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Abstract
For the past two decades, scholarship has made great strides uncovering the multifaceted ways in 
which Buddhist objects provide insights into the beliefs, practices, and worldviews of the people who 
used and viewed them. Having moved past iconographic analysis as the sole lens with which to eval-
uate Buddhist art, scholars have demonstrated, for instance, how the religion’s visual and material 
culture served as conduits between the physical world and the intangible, and operated as nodes 
linking networks of people and places. This article adds another perspective to the study of Buddhist 
art objects by considering how their physical condition prompted new forms of engagement in reli-
gious practice in premodern Japan. In particular, it investigates differences between three ways to 
preserve images—to copy, to repair, and to re-create—and demonstrates that while both copying and 
repair kept objects in a good and presentable state, repair could additionally serve as a means for 
the production and diffusion of Buddhist cultural knowledge. Re-creation combines the practice of 
copy and repair and reveals how an object’s material properties, an aspect of any conservation effort, 
could also transmit information about associated miracles or numinous qualities.

Introduction

Japanese Buddhist images have been central to the religion’s dissemination since its establish-
ment on the archipelago from at least the sixth century. Buddhism’s visual and material culture 
had the power to structure belief and practice, to serve as a mediator between the physical 
and intangible world, and to operate as a powerful source of legitimization for the devout. 
Even though Buddhist objects conceptually crossed the boundaries between the physical and 
the transcendent, they were nevertheless made by human hands and subject to the vagaries 
of time. Just as the Buddha taught, nothing lasts forever. Could an icon still function in the 
way that it was intended if it was damaged and did not appear in its original form? Were there 
notions of image maintenance in premodern Japan, and if so, what did they consist of? Given 
the sheer number of Buddhist objects in existence at any given time, how did a patron even 
decide what to preserve in the first place?

This article interrogates the practice of conserving Buddhist painting in premodern Japan 
and proposes the existence of three predominant ways to preserve images: to copy, to repair, 
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and to re-create. Copying as a form of maintenance implies reproducing a composition due to 
the deterioration or destruction of the original medium. This practice pointedly differs from 
other forms of copying prevalent throughout Japanese artistic production that were carried 
out for different reasons.1 As well, repairing an image in the context of premodern conserva-
tion refers to physically modifying the original. Re-creation combines these two modalities 
and entails copying an image while treating the newly made one as if it were the original and 
embodied the same historical, social, and religious associations. 

Very few textual records exist that describe the exact treatments that premodern conser-
vators executed in routine object care. Instead, inscriptions were customarily written on the 
back of a painting, its roller bars, or its storage box to commemorate the completion of a 
project and generally contained the names of the sponsors or a dedicatee and the date.2 An 
investigation into the processes of preservation thus requires a look at these inscriptions to 
understand who was involved, as well as beyond them to other textual records and related 
extant objects in order to glean how an object was conserved to ensure its survival through 
generations.

I have derived the forms of image preservation presented above from three historical case 
studies that form the core of this article. The first investigates the preservation histories of 
the Mandalas of the Two Worlds (ryōkai mandara 両界曼荼羅; see fig. 1 for a seventeenth-
century copy of these images; the originals are no longer extant) and the portraits of Shingon 
patriarchs that the eminent monk Kūkai 空海 (774–835) brought back from China to establish 
and propagate esoteric teachings in Japan (figs. 2–6). These sets of paintings were employed 
frequently together, and both met with significant damage around the same time in history. 
Yet, while the Mandalas of the Two Worlds were copied as new paintings, the original portraits 
of Shingon patriarchs were repaired. Analyzing the motivations behind the goals for these 

FIGURE 1. Mandalas of the Two Worlds, Genroku version, 1693. (left) Diamond World Mandala. (right) Womb World Mandala. Hanging scrolls, ink 

and color on silk; H x W: each 410.9 x 379.0 cm. Tōji, Kyoto



Miriam Chusid  81

projects sheds light on how physically modifying paintings in premodern Japan for the sake of 
their preservation had the capacity to advance religious and institutional agendas in ways not 
possible through copying alone. The second case study examines the preservation history of 
the Takao mandara 高雄曼荼羅, a ninth-century version of the Mandalas of the Two Worlds 
executed in gold and silver ink on a dark background of purple-red twill weave (fig. 7). This 
object was copied anew and its original was also repaired, and provides additional insight into 

