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Abstract

While earlier Buddhist art utilized minimalist symbols like footprints 
and the Bodhi tree, contemporary Tibetan Buddhist iconography 
features intricate details, such as the 32 Mahapurusha Lakshana, 
reflecting a rich philosophical tradition. This paper focuses on how 
these often-overlooked iconographic details embody the Buddhist 
concept of happiness, intrinsically linked to the Triratna (Three 
Jewels): Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. Specifically, the study 
analyzes the role of these sculptures in conveying moral values and 
preserving folk beliefs related to karma and the interconnectedness 
of all beings within Sikkim’s cultural context. This research examines 
the preservation of cultural concepts and universal human values 
within Tibetan Buddhist sculptures in Sikkim, India. It explores 
how specific iconographic elements, such as representations of the 
Dharmachakra and the lotus flower, symbolize compassion, wisdom, 
and the Noble Eightfold Path. By examining these visual narratives, 
the research aims to enhance understanding of how Tibetan Buddhist 
iconography acts as a vital medium for communicating ethical 
principles and preserving cultural heritage, ultimately contributing 
to the promotion of universal human values in the region.
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Introduction

As Bertrand Russell articulates in his influential work, “The 
Conquest of Happiness,” the essence of a fulfilling life is rooted in 
love and knowledge. This perspective aligns closely with Buddhism, 
which emphasizes inner peace, compassion, and wisdom. Buddhist 
philosophy provides insights into human nature and the path to 
happiness, advocating for mindfulness, ethical behavior, and mental 
discipline to alleviate suffering and achieve enlightenment (Harvey, 
2013). A key aspect of Buddhist practice is interconnectedness, 
highlighting that all beings are linked within a web of existence. 
The nature/culture dichotomy established during the Age of 
Enlightenment contrasts with Buddhist thought, where nature 
is intertwined with culture. Non-sentient beings like plants and 
minerals differ from sentient beings—humans and animals—who 
can shape their destinies through karma. This endowment enables 
sentient beings to become cultural entities.

The philosophy of karma involves adopting universal human 
values that influence future existence. The past shapes the present, 
and the present molds the future. This awareness fosters compassion 
and underscores the importance of altruism in nurturing 
harmonious relationships (Kumar, 2015). Universal human values 
are fundamental to Buddhist philosophy. The term ‘human’ derives 
from ‘humane,’ meaning ‘kind-hearted’ (Hornby, 634-635), while 
‘value’ comes from the Latin ‘valere,’ meaning strong or worth. 
Thus, pursuing human values is a guiding principle of Buddhism.

Buddhism’s introduction to Sikkim is deeply intertwined with 
the prophetic vision of Guru Padmasambhava, also known as Guru 
Rinpoche, in the 8th century. This vision laid the groundwork for the 
establishment of Buddhism in the region. In the 17th century, three 
lamas—Lhatsun Chenpo, Sempa Chenpo, and Rigzin Chenpo—
arrived in Sikkim from different directions, converging at Yuksom, 
a place symbolically known as the “meeting point of the three wise 
men.” Their mission was to find a king for Sikkim, culminating in the 
coronation of Phuntsog Namgyal as the first Chogyal, or religious 
king, in 1642. This event marked the fulfillment of a prophecy 
contained within a gter ma (treasure text) hidden by Guru Rimpoche, 
solidifying Sikkim›s status as a sacred sbas yul (hidden land) ideal for 
Buddhist practice, away from the turmoil of Tibet.

Sikkim’s rulers, the Namgyal dynasty, claimed descent from Tibet’s 
Yarlung dynasty, which explains the strong influence of Tibetan 
Buddhist culture in the region. The concept of divine kingship and 
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the unified system of religion and politics were derived from Tibetan 
Buddhist political theory, as noted by Saul Mullard.

Buddhist philosophy emphasizes universal human values, 
rooted in the virtues of s$ıla (guiding principles of life), sam"adhi 
(concentration), and prajñ"a (wisdom). These principles guide a 
virtuous life, particularly through the five moral precepts of s$ıla: 
refraining from killing, theft, illicit sex, lying, and intoxication. 
Additional virtues like mett"a (benevolence), karu]n"a (compassion), 
mudit"a (kindness), and upeksh"a (equanimity) are essential for 
personal development.

