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Symbolism in Buddhism across
Different Cultures

It is said that Buddha Sakyamuni himself
used several objects and images to explain his
teachings. Perhaps, it could be one of the reason
why such a vast array of symbols, artworks and
objects have been used in the practicing, learning
and teaching of Buddha's wisdom.

When we talk about symbols in Buddhism,
usually, we start thinking about some very popular
and earlier symbols like Dharmachakra, Stupa, Bodhi
tree, Lotus flower, Buddha footprint, etc. With the
spreading of Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism
across different nations at different periods in
history, we could see many more additional symbols.
Quite a number of symbols seem to be derived
within the teachings of Buddhism. However, we see
that some of them have arisen from different
cultures as Buddhism got its influence amidst the
prevailing faith and religious beliefs of those
communities.

For that reason, we need to observe some
precaution in the use as well as in the meaning of
these symbols. Here are some points.

Universal objects like sun, moon, earth,
cloud, tree, river, etc are used as symbols in many
religions of the World, which is understandable.
However, there might be difference in imparting the
meanings to such symbols. The context may be
different. In Buddhism, there is no concept of gods
and their super powers. Small and big objects in the
Universe are seen as natural objects with small or
big influence upon one another.

Since Buddhism had its origin in an environment of
Hinduism and other religions, it can be understood
that many symbolic arts and objects of those
religions were brought to use to explain the wisdom
of Buddhism. But the interpretation of those symbols
differs. Many people hastily remark that ‘oh, this
symbol belongs to that religion and its meaning is
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that’. So a little caution is needed here to
understand the context.

Many people do not notice minor changes
in the form of art or object that have taken place.
Take an example of trident (trishul).At the first glance,
people voice that ‘oh, it is the symbol of Mahadeva’.
We find that many Mahayana and Vajrayana deities
also hold a trident. The famous Guru
Padmasambhava holds a trident but with some other
accessories in it. So, it has a completely different set
of meaning. Many persons are seen asking‘how come
a Buddhist deity is holding a weapon with a head of
a dead man’.

Our tendency to grasp the concept that a
particular symbol means a particular meaning all
through would be quite misleading. It is also possible
that same symbol or object may be used by different
teachers to mean different meanings.Also, different
teachers may use different symbols to mean the
same teaching. For example, multi-limbed deities are
portrayed in Hinduism and having super natural
powers. So also is the case in Buddhism. But they
are explained completely with different meanings.
They might have different sets of hand-held
accessories with different meaning. Same could be
true about the symbols of flowers, animals, birds,
etc.

In context of understanding the symbols
in Buddhism, we must understand that there is
bound to be location specific symbols which evolve
in a given geographical, social, religious and belief
system region. Symbols relating to Buddhism cross
different countries such as Nepal, Tibet, China, Japan,
Korea, etc may have varieties and different. We
should also take note of the fact that there are
chances of some alteration in such process of
transferring and translocation of wisdom or stories
contained in Buddhism. For example, we find that
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the ‘naga (serpent or snake)’ has been depicted
primarily in the form of ‘dragon’ in China. There
might be similar cases across other countries as
well.Also to cite an example as to how old culture
or belief system is internalized in Buddhism, we can
take example of China’s old symbol of ‘Yin-yang'.
Currently, it is viewed as one of the prevailing symbol
of Buddhism meaning non-duality or dependent
origination.
We know that symbolic arts like Astamangala are
famous all over. But their interpretations across
different regions are found to be different. Some
might think it is ok as long as people of that
particular region do not find problem in it. But some
would opine that it would be better if a consistence
meaning could be circulated all over. Similar is the
case with the some of the popular mantras viz.‘Om
Mani Padme Hum’,Om Tare Tu Tare’ and others. In
the present time of crowded social media, anyone
with little knowledge can circulate his/her writings
and can misguide the readers. Hence, there is a need
of an authentic body at the international level to be
vigilant and do something about this matter.

When we talk about symbols, it should not
be limited to static aspect alone. It should also
include symbolic gesture and use of objects during
offering/worship session or ritual or ceremony. In
Nepal specifically in Newar Buddhist communities,
the worshipping is done in an intrinsically symbolic
ways. Various objects which may include things like
cloths, colors, food items, plant items, etc, are given
certain meanings. Well, the same may be true in
other cultures as well but in different modes. In
Nepal, especially in Kathmandu, one can witness
Buddhist ceremonies taking place at different places
— one of Theravada style, one of Tibetan Buddhist
style and one of Vajracharya style, perhaps within a
walking distance apart. The atmosphere may look
so different with different robes, statue displayed,
worshipping objects and their presentation, etc.The
language of recitation or prayers also may be
different. It is probable that if a devotee from one
place is to be taken to another place, he/she may
feel quite aloof. Although, it is all, for the sake of
learning and practicing of Buddha’s teaching, but we
can clearly feel the impact of symbolism here.

