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The aim of this study is to investigate the relation 

among religious, aesthetic and power representations in 

Tibetan Buddhist thankas and Orthodox Christian icons 

because of the sharp differences between the two religions. 

Common ways of representation as well as differences can be 

seen in these sacred art forms as their aim is to 

communicate the religious and spiritual truths. After the 

main concepts of the religions are examined, the purpose of 

sacred arts, their methods of communication and place of 

visuality in these religions are investigated. Then icons 

and thankas are compared in terms of representation methods 

of religious figures, nature , death and power.

Keywords ; Sacred art, Tibetan Buddhism, Orthodox 

Christianity, Thanka, Icon, Nature, Life, Death, Power, 

Representation, Aesthetic, Iconography.

ABSTRACT

i n



ABSTRACT................................................  iii

ÖZET.....................................................  iv

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS........................................ v

TABLE OF CONTENTS......................................  vi

LIST OF FIGURES........................................  xi

1. INTRODUCTION......................................... 1

2. BUDDHISM: HISTORY, TRADITIONS AND UNIVERSE......... 3

2.1. Pre-Buddhism.................................  3

2.2. The Buddha's Life...........................  6

2.2.1. The Buddha's Birth................... 6

2.2.2. The Predictions......................  7

2.2.3. The Journey to Enlightenment........  8

2.2.4. His Life after Being a Buddha.......  11

2.2.5. Death of the Buddha.................. 12

2.3. General Concepts of Buddhism................  13

2.3.1. The Three Jewels:Buddha,Dharma,Sangha 14

2.3.2. The Three Baskets of Sacred Texts.... 2 0

2.3.3. The Precepts.........................  2 0

2.3.4. Meditation............................ 2 0

2.4. Mahâyâna Buddhism...........................  21

2.4.1. The Doctrine of Emptiness...........  22

2.4.2. Compassion............................ 2 2

2.4.3. Six Perfections and Four Means....... 2 3

TABLE OF COWTEWTS

VI



2.4.4. The Bodhisattva Ideal................ 2 3

2.4.5. The Doctrine of the Three Bodies..... 2 4

2.5. Vajrayana Tradition.........................  25

2.5.1. Mantra................................  2 6

2.5.2. Tantra................................  26

2.5.3. Sexual Symbolism.....................  2 7

2.5.4. Meditation in Vajrayana.............. 2 7

2.5.5. Vajrayana in Tibet...................  28

2.6. The Buddhist Universe.......................  28

2.6.1. Five World-systems and Buddhas......  2 9

2.6.2. The Wheel of Existence............... 31

2.6.3. Gods in Buddhism.....................  3 4

2.6.4. The Buddhist Geomantric View........  3 5

3. CHRISTIANITY: HISTORY, DOCTRINES AND UNIVERSE......  3 7

3.1. Pre-Christianity............................ 37

3.2. Life of Jesus Christ........................  41

3.2.1. Christ's Birth.......................  42

3.2.2. His Adult Life.......................  4 2

3.2.3. Death of Christ......................  4 3

3.3. Basics of Christ's Teachings.......... . 4 4

3.4. The Church...................................  4 5

3.5. Sacraments of Christianity.................. 4 7

3.5.1. The Eucharist........................  4 7

3.5.2. Baptism...............................  48

3.6. The Gospels..................................  4 8

3.6.1. Mark's Gospel........................  4 9

3.6.2. Luke's Gospel........................  49

3.6.3. Matthew's Gospel.....................  5 0

Vll



3.6.4. John's Gospel........................ 5 0

3.7. The Doctrines of Christianity............... 51

3.7.1. The Two Natures of Christ...........  51

3.7.2. The Doctrine of Trinity.............. 52

3.7.3. The Doctrine Of Person of Christ....  5 3

3.8. Orthodox Christianity.......................  55

3.8.1. Differences between the Eastern and
Western Churches.....................  5 6

3.8.2. Differences in the Doctrines of Holy
Trinity and Inunaculate Conception.... 5 7

3.9. The Christian Universe......................  58

4. SACRED ART: PURPOSE, FORMS AND REACTIONS............61

4.1. Icons: Characteristics, Uses and Problems.... 62

4.1.1. Subjects and Themes of Icons......... 6 3

4.1.2. Types: Deisis, Biographical and

Calendar Icons....................... 6 4

4.1.3. Combined Styles and 'New Style’Icons. . 6 6

4.1.4. Public Uses: Battles, Processions,

Church and Iconostatis..............  6 7

4.1.5. Private Uses of Icons................ 6 9

4.1.6. Problem of Veneration/Worship.......  7 0

4.2. Thankas: Characteristics and Uses..........  71

4.2.1. Subjects and Themes of Thankas......  72

4.2.2. Thanka Types by Materials and Colors. 73

4.2.3. Styles of Thankas....................  7 4

4.2.4. Ceremonial, Didactive, Documentary
Uses in Public.......................  74

4.2.5. Private Uses for Protection, Worship
and Meditation.......................  76

Vlll



4.3. Histories, Doctrines and Reactions to
Sacred Art Forms............................  76

4.3.1. History of Icons and Iconoclasm.....  7 6

4.3.2. Doctrines of Iconoclastic Arguments.. 78

4.3.3. The Repression Period of Thankas....  79

4.3.4. Doctrines and Thankas................ 8 0

5. REPRESENTATION OF THE MAIN FIGURES IN ICONS........  8 2

5.1. Jesus Christ.................................  82

5.1.1. Postures.............................  8 2

5.1.2. Hand Gestures .......................  8 7

5.1.3. Objects Held in the Hand............  8 8

5.1.4. Haloes and Mandorlas................. 8 9

5.2. Saints, Bishops, Martrys and Archangels..... 9 0

5.3. Women......................................... 9 3

6. REPRESENTATION OF THE MAIN FIGURES IN THANKAS......  9 7

6.1. The Buddha...................................  9 7

6.1.1. Postures.............................. 98

6.1.2. Hand Gestures (Madras)...............  100

6.1.3. Objects Held in the Hand...............104

6.1.4. Haloes and Mandorlas................. 105

6.2. The Five Celestial Buddhas (The Five Jiñas).. 107

6.3. Arhats.......................................  108

6.4. Bodhisattvas.................................  109

6.5. Women.......     Ill

7. NATURE: VIEWS AND ITS DEPICTION IN ART FORMS.......  118

7.1. Buddhist Views on Nature..........     118

IX



7.2. Christian Views on Nature................... 119

7.3. Depiction of Nature in Art Forms............  121

7.3.1. Representations of Nature in Thankas.. 121

7.3.2. Use of Nature in Icons................12 6

8. LIFE, DEATH AND AFTERLIFE: BELIEFS AND THEIR
REFLECTIONS IN ART FORMS............................  13 0

8.1. The Christian Beliefs and Depiction......... 130

8.1.1. Life..................................  130

8.1.2. Death.................................  131

8.1.3. Life after Death.....................  131

8.1.4. Depiction of Death in Icons............132

8.2. The Buddhistic View and Representation.... 13 7

8.2.1. Life and Death.......................  13 7

8.2.2. Life after Death: Rebirth...........  13 7

8.2.3. Representation of Death in Thankas... 139

9. POWER: DIVINITY AND ITS DEPICTION IN ART FORMS....  145

9.1. Representation of Power in Icons............  145

9.2. Representation of Power in Thankas.......... 150

10. CONCLUSION.........................................  154

10.1. Religious Representation............    154

10.2. Aesthetic Representation................. 159

10.3. Power Representation.....................  160

REFERENCES..............................................  164

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY..................................  168



LIST OP FIGURES

Figure 5.1. 
Figure 5.2.

Figure 5.3.

Figure 5.4.

Figure 5.5.

Figure 5.6. 
Figure 5.7,

Figure 5.8.

Figure 5.9.

Figure 6.1.

Figure 6.2.

Figure 6.3.

Figure 6.4.

Pantocrator (Ouspensky and Lossky 1989, 71). 

Transfiguration of Christ or 

'Transfiguration du Christ' (Onasch 1977, 

plate 17).

Descent into Hell or 'Descente aux Enfers' 

(Onasch 1977, plate 23).

Gesture of benediction drawn by Selin 

Özgüzer.

Gesture of discourse drawn by Selin 

Özgüzer.

Gesture of prayer drawn by Selin Özgüzer 

The Annunciation (Ouspensky and Lossky 

1989, 171).

The Mother of God Enthroned (Ouspensky and 

Lossky 1989, 90) .

Nativity of Christ (Ouspensky and Lossky 

1989, 158).

Lying posture (parinirvanâsâna) drawn by 

Selin Özgüzer.

Chinese seated posture (bhadrasana) drawn by 

Selin Özgüzer.

Seated-lotus posture (padmasana) drawn by 

Selin Özgüzer.

Fearlessness gesture (abhaya mudra) drawn by 

Selin Özgüzer.

XI



Selin

Figure 6.6.

Figure 6.7.

Figure 6.8.

Figure 6.9.

Figure 6.10.

Figure 6.11. 
Figure 6.12.

Figure 6.13. 
Figure 6.14.

Figure 6.15.

Figure 6.16. 
Figure 6.17. 
Figure 6.18.

Figure 7.1.

Figure 7.2.

Figure 6.5. Charity gesture (varada mudra) drawn by 

Özgüzer.

Discerning gesture {vitarka mudra) drawn by 

Selin Özgüzer.

Teaching gesture {dharmacakra mudra) drawn 

by Selin Özgüzer.

Earth-touching, witness gesture {bhümisparsa 

mudra) drawn by Selin Özgüzer.

Meditation gesture (dhyâna mudra) drawn by 

Selin Özgüzer.

Bowl-holding gesture {Buddhapatra mudra) 

drawn by Selin Özgüzer.

Maitreya (Lizhong 1988, 224).

Royal ease posture {rajalilasana) drawn by 

Selin Özgüzer.

Arhat Rahula (Rhie and Thurman 1996, 118). 

Eleven-faced, Eight-armed Avalokiteshvara 

(Rhie and Thurman 1996, 324).

Relaxation posture (lalitasana) drawn by 

Selin Özgüzer.

The Goddess Târâ (Pal 1984, plate 18). 

Kalacakra (Rawson 1991, 55).

Dancing posture (ardhaparyanka) drawn by 

Selin Özgüzer.

Milarepa and Scenes from His Life 

(Rhie and Thurman 1996, 368).

Sakyamuni with Avalokitesvara and Maitreya 

(Pal 1984, plate 83).

Xll



Figure 8.2.

Figure 8.3.

Figure 8.4. 
Figure 8.5.

Figure 8.6.

Figure 9.1.

Figure 8.1. The Crucifixion (Ouspensky and Lossky 

1989, 182).

The Raising of Lazarus (Alpatov 1984, 

plate 124) .

Baptism of Christ (Weitzmann 1966, 

plate 81).

Bhavacakra (Essen 1989, 61). 

Raktayamari Father-Mother (Rhie and 

Thurman 1996, 288).

Sakyamuni Buddha Attaining Parinirvana 

(Rhie and Thurman 1996, 98).

The Entry of Christ into Jerusalem 

(Babic 1988, 60).

Xlll



1. IMTRODOrCTIOK

Many of the religions in the world have their sacred 

arts as the means of communication with their believers. 

This communication is about the contents of the religion 

and is achieved by the usage of certain methods of 

depiction for the visualization of these contents. In some 

sacred arts, the medium is mostly three-dimensional where 

the ideas are conveyed in a more sculptural or 

architectural modality. But in the others , depictions on 

two-dimensional surfaces - pictorial modality - are also 

included. Tibetan Buddhism and Orthodox Christianity are 

two of these religions that have their -two-dimensional 

sacred art forms - thankas and icons respectively - which 

occupy significant place in their religious activities.

One of the aims of this work is to find out and show 

the similarities between the sacred arts of two different 

religions - Tibetan Buddhism and Orthodox Christianity - 

which have different doctrines and places of origination. 

Such differences make it difficult, almost impossible, 

for them to have direct influences on each other. 

Therefore, the similarities that are to be found may 

provide stronger clues about the common points of different 

sacred arts.

It must not be forgotten that sacred arts are 

different than secular arts in their common language and 

symbolism which help them to communicate the same message



in every place that the religion exists. The sacred arts 

have a certain symbolism in which the seemingly most minute 

detail have a significant role in building up the message 

to be conveyed. These messages have their sources in the 

sacred texts of that religion. It is this interdependent 

relation of sacred texts and arts which is of central 

importance to the conception of sacred arts. Therefore, an 

investigation of sacred arts necessitates a detailed 

knowledge about the doctrines of that religion as sacred 

arts are the reflections of these doctrines. Only then it 

is possible to investigate and understand how the religious 

concepts are visualized and depicted by the use of various 

methods.



2. BUDDHISM: HISTORI, TRADITIONS AND UNIVERSE

2.1. Pre-Buddhism

Every religion is, in one way or another, affected by 

the culture and traditions of the society in which it is 

born. To understand any religion's attitude, it is 

necessary to examine the traditions, culture and the 

religion that existed before it, especially if that 

religion didn’t spread by bloody wars, destroying the pre

existing culture and religion. In this way, the previous 

traditions and culture are integrated with the new one to a 

certain extent. This is the case with Buddhism, too. In 

order to understand Buddhism better, one has to understand 

Hinduism and the Vedic religion that changed into Hinduism, 

detailed accounts of which are given by Klostermaier and 

Snelling (1989; 1987, 13-19).

Although Hinduism and Buddhism spread throughout Asia 

in the course of many centuries, they originated in India. 

Before the birth of Buddhism in India, the dominant 

religion was the Vedic religion and later on Hinduism, 

which took its inspiration from the Vedic religion. These 

Indian religions were mainly focused on reaching the 

Ultimate Reality by following various paths.

About 1500 BC, a patriarchal race of nomadic herders, 

who were also well-armed warriors, dominated north-west 

India. As they spoke an Indo-European language, which was



an early form of Sanskrit, they were generally known as 

Aryans. Before the domination of the Aryans, there existed 

a big civilization in the Indus Valley that could compete 

with the Egyptian and Mesopotamian civilizations of that 

time. This civilization, unlike the Aryans, was 

matriarchal. Since the Aryans didn’t destroy the pre

existing culture but learned from it and as a result of this 

interaction, a new civilization was formed and spread 

throughout India after the Aryan domination. The religion 

of this civilization was called the Vedic religion.

In the Vedic religion, there was the Ultimate 

Reality, which is said to be one and all-pervading. This 

formless and inexpressible Ultimate Reality is called the 

Brahman. At the basis of the Vedic religion, there were the 

Vedas^, a series of literary compositions of great 

antiquity. The oldest Veda was the Rg Veda, later on three 

more Vedas came into being: the Yajur Veda, the Sama Veda, 

and the Atharva Veda. The Vedas, strictly speaking, consist 

of three parts: the Samhitas - the collection of hymns 

listed in the text, the Brahmanas - the prose texts dealing 

with brahminical sacrificial rites, and the Upanisads - the 

discourses concerning Brahman (Ultimate Reality) and other 

noble philosophical topics.

At the social center of the new culture - which 

started with the interaction of the Aryans and the 

indigeneous people - a caste^ system developed, dividing

 ̂The meaning of Veda is 'knowledge'
2 The original Indian word for caste is varna, meaning 

color. The actual 'castes’ number over 3000 and are 
hierarchically ordered among themselves.



the population into various hierarchical groups. At the 

top of this caste system, there was the brahmin priesthood 

(brahmana) ; then came the warriors and aristocrats 

(ksatrlya); the traders and other professionals (vaisya); 

the cultivators and workers (sudra) ; and the 

untouchables - indigeneous people with no caste at all. 

Although theoretically one’s caste is determined by birth 

and changing one's caste isn't possible, upward or downward 

mobility is found throughout the history. Only in one caste 

there is no mobility: that is the Brahmins. As Klostermaier 

puts it, "Still the Brahmins defend their exclusivity: 

only those who are born Brahmins, are Brahmins; nobody can 

become a Brahmin..."(1989, 319). In the caste system, women 

were placed to be of lower birth with merchants (vaisya), 

workers {sudra), and slaves. During the time of Hinduism, 

women were prohibited from reading the Vedas along with 

sudra and slaves.

In the Vedic Age, the ritual of sacrifice was at the 

center of the religious life. It was thought that the world 

had been created by sacrifice and it was maintained by 

sacrifice. These rituals were controlled by the brahmin 

priesthood. The importance given to the sacrifice continued 

in Hinduism, too.

Between 800-400 BC, the noble teachings called 

Upanisads were composed. After their composition, the 

formless Brahman became formalized and personalized as the 

great god Brahma. With this transformation in the Vedic 

religion, Hinduism was formed. Hindus accepted Vedas and 

Upanisads as revealed scriptures. They called Hinduism in



Indian language as Vaidik dharma, the religion of the Veda. 

The epics such as Bhagavad Gita, Mahabharata, and Ramayana 

along with Puranas^ occupy a very important place in 

Hinduism.

2.2. The Buddha's Life

Around 563 BC^, Siddharta Gautama was born to the Sakya 

tribe as a prince of their small kingdom which is now in 

Southern Nepal. His father was Suddhodana, the king or 

leader of this warrior tribe, and his mother was Mahamaya. 

The rest his life story changes from one source to another. 

This situation is explained by noting that no such 

biography is found in the earliest Pali scriptures, and the 

first written documents on this subject are dated to be of 

the first or second century AD. The Buddha's life story 

told by Mitchell; Amore and Ching; Sangharakshita; and 

Snelling can be summarized as the following episodes (1991; 

1996, 222-30; 1991, 12-25; 1987, 20-40).

2.2.1. The Buddha's Birth

One afternoon during a festival, queen Mahamaya 

dreamed that the four world-protectors^ carried her and

 ̂ Purana is the proper name of class of authoritative 
scriptures.

 ̂ There is no agreement between the scholars and the 
Buddhist texts of the different sects upon when the Buddha 
was born.

 ̂ The four world-protectors are the gods who look 
after the earth, each in one direction.



her bed to a pleasant grove of trees where a white elephant 

that was considered sacred descended from the heavens 

miraculously and entered through her side, becoming the 

embryo of the Buddha-to-be. When she told her dream to the 

king, he summoned 64 eminent brahmins to explain this dream 

to them. These brahmins announced that they will have a son 

who, if lives in the household life will become a great 

king, but if leaves the household life will become a 

buddha - a fully enlightened one.

The pregnancy of Mahamaya was not a normal one - like 

Virgin Mary's - as she was keeping a strict vow of sexual 

abstinence during the festival. When the time for the birth 

was close, she started a journey to her home city. On the 

road, she was attracted by the beauty of the Lumbini garden 

and entered there with her maids. While walking in the 

garden delighted by the scene, the birth started and she 

gave birth there without pain. After a week from the birth, 

queen Mahamaya got sick and died. Her sister Mahaprajapati 

who was also one of the king's wives mothered the baby.

2.2.2. The Predictions

After the birth, a festival was held to celebrate the 

birth. A highly respected wise sage named Asita came to the 

celebrations and after seeing his bodily signs, revealed 

that the baby who was named Siddharta Gautama would grow to 

be a buddha.

His father Suddhodana, who wanted Siddharta to be a 

great emperor, was disturbed by the predictions so much



that he decided to do what he could to prevent the 

predictions from becoming true. Thinking that life’s 

inevitable sufferings would turn Siddharta's mind to 

religion, Suddhodana created an environment of beauty, 

comfort, pleasure around him and didn't permit any sights 

of sickness, ugliness, oldness around him.

2.2.3. The Journey to Enlightenment

When he was about 16, Siddharta married to his cousin 

YaSodhara. Everything went properly until he was 29 years 

old. One day while going for a chariot ride with his 

charioteer Chandaka- despite all the preparations made by 

the king to have everything and everyone beautiful, young 

and healty- Siddharta saw the predicted Four Signs that 

would change his life. First he saw a sick man, an old man, 

and a dead man - people who showed the sufferings in the 

world. When he asked Chandaka the reason for the state that 

these people were in, he got the reply that these states 

were inevitable for all human beings, even for Siddharta 

himself. Then he saw a monk whose peacefulness, calmness 

and detachment from the world of sufferings affected him 

deeply.

These shocks of his life made the luxurious, 

comfortable palace life lose its meaning and arouse 

conflicts in him. Despite King Suddhodana's all efforts to 

keep him, he left the palace on the night that his son was 

born. After changing his valuable clothes with the old 

ones, his life as a spiritual wanderer started.



Although he studied with the most distinguished 

spiritual teachers of that time, this didn't satisfy him. 

So he continued his wandering and submitted himself to a 

very strict form of ascetism, subjecting the body to the 

most extreme forms of suffering to overcome the suffering 

itself by the mortification of the body. This mortification 

included staying under the sun in hot weathers and under 

the rain in cold weathers along with extreme fasting. While 

exercising this kind of ascetism, five other ascetics 

called the Band of Five asked to join him and they started 

to practice all together.

During torturing himself with ascetic practices along 

with not eating, not drinking and holding his breath till 

he lost his consciousness, he saw that he could not attain 

enlightenment this way. Thinking that he needed to regain 

his strength in order to make a new start, he accepted some 

food from a peasant girl. Witnessing that Siddharta was 

eating household food, his five fellow ascetics thought 

that he betrayed his vow and left him sworing never to have 

something to do with him again.

After experiencing the extremes of sensual indulgence 

and self-mortification, Siddharta decided that the middle 

way between the two was the best way. Then in his forest 

grove hermitage near Gayâ, he chose a plesant spot under a 

' bodhi tree'^. He sat down to meditate and vowed not to get 

up until he reached enlightenment, nirvana.

What happened next changes according to the different

 ̂ 'Bodhi tree' is a tree which a hodhisattva might sit 
to attain the transcendental Wisdom of Buddhahood.



versions of the story. In Sangharakshita's version, while 

the bodhisattva^ was meditating, Mara, the lord of death - 

whose role is to maintain tha samsara^ in endless cyclic 

motion - came to tempt him and made himself heard in all the 

doubts and fears hidden in Siddharta's mind (1991, 32). He 

failed to tempt him because of the strong spiritual power 

of the bodbisattva. At last, Mara challenged him with a 

debate. In ancient debates, the cheers from the crowd 

defined the winner of the debate. During the debate Mara's 

sons and daughters supported him. As there was nobody to 

support him, the bodhlsattva called upon the Earth herself 

to support him. As a result. Earth shook everywhere with an 

earthquake so powerful that it drove Mara away.

After driving Mara away, the bodhisattva continued to 

meditate. During the night, first he remembered his former 

lives. Then he had an insight into the working of the law of 

karma^. He gained the ability to see other people's past 

lives. Later that night, the bodhisattva turned his 

awareness to understanding how to put an end to suffering 

and as a result, formulated the 'Four Noble Truths' which 

will be discussed later. Just before the dawn, he reached 

complete enlightenment fulfilling his bodhisattva vow and 

became a buddha - a fully enlightened one.

