protagonists
of Japanese religious discourse (the great buddhas like Dainichi and
Amida and kami like the sun goddess Amaterasu). It also de-centers
traditional Japanese religious history by shifting the focus from purely
Japanese Buddhist figures to their Indian and Chinese prototypes and to
their non-Buddhist (and also non-Shintd) elements, showing how, even
as Japanese religion became increasingly “national” (not to say nativist),
it remained heavily indebted to foreign influences. Indeed, more often
than not, native gods were heterochthonous. Their foreign origin, quite
visible in gods like Shinra My®djin &4, the “bright deity of Silla,”
did not at all prevent them from becoming local protectors—through the
ideological legerdemain that consists in arguing that even foreign gods
were originally a manifestation of Japanese gods (i.e., Susanoo ZEfk .~
%5 in Shinra My®ojin’s case).

Chapter One, “Earthly Powers,” focuses on three devas—
Bishamonten, Daikokuten, and Enmaten—emphasizing their demonic



origins and ambiguous nature. For all their differences, these three gods
shared strong affinities with one another and with another triad that will
form the core of this work, namely, Shoten, Dakiniten, and Benzaiten.

Chapter Two, “The Elephant in the Room,” focuses on Vinayaka
(a.k.a. Shoten), the Buddhist version of Ganesa and the paradigmatic
demon of obstacles. After a quick survey of Vinayaka’s Indian origins,
I examine the process through which this demon, once tamed by the
bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, with whom he then formed a dyad known
as Kangiten (Bliss Deva), was eventually promoted to the status of a
demiurge. Yet Shoten’s demonic nature was never entirely erased, and his
ambiguity is reflected in the fact that, even today, his cult is surrounded
by a deep cloud of secrecy.

Chapter Three, “A Stink of Fox,” focuses on Dakiniten, a complex
deity derived from the Indian dakini, a demoness feeding on the vital
essence of human beings. It shows, by way of association with the fox and
with the Japanese deity Inari, how she tempered her demonic tendencies
to become a god in charge of human destiny. This chapter also exam-
ines the affinities that Dakiniten shares with Bishamonten, Benzaiten, and
Ugajin =44, in large part through their common symbol, the wish-
fulfilling jewel (Skt. cintamani, J. nyoi hoju).

Chapter Four, “From Goddess to Dragon,” adopts a genealogical
approach to describe the trajectory of the goddess Benzaiten from an
Indian river goddess named Sarasvati to a Japanese dragon deity. It also
follows the development of her cult in Japan, based on her function as
the goddess of music and the arts. This, however, is only half the story of
Benzaiten.

Chapter Five, “From Dragon to Snake,” examines the symbiotic rela-
tionship that Benzaiten formed with the Japanese snake god Ugajin, a
hybrid deity represented with the body of a snake and the head of an old
man. The new deity they formed was named Uga Benzaiten.

Chapter Six, “The Three Devas,” focuses on a weird-looking deity
formed by Shoten, Dakiniten, and Benzaiten. I try in this chapter to
understand how a triad of devas was transformed into a single, three-
headed deity riding a fox. Mention of the Three Devas first appears in the
thirteenth century, in a record about a protecting deity of Toji, a major
Shingon temple in Kyoto. It resurfaces, after an apparent eclipse of three
centuries, in a Tendai context and rapidly expands, outside Mikkyd, in
Onmyodo, Shugendd, and Shintd circles. In a section on iconography,
I connect this triune deity to another figure, Tenkawa Benzaiten Kii[ 5
¥ X, a snake-headed representation of the Buddhist goddess of music.

Chapter Seven, “The Face of the Snake,” takes up the case of Ugajin
as an independent figure, distinct from Benzaiten. In spite of his archaic
features and his relationship to the ancient kami Uka no Mitama, Ugajin
and his cult are essentially a product of medieval Mikkyd. Like other



deities studied in this book and in The Fluid Pantheon, Ugajin came to
be associated with prosperity and the wish-fulfilling jewel—indeed, he is
represented as dwelling inside a jewel. Yet he also has an atropopaic and
soteriological function as a predator of toads, that symbolize the three
poisons or passions that hinder the practitioner. This aspect was partic-
ularly pronounced at Suwa &fiiii/i (in Nagano prefecture), and | therefore
examine in some detail the role of Ugajin in the rituals of Suwa Shrine.
I conclude with a discussion of Ugajin’s function as a directional deity
and his elevation to the status of a primordial deity, “the warp and woof
of heaven and earth.”

Chapter Eight, “Matricial Gods,” focuses on the god Matarajin &
% 4. It combines a diachronic or genealogical approach with a syn-
chronic one. Through the former, | follow the trajectory leading from
the Indian god Mahakala, leader of the vampire-like dakinis, to the Japa-
nese Matarajin, protector of nenbutsu practice in Tendai monasteries and
patron of the performing arts; through the latter, I examine Matarajin’s
symbolic network, keying on the figures of Sekizan My®djin and Shinra
My®djin, protectors of two rival branches of Tendai.

In the Coda, | consider the consequences of a still dominant dualis-
tic conception of medieval Japanese religion that relies on a simplistic
version of the honji suijaku model. | also examine the nature and sta-
tus of “moot” deities like the devas in light of heuristic notions such as
the “fourth function” (added to Dumézil’s trifunctional model) and the
“hybrids” of actor-network theory.

In sum, starting almost randomly from three popular Japanese gods
that seem to reflect the diversity of the deva category (Bishamonten,
Daikokuten, and Enmaten), | began perceiving lines of force, incipi-
ent structures connecting these deities. At first glance, apart from their
status as members of a neglected category, nothing seemed to predis-
pose these motley characters to the formation of a significant grouping.
Bishamonten and Daikokuten, worshiped as gods of fortune, turn out
to be former demons, while Enmaten, the terrible judge of the under-
world, becomes in turn a god of longevity and happiness. In contrast, the
next group of devas (Shoten, Dakiniten, and Benzaiten) seemed from
the outset to share affinities. The first two belong to Enmaten’s entou-
rage, while Benzaiten is said, in some sources, to be Enmaten’s sister.
These devas partially fuse in the composite figure popularly known
as the Three Devas, whose history and iconography provide a striking
example of how an emergent deity can overflow the ternary model from
which it sprang.

This sample of Japanese religion may strike some as arbitrary, and
that is indeed how it appeared to me at first. The deva category, which
in Hinduism referred to a clear-cut group of gods defined by their oppo-
sition to the asuras, found its way into early Buddhism and was taken



up with enthusiasm in esoteric Buddhism, where it became considerably
more messy. From Mikky®, it eventually passed into local religion. With
Benzaiten and Ugajin, who merge in the figure of Uga Benzaiten 5= 7
¥ X, and with Matarajin, we witness the transition from a medieval Bud-
dhist ideology still largely indebted to India to an early modern religios-
ity where the discourse of Mikkyd informs—and is gradually superseded

by—other cultural forms, particularly the performing arts.
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