Let us give a little thought as to how the
display of those multi-limbed Buddhist deities and
multi-colored thangkas along the busy market places,

casts its impression on passer-by. Let us think what
would be the take-away of the visitors, who visit
our ancient Buddhist monasteries viz. Baha and
Bahi, etc.

Since most of learning in Vajrayana Buddhism is in
esoteric format, symbols are very much needed here.
At the same time, since the aspects of inner mind
development cannot be represented all the time
through conventional communication media or
objects, the symbols of even unusual nature are
found to have chosen.We see multi-limbed statues
holding various symbolic objects in their hands.We
see unnatural animals being portrayed.We can see
and visualize the entire universe through a thangka
(Pouwa). Such is the relation of symbols and Buddha’s
teachings. It would not be an exaggeration to say
that the arts and crafts have flourished because of
such an environment of having to imagine and to
dive into various visionary realms by the artists and
practitioners in Buddhism.

There is a need of efforts to familiarize these
Buddhist symbols to general mass of people. It is
not just the matter of art or craft only. People should
be in a position to relate the meaning of those
objects in terms of Buddha’s teachings. For that,
people should have easy access to such information
or knowledge. If people know these symbolic arts
and objects from this perspective there might be
more chances that people get attracted in learning
the teachings of Buddha. Sights of statues, thangkas,
and objects in baha and bahi or monasteries might
deliver quite different meaning. Since, the teachings
of Buddha are required in everyday life of people,
who knows a glance to a symbol somewhere would
prove to be an inspiration to someone.

One of the great teachers of Vajrayana Buddhism
had said "The Buddha's meaning can be known
through symbols and actions, not through words
and books." This greatly indicates to the fact that
symbols are very powerful means to remind oneself
of Buddha’s teachings.

30



dtg fage @g, a9

aig fage oa yfafafa ae: 00y

*.9.| ufafafer awm fRr ET G

q) | T& IS I it To WRIRR sfagrer
) | Tuw s AAAUTETIRTR Fietare
3) | o [ TR VT FEHAEIITRTE YRR
8) | I AW afrawETeRY ECE)

y) | W Nty AETGER fegadt
§) | T SRgR W VAR AR TeERt
o) | qF WIS W= Wt auiAgTeRTe SR
) | W T S T G0 AR qhaET
B) | UsT e ATYT AUSUHEITIER HOITTERt
90) | O qEGY SATAR uH fofd AefeeR T.aE
qq) | uel &S SRR TS qUT AR EOICICE]
99) | Fhrer v WIAGHEIIER DG
}) | I TS Tt feafed wetferTe T

98) | o TAWR HENAER fasadt
qy) | faeg wrr WS qUT HEARIR EIET

9g) | e TSTER HYRAUTHETIETR Regag
) | g wmea TSt WY ety

T) | o BN I oy aut WETRER feteETer
@®) | HTUT I TSI YA AR TR
) | T T TRATHETRTR T
) | W W oINS AR Tgeadl
NNEGEEEIC TS WEIaRR TETRT
B) | T T fRua auiwgTiR™ FAEETA
8) | e aw sSTEE FOAH WETaER HCR

) | wi TAAAEY AETARTY g

‘) | T o™ aw Tl AafE™ g
) | uF = v ¥ 9UT HEIER NehaETe
) | W WEwR e TATIRIA FEIEER 3 ST
®) | a7 A= awEm WU, FEHagY ERRUS)




foreer @ ot

JOH e uTEEr TREHR Wi
T, TR I TRATEHTY RUE
fefg = wa FAEHR e
T T T TRATEHR AHUE
q) |GFURT FREIUT qAT qHead IJUQTHET LpIECY TEART ATl I
Q) [TitEw qur sRRfEy W Juwfala | Saee T JUAL HLUT IcA TATAR
3) [FRR IR IUHATT qaS JUNAY  SRHES ST
8) |BTEAN SAERITOR duT AR GeehIY AfgeT Juwratd
y) [T BISITEATT AT YT
%) [T TR quT AQHAT JuRHHTS JUTLAET UGH &g I
) |QEpiad JuatHfT ST TR aFAA
T) |wireror Iuwfata JUTEAE IS TATAR
uTfHE Iq-Hfafe FAT JU-HHfE
¥ | A w FE | AW aq
q) | LIS TFE™ AT 9) | W @R SPIECY
3 | Favasaw asmae wmer | Y| TR awmew W
TEGE LR CEC e 8) | ufew v =
V) YIAAT I W=
&) | SHET e =
WWWWW@WW%XOW
g A e fiiqan o = |
RNER T AT SRUT AdR] [ fol.
T, TR | T YY3TEA