 ̂ A bodhisattva is a person who has vowed to become a 
buddha - a fully enlightened one.

 ̂Samsara is the world of illusion and suffering, it is 
the world that humans live in.

 ̂ Karma means 'act' or 'deed'. One's good or bad 
actions in this life have important effects, pleasant or 
unpleasant, on one’s next rebirth.
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2.2.4. His life after Being a Buddha

After reaching enlightenment, the Buddha decided to 

teach the dharma^® to common people and found the Band of 

Five - his former ascetic friends - headed by Kaundinya. At 

first, they didn't intend to listen him as they had sworn to 

have nothing to do with him, but after seeing his 

tranquility and talking to him, they were converted. He 

gave his first preach to them which is called 'the 

Wheel-turning Sermon' or Dharmacakrapravartana Sutra. This 

first sermon is considered as the first 'turning-of-the- 

Wheel' as it was the start of the spreading of the dharma - 

the doctrine. They were the first monks to enter the 

sangha^^ - the order of monks.

Everywhere the Buddha went, he influenced people with 

the dharma and they became his disciples. In few weeks 

there were 61 Arhats whom the Buddha empowered to ordain 

the people who wished to enter the sangha. Later he sent 

them, all of each to a different direction, to spread his 

doctrine to the people who wished to hear it.

As the news of the Buddha's teaching were spreading 

all over India, his father Suddhodana heard them too. 

Although he was amazed and proud of his son's success, he

The dharma is the doctrine of the Buddha. It is 
based on his formulation of the Four Noble Truths and 
symbolized by the wheel.

H  Sangha is the name given to the community of 
Buddhists widely. In its broadest sense it includes monks, 
nuns, laymen and laywomen. But strictly it refers to the 
monastic order.

Arhat is the one who had eliminated the causes of 
rebirth but still have to work itself out.
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continued to hope that one day he would turn back to 

Kapilavastu to rule the country. So he sent messangers to 

invite him to the lands of the Sakya tribe. When he went 

there, despite all his father's efforts, the Buddha didn’t 

accept to be the royal ruler and continued to preach to the 

people. As a result, many people including the royals such 

as his ex-wife Yasodhara, his ten years-old son Rahula, his 

half brother Nanda - the last two being the heirs of the 

crown- were converted to the religious life. After learning 

that, Suddhodana requested that a small child should not 

receive ordination without the consent of his mother and 

father. So Sakyamuni^^ made a rule that young people under 

the age of twenty must have their parents' consent before 

entering the sangha.

2.2.5. Death of the Buddha

During the last months of his life, the Buddha stayed 

in different places and continued to preach to the monks 

whenever he could. Before his death, he made his last 

journey to the Sal Grove of the Mallas at Kusinara. When the 

time had come, he sent Ananda to inform the folk and the 

monks that the parinirvana^^ would take place during the 

third watch of that night. So during the first watch of the

Sakyamuni meaning the 'Sage of the Sakya clan' is a 
title used by Buddhists to refer to the historical figure 
of Siddharta Gautama, the Buddha.

Parinirvana is the state of 'nirvana without 
remainder’, which means the complete ending of rebirth and 
the total cessation of suffering. This state is not 
elaborated in Buddhist texts as it is beyond human 
understanding.
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night the folk living near that place came to show their 

respects. The Buddha told Ananda that after he passed away, 

they should not think that they did not have a teacher any 

more but should become their own teachers under the 

guidance of the dharma and the discipline he had set forth.

2.3. General Concepts of Buddhism

After the death of Sakyamuni Buddha, as happened in 

all other religions when the leading master or the prophet 

died, some problems originating from different ideas on the 

interpretation of the concepts and teachings arose. These 

problems originated as the teachings and the sermons of the 

Buddha were not written^^ but transmitted orally. This 

situation created various systems of thought and practice 

which are referred as yanas or ’vehicles' in classical 

Buddhist literature.

The main vehicles, yanas, today are the Hinayana (the 

vehicle of individual liberation) which also includes the 

Theravada system, Mahayana (the vehicle of universal 

salvation)and Vajrayana (the vehicle of tantra). The 

differences between these systems are such that in Hinayana 

enlightenment is seen as something difficult to attain 

especially for the laypeople, while in Mahayana 

enlightenment is seen as accessible even to the laypeople. 

In Vajrayana elements from Tantric Hinduism, like ritual

15 teachings of the Buddha were written for the 
first time in Sri Lanka by the Theravada monks when the 
famine in the country decreased the population of the monks 
to an extent that there was a danger of not being able to 
survive the oral teachings to the next generations.
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techniques prompting the achievement of a priviledged union 

by the practioner, is included after they have been passed 

through the sieve of Buddhism.

Although these three systems have various differences 

between them, they have common main concepts which were set 

at the time of the Buddha by himself and continued to be the 

basis of the teachings until this day. Some of the common 

concepts are the Three Jewels (the Buddha, the dharma, and 

the sangha), the Four Noble Truths, the Eight-fold Path, 

the Four Seals, Dependent Origination and such. These 

concepts, explained by Amore and Ching, and Snelling in 

detail, are mentioned below (1996, 229-45; 1987, 51-97).

2.3.1. The Three Jewels: Buddha-Dharma-Sangha

The major triad that constitutes the world of Buddhism 

is known as 'the Three Jewels' or 'the Triple Gem'. The 

Three Jewels consist of the Buddha, the dharma, and the 

sangha. The dharma is the doctrine, the teachings set by 

the Buddha, and the sangha is the community of Buddhists. 

Being a Buddhist, at the Buddha's time and now, means 

taking refuge in the Three Jewels or in other words, having 

religious faith in it.

The first jewel of the Three Jewels is the Buddha. A 

buddha is a fully enlightened person, while a bodhlsattva 

is a person who vowed to become a buddha. According to 

Buddhists, like human lives, universes arise and pass away 

in endless successions for some era that can last for 

centuries. For that era, the universe slowly progresses
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(expands and stabilizes) and then decays (declines and 

disappears) as the era begins to unfold. During this 

unfolding, the human life span and the morality declines, 

too. Each era has a buddha of its own, who comes to world to 

teach the dharma. When the dharma of that buddha begins to 

be forgotten and the morality declines severely, a new 

bodhisattva - who perfected himself/herself in the previous 

lives - is born into this world to become the buddha of that 

era.

Sakyamuni Buddha is the buddha for this era while 

there had been many previous buddhas and there will be many 

future buddhas. The buddha previous to our age was called 

as the Amida Buddha. The future buddha is the Maitreya, the 

'friendly one’, who will come after the dharma wheel set in 

motion by the Sakyamuni stops and the world needs a new 

buddha to teach the dharma. Although there is one buddha 

for each era, other beings who achieved enlightenment to a 

certain degree such as arhats, bodhisattvas and pratyeka 

buddhas - the enlightened hermits who do not teach to 

others - also come into the world.

In the previous part, the life story of the Buddha was 

told briefly. He occupies an important place in Buddhism as 

he is a role model, whose achievement inspired and is going 

to inspire many people. He is seen as the evidence of the 

fact that a human being can achieve enlightenment and the 

path he followed is seen as the way to achieve nirvana.

The Second Jewel is the dharma - the doctrine, the 

teachings of the Buddha. The symbol of the dharma is the 

wheel. The first turning of the wheel in the age of
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Sakyamuni is the sermon he gave to the Band of Five - his 

five fellow ascetics- after he reached enlightenment. The 

path, in the Buddhist terminology, refers to the 

application way of the teachings.

According to Buddhism, the world we live in consists 

of delusions that disappoint people with imperpfections, 

insufficiencies and such, causing suffering. There is 

physical pain - illnesses, old age and death - along with 

pyschological pain - losing the loved ones, negative 

feeligs as hatred and etc. Attachment to all physical and 

mental aspects of one's environment results in suffering. 

While attaining nirvana, the Buddha perceived this and 

thought about it to put an end to suffering. The Four Noble 

Truths, which was one of the topics of his first sermon, is 

his formulation on how suffering is caused and can be 

overcome.

The First Noble Truth, the truth of suffering, says 

that in life there is suffering. This truth points out that 

suffering is inevitable for every living being, not that 

everything is suffering. The Second Noble Truth, the truth 

of the origin of suffering, points out that suffering is a 

result of desire, craving. This means that as a result of 

the desires and cravings that one has, suffering arises. 

The higher and greater the cravings are, the greater 

disappointment they create when they fail to happen. The 

Third Noble Truth, the truth of cessation, says that 

suffering can be ended if the desire , craving is ceased and 

the true nature of things are accepted. To be free of 

suffering, one must be free of desire. The Fourth Noble
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Truth, the truth of the Eightfold Path, points out that to 

end suffering self-improvement is needed under eight areas.

These eight areas of self-improvement that must be 

achieved to be freed from suffering are; right view, right 

thought, right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, 

right effort, right mindfulness, and right meditation. 

These eight areas should be worked out together at the same 

time, not one after achieving another.

Suffering is examined in other basic Buddhist 

doctrines such as the Four Seals that can also be called as 

the characteristics of existence. These are impermanence, 

suffering, absence of a permanent self, and nirvana. From 

the beginning. Buddhism emphasizes that people perceive and 

apprehend the world and the nature of reality in a 

distorted way.

The First Seal states that all composite phenomena are 

impermanent because they are momentary. From the moment 

that one thing comes into being, at that very moment the 

process of disintegration and disappearance begins. For 

example, from the moment that people are born, the process 

that will lead them to death begins. In Buddhism, 

impermanence is not seen as a problem as it is in the west. 

Instead, accepting and learning to live with it is 

emphasized.

The Second Seal states that all contaminated things 

and events are unsatisfactory by their nature, meaning that 

they lead to suffering. Here, suffering is the underlying 

experience of discomfort and dissatisfaction along with 

physical and mental suffering.
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The Third Seal states that all phenomena is empty of 

self-existence, anatman or 'devoid of self. The buddhist 

theory on personality implies that people realizing the 

impermanence of all things, including themselves, should 

not attach to both material goods and images of themselves. 

It also emphasizes that there is no fixed-self as any self 

is impermanent, too.

The Fourth Seal states that nirvana is true peace. The 

true cessation frees people from the distorted perception 

of the world and nirvana is seeing the nature of reality as 

it really is.

Another important doctrine fundamental to Buddhism is 

the pratitya-samutpada or 'Dependent Origination'. It deals 

with the impermanence of everything in detail. This 

doctrine can be summarized as everything continuallly 

changes and this effects the changes in other things. The 

dependent origination has twelve interconnected stages that 

refer to past, present, and future as stated by Amore and 

Ching:

Past 1. Ignorance, leading to
2. karma formations, leading to 

Present 3. a new individual 'consciousness',
leading to

4. a new body-mind complex, leading to
5. the base of sensing, leading to
6. sense impressions, leading to
7. conscious feelings, leading to
8. craving, leading to
9. clinging to (grasping for) things, 

leading to
10. ’becoming' (the drive to be reborn),

leading to
Future 11. rebirth, leading to

12. old age and death (1996, 236).

The Third of the Three Jewels is the sangha. In 

general, it refers to the community of Buddhists - both to 

the monastic order and the laypeople. In its strict sense.
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it refers to the monastic order- the community of ordained 

men and women- who gave up homely life and took refuge in 

the order. The new disciple, who is accepted as sramanera or 

'novice', receives a lower-level ordination with less vows 

before receiving a full-ordination. After being accepted to 

the Order, the novice has the right to wear the robes of the 

monks or nuns.

The sangha relies, even today, on the alms given by 

the laypeople for living. These alms are gathered either by 

going round for daily alms or given by the visitors to the 

monasteries. The relation between the monks and the 

laypeople is in the form of support. The monks provide the 

spiritual support, education and advice to the laypeople 

while they provide the monks the material one. Taking money 

or similar kind of things as aim are forbidden. The rules of 

life in the sangha were strictly set at the time of the 

Buddha.

In Buddhism, eight categories of sangha, of all kinds, 

exist according to the four categories of levels they have 

achieved. These levels are; those who have entered the 

stream of nirvana, those who have advanced enough to return 

(to be born) just once more, those who have so advanced that 

they will never return, and those who have advanced to the 

state of realizing the arhat (worthy) path. Each of these 

levels are divided into two in themselves as beginners and 

advanceds. Generally, the laypeople is believed to be 

capable of making good progress toward enlightenment but 

some sects, like Theravada, believes that entering to the 

monastic order is needed to achieve enlightenment.
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2.3.2. The Three Baskets of Sacred Terts

As mentioned before, the teachings of the Buddha were 

transmitted orally for some centuries. When the teachings 

of the Buddha were written down, they were kept in three 

baskets that are called as Tripitaka or 'three baskets'. It 

consist of Sutra Pitaka - the 'discourse basket'- which 

contains the talks on the dharma attributed to the Buddha 

or his early disciples, and Vinaya Pitaka - the 'discipline 

basket'- which contains the rules of monastic discipline 

and how the Buddha set each rule, and Abhidharma Pitaka - 

the 'further discources' basket- which contains the further 

elaboration made by early Buddhists on the doctrine.

2.3.3. The Precepts

The precepts are the basic moral principles that one 

should obey in order to achieve self-improvement, progress. 

These precepts are not seen as divine rules set forth by the 

gods or the buddhas. The five main precepts prohibit one 

from; killing any living being, stealing, adultery, lying, 

drinking intoxicating drinks.

2.3.4. Meditation

Meditation has an important place in the spiritual 

practice. Although historically it was not stressed for 

laypeople to meditate, it is recommended especially today. 

Meditation is important for the monastic order as it is a
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way to enhance the power of concentration and helps to 

achieve a calm, clear state of being that enables to 

perceive reality and nature of things in an undistorted 

way.

2.4. Mahayana Buddhism

After some time, with the emergence of different 

interpretations of the Buddha's teachings, new schools of 

Buddhism appeared. The old school called itself Theravada 

or 'the School of the Elders'. They considered themselves 

keeping the teachings in their original form and 

interpreting them as the early Buddhists did. The believers 

of the new interpretation called their's as Mahayana or 

'Great Vehicle' and called the previous one Hinayana, 

'Lesser Vehicle'.

Mahayana differed from Theravada in doctrine and 

practices too. Theravada's emphasis was on the spiritual 

insight and discipline of Sakyamuni, but Mahayana' s 

emphasis was on "the principle of his insight as attained 

by enlightened beings of past and future worlds" (Amore and 

Ching 1996, 266). Mahayana included transhuman powers and 

realities into its pantheon while Theravada was unwilling 

to speculate about them. This resulted in a more complex 

system of universe in the Mahayana tradition which also was 

reflected in its arts.

Another important difference between them was the 

Theravada's emphasis on the necessity of entering to the
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monastic life in order to be able to attain enlightenment, 

nirvana. Opposing this idea, Mahayana stressed that the 

laypeople also had the chance of attaining nirvana which 

improved their status. Some of the main trends of Mahayana 

which make it different from Theravada are mentioned below 

briefly.

2.4.1. The Doctrine of Emptiness

The concept of Sunyata, also called selflessness, was 

already mentioned by the Buddha as anatman in the 

characteristics of existence but elaborated in Mahayana. It 

is about the absence of any fixed self, not nonexistence. 

According to Buddhists, as everything in this world is 

changing and impermanent, it will be unreasonable to think 

of an unchanging, fixed self. As there is no 'my', things 

should not be thought as 'mine'. This thinking does not 

mean 'no personality' or emptiness in the nihilistic sense 

but emptiness of inherent existence. Calling things as 

'mine' creates clinging or attachment that results in 

suffering.

2.4.2. Compassion

Although love and compassion are parts of Buddhism 

from its beginning, compassion has a particular 

significance in Mahayana tradition where the aim is not 

only to end one's own suffering, but to end the sufferings 

of all beings. It is related with the doctrine of
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emptiness, sunyata, as feeling the sufferings of others as 

one’s own results from transcending the distinction of 

self. Believing that only a fully enlightened person can 

accomplish to help all beings, Mahayanists seek to attain 

"the full awakening (bodhi) of buddhahood" (Jinpa 1996^ 

169) .

2.4.3. Six Perfections and Four Means

To attain the Bodhisattva Ideal, Mahayanists practice 

six perfections, paramita, for one's own personal 

development, and four means for developing the minds of 

others. The six perfections are generosity, morality, 

patience, joyous effort, concentration and wisdom. The four 

means are giving immediately what is needed; using gentle 

speech at all times; giving ethical guidance to others; and 

presenting these principles in one's own life.

2.4.4. The Bodhisattva Ideal

In Theravada, special importance was given to the 

arhats- the ones who had eliminated the causes of rebirth 

but still had to work itself out- who helped to spread the 

dharma. In Mahayana, the importance given shifted from 

arhats to bodhisattvas. Such a shift took place as 

Mahayanists found the arhat ideal too self-centered, 

stating that arhats seeked only their own liberation. As 

bodhisattvas dedicated themselves for salvation of all 

beings and voluntarily chose to be reborn to help the
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others, they idealized bodhisattvas. In Mahayana tradition, 

all Buddhists, including lay people and females, are 

encouraged to take hodhisattva vows. The special importance 

given to bodhisattvas resulted in populating the pantheon 

with them which was also reflected in the arts.

2.4.5. The Doctrine of the Three Bodies

Another pre-existing notion that had been developed in 

the Mahayana tradition is the doctrine of Trikaya or 'the 

three bodies' in which one can experience or refer to 

buddhahood. This doctrine is about the three bodies that 

the Buddha has. It "called attention not only to the 

oneness of all the buddhas that have appeared on earth, but 

also to the unity of the Buddha-nature or Buddha-potential 

in all its forms" (Amore and Ching 1996, 267).

According to this doctrine, there is one cosmic

reality that manifests itself as heavenly beings and as
✓

humans such as Sakyamuni. That cosmic reality is called the 

Dharmakaya or 'Dharma Body' which is the enlightened or 

Buddha mind that come to be identified with the total body 

of true enlightenment and doctrine. Sambhogakaya or 'Bliss 

Body' is the heavenly body of a buddha that presides over a 

Buddha-realm. And the human body that the cosmic reality 

manifests is called Nirmanakaya, 'Appearance Body'. It is 

the physical body in which a buddha appears on the earth.
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Between the third and the seventh centuries A.D., a 

new and more esoteric form of Buddhism that incorporated 

Mahâyâna tradition with tantra and other Indian religions' 

elements arose by filtering them from the Buddhist sieve. 

From this combination emerged the Buddhist tradition called 

Vajrayâna, 'Thunderbolt or Diamond Vehicle', which is also 

called Tantric Buddhism or Mantrayàna because of the 

excessive usage of mantras. This is the tradition of 

Buddhism that exists in the Himalayan region including 

Tibet.

Its believers consider it as the third turning of the 

wheel of dharma, refering to Theravada as the first and 

Mahâyâna as the second turning of the wheel. Vajrayâna 

tradition has a three phased education system. The first 

phase, Hinayâha phase, is the stage where the basic moral 

discipline is taught. The second phase, Mahâyâna phase, is 

the stage where the basic doctrines are taught. After these 

two stages where the main principles of Buddhism are 

taught, there comes the third stage in which the advaced 

doctrines and practices of the Vajrayâna are taught.

Vajrayâna combines many elements such as tantras, 

mantras and yoga practices from various Indian religions 

including Hinduism. This forms the distinguishing feature 

of Vajrayâna.

2.5. Vajrayâna Tradition
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2.5.1. Mantra

Mantras are the magical chants or sacred syllables 

which are thought to evoke spiritual energy when properly 

spoken or intoned. They are used widely in Vajrayana 

tradition. In some meditation practices, meditator 

meditates on a mantra. The best known mantra is the famous 

Om manl padme hum, meaning ’ O the Jewel in the Lotus ' . The 

secret connotations of the mantras are passed from the 

master to the initiated disciple.

2.5.2. Tantra

Tantra is the set of esoteric teachings and practices 

which can be compared to the sütras. Vajrayana tradition 

adds tantras, which form the primary body of texts, to the 

Mahâyâna sütras. Vajrayana tantras are divided into two

under the heading Kanjur and various commentaries under the

heading Tanjur. These tantras specify many buddhas and 

hodhisattvas into various families and create a rich 

pantheon. This pantheon is depicted in mandalas, a sacred 

design used in meditation.

By tantric practices and yogas, the disciple meditates 

on a spiritual entity to accomplish the vision of it in

order to achieve enlightenment. The role of the guru, the

master, is very important here as it is the master who 

initiates the disciple to these teachings which are kept 

secret and give the tradition its esoteric, secretive.
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characteristic. The texts are deliberately iacomplete and 

these parts pass only from master to the student.

2.5.3. Sexual S3nnbolism

Tantra involves a great deal of symbolism and ritual. 

For exa.mple, sexual symbolism has an important place in 

tantra. A female figure is depicted in sexual union with a 

male figure which symbolizes the dynamic interaction of the 

polarity. The female figures represent the 'wisdoms' who 

are the personifications of particular kinds of intuitive 

insight, the wisdom of selfness, while the male figure 

personifies the spiritual m^ithods and means,. In order to 

achieve any valid results, wisdom and method need, to unite, 

to be together. The tantric rituals of this union are 

generally practiced symbolically through mental 

visualization of a consort. Only at very high levels, it 

can be practiced actually with a physical consort.

2.5.4. Meditation in Vajrayana

Meditation has an important place in this tradition. 

One of the principal techniques is visualization in which 

the disciple identifies, with the spiritual being after 

visualizing it. Mandalas (circular designs containing 

concentric geometric forms, images of deities and 

symbolizing the universe, totality or wholeness in 

Buddhism) are used in this kind of visualizations.
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The Tibetan Book of the Dead, which is about the 

states between death and rebirth, is one of the essential 

teachings and specialities of Tibetan Buddhism. It is 

called Bardo Tddrol Chenmo, 'the Great Liberation through 

Hearing in the Bardo', which is translated under the name 

The Tibetan Book of the Dead. In Tibetan, bardo means 

'transition' or "a gap between the completion of one 

situation and the onset of another"(S. Rinpoche 1994, 102). 

As it is pointed out, there are four bardos that correspond 

to the four phases: (1) the bardo of this life - life phase, 

(2) the bardo of dying - phase of dying and death, (3) the 

bardo of dharmata - phase of after death, (4) the bardo of 

becoming - rebirth phase.

The Tibetan Book of the Dead is a guide book designed 

to be read to the person during and after his/her death to 

help that person while dying, and between the times of 

death and rebirth. Also, some practices are taught to be 

done by the dying person and by the ones around that person 

who help him/her in the process of dying.

