
FROM GODDESS
TO DRAGON
Benzaiten

The origins of the Japanese goddess Benzaiten are
usually traced back to the Indian river goddess Sarasvati, who was also
worshiped as a goddess of eloquence and music. Like her Indian proto­
type, Benzaiten is often represented as a beautiful maiden playing the lute
(biwa E? in Japan, vim?in India), and her shrines are usually located on
small islands on ponds or rivers, or by the waterside. These similarities
give the impression of a straightforward transmission from India to China
and Japan. However, things are rarely simple in the mythological realm,
as everywhere, and the smiling face of the goddess might only be a mask.
Medieval Japanese Buddhists were well aware of that possibility, having
been counseled repeatedly that “a woman . . . outwardly may look like a
bodhisattva, but in her heart she is like a yaksa.”l In certain cases, how­
ever, their wariness might have been as much a realization of the profound
ambiguity of divine power as an expression of misogyny. For these Bud­
dhists, the image of Benzaiten distilled—and symbolized—an even greater
ambiguity: she was not only a woman, but a dragon and snake as well.

The standard description of Benzaiten, as found in most Buddhist
ritual or iconographic texts, includes her various names, her scriptural
sources, her place in esoteric mandalas, her mudras and mantras, her con­
ventional attributes and symbolic form(s), her acolytes or attendants (ken­
zoku figs), her ritual functions, and, last but not least, her main cultic cen­
ters and the local traditions related to them. With Benzaiten, Japanese art
historians usually identify two types of images: the two-armed Benzaiten
and the eight-armed.2 That distinction, however, lumps together several
different iconographic types: consider a two-armed Benzaiten playing the
biwa vs. a two-armed Benzaiten holding a sword and a wish-fulfilling
jewel;3 or the eight-armed Benzaiten of the Golden Light Sfitra vs. the
so-called Uga Benzaiten. In medieval Japan, it was only the last Ben­
zaiten, as described in apocryphal sfitras, that can properly be described
as the medieval Benzaiten.
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The canonical description of Benzaiten aimed at establishing a few
stable features. Most secondary sources, by repeating them uncritically,
end up glossing over the complexity of the image. To get a better sense
of that complexity, we need to destabilize the image and question the
canonical sources. The casual assertions of the textbooks actually conceal
many misgivings, doubts that are occasionally mentioned in passing as
“variants.” When they are taken into consideration, an image of Benzaiten
emerges that is quite different from the canonical one. Only then does
it become clear that this deity, who has been claimed by Buddhist and
Shinto (not to mention Onmyodo) ideologues alike, always transcended
sectarian affiliations.

THE VEDIC GODDESS

The Indian goddess was said to be the personification of the river Saras­
vatI. While she may have been an agrarian deity dispensing fertility, her
name also came to designate the powers of wisdom, eloquence, and music.
From the outset, as it were, we are confronted with multiple origins, and
with an essential ambiguity.

In her study on the topic, Catherine Ludvik describes Sarasvati’s
evolution from a river goddess to the goddess of sound and music, iden­
tifying four aspects of the pre-Buddhist Sarasvati: (1) her original, phys—
ical presence as the river; (2) and (3) her functions as goddess of speech
and of music; and (4) her relationships as daughter-consort of Brahma,
reflecting a wider mythological context. The functional aspects are
familiar from the iconography, as in the four-armed Sarasvati who holds
both a manuscript and a Vina.4Ludvik summarizes the development
of the image of Sarasvati as follows: “[In the Vedas, the] mighty river
goddess, through the association, on the one hand, with the recitation of
hymns accompanying rituals performed on her banks, and, on the other
hand, with inspired thoughts inseparably tied to the composition of these
hymns, was identified with speech. Through speech, embodying knowl­
edge, most particularly of the Veda,Sarasvati became goddess of knowl­
edge in her own right. . . . She also became goddess of music . . . and was
connected with the Vina.”5

In the commentaries on the Vedasknown as the Brahmanas, Saras­
vafi is identified with the goddess Vac (Speech). In Vedic India, Vac was
both the daughter of the primordial god, Prajapati, and his consort, who
united with him in an incestuous union to create all beings. The relations
between Brahma and Sarasvafi in the Hindu Paranas derive from that
relationship, since Prajapati has become Brahma.6 In Ludvik’s words:
“Prajapati-turned-Brahma falls in love with his daughter Sarasvati and
takes her for his consort.”7 In the Rg Veda, Vac shows strong warrior
characteristics, declaring: “I stretch the bow for Rudra so that his arrow
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will strike down the hater of prayer. I incite the contest among the people.
I have pervaded sky and earth.”8 Ludvik also points out that in the Vedas
Sarasvati was called a slayer of strangers and was associated with the
storm gods (Maruts), “with whom she shares might and a certain wild,
fighting spirit.”9 In the Yajur Veda, she takes on a fierce, combative char­
acter and is described as the Vrtra-slayer.10

The powers of speech and war point to the first two functions in
Georges Dume’zil’s tripartite analysis of Indo-European ideology. The
third function, abundance, is also a power that was attributed to the Vedic
Sarasvati.ll As a “variable goddess,” Sarasvati subsumes all three func­
tions and at the same time transcends or eludes them. She is associated
with the horse—headedAs’vins(also called the Nasatya twins), with whom
she collaborates to bolster Indra’s strength by telling him how to kill the
demon Namuci.12(I note in passing that the third function of abundance
and fecundity is usually represented by pairs of deities, often twins like
the Vedic As’vinsor the Greek Dioscuri.) Sarasvati and the As’vinsare also
among the gods mentioned in the Rg Vedain connection with incantations
for safe pregnancy and delivery. In other Vedic texts, Sarasvati “is spe­
cifically invoked to grant progeny and to place the embryo in a woman’s
womb.”13As consort of the As’vins,moreover, she bears the newly formed
embryo of Indra within her own womb, and becomes both his surrogate
mother and his consort.14However, “like her wild, raging waters, this
mother takes on a fierce, wrathful appearance,” a reminder of her role as
a deity of the second function.15

THE BUDDHIST GODDESS

The locus classicus for the Buddhist Sarasvati is the Golden Light Sfitra
(Skt. Suvamaprabhdsa-sfitra, T.663, 664, and 665), a text that played an
important role in Japan during the Nara and Heian periods.16This sfitra
actually devotes an entire chapter to Sarasvati. Of the three extant Chinese
versions, it is the translation of the Suvamaprabhdsotramardja-Sfitra (T.
665) by Yijing %l$‘ (635—713)that most strongly emphasizes her war­
rior characteristics. In this text, the goddess appears before the Buddha’s
assembly and, addressing the Buddha according to a well-established
pattern, vows to protect all those who put their faith in the sfitra, recite
it, or copy it. In particular, if a Dharma master recites it, she vows to
increase his intelligence and his eloquence; she will help him understand
and remember all the incantations (dharam's), and she will ensure his
longevity and ultimately his awakening.l7 Then she teaches the assembly
how, by bathing in scented water and reciting incantations, one can heal
all illnesses, defeat one’s enemies, escape all demons, curses, ill luck, and
baleful astral influences, prolong one’s life, and become rich. Finally, she
promises to help beings cross the ocean of samsara and reach supreme
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FIGURE4.1. (Opposite)
Eight-armed Benzaiten
(with Yama, Indra, Vasu,
Nanda, and animals).
Edo period. Sheet, ink
on paper. University Art
Museum, Kyoto City Uni­
versity ofArts. 825 2219.