FIGURE 2. Vajrabodhi, from Five Shingon Patri-

archs, 805. Hanging scrolls, ink and color on 

silk; H x W: 211.5 x 157.2 cm. Tōji, Kyoto

FIGURE 3. Śubhakarasiṃha, from Five Shingon 

Patriarchs, 805. Hanging scrolls, ink and color 

on silk; H x W: 211.2 x 150.6 cm. Tōji, Kyoto

FIGURE 4. Amoghavajra, from Five Shingon 

Patriarchs, 805. Hanging scrolls, ink and color 

on silk; H x W: 212.3 x 150.6 cm. Tōji, Kyoto

FIGURE 5. Yixing, from Five Shingon Patriarchs, 

805. Hanging scrolls, ink and color on silk; 

H x W: 210.9 x 148.5 cm. Tōji, Kyoto

FIGURE 6. Huiguo, from Five Shingon Patri-

archs, 805. Hanging scrolls, ink and color on 

silk; H x W: 211.1 x 147.9 cm. Tōji, Kyoto
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how its material qualities informed the divine presence contained within. The final object 
under consideration is the Taima mandara 当麻曼荼羅, an eighth-century textile depicting 
Amida’s Pure Land (fig. 8). This object was also poorly cared for in its early history, which con-
sequently led to significant damage. Unlike the above objects, however, repairing the Taima 
mandara proved impossible due to limitations of technology, so the patrons decided to re-
create it. This section of the article uncovers the nuances of re-creation as preservation and 
demonstrates how a painted version of the Taima mandara came to be understood as if it were 
one and the same as the eighth-century woven tapestry. 

Before moving forward, it may be instructive to contextualize these analyses within two 
larger discursive fields: Buddhist materiality and studies of premodern Japanese Buddhist 
painting conservation. The former is an area that seeks to understand what the religion’s visual 
and material culture reveals about those who used and interacted with it, rather than how it 
reflects doctrinal content. For instance, Halle O’Neal has employed the framework of reuse, 
recycle, and repurpose to document transformative moments in an object’s biography. Study-
ing afterlives in this way, she argues, provides a lens to understand how and why people over 
time inscribed new meanings and significance onto Buddhist artifacts.3 Other work in this 
sphere includes research by Caroline Hirasawa and Benedetta Lomi, who understand the study 
of materiality as an excavation of a network of relationships that place the object as the central 
node linking people, both past and present, and environment.4 Their work complements other 
divergent approaches including that of Fabio Rambelli, who exposes the porous boundaries 
between deity, living practitioner, and inanimate object, especially within esoteric Buddhist 
thought, to demonstrate the various ways in which all ultimately partake in the same universal 

FIGURE 7. Takao mandara, 9th century. Hanging scrolls, gold and silver ink on purple damask. (left) Diamond World Mandala. H x W: 400.0 x 

350.6 cm. (right) Womb World Mandala. H x W: 437.2 x 388.7 cm. Jingoji, Kyoto.
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principle.5 Further inquiries by O’Neal as well as Karen Gerhart seek to show how interaction 
with tangible objects enabled people to grieve the death of a loved one or gain control over the 
death process.6 All of these studies follow the pioneering work of Robert H. Sharf and Elizabeth 
Horton Sharf, who paved the way to understanding how objects functioned within belief and 
practice apart from their iconography or artistic style.7 In drawing on these studies, this arti-
cle offers additional possibilities that consider how the physical condition of images allowed 
patrons to participate in Buddhist practice in highly personalized and personally meaningful 
ways not possible through ritual practice alone.

Studies in the conservation of premodern Japanese Buddhist paintings grew out of the 
custom of documenting processes for the preservation of a particular image. A recent report 
commemorating the restoration of the twelfth-century painting of the bodhisattva Fugen, 
now designated a National Treasure, brings together the expertise of scholars, curators, and 
conservators. After detailed analyses of the religious, historical, and cultural framework of 
the image and the painting techniques that artists used to communicate these ideas, the 
study delves into the choices modern-day conservators made for their treatments. Crucially, 
it emphasizes that they did not add anything extraneous to the visible surface and that they 
even went so far as to remove noticeable traces of earlier restoration projects. The result is an 
image that does not look brand new, but one that is instead free from debris and creases to 
allow, to the extent possible, the original artists’ hands to shine through.8 While premodern 
painting conservators undoubtedly shared the same concern to manage damage, they gener-
ally chose from a greater range of treatment options, as proposed above.

Masuki Ryūsuke has argued for two approaches to Buddhist painting conservation before 
the modern era. Patrons could discard an old painting and request the production of an 
entirely new copy, which Masuki notes was entirely common through at least the twelfth 

FIGURE 8. Taima mandara, 8th century. Woven silk, 

H x W: 394.8 x 396.9 cm. Taimadera, Nara Prefecture. 

