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Seated Buddha preaching the first
sermon, from Sarnath (India) fifth
century CE
The Guptas, the founders of a dynasty in
the eastern region of central India known
as Magadha, expanded their territories
during the course of the fourth century to
form an empire that encompassed
northern and much of southern India.
Though the peak of Gupta power lasted
only about 130 years (c. 320-450 CE), the
influence of Gupta culture was felt for
centuries.

The Mathura-Gupta style was refined and
perfected at Sarnath, where a great
concentration of Buddhist sculptures has
been unearthed. One unique group is
known as the ‘wet Buddhas’, because the
figures look as if they had been immersed in
water.
The beauty of his idealized features and his
serene, downcast eyes reflect his inward
focus, away from the transitory world
around him, and is emphasized by the
concentric circles on the nimbus behind his
head. The textures of the repeating
patterns of detailed foliate forms in the
nimbus and on the back of the throne
contrast with the smoothness of the
Buddha’s body which, in its serene pose,
reflects his state of enlightenment,
tranquility, inner spiritual strength, and
other-worldliness.

Among the Buddha’s lakshanas (beautiful
marks), his oval head features an ushnisha,
a mounded protuberance (symbolizing
spiritual wisdom), elongated earlobes (a
reference to Siddhartha’s princely origins),
and a urna, a third ‘eye’ – a symbol of
spiritual vision- between the eyebrows. His
masklike face, with downcast eyes and
gentle smile, denotes the still state of inner
repose.
The Buddha’s expressive hands, in one of
the mudras or gestures which constitute an
esoteric sign language, turn the Wheel of
Doctrine, the Dharmacakra.

Buddha is seen here preaching his first
sermon, indicated by the tiny Wheel of the
Law seen on its edge below the figure.
Flanking the Wheel, two now partially
broken deer symbolize the Deer Park at
Sarnath.

Buddha images such as this one became so
popular that temples housing the Buddha
statues seem largely to have displaced the
stupa as the norm in Buddhist sacred
architecture.

Jowo Rinpoche, enshrined in the
Jokhang Temple, Lhasa, Tibet, brought
to Tibet in 641 CE, gilt metals with
semiprecious stones, pearls, and paint
In the year 641 the wife of Dharma
King Songsten Gampo, Chinese
Princess Wencheng, brought the
original Jowo Rinpoche to Lhasa, Tibet.
This sacred image of Jowo Sakyamuni
Buddha is the most venerated and
beautiful image in all of Tibet.

At some point before the 7th century,
China gave India the special gift of Que
Chen: a very rare and expensive fabric,
the beginning or end of which cannot
be found, made by female deities called
Dakinis. India gave China the Jowo
Rinpoche statue in return.
In the 7th century, Gar Ton Zen, the
minister of Tibetan Dharma king
Songsten Gampo, asked the king’s new
wife, Chinese princess Wencheng, to
bring the Jowo to Tibet: “If your father
asks you what you want, please reply
that you definitely want the statue.”

The temple was constructed to house a sacred image of the Buddha, the Jowo
Rinpoche, which Queen Wengcheng brought with her from China as a dowry. This
statue is still enshrined within the temple and is the holiest object in Tibet.
Various traditions explain the foundation of the temple. In one version, Queen
Bhrikuti founded the temple to house the statue, while Queen Wengcheng chose the
site based on the principles of geomancy (feng shui). Another legend says that the
king threw his ring into the air, asking the spirits to show him where to build the
temple. The ring fell into a lake, from which a stupa emerged. The lake was filled in to
support Jokhang Temple, whose central shrine was built over the miraculous stupa.

Tibetans pray to see the statue before they die, because it is known that its energy
will transform them and help at the time of death. They have that much faith in Jowo
Rinpoche. Devotion transforms the statue from an ordinary object into a real Buddha.
For Tibetans, it is easy to get blessings because they believe that what they are seeing
is very precious, a real Buddha. In Tibet, when people are sick or die, the person’s
relatives offer gold to the statue. The gold is directly applied to the face and body as
an offering to the Buddha. Ser yek tdak means “Golden Letters”. A sick or dead
person’s name is written in gold on red paper and is then burned in front of the statue
in a butter lamp. There is no need to meditate or recite mantra—just seeing the
statue will change the person’s energy to positive. This is called “liberation through
seeing.”

