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Buddhist Art and the Arts of India
Three of the world’s great religions have their origins in India: Buddhism, Hinduism and Jainism. Works of art related to all three of these religions are on view in the 3rd floor galleries at the New Orleans Museum of Art.

Hinduism:

Hinduism, one of the world's great religions, is the belief system of 80 percent of the people of India. It is an ancient and complex system in which there are many levels of understanding.

In the Hindu cosmos, time is conceived of as cyclical, rather than linear. The world is created and, after millennia, destroyed, only to be created once again.

Most Hindus believe in divinity that is formless and all-powerful but may manifest itself in many different gods and goddesses in order to help people who need a deity to worship. For purposes of worship, a god can place his or her power in a visible form (for example, a statue). When that power is made manifest in humanized form, such images represent divine reality, rather than likenesses of earthly beings.

Hinduism was born in India, but it was not founded by one individual. Rather, it is the fusion of many religious beliefs and philosophical schools. Accordingly, Hinduism is said to be a religion of a million and one gods. Its origins are mixed and complex.

Most Hindus believe in an immense unifying force that governs all existence and cannot be completely known by humanity. Individual gods and goddesses are personifications of this cosmic force. In practice, each Hindu worships those few deities that he or she believes directly influence his or her life. By selecting one or more of these deities to worship, and by conducting the rituals designed to facilitate contact with them, a Hindu devotee is striving to experience his or her unity with that cosmic force.
While scholars, philosophers, and priests debate the finer points of Hindu theology, lay worshipers call upon familiar gods to help with their everyday hopes and problems. Hinduism encompassed a broad variety of beliefs and practices, not all were shared by all Hindus and some even contradicted each other. In fact, the religion is unique in its tolerance of diversity. It is a completely decentralized religion, with no hierarchy of clergy and no supreme authority, unlike Christianity, Islam and [image: image7.png]


Buddhism. 
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The roots of the religion can be found 4000 years ago in India, and as it developed it absorbed and reinterpreted many beliefs and practices of diverse groups of people. Assimilation occurred differently in various parts of India and today, as in the past, the sub-continent is a great repository of heterogeneity of beliefs. Worship of deities is a very highly personal activity, accommodated by including thousands of deities to choose from in the pantheon. This religion is vital to hundreds of thousands people today in India, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, East and South Africa, some islands in the Caribbean and several in Southeast Asia.
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There are three primary Hindu deities:
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Shiva (the Creator and Destroyer), who destroys the old while creating the new. His consorts include the loving Parvati and the ferocious Durga, who represent the feminine aspects of his complex nature.
The god Shiva, the Creator and Destroyer, is often shown with a cobra, the Naga, symbol of horizontal lines often seen on Shiva's forehead represent three aspects of the divine: the Creator, the Preserver, and the Destroyer. During puja, many devotees of Shiva mark their own foreheads with these three lines in sacred ash or sandalwood paste.whose sound creates life as it reverberates through the cosmos. The beads of his rosary symbolize all time (past, present, and future) and its transcendence. The three  He uses the trishula, or trident, like a spear to destroy his demon foes. Frequently he holds a drum rattle fertility and strength, wrapped around his neck. The god usually has four arms, signifying his superhuman power, each with a hand holding one of his attributes.
[image: image2.png]



Vishnu (the Preserver) and his two most popular incarnations, Krishna and Rama. Vishnu, the god of home and family values, represents stability and order. Vishnu is recognizable by the four symbols he often carries: the discus, conch, club, and lotus.

The discus and club are both weapons, signifying his absolute might 
in destroying evil. The lotus represents fertility and regeneration, the nourishment of It is considered to make the purest sound, from which creation springs. In Vishnu's hand the conch symbolizes purity and auspiciousness. In paintings and prints, Vishnu is often shown with blue skin to accentuate his otherworldliness. A stylized representation of his footprints appears on his forehead. This V-shaped symbol of the god is also applied in sandalwood paste to the foreheads of worshipers of Vishnu during puja.the soul that occurs through devotion to this deity. The conch shell is blown in India like a trumpet during many sacred rituals. 
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Devi (the Protecting Mother), sometimes known simply as the Goddess, who appears in some form in every region of India. She is often identified as the creative energy of the universe, and is considered by her followers the equal of Vishnu and Shiva. 