From Nara National Museum, ed. Ito no mihotoke: Kokuhō 

Tsuzureori Taima mandara to shūbutsu 糸のみほとけー国宝

綴織当麻曼荼羅と繍仏ー(Nara: Nara National Museum, 

Yomiuri Terebi, and Nihon Keizai Shinbunsha, 2018), 54
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century, or they could repair the original.9 At first glance, his argument on copying seems to 
run counter to injunctions in sutra literature that equate the repairing of “reliquaries, images, 
and scriptures that are ramshackle or ruined” to an act of great merit.10 As Benedetta Lomi 
further elaborates, however, the choice of when and how to repair a damaged or destroyed 
object was not always straightforward in premodern Japan. Although she notes a great deal of 
concern for the upkeep of stupas and sculptures, Buddhist painting presented a completely 
new set of challenges due to the comparatively fragile nature of the objects.11 If keeping an 
object looking new or presentable was crucial for religious practice, copying a painting as a 
form of maintenance as Masuki describes most likely occurred when it was deemed that no 
amount of repair or modification could render the image functional again. 

The case studies explored below build on these fields and demonstrate that while all three 
proposed modalities of preservation served to keep the image in a good state for viewing, 
studying, or ritual use, repairing and re-creating an image could additionally serve as a means 
for the production and diffusion of Buddhist cultural knowledge—although in different ways. 
Finally, special consideration is given to how the materiality of the object—its medium, pig-
ments, or other materials that it comprises, as well as any manifest traces of engagement, 
either by makers or later viewers—structured the understanding of its meaning and function.

Copy or Repair? Kūkai’s Mandalas of the Two Worlds  
and the Portraits of the Shingon Patriarchs

An illustration from the Miraculous Legends of the Kasuga Shrine Deity (Kasuga Gongen genki-e 
春日権現験記絵, fourteenth century; fig. 9), depicts a typical Japanese esoteric Buddhist wor-
ship space. A court official dressed in black bows before the Diamond World Mandala, placed 
just out of view, while an identical altar to his right contains an image of the Womb World 
Mandala, identifiable by the central eight-petaled court. Together, these paintings comprise 
the Mandalas of the Two Worlds and represent the totality of the esoteric Buddhist teachings, 

FIGURE 9. Illustrated 

Miracles of the Kasuga 

Deity, 1309, detail. From 

an 1870 reproduction 

by Itabashi Tsurao. 

Scroll 8. National Diet 

Library Digital Collection, 

info:ndljp/pid/1287493
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in which the Diamond World Mandala denotes the cosmic nature of the Buddha and the 
Womb World Mandala the manifestation of the Buddha in the natural world. In the right cor-
ner of the composition, a half-hidden folding screen reveals three of the twelve celestials (jūni 
ten 十二天) who guard the ritual space, and in the left corner are portraits of three Shingon 
patriarchs, with more located outside the picture plane.

The Mandalas of the Two Worlds and the five portraits of Indian and Chinese Shingon 
patriarchs were among the more than two hundred objects that Kūkai brought back to Japan 
from China to help establish and propagate the esoteric teachings.12 Both sets of images were 
given to Kūkai by his teacher Huiguo 恵果 (746–806) and produced in the workshop of the 
noted Chinese Buddhist painter Lizhen 李真 (dates unknown).13 Even though Kūkai received 
both sets of images from Huiguo, their inclusion in one space as illustrated in the Miraculous 
Legends, for instance, was Kūkai’s own design.14 His understanding of the Shingon ritual arena 
thus consisted of two core elements: the totality of the esoteric Buddhist teachings repre-
sented by the mandalas and its authenticity as demonstrated by the lineage of patriarchs 
represented in the portraits.15 For Kūkai, both sets of images were of equal importance for the 
successful spread of esoteric practice.

Upon Kūkai’s initial return to Japan in 806, he presented the objects he brought back with 
him, including the two mandalas and the portraits, to the court of Emperor Heizei 平城天皇 
(774–824). Three years later, Heizei abdicated the throne due to illness and returned Kūkai’s 
objects.16 The monk then presumably deposited them at Jingoji 神護寺, a temple atop Mount 
Takao 高尾山, located to the northwest of the Heian capital, where he took up residence that 
same year. Although at this early date Kūkai had yet to codify what became a typical esoteric 
ritual space as exemplified in the Miraculous Legends, he must have used the mandalas and the 
portraits together and with a similar degree of frequency because both sets of images started to 
deteriorate around the same time. In the case of the Mandalas of the Two Worlds, Kūkai notes 
in his “Vow of the Four Debts of Gratitude in the Making of the Mandalas of the Two Worlds” 
(Shion no ontame ni nibu no daimandara o tsukuru gammon 奉為四恩造二部大曼荼羅願文):

The silk is damaged, and the colors are flaking [so much] that the faces of the deities have started 

to change. Students will express lament viewing [the paintings in this way] and it is a pity that 

[the damaged mandalas] will bring misfortune to all living beings. . . . Reverently, beginning in 