2.6. The Buddhi&t Universe

The Buddha's philosophy is based on the theory of 

universe. But instead of creating a whole new one, he 

changed the Hindu mythology into a suitable form for 

Buddhist doctrines. Later, Mahâyâna and Vajrayana 

traditions elaborated on this universe enriching it with

2.5.5. Vajrayâaa in Tibet
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many other entities. As a result, their cosmology became 

more developed than the cosmology of the Buddha's day.

2.6.1. Five Horld-systems and Buddhas

According to Buddhism, this world is not and will not 

be the only existing world in the universe. The universe 

consists of many world-systems like this one and it is 

believed that numerous world-systems exist with their 

inhabitants to form a universe. Many worlds previous to 

this one had taken place and will take place.

These worlds are also subjected to creation, growing 

or evolving, decaying, and dissolving or death. In a cyclic 

existence, new worlds come into being after others 

disappear. "According to the Tibetan Buddhist understanding 

these previous worlds are destroyed by a great fire 

followed by winds and floods" (Gold 1994, 25). During the

time of existence, some of their inhabitants improve their 

spiritual sides to become buddhas and bodhLsattvas. But 

most of them could not achieve that and continue to exist in 

the cycle of rebirth.

Five world-realities that are taking place during this 

cosmic eon are known by the Tibetans. Three of them were the 

previous world-realities that took place and disappeared 

before the existing world-reality, which is the fourth one. 

Also a fifth one, which will come after this one vanishes, 

is known.

Each of these world-realities is conceived by a 

celestial buddha who "'emanate' into the active personas of
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world-shaping bodhisattvas and teachers in order to achieve 

specific creative purposes" (Gold 1994, 25). These teachers 

come into the world in human form in order to lead 

sentinent beings into enlightenment. Gautama is the great 

teacher of this era.

The first world-system was conceived by the celestial 

buddha, white in color, who is called Vairochana - meaning 

'Shining One'- and located at the center. He "transforms 

ignorance and delusion into the wisdom of the perfect 

reality of the universal law" (Fisher 1997, 36). His 

bodhisattva aspect is Samantabhadra Bodhisattva.

The second world-system was established by the blue 

celestial buddha Akshobhya - meaning 'Unshakeable One'- who 

is located at the east. He "transforms anger and hate into 

the wisdom of purity" (Fisher 1997, 37). His bodhisattva 

aspect is Vajrapani Bodhisattva.

The third world-system was created by the yellow 

celestial buddha Ratnasambhava - meaning 'Precious Birth'- 

who is located at the south. He "transforms pride and 

avarice into the wisdom of equality" (Fisher 1997, 36). His 

bodhisattva aspect is Ratnapani Bodhisattva.

The fourth world-system, which is ours, is created by 

the red celestial buddha called Amitabha - meaning 

'Infinite Light' - who is located at the west. He 

"transforms passion and cravings into discerning 

wisdom"(Fisher 1997, 37). His bodhisattva aspect is 

Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva.

The fifth world-system that is on the verge of 

materializing will be conceived by the green celestial
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buddha called Amoghasiddhi - meaning 'Unfailingly 

Accomplished' - who is located at the north. He "transforms 

envy and greed into the broad wisdom of accomplishment" 

(Fisher 1997, 36). His bodhisattva aspect is Vishvapani 

Bodhisattva. The great teacher of that time, like 

Sakyamuni, will be Maitreya.

These five celestial buddhas who created these world 

systems are also known as the Dhyani (contemplation) 

buddhas. Along with their specific color, each of these 

buddhas symbolize one aspect of human existence. Such as; 

Vairochana with consciousness, Ratrasambhava with 

sensation, Amoghasiddhi with volition, Amitabha with 

perception and Akshobhya with body. They all are seated on 

a lotus pediment making a mudra - a series of poses or 

gestures each having its own symbolic meaning. Many of the 

deities in the Vajrayana pantheon are thought to be 

originated from these five families.

2.6.2. The Wheel of Existence

Bhavachakra is also called 'the Wheel of Time' or 'the 

Wheel of Life'. Although it is a map of cosmos, it is also 

an analysis of karma and evolution of its results. The 

belief of rebirth or reincarnation occupies an important 

place in Buddhism. One's own actions determine his or her 

future rebirths. According to this belief, human beings 

lie at the center of their destiny shaping it by their own 

actions regardless of their castes, financial and physical 

conditions.
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The wheel of existence is one of the visualizations of 

the Buddhist cosmology. It is also the systematization of 

the twelve preconditions for suffering. The wheel is held 

in the mouth and the claws of Yâma - the lord of Death, 

impermanence - who originated from the Hindu god of death. 

The wheel can be examined in three parts; the center part, 

the middle part and the surrounding ring.

At the center of the wheel, inside a circle, there are 

three animals each having the other's tail in its mouth and 

forming a circle. These three animals - a cock, a snake and 

a pig - symbolize the urges and feelings that cause 

suffering and keep the cycle turning. The cock is for 

greed, desire and passion. The snake is for anger, hatred 

and aversion, while the pig is for ignorance and delusion.

The middle part consists of the various realms of 

rebirth, the so-called Gati. This part is divided into six 

parts or realms!^. These six realms are seen as the result 

of six main negative emotions: pride, jealousy, desire, 

ignorance, greed and anger. From the worst to the best, 

there are the realm of hells, hungry ghosts, animals, 

humans, asuras (demigods), and devas (gods).^^ Existence in 

the first three realms (hells, hungry ghosts and animals) 

are seen as bad or inferior and in the second three realms 

(humans, asuras and devas) as good or superior rebirths.

In the early versions there were five realms in 
which the realm of the asuras or demigods- who are like the 
Greek titans- were not included.

In the Chinese and Ceylonese versions of this order, 
demigods are placed below the humans, and put into a worse 
condition.
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The human realm is seen as the more opportunistic one, a 

realm where one can learn more and achieve enlightenment.

All the beings in these six realms are subjected to 

karma and rebirth. They are born in these realms as a result 

of their karma. Even the gods are in that realm because of 

their good karma and when that good karma ripens off, they 

will decease from there into the other realms of existence. 

Being born into one of these realms means being subjected 

to the cycle of existence - samsara. The way off this cycle 

is by achieving enlightenment - nirvana - as the Buddha did.

At the outer ring surrounding this middle part, going 

clockwise, there are twelve images of events in human life 

that are linked together. These images and their symbolism 

which are explained by Waddell in detail can be summarized 

as having the following meanings: (1) A blind person - 

symbolizing ignorance and being blind to the truths, (2) A 

potter - symbolizing the karmic formation or the 

formation of the self, (3) A monkey - for agitated 

formations, (4) Two people in a boat - for name and form, 

(5) A house with six windows - five windows symbolize the 

ordinary senses, the sixth symbolizes the mind and the 

house symbolizes arising from the senses and the mental 

facuities,(6) Lovers holding hands - for close contact and 

arousal of sensual desires, (7) A man with an arrow in the 

eye - for feeling, both pleasure and pain, (8) Drinking - 

symbolizing thirst developed for more and more sensations, 

(9) A man snatching fruit - for clinging, grasping, (10) 

Sexual intercourse-for becoming, (11) A pregnant woman -
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for birth, (12) A corpse - for death yielding to future 

rebirth (1972, 109-12).

2.6.3. Gods In Buddhism

The gods in Buddhism are seen as individuals who are 

also subjected to death and rebirth. They are in the realm 

of gods because of the good karma they had accumulated in 

their previous lives. When this good karma runs out, they 

are destined to fall down from there and born into other 

realms. As they exist in the endless cycle of existence, 

they are inferior to the Buddha and other buddhas who are 

freed from the cycle of rebirth by achieving enlightenment.

In early Buddhism, gods were not seen as saviours but 

beings in a superior position than humans. They were not 

worshipped. But with the emergence of esoteric sects, they 

started to be worsphipped in Mahayana and mainly in 

Vajrayana where they found their places as the guardians of 

the teachings. Although they are still worshipped in some 

traditions, their place remains under the buddhas. The 

quality of this worship is of different kind.

Almost in every religion, the symbolism and metaphors 

that are used to express some ideas or concepts are 

accepted as actuality by some people. This is the case 

especially when the education level in that population is 

low. With the increase in the literacy level, the realities 

and the intentions behind these symbols and metaphors are 

understood better.
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The case of worshipping the deities and gods in 

Vajrayana is the same. Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche, a Tibetan 

Buddhist master, states that "Actually the Vajrayana 

teachings are symbolic and metaphoric. The deities depicted 

in the beautiful paingtings represent different qualities 

of mind and do not have any inherent existence" ( 1994, 32). 

People, feeling powerless, need to depend on something 

external and more powerful than themselves.

2.6.4. The Buddhist Oeomantrlc View

Sacred geography is the ground on which all the 

Tibetan religious orientations position themselves. The 

Tibetan geomantric view is the local refinement of the axis 

mundi the world axis (Gold 1994, 27).

At the center of this world view, there is the cosmic 

mountain, which is called Mount Meru^^. According to 

Buddhists, each one of the infinite number of world systems 

that exist has its own buddha and Mount Meru which is 

described by Waddell as having the following 

characteristics (1972, 77-81).

The four sides of Mt. Meru consist of different 

materials. The eastern side is of cyristal or silver, while 

the western side is ruby, the northern one gold and the 

southern one lapis or saphire.

Axis mundi- the world axis, is any concept of a 
cosmic mountain that is at the center of a sacred world.

Mt. Meru, like the Greek Olympus has its terrestrial 
prototype. Mt. Kailas which is at the north of Lake 
Manasarova in the Himalayas is its prototype
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Mt. Meru exists in the center of a concentric plate. 

Around this mountain, there are seven rings of golden 

mountains that get higher as they approach Mt. Meru. 

Between these rings of mountains, there are oceans of 

various depths. At the outer ocean four continents, each 

having two satellites, exist. These continents, which are 

different in shape, are on the main directions.

The one at the south, which is our world, is called 

Jamudvip. The continent and its satellites are blue in 

color and triangular in shape- which is the shape of the 

Indian peninsula. The inhabitants of this world have riches 

and sins as well as virtues. The north continent, the 

largest of all, is called Uttara-kuru. It is, with its 

satellites, square in shape and green in color. Their 

inhabitants are fierce and noisy creatures who live on 

trees that supply all their needs. The west continent is 

called Godhanya. It and its satellites are circular in 

shape and red in color. Its inhabitants are extremely 

powerful and addicted to eating cattle. The east continent, 

which is white in color, is called Videha. It and its 

satellites are shaped like crescent moon. Its inhabitants 

are tranquil and mild beings who are of excellent conduct.

Eight hot hells and eight cold hells exist under Mt. 

Meru. And above it there are sixteen layers of heavens of 

the higher gods that get purer as ascending.

36



3. CHRISTIAtriflT: BISTORlt, DOCfRIKRS ARD UtTIVERSB

3.1. Pre-Christianity

Christianity, which is today's one of the main 

religions, did not start its existence as a separate 

religion. First, it started as a renewal movement within 

Judaism in Palestine and later evolved into a religion of 

its own by rejecting some parts of Judaism. It was always 

stated by Jesus that he did not come to destroy Judaism. The 

reason behind the birth of Christianity as a separate 

religion was their rejection from the Orthodox Jews because 

of their different interpretation of some aspects of the 

Jewish religion. Their openness to include the Gentiles to 

the Jewish religion and considering the people from various 

social status as being equal could not be accepted by these 

Jews. In order to understand the changes that Christianity 

and Jesus Christ had created, one has to know Judaism, more 

detailed accounts of which is given by Bainton, Burke and 

Segal(1987, 7-31; 1996, 193-216; 1996, 17-80).

Judaism started its existence around 1300 BCE^O in the 

ancient Near East. It is a religion in which history is of 

utmost importance. Remembrance of the events that have 

happened is crucial to its continuity as it shows what God

20 It is more appropriate to use BCE (Before Common 
Era) and CE (Common Era) while dating events concerning 
Jews as the birth of Christ is no turning point for them.
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has created and how God has wanted them to behave. Judaism, 

the first monotheistic religion, later gave rise to other 

monotheistic religions, such as Christianity and Islam, 

that spread throughout the world.

In Judaism, there is the concept of creator God who 

created everything: the universe, our world, humans, 

animals, etc., but not created by anything. Although God is 

capable of creating, destroying and punishing with absolute 

power, God is also capable of loving.

At the beginning of Genesis, the history of creation 

of the universe is told. On each day of the creation, 

different things had been created by God. On the sixth day, 

humans were created and on the seventh day, God rested. The 

Jews took this pattern and arranged a weekly Sabbath, the 

seventh day of the week, in which they rested from their 

ordinary activities.

One important concept of Judaism is the concept of 

"covenant" {berith in Hebrew) made with God. A covenant can 

be compared to today's contracts and they are two sided. 

God specifies the actions and behaviors that are required 

and in return gives them a holiness. As people can not 

govern themselves as they should, God selects a specific 

person to make covenant with. Because of these covenants, 

the Jews saw themselves as the selected people who were 

more valuable to God.

The first of these covenants was made with Abraham, 

the traditional father of the Hebrews. The result of this 

covenant was the promise of the land of Canaan to Abraham
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and his descendants. So with the command of God, Abraham 

journeyed from Babylonia to the land of Canaan, Palestine.

With the covenant made with Moses, the covenant of 

Abraham was enlarged and renewed. Moses rescued the Hebrews 

in Egypt who were used by the Pharaoh as forced slaves. 

After this migration which is called the Exodus, they lived 

a nomadic life for 40 years in the wilderness where Moses 

received the Ten Commandments - the core of Israel’s law - 

on Mount Sinai.

After these 40 years of nomadic life, the Hebrews took 

over the dominance of the land of Canaan, the promised land 

of Abraham, under the leadership of Joshua. In The Book of 

Joshua, a war of aggression which is justified and 

sacralized is depicted. It is seen as holy because it is 

commanded by God as a part of the historical plan. The 

enemies who are seen as the enemies of God are attacked in 

an unhumanitarian way and violence with the assistance of 

God. This notion of holy war is important as it inspired the 

Christian Crusades centuries later.

Around 1000 BCE, the Israelite society turned into a 

monarchic one from a system of tribal confederation. David, 

as a king, made Jerusalem the religious center of all 

Hebrews. But with the Babylonian dominance in 587 BCE and 

the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, some important 

changes occured in Judaism. The scattering of the 

priesthood resulted in the shift of focus towards more 

detailed explanation of the Torah, the Law, which was made 

up of the first five books of the Old Testament called 

Pentateuch. The Torah or the Pentateuch, the Law of Moses,
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consists of five books: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers 

and Deuteronomy. The two points stressed in the Law were 

the Sabbath and the importance of circumcision as a sign of 

the covenant. Another event that marked a change was the 

destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem which created a need 

for a new gathering place in exile. So the institution of 

Synagogue as a religious gathering place was born.

With the disappearance of the succession of the 

Davidic King, the legends of a future king who would be from 

the lineage of David started. The term "Messiah", the 

anointed one, was also referred to this king. This concept 

of the future king or the "Messiah" was important for 

Christianity as Jesus Christ was this "Messiah", the future 

king, for them.

Around 330 BCE, Alexander the Great conquered the area 

and with his domination, the Jews were faced with the 

Hellenistic culture which later influenced Christianity 

with its certain aspects. Some areas of the Jewish 

population, especially the ones living in the Gentile 

environments were Hellenized more easily than the others.

Under the influence of Greek thought, some Jewish 

philosophers like Philo claimed the existence of Logos, 'a 

kind of instrumental divine intelligence', that linked 

Yahweh's - God’s - actions on this earth. The concept of 

Logos was later used by Christians as an explanation for 

Jesus having divine and human nature at the same time. 

Another concept of Stoic Greek philosophy that had effects 

on Christianity instead of Judaism was the belief that all
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men were created equal as they were all the citizens of the 

cosmos that they participated in.

The great clash between Hellenism and Judaism occured 

when a form of emperor worship, which was later adopted by 

the Romans, was required from all of the empire. As the 

claim of divinity of the kings was unacceptable, the Jews 

rised a riot which resulted in many persecutions. During 

these persecutions, the Jews were encouraged by a book 

called The Book of Daniel which was thought to be written 

during the Babylonian captivity although it was written at 

more recent times. The Book of Daniel also influenced the 

Christians in keeping up their faith in God while they were 

being persecuted for their beliefs later.

After the revolt, the Jews were freed from Greek 

dominance and got under the Roman dominance in 6 3 BCE. 

During the period when Jesus was born, the Jews were 

waiting for a national deliverer who would be the Messiah, 

the king, from David's lineage, who would save them from 

the situation that they were in and who would make them the 

owners of the promised land again.

3.2. Life of Jesus Christ

The life story of Jesus Christ was told in the Gospels 

of John, Luke, Mark and Paul which were written long after 

his death. As these Gospels which make up a part of the New 

Testament tell conflicting stories about Christ, it is 

believed that these stories are not about the historical 

Jesus of Nazareth but about Christ who was told in the
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gospels. It is this Christ rather than the historical one 

that Christianity and its doctrines were built around.

3.2.1. Christ's Birth

According to the Gospels, Virgin Mary, the mother of 

Jesus, was visited by Archangel Gabriel who announced her 

the birth of the son of God, Jesus Christ. Before giving 

birth, Mary traveled from Nazareth to Bethelem with her 

fiance Joseph. Jesus was born in a stable as there was no 

room at the inn where they were to stay. After his birth in 

the stable, a craddle could not be found and the baby was 

put into a feeding box for animals. According to this 

story, Christ was born as an outcast and he was adorned by 

shepherds and wisemen who were led there by the star 

messaging his birth.

3.2.2. His Adult Life

In the canonical Gospels, not much information is 

given about the childhood of Christ and he comes into view 

again when he was 30 years old. Then, he was baptized in the 

river Jordan by his cousin John, the Baptist, who was the 

leader of an ascetic group. John announced that Jesus was 

the long-waited Messiah of the Jews.

From that time on, Jesus started to preach and 

gathered a group of people around him. The initial band of 

his twelve disciples were called the Apostles. He traveled 

together with his group preaching and performing miracles
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such as healing the sick, making the blind see and the deaf 

hear. The most impressive miracle attributed to him is 

making the dead come to life again. The most famous example 

of this miracle is also the last one which happened before 

his own death. Christ raised his friend Lazarus from death 

after four days in the presence of Virgin Mary and others. 

His domination over death showed his power of Messiahship 

to his believers.

Jesus, together with many of his disciples, started a 

journey to Jerusalem. When they arrived there, he was 

greeted like a king by some dwellers of the city who thought 

that he was the Messiah mentioned in the Old Testament. 

They expected him to fight a battle against the enemies of 

the Jews and rescue them from the captivity of the Romans. 

When they saw that he was against war and his companions 

included the Gentiles as well as the outcasts of the 

society, the Orthodox Jews showed reaction. He was 

presented to the Roman authorities as claiming to be the 

king of the Jews. Betrayed by his disciple Judas Iscariot 

who told his place to the Romans, he was arrested and 

brought to trial. He was sentenced to death and crucified 

as it was the common way of executing criminals at that 

period.

3.2.3. Death of Christ

After his death, his disciples were confused and did 

not know what to do. But, his resurrection became the 

most impressive miracle of all which resulted in
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the continuation of Christianity, even more powerful than 

before. A few days after his death, Mary Magdelana, one of 

his female disciples, went to visit his tomb and found the 

big rock in front of it removed: the tomb was empty. It is 

mentioned in the gospels that the risen Christ was later 

seen by other disciples, commanding them to spead the 

doctrines. After this event, Jesus Christ descended to Hell 

to preach to the ones who have died before him and have not 

heard his preachings. Later, he ascended to Heaven near to 

his father, God.

3.3. Basics of Christ's Teachings

Jesus Christ, from the beginning of his teaching 

career, stressed that his intention was not to destroy the 

Jewish Law but to fulfill it. What he tried to achieve was 

to improve the status of the inner attitudes versus the 

external actions that were stressed in Judaism. He 

emphasized the love towards humans, even for one's enemies, 

in his teachings. He also stressed that the Law was made for 

humans, not humans for the Law (Burke 1996, 293).

An important change that Jesus presented was the hope 

which he gave to the low-status and marginal people. 

According to Jesus, they also had an equal place with 

others in the eyes of God. Jesus also offered the 

opportunity to practice the Jewish religion to the Gentiles 

and tried to make Judaism an international religion, not 

only the religion of the Jews.
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Another change that Christianity brought was the 

concept of Heaven. Heaven was the reward for the good 

Christians, a place where they would be closer to God. With 

the concept of Heaven, Jesus emphasized the immortality of 

the soul. The return of Jesus would mark the end of the 

present age and the start of the Judgement Day when the 

Reign of God would be visible.

A new point which came into focus with Christianity 

was the concept of original sin (Burke 1996, 296; Oxtoby 

1996, 213). It was the sin of Adam and Eve which resulted in 

their decline from Heaven and mortality. The Christians 

believed that this sin was inherited to humanity, the 

descendants of Adam and Eve. In order to wash away the 

original sin, one has to be baptised. The sharp difference 

between Christianity and Judaism is that in Judaism, there 

is no original sin so great to be inherited.

The superhuman miracles attributed to Jesus Christ 

were seen by his followers as the justification for his 

messages coming directly from God. His resurrection from 

death was his last and maybe the most convincing miracle.

3.4. The Church

With the increase in the number of Gentiles among 

Jesus's disciples, a new problem about keeping the Jewish 

Law emerged. The question was the subjectiveness of 

Gentiles to keep the Jewish Law. The answer to this 

question resulted in the emergence of two churches (Burke 

1996, 298). The ones coming from the Jewish background
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believed that they should keep the Law and formed the 

Jewish Church in Jerusalem which was later demolished in 70 

AD. The ones who believed that the Gentiles should not be 

subject to Jewish Law formed the Gentile Church in 

Palestine.

The Christian Church owes its formation to Apostle 

Paul who is not one of the twelve apostles of Jesus (Burke 

1996, 295; Oxtoby 1996, 213). His method of spreading 

Jesus's teachings was first preaching in a local synagogue 

and then arranging a separate meeting with the ones who 

were interested, to preach them more elaborately. In his 

time, the church initially referred to those local 

Christians.

The model of the Christian Church was taken from the 

synagogue. The authority was in the hands of the board or 

committee of directors. There were three positions as 

presbyteroi 'elders', episkopoi 'overseers' and diakonoi 

'servants/messangers' (Burke 1996, 299). At the beginning, 

these people were working part-time in the church. Later, 

the need for having them full-time in the organization 

emerged. The person who was in charge of running the 

organization was called the Bishop deriving from the word 

episkopos. His duty included ordaining the priests 

(deriving from the word prebyteros) and deacons (deriving 

from the word diakonos). In the early church organization, 

women as well as men were designated for a variety of 

ecclesiastical roles as such, although they weren't later.