Hindu deities are the sum of all of existence: masculine and feminine, sadness and happiness, creation and destruction, disease and health. Each deity may have several manifestations, each one representing a different side of the deity's personality. In addition, Hindus believe in reincarnation, and some of the deities themselves have many incarnations. The god Vishnu, for example, is said to have had ten incarnations.
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Ganesha
Ganesha son of Shiva and Parvati, is one of the most popular gods in India. It is said that no home of followers of Shiva is complete without an image of Ganesha to protect its activities. Worshipers pray to the elephant- headed god to ensure success before beginning any new endeavor. He is usually portrayed with a round belly and a happy expression. According to one legend, Parvati posted her son Ganesha as guardian of her bath and insisted that he let no one enter. Shiva had been away for a long time, so when he returned, Ganesha did not recognize his father. Shiva demanded to see his wife, but the faithful boy refused and was beheaded. Parvati, distraught, declared that she would have no relations with her husband until her son was returned to life. Shiva therefore decreed that Ganesha would be given the head of the next being that appeared. When an elephant came along, Ganesha received that animal's head and was brought back to life in the form now beloved by millions of devotees.
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Most images in Hindu temples and shrines are permanent and impermeable. Carved of stone, cast in metal, or painted on cloth, they may remain in one spot for centuries or even thousands of years. In some shrines, however, the icon of the principal deity is sculpted of an impermanent material and may be immersed in a river or left to disintegrate after the puja. Shrines themselves may also be transitory. Some rituals are enacted only once a year in conjunction with a seasonal change, while others respond to a specific need, such as relief from drought or protection from epidemic. For any of these irregular events, a temporary shrine may be built and then dismantled after use.

Many images of deities are anthropomorphic, that is, they are painted or sculpted to represent the deity in human or superhuman form. Others are abstract, or amorphous-a tree, a rock, a pot, a cone, or a stake. Any of these objects, whether anthropomorphic or abstract, can be invested with the holy and powerful spirit of the deity.

Buddhism:
Life of the Buddha
According to tradition, the historical Buddha lived from 563 to 483 B.C., although scholars postulate that he may have lived as much as a century later. He was born to the rulers of the Shakya clan, hence his appellation Shakyamuni, which means "sage of the Shakya clan." The legends that grew up around him hold that both his conception and birth were miraculous. His mother, Maya, conceived him when she dreamed that a white elephant entered her right side. She gave birth to him in a standing position while grasping a tree in a garden. The child emerged from Maya's right side fully formed and proceeded to take seven steps. Once back in the palace, he was presented to an astrologer who predicted that he would become either a great king or a great religious teacher and he was given the name Siddhartha ("He who achieves His Goal"). His father shielded his son from the realities of life, believing that any contact with unpleasantness might prompt Siddhartha to seek a life of renunciation as a religious teacher.

The ravages of poverty, disease, and even old age were unknown to Siddhartha, who grew up surrounded by every comfort in a sumptuous palace. At age twenty-nine, he made three successive chariot rides outside the palace grounds and saw an old person, a sick person, and a corpse, all for the first time. On the fourth trip, he saw a wandering holy man whose asceticism inspired Siddhartha to follow a similar path in search of freedom from the suffering caused by the infinite cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. Because he knew his father would try to stop him, Siddhartha secretly left the palace in the middle of the night and sent all his belongings and jewelry back with his servant and horse. Completely abandoning his luxurious existence, he spent six years as an ascetic, attempting to conquer the innate appetites for food, sex, and comfort by engaging in various yogic disciplines. Eventually near death from his vigilant fasting, he accepted a bowl of rice from a young girl. Once he had eaten, he had a realization that physical austerities were not the means to achieve spiritual liberation. At a place now known as Bodh Gaya ("enlightenment place"), he sat and meditated all night beneath a pipal tree. After defeating the forces of the demon Mara, Siddhartha reached enlightenment and became a Buddha ("enlightened one") at the age of thirty-five.

The Buddha continued to sit after his enlightenment, meditating beneath the tree and then standing beside it for a number of weeks. During the fifth or sixth week, he was beset by heavy rains while meditating but was protected by the hood of the serpent king Muchilinda. Seven weeks after his enlightenment, he left his seat under the tree and decided to teach others what he had learned, encouraging people to follow a path he called "The Middle Way," which is one of balance rather than extremism. He gave his first sermon in a deer park in Sarnath, on the outskirts of the city of Benares. He soon had many disciples and spent the next forty-five years walking around northeastern India spreading his teachings. Although the Buddha presented himself only as a teacher and not as a god or object of worship, he is said to have performed many miracles during his lifetime. 

