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On the Image (Miei) of Kukai
Masako MIYOSHI
Chief Curator, Curatorial Division, Kagawa Prefectural Museum

This paper examines the formation and development of portraits (miei) of Kobo Daishi/ Kikai (774~835)
from an art historical perspective, based on documentary records from the Heian period (794-1185) and extant
examples. The original portrait (konpon miei), which is said to have been painted by Prince Shinnyo (799~865)
during Kiukai’s lifetime, became the canonical iconography for the Shingon sect. However, against the background
of the expansion of faith in Kobo Daishi, associated legends, and contact with other Buddhist schools, diverse
iconographic variations emerged. The portraits of the Five Patriarchs of Esoteric Buddhism (Shingon Goso-z0)
bestowed upon Kiikai by Huiguo (746~806) served to visualize the lineage of transmission as proof of the
Dharma transmission, and this can be considered one reason why portraits of Kiikai were emphasized as paintings
rather than sculptures. Furthermore, cross-sectarian reception of Kiikai’s portraits can be confirmed through
examples such as their enshrinement alongside portraits of patriarchs of other schools within the Sanuki region
(present-day Kagawa prefecture), and their juxtaposition with portraits of various patriarchs from India, China,
and Japan at temples in the southern capital (Nanto). Additionally, the intersection of Kiikai’s doctrine of nyiijo
(entering meditation) and Maitreya faith promoted the dissemination of Kiikai portraits, and new iconographic
developments can be observed, such as changes in the form of the seat that deviated from the Prince Shinnyo
prototype. Rather than converging on a single linear iconographic norm, Kiikai portraits possessed aspects formed
through composite elements within diverse sectarian contexts, religious beliefs, and historical circumstances.
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