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International Esoteric Buddhist Movement in Medieval
Maritime Asia: a Case Study on Nganjuk Bronzes™

" sk
Lai, I-mann

Abstract

A group of bronze statuettes of Vajradhatu mandala found in Nganjuk district in east
Java, Indonesia, in the early twentieth century are the rare evidence of esoteric Buddhism
being practiced in East Java. However, this group and other associated images excavated
from Java still merit more study. This project is aimed to clarify the style, date and
iconography of this group of bronze statuettes.

Vajradhatu mandala is derived from the first section of an extensive Sanskrit esoteric
Buddhist text, Sarvatathagatatattvasamgrahanamamahayanasutra, the Compendium of
Truth of All the Buddhas, believed composed in eighth-century India. Several other holy
texts and commentaries have been composed in India. A critical approach that uses above
mentioned sacred texts will be adopted to discuss the iconography. With aid of ancient
inscriptions and historical texts found from Java, these images will be perceived as an
entirety within a clear frame of reference, and explanatory principles will be used from
actual exegesis within a proper hermeneutic, thereby revealing the images’ implications
and their roles within their appropriated cultural contexts.

This study will facilitate to reveal the responses and appropriations that esoteric
Buddhism encountered in the archipelago, which will also help to fathom the propagation
of esoteric Buddhism in other Asian regions.

Keywords: East Java, Nganjuk, Buddhist art, Esoteric Buddhism, Vajradhatu Mandala
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