The Bishops were elected by the local Christian 

community and each local church had its own. All of the
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independent churches that were in communion with one 

another formed the Universal Church.

3.5. Sacraments of Christianity

The sacraments, coming from the Latin word sacramentum 

meaning 'an oath’, are the rites carried out in 

Christianity. Some of the main sacraments which are used 

to convey grace, to strengthen the faith of the believers 

and to unify them are Baptism, Eucharist, Penance, 

Confirmation and Marriage as explained by Burke, McGrath 

and Oxtoby (1996,300-1; 1994, 428-45; 1996,220-21). The two

sacraments that Jesus Christ ordered in the Gospels were 

Baptism and the Eucharist.

3.5.1. The Eucharist

This central ritual of all branches of Christianity is 

also called the Mass by the Roman Catholics, Holy Communion 

or Lord's Supper by the Protestants and the Liturgy by the 

Eastern Orthodox Christians. The Eucharist is the 

commemoration of the Last Supper of Jesus Christ in which 

Jesus shared the wine and bread with the twelve Apostles 

declaring these to be his blood and body. By this ritual, it 

is believed that the risen Christ strengthens the 

believers.
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The origin of Christian baptism comes from John the 

Baptist, the cousin of Jesus Christ, who baptized Jesus 

when he was 30 years old. In early Christianity, one was 

baptized into the faith after instructions of religion 

were given. But later, this changed into being baptized as 

a baby. Baptism signifies the wash away from the original 

sin and admission to the community.

3.6. The Gospels

The Christians did not demolish their ties with 

Judaism and its Law, but accepted the Jewish Bible as the 

Old Testament and produced their own writings which they 

called the New Testament. The New Testament consisted of 

the letters of Paul (to the various churches he founded), 

the Gospels (in which the life stories of Jesus were 

written down some decades after his death) and the Second 

Letter of Peter - which were all written by 180 AD.

Information about the life of Jesus comes mainly from 

the four Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John (Burke 

1996, 290-1; Oxtoby 1996, 202-11). Even the precise date of 

his birth is not consistent in these four Gospels and they 

contradict each other in some other issues, too. But the 

first three Gospels (Matthew's, Mark's and Luke's) are more 

consistent with each other about the life, death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ. They are called the Synoptic

3.5.2. Baptism
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Gospels as they give the accounts from the same point of 

view.

3.6.1. Mark's Gospel

In this Gospel, the life of Jesus is told starting 

from his adulthood. According to Mark's account, Jesus 

starts preaching and announces the coming of God’s kingdom. 

He performs miracles and heads toward Jerusalem together 

with his twelve disciples. There, he continues to challenge 

the religious authorities. During his celebration of 

Passover, he is betrayed by his disciple Judas and 

arrested. After his trial before the Roman Governor Pilate, 

he is sentenced to death by being crucified. In his 

biography of Jesus, Mark mentions the Roman centurion 

terming him as the Son of God at his last breath. Later, 

after his tomb is found empty, he appears to some of his 

followers and his eleven faithful disciples commanding them 

to preach the Gospel.

3.6.2. Luke's Gospel

Luke's biography of Jesus differs from Mark's account 

as it gives the events before and during his birth, too. 

During Jesus's birth, angels appear to the shepherds who 

pay their respects to him as the Messiah. In a ceremony, the 

devout Simeon also recognizes the baby as the Messiah. 

Luke's biography contains a number of hymns, also. He shows 

that Jesus is destined for his role as the Messiah from his
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birth, while Mark shows it as his adulthood decision marked 

by baptism. Luke’s Gospel also addresses to the Gentile 

world. His accounts on the trial and crucifixion are more 

detailed than Mark's. According to Luke, charges against 

Jesus include claiming kingship and inciting rebellion. 

Although Pilate believes his innocence, he executes him. 

The Roman centurion who witnesses the execution declares 

him as innocent instead of declaring him as the son of God 

as in the case of Mark's account. After his death, Jesus 

resurrects and appears to his followers. Although Luke have 

some references to Jewish scriptures in his Gospel, they 

are as statements made by Jesus himself.

3.6.3. Matthew's Gospel

The Gospel of Matthew is most similar to Luke's, but 

it addresses the Jewish population. He uses references to 

Hebrew Scriptures to claim the Messiahship of Jesus. 

According to his account, Jesus's family escapes from 

Herod's infant slaughter. He mentions that Mary gave birth 

to Jesus as a virgin and refers to a passage in Isaah which 

only tells about a young woman giving birth to a son as the 

proof of this episode.

3.6.4. John's Gospel

This Gospel is different from the other three which 

are called the Synoptic Gospels. While the other three 

Gospels are the interpretations of the writers, John’s
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intention is also to present the cosmic significance of the 

events. According to John, Jesus pre-existed as the Word 

and he was the incarnation of that. Through John's Gospel, 

Jesus declares himself as the Messiah. Salvation is 

important for John and he is also concerned with morality.

3.7. The Doctrines of Christianity

3.7.1. The Two Natures of Christ

Today in Christianity, Jesus Christ is belived to be 

the Son of God. This resulted in the belief that there are 

two natures, human and divine, inherent in him which is 

also called as the hypostatic union (Burke 1996, 305-6).

His human nature comes from the earthly figure of Jesus who 

was born in Nazareth from a woman called Mary. His divine 

nature comes from the belief that he is the Son of God. The 

part of the Christian theology that deals with the person 

of Christ is known as "Christology".

Before the concensus of the church on the nature of 

Christ, there were two valid opinions on his nature in 

relation to God. As McGrath puts it, these views were Jesus 

being homolousis 'of similar substance' as God versus 

Jesus being homoousis 'of same substance' as God (1994, 

18). After the Council in Nicea in 325 AD, church came to an 

agreement that Jesus was "of same substance" as God which 

also meant "one in being" with God. This decision opened 

the way to the doctrine of Trinity which emerged to settle 

the confusions that had arisen .
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Christianity, being born from Judaism, adopted its 

monotheistic God concept. With the acceptance of Jesus as 

being one with God, church faced some dif fuculties: it 

seemed as if there were two Gods. Their solution to this 

problem created the doctrine of Trinity which revealed that 

there were three divine persons united within a single 

God. As it is explained by Burke, McGrath and Oxtoby, the 

trinity consists of the Father, the Son, and the Holy 

Spirit all of which are equally divine and of equal status 

(1996, 306; 1994, 19-20; 1996, 231-34).

The Father is revealed in Christ, the Son, through the 

Spirit all of which are united to create a greater whole. 

The Father is the creator who can create in his own image. 

The title "Father" does not necessarily mean that God is 

male but, by making an analogy^l, the role of the father in 

the ancient Near East, such as disciplining the child, is 

seen suitable for God.22 This means that the role, not the 

maleness, is attributed to God.

The Son is created by the Father in his own image. 

Christ, the Son, represents the Logos (meaning the Word in 

the sense of reason and thought in Greek) which is the 

ultimate source of all human knowledge. In Judaism, it is 

considered as a kind of instrumental divine intelligence

3.7.2. The Doctrine of Trinity

21 As theology deals with divine beings, analogies are 
always used as a method of expression in theological 
literature.

22 The careful examination of early Christian 
literature resulted in the rediscovery of the amount of the 
female imagery used to describe God.
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which creates an intermediating connection for Yahweh's 

(God's) actions on this world. In Christianity, it is used 

to explain how it is possible for Jesus to have divine and 

human nature at the same time.

The Holy Spirit, the third element of this union, is 

the perfect, complete "bond of love"23 . it is also 

associated with the wind and breath which comes from the 

translation of the Hebrew term ruach referring to three 

words- spirit, wind, and breath. In the ancient Near East, 

an association was made with the wind's refreshening 

aspect. And breath, nearly in all cultures, is associated 

with life and life with spirit.

The doctrine of Trinity created separation between the 

Eastern and Western Churches because of the relation of the 

Father, the Son , and the Holy Spirit who have separate and 

complementary characters. In the Eastern approach. The 

Father begets the Son and breathes the Spirit. But in the 

Western approach, the Father begets the Son who later, 

together with the Father, breathes the Spirit.

3.7.3. The Doctrine of Person of Christ

The historical events that center upon Christ - his 

life, death and resurrection - are of utmost importance to 

Christianity. As he is a mediator between God and humans, 

the Christians know God through him. In Christianity, some 

specific terms such as Messiah, Son of God, Son of Man, Lord

23 viewing Holy Spirit as the "bond of love" was by the 
influence of Augustine, one of the main Christian 
theologians
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and God were all ascribed to Jesus Christ, some of which 

also took place in the Old Testament but in a more different 

context (Burke 1996, 299; McGrath 1994, 270-83).

In the Old Testament, there was the belief that God's 

"Messiah" would come to save the Jews and demolish all the 

foes of God and the Jews. In Greek, the Hebrew term Mashiah 

is translated as Christos. The term Christ is used as a 

title given to Jesus in the New Testament to point out his 

role as the Messiah. But, in the Jewish accounts of the 

coming Messiah, there was no clue for his sufferings.

The term "Son of God", used in the Old Testament in a 

broad sense applying to all believers along with the 

Prophets, was applied to Jesus Christ by the Christians. 

Its translation comes to mean "belonging to God". Although 

it can cover the Christian believers, it actually refers to 

Christ.

"Son of Man" is another term that was used in a broad 

sense in the Old Testament where it referred to Prophet 

Ezekiel, along with a future theological figure who would 

signal the coming divine Judgement. It was also used to 

show the lower status of men versus God and angels. In 

Christianity, it has a strong relation to the term "Son of 

God" as its counter part, and it affirms the humanity of 

Jesus.

"Lord" is also another term that is used to refer to 

Jesus. In Judaism, as God's name is believed to be sacred, 

it was improper to pronounce it. Instead of it, the letters 

YHWH for Yahweh or an alternative word adonai was used. 

Adonai was translated into Greek as kyrios, meaning "Lord".
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In Christianity, this term is used to refer to Jesus in 

order to imply the high degree identity of God and him.

In some parts of the New Testament, it can be seen that 

Jesus Christ is clearly called as "God" and he is 

worshipped in the way God is worshipped in Judaism. 

Addressing Jesus Christ (who is regarded as the Son in the 

Trinity and believed to reveal God with his divine nature) 

like that does not create a theological problem from the 

point of view of the Christians.

3.8. Orthodox Christianity

Until the end of the third century, the early 

Christian Church continued its development without a 

serious division despite of the language differences 

existing between the communities. When the Roman Empire 

became too big to be governed by one emperor. Emperor 

Diocletian divided it into two. The Western Roman Empire 

included the Latin-speaking areas such as Italy, Spain and 

Gaul while the Eastern Roman Empire, called Byzantine, 

included the Greek-speaking areas such as Greece, Asia 

Minor, Palestine and Egypt.

This political division started the separation of the 

Western and the Eastern Churches (Burke 1996, 308). Instead 

of being caused by theological differences, this 

separation was based mainly on differences in languages 

which also effected the way of thinking and the cultures. 

The invasion of the West by the barbarians further
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separated the West from the East where there was no such 

struggle due to invasion.

After this separation, the Eastern Church considered 

the Patriarch of Constantinople as its head while the 

Western Church regarded the Bishop of Rome as its. Although 

the Eastern Church honored the Bishop of Rome as the chief 

bishop, they saw his authority as being limited to his own 

region. In 1054 AD, the Roman Church added the word 

filioque 'and from the son' to the creed (the formulations 

of the content of faith) depending only on its own 

authority and ignoring the Eastern Church (Oxtoby 1996, 

231). This exclusion completed the split of the East and 

the West.

3.8.1. Differences between the Eastern and Western Churches

The separation of the East and the West brought about 

some differences in the way the Churches were viewed. In 

the Western Roman Empire, the Church was seen as the 

protector of the teachings and the mediator between the 

people and God. But in the East, the Church was seen as the 

place where people came closer to God.

Another difference between them was in their relation 

to the government. As the barbaric invasions weakened the 

state, the Western Church increased its power and gained 

its independence from the state. In contrast, the Eastern 

Church continued its existence as a part of the imperial 

government. This system was called as "caesaropapism" in 

which the emperor practically acted as the head and
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involved in the affairs of the Church (Runciman 1981,109). 

Although he was not a priest, the emperor possessed 

priestly powers and one of his responsibilities concerning 

the church was to control the organization by guaranteeing 

the selection of the suitable patriarch and bishops.

With "caesaropapism", the notion of "the sacred 

monarch" emerged as a result of the acceptance of the 

Eusebian doctrine (Runciman 1981, 109-10). In this 

doctrine, the pagan view of king as the earthly 

representative of God was Christianized with some 

modifications and what was seen as sacred was the position 

of emperorship, not the emperor himself.

3.8.2. Differences In the Doctrines of Holy Trinity and 
Immaculate Conception

Despite the political and cultural separation between 

the Orthodox and Roman Churches, the doctrines did not 

differ too much. Both Churches accepted the seven 

Sacraments, the Nicene Creed (formulation of the Council of 

Nicaea with or without the phrase filloque) and the 

Eucharist as fundamental. The manner of the West was to 

state these doctrines as strict, fixed statements while the 

the East put them forward in a less strict tone.

The main difference in the Doctrine of Holy Trinity is 

about the person from whom the Holy Spirit has evolved. 

According to the Roman Church, it is the Father and the Son 

who create the Spirit together after the Father begets the 

Son. But the Eastern Church refuses this by saying that
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such a conception of the event will result in having two 

creators in the Trinity which will conflict with the 

concept of monotheistic God. Their view of the Trinity is 

that the Father is responsible from the creation of both 

the Son and the Spirit. Therefore, the Roman Church 

included the word filioque 'and from the Son' to the Creed. 

According to Attwater, "this word became representative of 

the differences between the Churches and caused endless 

controvercy..."(1937 , 182).

Another theological point that the two Churches can 

not agree upon is on the Doctrine of Immaculate Conception 

which is about the original sin of Virgin Mary (Attwater 

1937, 21; Oxtoby 1996, 264). As Jesus Christ was considered 

to be the Son of God, he was born without the original sin. 

Therefore, the Roman Church came to the belief that Virgin 

Mary, as the mother of Jesus, was also conceived without 

the original sin. But the Orthodox Church refused this 

claim stating that Mary was freed from the original sin at 

the Annunciation.

3.9. The Christian Universe

Nearly in all religions, the human mind seeked an 

answer to the question of what would happen after death. 

The answer given in general was about another world where 

people would go after death. This is also the case with 

Christianity. The Christians believe that they will 

either go to Heaven or Hell after they die depending on 

their good and bad deeds on earth.
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This world is the place where human kind is living as 

mortals. At the beginning, when God created the first 

humans who were Adam and Eve, they were living in the Garden 

of Eden as immortals. After they have eaten the forbidden 

fruit with the temptation of the Devil, they were punished 

and fell from Eden to earth to live as mortals. This sin of 

Adam and Eve was accepted as the original sin by the 

Christians and believed to be inherited by their 

descendents.

According to the Christians, Jesus Christ was born 

into this world for the salvation of the humankind (McGrath 

1994, 337). They are waiting for his second arrival which 

will mark the end of the present time and the beginning of 

the Judgement Day. The sinners, the ones effected by the 

Devil, will go to Hell where they will be tormented 

eternally. The opposite of Hell is Heaven, the place where 

all the people with virtue will be closer to God forever as 

a reward of their virtuousness (McGrath 1994, 473-78).

Our world is seen as the ground on which the forces 

(spirits) of good and evil battle. These spirits are called 

angels deriving from the Greek word angelas 'messenger'. 

They are the creatures with free will who are created by 

God as superior to humans both in power and ihtelligence 

and there are evil angels along with the good ones (Russell 

1981, 36).

The good angels who have the duties of assisting and 

administering are the helpers of God. The celestial 

hierarchy is divided into three. At the top, there are the 

highest order of angels called the seraphim, the second
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order of angels called the cherubim and the third order of 

angels called the thrones whose activities are centered on 

the divinity itself. The second hierarchy consists of the 

dominions, the virtues and the powers where the dominions 

serve as a medium between the heavenly court and its 

messengers. The third hierarchy which is the lowest 

consists of the principalities, the archangels and the 

angels who all deal with the administration of the material 

world together with the virtues and the powers (Farell 

1998). The most important archangels are Gabriel, Michael 

and Raphael: Gabriel is the archangel who announced the 

birth of Jesus to Virgin Mary and Michael is the one who 

casted the Devil out of Heaven (Russell 1981, 194).

There are evil angels, who have the Devil as their 

leader, versus the good angels. The Devil has many names 

in different languages such as diabolos 'slanderer' in 

Greek and Satan 'adversary' in Hebrew. He is also called 

Ba'al-zabul 'mighty lord' and Ba'al-zabub 'lord of the 

flies' (Oxtoby 1996, 268). The Devil, angel named Lucifer, 

started his career as an angel at the top of the hierarchy. 

When he fell into pride and tried to immitate the role of 

God, he was thrown away from Heaven and fell down to Hell 

where he contantly struggles against God (Russell 1981, 

27) .
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Sacred art includes the art forms with religious and 

devotional purposes. In the non-Western societies and in 

the West before the Renaissance, art was mainly used as 

religious objects. After the Renaissance, the Western art 

started to gain secularity which resulted in today's 

notion of art with its secular and individualistic nature. 

Due to this secularity of the Western art, it may not be so 

easy to understand certain aspects of sacred art.

When considering sacred art, one has to keep in mind 

that it includes the art forms with more than mere 

aesthetic quality. Although being aesthetic may be one of 

the qualities of sacred art, its main purpose is to 

communicate and bring the theologies, doctrines and higher 

levels of truth to the human level making them perceive 

these truths. As a result, what sacred art refers to is not 

just the eyes but mainly the soul and the heart of the 

perceiver through the feelings.

Sacred art opens up doors to different levels of 

realities depending on the quality of the audience. What it 

reveals to one or the other changes according to the 

religious knowledge of the person. If the person does not 

have enough knowledge about that particular religion, the 

image will not reveal more than a panaromic view. If that 

person knows the symbols and metaphors used, the 

information that he/she will get out of the same image will

4. SACRED ARIT: PURPOSE, FORMS AND REACTIONS
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be totally different. Therefore, the symbols and metaphors 

are important features of sacred art as they control and 

affect the messages given to different people who have 

different levels of information about that religion.

The symbolic elements inherent in the image may 

create a context totally different from the one easily 

seen. This may be in order to prevent revealing certain 

doctrines to the uninitiated ones. Due to this reason and 

the divine realities that it depicts, the sacred art is 

quite abstract although it seems realistic.

On the social level, the image unifies the society in 

rituals and ceremonies. It gives them a corporate identity 

motivating and inspiring on religious terms. The image is 

also used as illustrative material for didactive purposes 

to educate the society, both literates and illiterates.

After these religious objects are made, they are 

generally consecrated so that they gain efficiency and have 

sacred qualities. Then they are used in rituals and 

ceremonies, and act as a part of the religious 

contemplation. The consecration of religious objects are 

seen almost in all societies and religions.

4.1. Icons: Characteristics, Uses and Problems

Icon is a kind of sacred art which occupies an 

important place at the heart of Orthodox Christianity and 

its worship. It is the visual expression of the faith and 

theology of Orthodox Christians, and is mostly painted on 

wooden panel.
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The name icon given to these paintings comes from the 

Greek word eikon which means 'picture' or 'image' of any 

kind. Later, this term was used to mean a painting of 

religious type in the Western usage. Baggley mentions that 

eikon is the same word used in the Greek Bible, in Genesis 

chapter one which says that man is made in the image of God, 

and is also used by St. Paul as he tells that Jesus Christ 

is the image of the invisible God (1987, 1).

The early Christian philosophers thought of the 

universe as consisting of stages or levels on top of each 

other on a vertical axis. At the top, there existed God. 

Each of the stages or levels below was the image of the 

upper one which was created by the same laws. As it went 

downwards, these stages became more materialized than the 

upper ones which were more spiritual. So the icon was the 

materialized image of an event or a person "whose reality 

was actually in a higher, invisible and non-material world" 

(Temple 1989, 4). As a result, icon is the reflection of the 

prototype, the materialized image of it.

4.1.1. Subjects and Themes of Icons

Various religious subjects are depicted in icons as 

secular themes are not their subjects. Among these are the 

events and stories taken from the Old and New Testaments. 

The Orthodox Christians believe that these stories from the 

Bible have the same effect and sacredness as the Bible 

itself (Basegmez 1989, 8). Icons, in a way, are the 

visualization of the Bible.
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The stories from the Old Testament consist of the 

depiction of the Prophets and the Church of the Old 

Testament starting from Adam to Moses and to Christ. The 

stories taken from the New Testament are "The

Annunciation", "The Nativity of Christ", "The Baptism of 

Christ by St. John the Baptist", "The Raising of Lazarus", 

"Christ's Crucifixion","Resurrection","Transfiguration", 

"Christ Descending to Hell" or "The Anastasis" and "The 

Dormition of the Mother of God" (Ouspensky and Lossky 1989, 

60-63 ) .

Portraits are also the subjects of icons. Along with 

the portraits of Christ, the Virgin, St. John the Baptist, 

there are also the portraits of martyrs, well known 

saints along with the local ones, churchmen and emperors. 

Sometimes the emperors and empresses are depicted with 

Christ, the Virgin and other saints.

4.1.2. Types: Delsis, Biographical and Calender Icons

In the effort of classifying icons, one can find many 

categories of classification depending on the contextual 

aspects of icons. While one type of classification can be 

based on considering whether icons depict .events or 

portraits, the other categorization can be made according 

to the person depicted in icons such as the icons of 

Christ, icons of saints, icons of Mary,...etc. But there 

are some icons which are not so obvious, clear and easily 

categorized. It is important to mention these specifically.
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The deisis icons have one of the main themes found in 

the icons of the churches. They have Christ, the Mother of 

God and St. John the Baptist as their subjects. In this 

composition, Christ is seated on a throne between the 

Virgin and St. John the Baptist. Later, some of the other 

heavenly hierarchy such as the various saints, archangels 

and such were included in this composition (Baggley 1987, 

110) .
The word Deisis or Deesis means 'prayer'. It is the 

deisis that gives the iconostasis, the screen between the 

altar and the rest of the church, its function of being a 

link between God and the people (Sendler 1988, 94).

The biographical icons, which are also called 'vita 

icons' as mentioned by Belting, are the type of icons that 

carry a narrative in them (1994, 249). In these icons, a

portrait of a particular saint is depicted at the center of 

the icon. Around the all four sides of this portrait, 

scenes from the life of the saint surround the image. These 

scenes also include the miracles performed by the saint 

during his/her life or after his/her death. As a result, 

biographical icons carry on a memorative function by 

depicting the legend and the portrait of the saint.

In the Orthodox Christian liturgical year, specific 

saints refer to the specific days and months of the year. 