Understanding Early Buddhist Iconographies: Embodied 
Teachings and Visual Wisdom

In earlier forms of Buddhism, iconography was minimalist, primarily 
depicting Siddhartha Gautama’s serene demeanor. As Buddhism 
spread across regions, local artistic styles influenced depictions. Early 
art prominently featured symbols like the Bodhi tree and wheel of 
Dharma (Bechert & Gombrich, 1984). With Tibetan Buddhism’s 
advent came an elaborate pantheon of deities—each embodying 
different aspects of enlightenment—serving as objects for devotion 
(Snellgrove & Richardson, 2003). These deities reflect esoteric 
teachings unique to Tibetan Buddhism.

One of the most significant symbols in early Buddhist art is the 
Buddhapada, or Buddha’s footprint. These footprints are frequently 
illustrated with auspicious symbols, including the Dharmachakra 
(wheel of Dharma), the lotus flower, and the Triratna (Three 
Jewels). They are venerated as sacred relics that symbolize the 
Buddha’s physical presence on Earth and his enlightened journey 
toward Nirvana. Pilgrims would travel to locations believed to house 
these footprints, paying their respects and seeking blessings from 
these tangible links to the Buddha’s life and teachings (Mackenzie 
& Khetrapal, 2019). In Buddhist tradition, a significant narrative 
involves a sage’s prophetic vision regarding the Mahapurusha 
Lakshanas, or auspicious marks of a great being, which are crucial to 
Siddhartha Gautama’s path to enlightenment. Before his birth, while 
Queen Maya was pregnant, a sage with extraordinary insight looked 
into the future and perceived the 32 Mahapurusha Lakshanas—
symbols that foretold the child’s destiny. 

Among these signs was the image of the Dharmachakra Triratna, 
marked on Siddhartha’s foot at birth. This symbol embodies the 
Three Jewels, which guide practitioners toward liberation from 
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dukkha (suffering) and enlightenment (Sullivan, 2006). At its core 
lies Siddhartha Gautama himself, whose transformation from prince 
to ascetic exemplifies the potential for change inherent in all beings. 
The second jewel of the Triratna is Dharma, which encompasses the 
teachings of the Buddha. These teachings include the Four Noble 
Truths, which provide insights into suffering’s nature, its causes, 
cessation, and the path leading to liberation. The Dharma serves as 
a comprehensive guide for navigating life’s complexities, offering 
ethical conduct, meditation practices, and philosophical reflections 
(Bechert & Gombrich, 1984). By diligently studying and applying 
these teachings, practitioners cultivate wisdom and compassion, 
enriching their lives while contributing positively to others. 

The third jewel is Sangha, representing the community of Buddhist 
practitioners who support each other on their journey toward 
enlightenment. This community includes monks, nuns, laypeople, 
and anyone who has taken refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. 
Together, they create a nurturing environment for spiritual growth 
through shared insights and mutual support (Dalai Lama & Cutler, 
1998). The Sangha embodies camaraderie and interconnectedness 
central to Buddhist teachings. The Triratna serves as a profound 
reminder of these three jewels’ interconnectedness and their essential 
roles in pursuing a meaningful life. Representations of the Triratna 
can be found throughout Buddhist art and iconography, symbolizing 
the enduring legacy of Buddha’s teachings. In depictions of Buddha’s 
footprints, the Three Jewels are often intricately carved or inscribed 
as guiding symbols for practitioners seeking enlightenment. 

The teachings encapsulated by the Dharmachakra promote 
values such as compassion, mindfulness, and altruism. By following 
these teachings, individuals cultivate qualities that contribute to 
personal growth and enhance their relationships with others. The 
interconnectedness highlighted in these teachings fosters a sense of 
responsibility toward all beings, encouraging practitioners to act with 
kindness and empathy (Kumar, 2015). Moreover, the Dharmachakra 
serves as a reminder of the importance of ethical conduct in daily 
life. This ethical conduct is strongly linked with the Buddhist concept 
of karma or one’s good deeds. It is only the sentient beings (animals 
and humans) which are capable to adopting good karma unlike the 
passivity of the non-sentient beings like plants or minerals. Universal 
human values therefore become a core of Buddhist philosophy as it 
affects one’s karma involving a cyclical journey of past, present and 
future. 