EE



dig fagre @a, a7

dtg o @u adam afeen Su—afufa afafafy

*E | AW g T BT

q) FlegT T STeAET Teeg HIGAT doid qdT VT GHE 3EY

) A e . st M Aigal dad adT 70T 98 By
3) qUNT S1ad . JUTEAET QIEET: THET e (CGE
8) AT ST JUTAET TV AlgaT THg qagr:

¥) EUCIEED JuTeET a¥rEuT AT O Nroaer:
%) g AR T JUTEAA TEA gl 9k QUIR AT EELE

9) QUIAATRT qorare JUTEAET TG Higdl GHE ANEET:
T) AAERT Iy qraa TR AR HiARdl aadt:

B) ICECGIELED] ¥E qraa TUTARHT AigaAT THE HFET:
90) SHAT TR HIETEAEA ECRAUCICCF TRIRT
99) | wx<adt awma™ E DIOMEAET | Weited Aleal 98 Agagl
Q) AT S &T. qg T HEUTHA HET U

93) | A« agra F. GG @] SeMT Ateadl T8

98) | qMaeAl wad . aa TGHTEd Aiel SHE

y) HHAGHT TR &Y. qee AUTH URFIRNIT i@ UH 99

9%) | FEIRAT ST F. 4G AYRAUT AENCEIR THegdET:
q9) | DHeIHT e FT. e Siaog et ud: siaer:
9T) | WHAT e BT, g d ™S Tl AGIT: AT O D e
@) | oIty H. G f&R0a Algar wHg ERiEC
0) A AT T &1, oA SHAAUT HigaT THE FRIRT
%) AT qA™ BT, TG IAdET: AT U= AR
W) T a9 BT, qo TUATH AEIdEI} glagl: AT g (e
AB) ERIRIED] qtcteter AT THET T EET
) | FWRIHT IRT Qtcterer T AAlER (T O qaa:
W) | @ Wrtterrer WESHUT Higel WHE o
R ESELE T terrer R e TR =
9) [ et s Qfefetter &G0 AlgAT QAT gar
FAN EESUEEEE] Qitierer HEHY [T T Picieicy
M) | I g TR qtdterrer THIGBIA AlEAT THE qERT
30) T qE ] e QY Algal 9HE RIETEE]
39) EaT e Wiefelrer HIUT AUSY HAT U

N) HIEAAGHT T Qicrfetrer ahaUT Algal THE

33) | voT FERT I reterrer TR FENTRTR FagT
38) | vom yaw Wrerterer TRmRY #iear aaq a9 SRR
) | T w Gretrer e THaT o= bTTS

3%) NCRKLED] Piicits) TOHT AlgAT THE

39) qRomT qerar ety T AT O T
3T) BT qal T QAo Iel YuTiEle HaT O YATEE
3t) FRAT SAT=™I QierfeTrer wG: AT U =G
80) AT T AT RIETEE]
89) | I AT ITRT RaAtfor AT
89) | @ qEr wE AT Hpazta

R




e o ot

dtg fage @, darew afufy

q [aw w e HiatEa . THE

q) |aftersiona (st TEAAlE | BTOZ0TBIE | TR WETieR
) |uw IR |fereneam zalf  [vrye088330 | afuwmifeE®

3) |HEOT TGS |q. JUTLART | € @'l BT8IT08L8Y | THIHY HENMRIR
8) |UERGY WET | JUTAT TEN | BTBUBBROTE | R WEllER
Y) [T o AU | JUTAET  |EE | BTBIBYII0Y | GUMTHREIEER

%) |W BIOVE | JUTeART TREE | BT8998Y899 | T aUT AEIRR
SBECEEIEE] JUTAET TR | BT8agREOE | RRux aviwEfaRR
?) | avmd |wgr-afua | Treedi | wT89yyesi | WA AUWETRER
B) |usw e gt umal: | Bzgagseesy | wivwuey

q0) | I aEmAe  |fuwEdt | ur8agewzar | Mftees AeEfER
q9) |aot e WE-BIOMEAE |QEEM | BTBIQQCLE8 | SAARER WEIRR
Q) |afere s HHGH TAGTE | BTYI0RYOB | TRvde WENER
93) |Rfawy e HAGH ZIGRT BTBEETEBI8 | oSS QUT AEIRER
98) | 3T IS | 1. 9Ge UFET@ | BTBEARIQTT | 0T ARHIAEIGRIR
9Y) [ASTEEIGR ST | &T.age TEEd | BT8I8YEER8 | uH Tl Agiaer
qg) | feuw T IR cro) FIARR | BTBIGUEBYE | @IidQUT AETTERTR
0) [T T W |FTEGH sfieg@ | BTBANTTTE | 3 WO WEaER
C) | SR (FTEGE [ FEEA | BT8RBY0RRY | AR WEllRR
qE) | T T BTG Tag BZYq09Y008 | afumEfER

