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Classifying
Buddhist Deities
TENBU 天部 CATEGORY. A group of Heavenly Deities, Celestial 
Beings. A god (Skt. = deva) or goddess (Skt. = devi) of non-Buddhist 
origin, primarily from the Hindu pantheon of India. The term TEN 天
(meaning “heaven”) is used because the many deities in this group 
live in one of the various Buddhist heavens. The term BU 部 (meaning 
“group”) is added to TEN when referring to this category of deities.  
As a group, they were subjugated by Buddhism and converted into 
protectors of Buddhism. But their HINDU associations and attributes 
were largely retained.

These gods/goddesses/beings live in various paradises, but they are 
still trapped in the Wheel of Life, the Six States of Karmic Rebirth, the 
Six Realms of Transmigration. Although they live long and pleasant 
lives, they are eventually reborn at a lower lever. There are various 
classes of Celestial Beings, e.g., those who protect the Buddhas and 
Buddhist teachings, those propitiated for the public good, those 
worshipped for good fortune, private benefit, or vexing one’s enemies. 

Prior to the 9th century, there were very few deva/devi in Japan. But 
with the introduction of Esoteric Buddhism to Japan in the early 9th

century, hundreds of these deities began appearing in the mandala 
artform. They appear in great number in both the Diamond World 
Mandala (some 20 deva/devi) and the Womb World Mandala (some 
200 deva/devi).  Most of them appear only in mandala paintings and 
have no cult. But a handful gained great popularity among both the 
aristocracy and lower levels of society and remain very popular 
among the common people in modern times. 

TENBU. Bedazzling pantheon of foreign, awe-inspiring tantric deities, introduced by monks 
Kūkai (Shingon) and Saichō (Tendai) in the early 9th century. Aristocrats often 
commissioned esoteric monks to secretly conduct prohibited ceremonies, with the intent to 
harm or destroy their political rivals and enemies.



GUIDELINES TO 
IDENTIFY THE DEITIES
See chart at left. There are exceptions, 
mind you, but these guidelines go far in 
enhancing your understanding. 

8th CE
Kannon Bosatsu

Hōryūji Temple, Nara

752 CE
NARA DAIBUTSU 奈良の大仏

Bodhisattva – elaborateBuddha – simple

Fudō, 1195 CE. 
Jyōraku-ji Temple

Yokosuka City

Myo-ō – wrathful

BUDDHA 如来 BODHISATTVA 菩薩 MYŌ-Ō 明王 TENBU / DEVA 天部
• peaceful countenance • peaceful countenance • fearsome, wrathful faces • many different forms
• elongated earlobes • elongated earlobes • multi-headed • gentle and fearsome
• third eye • princely clothes • multi-armed • heavenly and demonic
• bump of knowledge • crowns, headwear • holding weapons • multi-headed
• simple robes • necklaces • adorned with animal skins • multi-armed
• no  jewelry • armlets • adorned with skulls • humanlike, two-arms, one head
• no ornamentation • bracelets • adorned with snakes • often dressed in armour of warriors

• anklets • wreathed in flames • sometimes shown as figures from India
• crowns sometimes bear an effigy 

of the Buddha they serve
• sometimes shown in Chinese dress

Tenbu Statues – varied (gentle & fearsome); most appear in mandala 
deities

Demonic

Benign



Most TENBU (Deva/Devi) have no cult in Japan. But some are well known. They include: (1) Shitennō 四天王, (2) Deva of 28 Lunar Mansions・Nijūhasshuku 二十八宿, (3) 12 Deva Protectors・
Jūniten 十二天, (4) Some Deva/Devi (not many) are given independent status as objects of devotion. They are (5) Daikokuten 大黒天 (6) Benzaiten 弁財天 (7) Bishamonten 毘沙門天.

The Shitennō are Buddhist 
protectors of the four directions. 
They originated in India as deva 
generals protecting Lord Indra, 
but were later adopted into the 
Buddhist pantheon in China and 
Japan. They ward off evil, guard 
the nation, and protect the world 
from malicious spirits, hence the 
Japanese term Gose Shitennō 護
世四天王, literally “four world-
protecting deva kings.” Each 
represents a direction, season, 
color, virtue, and element. 