The same has been beautifully explained by Stéphane Arguillère 
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in her research article “Nature and Culture in Tibetan Philosophy”: 
“Sentient beings, insofar as they are given to karman, can be defined 
as beings that build up their own future condition through their 
present actions-which are only partly determined by their present 
state, itself conditioned by their own past actions. What is at work in 
such a device is definitely not a notion of freedom as ‘free will’, but 
a conception of the relative plasticity, malleability, of the sentient 
being. Their destiny is a series of metamorphosis carried out 
through imperceptible degrees. These neither happen according to 
the being’s own liking, nor randomly, but in some sort of dialectics 
between the condition or state that is itself the result of his past actions 
and the way in which he reacts to the circumstances that befall him. 
Those reactions construct the karma that will condition his future 
existence.” (Arguillère, 51) Karma can be achieved by following the 
Noble Eightfold Path which outlines principles such as right speech, 
right action, and right livelihood—essential components for living 
harmoniously within oneself and with others. By adhering to these 
ethical guidelines, individuals can create a more compassionate 
world that reflects universal human values.

In Buddhist iconography, representations of the Dharmachakra 
are often found alongside other significant symbols like the lotus 
flower and stupas. According to Buddhist teachings, residing within 
the Triratna—the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha—holds the key 
to unlocking a truly fulfilling existence. By cultivating wisdom, 
compassion, and ethical conduct in alignment with these teachings, 
practitioners embody the essence of a virtuous life. As they journey 
toward enlightenment under the guidance of the Triratna’s luminous 
presence, they awaken to the interconnectedness of all existence and 
realize that true fulfilment lies in spiritual awakening (Kumar, 2015). 

Similarly, lotus imagery holds a revered place in Buddhism as 
a symbol of purity and spiritual growth. From significant events 
surrounding Siddhartha Gautama’s birth to various depictions of 
lotuses blooming at each step he took; this exquisite flower represents 
transcendence and transformation. A notable instance highlighting 
lotus reverence is Queen Maya’s dream before Siddhartha’s 
conception; she envisioned a white elephant carrying a lotus in 
its trunk—symbolizing purity and divine grace—foreshadowing 
her child’s extraordinary destiny intertwined with enlightenment 
(Mackenzie & Khetrapal, 2019). Throughout Siddhartha’s life, 
lotuses continued to symbolize his spiritual journey. Legend states 
that upon his birth, lotuses bloomed beneath his feet with every step 
he took—signifying purity and auspiciousness (Sullivan, 2006). This 
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phenomenon underscored Siddhartha’s extraordinary nature and 
hinted at the profound wisdom that would later characterize his 
teachings as Buddha. 

In Buddhist iconography, lotuses are depicted in various forms 
imbued with symbolic significance. The lotus flower grows from 
muddy waters yet unfurls pristine petals above; this represents 
humanity’s journey toward enlightenment. Just as the lotus rises 
above samsara’s murky depths to blossom in wisdom’s light, 
individuals can transcend worldly suffering to attain spiritual 
awakening (Kumar, 2015). Additionally, Buddhas and bodhisattvas 
are often shown seated on lotus thrones that symbolize purity; like 
the lotus remaining unstained by impurities around it, enlightened 
beings radiate compassion and wisdom. In early Buddhist art and 
architecture, stupas serve as majestic structures embodying Buddha’s 
teachings while symbolizing spiritual awakening. Notably resembling 
a seated Buddha in meditation—symbolizing both presence of an 
enlightened one and embodiment of Dharma—the stupa evokes 
tranquillity (Bechert & Gombrich, 1984). Its domed shape mirrors a 
seated Buddha’s serene posture during meditation. 