PROTECTQRS AND PREDATQRS

awakening. Thereupon, the brahmin Kaundinya praises her and compares
her to Narayani (that is, Sri Laksmi), Visnu’s consort.18Significantly, he
points out that she can manifest herself not only as a benevolent deity, but
also as Yami, the sister of Yama, a terrifying deity who haunts the wil­
derness. He describes her eight-armed form, with all its attributes—bow,
arrow, sword, spear, axe, vajra, iron wheel, and noose.

Yijing’s translation goes on to emphasize that wild animals often
surround Sarasvati’s appearance. Compared to a lioness, this Saras­
vati is strikingly different from the elegant Vina player of the classical
Hindu tradition, and takes up a position next to the goddess of fortune
Sri (Mahas’ri,Laksmi, J. Kichijoten Ei$3€) and the earth goddess Drdha
(a.k.a. Prthivi, J. Jiten fli). Sri is often described as a daughter of
Hariti (J. Kariteimo3W5??? or Kishimojinflflfi) and a wife of
Vais’ravana (J. Bishamonten).19 In this text, Sri, Sarasvati, and Vais’ravana
are described as different facets of the same divine power, which mani­
fests itself as SITfor people of higher capacities, as Sarasvati for those
of medium capacities, and as Vais’ravanafor those of lower capacities.
It stops short of explicitly associating Sarasvati with the wish-fulfilling
jewel, however, as she will come to be seen in Japan.

In a Japanese representation based on the Golden Light Sfitra, the god­
dess appears near a river, against a background of mountain and forest,
and is surrounded by Basu sennin (Vasu), Enmaten (Yama), the water god
Nanda (Nanda suishin), andTaishakuten'fiifii (Indra), aswell as various
animals including the tiger, lion, buffalo, fox, rooster, and goat (Fig. 4.1).

Sarasvati also appears in the Mahdvairocana-sfitra (and its commen—
tary by Yixing #fi)?" In the WombRealm mandala based on that scrip­
ture, Sarasvati’s position is among the devas of the western court external
to the Vajra section, between Narayani and Kumara. This section also
contains Indic deities such as Brahma, Visnu, Skanda, Yama, and their
retinue, as well as other lesser deities. Keeping such company may seem
strange for a goddess of music and a provider of wealth. One should bear
in mind, however, that in the Golden Light Stitra, too, Sarasvati is associ­
ated with a number of dark female deities who surround Yama—among
them the Seven Mothers, Camunda, and the ddkim's.“

GENEALOGY AND STRUCTURE

In Japan, as Ingrid Fritsch has shown, the image of Benzaiten (Sarasvati)
as a goddess of music and of the arts in general was favored not only by
court musicians but also by the blind musicians called biwa ho'shz’who
sang the legend of the Heike. Eventually her popularity spread, and she
became a protecting deity for other groups of the blind as well, including
minstrel monks (moso 145%)and the female mediums and massage spe­
cialists of northern Japan.
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FIGURE4.2. Benzaiten. However, the logic of Sarasvati’s development into Benzaiten may
Kamakuraperiod,13th not have been as linear as it appears. In particular, the image of Sarasvati
century. Ink and color on
paper. Shoson zuzéshu.
Kanazawa bunko.

as a warring deity is reminiscent of that of the Indian goddess Durga.
According to Ludvik, this aspect might have been a response to a new
Buddhist concern for state protection, the atmosphere in which the Golden
Light Sfitra was promoted.22Yet the emergence of a martial Sarasvati may
also have obeyed a more fundamental structural logic, inasmuch as Vac,
the Vedic goddess of speech, had already displayed martial character­
istics. As Georges Dumézil points out, Sarasvati (like Vac and Durga)
belongs to the group of trifunctional deities whose activities include war.
Already in the Vedas, it is said that she destroys the enemies of the gods,
the asuras. Admittedly, later sources seem to omit or downplay that aspect
of her powers, but this does not mean that its importance in religious prac­
tice was lost. Dumézil argues that Sarasvati is a multifunctional deity not
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by accident, as the result of a more
or less random evolution, but struc­
turally, as a complete expression
of the trifunctional ideology of the
Indo-Europeans. Judging from the
extant documentation, these func­
tions resurfaced at various times in
the “career” of the deity, inflecting
it like the meanders of the river
Sarasvati and contributing to the
definition of its course.

The Japanese goddess Ben­
zaiten, in contrast, moves freely
between functions (and manifesta­
tions), transformng from a woman
into a dragon, a snake, or even a
fox. The structural approach, while
taking diachronic developments
into account, emphasizes a con­
trasting synchronic approach, in
which Benzaiten is grasped in her
relationships with her “paradig­
matic others.” Although Dumézil
considered that the three func­
tions he identified were specific
to Indo-European ideology, one of
his students, Yoshida Atsuhiko, has
argued that they were also opera­
tive in Japanese mythology.23As the protector of warriors and musicians,
Benzaiten spanned the first and second functions of sovereignty and war.
In the Muromachi period, she increasingly became a goddess of wealth
and fertility, the third function.

As Ingrid Fritsch remarks, Benzaiten resists categories, and to study
her one must place at the center the communities that worshiped her.
Fritsch’s perspective encourages a sociological approach to understand­
ing the changes in the deity’s image. Ludvik focuses instead on the figure
of the eight-armed Benzaiten, emphasizing the ways in which that warrior
deity departs from the traditional image of Sarasvati as a goddess of elo­
quence and music. The insights provided by Ludvik and Fritsch are com­
plementary but still leave aside aspects of Benzaiten that may be equally
important, aspects with specifically Japanese characteristics that come to
the forefront in the cult of Uga Benzaiten.

As noted above, the goddess Sarasvati was from the outset a multi­
functional deity: one could therefore posit, at the origins, a more abstract
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FIGURE4.3. Benzaiten.
janihachibu narabini
jam/shinsho zu, T2 7: 494,
fig. 12.



Sarasvati, the product of Vedic theological speculation, for whom a merg­
ing with Vac was not a simply random or ancillary development. At the
other end of Asia, the course of her development was not random either:
metaphorically speaking, the river Sarasvati flowed into the riverbed pre—
pared for her by the Japanese religious landscape.

Despite the common assertion that Benzaiten is Sarasvati, many
things changed in the passage from India to Japan. Admittedly, certain
motifs can be surprisingly resilient from one culture to another. Yet the
most obvious features are not always the most significant for understand­
ing the hidden dynamics of such a richly layered figure. I will therefore
start from the relatively simple, static, and visible opposition between the
woman and the ndga in order to show how the same symbolism, rein­
scribed into various contexts, became enriched with new values, eventu­
ally forrning, with the reemergence of motifs that had been muted, a kind
of a symbolic polyphony.

The Warrior Deity

Like her mythological cousin, the Alpheus river, Sarasvati disappeared
into the ocean of Indian myth to resurface in Japanese mythology. But
in the meantime a momentous change had taken place. The deity that
emerged from Lake Biwa bore little resemblance to her Hindu prototype.
She was now an eight-armed goddess, whose image and features were
strongly influenced by Yijing’s translation of the Golden Light Sfitra. The
apparition of the eight-armed Sarasvati in that sfitra had already signaled
the emergence (or perhaps merely the resurgence) of the warrior function.
This martial figure appealed to the warriors of medieval Japan, who took
her as one of their protecting deities. The distance between that deity and
the “classical” two-armed Benzaiten did not go unnoticed: indeed, it led to
a bifurcation into two distinct identities, Myoonten 11935”???and Benzaiten.