Roof of the Jokhang Temple
The exterior of the temple is decorated with deer and wheel motifs. These are the
early symbols of Buddhism and represent the Buddha's first sermon, in which he
"turned the wheel of the Dharma" in a deer park near Varanasi, India. The temple
has been regularly expanded over the years, and underwent extensive reconstruction
in the 17th century under the fifth Dalai Lama, although much of the central part of
the temple is original, dating from the 7th century. The temple was sacked several
times during Mongol incursions but its worst treatment has been at the hands of the
Chinese since their occupation of Tibet in 1959.

The temple is the holiest site in Tibetan Buddhism and is the place where the
ceremonies of initiation for the Dalai Lama and Panchen Llamas are held. The sacred
image of Jowo Rinpoche is traditionally believed to have been crafted during the
Buddha's life by the celestial artist, Visvakaram, with the guidance of the god Indra.
In the front of the temple is a large plaza and open porch, where prostrate Tibetan
pilgrims can be seen. The most devout pilgrims cover the last several miles
prostrating themselves on the ground. Many pilgrims bring offerings (typically white
scarves and yak butter for the votive candles) to the many chapels that ring the
shrine or leave scarves outside in the open porch.

Jokhang's interior is a dark and atmospheric labyrinth of chapels dedicated to various
gods and bodhisattvas, illuminated by votive candles and thick with the smoke of
incense. The main cloister is ringed with large prayer wheels, kept spinning throughout
the day by pilgrims. The cloister leads to the central hall, which contains Jokhang
Temple's star attraction: the Jowo Rinpoche (or Jowo Shakyamuni). This life-sized
statue of the Buddha at age 12 is the holiest object in Tibet.

Tibet was among the last
of the Asian lands to
come into contact with
Buddhism, which had no
significant presence there
before the seventh
century CE. But nowhere
else was the Dharma
more thoroughly
assimilated into the
national cultural identity.
Even today, after a
turbulent half-century in
which Tibetan religious
traditions have faced
challenges ranging from a
Maoist attempt at total
annihilation to a policy of
limited tolerance under
strict state control, the
Buddhist roots of Tibet
remain strong.

Uniquely among Buddhist nations, Tibet was until recently ruled by a king who was
not only a senior lama (teacher) of a monastic lineage but also universally
acknowledged by his subjects as the incarnation of great bodhisattva of compassion,
Avalokiteshvara. The current holder of this office, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, has
lived in exile since 1959 but is still acknowledged by Tibetans both within and outside
the country as their nation’s spiritual leader.

Even today, religion is
marked on the very
landscape of Tibet, with
countless stupas (chortens),
prayer flags, and wayside
shrines denoting places of
spiritual significance, and
painted stones bearing the
mantra of Avalokiteshvara
– Om Mani Padme Hum –
lining even the remotest
mountain paths.
Almost all artworks were
made for a religious
purpose. These range from
tiny molded clay tsha-tshas
(votive talismans) and cloth
prayer-flags block printed
with sacred prayers and
mantras.

The influence of Tibet’s southern neighbor, Nepal, is also
evident in certain aspects of Tibetan art. It is most
noticeable in the style of the Tibetan stupa, or chorten,
particularly the tall spire-like finial and, in some cases,
the painted Buddha eyes that look down on the devotee
from each side of the harmika, the box-like component
between the dome and the spire.

Seated Arhat. 17th-18th centuries, Tibet
Tibetan Buddhism reflects both mainstream
and esoteric strands of Mahayana
Buddhism. A key aspect of the Mahayana
Buddhism in Tibet is its emphasis on
compassion.

Manjushri, the bodhisattva of
transcendent wisdom, wields
the “sword of discrimination,”
with which he is said to cut
through the roots of ignorance.

A number of the Buddha’s disciples are said
to have attained enlightenment, and these
became revered as arhats or “worthy ones.”
However, according to Mahayana theory,
the arhats sought to show only sought only
by their own example that the Dharma was
the correct way to nirvana, but otherwise
did not demonstrate the compassion toward
all suffering beings that would have made
them Buddhas. So, while worthy of
reverence, the arhats were spiritually
inferior to bodhisattvas, who stand on the
verge of Buddhahood after countless
lifetimes helping others in acts of selfsacrifice.

The elaborate rites and ceremonies of
Tibetan Buddhism require a host of
smaller sacred implements that include
the miniature bell (ghanta) and “diamond
thunderbolt” (vajra) that are used in
Tantric rituals, and elaborately decorated
musical instruments. The vajra
represents the path to supreme wisdom
and the bell symbolizes the truth of
emptiness (shunyata). Together they also
represent the Buddha’s “masculine”
compassion and “skillful means” and
“feminine” wisdom. One common
implement unique to Tibetan Buddhism
is the magical ritual dagger (purbhu)
used to avert evil forces.