This genre of icons showing this sequence act as the church 

calendar. The calendar icons can be monthly or can include 

multiple months showing the saints of that month in an 

order of fixed dates and commemorates. When compared with 

the biographical icons, the calendar icons do not consist
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of an individual saint but a body of saints within the 

church; they are not as informative as the biographic icons 

about the saints, their lives and miracles (Belting 1994, 

249) .

4.1.3. Combined Styles and 'New Style' Icons

An interesting aspect of icons is the use of different 

painting 'styles' all together in one particular icon; 

these styles are used as a visual aid to distinguish the 

figures of different hierarchical levels from each other 

(Belting 1994, 129-31). This differentiation can be 

between angels and humans or humans and humans in terms of 

reality, unreality or levels of divinity. No consistent 

use of styles in different icons has been observed as 

there is no convention that certain styles are to be used 

with particular subjects. The important issue is the 

consistent use of these different styles within the same 

icon.

From the eleventh century on, the emergence of a new 

group of icons was seen. They were called as the 'icons 

painted in the new style'- kainourgos eikon hylographia 

(Belting 1994, 261). These icons used narratives and 

depiction of emotions which the previous ones lacked. They 

had new themes such as the monks' ladder of virtue and the 

miracle of the Archangel Michael at Chonae. These icons 

were not the replicas of the old archetypes as they took the 

event of crucifixion as their prototype.
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4.1.4. Public Uses: Battles, Processions, Church and Iconostatis

In Orthodox Christianity, icons have both public and 

private uses. Icons' usage in public includes their use in 

the churches, in the processions at feasts, and in the 

battles and triumphal chariots at old times. In private 

use, icons have their places in private houses.

Until the early times of the Byzantine Empire, as 

early as 600 AD, icons were taken into battles by the 

emperors to play the role of a protector and bring success 

to the army (Belting 1994, 185). Icons implied the 

existence of God's presence and support on the battlefield. 

This resembles the Jews ' Ark of the Covenant which they 

took to war as the symbol of God's presence on the 

battlefield.

During the eighth century, when icons failed to 

protect the armies from the Arabs, the emperor and others 

remembered the Israelites interpreting this failure as 

God's punishment to idolatry. According to Belting, this 

view had an effect on the iconoclastic reactions that were 

starting to take place at those times (1994, 44).

After icons survived the iconoclastic period, the 

tradition of carrying icons into battles continued in the 

Middle Ages. They also took place on the triumphal 

chariots decorated to celebrate the victory of the army and 

in the processions marched during the religious feasts such 

as the feast of the Virgin's death. Icons were carried in 

those processions along with the cross, the Gospel book and 

the censer.
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As icons play an important role in the Orthodox 

worship, they occupy a distinguished place in the Church, 

too. Icons are hung on the walls of the Church and on a 

screen called iconostasis. Before these icons, candles are 

lit and prayers are made.

Iconostasis that carry icons on is derived from the 

cancel screens of the early times which were used to hide 

the cancel areas from the public view (Belting 1994, 233). 

The cancel screens had icons on them as well. Iconostases 

which are developed from these cancel screens vary in form 

and material as they can be either portable panels or solid 

walls.

The importance of iconostasis is linked with the 

structure and the symbolism inherent in the church building 

(Ouspensky and Lossky 1989, 59-60). The church is the place 

where the divine and human realms come together. The 

sanctuary of the church symbolizes the spiritual world 

while the nave symbolizes the material one. As a whole, it 

represents their indivisibility. Although iconostasis is 

the boundary between the divine and human worlds separating 

the two, it also reconciliates them by means of images hung 

on it.

Iconstasis is composed of portable and fixed icons. 

Basegmez gives the usual arrangement of these icons in the 

following order (1989, 10-11). The fixed icons in the 

first row are the icons of Mary, Christ and St. John the 

Baptist. The titular icon (the patron icon of that church) 

which depicts to whom or what event the church is 

dedicated, follows them. Under this row, there comes the
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deisis icon along with the icons depicting the twelve 

religious festivals called Dodekaorton.

The portable icons on the iconostasis change according 

to the religious days, events and the saint of the day. 

Iconostasis makes icons the object of liturgical action, 

exercises control over them and shows the authority of the 

Church on deciding which icons will be venerated and when 

(Belting 1994, 227).

4.1.5. Private Uses of Icons

Icons are also used for veneration at the homes of 

Orthodox Christians. They are on the private iconstases, 

inside the cupboards and on the walls in front of which 

candles are lit. The private iconostases are the smaller 

and simplified models of the iconostases used in the 

churches; some of them can be folded and carried along 

(Ouspensky and Lossky 1989, 60).

The icons in the private houses depict Christ, Virgin 

Mary, St.John the Baptist, various saints and twelve 

religious festivals. The particular saint of the family 

also finds its place as the protector of the family. As it 

is made clear by Basegmez and Yilmaz, the icons that are to 

be used at homes have to wait at least forty days in the 

church and be consecrated to God by the head priest 

(1989, 15; 1993, 4). They can be venerated as sacred only 

after these conditions are fulfilled.
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One of the critical aspects of icons which arose many 

problems was their veneration and the worship made through 

them. A reason for the beginning of iconoclastic reactions 

was inherent in this issue which was considered as 

idoltary. To end the iconoclastic reactions, some detailed 

distinctions and adjustments had to be made in the 

concepts of worship and veneration, as well as how they 

should be carried out.

An answer to the iconoclasts (icon breakers) came 

from the iconodules (icon worshippers) who stressed the 

fact that it was proskynesis 'veneration' which was offered 

to the icon, not latría 'worship' (Sendler 1988, 42). They 

emphasized that worship was offered only to God. The kind 

of veneration that was offered to the icons, as well as to 

the Virgin and the saints, was called relative or honorofic 

veneration. When the image of Christ was venerated, it 

became the worship of the one presented, not the image 

itself. The reality behind the image, that is the Word of 

God, was worshipped there.

In order to control the veneration of images and stop 

the danger of idolatry, the church specified the images 

rationally and adjusted their usage in the rituals after 

the iconoclastic periods (Belting 1994, 172). The images 

were given specific functions in the rituals and had 

predetermined location in the churches. The church decided 

about the icons that were to be venerated on specific 

dates, except for the images of Christ, the Virgin and the

4.1.6. Problem of Veneration/Worship in Icons
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titular saint of the church which had a permanent place at 

the entrance. The priest showed the public the way in which 

the images would be venerated by kissing them according to 

a liturgical order during the ritual.

4.2. Thankas: Characteristics and Uses

Thanka is the name given to a form of religious art of 

Vajrayana Buddhism - Buddhism of Tibet. It has an 

unreplaceable, unsubstitutable place in the religious lives 

of Tibetan Buddhists. The communication and devotion of 

Tibetan Buddhism depend equally on thankas and other art 

forms as well as on the scriptures and texts.

The name thanka is derived from the Tibetan word thang 

yig which means 'written word' referring to a painted or 

written record (Fisher 1997, 217). It is called f a n  ka, 

f a n  sku or sku f a n  in Tibetan while the name tanka, thanka 

or thangka is used in English (Pal 1990, 114).

Thankas are portable and highly symbolic religious art 

forms that are executed in a rectangular shape. They are 

made on a cloth of cotton or linen as a scroll. They are 

mostly paintings but thankas made by some other techniques 

also exist (Jackson and Jackson 1988, 88). Thahkas prefer 

vertical format unlike Chinese scroll paintings that prefer 

horizontal format (Pal 1984, 3). After they are painted, 

thankas are replaced in a thin border of colored silk and 

then mounted on silk or Chinese brocades (Pal 1990, 114).
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Thankas, like Orthodox Christian icons, also take 

their subjects from the scriptures and canonized texts. 

These texts that collected the dhyana, 'the mystical 

visions of monks and theologians on divine beings' provide 

the base for the artists and give the precise proportions 

and measurements of the figures to be depicted along with 

the themes (Pal 1984, 18; Pal 1990, 55). Thankas can be 

classified according to their themes.

The enlightened beings are one of the major themes of 

thankas. These beings include historical personages 

depicted along with the mythological ones. The enlightened 

beings depicted in thankas consist of Buddhas (SSkyamuni 

and Amitabha), Bodhisattvas (Manjusri and Avalokitesvara), 

arhats and important religious teachers such as Dalai and 

Panchen Lamas (Lizhong 1988, 19). These representations 

vary from the portrait representations to the biographies 

of these personages such as the Jakata tales which depict 

the previous lives of Sakyamuni Buddha.

The deities that occupy the Vajrayana pantheon also 

become the subject of these thankas. The Vajrayana Pantheon 

of Tibet is the richest as it added native spirits, 

divinities etc. to the Indian ones that were imported while 

Buddhism was taken from India. These images of deities in 

Tibetan art are actually symbols that help to define 

realities that are not visible to ordinary mind (Pal 1984, 

17). Although there are some seemingly demonic deities, 

their forms symbolize the violence inherent in the cosmos.

4.2.1. Subjects and Themes of Thankas
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not the evil and demonic forces like the Satan of 

Christianity (Pal 1990, 42).

Mandalas, which act as "a microcosmic diagram of the 

macrocosm" according to Pal, are also the subjects of the 

thanka paintings (1990, 37). They are two-dimentional

symbolic representations showing the dwelling place of a 

deity and are composed of geometric shapes of circles and 

squares (Lipton and Ragnubs 1996, 152). Mandalas are used

as aids in meditation to help the meditator visualize this 

dwelling place.

The illustrations of the teachings, dharma, are also 

the subject matter of thankas and are used to simplify the 

teachings. The most common example of this kind of painting 

is the Wheel of Life which depicts the endless process of 

rebirth into various realms as a result of samsaric life 

(Samten 1993, 103).

4.2.2. Thanka Types by Materials and Colors

Classification of thankas can be made in two ways. 

They can be categorized according to the materials and 

colors used in them.

According to the materials used, thankas are divided 

into two categories as painted and non-painted thankas. The 

painted thankas are the ones that are made on cotton or 

linen by paint. The non-painted ones are divided into five 

categories as embroidered thankas, applique thankas, glued 

applique thankas, woven thankas and thankas that are block- 

printed on cloth (Jackson and Jackson 1988, 88).
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The detailed classification of thankas which is made 

by David and Janice Jackson according to the use of color 

applies mainly to the painted thankas (1988, 75). The

thankas in this category are divided into two: the ones 

that use full-color and the ones that have a predominant 

color along with few others that play restricted roles. The 

second group of thankas with limited colors is further 

divided into three main sub-groups according to the 

predominant color used: black thankas, gold thankas and 

vermilion thankas. Most of the thankas are made using full- 

color palette. Among the ones that have a predominant 

color, the black thankas which depict fierce deities are 

most common.

4.2.3. Styles of Thankas

In Tibetan art, various styles were observed 

throughout the ages. These styles mainly differed from 

region to region and were influenced by the artistic 

traditions of India, Nepal, China and Central Asia (Lipton 

and Ragnubs 1996, 34). The development of these styles was 

due to the artists who came to Tibet from these countries as 

well as to the art objects crafted in those places and 

brought to Tibet as gifts.

4.2.4. Ceremonial, Didactlve and Documentary Uses in Public

Thankas, like all the other sacred art forms, have 

both public and private uses. Their public use includes
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their uses in the monastic and ordinary life. Their private 

use includes their usage by the monks and ordinary people.

Thankas are hung in monasteries and used in ceremonies 

held there for religious occasions. During some of these 

ceremonies to which public can not attend, they are only 

used by the monks. In other ceremonies to which the public 

is allowed to attend, thankas are used both by the monks and 

the lay people.

Generally, thankas are small vertical paintings about 

one-half to one and a half meters high, but sometimes 

gigantic thankas are hung along the external walls of 

monasteries for special ceremonies or displayed over hills 

where they are visible to hundreds and thousands of 

worshippers. It is felt that the spiritual presence in 

these gigantic thankas are directly proportional to their 

sizes (Fisher 1997, 107-8).

Thankas are also used as visual aids for didactive 

purposes in monasteries and outside (Pal 1984, 4). In 

monasteries, they are used by lamas while teaching the 

doctrines. Outside, thankas are used by storytellers or 

teachers who travel around the country telling the lives 

of Sakyamuni Buddha, the Jataka tales or episodes about 

important saints in public gatherings.

Thankas are also kept and used as historical documents 

in monasteries. This specific type of thanka - called the 

'lineage thanka’- depicts the idealized images of teachers, 

lamas of a specific sect and lineage (Pal 1984, 4).
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4.2.5. Private Uses for Protection, Worship and Meditation

Other than personal worship at altars of private 

homes, thankas are also carried along on journeys by 

pilgrims and merchants. Through thankas, one can request 

protection or removal of obstacles such as sickness and 

poverty.

During meditation, thankas are used as visual aids for 

the meditators to visualize the deity actually appearing 

before them or to visualize themselves as being that deity 

in order to internalize the deity's qualities (Lipton and 

Ragnubs 1996, 32). As these complex visualizations require 

concentration on every detail, thankas provide the 

meditators with the patterns necessary for their inner 

imageries (Rawson 1995, 132).

4.3. Histories, Doctrines and Reactions to Sacred Art Forms

4.3.1. History of Icons and Iconoclasm

When Christianity started as a sect of Judaism, the 

early Christians were influenced by the Old Testament's 

prohibition of all kinds of figurative depiction because of 

the danger that they might turn into idols (Sendler 1988, 

8-11). In order to distinguish themselves from their pagan 

environment, they also resisted the use of pictorial 

elements.

Christianity, being born and developed within the 

diverse cultures of Greeks, Romans and other pagan groups.
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was surrounded by their arts and imagery. The Romans, at 

that time, were using images for religious and governmental 

purposes. They were practicing a form of emperor worship by 

using his images as his legal substitute which represented 

him at his absence. The problems arose when the Christians 

considered the emperor worship and his image as a form of 

idoltary. Their refusal to worship led to their 

persecutions which, instead of weakening them, strengthened 

their faith and position.

With the improvement of their position in the society 

and increase in the influence of pagan imagery, the 

Christians adopted the pagan imagery and converted them 

according to their needs and beliefs. The importance

of these images came from what they revealed as the 

Christians were under the threat of persecution and 

Christianity was still an underground belief (Sendler 1988, 

12). Their seemingly pagan art which hid the Christian 

beliefs and symbols protected them from the unbelievers 

as it revealed its true meaning only to the Christians and 

remained incomprehensible to the others. But these "were 

not images used in any liturgical action; they were not 

venerated as portraits of Christ or the Virgin and 

therefore remained a symbol" as the dimensions of 

incarnation had not been defined by the Church yet (Sendler 

1988, 14).

After the conversion of Emperor Constantine, 

Christianity became the state religion and its art "became 

a reflection of divine omnipotence" (Sendler 1988, 14).

Later, Byzantine emperors adopted a modified form of
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worship where the position of the emperor was seen as the 

continuation of God’s power on earth.

From the sixth century on, the veneration of icons 

became widespread and the public began to believe that 

some of these icons had miraculous powers. These images 

gained more power than the emperors and the church 

authorities creating disunity (Belting 1994, 146-49). As

some failures in wars and earthquakes were seen as God's 

reaction to idoltary, iconoclastic reactions started 

resulting in demolition of many icons.

4.3.2. Doctrines of Iconoclastic Arguments

As icons could not be completely demolished, some 

theological justifications about them and their usage in 

worship had to be made. During iconoclastic movements, many 

doctrinal arguments were put forward against iconoclastic 

arguments. Along with the program of restoration of images, 

anastelosis, a disciplinary control to prevent their 

exaggerated veneration started (Belting 1994, 164).

The iconoclasts believed that it was impossible to 

represent God who was invisible and if God was to be 

represented, the image would become an idol. As Christ was 

regarded as "the God-man", the same was true for him, also 

(Sendler 1988, 40). This argument of the iconoclasts was

based on the Old Testament's prohibition about making 

images of God.

The answer of the icon worshippers stated that things 

have changed since the times of the Old Testament and God
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was incarnated and born onto the earth in the human form as 

Jesus Christ. Therefore the prohibition of the Old 

Testament had been abolished as it was the human essence 

that was being represented by the icon and the image was 

never claimed to be identical with its divine model 

(Sendler 1988, 41).

The iconoclasts replied to this by saying that the 

humanity and divinity of Christ was united in one person, 

the hypostatic union, and could not be separated or mixed. 

According to them, the representation of the human quality 

meant separation and the representation of the divine 

quality meant idoltary. But for the icon worshippers, the 

representation belonged to a specific man, to Jesus of 

Nazareth (Sendler 1988, 43). The image depicted there was 

the historical person of Jesus, not his human nature.

4.3.3. The Repression Period of Thankas

Unlike icons, thankas never faced resistance due to 

religious issues of Buddhism. The Buddhist art which 

existed at the time of the Buddha still continued to exist 

when Buddhism spread to Tibet in the seventh century. 

Buddhism continued without interference until King Tri 

Relwajen was assassinated by his brother in the ninth 

century. This started the period of repression and 

persecution in Buddhism which lasted for 70 years. Later, 

Buddhism and its art continued to flourish in Tibet (Rhie 

and Thurman 1996, 42). If any demolition of thankas ever 

happened, on which no record exists, it was probobly due to
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the persecution of Buddhism, not due to some inner 

struggles in Buddhism.

4.3.4. Doctrines and Thankas

The importance given to sacred art in Buddhism, 

especially in Mahayana and Vajrayana, is present in the 

doctrine of the Three Bodies of a Buddha. These three 

bodies are the Truth Body - dharmakâya, the Beatific Body - 

sambhogakàya, and the Emanation Body - nirmânakàya. In the 

Truth Body, the ultimate reality is experienced and wisdom 

is perfected. In the Beatific Body, relative reality is 

experienced and compassion is perfected. As these are 

inexpressible and inconceivable beyond words, they can not 

be manifested to unenlightened ones in these bodies. So a 

third body, the Emanation Body in which buddhas or 

bodhisattvas are born into human realm is needed (Rhie and 

Thurman 1996, 35).

The Emanation Bodies can be classified into three as 

the Supreme, the Incarnational and the Artistic Emanations. 

The Supreme Emanation is the one in which a buddha is born 

to help others. The Incarnational Emanation is the one in 

which great teachers like Dalai Lamas or others are born. 

The last one, the Artistic Emanation, is the representation 

of enlightenment of all beings in the form of images of 

buddhas, bodhisattvas, incarnations and such.

The Buddhists perceive art as symbolizing the body 

and qualities of the Buddha, and it has very important 

place for them as a means of spreading the doctrine and
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revelation of the ultimate reality - the enlightenment. As 

Pal mentions, it is also believed that these images 

increase the power of the texts which symbolize the speech 

of the Buddha (1990, 114). Therefore, the art objects 

should correctly personify the Buddha and deities as the 

quality of the art work affects the success of the 

meditation directly and a wrong image can affect the 

unconscious in a negative way.

The images of deities or other spiritual beings that 

are used in meditations to achieve particular qualities are 

generally meant to be viewed only by the initiated or the 

adept (Pal 1984, 19). As Rhie and Thurman mentions, it is 

believed that if they are seen by an uninitiated, the 

spiritual powers inherent in them will be lessened (1996, 

37). The sacred art forms, as they are believed to convey 

spiritual presence and are used in religious practices, 

have to be consecrated in ritual ceremonies by lamas after 

they are made. It is after this consecration that such art 

forms can be used in devotional practices (Fisher 1997, 

107) .
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5.1. Jesus Christ

5.1.1. Postures

When the Orthodox icons are examined, it is seen that 

Christ is represented in various postures depending on the 

event depicted. These postures are used according to the 

role Christ occupies in the icon: a healer, a judge, a 

redeemer, etc. Although these postures do not have much 

symbolic meaning alone as the hand gestures do, they act as 

an element which help to construct the symbolic meaning by 

acting together with other elements in the icon. Together 

with the hand gestures and some objects held in the hand, 

they help to give the figure its full meaning. As it is also 

noted by Grabar, the most common postures are the ones that 

depict Christ seated, standing or reclining (1968, 32).

The icons in which Christ is shown seated can be 

classified mainly into two groups. The first group of icons 

where he is depicted as a grown up sitting on a throne are 

the examples of 'Christ, the Pantocrator' icons. In the 

second group, Christ is depicted as a child sitting in the 

arms or on the lap of his mother. Virgin Mary. Other than 

these two main groups, there are some icons such as The 

Entry of Christ into Jerusalem where Christ is shown 

seated on a donkey (See Fig.9.1, p.l48).

5. REPRESENTATION' OF TNE MAIN FIOtTRES IN ICONS

82



In the full length Pantocrator (Ruler-of-all) icons 

(See Fig.5.1, p.84), Christ is depicted sitting on a 

throne like a king in order to show that his power is coming 

from God (ouspensky and Lossky 1989, 73). His depiction as 

the ruler of both heaven and earth is used to emphasize the 

divine nature in him. His most rigid form resembling the 

depiction of emperors of the time is used to show his 

everlasting power.

In the icons where Christ as a child is shown seated in 

the arms or on the lap of his mother, he is usually depicted 

in a similar attitude as in the ruler-of-all icons (See 

Fig.5.8, p.94). Although he is depicted as a child, he does 

not mimic a normal child but resembles a grown up in a 

child's body. This sort of depiction is due to the divine 

nature inherent in Christ. Later, mostly in Russian icons, 

Christ and the Virgin are depicted showing affection 

towards each other (Ouspensky and Lossky 1989, 92).

In the icons where Christ is represented standing, he 

is either motionless and very stable or making a move 

towards people. Such different attitudes change the meaning 

and the message given about the nature of Christ. For 

example, in the Transfiguration of Christ (Fig.5.2, p.85) 

and Baptism (Fig.8.3, p.l36) icons, by standing still and 

rigid (just making a hand gesture and/or holding an object 

in his hand), Christ's divine nature is emphasized just as 

in his seated figures on the throne. In some icons such as 

The Descent into Hell (Fig. 5.3, p.86) and The Raising of 

Lazarus (Fig.8.2, p.l35), Christ is depicted making a

83



F i g u r e  5 . 1  PANTOCRATOR

R u s s i a n ,  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  1 5 t h  C . ,  7 7 . 5 x 1 0 0  c m ,  

T h e  M e t r o p o l i t a n  M u se u m  o f  A r t ,  N ew  Y o r k .



, f  ■ r  : ; - . W i

F i g u r e  5 . 2  TR ä N S F I G ü Rä t i ö N ö r  u H R I S T /  T K Ä w S r l G ü R Ä T l ö N ·  Du C H R IS T  
1 5 e  s i è c l e ,  E c o l e  d e  N o v r o g o d ,  N o v r o g o d ,
Nctcioiicil Muôèé ci d i t  HiSLorigue.