The lotus flower holds profound symbolic significance in 
Buddhism, representing purity, enlightenment, and the potential 
for spiritual growth. Its imagery serves as a powerful reminder of 
the capacity to rise above negativity and harm, even in the presence 
of evil-minded individuals. The lotus, which grows from the mud 
at the bottom of a pond yet blooms beautifully above the surface, 
embodies the idea that one can transcend adverse conditions and 
maintain purity of heart and mind (Mackenzie & Khetrapal, 2019). 
The lotus symbolizes the ability to remain unaffected by external 
impurities or malevolence, encouraging practitioners to cultivate 
resilience and maintain their moral integrity regardless of others› 
intentions. This imagery serves as an inspiration for practitioners to 
strive for inner purity and compassion while navigating a world that 
may be filled with negativity. The teachings associated with the lotus 
encourage individuals to respond to hostility or malice with kindness 
and understanding. By embodying the qualities represented by the 
lotus—such as patience, compassion, and resilience—practitioners 
can foster an environment of peace and harmony. This approach 
aligns with Buddhist ethical principles that advocate for non-harm 
(ahimsa) and compassion towards all beings, regardless of their 
actions or intentions (Dalai Lama & Cutler, 1998).The assertion 
that “Buddhism is a philosophy of life” is often attributed to various 
scholars within Buddhism such as Thich Nhat Hanh (Thich Nhat 
Hanh & Hanh 1991), Dalai Lama (Dalai Lama & Cutler 1998), and 
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Alan Watts. Thus, early Buddhists sought refuge in symbols like 
Dharmachakra, Triratna, lotus flowers, and stupas as focal points for 
contemplating teachings on virtuous living.

Buddhist iconography visually manifests these universal human 
values, encapsulating deep philosophical concepts and spiritual truths. 
Through intricate symbols and artistic representations, Buddhist 
iconographies convey essential teachings on impermanence, karma, 
and liberation (Sullivan, 2006). By examining these iconographies’ 
hidden meanings, one can gain deeper insights into compassion, 
wisdom, and transcendence that underpin moral living. 

Unraveling Tibetan Buddhist Iconographies: Divine 
Depictions for Universal Human Values

The advent of Tibetan Buddhism in India marked a significant 
transformation in the visual representation of Buddhist deities, 
leading to the emergence of a diverse and vibrant pantheon 
of enlightened beings. Unlike earlier traditions that primarily 
emphasized symbolic representations, Tibetan Buddhism embraced 
the creation of statues and images depicting not only the historical 
Buddha but also a multitude of Bodhisattvas, deities, and enlightened 
masters. The rise of Vajrayana Buddhism, with its focus on esoteric 
practices, tantric rituals, and deity yoga, significantly contributed 
to the proliferation of Buddhist iconography in Tibet and beyond. 
Under the patronage of Tibetan rulers and monastic institutions, 
skilled artisans produced elaborate statues, thangka paintings, and 
ritual objects, each imbued with intricate symbolism and spiritual 
significance (Mackenzie & Khetrapal, 2019). The pantheon of 
Buddhist deities in Tibetan Buddhism reflects a stretch of myth, 
symbolism, and spiritual aspiration. From peaceful Bodhisattvas 
like Avalokiteshvara and Manjushri to wrathful protectors such as 
Mahakala and Palden Lhamo, each deity embodies specific qualities 
associated with universal human values such as compassion, wisdom, 
and protection. The serene gaze of Avalokite«svara statues in Sikkim’s 
monasteries often conceals a wealth of meaning, embodying 
the Buddhist ideal of compassion. But how do these specific 
iconographic representations, developed and preserved in Sikkim, 
translate abstract philosophical concepts into tangible expressions 
of universal human values for local communities?

Avalokitesvara, the Bodhisattva of Compassion, is a central figure in 
Tibetan Buddhism, and his iconography is deeply revered in Sikkim’s 
monasteries. The story of his transformation into a thousand-armed 
form is a testament to his boundless compassion. According to legend, 
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upon witnessing the immense suffering of beings, Avalokitesvara’s 
head split into eleven pieces, and Amitabha Buddha transformed 
these pieces into eleven heads to help him perceive the suffering of 
others more clearly. Similarly, his arms shattered, and Amitabha gave 
him a thousand arms, each with an eye, enabling him to reach out 
and alleviate suffering in countless ways. This iconic representation 
serves as a powerful visual aid, embodying the Buddhist ideal of 
compassion and inspiring practitioners to cultivate similar qualities.