Traditional accounts relate that he died at the age of eighty in Kushinagara, after ingesting a tainted piece of either mushroom or pork. His body was cremated and the remains distributed among groups of his followers. These holy relics were enshrined in large hemispherical burial mounds (stupa) a number of which became important pilgrimage sites.

In India, by the Pala period (ca. 700–1200), the Buddha's life was codified into a series of "Eight Great Events" These eight events are, in order of their occurrence in the Buddha's life: his birth his defeat over Mara and consequent enlightenment, his first sermon at Sarnath, the miracles he performed at Shravasti, his descent from the Heaven of the Thirty-three Gods, his taming of a wild elephant, the monkey's gift of honey, and his death. These events are commonly depicted in art.

As the teachings of the Buddha spread from India to other parts of Asia, two major schools of Buddhism developed: Theravada (the teaching of the elders) and Mahayana (the greater vehicle). Theravada extended to the southeast and is practiced today in Sri Lanka, Southeast Asia and Indonesia. In Theravada Buddhism, the Buddha is considered a great teacher, and each individual is responsible for his or her own journey toward enlightenment. In Mahayana Buddhism, which spread from India in a northeasterly direction to China, Korea and Japan, the Buddha is also a teacher, but there is devotion to other enlightened beings known as bodhisattvas.

All schools of Buddhism believe that every living thing experiences repeated lives on earth, and that there is an opportunity to improve its next birth by performing good deeds in a current life. They also teach that after death, a being can be reborn into another form, such as an animal or an insect and will continue this cycle of rebirth until enlightenment is achieved. Enlightenment brings the ultimate goal of nirvana, the final death, that marks the release from the cycle of rebirth and suffering.

Basic tenets of Buddhism:

The Four Noble Truths and the Eight-fold Path:

1. The Nature of Suffering (Dukkha):
"This is the noble truth of suffering: birth is suffering, aging is suffering, illness is suffering, death is suffering; sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair are suffering; union with what is displeasing is suffering; separation from what is pleasing is suffering; not to get what one wants is suffering…
2. Suffering's Origin (Samudaya):
"This is the noble truth of the origin of suffering: it is this craving which leads to renewed existence, accompanied by delight and lust, seeking delight here and there, that is, craving for sensual pleasures, craving for existence, craving for extermination." 

3. Suffering's Cessation (Nirodha):
"This is the noble truth of the cessation of suffering: it is the remainderless fading away and cessation of that same craving, the giving up and relinquishing of it, freedom from it, nonreliance on it." 

4. The Way (Mārga) Leading to the Cessation of Suffering:
"This is the noble truth of the way leading to the cessation of suffering: it is the Noble Eightfold Path:; that is, right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulnessn, right concentration.”
A Brief Guide to Jain Art and Culture

There is much in the historical development of Jain art which has parallels in the religious art of both Hinduism and Buddhism, but there are other aspects, particularly in relation to the role of the image in worship, which diverge fundamentally from the other traditional Indian religions.

Jainism
Jainism grew out of the teachings of a series of historical teachers who became "enlightened" and hence liberated beings, the most recent being Mahavira (c. 599-527 BC), the 24th Jina, a near contemporary of the Buddha Sakyamuni. The historicity of Mahavira's immediate predecessor, Parsvanatha, is widely accepted, and he is believed to have lived in the 7th-6th century BC. The existence of the preceding 22 Jinas remains beyond historical verification but is embedded in the Jain pantheon, together forming the 24 Jinas of this particular age. 

At the heart of Jain teachings is the commitment to non-violence (ahimsa) to all living creatures, including insect and plant life. A natural consequence of this philosophy is strict vegetarianism and a tendency to go into occupations which do not interfere with nature, such as trade, commerce, and banking.

The life of the Jain laity is guided by what is known as The Three Jewels: right knowledge; right faith; and right conduct. Meritorious "right" conduct include the "giving away" of a part of one's wealth, in keeping with the other key principle of Jainism, aparigraha or non-possession. This principle guides the life and behavior of the laity, and is a strict principle of those who choose the ascetic path of renunciation in their quest to become a Jina.