They are nearly always dressed in armor (yoroi 鎧), 
looking ferocious (funnusō 忿怒相), and carrying 
weapons or objects (jimotsu 持物) said to eliminate 
evil influences and suppress the enemies of 
Buddhism. They are also typically shown standing 
atop evil spirits (known as Jaki in Japan), symbolizing 
their power to repel and defeat evil.

In Japanese statuary, the Shitennō are almost always 
portrayed in animated warrior poses rather than static 
postures of ease or meditation. Among the four, 
Tamonten (aka Bishamonten) is considered the most 
powerful, and over time, supplanted the other three in 
importance.

Shitennō
iconography is 
related to the 
Four Celestial 
Emblems 
(dragon, red bird, 
tiger, turtle) of 
China, who also 
guard the four 
cardinal 
directions.



28 Constellations
28 Moon Lodges

28 Lunar Mansions

二十八宿 Nijūhasshuku

Four Guardians of the
Four Compass Directions,

Celestial Emblems of
the Chinese Emperor
Japan = Shishin 四神
China = Sì Shòu 四獸

Four Heavenly Kings
Four Celestial Guardians
Four Protectors of the Nation
SHITENNŌ = 四天王



SOURCE: 
kyohaku.go.jp/eng/syuzo
u/meihin/choukoku/item
03.html

Set of 12 Hanging Scrolls. Late-Heian Period (Dated 1127). Tōji Temple, Kyoto. 
The Twelve Devas are the gods of the twelve directions in Esoteric Buddhism, 
including the four quarters and four semi-quarters, up and down, and the sun and 
moon, and are the guardians of Esoteric Buddhist monasteries.
https://www.kyohaku.go.jp/eng/syuzou/meihin/butsuga/item05.html

Jūniten十二天 or 十二大天衆, Deva of the 12 Directions, 12 Celestial Beings, Protectors of Buddhism, Doctrine-Abiding Deities Guarding All Directions.
Minor Gods in Pantheon of Esoteric Buddhism. Origin = India, Hindu Deities. Guardians of Esoteric Buddhist monasteries.

OVERVIEW. Originated from the Hindu 
guardians of the four cardinal and four 
intermediary directions (Jp. = Happōten
八方天). In later years, the gods of heaven 
and earth (up and down) were added to 
create a grouping called the Ten Deities 
(Jp. = Jitten 十天), and still later the gods 
of the sun and moon were added to 
create the Jūniten (Group of 12 Deva). 
These twelve generally supplant 
the Shitennō (Four Heavenly Deva Kings) 
in esoteric artwork in Japan, although 
they serve the same role as 
the Shitennō in protecting Buddhism and 
crushing evil demons.

http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/shitenno.shtml
http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/shitenno.shtml


ABOVE
Tōji Temple 東寺, Kyoto

Jūniten十二天 or 十二大天衆
12 Deva, 12 Celestial Beings, Protectors of Buddhism

Doctrine-Abiding Deities Guarding All Directions
Minor Gods in Pantheon of Esoteric Buddhism

Origin = India, Hindu Deities

AT LEFT
12 Deva from the Butsuzō-zu-i 仏像図彙
(late 17th century). As reproduced by Philipp 
Franz von Siebold. Nippon Archiv zur 
Beschreibung von Japan. Leiden (1831 CE)

Among the 12, Bonten (Brahma) 
and Taishakuten (Indra) serve in 
the highest position. Also known 
as the Twelve Gods Protecting the 
World.

http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/12-devas.shtml#bonten2
http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/before-buddhism-hindu.html#brahma2
http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/12-devas.shtml#taishakuten
http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/before-buddhism-hindu.html#indra


Emanations of Vajrapani Bodhisattva. Represent Alpha 
& Omega, Beginning & End, Birth & Death. One with 
mouth open, the other with mouth closed.



THE MANDALA OF THE ESOTERIC SCHOOLS (Shingon, Tendai) – the main vehicle for both Myo-ō Category and Tenbu Category in Japan.

The Taizōkai Mandala (Womb World) is associated with ultimate principle (ri 理) and the Kongōkai Mandala (Diamond World) with mind or intelligence (chi 
智). Says the Digital Dictionary of Buddhism: “The two realms are fundamentally one, as are the absolute and phenomenal, e.g. water and wave. The 
Garbhadhātu (Womb World) representing the 理 and the 因 (principle and cause), the Vajradhātu (Diamond World) the 智 and the 果 intelligence/reason 
and the effect, i.e. the fundamental realm of being, and mind as inherent in it 胎 and 金剛.” <end DDB quote> NOTE TO ME…..talk about Dainichi
mudra……five fingers inanimate, only with consciousness (sixth finger) can we grow beyond our stupidity.