In Sikkim, the practice of Nyungne is closely associated with 
Avalokitesvara. Nyungne is a rigorous fasting and purification 
retreat aimed at cultivating compassion and accumulating merit. 
Practitioners undertake vows of silence and fasting, often abstaining 
even from water, while engaging in intensive prostrations and prayers 
to Avalokitesvara. During this practice, visualizing Avalokitesvara in 
his thousand-armed form is crucial. This visualization reinforces the 
practitioner’s intention to develop boundless compassion, much like 
Avalokitesvara’s own transformation. By connecting with the divine 
qualities of compassion and wisdom embodied by Avalokitesvara, 
practitioners seek to purify negative karma and open their hearts to 
kindness and empathy.

The practice of Nyungne in Sikkim highlights how Buddhist 
iconography translates abstract philosophical concepts into 
tangible expressions of universal human values. The visualization of 
Avalokitesvara’s thousand arms serves as a reminder of the importance 
of compassion and kindness. This emphasis on compassion aligns 
with broader universal values such as benevolence, kindness, and 
equanimity, which are essential for personal development and 
community harmony. By engaging in Nyungne, practitioners in 
Sikkim not only deepen their understanding of Buddhist principles 
but also cultivate a sense of interconnectedness and responsibility 
towards others, reflecting the core teachings of Avalokitesvara. 
Through meditation, visualization, and ritual practice, devotees 
invoke these deities as manifestations of enlightened wisdom and 
compassion, seeking their blessings and guidance on their spiritual 
journey (Sullivan, 2006).

The introduction of statues depicting Buddhist deities in Tibetan 
Buddhism not only marked a significant evolution in Buddhist art but 
also served as focal points for meditation and discipline within the 
tradition. This transition from symbolic representations to tangible 
images reflected a deeper understanding of the transformative 
power of visualization and deity yoga in spiritual practice. Statues 
of Buddhist deities act as potent catalysts for this transformative 
process, serving as external representations of enlightened qualities 
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that inspire practitioners on their spiritual journey. Whether it is 
the serene countenance of Avalokiteshvara or the wrathful visage of 
Mahakala, each deity statue serves as a reminder of the boundless 
potential for awakening inherent within all sentient beings (Kumar, 
2015). Practitioners are encouraged to embody the virtues associated 
with these deities in their thoughts, words, and actions, cultivating 
compassion and wisdom in their interactions with others.

Understanding the stories and symbolism behind these 
iconographies is essential for practitioners seeking to deepen their 
understanding of Buddhist teachings. For instance, Avalokiteshvara’s 
vow to alleviate the suffering of all sentient beings serves as a 
powerful reminder of the importance of compassion and altruism 
in the Buddhist path. By meditating on Avalokiteshvara’s image 
and reflecting on his qualities, practitioners can cultivate boundless 
compassion and develop aspirations to work for the welfare and 
happiness of all beings (Dalai Lama & Cutler, 1998). The presence 
of deity statues in Tibetan Buddhist monasteries, temples, and 
homes serves as a constant reminder of the path to enlightenment 
and commitment to spiritual practice. Devotees offer prayers, 
prostrations, and offerings to these statues as acts of devotion and 
reverence, deepening their connection with the enlightened beings 
they represent. In this intricate tapestry of Buddhism, iconographies 
serve as guiding lights that illuminate paths toward universal human 
values. Through rich symbolism and timeless narratives, they provide 
profound insights into virtues essential for a life characterized by 
meaning, harmony, and spiritual fulfillment.

The physical attributes of Buddha statues convey deeper spiritual 
truths. For example, the cranial bump or ushnisha depicted on the 
crown of Buddha’s head represents his spiritual awakening and 
attainment of supreme wisdom. This feature serves as a reminder 
of the potential for spiritual growth inherent within all beings 
(Mackenzie & Khetrapal, 2019). According to Khenpo Lakpa 
Bomzon, a monk from Tibet:

“The ushnisha symbolizes not only enlightenment but also the vastness of wisdom 
that one can attain through diligent practice.” 

“Tsuktor vancha tauko ma, yo ewta lakshan. Buddha ko tauko mathi 
kosaile dekhnu na sakne. Buddha ko ewta chela le hernu khojecha. Mathi 
Gyaltsenriksi vane devlog goera Sangay lai herecha. Usko tauko ta chela 
pugeko thau vanda aglo. Tya dekhi mathi sumchushasum devlog vata 
herda, tya vata pani aglo. Tya vata mathi Thapdol, tya vata ni aglo. Tesari 
herda herdai tridhatuko sansarko top hogmin vata herecha. Sangay ajai 
aglo dekhecha. Kina reacha vanda chai, Sangay le agi shishya vako bela 
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ma paanch sai saal dekhi Bodhisattva ko jiwan bitauda, usle adar garnu 
parne haru lai jaile taile sir niurayera dhogeko. Tesle esto vako, vardaan 
le, Sangay ko tsuktor yo juni ma kosaile dekhnu na sakeko.”