While the features of the eight-armed Benzaiten were clearly
indebted to the Golden Light Sfitra, the impact of this text alone is insuf­
ficient to explain the development of her cult. Certain essential aspects of
Sarasvati’s cult, emphasized in that scripture, seem to have been almost
forgotten (for example, the ritual of the perfumed bath), whereas other
features of the Indian cult (like the choice of islands in rivers and ponds
for her shrines, or the immersion of her icons during festivals) seem to
have reached Japan by other—textual or iconographic—means.

As Ludvik points out, “a study of India . . . goes a long way in revealing
what is to be found in China and Japan, while a study of China and Japan
can show something easily missed in India.”24For instance, “it is from
China that we learn of the impact of the Durga cult on the Buddhist Saras­
vati in India.”25Ludvik argues that the Japanese figure of Uga Benzaiten
may reveal another aspect of Sarasvati that the Indian materials no longer
allow us to perceive.26This is an important point, to which I will return.
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While Sarasvati may be, as Ludvik claims, “Durga under the guise of
Sarasvafi,” perhaps she is equally the earth deity in the guise of Sarasvati,
or Vac in the guise of Sarasvati. Or maybe none of the above. In spite of
all the analogical links, she is not just a mask put on by other deities; she
was perceived as a living power, different from (albeit related to) all the
other deities with whom she may have a family resemblance. The strands
revealed by historical and sociological research in the magnetic field
surrounding Sarasvati/Benzaiten emphasize the development of certain
important features. Yet they do not clarify the relations between Benzaiten
and snakes or dragons, or why Uga Benzaiten became so prominent in
medieval Japan.

The MusicNVarPolarity

The usual description of Benzaiten as a goddess of eloquence and music
overlooks other features—in particular, her warrior function. Actually, her
domain encompasses what the Chinese called the spheres of the literary
(wen 31) and the military (wu 175%).The image of Benzaiten developed
around a number of polarities—between the musical goddess and the war­
rior goddess, for instance, and between the dragon deity and the young
maiden.

In medieval Japan, it was not always clear whether the names
Myoonten and Benzaiten represented a single figure or two distinct ones.
Even when Myoonten and Benzaiten coexisted as distinct entities, they
constantly exchanged certain of their attributes and functions. According
to the Keiran shfiyéshfi, “because there is no duality between Knowledge
and Principle, [Myoon Benzaiten] can also assume the body of Ugajin.
. . . Her ‘trace’ is a white snake, who dispels the poisons of the three
sufferings.”27

Benzaiten’s two functions—war and music—come together in the
legend of the Heike warrior Tsunemasa, as related in the Heike monoga­
tarz'. Having come to the shore of Lake Biwa, Tsunemasa sees Chiku­
bushima island in the offing and decides to visit it. Upon landing, he
prostrates himself before the shrine of Benzaiten and declares: “Daiben­
kudokuten fiyf‘rljfifii is none other than Sakyamuni Buddha; she is a
bodhisattva who manifests the absolute nature of the Buddha mind. Two
are the names Benzai and Myoon, one is the true form of this divinity,
who brings salvation to sentient beings. It is said that those who worship
here a single time will have every wish granted: thus I face the future
with hope.” When he completes his recitation of scriptures, the resident
monks bring him one of the shrine’s lutes and convince him to play.28The
suave melody moves the goddess to appear in the form of a white dragon
(var. a white snake or fox). Tsunemasa interprets this manifestation as a
clear sign that the rebel forces (the Minamoto) will soon be defeated.29
This passage weaves together motifs of the numinous lute, the island of
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the immortals, and the messenger animal(s) or animal manifestation of
Benzaiten. The lute motif was of course important for the biwa ho'shz',the
main propagators of the Heike monogatarz'.The belief that Benzaiten was
the protector of the Taira is a leitmotiv of that work.

Myo‘onten

The figure of Myoonten initially developed toward the end of the Heian
period as an object of worship among powerful aristocrats like Fujiwara
no Moronaga fiifififiifi (1137—1192).30He was a renowned musician,
known as Myoon-in WEB]? because he had transformed a part of his
residence (near present-day Shijo Kawaramachi in Kyoto) into a temple
of the same name, dedicated to Myoon. He had a wooden statue of Myoon
made and enshrined it there. That statue served as the model for a number
of later representations, including the Myoonten of Ninnaji.31

The name Myoon is traced to the bodhisattva Gadgadasvara (J.
Myoon Bosatsu 119%??BE), Who appears in the Lotus Satm.32 This
bodhisattva, originally unrelated to Sarasvati, is said to have obtained his
extraordinary powers as a reward for playing music on countless occa­
sions for the buddha Meghadundubhisvara—raja (J. Unraionno butsu CE
figffi). (See, e.g., Figs. 4.5—4.8,where Myoon is depicted playing
a stringed instrument.) One such power is his gift of metamorphosis: to
preach the Dharma, he can assume all kinds of forms, including those of
the gods Brahma, Indra, Is’vara, Mahes’vara, and Vaisravana. His meta­
morphic capacity, as well as his awakening through music, facilitated his
identification with Sarasvati. Not surprisingly, he became the protector of
professional groups such as court musicians and blind singers.

The spread of Myoonten’s following in medieval Japan was due in
part to a cultural (and technical) factor, namely, the growing popularity of
the lute (biwa) among musicians.33The expanded influence of the biwa
hashi was probably due to the decline of court music, brought about by the
destruction of the capital during the Onin war (1467—1477).The image of
Myoonten spread by these wandering musicians was not merely that of a
goddess of music and a protector of the arts, but also that of a goddess of
fortune. The biwa itself was seen as a good-luck instrument, associated
with prayers for prosperity. Thus, as Fritsch points out, if Myoon Ben­
zaiten became the protecting deity of the biwa hashi, she served as both a
goddess of fortune (through the influence of performing arts, geino'%§3)
and a goddess of music (through the influence of gigaku (35%).“

Next to the biwa 1165111,we must emphasize the role of another
group of minstrels known as the “blind monks of the earth deity” (iishin
mo'sé iiflT‘EiaEiE),who were influenced by Korean musical traditions.35
This group was particularly widespread in western Japan (Kyushu and
Chfigoku), but also present in Yamato.36In contrast to the biwa hoshi, who
specialized in the recitation of epics (principally the Heike monogaz‘ari,
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FIGURE4.4. (Opposite)
Benzaiten (bottom left)
as acolyte of Kichijéten
(with Hozo tennyo, bot­
tom right). Edo period.
Sheet, ink on paper.
University Art Museum,
Kyoto City University of
Arts. 325 2206.



