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A variety of Japanese mediaeval ritual texts produced in Tantric contexts include cryptic
“embryonic diagrams” that describe the actions by which a Tantric practitioner attains

perfect identity with the Buddha as the embryological growth of a foetus. These visual



narratives draw from Indian medical knowledge and from classical Chinese notions of
yin-yang and wuxing, and re-read these systems in terms of Tantric doctrine. All seem
to emphasise the moment of sexual intercourse that starts the reproductive process, and
the construction of a perfect body that yet maintains the characteristic of a biological
body. Probably because of such sexual overtones, most of these documents have so far
remained unexplored in Japanese temple archives, and regarded as heretical and
marginal. Yet the circulation of these diagrams across lineages suggests that the
embryogenetic discourse represented a major soteriological model in medieval
hermeneutics, one that firmly situated the seeds of transformation in the origin of the
human body. This paper explores two visual conceptualisations of the body: the
geometric patterns of the five-stage foetal gestation (tainai goi) and the organic
body-mandala based on the notion of five organs (gozé mandala). The paper will
discuss this imagery in relation to other charts of bodily buddhahood as they appear in a
controversial document recently discovered in the archives of a Ninnaji sub-temple,
titled Gochizo hisho, and attempt a comparison with similar contemporary documents

produced by other lineages.
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