(Translation from Nepali to English) 

“It is called the tsuktor (urna bun), one of the characteristics (32 mahapurusha 
lakshana). Nobody can get the view of the Buddha’s crown. One of his disciples 
tried to peek. He climbed up to the heavens of Gyaltsenriksi and looked at the 
Buddha. Buddha’s crown reached a higher point than where the disciple stood. He 
climbed even further to the heavens of Sumchushasum, Buddha was even higher 
than that. Next he climbed to the heavens of Thapdol, even higher (Buddha’s 
crown). He then climbed up to the highest heavens of the Universe, the heavens 
of Hogmin. Buddha’s crown was still higher than the highest heavens. While he 
asked the reason for this, Buddha said that in the earlier lives that he was born as 
a disciple himself, he bowed his head down and respectfully prostrated in front of 
all that he came across. That is why, this as a blessing, nobody can see the tsuktor 
of the Buddha in this life.”

These are the satyayug tales based on one of the important 
iconographic elements of the Buddha that could either be 
interpreted as Buddha being the highest or as a moral narrative to 
teach the disciples of humility. Tibetan Buddhist iconography not 
only enriches artistic expression but also serves as a profound vehicle 
for conveying universal human values such as compassion, altruism, 
wisdom, and interconnectedness. By engaging with these symbols—
whether through meditation on deities or contemplation on sacred 
objects—practitioners are invited to cultivate these values within 
themselves. Ultimately, this journey fosters personal transformation 
while contributing positively to the broader community.

Beyond the representations of the Buddha, cultural markers 
such as the Four Harmonious Animals (mthunpa spun bzhi) found 
on the walls of monasteries in Sikkim, or as thangkas and murals- 
offer timeless lessons in cooperation and harmony. This imagery is 
commonly found in monasteries, books, and curtains in Buddhist 
households. The scene typically depicts an elephant carrying 
a monkey, a rabbit, and a bird stacked on top of each other. The 
narrative centers around their quest to determine who among them 
is the eldest. The elephant recalls seeing the tree before it bore fruit, 
while the monkey remembers it when it had fewer leaves. The rabbit 
notes that the tree was just a sapling when he saw it, and finally, the 
bird reveals that the tree grew from a seed it had excreted. Ultimately, 
despite being the smallest, the bird is recognized as the eldest due to 
its broader perspective (Kumar, 2015). This story serves as a teaching 
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aid used by the Buddha to emphasize respect for elders and the 
importance of living harmoniously. The iconography of mthunpa 
spun bzhi conveys a moral message about humility and cooperation, 
essential values for fostering a compassionate society. 

The establishment of the Namgyal dynasty in 1642 marked the 
inception of a divine monarchical system in Sikkim, initiating a 
period of rule by Chogyals that spanned over three centuries. This 
event also formally introduced Tibetan Buddhism to the region. 
Tibetan Buddhism presents a profound philosophy of life, conveyed 
through its teachings, practices, and symbolic representations 
in iconography. By exploring the stories and symbolism behind 
these visual representations, practitioners can enhance their 
understanding of Buddhist teachings and integrate them into their 
daily lives. Iconographies featuring the Buddha in meditation, 
Bodhisattvas embodying compassion and wisdom, and symbolic 
motifs like the Four Harmonious Animals serve as visual reminders 
of the virtues and qualities that promote universal human values 
such as compassion, respect, and cooperation. These visual symbols 
help reinforce the principles of Buddhist philosophy, fostering a 
deeper connection with its teachings.

Furthermore, Buddhist iconography extends to symbols such 
as the Wheel of Life (Bhavachakra), which illustrates the cycle of 
existence and the causes of suffering within Buddhist cosmology. 
This symbol provides profound insights into suffering’s nature and 
offers a pathway to liberation through the practice of the Noble 
Eightfold Path. Understanding the interdependent nature of 
existence empowers practitioners to embark on their journey toward 
spiritual awakening (Sullivan, 2006).