In Esoteric Buddhism, the five elements (Jp. = Goshiki 五行) are combined with one additional element, the MIND, for a total of six. Statues or paintings of 
Dainichi Buddha, the central deity of Esoteric Buddhism in Japan, often portray Dainichi with a characteristic hand gesture called the Mudra of Six 
Elements (Chiken-in 智拳印), in which the index finger of the left hand is clasped by the five fingers of the right. This mudra symbolizes the unity of the five 
worldly elements (earth, water, fire, air, and space) with a six element, spiritual consciousness.

In the Mandala artform, which is of special importance to Japan’s Esoteric sects (Shingon, Tendai), the five elements are considered inanimate (this 
equates to the Garbhadhatu or Womb World Mandala). Only by adding the sixth element -- mind, perception, or spiritual consciousness -- do the five 
become animate. This equates with the Vajradhatu or Diamond World Mandala. Phrased differently, there is “unity” only when the sixth element is added. 
Without the sixth element, ordinary eyes see only the differentiated forms or appearances.





Demonic Benign
Some individual Ten (Deva) are given independent status as objects of devotion. The main (and most popular today) are: (1) Shitennō 不動明王 (2) Deva of the 28 Lunar Mansions・Nijūhasshuku二十八宿 (3)  12 Deva 
Protectors・Jūniten十二天 (4) Daikokuten 大黒天 (5) Benzaiten 弁財天 (6) Bishamonten毘沙門天 (7) Kankiten 歓喜店

http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/daikoku.shtml

















OLDEST STATUE 
NARA 8th Century

Modern reproduction

Kamakura Era











It must be stressed that the devas, in Japan, were 
considered Buddhist figures from the very start. 
Mahākāla & Gaṇeśa are “paired” together in the outer 
northeast (NE) corner. NE is particularly inauspicious in 
Chinese geomancy and is called the "demon gate" (J = 
kimon 鬼門) -- place where demons gather & enter.
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ō ū Ō Ū

Indra - Taishakuten East, one of 12 deva. Protector of the Historical Buddha. 
king of the gods on Mt. Sumeru (Jp. = Shumisen 須弥山), and as a protector of 
the Historical Buddha

Śiva. The "Destroyer." Comes in various form, including Daikokuten 大黒天, 

Daijizaiten 大自在天 and Ishanaten 伊舎那天.  

Brahmā. The "Creator." Lord who created the world. In Japan, Brahma is known as Bonten 梵天, 

one of 12 deva

Vishnu. The "Preserver." Represents ultimate reality, the all-pervading 
essence. In Japan, Vishnu appears in numerous forms, including Ungyo 吽形
(Ungyō), the latter the closed-mouth Nio Guardian.His wife in Hindu myths is the 
Buddhist deity known in Japan as Kichijoten 吉祥天 (Kichijōten) or Kudokuten 功

徳天, the goddess of fortune and merit. In Esoteric Buddhism, he appears as a 
divinity in the outer court 外金剛部院 (Jp. = Gaikongōbuin) of the Taizokai 胎蔵界
曼荼羅 (Taizōkai) mandala. He has many different names, including 那羅延天 (Skt. 
Nārāyana), 納拉辛哈 (Skt. Narasimha) and 婆藪天 (Skt. Vasudeva).

Sarasvati, Sarasvatī. The Hindu goddess of learning, known as Benzaiten 弁財天 in Japan, 

where she is worshipped as the goddess of music, poetry, learning, and art. 
She is one of Japan’s Seven Lucky Gods.

Also known, in Japan, as Daijizaiten 大自在天, which is 
the translation of Sanskrit Mahesvara (also transliterated 
as Makeishura 摩醯首羅), one of the many names 
of Shiva (Siva), who, along with Brahma (Bonten 梵天) 
and Visnu is one of the three chief gods of Hinduism.

http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/kankiten-idaten-other-tenbu.html#daijizaiten
http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/before-buddhism-hindu.html#siva
http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/12-devas.shtml
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