Handout:  Iconography for the Portrait of the Bodhisattva Guanyin
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In Buddhism, a bodhisattva is one who has attained enlightenment but chooses to delay the rewards of nirvana.  Instead, he or she helps ordinary people reach enlightenment more easily and quickly.  The wise and compassionate bodhisattva known as Avalokitesvara in Sanskrit, and Guanyin in China, was frequently prayed to fro assistance.

Iconography is the reading of symbols in a painting or sculpture.  Be an art detective and use the clues below to read the picture of Guanyin.

Bamboo:  Bamboo has hollow stalks, which allow it to bend and endure heavy winds.  It is a symbol commonly used in Chinese painting.  Given its properties, what might bamboo symbolize?

Guanyin floating on water:  Guanyin is standing on a lotus leaf.  Rooted at the bottom of a pond, the lotus surfaces on muddy water to flower.  It is an important symbol in Buddhism.  How might it be interpreted?

The child next to Guanyin:  He is the boy pilgrim Sudhana  (Shancai in Chinese).  According to the Garland Sutra, Sudhana visits fifty-three teachers to learn about the teachings of Buddhism.  Guanyin is the twenty-eighth.  Why is he prominent in this image?

The circles behind the heads of Guanyin and Sudhana:  These are mandalas.  Mandala is a Sanskrit (an ancient Indic language that is the classical language of India) word that literally means “circle.”  In Buddhism it signifies meditation through which enlightenment is often achieved.  In some schools of Buddhism, one can achieve enlightenment quickly by appealing to a bodhisattva.  Why might Guanyin and Sudhana have mandalas behind their heads?

What other cultures depict religious figures with circles behind their heads?  What about these representations and their symbolism is similar to the mandalas in this image?  What is different?

The notion of compassion:  Guanyin is associated with compassion.  How is compassion conveyed in this image?

Vocabulary:

1. Enlightenment – The ultimate wisdom attained in Buddhism.

2. Nirvana – The Buddhist term for the ultimate release from earthly desires, and the attainment of disinterested compassion and wisdom.
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