Kōnin 12 (821), fourth month, third day and until the end of the eighth month, I had the Mandala 

of the Womb of Great Compassion made up of eight widths of silk, the Diamond World Mandala 

made up of nine widths of silk . . . and portraits of Nāgārjuna and Nāgabodhi all newly painted.17

Kūkai bemoans the fact that the mandalas’ deterioration had rendered the iconography illeg-
ible, which he fears would hinder proper teaching and even cause misfortune for others. 
Yet the monk does not stop at requesting copies of the paintings; he commissions entirely 
new objects, including two additional patriarchal portraits of Nāgārjuna and Nāgabodhi, the 
significance of which I will return to below.18 Although it is impossible to speculate what the 
actual condition of the objects might have been at this time, copies of Kūkai’s mandalas were 
produced throughout the premodern period, with the oldest extant example dating to 1191 
(fig. 10).19 Recent restoration work has sought to stabilize the two paintings, which have 
been heavily damaged and fragmented, especially in the lower third of the image.20 Even 
if the deterioration of Kūkai’s images at that time was only a fraction of that seen today on 
the twelfth-century version, it is not difficult to imagine that any distortion of the detailed 
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iconography, however major or minor, could render the images ineffective for teaching or 
even ritual viewing in the eyes of a master attempting to establish veneration of the objects 
in Japan for the first time.21

Masuki Ryūsuke has argued that the practice of commissioning a copy of a painting instead 
of restoring the original was an altogether common practice before the thirteenth century.22 
Nonetheless, the deterioration of the Mandalas of the Two Worlds did not simply spur Kūkai to 
request unblemished copies of the iconography; it also allowed him to refine and implement 
his vision for systematizing the totality and demonstrating the authenticity of the esoteric 
teachings, as indicated by his commission of the two new portrait paintings.23 Abé Ryūichi 
has postulated that one of the reasons Kūkai was so vested in this project was that he was 
planning to implement a grand initiation rite in 822, the first of its kind in the archipelago, 
for Heizei and Prince Takaoka 高丘親王 (799–865) that was to be sponsored by the reigning 
emperor Saga 嵯峨天皇 (786–842).24 A rite of the utmost importance required the most luxu-
rious objects, and Kūkai must have been keen to present the mandalas, and by extension the 
Dharma, in spectacular fashion. In preparation for the very same event, however, Kūkai made 
a completely different decision when faced with the deterioration of the set of five portraits of 
Shingon patriarchs. He describes the damaged portraits in a letter addressed to the Minister of 
the Left Fujiwara no Fuyutsugu 藤原冬嗣 (775–826):

The fog atop the mountain [i.e. Mount Takao] is thick; the figures [of the patriarchs] are damaged 

and everything is covered with dust. I am afraid they are not adequate for imperial viewing. My 

request today is to ask for a specialist to immediately repair [the paintings]. I would be most 

grateful for this.25

FIGURE 10. Mandalas of the Two Worlds, Kōhon version, 1191. Hanging scrolls, ink and color on silk. (left) Diamond World Mandala. H x W: 428.8 x 

395.8 cm. (right) Womb World Mandala. H x W: 433.3 x 396.4 cm. Tōji, Kyoto



Miriam Chusid  87

Kūkai requests that the damaged images be restored, not copied. Moreover, he took advantage 
of the occasion and added the two newly painted portraits of Nāgārjuna and Nāgabodhi 
(figs. 11, 12) to the original set of five. Why did Kūkai choose to copy one set of images while 
repairing the other, and what might the distinction have been between these two modes of 
preservation?

While Kūkai’s concern with the mandalas was the legibility of the represented deities, his 
interest in the portraits lay in the information they conveyed about the sitters rather than 
the images of the sitters themselves. Kūkai’s goal for restoring the five patriarchal portraits 
and adding two new ones was twofold: to prepare the paintings for an imperial viewership, 
as he states in his letter to Fuyutsugu, and also to involve Emperor Saga in the completion 
of the project. Each of the now-seven portraits is nearly identical in size and scope. That of 
Śubhakarasim

˙
ha is a representative example (fig. 3). The image illustrates the patriarch in 

three-quarters view atop a dais. His name in both Sanskrit and Chinese characters appears to 
his right and left, respectively. Below, a brief biography summarizes the figure’s major accom-
plishments. The portraits of Nāgārjuna and Nāgabodhi that Kūkai commissioned to complete 
the series follow the same conventions. They depict the sitter facing left or right on a plat-
form and contain their names in Sanskrit and Chinese characters as well as their biographies 
below. The five portraits that Kūkai brought back from China, however, initially lacked text. 

FIGURES 11 and 12. Two Additional Shingon Patriarchs, 821. Hanging scrolls, ink and color on silk. (left) Nāgabodhi. H x W: 213.0 x 151.2 cm. (right) 

Nāgārjuna. H x W: 212.4 x 150.6 cm. Tōji, Kyoto.