FIGURE4.5. Myéon Ben­
zaiten. Kamakura period.
Hanging scroll, color
on silk. Nezu Museum,
Tokyo.



but also the Saga monogaz‘ari Efifrfili'fi and the like), the jishin mésé
were more religiously oriented. The distinction should not be pressed
too far, however: the recitation of the Heike monogatari was sometimes
performed to placate the spirits of the defeated Heike warriors, whereas
the jishin mo'sé also performed songs for entertainment. As a result, a
certain rivalry developed between the two groups. This rivalry eventu­
ally led to a famous lawsuit in the seventeenth century. The biwa ho'shz'
won, owing to the political strength of their guild, the Todoza ‘é’ISEFAZ,
and the jishz'n mésé were forced to limit themselves to the recitation of
the Earth Deity Sfitra (Jishin-kyc') ifl/T751354fi3).37Despite (or because of) that
feud, the two groups influenced each other in many ways, and the mutual
impact is reflected in many of their legends and symbols. Both groups,
for example, traced their lineage back to a blind prince, variously identi­
fied as Amayo 33%? (var. FEW), Komiya AVE, or Semimaru @314,who
was held to be an incarnation of Myoonten (or Myoon Bosatsu).38Con­
versely, as we will see shortly, certain beliefs related to the earth deity
were probably transmitted from thejishin méso‘to the biwa ho‘shi.At any
rate, it was perhaps among these blind musicians that the amalgamation
between Myoon-Benzaiten and the earth deity took place.39
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FIGURE4.6. Myoon Ben­
zaiten. Kamakura period,
13th century. Ink and color
on paper. Shoson zuzésha.
Kanazawa bunko.
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There were close ties between
the Todoza and the Enryakuji—Hie
Shrine complex on Mount Hiei,
where the doctrinal synthesis
involving Myoon, Benzaiten, and
Ugajin was elaborated. Another
group of artists, the sarugaku
troupe of Omi, was closely related
to Hie Shrine (while yet another
troupe, in Otsu city’s Kasuga-cho,
was related to the Kasuga-Kofukuji
complex in Nara). Thus, the image
of Benzaiten first evolved among
the monastic circles of Mount Hiei
(and to a lesser extent, Kofukuji)
before spreading via the artistic
milieux of blind monks, sarugaku
actors, and other outcasts (him‘n).
It was probably in this context that
the relationship between Benzaiten
and the Sanno deities (principally
Jfizenji +$$Eifi), on the one hand,
and the Kasuga deities on the other
was established.

Let us return to Myoonten.
Besides the legend of Prince
Amayo, the Todoza had another
origin story going back to the
blind prince Komiya, an avatar of
the Kamo deity (Kamo Daimyojin
bflfijfififi$).4° In the Komiya tai­
Shiichidaiki/J\Ei<%fiifia, the
prince’s divine identity is revealed
to him by Myoon Benzaiten, who

FIGURE‘11 MyéonBen- becomes his protector. Komiya is also initiated by a blind monk named
zaiten. Edo period. Sheet,
ink on paper. University
Art Museum, Kyoto City

Ekan, who had himself been initiated by Benzaiten after a hundred-day
retreat at Chikubushima.41

UniversityofArts.825 According to a variant found in the Zaché shidaiki EEEWC/lfiéfl, it
2208- was Myoon Benzaiten who was born as Prince Chiba (Chiba Taishi :Ffi

if), theblindchildofKokoTennofiiié (830—889),anditwasthe
Kamo deity who revealed to this prince his divine nature and his destiny
as leader of the blind.42In certain versions of the Heike monogatari, it is
suggested that the imperial consort Kenreimon’in EiLF‘dBfiE,one of the
few survivors of the Heike clan, was an avatar (keshin it?) of Myoon.



The idea is usually implied
by the comparison of her two
ladies-in-waiting with the ndga
princess of the Lotus Sfitra (who
is herself often identified with
Benzaiten), but in the Naga­
to-bon EF'TZIKrecension of the
Heike monogatari, it is explic­
itly stated that Kenreimon’in is
none other than Myoon Bosatsu
(and hence Benzaiten herself,
the protecting deity of the biwa
hos/71).“ Thus, Kenreimon’in’s
sutra offerings in memory of her
relatives can be seen as an antic­
ipation of the recitation of the
Heike monogatari by the biwa
ho'shi.44

Myoon also figures in the
tradition of the blind female sing­
ers (gazefit) ofTohoku.45The
legendary founder of that tradi­
tion is now a princess, named
Sagami or Sakagamiiifié, again
an avatar of Kamo Daimyojin.
Her brother, Semimaru, is him—
self described as an avatar of
Myoon Bosatsu. A spurious imperial edict preserved in that tradition says,
for example: “The honzon Nyoirin Kannon turned into Myoon Bosatsu.
The faithful must therefore constantly pray to Myoon Bosatsu, as well as
to Benzaiten and Shimogamo Daimyojin leflfijYBHW—Ha,because they
are the deities who protect their livelihood. Those who neglect that point
will be immediately punished.”46

Benzaiten was believed to cure blindness and eye disease, as can be
seen in a legend involving the Tendai priest Ennin PM: (a.k.a. Jikaku
Daishi, 793—864).After Ennin had long suffered from eye disease, the
goddess appeared to him in a dream and gave him a remedy, requiring
in exchange that he worship her at Chikubushima. When he awoke, he
found a small image of Benzaiten near his pillow, together with some
medicine. As soon as he ingested the medicine, his eyes were healed. Out
of gratitude, he enshrined the image at Chikubushima, where it came to
be worshiped as the main deity.47In another popular tale, Benzaiten mani­
fests herself as the young girl Sayohime {Efifi5%,who sacrifices herself to
restore her blind mother’s eyesight.48
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FIGURE4.8. Mycon Ben­
zaiten. Stone carving.
Okayama prefecture.
Photo Bernard Faure.
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THE ESOTERIC BENZAITEN

A new phase in the development of Benzaiten was marked by her intro­
duction into esoteric Buddhist discourse—which opened a new set of pos—
sibilities. As Myoonten, this deity was also (and perhaps primarily) related
to Tantric speculations about sound. We recall that Sarasvati appeared
in the Rg—vea’aas a motherly, protecting figure, ensuring the efficacy of
the prayers of sacrifice. Very early on, however, she was identified with
speech (Vac), and this aspect was emphasized in the Brdhmcmas.49Thus,
she simultaneously represents the Word and the Mother, the source of
creative power. In the Vedic age, the murmur of her waters evoked the
sounds of music. As Vac, she was the consort (or daughter) of Brahma.
She became the inventor of Sanskrit, the goddess of grammar, eloquence,
intelligence, knowledge, and craft—hence her name Benzaiten, “Deva of
eloquence and talent.” As the Keiran shfiyo'shfiputs it: “Because Myoon
Benzai is the wisdom of many buddhas, she pervades various worthies.
. . . She can be the honji of Shaka, Yakushi, and Amida, as well as of the
bodhisattvas Kokfizo, Jizo, and Miroku.”50

While the image of the Buddhist Sarasvati was based on the same
water imagery as that of the Vedic Sarasvati, she had already become
quite different. She was now the object of several sédhands (means of
accomplishment), that is, visualizations through which the practitioner
becomes identical with a specific deity and “accomplishes” that dei­
ty’s nature. The samaya or symbolic form of Sarasvati used in such
visualizations was either the lute or the wish-fulfilling jewel.51Another
important element of the ritual was the vessel in which she was said to
dwell. This motif derives from the legendary invitation proffered by the
Tiantai patriarch Zhiyi fififi (538—597)to Sarasvati to take up her abode
in a special vase. This vase was said to have been brought to Japan by
Saicho.52