At the heart of the Wheel of Life lies the depiction of samsara, 
representing birth, death, and rebirth that binds all sentient beings to 
conditioned existence. The outer rim is divided into twelve sections, 
each illustrating one of the twelve links of dependent origination 
(Pratityasamutpada). These links depict the chain of causation that 
perpetuates suffering, from ignorance and craving to birth, aging, 
and death. At the hub of the wheel are depicted the three poisons—
ignorance, attachment, and aversion—driving forces behind samsara. 
Ignorance is represented by a blind person, symbolizing delusion 
that clouds our understanding of reality. Attachment is depicted by 
a rooster, representing clinging to pleasurable experiences, while 
aversion is illustrated by a serpent, signifying our tendency to recoil 
from pain (Mackenzie & Khetrapal, 2019). Surrounding this hub are 
six realms of existence—each representing different states within 
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samsara—ranging from blissful yet fleeting pleasures in the god 
realm to intense suffering in hell.

Despite its bleak portrayal of samsara, the Wheel of Life also offers 
hope for those seeking liberation from suffering. At its center lies a 
depiction of the Three Jewels- the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha—
symbolizing pathways out of samsara. The Wheel emphasizes moral 
conduct, mental discipline, and wisdom as essential components for 
liberation. The outer rim illustrates various figures engaged in actions 
reflecting consequences stemming from ignorance, attachment, and 
aversion—such as birth, aging, sickness, and death. By understanding 
these causes and conditions that perpetuate suffering, practitioners 
are empowered to cultivate moral conduct and wisdom necessary 
for breaking free from samsara (Dalai Lama & Cutler, 1998). Thus, 
the Wheel of Life serves as a powerful symbol within Buddhism that 
encapsulates existence’s essence while guiding practitioners toward 
enlightenment.

Both the cultural markers- mthunpa spun bzhi and Bhavachakra 
symbolize universal human values such as cooperation, respect for 
elders, compassion, and moral conduct. These teachings encourage 
individuals to cultivate virtues essential for harmonious living. 
Through engaging with these iconographies—whether through 
meditation or reflection—practitioners are invited to embody these 
values in daily life. Ultimately, these symbols serve as pathways to 
understanding deeper truths about existence and inspire individuals 
toward lives characterized by meaning and interconnectedness.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Buddhism offers a profound philosophy articulated 
through its teachings, practices, and symbolic representations 
found in iconographies. Understanding the stories and symbolism 
behind these iconographies allows practitioners to deepen their 
comprehension of Buddhist teachings and integrate them into their 
daily lives. These visual aids are not mere aesthetic elements but act 
as a bridge connecting practitioners to the core values of Buddhism. 
In Sikkim, images of the Buddha in meditation, Bodhisattvas 
embodying compassion, and motifs like the Four Harmonious 
Animals serve as visual reminders of virtues promoting universal 
human values such as compassion, respect, and cooperation (Kumar, 
2015). These depictions are particularly poignant in Sikkim, where 
the monastic traditions have deeply influenced social structures and 
ethical norms.
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The evolution of Buddhist art in Sikkim—from symbolic 
representations to a diverse pantheon of deities—signifies a shift in 
the visual language of the tradition. The intricate murals and statues 
found in Sikkim’s monasteries not only reflect the rich tapestry of 
Tibetan Buddhism but also resonate with local cultural narratives 
and practices. These artworks invite practitioners to engage with 
their spiritual heritage while fostering a sense of identity rooted in 
both Buddhism and Sikkimese culture. Monasteries like Rumtek, 
Pemayangtse, and Tashiding stand as testament to the profound 
artistic and spiritual legacy, influencing local art, architecture and 
cultural practices. 