Constructed in the 17th century, by the “Great Fifth” Dalai Lama, the Potala palace
towers above the Tibetan capital of Lhasa. It was built to represent the sacred Mount
Potalaka, the home of the bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, of whom each Dalai Lama is
said to be an incarnation. Both a monastery and a fortress, until 1959 the Potala was
the seat of the Dalai Lamas and of the Tibetan government.

Stupa at Borobudur (Java), c. 800
Borobudur, the largest Buddhist temple in the world, is found in the heart of the
island of Java. Built during the Sailendra dynasty, probably between 760 and 810
C.E., it is situated in a plain surrounded by mountains and volcanoes, not far from the
shores of the Indian Ocean. The temple is an important document about the kingdoms
of Central Java on which there are almost no written documents or other materials to
help us reconstruct this historic period.

The stairways that bisect all four
sides of the structure are oriented to
the cardinal directions. Borobudur
represents Mount Meru, the
centerpiece of the Buddhist and
Hindu universes, and the name of
this monument may mean
“mountain of the Buddhas.”
The base and first five levels, which
are rectangular, represent the
terrestrial world. Reliefs on the
ground level of the stupa illustrate
the plight of mankind moving
through endless cycles of birth,
death, and reincarnation. The walls
of the next four tiers show scenes
from the life of the Buddha taken
from the jatakas and the sutras
(scriptural accounts of the Buddha).
The three round, uppermost levels
of the structure represent the
celestial realm and support seventytwo stupas.

Each of them originally
contained a statue of the
preaching Buddha seated in a
yoga position, and they
surround the largest,
uppermost stupa.
Borobudur is the ultimate
diagram of the Buddhist
cosmos and existence. Moving
around it and ascending to the
summit, pilgrims can relive
their own previous lives and
those of the Buddha, and see
things to come in the future.
They ascend from the human
Sphere of Desire to the
Sphere of Form, and finally
arrive at the uppermost
stupas, the Sphere of
Formlessness, which
symbolizes the Buddha’s
ultimate achievement in
nirvana.

The Sailendra dynasty originated either
from South India or Indochina. Their
presence in Java helped establish the
island as a center of Buddhist scholarship
and worship. This is evident in the fact that
Chinese coins and ceramics have been
found at the site, indicating that it pilgrims
from as far away as China once visited this
sacred site.
In addition, these artefacts suggest that
Borobudur was abandoned by the 16th
century C.E. This may be due to the fact
that the arrival of Islam on Java during the
13th and 14th centuries C.E. shifted the
center of Javan life to the eastern part of
the island. Nevertheless, Borobudur was
left to decay on its own. Over the next
couple of centuries, volcanic eruptions
deposited ash on the site, and Borobudur
was engulfed by the lush vegetation that
grew out of the fertile volcanic ash.

The Borobudur, which was erected on
the side of a natural hill and so has no
interior rooms, culminates in the
largest stupa in the world.
Once a year the greatest Buddhist
festival, the Waisak, is held at
Borobudur and attracts Buddhist
monks and adherents from the whole
of Indonesia. They fetch holy water
from the source of the Progo River on
Mount Sindoro, and fire from Mount
Merapi. Two days later they all meet
at the Gandi Mendut to perform the
ceremony and walk in procession to
the Borobudur past the Candi Pawon.
Recently there have been fruitless
attempts on the part of the Buddhists
for permission to use the temple sites
for daily rituals.

Combined, the symbolism of the architecture and the reliefs to be viewed while
encircling it outline a microcosm of all earthly and heavenly existence in a
consummate statement of the Mahayana Buddhist philosophy. In the physical act of
following the galleries clockwise around the monument, ascending upward from
reliefs representing the world of desire, past the stories of the Buddha who escaped
from karma to images of such bodhisattvas as Maitreya, the Buddha of the Future,
the devotees follow in the Buddha’s footsteps.
Unlike Hinayana Buddhism and the stupa at Sanchi, both of which provide a single
step toward release from karma, Mahayana Buddhism and Borobudur present the
ascent as many-leveled, but as capable of being achieved in one lifetime.

The Buddhas in the niches of the four faces have the appearance, from a distance, of
siddhas, or hermits, meditating deep within caves on the sides of the sacred
mountain. The Buddhas on each side of the temple on the first four balustrades all sit
in the same posture, with the same mudra. Those on the east sit in bhumispharsa,
“touching the earth”, and represent the Dhyani or meditation Buddha Akhshobya.