Medieval Japanese esoteric rituals usually began with a “contempla­
tion of the ritual area” (do‘jo'kanSE%€E), during which the main deity was
invoked through seed-letters (191751,J. Shuji Iii), mantras and mudras,
and symbolic forms. In the case of Benzaiten, the seed-letter could be,
depending on the purpose of the ritual, a, ban (Skt. mm), on (Skt. am),
or 5a.” Benzaiten rituals were performed in the Shingon-Ritsu school, as
shown by the Secret Ritual ofBenzaiten, compiled by the Vinaya master
Eison. This manual describes the visualization of the ritual area as follows:
one must visualize the seed-letter sa (first syllable of the name Saras­
vati) on a lotus seat at the center of the altar; that letter then transforms
into a biwa, which eventually transforms into Benzaiten. The practitioner
must then identify himself with the deity, who in this case is Myoon
Benzaiten.54 In the rituals of Uga Benzaiten, the symbolic form that is
visualized is a wish-fulfilling jewel rather than a biwa.
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One ritual, described in the Keiran shfiyo’shfi,involved the use of a
ladle and the seed-syllables a and mm. In the cosmological system built
around the five elements, the letter mm is the symbol of water. We are
told that water is the element in which Benzaiten dwells as a water deity,
that is, as a ndga. Since the five elements are the basic constituents of the
human body, Benzaiten also dwells within the human body, and more
precisely in the lungs, the organ most closely related to the water element.
According to the Keiran shfiyéshfi:

Inside the water wheel [in our body] are the lungs, which contain
golden water. In that golden water dwells a three-inch snake. It is
our sixth [consciousness], called the mind-king. The lungs are the
locus of the Wisdom of wondrous discernment, in the western direc­
tion [of the mandala]. It corresponds to the sixth consciousness,
which discerns good and evil; it is our faculty for affirming the right
and rejecting the wrong. Its seed—letteris un (Skt. him). It is the
seed-letter for Benzaiten. Thus, our unconditioned, fundamentally
awakened body has the form of a snake.55

Benzaiten both symbolizes and emanates from the “wisdom of wondrous
discernment” (myo'kanzatchi WEE/git”, Skt. praWaveksana-jfic'ma), one
of the five wisdoms of the buddha Mahavairocana. Following the psy­
chogenetic schema of medieval esoteric Buddhism, she is said to corre­
spond to the sixth consciousness (Skt. mano-vijfidna), out of which the
five sense-consciousnesses evolve.

THE BEAUTY AND THE BEAST

Even more than Sarasvati, Benzaiten is a Janus-faced deity. A primary
aspect of her fundamental ambivalence has to do with the fact that she is
not only a goddess but also a ndga—that is, an animal. As a woman, Saras­
vati plays a number of roles: she is both a lover and a mother figure. She is
also a daughter (of Brahma), a sister (of Yama or Vasu), and a wife (of Visnu
or Brahma). Although Benzaiten is usually presented as the consort of
Daikokuten, she is also paired with Bishamonten, a god of war and wealth.56

Benzaiten as a Female Immortal

Benzaiten is often depicted as a female immortal, as in the origin story
of Chikubushima. In the section on immortals of the Honcho"monzui ZIS
$Hi¥179(mid-eleventh century) and the Jikkinsh5+§Jllt9 (ca. 1252), and
in the Nanto-bon fifilflli recension of the Heike monogatari, Benzaiten
exchanges a poem with Toryoko fiflflé, a man who was said to be an
immortal. The motif of the island of the immortals (Penglai, J. Horai E
%) reappears in the Genko‘shakusho 77:$$R§ in its account of the legend
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of the nun Nyoi WE? Nyoi, Benzaiten’s human double, is described as a
female immortal, and the purple box in her possession is related to the box
brought back by the fisherman Urashima ?$% from his visit to Penglai
(identified here with the nc'zgapalace).57This legend also emphasizes the
essential unity of Myoonten and Benzaiten.

In the Ise tradition, the origins of the building called Sakadono (fig
are explained by a legend inspired by the folkloric theme of the feather
robe (Hagoromo 3131?),in which a female immortal is stranded on earth
after a man hides her feather robe. The Tendai priest Jihen, in his Tenchi
jingi shinchin yo'ki EEihiEfir‘diEEa’iégsa(1333), tells us how, when eight
female immortals came down to earth, an old man of Tango province stole
the feather robe of one of them. Unable to return to heaven, the stranded
maiden became his daughter (or wife) and was eventually deified as Toy­
ouke, the deity of the Outer Shrine of Ise.58The Ise tradition weaves sev­
eral mythological strands together, including one of Benzaiten as a heav­
enly maiden who teaches humans how to fabricate sake, and the image of
Ugajin (Uka no Mitama) as the spirit of rice. When the maiden eventually
goes back to heaven, she leaves behind her a flask of pure sake in which
Uka no Mitama (var. Toyouke) is said to dwell. According to Jihen, the
deity of Sakadono is both Benzaiten and Toyouke.59The Mino—Benzaiten
n0 koz‘o#3735®$ gives a doctrinal exegesis of Benzaiten’s name and
interprets the expression “heavenlymaiden” (tennyo it) in the name
Benzaitennyo as an allusion to sexual union. It also mentions the origin
story of a heavenly woman called Princess First Flower (Hatsuhana—hime
”JFJWEIIE),who was said to be a manifestation of Benzaiten.6O

Benzaiten as a Gandharva

In the Asabashé, Benzaiten is also identified with the gandharvas,
although this point was apparently a matter of debate.61In another pas­
sage, the Asabasho' states: “Among the devas, she is the one who special—
izes in poems, songs, and beautiful sounds. She is not a gana’harva.”62
Since there are several other extant mentions of Benzaiten as agandharva,
the author of the Kakuzenshé feels obliged to examine the question and
to determine whether Benzaiten belongs to the gandharva or ndga
category.63 In the Keiran shfiyo’shu‘as well, she is identified with the
gandharva Bion 7%? (Sound of Beauty), but the associations actually
played out are those with the rzdgas.64

The question of Benzaiten’s relations with the gandharvas derives
from the Indian myth of the barter for Soma, when the gods exchanged
Vac (i.e., Sarasvati) for Soma, who had been stolen by the gema’harvas.65
However, when Vac is asked to choose between the gandharvas and the
devas, she prefers the music performances of the latter to the former’s
recitation of the Vedas. Interestingly, this episode marked the very first
mention of the Vina (J. biwa) in connection with Vac/Sarasvati. It also



reinforced a sexist interpretation according to which Vac, being a woman,
is naturally seduced by deceptive music. As a female (and later as a ndga),
Sarasvati became linked to delusion and ignorance, like the musical arts
over which she presides.66

The possible identification of Benzaiten with the gandharvas pre­
supposed Myoon Benzaiten’s function as a goddess of music, since in
Buddhism the gandharvas were usually reduced to a subaltem role as
celestial musicians. However, as Georges Dumézil has shown, the Vedic
gandharvas were complex figures, and it may be worthwhile to examine
more closely the connection between them and Sarasvati.67

According to Dumézil, gandharvas and their Indo—Europeanrelatives
(in particular, the centaurs of Greek mythology) derived from the carnival
masks of the new year, and they represented the demons, the spirits of
the dead, and the regents of time.68If we follow this line of thought, what
we find in the description of Benzaiten as a Janus—faceddeity turns from
a simple colloquial English expression into a quite appropriate symbolic
expression: like Janus, the Roman god who presides over the change of
year, Benzaiten becomes a deity presiding over the new year’s rituals.
Indeed, her main ritual took place on the fifteenth of the first month, the
so-called little New Year (ko-sho'gaz‘su/J\IEH ).69

