
Buddhism	
•  Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary defines 

religion as “the service and adoration of God or 
a god expressed in forms of worship.”	

•  Most people make the relationship between 
religion and god.	

•  There are no gods in Buddhism, even though 
Buddhists sometimes attribute special powers to 
the Buddha…	



Buddhism	
•  The tradition begins simply with a human 

being…Siddhartha Gautama…who founded a 
solution to the problem of human suffering.	

•  Buddhists focus on his experience, and they 
deny the existence of a single, almighty god.	

•  Many religious traditions emphasize the 
importance of an immortal soul. 	

	



This is not so for Buddhism	
•  Buddhists say that a human personality is like a 

river or a raging fire: the personality is 
constantly changing and	

•  The idea of an immortal soul is simply an 
illusion that human beings impose on a process 
of change.	

•  In the same way individuals change, Buddhism 
also is constantly changing.	



Buddhism..quick history	
•  Began in India and 

flourished for 1,000 
years.	

•  By the 6th and 7th 
Centuries was absorbed 
by a revival of Hinduism.	

•  Now, ‘as the single 
shared experience of half 
the world’s population’ 
worship in Nepal, Tibet, 
Burma, Sri Lanka.	

•  Adapted to and evolved 
within different cultures 
and existing beliefs.	



South and Southeast Asia	







The Buddha	



Life of the Buddha	
•  Born as Siddhartha Gautama in a princely 

family in northern India about 566 BCE.	
•  The Buddha or the “Awakened One” left his 

family’s palace and took up life as an Indian 
ascetic. 	

•  After years of difficult struggle, he sat under a 
tree and “woke up” to the cause of suffering and 
to its final cessation.	

•  He then preached this ‘Dharma’ or teaching to 
his disciples.	



•  The main doctrinal change in 
Buddhism was that salvation 
was available to all instead of 
one that favored those who 
renounced the material works 
to pursue a life of monastic 
dedication.	

•  Because of the fundamental 
belief that suffering is caused 
by egocentric desires and the 
goal is to shed those 
delusions, the images reflect 
expressions of serenity…an 
individual beyond mortal 
weakness and selfish craving.	



Buddhist Reform	
•  It would be historically incorrect to say that 

Siddhartha Gautama saw himself as a religious 
leader or that he consciously set out to start a 
new religious movement. 	

•  He considered himself a teacher who rejected 
the ways of traditional Hindu religious 
orthodoxy and offered his followers a different 
path. 	
– He considered the many Vedic rites and ceremonies 

to be pointless and abusive and he was also against 
the caste system, stressing the equality among all 
people.	



Buddhist Reform	
•  While many of the teachings 

and messages of the Buddha are 
found in previous Indian 
beliefs, the one aspect of the 
message of the Buddha which 
seems original is humanism:	
–   the insight that human beings are 

ultimately responsible for their fate and 
that no supernatural forces, no magic 
rituals, and no gods can be held 
accountable for our actions.	

The hand with a wheel on the palm symbolizes Ahimsa in Jainism. The wheel represents 
the dharmachakra, which stands for the resolve to halt the saṃsāra (transmigration) 
through relentless pursuit of truth and nonviolence	



After the Buddha’s death	
The community shifted from 
the Buddha to his teachings.	

•  Monks gathered to establish 
a canon of scriptures, with 
much dispute.	

The Buddhist King Asoka, who 
reigned from 268 to 239 BCE, sent 
the first missionaries to Sri Lanka 
to establish the belief there. 	

Ashokan pillar in Nepal	



After the Buddha’s death	
•  From this the Theravada (tradition of the elders) 

grew.	
•  Eventually, there was a schism, marked by the 

emergence of the Mahayana school.	
•  The Mahayanists placed more importance on 

personal devotion and the universal opportunity for 
salvation	
–   and in the prominence of the bodhisattva, a savior 

figure whose accumulated merit could be shared with 
the worshipper, aiding the progress towards salvation.	



More Movements	
•  First split was Mahayana (the great vehicle)	

•  The second the Tantra or Vajrayana (Diamond 
Vehicle). 	
–  based on the idea that the sensory, phenomenal world 

was not to be dismissed as illusory (as it was in older 
schools) but rather found insight in daily, physical 
events. Many rituals and practices associated with 
Tantra.   	

•  However all Buddhists share a goal… 	
	



Moving more	
•  …to end the cycles of birth and death.	

•  In the 2nd Century Buddhism entered Tibet. A 
combination of the indigenous Bon, Indian 
monasticism and Tantric practice. 	

•  Buddhism entered China n the 2nd Century when 
the Chinese people had become disillusioned with 
traditional Confucian values. Buddhism borrowed 
Taoist vocabulary to express Buddhist ideas.	



Moving more	
•  Buddhism entered Japan in the 6th Century and 

soon became allied with the Japanese state. 
Convinced they were living in a ‘degenerate age’, 
the reformers brought a powerful new vision of 
Buddhism to the masses. 	



Progression of images from symbols…pillars, trees, thrones, 
wheels, animals and stupas…to fertility and donor figures and 
finally to human images of the Buddha and bodhisattvas.	



Seated Buddha preaching first sermon, from Sarnath, India, 
second half of fifth century. Tan sandstone, 5’ 3” high. 

Archaeological Museum, Sarnath. 	

The emphasis on higher 
goals of yoga—result in 
images in relaxed poses 
and transcendent. 	
	
	
They emphasized a 
youthfulness unaffected 
by time.	



Seated Buddha preaching first sermon, from Sarnath, India, 
second half of fifth century. Tan sandstone, 5’ 3” high. 

Archaeological Museum, Sarnath. 	

The Buddha, the Awakened 
One, is often depicted sitting 
in a serene pose, with feet 
crossed in frunt of him and 
hands folded in his lap---the 
picture of calm and 
contemplation.�
�
Since the goal of Buddhism 
is the transcendence of this 
delusionary world, the 
images are highly idealized	



Seated Buddha preaching first sermon, from Sarnath, India, 
second half of fifth century. Tan sandstone, 5’ 3” high. 

Archaeological Museum, Sarnath. 	

In art we see represented 
episodes in the life of the 
Buddha:	
--birth	
--moment of enlightenment	
--teaching	
--final triumph—death	
	
This image depicts a moment 
from the life of the Historic 
Buddha, ‘preaching and setting 
in motion the wheel of law.’	



The image of the Wheel 
then shows up with this 
additional meaning.	
	



Indian affinity for nature 
let to images with 
attributes related to the 
natural world…lion, 
banyan tree, eyes that 
follow the shape of the 
lotus…	
 	
Deities are known to 
worshippers by their 
responsibilities and 
attributes, poses and 
gestures.	



Buddha giving the first sermon, 10th/11th Century	



Shakyamuni, the Historical Buddha�
Nepal, 12th century �
Copper alloy, gilt 		

Shakyamuni (the 
historical Buddha) ---
teaching, meditation, 
reassurance, 
enlightenment (touching 
the ground).	



•  Most of the revered 
objects are associated 
with the life of the 
historical Buddha.	

•  The early growth of 
Buddhism after his 
death in around 481 
BCE was enhanced by 
the Indian King 
Ashoka’s distribution 
of his ashes inside 
84,000 stupas.	



•  So, the Buddhist faith, despite having a 
founder who had not supported the 
making of images and preached a 
doctrine against material possessions, 
acquired the world’s richest and most 
varied system of visual support.	