F i g u r e  5 . 3  DESCENT IN T O  BELL/  DE SCE N T E  AUX  E NFERS 
1 2 5 x 7 4  c m ,  F i n  d u  1 5 e  s i è c l e ,  V o l o g d a .  
L e n i n g r a d ,  M u s é e  N a t i o n a l  R u s s e .



move towards people which, in a way, shows his human 

nature and affection for mankind. This move also helps the 

viewers to direct their attention to the figures of 

secondary importance in the icon and includes Christ into 

the action instead of keeping him as a watcher.

When the facial features depicted in the icons are 

examined, it is seen that they are abstracted in order to 

reveal the spirituality and refined senses. The mouth and 

the nose are depicted smaller while the emphasis is given 

to the eyes for expression (Ouspensky and Lossky 38). The 

feelings such as sorrow and suffering are expressed mainly 

by the eyes although sometimes it is preferred not to 

depict any emotions on the faces in order to reveal the 

divinity of the subjects - both Christ and other holy 

persons.

5.1.2. Hand Gestures

In the icons, the hand gestures carry much more 

symbolic meaning than the postures. They help to define the 

status and the role of the figures.

Figure 5.4 Gesture of benediction
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The most common hand gesture used by Christ is the 

gesture of benediction (blessing) which has some varieties 

(See Fig. 5.4). Benediction is always made with the right 

hand by bending the last two fingers and the thumb. If the 

palm of the hand is looking inward and the open fingers 

point to the heart which is the center of knowledge, then 

this gesture indicates the inner knowledge of Christ 

(Baggley 1987, 108). The same gesture is also made with the 

palm looking outward or by bending only one finger, 

especially the fourth one, and the thumb.

Figure 5.5 Gesture of discourse

In some icons, Christ is shown making the gesture of 

discourse which is adopted from the pagan figures of 

philosophers. In this gesture, the arm is bent and extended 

a little bit outwards, pointing at the listening figures 

around (See Fig. 5.5).

5.1.3. Objects Held in the Hand

As the gesture of blessing or discourse is made with 

the right arm, Christ is sometimes depicted holding an 

object suitable to the theme of the icon in his left hand. 

This object is generally a scroll or a book. Grabar
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mentions that the scroll which has pagan origin as the 

symbol of preaching and teaching is used for the 

representations of Christ and other persons who are chosen 

to be depicted as philosophers and teachers (1968, 33). The 

book is used as the symbol of knowledge and the external 

manifestation of wisdom depicting the Word of God in the 

Christian symbolism (Baldock 1990, 87).

5.1.4. Haloes and Mandorlas

In Christianity and some of the other religions, it is 

believed that the spiritual perfection of the divine beings 

and people with high spirituality is manifested as a light 

emanating from their bodies and faces. Therefore, haloes 

and mandorlas are used as the symbolic representations of 

divinity for beings with high spirituality.

The halo, represented as a golden circle around the 

head of a divine figure, is a way to indicate the holiness 

of the person being depicted. In the icons, haloes are used 

for all of the figures who occupy different levels in the 

spiritual and divine hierarchy.

The mandorla, on the other hand, is a circle or an 

almond shaped ellipse that surrounds the entire figure 

signifying "heaven. Divine Glory, Light" (Ouspensky and 

Lossky 1989, 80) . It is attributed to the depiction of the 

most divine beings such as Christ and sometimes Virgin 

Mary. Other holy people such as the saints, bishops, etc. 

can not be depicted in a mandorla as it is used for the

89



depiction of Christ beyond his earthly being (See Figures

5.1, 5.2, 5.3 on pp. 84, 85, 86).

5.2. Saints, Bishops, Martrys and Archangels

In the icons, besides Christ and Virgin Mary, the 

apostles, major saints and various local saints are 

depicted sometimes alone, sometimes together with Christ. 

As these people rank between the humans and divinities, 

they carry some of the attributes such as the haloes, hand 

gestures of the divinities. Because they are considered as 

the earthly authorities of Christianity ranking after 

Christ and the Virgin, the saints and bishops can be 

depicted making the gesture of blessing when they are not 

shown together with Christ. Otherwise, as Christ has the 

utmost power, it is in his authority to bless.

Figure 5.6 Gesture of prayer

There are also some other hand gestures such as the 

gestures of prayer, witnessing and obeisance which are not 

used by Christ but made by others in the icons. The gesture 

of prayer is the one made with two bent arms raised upwards 

symmetrically (See Fig. 5.6). When this gesture is made 

only with one arm, then it means witnessing the event
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depicted either by surprise or not. In the modern Christian 

world, this pose is continued to be used in taking of an 

oath (Grabar 1968, 32,74).

The gesture of obeisance, veneration, is the one that 

is made by the saints or the others especially when they are 

depicted in the presence of a higher divine authority - 

particularly Christ. In this gesture, the person venerating 

or obeying is depicted with a slightly bent body towards 

the authority holding the hands or at least one hand in the 
gesture of prayer l_See the archangels in Figures 5.7, 5.8 

on pp.92, 94).

The churchmen are usually shown in white liturgical 

vestments covered with black crosses (See bottom row in 

Fig. 5.8, p. 94). The martrys - the saints - are depicted in 

military armors as great heroes of the faith or as 

dignitaries of the court in fine tunics of white silk 

(Sendler 1988, 52-54; Grabar 1968, 43).

These martyrs who gave up their lives for their faith 

are seen as the role models for the society in setting 

examples of how a believer should be and should act. 

Therefore, Ouspensky and Lossky believe that what is 

depicted in the icons is not their suffering, but their 

bearing towards that suffering (1989, 27).

The archangels, who are at the top of the celestial 

hierarchy, occupy a place after Christ and the Mother of 

God. In icons, they are generally depicted with wings 

(Duchet-Suchaux and Pastoureau, 1994, 156). The most 

depicted ones are Archangel Gabriel, who announced Virgin 

Mary that she would give birth to Christ (Fig. 5.7, p.92)
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and Archangel Michael - the chief of the celestial 

hierarchy and defender of the Church.

The archangels are usually depicted with haloes around 

their heads, holding a globe in one hand and a staff in the 

other. They also wear ribbons on their heads the ends of 

which come out from either side of the head symbolizing 

"the spiritual hearing of the angel, attentive to the 

divine commands" (Ouspensky and Lossky 1989, 108).
Sometimes, they are accompanied by open scrolls carrying 

inscriptions which help to identify the archangel depicted 

in the icon.

5.3. Women

The main woman figure depicted in icons is the 

representations of Virgin Mary, the Mother of Jesus Christ. 

As the mother of incarnated god, she occupies a very 

special position in Christianity and its art. She is given 

the title "Mother of God" and holds a central position in 

salvation above all the saints and celestial hierarchies 

(Ouspensky and Lossky 1989, 76). Her centrality is also

shown by depicting her enthroned in The Mother of God 

Enthroned icons (See Fig. 5.8, p.94). Although she can be 

represented alone, she is usually depicted together with 

Christ nearly in all periods of his life starting from his 

birth until his crucifixion.

Besides the icons depicting events. Virgin Mary is 

also represented near the adult Christ who is shown
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enthroned in the Deisis icons or holding the Child-Christ 

in her arms in the Mother of God icons. In the Mother of God 

icons where she holds the Child-Christ, she is also 

depicted in a mandorla which is attributed to Christ only. 

Ouspensky and Lossky point out that using a much more 

simplified version of this mandorla for her depictions 

shows both her divinity as the mother of incarnated god and 

her lower status than Christ (1989, 77). She occupies an

upright, majestic posture in the Mother of God icons 

holding her hands as if presenting the Child-Christ to the 

viewers.

Virgin Mary is also represented in the Nativity of 

Christ icons which depict the birth of Christ and she is 

shown on a bed besides the newborn Christ (See Fig. 5.9, 

p. 96). Her posture on the bed is used to emphasize the 

human or divine nature of Christ: the human nature 

emphasized by her lying down and the divine nature is 

emphasized by her half-sitting as it shows the absence of 

normal suffering. The Nativity icons, in a way, depict her 

as the new Eve - the mother of all renewed mankind - giving 

birth to Christ who accomplished the renewal of the human 

race by sacrificing himself for their sins (Ouspensky and 

Lossky 1989, 159).
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6. REPRESENTAirrOir OF TEE MAIE FIOORES IE TEAEKAS

6.1. The Buddha

While investigating the representations of the Buddha, 

one has to examine the depiction of all buddhas as they are 

the symbolic representations of the aspects of buddhahood. 

Fisher points out that with the developments in Mahayána 

and Vajrayana Buddhism, the Buddha started to be portrayed 

as a celestial figure (1997, 35).

About the first century A.D., the concept of 

Primordial or Supreme Buddha called Adi-Buddha who is the 

origin of all buddhas started to develop (Waddell 1972, 

126-30; Gold 1994, 52). It is believed that the Five 

Celestial Buddhas, Jiñas, who symbolize the five qualities 

of action and thought have evolved from this Primordial or 

Supreme Buddha. The five Jiñas became the personified 

symbols of the aspects of buddhahood and the doctrine, and 

it was from these five Jiñas that the human buddhas and the 

bodhisattvas have emerged.

When this relationship is applied to the, three bodies 

of a buddha, the Supreme Buddha represents the ultimate 

reality (the dharmakaya), the five Jiñas represent the 

relative reality (the sambhogakaya) and the human buddhas 

who emanated from the five Jiñas represent the appearance 

bodies (the nirmánakáya) that these buddhas are born onto 

this world (Waddell 1972, 127). Therefore, as the three
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bodies of a buddha are only the different views of the same 

substance, any study about the depiction of Sakyamuni 

Buddha - the Buddha of our time - should include the other 

buddhas to a certain extent, also.

6.1.1. Postures

Postures in the Buddhist art are much more symbolic 

than the ones depicted in the Orthodox Christian icons. 

The symbolism of the postures in the Buddhist art comes 

from the fact that the beings depicted in these art forms 

represent the various aspects of human mind and psychology 

(D. P. Rinpoche 1994, 32). The specific postures used for 

the depiction of certain beings and persons which are 

explained by Frédéric in detail are summarized below (1995, 

52-56 ) .

Figure 6.1 Lying posture (parinirvanasana)

There are some postures that are only attributed to 

buddhas and Sakyamuni Buddha. A posture which is attributed 

only to Sakyamuni Buddha and called parinirvanasana depicts 

him entering a state of nirvana - without rebirth - after 

death in human world (See Fig. 6.1). In this attitude which 

is one of his four major postures, the Buddha is shown lying 

on his right side: feet joined, the right hand supporting
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the head and the left arm extended along the side of the 

body.

Figure 6.2 Chinese seated posture{bbadrasana)

In the bhadrasana posture, which is also called 

'European' or 'Chinese' seated posture, the Buddha and 

sometimes the future Buddha, Maitreya, who will come after 

Sakyamuni Buddha are represented sitting on a throne (See 

Fig. 6.2).

Figure 6.3 Seated-lotus posture (padmasana)

The most frequently used posture of buddhas is the 

seated-lotus {padmasana) position which have some 

variations (See Fig. 6.3) . In this posture, the figure

sits with the left foot on the right thigh and the right 

foot on the left thigh. The reverse of this pose or its 

depiction with the robe hiding the posture shows the hidden 

(esoteric) nature of a buddha or a deity.
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There are also standing postures, both dynamic and 

static, that are used to depict buddhas. In the posture of 

standing still, the figure is depicted either standing 

perfectly frontal or resting on a single leg, usually the 

left one. The dynamic standing postures show the figure 

walking.

In the Buddhist art, the facial expressions, 

especially the eyes, are used as means to reveal the 

character of the figure depicted (See figures 7.2, 8.4 on 

pp.125, 141). The importance given to these features are 

understood from the iconographie custom that determine the 

rules and dimensions of the facial features (Jackson and 

Jackson 1988, 139). Buddhas and peaceful bodhisattvas are 

depicted with tranquil, half closed eyes while goddesses, 

saints and ordinary human beings have normal eyes. The 

fierceness of the deities are shown with the round and 

square shapes of their large, wide open eyes.

6.1.2. Hand Gestures (Mudràs)

Specific hand gestures made with bare hands attributed 

to the use of buddhas are more numerous than the ones 

assigned to Christ. Their variety may be, due to not 

depicting story-like events generally, but conveying more 

symbolic and abstract concepts. The following are some of 

main hand gestures described by Frédéric in his 

iconographie guide for Buddhism (1995, 41-45).
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Figure 6.4 Fearlessness gesture {abbaya mudra)

The gesture of fearlessness, abhaya, is made with the 

right hand raised to the shoulder height along with another 

mudra made with the left hand (See Fig- 6.4). In this 

gesture which also symbolizes protection and peace, the arm 

is bent slightly with the palm facing outwards and the 

fingers pointing upwards (Waddell 1972, 336-37).

Figure 6.5 Charity gesture (varada mudra)

The gesture of charity or offering, varada, is the 

gesture of completion of the wish to devote oneself to 

human salvation. It is usually made with the left hand, the 

arm either bent or naturally hanging, the palm facing 

forward and the fingers pointing downwards (See Fig. 6.5).
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Figure 6.6 Discerning gesture (vitarka mudrâ)

In the gesture of discerning or perceiving, vitarka, 

the thumb and one finger - usually the index finger - are 

touching and the circle formed by joining these fingers 

represents perfection (See Fig. 6.6). This gesture which 

can be made with one or two hands is used by the five Jiñas 

and the Buddha while they are in the position of 

fearlessness {abhaya) and charity (varada) . This mudrâ 

symbolizes the discussion phase of the preaching of the 

doctrine. Another version of this is made as the two hands 

in vitarka gesture are held in contact with the breast at 

the heart level (Waddell 1972, 336).

Figure 6.7 Teaching gesture ( dbarmacakramudra)

The gesture of teaching or "Turning the Wheel of the 

Law”, dharmacakra, is made by holding both hands in vitarka 

gesture in front of the breast, the right palm facing 

forward and the left palm looking towards the breast (See 

Fig. 6.7). This gesture symbolizing the first sermon given

102



by the Buddha after his enlightenment is mostly used for 

the depictions of Sakyamuni Buddha and sometimes Maitreya - 

the future Buddha who will come after him to spread the 

doctrine again.

Figure 6.8 Earth-touching, witness gesture {bbwaisparsa mudrá)

Another gesture that has its origin in the life story 

of the historical Buddha, the Sakyamuni, is the gesture of 

witness or earth-touching - bhúmisparáa. It depicts the 

right hand touching the ground with the tips of the fingers 

or sometimes only with the tip of the index finger (See Fig. 

6.8). This gesture is used for the depictions of the Buddha 

and of Aksobhya, one of the five Jiñas.

Figure 6.9 Meditation gesture (dbyanamudra)

The gesture of meditation, dhyana, is a mudra used 

even before the Buddha . In this gesture, the hands are held 

at the level of the stomach, the right one resting over the 

left, palms upward and thumbs touching each other at the 

tips (See Fig. 6.9). Holding the thumbs in that position 

forms a triangle which Symbolizes the Three Jewels - the
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Buddha, the sangha and the dharma. In esoteric sects, it 

also symbolizes the spiritual fire.

Figure 6.10 Bowl-holding gesture (Buddbapàtramudrâ)

Another gesture that is attributed particularly to the 

historical Buddha and to few others is the mudrâ called 

Buddhapatra. In this gesture, a begging bowl, patra, or 

sometimes a wish-granting jewel is held between the hands 

opposing each other horizontally at the level of the breast 

(See Fig. 6.10).

6.1.3. Objects Held in the Hand

Buddhas and some other figures of the Buddhist art are 

sometimes depicted holding specific objects mentioned by 

Frédéric in one hand while making a mudrâ with the other 

(1995, 64-71). Such an object is the thunderbolt-sceptre, 

vajra, which is a staff symbolizing the power of knowledge 

over ignorance.

The begging bowl which is used by the monks to collect 

the offered food symbolizes the Law. It is also the symbol 

of the Buddha (See top left part of Fig. 6.17, p.ll6).

The wheel, with its round shape, is used as the symbol 

of the Buddhist Doctrine as well as the endless cycle of 

birth and rebirth. The wheel with four spokes symbolizes
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the four 'moments' in the life of the Buddha and eight 

spokes symbolizes the Noble Eightfold Path.

The wish-granting jewel is in the form of a ball 

pointed at the top. It represents all the treasures and 

understanding of the Buddhist Law symbolizing the freedom 

from desires.

6.1.4. Haloes and Mandorlas

Just like the depiction of divinities such as Christ, 

Virgin Mary and various saints in the Orthodox Christian 

art, the divinities in the Buddhist art are also depicted 

with haloes and mandorlas. The haloes and mandorlas in the 

Tibetan Buddhist art show more variety and are usually more 

ornamented than the ones depicted in the Orthodox Christian 

icons. These haloes and mandorlas differ according to the 

divinity or deity to whom they belong.

The Buddhist haloes (also called head aureoles, auras, 

nimbuses) and the mandorlas (body aureoles) can be simple, 

or very bright and flaming, or composite. As Frédéric 

specifies them, they may be ornamented with flowers, rays 

and celestial figures (1995, 60). Some figures of less

importance or less divinity according to the hierarchy are 

depicted only with haloes while buddhas are generally 

depicted with both haloes and mandorlas.

The haloes - head aureoles - whether gilded, flaming 

or not, are circular or slightly pointing upwards and 

attached to the body (See Fig. 6.11, p.l06). The mandorlas- 

the body aureoles - have several forms changing from more
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rectangular to circular ones while some are pointed at the 

top. They are sometimes decorated with clouds, flames or 

celestial beings.

In Buddhist art, the lotus has a very important place 

in depicting divinity. It symbolizes purity, divine birth 

and enlightenment, and therefore, is used as a base to 

support the figures of the divinities both in paintings and 

sculptures (Frédéric 1995, 62).

6.2. The Five Celestial Buddhas (The Five Jiñas)

The five celestial Buddhas are the symbols of the 

different qualities of expression, action and thought (Gold 

1994, 52). They also correspond to five important moments 

in the life of Sakyamuni Buddha.

Specific colors, gestures and objects are attributed 

to these Buddhas who are usually depicted in the seated- 

lotus posture, with crossed legs (See top row of Fig. 6.14, 

p.ll2). The five celestial Buddhas are accepted as the 

origin of all the deities in the Vajrayana pantheon. The 

characteristics of these five Jiñas described by Fisher and 

Frédéric are summarized below (1997, 36-37; 1995, 124-48).

The white celestial Buddha, Vairocana, whose symbol is 

the wheel, corresponds to the 'first turning of the Wheel 

of Law' in the life of the Buddha. He is depicted making the 

gesture of teaching, dharmacakra, and symbolizes the 

consciousness aspect. As he is believed to manifest all the 

others, he is attributed the white color which is the
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synthesis of all colors and the color of the Supreme 

Buddha.

The yellow celestial Buddha, Ratnasambhava, has the 

jewel as his symbol and is depicted making the gesture of 

charity, varada. He symbolizes the sensation aspect of 

human existence and his yellow color represents pride.

The green celestial Buddha, Amoghasiddhl, has the 

four-fold vajra (thunderbolt-sceptre) as his symbol and is 

shown making the gesturex of fearlessness, abhaya. He 

symbolizes the volition aspect and has the green color 

which represents envy.

The red celestial Buddha, Amltabha, has the begging 

bowl as his symbol and is depicted making the meditation 

gesture, dhyana. He represents the perception aspect and 

his red color symbolizes desire.

The blue celestial Buddha, Aksobhya, has the vajra as 

his symbol and is represented making the gesture of witness 

or earth-touching, bhUmisparSa. He corresponds to the 

historical Buddha taking the earth as his witness. 

Symbolizing the body aspect of human existence, his blue 

color represents anger.

6.3. Arhats

Arhats are the saints of Buddhism and as they are 

enlightened beings, they are not subject to rebirth any 

more. Although more importance is given to the bodhisattvas 

in Tibetan Buddhism, the arhats occupy a good place and are 

frequently depicted, too. The number of the most depicted
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ones are about 16 to 18 whereas there are hundreds of them 

in the Buddhist world (Rhie and Thurman 1996, 102-103).

Figure 6.12 Royal ease posfcare (rajalll&sana.)

They are mostly represented alone or in small groups; 

sometimes, they are all depicted together with Sakyamuni 

Buddha. Usually, a landscape setting is used in their 

depiction (See Fig.6.13, p. 110). They are shown in monk's 

robe making various hand gestures. They are depicted in the 

seated-lotus posture or in the posture of royal ease- 

rajalilasana - in v/hich one leg is bent on the throne 

horizantally while the other vertically (See Fig. 6.12). 

Although they are represented with haloes, mandorlas are 

not attributed to them. Each arhat Is shown in h±s assigned 

attitude with his distinguishing symbol or badge similar to 

the Christian Apostles of whom Mark, is depicted with a 

lion, Luke with a book and such (Waddell 1972, 376).

6.4. Bodhisattvas

Bodhisattvas are the beings who chose to renounce the 

final enlightenment and were born into the world again 

because of their compassion for human suffering. Therefore, 

they are regarded as the perfect role models for compassion

109



F i g u r e  6 . 1 3  ARHAT RAHULA
S i n o - T i b e t a n ,  1 7 t h  C . , 1 1 0 x 6 4  c m . , M u s é e  G u i m e t ,  P a r i s .



in Tibetan Buddhism and are highly revered for their 

devotion to the salvation of the suffering world. As they 

denounced the last stage of enlightenment, they are not 

depicted in meditation posture with hands in dhyana mudra, 

but in more dynamic postures. Their depictions have the 

following characteristics as mentioned by Frédéric (1995, 

150-53).

The bodhisattvas are always represented in princely 

attributes with crowns and jewels which symbolize their 

spiritual sovereignty (See the two side figures in Fig.

7.2, p.l25 ). Most of the time, they are depicted standing 

alone and when they are shown seated, they are accompanied 

by a Jina (See Fig. 6.14, p.ll2). They are also depicted

with their female consorts.

Exceptionally, the bodhisattvas take on a feminine 

form (See Fig. 6.16, p.ll4). They are sexed in the world of 

sensual desire like all the beings of this world, but have 

asexual bodies in the paradises.

Due to their high divinity, the bodhisattvas are 

represented with mandorlas along with haloes. It is not 

unusual to depict them with more than two arms and one head 

in the effort to help the believer move beyond ordinary 

existence (Fisher 1997, 42).

6.5. Women

Although not as numerous as the male subjects, several 

female figures- mainly the female deities and bodhisattvas-
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symbolizing the readiness to go into action. Her hands are 
also shown making the charity and the discerning gestures.

In Tantrism, these different colored five Taras are 

regarded as the saktis - the consorts - of the five Jiñas. 