Benzaiten as a Water Deity
Beyond her early definition as a river deity, Sarasvati’s redefinition as a
néga or dragon proceeded through the logic of association. According to
the Benzaiten engi 741i2'—fiiifl quoted in the Keiran shfiyo‘shft:“Benzaiten
is a water deity. Dragon gods are the quintessence of the water element,
and this is why they dwell at the bottom of the ocean. The wish-fulfilling
jewel is produced by the water wheel, and it is the source of all beings.
Dragons are also the essence of the water wheel. This is why dragon
gods see the essence of the relics (s’arz'ra)as the vital (hamand p0) spirits
of water.”70 In the Keiran shfiyo’shfi’s section on the ndga maiden and
Benzaiten, the identity both share is established through their honji, Nyoi­
rin Kannon, and through their primary symbol, the wish-fulfilling jewel.“

Benzaiten was also identified with other water deities such as Varuna
(J. Suiten 7K3?) Varuna was originally the god of the ocean and one of
the twelve directional devas. As guardian of the west, he became in Bud­
dhism one of the four guardians of the Vajradhatu mandala. In female
form, this deity was said to bring rain and to protect against sea disasters.
Resembling a celestial woman, she is often shown holding a cintdmani
in each hand. Benzaiten’s affinities with Suiten (Fig. 4.9) also link her to
Myoken Bosatsu.

Four of the five great cultic centers of Benzaiten, as well as countless
smaller ones, are located on islands: Chikubushima, Enoshima, Miyajima
(Itsukushima, Hiroshima prefecture), and Kinkazan {ii IJJ (Miyagi
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FIGURE4.9. Suiten. Edo

period. Sheet, ink on
paper. University Art
Museum, Kyoto City Uni­
versity ofArts. 825 2228.
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prefecture). Two other well-known sites are
Aojima %% (Miyazaki prefecture, Kyushu)
and the Benten—dc')#ffi on Shinobazu Pond
71:3;er in Ueno Park (Tokyo)..

When Taira no Kiyomori attempted to
develop seaways in the Inland Sea, he chose
Benzaiten as the protector of navigation. As told
in the Heike monogatari, however, the story
takes on greater religious significance: when
Kiyomori went to Mount K6ya to pay reverence
to the Great Stfipa, which had just been restored,
an old monk with hoary eyebrows told him that
he should restore Itsukushima Shrine. When
the monk suddenly vanished, Kiyomori, struck
with awe, decided to follow his instructions. He
conveyed the story to the retired emperor and
received an order to repair Itsukushima. When
the shrine was repaired, he visited it and spent
the night in prayer. He dreamed that a divine
youth, acting as a messenger from the goddess,
handed him a short spear with a silver snake­
coil pattern on the hilt, saying: ‘With this blade,
bring peace to the realm and protect the imperial
house.’ Kiyomori awakened to find the weapon
on his pillow. This In i110signe vinces is nuanced
by a further apparition—that of the goddess her­
self, who warns him that his good fortune will

not extend to his progeny if he commits wicked deeds.72This is a transpar­
ent foreshadowing of the Heike’s fall, to be caused by Kiyomori’s hybris.73

The famous Sfitra Oflered by the Heike (Heike ndkyo"Epiiiil‘lifi), a
magnificent series of thirty-three illustrated scrolls of the Lotus Sfitra and
two smaller sfitras (the Muryo'gikyo’flifiii‘g‘é and the Kan F ugen 1910'EE
gig/g), allegedly copied by Kiyomori and members of the Taira clan,
was offered to Itsukushima Shrine in 1164. In the dedicatory vow (gan­
mon 1553C),Kiyomori mentions his dream on Mount Koya, gives a list
of the thirty-two Taira members who have shared the task of copying the
thirty-two scrolls, and asks, in return for the accumulated merits which
he now offers to Benzaiten, that she protect the state, vouchsafe the real­
ization of his wishes and those of others, and lead him to awakening and
rebirth in the Pure Land.74

In 1174, the retired emperor Go-Shirakawa went on pilgrimage to
Itsukushima with the Taira clan. A few years later, in 1180, retired emperor
Takakura $373;twice made the trip himself, to pray that the goddess would
soften Kiyomori’s rebellious spirit, which was keeping Go-Shirakawa
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prisoner.75The shrine was destroyed in the years 1222—1224but rebuilt
in 1241. In the Muromachi period, the third Ashikaga Eill Shogun,
Yoshimitsu fi‘fiifi,visited the shrine, and it subsequently prospered. In the
meantime, the goddess Ichikishima ‘rfi‘ltffllghad become Benzaiten.

We recall how Taira no Tsunemasa, visiting Chikubushima, inter­
preted his vision of Benzaiten as a sign of the Heike’s victory against the
Minamoto. His interpretation of this event turned out to be wishful think­
ing, however, as the Heike were defeated soon afterward. The purported
auspiciousness of his Vision is already contradicted in the Heike monoga­
tari by the report of a portentous dream in which another young warrior
saw a group of senior officials gathered in a hall of the imperial palace and
expelling someone who seemed to be a member of the Heike. When the
dreamer asked who this person was, he was told that it was the Itsukushima
deity. Then the main official, an emanation of the bodhisattva Hachiman,
declared that the sword that had been entrusted to the Heike would now
be given to Minamoto no Yoritomo WEE/3%.Another official, an emana­
tion of the Kasuga deity, added that the sword should go to his grandson
afterwards. When this dream was reported to the novice Nariyori 552%on
Mount Koya, the latter commented: “Ah! The Heike will not last much
longer! It was reasonable that the Itsukushima deity should have sided
with them. But I had always heard that that divinity was feminine, the third
daughter of the ndga king Sa'lgara.”76Nariyori perhaps alludes to the sup­
posedly fickle nature of women, and he apparently attributes the demise
of the Heike to the Itsukushima deity’s inconstancy, but in an earlier sec­
tion of the Heike monogatari, it is clear that the blame has been placed on
Kiyomori’s hubris. At any rate, the Itsukushima deity—that is, Benzaiten—
literally takes a back seat and her protection of the Heike is no longer per­
ceived as a sign of enduring prosperity for that clan. The Heike’s relation­
ship with Itsukushima also led to the belief that Benzaiten herself had been
reborn in the imperialhouseasAntokuTennoffifiié, the childemperor
and Kiyomori’s grandson, who drowned in the sea at the battle of Dan-no­
Ura ET./ E? (1185) with one of the Three Regalia, the divine swor .77

If Benzaiten’s loss of status in the Heike monogatari affected (or
reflected) the fate of the Heike, the eventual demise of that clan did not
have long-lasting repercussions on the goddess’s popularity. On the con­
trary, she became the protecting deity of the Shogunate founded by the
former rebel Yoritomo, and her images were enshrined in the Tsurugaoka
Hachiman Shrine in Kamakura, as well as on the nearby Enoshima island.