Those on the south make the gesture of varada, “greeting”, corresponding to the
Dhyani Buddha Ratnasambhava; the Buddhas on the west side sit with the mudra of
dhyani, “meditation”, and represent Amitabha; while those on the north face of the
monument express the gesture of abhayamudra, “fearlessness”, the mudra of the
Dhyani Buddha Amoghasiddhi.

The Buddhas in the niches of the
fifth balustrade level, 64 in all, all
form the same mudra in each
direction, vitarkamudra,
“teaching”, and represent the
Dhyani Buddha Vairocana.

Borobudur lay hidden for
centuries under layers of
volcanic ash and jungle
growth. The facts behind
its abandonment remain a
mystery. It is not known
when active use of the
monument and Buddhist
pilgrimage to it ceased.
Sometime between 928 and
1006, King Mpu Sindok
moved the capital of the
Medang Kingdom to the
region of East Java after a
series of volcanic eruptions;
it is not certain whether
this influenced the
abandonment, but several
sources mention this as the
most likely period of
abandonment.

The monument was not forgotten completely, though folk stories
gradually shifted from its past glory into more superstitious beliefs
associated with bad luck and misery.

The topmost stupa originally contained a Buddha figure, (later stolen),
which some scholars believe was of the Adibuddha, hidden within the
dome of the structure and thus out of view to pilgrims. The Adibuddha is
the primordial Buddha, the primal, non-dual essence, the source of
universal mind, from which everything emanates, that is, from which the
physical universe originates. Adibuddha is unborn and uncreated, exists
spontaneously, without cause or dependent origination, and yet is the
ultimate cause and originator of everything in the universe.

Left: Pawon Temple; Right: Mendut Temple
The Borobudur Temple Compounds consists of three monuments: namely the
Borobudur Temple and two smaller temples situated to the east on a straight axis to
Borobudur. The two temples are Mendut Temple, whose depiction of Buddha is
represented by a formidable monolith accompanied by two Bodhisattvas, and Pawon
Temple, a smaller temple whose inner space does not reveal which deity might have
been the object of worship. Those three monuments represent phases in the
attainment of Nirvana but nothing is known of the ritual process involving the three
structures.
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In Japan, Mount Fuji (Fujiyama) is revered by Shintoists as sacred to the
goddess Sengen-Sama, whose shrine is found at the summit. Named after
the Buddhist fire goddess Fuchi, the mountain is believed to be the gateway
to another world. The mountain was originally sacred to the Ainu, the
aboriginal inhabitants of Japan.

In China there are nine sacred mountains, 5 Taoist and 4 Buddhist; all are
sites of pilgrimage. According to Toaist belief, mountains are a medium of
communication through which people communicate with the immortals and
the primeval powers of the earth. Chinese sacred mountains are believed to
be especially powerful sites of telluric power, a sacred force or energy known
as the dragon current which runs through the earth itself. It is studied by
practitioners of feng shui (also called geomancy). The dragon current is of
two kinds: the yin (or female) and yang (male). Mountains are regarded as
embodying primarily the yang force.

In Tibet, Mount Kailash, one of the tallest peaks in the Himalayas, near the
source of the Ganges, is venerated by, and is a pilgrimage site for, Hindus,
Jains, and Buddhists. Buddhists regard the mountain as a mandala.

Discuss ways in which these
man-made structures function
as a type of sacred mountain.

Caves are ambiguous spaces, offering both protection and shelter but can
also trap and imprison. Because of its location within the earth, which
many cultures have identified as female, the cave has been identified as the
womb of Mother Earth, and associated with birth and regeneration.
Although sacredness may have been invested in many other natural forms
and objects (such as trees, mountains, etc.) during the prehistoric period,
the earliest known sacred places are naturally-formed caves, such as that
at Lascaux in France.

The Neoplatonist Porphyry (234-305 CE) explains that before there were temples,
religious rites took place in caves. In this sense, it may be argued that temples in
ancient Greece and Rome were in some respects man-made substitutes for the cave.
It can be pointed out that the cella or naos of a classical temple was not provided
with windows, so that the interior space was dark and cave-like (cf. the Athenian
Acropolis). One set of doors provided the only access and the only source of natural
light. The doors would have been opened on religious occasions, and perhaps at
times when the location and angle of the sun (and because the temple was so
oriented in the first place) permitted sunlight to penetrate directly into the
otherwise dark interior space (such as occurs at Abu Simbel and Newgrange).

Discuss ways in which these
man-made structures function as
a type of sacred cave.