The saktis, in general, are the female consorts of the male 

deities and are often represented in a sexual embrace 

(Yab-yum) with their partners (See Fig. 6.17, p. 116). They 

are depicted with the same attributes as their male 

partners: having a lighter shade of the same color as 

the deity, showing a normal or fierceful nature 

accordingly, and such (Frédéric 1995, 231-32).

Figure 6.18 Dancing posture {ardbaparyanka)

Like the male deities, the saktis are represented in 

the dancing posture, ardhaparyanka, with the left leg bent 

and resting on the ground supporting the body while the 

right one is extended (See Fig. 6.18). When they are 

depicted in the embracing posture, where both of the 

figures are seated facing each other, the sakti sometimes 

holds a skull cup in her left hand at the level of the 

deity's mouth as her right arm is placed around her 

partner's neck.
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This union of the male deities with their female 

consorts symbolizes the union of the method (compassion) 

and wisdom (insight). In the ancient Tantric tradition of 

Tibet, women were regarded as the source of creative and 

spiritual power. Therefore, the male deities needed their 

female consorts and vice versa to bring out their 

potentials and complete each other (Rawson 1991, 86).
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7. NATORE: VIEWS AED ITS DEPICTION IN ART FORMS

7.1. Buddhist Views on Nature

In Buddhism, nature and humans are regarded as the 

parts of a greater unity. It is believed that, in order to 

live in harmony and peace, nature should not be excluded, 

belittled or regarded as something worthless. As Kabilsingh 

states it, "Buddhism views humanity as an integral part of 

nature, so that when nature is defiled, people ultimately 

suffer" (1996, 147). Thus, destruction of nature is 

considered as a destruction made to humans as it affects 

human life directly or indirectly. Since the Buddhists 

believe in rebirth into various realms besides the human 

sphere as the result of their deeds, one can be reborn as an 

animal.

Buddhism's approach to the pre-existing naturalistic 

religions is also important in determining its approach to 

nature. Instead of demolishing these religions and their 

sacred spirits inhabiting the earth. Buddhism included and 

assimilated them into its own pantheon as guardians or 

protectors of the teachings (Rawson 1991, 8). This 

assimilation together with Buddhism's own philosophy, 

determined the importance given to nature in human life.

The early Buddhists who lived as monks in the forest 

carried out a respectful life towards nature. The Buddha 

encouraged his disciples not to harm any living body there.
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So the first precept in Buddhism was 'not to kill' any 

living creature and it was believed that doing otherwise 

would result in negative karmic consequences. The Buddha 

also ruled his disciples not to contaminate the water 

resources by forbidding them from throwing their wastes of 

any kind into rivers and lakes (Kabilsingh 1996, 148-49).

Importance of nature in Buddhism can also be detected 

from the Buddha's life story where all the important events 

have taken place in interaction with nature. His mother 

gave birth to him in a garden holding onto a branch of a 

tree which miraculously lowered its branch to assist her 

and flowers appeared out of season. In search of the truth, 

he abandoned his home and lived in a jungle for some years 

under the cold rain and hot sun. He reached enlightenment 

under a bodhi tree. While meditating for enlightenment, he 

was protected by a cobra from the rain and died in a forest 

near Kusinagara. In these important moments of his life, he 

has been helped, aided and protected by nature.

7.2. Christian Views on Nature

In Christianity, attitudes towards nature are more 

diverse. As the primary concern of the Bible is the human 

salvation through human to human or human to divine 

relationship, nature is not an important element in it 

(Kinsley 1996, 107). Christianity destroyed the sacredness 

of the earth by demolishing the pagan naturalistic 

religions and raising the divinity to the heavens away from 

the earth.
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Kinsley states that nature is shown as something given 

to the dominion of human kind by God in some passages of the 

Bible:

Then God said, "Let us make in our image, after 
our likeness; and let them have dominion over the 
fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, 
and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and 
over every creeping thing that creeps upon the 
earth." So God created man in his own image, in 
the image of God he created him; male and female 
he created them. And God blessed them, and God 
said to them, "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill 
the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over 
the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air 
and over every living thing that moves upon the 
earth." And God said, "Behold, I have given you 
every plant yielding seed which is upon the face 
of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its 
fruit; you shall have them for food."(Gen.9: 26-29)

And God blessed Noah and his sons, and said to 
them,"Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the 
earth....Every moving thing that lives shall be 
food for you; and as I gave you the green plants, 
I give you everything." (Gen.9;1-3)(1996, 106).

But in other parts, proper behaviours toward nature and 

some restrictions about its treatment that forbid cutting 

down the fruit trees, killing a mother and her offsprings, 

and like are also stated (Kinsley 1996, 118).

The problems about the treatment of nature seem to 

arise from the fact that although the doctrines of creation 

and incarnation valued the cosmos, most Christian 

spiritualities, saints and scholars have been indifferent 

to nature (Haught 1996, 271). This attitude probably 

originated from the pagan Greek philosophy of matter-spirit 

dichotomy which resulted in this more hegemonic approach of 

the Christians toward nature. As they believed to achieve 

the salvation of the spirit by going beyond the earthly 

realm, they were not concerned with the earthly life. 

Although there were some Christian thinkers who had a more
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positive attitude toward nature as part of God's creation, 

the hegemonic approach seemed to be more widespread 

(Kinsley 1996, 119).

7.3. Depiction of Nature in Art Forms

Although the views of Buddhism and Christianity on 

nature differ, their depictions of nature in the art forms 

are similar. This similarity is due to the conceptual 

importance given to human figure in these art forms where 

nature is the secondary element. So, nature is used as a 

separator between the different events depicted in the same 

picture or as symbolic elements helping to construct the 

message to be given.

7.3.1. Representation of Nature in Thankas

In thankas, human figures are treated as the main 

subjects: it is the human figure which symbolizes the 

certain stages or phases of the human mind and psychology. 

So, nature is used as a background element or as a tool to 

convey the spiritual qualities of the central figure 

depicted (Pal 1990, 58).

The natural forms started to become more and more 

important in the thankas of the later period and are 

especially used in arhat paintings (See Fig. 6.13, p.llO) 

in which the arhat is depicted more realistically than the 

nature (Pal 1984, 125). In some of these paintings, nature 

is used more as a part of the story rather than a decorative
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element or a separator (See Fig. 8.6, p.l43). For example, 

a tree shading an arhat is used to recall the tree which 

shaded Sakyamuni Buddha while meditating for his 

enlightenment.

In Tibetan thankas, fantastic rather than realistic 

landscapes are used. Perspective, interplay of light and 

shade or the depiction of seasonal changes are not 

considered important as the subjects depicted are 

supernatural and beyond human perception. As Pal states it 

clearly, instability and ambiguity are the characteristics 

of this world which are not reflected in the depiction of 

the divine realm (1984, 127).

Although more realistic depictions of nature are made 

in some thankas, most depictions - especially of rocks and 

mountains - remained fantastically shaped and colored (See 

Fig. 7.1, p.l23). One of the reasons for the artists to 

avoid more realistic representations of the imaginary 

realms may be due to the nature of these realms. They may 

have thought that since these realms are supernatural and 

beyond this terrestrial world, they should not be depicted 

like the attributes of this world. Therefore, elements that 

resemble but not imitate with one-to-one correspondence 

are used to give this supernatural feeling.

The depiction of nature in thankas can further be 

examined in terms of plants and animals. Among the plants 

depicted in thankas, lotus has the most significance and 

symbolism.
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The lotus is used in thankas either as a seat - upon 

which the deity sits or stands - or as a flower held in 

the hand of the deity which serves as an identifying 

attribute (See Figures 6.16, 7.2 on pp. 114, 125). It is the 

symbol of enlightenment and divinity (Jackson and Jackson 

1988, 120). Because it lives in the muddy waters without 

any contact to solid earth, it symbolizes living in the 

world of desires, samsara, without being polluted by it 

(Waddell 1972, 388). The lotus is also the symbol of the 

Buddha's teachings as the open lotus symbolizes the open 

energy centers (chakras) which are the sources of psychic 

and spiritual energy.

Lotuses of various colors are depicted as seats or 

identifying attributes of the deities (See Fig.7.2, p.l25). 

In these depictions the Buddha and mild divinities are 

represented on red lotus while the fiercer divinities on 

pinkish white lotus and Tara on blue lotus which is her 

special flower.

Animals are also secondary, supporting elements in 

thankas where they are either used as small figures in the 

background (See Fig. 6.16, p.ll4) or as stands for the 

deities (See Fig.8.5, p.l42). In Buddhist iconography, they 

are the support animals of certain deities signifying the 

particular characteristic of that deity (Frédéric 1995, 60)

In thankas, two types of animals - mythological and 

real - are depicted. Among the mythological animals, the 

Nagas and Garudas are the most common ones. These animals
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are regarded as the protectors of the world or Buddhist 

Law.
Nagas are serpent-like deities associated with the 

elements of water. One of them, Mucalinda, is famous for 

protecting the Buddha from the rain by coiling around his 

body while he was meditating. The other mythological animal 

is the Garuda - the wisdom eagle - which is depicted with a 

flute or a snake in its mouth. It is the vehicle of the 

green celestial Buddha, Amoghasiddhi.

Besides these mythological animals, real animals are 

also represented in thankas. These animals are depicted 

quite fantastically, too.

The lion is the symbol of courage and strength (See 

Fig.7.1, p.l23). Its roar is regarded as the 'voice of the 

Law' and it is the vehicle of the white celestial Buddha, 

Vairocana (Frédéric 1995, 249). The other two important 

animal symbols are the elephant and the horse: the 

elephant, symbolizing power and strength as well as 

kindness and cleverness, is the vehicle of the blue 

celestial Buddha, AkSobhya; the horse, as the symbol of 

mobility and speed, is the vehicle of the yellow celestial 

Buddha, Ratnasambhava (D. Rinpoche 1995, 75-78).

7.3.2. Use of Nature in Icons

Nature is also used as a supporting element in icons. 

Unlike thankas - where natural elements are used alongside 

the events in depicting the life stories of the Buddha, the 

arhat paintings and even some of the more conceptual
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thankas - nature is only used in depicting the life story of 

Christ in icons, not even in portrait icons.

The usage of nature in icons is symbolic rather than 

realistic and what is depicted is not the actual nature 

where the event takes place, but a symbolic nature aiding 

the depiction of the concept represented in the icon. The 

function of nature in such a usage is to convey the 

spiritual states of the figures as an "architecture“24 

which indicates the enclosed space of the inner world or, 

in the case of the mountain's, the dynamic relation between 

higher and lower worlds or higher and lower states of 

being” (Temple 1989, 6). In this symbolism, the cave at the 

foot of the mountain represents the lower world and 

darkness, and the part of the circle at the top of the icon 

represents the heavenly realms.

Similarities in the depiction of the natural forms 

make it difficult to distinguish the plant or the animal 

concerned in the icon unless one knows the details of the 

story depicted (Duchet-Suchaux and Pastoureau 1994, 282). 

Natural elements - especially the rocks and the mountains - 

are depicted in a fantastic rather than realistic manner in 

icons.

The palm is the one of the most depicted plants which 

is used as the symbol of victory and martyrdom. It is 

especially depicted in The Entry into Jerusalem icons 

(See Fig.9.1, p.l48). According to the symbolism of flowers 

given by Duchet-Suchaux and Pastoureau, lily and rose are

24 See the figures on pages 92, 133, 135 and 148.
25 See the figures on pages 85, 96, 135, 136 and 148.
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the symbols of Virgin Mary ( 1994, 216). The lily which 

symbolizes her purity is held in the hands of Archangel 

Gabriel in the Annunciation icons. The white rose is the 

symbol of purity but the red one which sprang from the drops 

of Christ's blood symbolizes martyrdom (Baldock 1990, 111).

Animals are also used as the means to support the 

depictions in icons. Baldock states that they are 

sometimes depicted to show man's lower or animal nature 

(1990, 85). The most frequently used animal symbols in 

icons are the dove, fish and lamb. The dove is the symbol of 

the Holy Spirit which is used especially in the 

Annunciation and Baptism icons. The fish and lamb are the 

symbols of Christ.

The symbolism of the fish originates from the early 

Christian times: the Greek word for fish, Ichthys, was read 

as an acrostic of Jesus Christos Theou Yios Soster - Jesus 

Christ, Son of God, Saviour (Duchet-Suchaux and Pastoureau 

1994, 147). As the symbolism of the fish is closely linked 

to water, it is also associated with Baptism (See Fig. 8.3, 

p. 136 ) .

The lamb is one of the most used symbols of Christ. It 

is associated with the passover rite of Judaism in which a 

sheep is sacrificed to wash away sins. As the salvation of 

all men is made possible through the blood shed in the 

sacrifice of Christ, the lamb became the symbol of Christ 

(Baldock 1990, 99). The early Christians often depicted 

Christ lying down as a lamb. Later, the lamb started to be 

shown with a halo.
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There are also other animals that are the attributes 

of the Evangelists. These animals are St. Mark's lion, St. 

John’s eagle and St. Luke's ox (See the side figures in Fig.

5.1, p.84).
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8. LIFE, DEATH AHD AFTERLIFE: BELIEFS AHD THEIR 
REFLECTIONS IN ART FORMS

All religions, whether monotheistic or not, tried to 

answer the central questions of people which were about 

life, death and what would happen after death. Every 

religion had its own answers to these questions and the 

answer given were reflected on the art works of the 

religion.

8.1. The Christian Beliefs and Depiction

8.1.1. Life

According to Christianity, mankind is subjected to 

life and death on earth as the consequence of the Original 

Sin committed by Adam and Eve. This sin caused them and 

their descendants to be thrown out of Heaven and to live as 

mortals on earth. Besides death, human beings are faced 

with good and evil forces which affect them on earth. It is 

also believed that people are born into this world as 

sinners because of the Original Sin and they have to be 

baptised in order to be freed of this sin.

According to Kinsley, an important aspect of 

Christianity is the matter-spirit dichotomy inherent in its 

philosophy. As spirit is considered to have a higher level 

than matter, spiritual salvation is provided by escaping
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the material world and its limitation. The spiritual home 

of humans is seen as Heaven from which they believe to be 

separated because of Adam's and Eve's sin. This, in turn, 

causes the Christians to view one's life on earth as a brief 

stay on a foreign land. The consequences of this thought is 

also seen in their views on nature (1996, 107-108).

8.1.2. Death

Because humans were subject to good and evil on this 

world, the Son of God was incarnated as Jesus Christ for 

their salvation and sacrificed himself for them. This 

doctrine of salvation by Christ marked the importance of a 

specific death that occupied a central place in a religion. 

It was the sacrifice of Christ by crucifixion that saved 

the human race and became the New Covenant made with God. 

Another important event related to the death of Christ is 

his resurrection, which meant conquering death and became 

the last and probably the most striking proof of divinity 

for the Christians. Thus, Christ's death for human 

salvation became the dominant concept of Christianity.

8.1.3. Life after Death

Christianity does not believe in rebirth as some other 

religions, mainly the Asiatic ones, do. Therefore, there 

are no successions of lives coming after one's death in 

Christianity. Resurrection of Christ is not accepted as an 

act of reincarnation by Christianity as it was spiritual
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body, not the physical one, that had risen (Freeman 1997, 

118). The destination after death is believed to be either 

Heaven or Hell according to the sins and merits accumulated 

during life on earth. Heaven is the reward given to the 

virtuous men and women while Hell is the punishment for the 

sinners. In Christianity, there is also the concept of 

Judgement Day which will start with the return of Christ to 

earth.

8.1.4. Depiction of Death in Icons

As the doctrine of salvation through the sacrifice of 

Christ is the main theme in Christianity, the death of 

Christ found an important place in icons. The depiction of 

death are seen in the icons of Nativity of Christ, The 

Raising of Lazarus, The Crucifixion and The Dormition of 

the Virgin.

The cross on which Christ was crucified became the 

symbol of Christianity as it symbolized salvation 

(Ouspensky and Lossky 1989, 180). This symbol, with or 

without Christ on it, is used dominantly in churches, 

icons, sculptures, liturgy and etc. as an object or 

gesture.

Christ is shown nailed to a cross which was the common 

way of executing the criminals at that period of the Roman 

Empire in The Crucifixion icons (See Fig.8.1, p.l33). 

Ouspensky and Lossky state that, in these icons, death is 

depicted by the means of the posture of Jesus Christ and the 

black opening under the cross (1989, 181). On the cross.
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Christ's body is shown leaning to the right with bent 

knees, his head is bowed and his eyes are closed. His 

victory over death is given by the black opening under the 

cross in which the skull of Adam is depicted. In some 

Crucifixion icons, blood is shown spilling from the wounds 

of Christ onto the skull which signify the redemption of 

Adam with the new covenant made.

The skull of Adam in the black hole or cavern is also 

used as the reminder of the entrance of death to the world 

through sin. This idea of black cavern or hole signifying 

death along with the ignorance and unenlightened mind of 

humanity is another common way of depicting death in some 

other icons, also (Baggley 1987, 130).

In Nativity of Christ icons (See Fig.5.9, p.96) which 

show the birth of Christ, newborn Christ is depicted lying 

in a wooden box used as a craddle in a black cavern 

indicating his future burial (Sendler 1988, 154). The black 

background is used similarly in The Raising of Lazarus 

icons that show the miracle of Christ as he raised a dead 

man from his grave four days after his death (See Fig. 8.2, 

p.l35). The dead man, Lazarus, is depicted against a black 

cavern or background wrapped in burial clothes (Ouspensky 

and Lossky 1989, 175). Also, in the Baptism of Christ 

icons, the water of the river in which Christ is baptized 

resembles a black cave (See Fig.8.3, p.l36). In 

Christianity, baptism signifies death to the old life - the 

world that one was born into as a sinner- and birth or 

awakening into a new phase of life (Ouspensky and Lossky
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1989, 164). Many other icons besides the ones mentioned

above also depict the theme of death in them.

8.2. The Buddhistic View and Representation

8.2.1. Life and Death

In Buddhism, life and death are seen as continous and 

complementary parts of a whole (S. Rinpoche 1994, 11). In

order to understand the Buddhist view on life, one has to 

understand the views on death and vice versa. Buddhists 

believe in the doctrine of rebirth which brings a more 

positive and optimistic view to death.

8.2.2. Life after Death: Rebirth

According to the doctrine of rebirth which is closely 

related to the doctrine of karma, an individual life is 

only a series of lives. This continous cycle of birth and 

death can only be overcome by enlightenment, nirvana. In 

this context, death means birth in another state and is not 

seen as the end by the Buddhists. It is a transformation 

through which ending of one life brings opportunities for 

the next, as no condition lasts forever (Rawsoh 1991, 69).

Rebirth or reincarnation to various realms is possible 

in Buddhism. There are six such realms: hell, hungry ghost, 

animal, human, jealous gods and gods. Sogyal Rinpoche 

explains that birth into one of these realms is the result 

of one's karma - one's actions in the previous life or
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lives. Each action,either good or bad, have consequences 

and influences on one’s future life or lives. Karma is not 

fate or predestination as it is misunderstood by Westerners 

but it is the ability to change and create the future with 

the actions of today (1994, 92-95).

The beings living in any of these six realms are 

subjected to death and rebirth although their life spans 

may vary. According to Buddhists, it is birth into the 

human realm where people can learn most and have the 

opportunity to attain enlightenment. Therefore, all the 

happenings in life, whether good or bad, are considered as 

opportunities that will help people to learn and improve 

themselves in the path to enlightenment.

The life on earth or in any other realm is seen as full 

of distractions, desires, graspings and ignorance that will 

move a person away from the path to enlightenment. Samsara 

is the name given to this world of sufferings and illusions 

accompanied by the endless cycle of life and death directed 

by one's karma. It is these distractions, clingings and 

desires - in the negative sense of the words - which causes 

the sufferings and understanding the nature of these 

distractions will help to free oneself from them. 

Therefore, one is born again and again, to gain the 

knowledge that will free him/her from this cycle.

The Tibetan Book of the Great Liberation points out to 

the similarity between death and sleep as "death which 

comes at the end of every lifetime is merely a longer sleep 

than that which comes at the end of every day" (Evans-Wentz 

1968, 45). Tibetan Buddhism especially dwells on the
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subject of death as they believe that there are junctures 

during life and death when the possibility of enlightenment 

increases. These junctures, bardos, are divided into four 

realities - life, dying and death, afterdeath, rebirth - 

which summarize the entire existence from the Tibetan 

Buddhists' point of view (S. Rinpoche 1994, 11-12).

8.2.3. Representation of Death in Thankas

In Buddhism, the depiction of death is mainly seen in 

the representations of Yama (the Lord of Death), the Wheel 

of Life and the life story of the Buddha showing the 

parinirvana. In the thankas of Yama, the Lord of Death is 

shown either with a buffalo head or with human facial 

features (See middle of the bottom row in Fig.8.5, p.l42). 

Since he is one of the wrathful deities, he is depicted blue 

or black in color and is mounted on a enraged buffalo which 

is trampling on a human figure. His accessories are made up 

of human skeleton: a crown made up of the five Jiñas' skulls 

and a garland of severed heads. He or his partner - sister 

Yami - holds a cup made up of human skull that is full of 

blood. Yama is also used in meditational practices to help 

the meditator to face down the death and its fear (Rhie and 

Thurman 1996, 36).

In the thankas of the Wheel of Life, the realms of 

rebirth is shown forming a disk and represented between the 

claws of Yama (See Fig.8.4, p.l41). This is the visual 

representation of the doctrines on life, death and 

rebirth. Death is not represented much visually in the
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Wheel of Life, except by the use of Yama and by a corpse in 

one of the scenes around the outer circle of the disk which 

depicts the twelve important events of human life starting 

with birth.
In Tibetan Buddhism, it is possible to find the death 

of death, too. Raktayamari (fig.8.5, p.l42) who is a 

terrific archetype Buddha is the conqueror of the lord of 

death - Yama. Raktayamari personifies enlightenment as the 

conquest of death and is depicted on a red buffalo (Rhie 

and Thurman 1996, 235). In Tibetan Buddhism, the idea of 

conquest of death is not portrayed to show the power of the 

figure as in Christianity, but is seen as a side effect of 

enlightenment which frees oneself from the cycle of 

rebirth.

In the thankas depicting the life of Sakyamuni Buddha, 

his death is represented by the special posture called 

parinirvanasana. In this posture which is only used in 

depicting his death, he is lying on his right side with his 

right hand supporting his head and the left one on his side 

(fig.8.6, p.l43).

In Buddhism, some other elements such as stupas 

which are the burial mounds remind death (See top left of 

Fig.8.6, p.l43). After the death of the Buddha, kings of 

the various Buddhist countries wanted the possession of his 

relics consisting of his bones,teeth, hair, robe and etc. 

