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Vajrapāni Figurines

The origin of the Vajrapāni figurines is in the image and history of Vajrapāni evolving into a Bodhisattva.  Generally, Bodhisattvas are explained as companion of the Buddha.
  At the parinirvana of the Buddha, it is recorded that Vajrapāni ‘letting fall his diamond scepter in despair he rolled himself in the dust’.
 As a companion Vajrapāni traditionally has been viewed primarily as a protector of Buddha.
   Vajrapāni is the wrathful god who embodies unimaginable strength needed for the energy for enlightenment.
  He is the guardian of secrets and mysteries, fighting against the power of blindness and ignorance and symbolizes the Buddhist commitment to conquer negativity.
 As Buddhism evolved from an austere discipline to a popular religion Bodhisattvas including Vajrapāni became deities in their own right.  In Sanskrit, bodhisattva means Enlightened Being or Enlightened Hero and Vajrapāni is one of the five celestial bodhisattvas 
 and is rarely seen in statues alone.
  When Vajrapāni is presented with Avalokiteshvara and Manjushri the three figures form a collective standing for strength, mercy, and speech, and also wisdom and spirit.
  The four figurines that are chosen illustrate the range of styles that Vajrapāni figurines are depicted.  

Although all four figurines are representative of the Bodhisattva Vajrapāni, each piece is unique to its own time and culture. All four figurines wear adornment dangling from their neck, have limited textiles covering their torsos, elaborate headdresses, and embrace the path of enlightenment. The two earliest renditions portray Vajrapāni holding a lightening scepter.  The later figurines depict Vajrapāni holding a flaming vessel and the latest dated figurine has what appears to be either a serpent interacting with lotus blossoms or an entire lotus plant from stalk to blossom. The date of creation of the figurines ranges from the 8th century to the 13th century.  The four figurines came from the 8th century Himalayan, 11th century Indian Pala culture, to 12th century Himalayan and 13th century Chinese in Tibet.  The size of the figurines, all less than seven inches, indicates that they were for personal meditation or adoration, rather than public display.  The mediums of the figurines indicated that pieces were used by people of high social ranking

Figure 1 shares the rounded build commonly associated with the Buddha.  The facial expression of figure one is more piercing than the other three figurines and is also the only figurine with open eyes.  The facial characteristics emphasize his guardian aspect.  The heavy eyebrows are reminiscent of earlier Vedic representations of the divine and the ears are not stretched.  Figure 1 holds scepters in both hands which may indicate his worldly and spiritual authority.  One scepter is the vajra, or diamond scepter 
.  The pedestal on which Vajrapāni differs from the customary lotus blossom pedestal and close examination uncovers multiple small mammals which look like rats.  Vajrapāni pose indicates that he has evolved past attachment to material existence.  The decrepit pedestal and presence of animal life may represent the transience of material existence.   The pedestal can be broken into eight layers or levels and may represent the eightfold path, or the eight degrees of enlightenment. 

Figure 2 is from the Indian Pala culture of the 11th century.  This is the first figure associated with the lotus.  The figurine is seated in a classic lotus yogic pose.  The scepter may indicate the compassion extended to all sentient beings.  The mandala and crown probably indicate enlightenment.  The Triple Crown recalls the Hindu tradition of creation, preservation, and destruction.  The facial expression implies bliss through meditation; closed eyes and natural curvature of the lips.  The dreaminess of the facial expression emphasizes the meditative repose of the figure.  The meditative repose is evident by the downward tilt of the head, closed eyes looking inward, relaxed position of the lips, and seated position.   This figurine has the most meditative aspect of the four presented.

Turning to the third figure, note the unique standing pose of the 12th century Himalayan piece.  The figurine appears to be holding a flaming jar.  The flaming jar or Kapala (skull cap)
 probably represents the spirit contained within the material, therefore reminding the audience of the need to focus on the inner path.  Figure 3 shares the slender build and lotus pedestals of the later works.  The mandala is larger and more robust than the previous example and is crowned with a lotus bud further emphasizes the enlightenment process.  The standing pose could indicate a more equal welcome and indicates the potential for movement.  The naturalistic stance is reinforced by the open composition of the space between the legs and below the shawl. The headdress is covered in foliage could indicate that the enlightenment process is an inherent progression in harmony with the natural world.  The standing posture on top of the lotus could indicate that the Bodhisattva emerges into enlightenment. From the most spiritual representation of Vajrapāni we turn to the most sensuous representation. 

Figure 4 is the most sensuous representation of Vajrapāni.  Though seated on a lotus pedestal, the figure hold lotus blossoms in both hands, showing mastery of the enlightenment process.  The scepter has been transformed into a budding lotus that emerges from the left hand.  The headdress is made of foliage and leaves the stretched ear uncovered.  The bodily proportions and pose are sensuous and bold, recalling images of Indra. The profound composition allows for eroticism and confidence, which could be reference to the material as a vehicle for enlightenment.  The posture of the figurine is the most dynamic and could indicate a readiness to emerge into the next phase of enlightenment.   The figurine appears tarnished and was probably completely gold in color after creation. Belt symbolizes virility.

The possible movement could lead to viewer to the conceit that at this time in Buddhism humanity was closer to enlightenment and no longer required the presence of the Bodhisattva to invigorate the desire to follow the eightfold path and become enlightened. The earliest figurines share the thunderbolt attribute of Vajrapāni while the latter two emphasize the spiritual aspect contained in the lotus blossom scepter and standing pose. Although three figures are seated and three assimilate the lotus iconography we cannot conclude that all four figurines represent the exact same and unchanging deity and therefore variations in the meaning and iconography behind Vajrapāni are products of their time period and location.
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