This philanthropy can take many forms, and some are prescribed: these include endowing the making of images; erecting and supporting the renovation of temples; and commissioning of holy books. 

Early Jain theologians certainly opposed the worship of images and in all probability it was pressure from lay followers who generated the demand and pressure for actual images to assist in meditation and worship, or, more accurately in the Jain context, to serve as a "model" of behavior for those venturing along the moksha marg, the path to enlightenment.

The Jina image

The creation of the Jina image is among the earliest recorded figurative representations in Indian art. Inscriptional references from the 3rd century BC record the worship of Jina images. Archaeological evidence makes it clear that images were in demand from an early period: certainly image worship was well established in the Kushan period (1st-3rd century AD). Inscriptions from this period record that monks were encouraging members of the laity to commission images of the Jinas, possibly following the Buddhist practice of performing meritorious acts. 

Not all early Jains believed that it was appropriate to create an image of the Jina. These dissenting voices were troubled by the inherent contradiction between image worship and Jain orthodox teachings: the Jina is a liberated soul, freed of its material body and resides in the celestial abode, represented as the heavenly assembly hall (samavasarana). As such the Jina is no longer of this world and is incapable of being represented. It could be argued that the truest representation of a Jina is the representation as a silhouette cut-out, a positive void.

Despite this professed "emptiness" of images of the Jina, they nonetheless are designed following strict iconographic (i.e. symbolic) and iconometric systems.

Iconometric drawings used by artists in the preparation of Jina images reveal the standardization of the meditating Jina. Identification of a particular Jina is only made through the cognizant mark usually depicted on the base of the image. The standardization of Jina images is such that most Jinas cannot otherwise be distinguished.

Only two Jinas are physically distinguishable from the other 22 without the aid of their cognazant marks, namely Rishabbanatha, the first Jina, recognizable by his uncut hair, and Parsvanatha, the 23rd tirtankara, always represented with a cobra canopy.

Jainism has a second theological difficulty with image worship. The Jinas were intended to serve as reminders to the faithful of the possibility of liberation; i.e., they served as role models for the Jain laity, guiding their ethical code of living, and for the aspirant Jina, providing inspiration and a reminder that spiritual liberation is an attainable goal. As a detached soul, removed from this world, the Jina is incapable of responding to a devotee's prayers or requests. This inability to be interventionist, to respond to the prayers and offerings from the faithful, sets Jina images apart from both all Hindu and most Buddhist deities, who can be called upon to ritually correct approaches by a devotee.

Yakshas and yakshis

For any religion to fulfill the emotional needs of its followers as a popular religion, an element of divine intercession seems a necessary ingredient. Jainism got around this difficulty by granting various subordinate deities, nature-spirits especially (eg. yakshas and yakshis), the power to grant boons and favors to the faithful. Yakshas and yakshis are typically depicted in composite images as subordinate figures, smaller in scale, attending the Jina. Their rise to the status of semi-autonomous deities, represented as independent images, was probably linked to this role as spiritual benefactors. (Yakshis and yakshas also appear in Hindu art).

The interventionist role of sudsidiary deities in Jainism is well illustrated by the goddess Ambika, the yakshi of the Jina Neminatha. An evocation to Ambika makes clear the protective role of the godess:

"May Ambika, of golden complexion riding on a lion and accompanied by her sons…
protect the Jaina sangha from obstacles"

These benevolent deities had assumed an important position in the Jain cosmology, fulfilling a strong social need which was beyond the gift of the Jinas. In this their role differed fundamentally from that of the Jina images.

It is clear that the minority religions such as Jainism and Buddhism were unable to ignore the deep-rooted popularity of certain folk deities. This pattern of borrowing of deities from one religion to another, followed by their gradual assimilation, is very characteristic of the early centuries AD. Either through a conscious obliteration or simply loss from folk memory, the common ancestry of many rival deities was in time no longer acknowledged. Other borrowings from the Brahmanical pantheon illustrate the Pan- Indian nature of early religious imagery in India, with deities being appropriated from rival faiths. The very popular Sarawati, Goddess of Knowledge and Learning, a much beloved goddess worshipped by Hindus, Buddhists and Jains alike.
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