After the death of Yoritomo, Benzaiten became the protector of
the Hojo family. According to the Taiheiki iiilzfifl, at the beginning of
the Kamakura period, Hojo Tokimasa illjékfiifll (1138—1215)secluded
himself on Enoshima to pray that his descendants would be blessed for­
ever. On the night of the twenty-first day, a fair and stately lady sud­
denly appeared before him. Acknowledging the meritorious karma he had
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FIGURE4.10. Detail ofthe

Scripture on Prayingfor
Rain mandala (Shougyo
shiki mandara). Edo
period. Sheet, ink on
paper. University Art
Museum, Kyoto City Uni­
versity ofArts. 8251045.

gained while a monk at Hakone shrine (by making exemplars of the Lotus
Sflz‘rato present to sacred places in each of the sixty-six provinces), she
predicted that his descendants would rule over Japan; but their prosperity
would not extend beyond seven generations if they lacked righteousness.
Having said this, the lady turned into a great snake two hundred feet long,
which entered the sea. The text concludes: “Thus was it owing to the
divine favor of Enoshima Benzaiten and to the effect of a past good cause,
that still the Sagami lay monk (i.e., the Shogun Takatoki) ruled the realm
after more than seven generations [until the time of Go-Daigo’s Kenmu
Restoration]. But as regards the strange doings of Takatoki, may it not be
that the time was come for the Hojo to be cut off? For already the seventh
generation was past, and the ninth generation was reached.”78

Négas and Dragons
So Benzaiten came to be perceived as a female ndga or dragon—a deity
controlling rain, fecundity, and wealth. (Figs. 4.10 and 4.11 are examples
of the association of négas and dragons with rain-making.) Given the
importance of the nc'zga/dragonmotif in the development of her cult, it
may be useful to delve into the role of these divine animals in Japan, as
well as the mythological topos of the ndga palace. Although Benzaiten is
not mentioned in M. W. de Visser’s classic study on nc'zgas,the goddess
had a long history of association with those mythical beings in China
and Japan.79The first thing to note is that this was another Buddhist
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innovation, since the Vedic river goddess Sarasvati had not been associ­
ated with those water-controlling deities. Indeed, the Indian ndgas, fig­
ures of autochthony, and as such representatives of local, pre-Buddhist
deities, seem to have developed only within the framework of Buddhism.

Acomplex mythology extends far beyond the fewpoints I canmention
here. As an animal, the ndga remained subject to the sufferings of karma.
According to Buddhist tradition, the ndgas were constantly afflicted by
the three fevers (sannetsu Emil). This paradoxical image is also found in
the “Consecration” chapter (Kanjo no maki) of the Heike monogatari. In
this chapter, one of the survivors of the Heike defeat at Dan—no-ura,the
imperial consort Kenreimon’in, tells retired emperor Go-Shirakawa that
all the members of the Heike clan had been reborn as nc‘zgas:“I dozed off,

FIGURE4.11. Mandala of

the Scripture on Praying
for Rain (Shougyo shiki
mandara). Edo period.
Sheet, ink on paper. Uni­
versity Art Museum, Kyoto
City University ofArts.
BZS 1046.
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and in a dream I saw the Former Emperor and the Taira senior nobles and
courtiers, all in formal array, at a place far grander than the old imperial
palace. I asked where we were, because I had seen nothing like it since the
departure from the capital. Someone who seemed to be the Nun of Second
Rank answered, ‘This is the Naga Palace.’ ‘What a splendid place! Is there
no suffering here?’ I asked. ‘The suffering is described in the Ryfichikukyo'
Sfitra. Pray hard for us,’ she said. I awakened as she spoke.”80

In East Asia, the figure of the Indian ndga came to merge with local
water deities, especially the dragon, a positive symbol often associated
with highbom women.81According to Edward Schafer, “in China, dragon
essence is woman essence. The connection is through the mysterious pow­
ers of the fertilizing rain, and its extensions in running streams, lakes, and
marshes. In common belief as in literature, the dark, wet side of nature
showed itself alternately in women and in dragons. The great water deities
of Chinese antiquity were therefore snake queens and dragon ladies.”82

In China, the yin-yang theory is expressed symbolically by two
emblems, the dragon and the tiger, standing for water (yin) and fire (yang),
respectively. The dragon is also the symbol of heaven (yang), although
there are heavenly dragons and earthly dragons. The snake, which is not
always distinguished clearly from the dragon and the Buddhist na'ga, is
more specifically chthonian. At any rate, the dragon/snake, associated
with earth and water—and, as we will see later, with sacred jewels and
relics—is a symbol of fertility and fecundity. The earthly dragon usu­
ally lives in ponds, caves, or waterfalls. Many Buddhist temples were
built near ponds or waterfalls. Famous examples include Ishiyamadera,
Hasedera E§%, and Muroji EET—I‘,all centers located near a “dragon
hole.”83The story of Kukai’s inviting the dragon king Zennyo fit to
Shinsen’en is also well known.84The mythology of the dragon and the
symbolism of water thus came to play an important role in medieval Bud­
dhism and in its discourse on sexuality. An emblematic image is that of
Guanyin/Kannon riding a dragon. Another widespread symbol of yin and
yang is Kurikara ififiglfiflfi, a representation of Fudo as a dragon coiled
around a sword and swallowing its tip. The dragon king Zennyo (Fig.
4.12) is said to have offered one of his scales to Kfikai when the latter
initiated him. The motif of the scale reappears in the legend of Benzaiten’s
apparition to the second Shogun, which is described below.

The association of Benzaiten with dragons is particularly explicit in
the Keiran shfiyo'shzi,which uses it to reinforce the link between Ben­
zaiten and the wish-fulfilling jewel. In his attempt to interpret esoteric
Buddhism within the framework of the fundamental scripture of Tendai,
the Lotus Sfitra, Koshfi also links Benzaiten with the ndga maiden of the
Lotus Sfitra.

In the Heike monogatari, when a monk on pilgrimage reaches
Itsukushima and asks a hunter about the shrine’s deity and its relation
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to the sea, the hunter replies:
“Our principal deity is the ndga
king sagara’s third daughter,
a manifestation of the Womb
realm Vairocana.”85 In his
Ga ’un nikkenroku batsuyfi El???
Blitfiilfijc, Zuikei Shuho 55%
IQ‘EJEJEL(1391?—1473) reports
an oracle from the goddess of
Itsukushima describing how
her two younger sisters (i.e.,
the ndga maiden of the Lotus
Sfitra and the Enoshima Ben­
zaiten) manifested themselves
on Mount Katori ”EHSZLLIin

Yamashiro and at Enoshima L 2M

1n Izu, respectlvely.86 Here, )5.” C; (<52as in other sources, Benzaiten '7" j._. , ' . ‘ '
/. - a" 4. _ ‘L: ' X _ ,’becomes one of the daughters - ‘ ' .

