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Chapter II: The Tateyama Mandala

Ten Grotenhuis characterizes the paintings of the hens� type as portrayals of �visual 
transformations of doctrinal themes or legends� and �interpretations of literary 
themes� (Ten Grotenhuis, 1983: 66). She notes that although the Japanese terms 
mandara and hens� were used interchangeably, compared to the images of the eso-
teric tradition the hens� paintings depict an element that is lacking in the esoteric 
mandalas � a narrative.12

Wang (2005), who in his study Shaping the Lotus Sutra: Buddhist Visual Culture 
in Medieval China, focuses on Chinese visual representations inspired by Bud-
dhist sutras, explains that �transformation tableaux� portray scenes of miraculous 
transformations such as rebirth in a land of bliss, Buddhist deities manifesting 
themselves in various capacities, bodhisattvas in a transformed form, people 
transformed into an animal or other form, as well as scenes from hells (Wang, 
2005: 13). 

Contrary to understanding of the paintings of the hens� type as visual tran-
scriptions of the canonical Buddhist texts, the sutras and their commentaries 
or legends, Wang has argued that they are not limited to a textual source of 
inspiration (Wang, 2005: 15). Wang sees the sutra as �a pretext for something 
else� which he characterizes as a �world� (Wang, 2005: 15). He argues that �When 
medieval Chinese painters visualized the world of the Lotus Sutra, they used 
a certain spatial structure to map out the disparate scenes described in the sutra. 
...they were approximating the imaginary world of Lotus Sutra inherent in the 
text with their own world picture they carried in their heads, which already had 
its own internal topographic structure and spatial logic, a mental grid on which 
they plotted the disparate scenes from the Lotus Sutra� (Wang, 2005: 20).

Indeed, the images of the Tateyama Mandala depict scenes indicating rebirth 
in a paradise and they also include scenes from hells. Moreover, they portray 
transformed bodhisattvas, as well as people transformed into animals, stones 
or trees. The Tateyama Mountain Range is a terrain in which people not only 
lived in mountains but also with mountains, and as these mountains were part 
of their everyday lives, so were they part of their practices which included inter-
actions with the beings dwelling there. Therefore, familiar with the topography 
and space of Tateyama, they plotted on this familiar topography scenes from the 
Buddhist texts. But exactly as Wang argues, the content of the Buddhist texts is 
not suf�cient to understand the visual images of this topography as painted in 
the Tateyama Mandala. These visual renderings carry local knowledge from the 
legends and practices that were part of this pilgrimage site. Thus, it is in this 
sense that the current work considers the Tateyama Mandala as an example of 
the hens� type of painting. 

12 See also Ten Grotenhuis (1999).
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