To settle these demands peacefully and with justice, these 

relics were divided into eight and given to them (Rhie and 

Thurman 1996, 99). The first stupas were erected to 

preserve these holy relics, and later, these structures
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continued to be erected as symbolic representations of the 

Buddha and his enlightened mind without having his relics 

in them (Rawson 1991, 71). Instead, the relics of other 

spiritual persons or the objects used by them, or a special 

mantra mentioning the names of buddhas and bodhisattvas 

were put into the stupas (Lipton and Ragnubs 1996, 45).

A stupa consists of five parts. The square-formed part 

at the bottom of the stupa acts as its base. Above that, 

there is a dome-shaped part where the relics are kept. On 

the dome, there are ten or thirteen steps of enlightenment 

forming a triangular shape. At the top of this triangle, 

there is a protective parasol and a top flame. In esoteric 

sects, these parts are used to represent various elements: 

(1) the square part: matter/earth, (2) the dome or circular 

part: knowledge/water, (3) the steps or triangular part: 

spirit/fire, (4) the parasol: law/air and (5) the flame: 

supreme principle/mind-essence (Frédéric 1995, 72-73; 

Rawson 1991, 22).

Although stupas - whether small or at the size of a 

building - are to function as three dimensional structures, 

they are also depicted as an element of the painting in some 

thankas. Although they symbolize the ultimate attainment, 

because they were used as reliquaries at first, their use 

reminds the viewer of death - both of the Buddha and the 

other spiritual persons. The pictorial depiction of stupas 

can be seen in the thankas which depict the parinirvana, 

the Wheel of Time and in some others.
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Depiction of power turns out to be depiction of 

divinity in religious art. As one is higher in the 

hierarchy of divinity, he possesses more power such as 

"the great power of God or of Christ - power which extends 

from heaven to earth..." (Grabar 1968, 48). Thus, different 

levels of divinity - therefore, power - are depicted in 

religious art making use of various methods and attributes.

9.1. Representation of Power In Icons

One of the first methods that the early Christians 

used for the depiction of power (both God's and Christ’s) 

was imitation of the Roman Imperial art (Sendler 1988, 14). 

Starting from the beginning of the fourth century B.C on, 

some forms of the imperial depiction were adopted. As the 

Emperor was the source of power in the Empire, the methods 

used for the depiction of his power were also used for the 

Christian context. It is possible to recognize the imperial 

iconography in themes and some iconographie details as 

well as in some attitudes that particular figures assume.

The clear evidence of this appropriation is 

Pantocrator (Ruler of all) icon which depicts Christ like 

a king (See Fig.5.1, p.84). In this icon, Christ is shown 

seated on a throne like an emperor in a rigid and static 

posture. In official art, the power of the emperor was

9. POWER: DIVINITY AND ITS DEPICTION IN ART FORMS
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shown by the rigidity of his body which represented him 

like a heavy, unmovable, unshakable rock (Grabar 1968, 43).

The emperor's uniformity was used to show the power, 

divinity and sacredness of Christ by the early Christian 

artists. The usage of this inflexible posture was carried 

on mostly in the icons where the divine nature of Christ 

was to be emphasized. They probably thought that the divine 

beings were not bound with uncontrollable human feelings, 

and the serenity and calmness originating from knowledge 

were the main attributes of the divinities. Therefore, it 

was thought to be proper for them to use such rigid postures 

in depicting power.

The same kind of rigidity and uniformity was also used 

in most representations of Virgin Mary, especially in the 

Mother of God icons. As the mother of the incarnated God, 

divinity and similar depiction of power were attributed to 

her, and she was even enthroned like Christ in some The 

Mother of God icons (See Fig.5.8, p.94).

The sphere of the universe was used in Roman official 

art to symbolize the extent of the emperor's power. The 

depictions with the sphere of the universe serving as the 

emperor's throne referred to the universal power of the 

emperor (Grabar 1968, 42). An examples of this can be seen 

on the coins of Alexander Severus who reigned between 

222-235 AD. The sphere of the universe was adopted and also 

used to symbolize the earthly and divine powers of Christ 

in Baptism of Christ, The Annunciation, Nativity of Christ 

icons (See Figures 8.3, 5.7, 5.9 on pp. 136, 92, 96). Using 

it at the top part of the icon symbolized the presence of
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God and represented the high heavens (Ouspensky and Lossky 

1989, 164-72). In this usage, only a part of the sphere was

shown and sometimes a hand was represented coming out of 

the sphere. This hand - the hand of God - was considered to 

be symbolizing the omnipotence of God in the Old

Testament (Duchet-Suchaux and Pastoureau 1994, 167).

Another theme which had been borrowed from the 

Imperial art was "Christ confiding the scroll of Law to St. 

Peter". This subject had its roots in an imperial ceremony 

in which the Emperor handed the scroll symbolizing the Law 

to a high officer as a symbol of the delegation of power 

(Grabar 1968, 42). In the Christian version of this theme, 

Christ hands the scroll representing the Law to St.Peter as 

the delegation of his power in a similar fashion.

The influence of imperial art and ceremony in the 

depiction of power are also seen in the icons such as The 

Adoration of the Magi and The Entry of Christ into

Jerusalem. In both of these icons, the people are shown 

paying their respects to Christ as they would do to a king 

or an emperor. The means used by the conquered to celebrate 

the victory of the emperor by giving offerings or doing 

homage are also used to celebrate the newborn Christ in the 

Nativity of Christ (See Fig.5.9, p.96) and The Adoration of 

the Magi icons. In the icon of The Entry into Jerusalem , 

Christ is shown riding on an ass at the gate of the city 

where palm leaves are used to greet him (See Fig. 9.1, 

p.l48). The palm symbolizes victory and triumph over evil 

(Duchet-Suchaux and Pastoureau 1994, 283). Riding an ass 

in the Entry to Jerusalem icons resembles the emperor
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mounted on a horse entering the conquered city.

Some attributes and gestures are used to convey the 

power of the figure in the icons. The use of haloes and 

mandorlas is one of the main attributes, and as the symbols 

of divinity, they signify the authority of the figure in 

the religious sense. The halo is used as the attribute of 

all figures in the different levels of divinity, but the 

mandorla is only used as the symbol of the utmost divinity. 

The mandorla is the attribute of the most divine being - 

Christ and rarely Virgin Mary in the Mother of God icons. 

Even Christ can not always be depicted in the mandorla: it 

is only used when his divine nature out of the earthly realm 

is tried to be represented (See Figures 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 on 

pp.84, 85, 86).

Some other objects such as the scroll of Law (the 

symbol of teaching) and the book (symbolizing the word of 

God and wisdom) are used to show the power and authority 

that certain figures have (Baldock 1990, 87). These objects 

are depicted in the hands of Christ, saints and bishops as 

the indicators of their authority and wisdom.

The scroll is seen in the hands of Christ nearly in all 

of the icons, even in those which depict him as a child, 

except the Nativity, Baptism and Crucifixion icons. When he 

is not depicted with a scroll, then he is shown with a book 

in his hand.

Some gestures also indicate the power and the 

authority of the person doing it. The blessing is such a 

gesture as only divine beings and highly spiritual
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persons - saints and bishops - have the right to bless 

others. This indicates their power to be coining from God.

The power of a figure in an icon is also conveyed by 

its size and placement in the composition. The relative 

size of the figure indicates its importance among the 

others as the main figure is depicted bigger (See Fig.5.3, 

p.86). The composition in icons is mostly symmetrical on 

both sides of its vertical axis and the center is occupied 

by the main figure. Use of different color, contrasting 

movement and greater separation in the depiction of the 

main figure helps to distinguish it from the rest. Thus, 

the attention of the viewer is drawn to the figure which has 

the greatest power in the painting.

The theme and the nature of the event depicted in the 

icon signify the power of a figure conceptually. All of the 

icons try to show the divinity and the power of Christ - by 

doing so, God's also. The Resurrection and The Raising of 

Lazarus (Fig.8.2, p.l35) icons which show Christ's dominion 

over death - either his own or another person's - indicate 

his divine power.

9.2. Representation of Power in Thankas

The representation of power through divinity in the 

Buddhist thankas is given by some means similar to that of 

the Orthodox Christian icons. These similar means are the 

usage of certain attributes, gestures, attitutes, size and 

composition with slight differences in their treatment.
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One of the common attributes of both Christian and 

Buddhist divinities used in their depictions of art is the 

haloes and mandorlas. Similar to its use in icons, the halo 

is an attribute of all divinities and spiritual beings at 

the different levels of the hierarchy - from the most 

divine beings at the top to the earthly authorities below. 

The ordinary human beings, who are depicted only in the 

arhat paintings and in the life stories of the Buddha, are 

shown without haloes.

Mandorlas, the body aureoles, are used more widely in 

thankas than in icons as the attribute of divinities. In 

contrast to icons where it is only the attribute of the 

divine nature of Christ, the mandorla is used more widely 

in thankas. As the divinities depicted in thankas are more 

numerous with buddhas, bodhisattvas and great number of 

deities, the mandorla is a more common attribute in 

Buddhist art forms. Although it is used much more widely in 

thankas, it has some restrictions in its usage, too. For 

example, although arhats are considered holy, they are 

depicted having only haloes, not mandorlas. Also, the 

Buddha is shown only with the halo in his depictions of 

previous lives.

The postures and hand gestures indicate power by 

signifying the figure's level of divinity. Certain postures 

and hand gestures can only be employed by particular 

divinities. For example, only buddhas - especially 

Sakyamuni and the future Buddha, Maitreya - can make the 

gesture of teaching, dharmacakra. As bodhisattvas are not 

fully enlightened, they can not be depicted making the
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gesture of meditation, dhayana, and are not to be 

represented in the seated-lotus posture, padmasana.

Calmness and serenity can also be regarded as the 

indication of power. In thankas, the divine beings such as 

buddhas and bodhisattvas are depicted in a stately and 

elegant attitude (See Figures 6.11, 6.16, 7.2 on pp.l06, 

114, 125). Although these figures are not as rigid as the 

divine figures of icons, they are not relaxed in an 

uncaring manner either. Their softer attitudes signify a 

compassinate power, not a pitiless and cruel one. It is the 

attitudes of the deities that indicate the pitiless and 

fierce power (See Figures 6.17, 8.5 on pp.ll6, 142).

The lotus seat on which the divinities are depicted as 

sitting or standing can be seen as an indicatior of power, 

but it does not convey the figure's level of power as it is 

not specific to certain ones. All of the divinities except 

the arhats (Fig.6.13, p.llO) are depicted on a lotus seat 

which is the symbol of enlightenment and divine birth. Not 

representing the arhats on lotus seats may be due to the 

ideas of the Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhists about them. 

Although arhats are venerated as enlightened beings, 

bodhisattvas occupy a more important place in these 

traditions. They are given more importance than the arhats 

because they do not to enter the final stage of nirvana that 

will release them from the cycle of rebirths and they devot 

themselves to the salvation of the suffering world. In 

Mahayana and Vajrayana traditions, the arhats are 

considered a bit selfish because of entering the final 

nirvana and not choosing the salvation. This may be the
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reason for depicting the arhats without lotus seats in 

thanka paintings.

As in icons, the size and placement of an image show 

its importance in thankas where the difference between the 

sizes of various figures are more distinct. The main 

figure is proportionally bigger than the rest. In more 

conceptual thankas, which do not depict the arthats or the 

life stories of the Buddha, the main figure is placed at the 

center and other figures are depicted smaller in size 

creating a pattern at the background.
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10. COnrCLOStOtr

Sacred art forms are didactic objects: they are not 

made just to please the eye of the viewer. Their main aim is 

to communicate the doctrines and philosophies of the 

religions making them perceivable to the viewer. In 

religious art works, the religious, aesthetic and power 

representations seem to be interwoven.

10.1. Religious Representation

The doctrines are visualized and are given by the 

religious representation. The communication between the 

viewer and the art work depends closely on the viewer's 

knowledge which enables him/her to understand its contents. 

The sacred art forms convey different levels of information 

to various people who have different levels of knowledge 

about the concepts and iconography of that particular 

religion. If the knowledge of the viewer is not enough, 

then the message conveyed by the image will not be 

complete. The father-mother, Yab-yum, images in Tibetan 

Buddhism set a good example to explain this situation (See 

Fig.6.17, p.ll6 and small figures in Fig. 8.5, p.l42).

These images show a couple in sexual union where male and 

female are used to represent the interdependent nature of 

wisdom and method -as well as, intuition and compassion- 

respectively. Anyone who sees these pictures for the first
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time will take them literally and will think that they are 

just erotic images. But, when the doctrines and metaphors 

behind them are known, the perception of the viewer will 

change and the real meaning behind them will be understood. 

Therefore, the symbols and metaphors are important features 

of the sacred art forms which give them their full-meaning. 

When they are used consciously, as the early Christians did 

while they carried out their religion as an underground 

movement, forming different contexts in a single image have 

the potential of hiding certain concepts from the strangers 

or uninitiated ones.

As they communicate and convey the religious doctrines 

and philosophies visually, the boundaries and contents of 

the sacred art forms are determined by the scriptures and 

canonized texts. Their aim is not to depict ordinary events 

of life but religious truths and approaches from the point 

of view of sacred texts. The question this situation 

implies is whether or not the doctrines were ever 

influenced by the images. Although the flow of influence 

seems to be one way from the texts to the art works, the 

answer can be positive especially for the icons. At the 

beginning of Christianity, there was the prohibition of 

images due to the influence of Judaism. This prohibition 

lost its strictness with the conversion of pagans into 

Christianity. Later, development of new theories were 

required after the iconoclastic movement to solve the 

problem of veneration/worship and justify the use of icons 

in religious and devotional practices again. This kind of 

influence that goes from the art form to the text can not be
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found in the history of thankas as no similar approach 

towards the images necessitating a justification for their 

use was seen in Tibetan Buddhism.

As the means of conveying meaning in art forms can 

vary all the way from realistic to abstract representation, 

icons stand somewhere in between the abstract and the 

realistic while thankas are nearer to the abstract 

(Compare Figures 6.14 and 8.2 on pp.ll2 and 135). Icons 

convey the symbolic meanings by creating a seemingly 

story-like, event-depicting scenes to direct the message. 

In thankas, more conceptual compositions which are far 

from telling stories are used to reveal the symbolic 

meanings.

The main aim of all religions is to determine the 

place, objective and responsibility of human beings in the 

cosmos and show them the appropriate way of life that 

responds to various spiritual needs. As human actions and 

souls are the main concerns of the religions, they place 

the human figure at the center of various representations. 

Christianity and Buddhism are no exceptions in this respect 

either. Both of these religions put forth their doctrines, 

rules and role models, such as religious teachers, saints 

and main figures, to provide examples for their believers' 

actions and attitudes by visually representing them in 

their sacred art works. As human beings are the center of 

attention in both religions, similar usage of human figures 

is seen in their art forms; the religious concepts are 

given by the various postures, gestures and attributes of 

these figures.
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Both in thankas and icons, the use of hand gestures 

for religious purposes has an important place in the 

depiction as they are used to reveal the religious status 

and role of the figure. In both of these sacred art forms, 

certain gestures are preserved for certain figures and can 

only be made by them. As thankas have greater abstract 

quality than icons and the contextual environment of the 

figure is more abstract, more variety of hand gestures are 

used to depict these abstract qualities in thankas. In 

icons, less variety in the usage of hand gestures is 

probably due to the effects of the story-like, event

depicting scenes which help to give more information about 

the role of the figure. Besides hand gestures, haloes and 

mandorlas are used both in Buddhist and Christian art forms 

to depict the divinity and status of the figures as one of 

the main elements of religious representation. Due to the 

great number of divine beings of high status in Buddhism, 

wider and more elaborate use of mandorlas, which is the 

attribute of only Christ and Virgin Mary in Christianity, 

is seen in thankas.

The usage of female figures for religious

representation is seen both in thankas and icons, but the 

symbolism provided by the female figure is more in thankas. 

In Christianity, the major representation of female figure 

is that of Virgin Mary. Her place as the Mother of God is 

central to the doctrine of salvation and she is depicted in

most icons along with Christ as the reminder of one of his

two natures, the human one. But, a richer symbolism and 

religious representation of female figures are seen in
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Buddhism. In various thankas, male deities who symbolize 

the method and skillful means are depicted together with 

their female counterparts who symbolize the wisdom and 

insight. According to Tibetan Buddhism, the method and 

wisdom had to unite and act together in order to function 

appropriately. Therefore, the representation of female 

figure occupies an important place in thankas.

Despite of the differences in their views on nature, 

both icons and thankas use it for similar purposes. 

Although it seems to be used simply as a background in most 

of them, abstract meanings are united on the elements of 

nature, especially on animals. It is those elements with 

abstract meanings which aid to build up the whole meaning 

to convey the religious concepts and thoughts as in the 

case of icons. An example of this is the rocky mountains 

which are used to indicate the relation between the higher 

and lower worlds in some icons. Generally, nature is 

stylized and sometimes, depicted so fantastically that it 

becomes difficult to distinguish the different species of 

animals and plants. In such cases, the identity of the 

plant or animal can only be understood if the content of 

the subject is well-known. This stylization helps to reveal 

deeper religious concepts and truths than what is actually 

seen on the surface. Realistic, one-to-one representations 

do not help to convey the supernatural scope of the 

religions as much as the stylized and fantastic depictions.
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10.2. Aesthetic Representation

It is not right to conclude that aesthetic 

representation is excluded from the religious art works as 

the major aim of the sacred art forms is to convey religious 

thoughts. On the contrary, the aesthetic representation is 

important in these art works as it has effects on the 

emotions and feelings tried to be evoked by the art form. It 

is by its power of influence that a sacred art form 

communicates its message.

The human figure has the utmost importance in sacred 

art forms and therefore, its placement and usage is based 

on similar approaches in icons and thankas. The 

composition is set up around the main figure who conveys 

the ideas and doctrines of the religion. Comparing the 

thankas and icons, one sees that composition of thankas is 

more graphical than pictorial with the exception of arhat 

paintings and life stories of the Buddha. The figures and 

elements are placed equally and well-balanced on the whole 

surface of the thanka (See Figures 6.14, 7.1, 8.5 in

pp.ll2, 123, 142) , free from the rules of perspective,

depiction of depth and etc. in the classical sense. The 

reason for this kind of composition is probably the 

abstract and complex nature of thankas. As the meaning is 

conveyed by depicting events in icons, the composition is 

based on the rules of pictorial depiction. The majority of 

the figures and elements are shown at the bottom part of the 

icon and therefore, one can not talk about the homogeneous 

spread of elements on the surface (See Figures 5.3, 8.2,
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8.3 on pp.86, 135, 136). The main figures of both thankas 

and icons are placed at the center just vertically, or both 

vertically and horizontally. The centrality and symmetry of 

the composition ease the complexity of the arrangement and 

help to bring out the intricate details that must be 

considered in building up the entire meaning, instead of 

losing them in the complexity.

In thankas and icons, it is seen that the human 

figures are depicted with reference to real life conserving 

their reality in action, movement and proportions to a 

certain extent. Because of the role assigned to them and 

the content of the religious arts, these figures are 

representative of more than ordinary humans and they are 

stylized in their depiction. Along with human figures, 

other elements such as the components of nature are also 

stylized. By stylization, certain attitudes and 

spirituality of the figure which are beyond worldliness 

can be conveyed more easily.

10.3. Power Representation

In each religion, the divine beings are ordered 

hierarchically according to their levels of divinity and 

this ordering which is made according their spiritual 

power, in turn, determines the authority of the beings, 

whether human or not. Therefore, power representation in a 

religious art work actually means the representation of 

level of divinity and various methods are used to represent 

this power/divinity aspect of sacred arts.
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The most common way of representing power, both in 

Buddhism and Christianity, is by the use of haloes and 

mandorlas. These attributes, depicted either around the 

head or the whole body of the figure, are also used to show 

different levels of divinity and power in themselves. The 

use of mandorlas is limited to the beings of highest 

divinity while the haloes are used for all divinities, 

from the lowest to the highest in the hierarchy. As there 

are many powerful and highly spiritual beings in Tibetan 

Buddhism, the usage of mandorlas is more common in thanka 

figures.

The size difference between the main figure and the 

others is used to indicate the power of the main one. This 

figure is usually depicted bigger than the others in these 

sacred art forms. The size difference is more obvious in 

thankas where the figures of second importance or less can 

be one fourth, one sixth, etc. of the main figure (See 

Figures 7.1, 8.5, 8.6 on pp.l23, 142, 143). The graphical 

quality of the thankas probably play an important role in 

this size difference which is more obvious. The size 

difference is less obvious in icons where a more story-like 

depiction of events is used.

Both of the religions have common views on what they 

understand from the appropriate attitudes of the divinities 

and as a result, have similar depictions for these 

attitudes. All divine beings - with the exception of the 

fierceful deities in thankas - are depicted without the 

expression of ordinary human emotions like fear and 

panic. They are depicted with the expression of calm and
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serene inner peace coining from their knowledge and their 

spirits being unaffected by the chaos of the ordinary 

world. So, they are shown in harmony with their environment 

and their attitudes are used to represent their inner 

power.

It is seen that depiction of death - especially a 

particular death - is very important, even central for 

Christianity. Many doctrines are related to or dependent 

upon the death of Christ. His conquerance of death - 

resurrection - showed his power and due to this reason, 

many depictions of death with various symbols of Christ's 

domination over it was depited in icons. In Buddhism, no 

event of death, not even the Buddha's, occupies as much 

centrality as in Christianity . Therefore, the depiction of 

death does not occupy a similar place in thankas and is not 

used to represent power in the same way.

Other than these methods, there is another power 

representation in icons which is derived from the imperial 

art of the Romans where the Emperor is shown sitting on the 

throne. This power representation is imitated and adopted 

to icons depicting Christ seated on a throne like a king. 

Such an imitation of power representation is not seen in 

thankas as there is no adoptation of this sort for the 

Buddha although bodhisattvas are depicted in princely 

jewelry.

As a result, regardless of the differences in 

religious thoughts, some common points can be found in the 

representations of sacred art. This is the case especially 

with Orthodox Christian icons and Tibetan Buddhist thankas.
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The main reason for such similarities is the purpose of 

sacred arts which is to communicate religious thoughts and 

to present role models for the society. Most of the common 

points are found in the power representations of icons and 

thankas as the experiences of power and authority are 

common in various places on earth. Although they are 

separated into headlines, religious, aesthetic and power 

representations act together having direct effects on each 

other in sacred arts. Religious representation directs the 

aesthetic representation which forms the bond between the 

viewer and the art work making the communication posibble. 

Aesthetic representation is also affected by the power 

representation as the composion and the placement of 

figures are arranged according to the methods of power 

representation. Finally, the power representation is an 

important part of the religious representation as various 

concepts and doctrines in these religions are constructed 

upon the spiritual power of the religious persons who act 

as role models for the society as a result of their 

spiritual power.
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