“,2?“
’2/..a

‘5:

t. ‘

,4““
l. a Si) Q~

M
h...

of the ndga king Ségara. In the
Keiran shfiyo‘shfi, she is also
described as a dragon.
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The Naga Palace
In the Jingi hishé frEFJTIJiElele‘,
Benzaiten is described as the
ruler of the ndga palace.87The
ndga palace was thought to be
a submarine or subterranean
world that could be reached
from any cave or waterfall.88As
the repository of the Buddha’s
relics, the wish-fulfilling jewel,
and other Buddhist sacra,89 it
gradually came to be seen as the
origin and ultimate destination
of all Buddhist treasures, as well as a source of legitimacy for both the

. . . . king Zennyo. Edo period.
Buddhlst law and the secular law. Thus, 1n the Hezke monogatarz, the Sheet,inkon paper.um
sacred sword, lost in the waters of Dan-no-ura, returns to the ndga palace versityArtMuseum,Kyoto
when the Heian world, which had seen the flourishing of Buddhism and CityUniversityofArtS­
the rise of the Taira warriors, comes to an end. The ndga palace is some- 3252186'
times identified with the palace of the bodhisattva Maitreya or with the
heavenly cave of the sun goddess Amaterasu; it can also be described as
the source of ignorance and passions.90

FIGURE4.12. The dragon



Tendai mythological discourse went one step further, interpreting the
ndgas allegorically as the part of human nature that dwells in the water
element of the body. The ndga palace thus becomes the source of the
mind, the ultimate reality of all things. Furthermore, the nc'zgaking came
to be identified with the sea king of classical Japanese mythology, who
gives to the young god Hoori WEE his daughters Toyotama-hime %
Elli and Tamayori-hime Elfifigi, together with two jewels controlling
the tides. The relationship between Benzaiten and her younger sister (the
nc'zgamaiden of the Lotus Sfiz‘ra)is patterned after that between the two
daughters of the sea king.91

The Tamingof the Dragon
A number of local traditions describe Benzaiten as taming (and/or mating
with) a dangerous dragon. At times this taming involves a sacrifice, either
of Benzaiten herself or of a maiden who is her substitute. According to
legend, on a mountain near Chikubushima lived a giant centipede that
required the yearly sacrifice of a young girl. In the end, only one maiden
remained. Taking pity on her, Benzaiten appeared in a dream to Fujiwara
noHidesato filfigfilfifl (popularlyknown as TawaraToda fifiifii or Rice­
bag Toda), telling him to kill the monster and leaving a bow and arrows
near his pillow. With her protection, the young man was able to fulfill his
mission and save the maiden. Another legend, that of Matsuura Sayo—
hime lfifilfiléfifi ZIE,involves Benzaiten’s own sacrifice.92 Sayohime was
the daughter of the headman of Matsuura village. Having lost her father
at the age of three, she lived in poverty with her mother. Lacking the
financial means to celebrate the thirteenth anniversary of her husband’s
death, the mother secretly sold Sayohime to a man named Gonga no tayfi,
who intended to offer the girl to a local dragon as a substitute for his own
daughter. When Sayohime is led to the monster, she recites the Devadatta
chapter of the Lotus Sfitra, thereby saving both herself and the dragon,
and she is eventually able to return home. In the meantime, however, her
mother has become blind, because of the tears wept over her lost daughter.
With the jewel given to her by the dragon, Sayohime restores her moth­
er’s eyesight and later reveals her true nature as the Benzaiten of Chiku—
bushima.93 In this legend, at least, the heroine is not simply “married”
(that is, sacrificed) to the dragon to put an end to human sacrifices, and
the predominant motif of blindness obviously reflects the concerns of the
blind musicians (moso) who spread Benzaiten’s cult.

The Hidden Side

As a ndga/dragon, Benzaiten was still subject to the afflictions of her
animal nature. After the Muromachi period, this aspect went under con­
cealment, and she became more plain as she turned into one of the Seven
Gods of Fortune. But in the medieval period, she retained her mystery,



her ambiguity, her uncanniness.94Schafer’s characterization of water god­
desses in Tang literature seems to apply equally to Benzaiten: “However
glossed they may be with gauze and rouge, however remote they seem
from their fierce and powerful originals, however much—in short—they
may resemble tinted photographs or fashionably painted dolls, [they]
remain pitiless spirits and lethal sirens underneath.95

Benzaiten’s dark side is emphasized in a number of medieval tales. In
“Yoritomo no saiji,” for instance, the Benzaiten of Enoshima offers fish
to the Chinese Zen master Rankei Doryfi Ffifiéifi 5%(Ch. Lanqi Daolong,
1203—1268or 1213—1278),the abbot of Kenchoji fifiif in Kamakura.
When the second Shogun, Minamoto no Yoriie fig? (1182—1204),
invites Benzaiten to Kenchoji, a fine-looking lady appears and listens to
Rankei’s sermon. Seduced by her beauty, Yoriie asks her to reveal her
true form. Suddenly, a putrid wind fills the room as she turns into a large
horned snake, which then begs Rankei to free it from its karmic hin­
drances in exchange for its protection of the Shogunate.96Here the contrast
between her female beauty and her animal ugliness is striking, and could
perhaps be read as an allusion to the true nature of women.97

Kyoen Em (var. Keien, 1140—1223),a priest who lived near the
famous dragon hole of Murozan ii IJJ,is reported to have experienced
a similar mishap. Once, as he was crossing a bridge, a noble lady appeared
and asked him for a mudra that would allow her to reach buddhahood.
When Keien asked who she was, she replied that she was the ndga Zen­
nyo (the same ndga whom Kfikai once invited to Shinsen’en). When he
asked her to show her true nature, she replied: “My shape is so frightening
that no man can look upon it. Yet I cannot refuse your wish.” She then
rose into the air, but the only thing Keien could see before she disappeared
was a long claw.98Ex ungue draconem.

The negative image of Benzaiten is more obvious in the following
story reported by the Keiran shfiyo‘shfi.When the Dharma master Dochi
35%”went to Enoshima to read the Lotus Sfltra, a woman came every
day to bring him food and listen to his sermons. Wondering about her
real identity, he covered himself with a wisteria cloth and followed her
to a cave, where she resumed her animal form. When she found out that
she had been followed, she became angry, but, instead of punishing him,
she declared that wisteria would no longer grow at Enoshima—a rather
puzzling curse. Here the ndga goddess reveals her ambiguous nature:
although she seeks deliverance, she can be draconian, and one cannot
trespass upon her privacy without danger.99

CODETTA

I have been using a genealogical approach to describe the gradual trans­
formation of Sarasvati into Benzaiten. This method can be problematic,
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however, if it naively assumes a single origin of the deity. In the mytho­
logical field, origins are never that simple. Just as many streams flowed
into the river Sarasvati, the goddess who bears that name is herself the
confluent of many deities, with Vac, the goddess of speech, prominent
among them. That fundamental plurality, which had been temporarily
subsumed under the SarasvatT/Vac (water/music) polarity, diffracted
again into a number of streams—which, for the sake of an illusory sim­
plicity, I have tried to harness under such polarities as war and the arts,
animality and femininity, and so on.

The logic of this deity’s evolution (and involution) is thus much less
linear than is implied by the genealogical approach that claimed to take
us from Sarasvati to Benzaiten. Besides her aquatic aspects and musical
function, the Buddhist Sarasvati acquired a warrior’s role and other more
sinister aspects, to the point that Ludvik sees her as a mere stand-in for the
wrathful Hindu goddess Durga. One of the main changes along the way
was her transformation into a néga, which opened the floodgates to a rich
water symbolism. Another, more marginal development, deriving from
her feminine image and that of the heavenly musician (gandharva), was
the folkloric motif of the heavenly maiden, which linked her to folkloric
legends.

At the crossroads of various religious trends and mythological tra­
ditions, the figure of Benzaiten constitutes not only a shared symbol, but
also an arena of contention. Her name is shorthand for a complex net­
work that links such variegated motifs as the lute (biwa), the snake, the
dragon, and the jewel. Because of her multifunctional nature, she does not
fit neatly—and actually undermines—the traditional distinction between
buddhas and kami. Under the name Uga Benzaiten, she becomes part
of a broad mythological field that includes devas such as Bishamonten,
Kichijoten, Daikokuten, Dakiniten, Kangiten, and the earth deity (Jiten).
To understand the emergence of this complex deity, the genealogical
approach proves less efficient than a structural one, to which I now (re)
turn.