0) [ R e [@r e TgEEl: | BTBEBREIT3 | SQTUR IWHETER
) [IToNT e HeTtorer UHUE | BTYI09888Y | SEER HElRR
Q) | AR Al TR | Aot OO | BTI3900BQY | WNR AETERER
B) [W@H I T | weford MFEET | BTBIYOYTERY | T§ 0T HEHER




dtg fEre @a, a9

9)

)

dtg fag e wfafafy
drg fEr o 83 off WRUT W Tefufery SR saglt @ wemh T
W 7 WfeT SRR A e | shwn fafiw few i fafe
dig frer o weEr T'r IEv T s §J« |
WHE WrfHaar &Y e Sureaery fufea YATT I fRuaant wEfEr
gaa a8t @i foigR A o ferwior IS WY AR

ATIAT: FEUT T WIET A TeATSH
Yohad TR A | AT P TTAESH
WV PR T Fey IWHRATT AR
T T JA | Y anea: fort faRR

T UG AT a0 qd |
%) afaaaut wEifaR Faeiag!
g) TR AR AT

) NEBAUT AEARIR, TYRIRT LI
o) AW AEfaER  AogeR:
¥) TAAARR AEIaRR qe:
o) WY AEHRER ECLE
£aE ATUATY ST TEIAT T (T GRETUT
AT STEATASAT I G TET TEHAT AATE

Hifqe uT-aTemET §19 GO YHaET $ug

o 1 qISY 9 WEYUT 9ET XA S
g ﬁﬁmuﬁrwﬁszrﬁaﬁww
JUTEART (S THTAETAT A Toichead aA
AEFERUTTASTT SR JagTeiis wiireroT
SURRE: ATEH] 9 | AT g9 ufreTer
TANGA: AT gFd dgTgiar T araT

3)

8)

fforw e swEER AehER

ST 7 uT: &t gfvreor four ur: e
TEEE TRRAT AW W |

g far wg ur yeTfvE “ggar wH
Wl ¥ A B AT Hoiw & fifea
ferwtor amar wfger Susfhfe o wir
TSI AT GAGE 1S9 ¥IHGAT (Candle
Walk) ®Td#Aa .. Y63 aft
TEAAA AT UT: HATTIAT]  qeaqR
wefeEr (fawad)w favas awmr 9o |
g I ARG T T T are & fgaorer
b WUt GErad! Haaa ar| qrEar
U FHHAT TWT UAT FHeg ATdd
AETERAT ARSI UTs T & arew
ATAT A ATG g el re agr adan
o arwy B weaes gEaw a

34



et @ar ot

V)

AT TWHR U@ WD Tea faar
eae fuwnr afy fadde faseeh oo
TFquT agT afeanft A gawe ot awEr
AUTAHTET AT &, TFYUT AT 1 THTST
AT TEE GOha faur g wEar
Haereheay Y fendreres faeg weret whifer
foammr q@ | 0 g wffew Ao
HTET AT Ed: T AT JATSAT JUTLALT,
TR JATSET gfad, Feft swTear
BISMeAE q @ § (Reewwt wwTeT, RS
T, IAHVHR T 9 raar
THIS) JOR TR S qul W
THTS JaT GAe AT T a1 AE i
HUSA ferTTelr STAUGY T AETS e
AN FRUT WaR fads faa e

&)

o)

(4

Ty Jd@ | T4 g o v s
Suferm war fasnfu/ fegfi swafe
U qETET =aaT |

FaT AR ARAT SRRH HY € Al
TNEfers WIS URIRTOT SImed: ATan]
qa |

e gyiaaaaT sauted Afear fufaa
b vy faamr 9@ w0 g wfvwetor
Frfu mx Jy Wer AU wigawEd
AT Ao T |{A |

dtg fagR w9 sam@T q@eaany
IR IR INE L E-CIRCE RS )
T U AMHY gfoaAr Sned - wd
afiies TgaeT Ay a= fe Qove, SRS
Y T FRATAT U FEATETR 99 § |

dtg faer @u, gaan TEey T T R wer
THRATIT HTHAT TET TG40 A
&L AT T 9¥0 AqA aheA Aur-fH fue
fHaaT I =@ T |

T A A
s @feg fafe
AU GFaeell Ui FTHER

HET AT G¥aIfeel TFIUT FIHER

Joafer enaa
9% ¥R, WEEd, AfaquY
AT, : BT3999893

3%