To illustrate the unique character of Tibetan Buddhist iconography 
in Sikkim, it is essential to consider specific examples found within the 
region’s prominent monasteries. In Rumtek Monastery, the seat of 
the Karma Kagyu lineage, one can observe intricate depictions of the 
Eight Manifestations of Guru Rinpoche. These representations not 
only showcase the diverse aspects of Guru Rinpoche’s enlightened 
activities but also reflect the artistic styles prevalent in the region. 
Similarly, Pemayangtse Monastery, one of the oldest monasteries 
in Sikkim, houses a remarkable collection of statues and murals 
depicting various deities and bodhisattvas. The artistic style in 
Pemayangtse often incorporates elements of Lepcha craftsmanship, 
reflecting the fusion of indigenous and Tibetan influences, and 
Tashiding Monastery, revered as the “Heart of Sikkim,” is renowned 
for its sacred chorten (stupa) and its collection of ancient relics and 
scriptures. The iconography found in Tashiding often emphasizes 
themes of renunciation, compassion, and wisdom, reflecting the 
monastery’s dedication to spiritual practice and scholarship.

From the simplicity of footprints and lotus flowers to the complexity 
of statues depicting various deities, Buddhist art continues to inspire 
awe and invites practitioners to explore the depths of their spirit. 
This artistic evolution encourages individuals to recognize their 
boundless potential for awakening (Mackenzie & Khetrapal, 2019). 
The introduction of statues depicting Buddhist deities represents not 
only an artistic shift but also an acknowledgment of visualization’s 
transformative power in spiritual practice. Through meditation on 
these statues, practitioners engage in a disciplined process of self-
transcendence, awakening innate potentials for wisdom, compassion, 
and enlightenment within themselves.

Thus, the statues of Buddhist deities serve as sacred symbols 
on the path to liberation, inspiring practitioners to embody the 
virtues represented by these enlightened beings in every moment. 
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Buddhism’s rich tapestry of teachings offers not only a spiritual 
path but also a philosophy rooted in universal human values. 
Iconographies provide invaluable insights into existence’s nature, 
suffering’s causes, and paths to liberation. They convey key concepts 
central to awakening and remind practitioners of cultivating 
mindfulness as a means to overcome suffering (Sullivan, 2006).

As Alasdair MacIntyre states in “After Virtue”: “A virtue is an 
acquired human quality... which tends to enable us to achieve those 
goods which are internal to practices” (MacIntyre, 1981). Engaging 
with Buddhist iconographies encourages individuals to cultivate 
virtues aligned with these teachings, ultimately enabling them 
to implement good practices conducive to lives filled with peace, 
wisdom, and genuine happiness.

The Four Harmonious Animals illustrate cooperation among 
beings and emphasize respect for elders—a crucial aspect of 
communal harmony in Sikkim. This symbolism resonates deeply 
within local communities where interdependence is valued. 
Similarly, the Wheel of Life (Bhavachakra) encapsulates universal 
human values by depicting samsara’s cycle while offering hope for 
liberation through ethical conduct and mental discipline (Dalai 
Lama & Cutler, 1998). The lotus flower symbolizes purity amidst 
adversity, encouraging practitioners to rise above worldly suffering. 
In Sikkim, these symbols are often integrated into daily life, featuring 
in traditional art, textiles, and even local folklore, reinforcing their 
messages across generations.

In essence, Buddhism’s rich iconographic tradition serves as 
pathways toward understanding universal human values within 
Sikkim’s cultural context. Through engaging with these symbols—
whether through meditation or contemplation—practitioners 
are invited to embody virtues that foster compassion and 
interconnectedness. The vibrant festivals celebrated in Sikkim, 
such as Losar (Tibetan New Year), further highlight how these 
teachings are woven into the fabric of daily life. These festivals serve 
as communal affirmations of Buddhist principles, fostering social 
cohesion and spiritual renewal. Ultimately, these teachings guide 
individuals toward lives characterized by meaning and harmony 
within themselves and their communities.

By embracing the teachings encapsulated in Buddhist iconography, 
practitioners in Sikkim can cultivate a deeper understanding of their 
spiritual journey while contributing positively to society. As they 
navigate life’s challenges armed with wisdom and compassion derived 
from these teachings, they become agents of change within their 
communities—promoting peace, understanding, and mutual respect 
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among diverse cultural backgrounds. This influence extends beyond 
religious contexts, shaping educational curricula and public discourse 
on ethics and social responsibility. Furthermore, the preservation 
and study of Buddhist iconography in Sikkim also contribute to 
cultural tourism, drawing visitors interested in understanding this 
unique blend of Buddhist philosophy and Sikkimese heritage. 
This in turn supports local economies and promotes intercultural 
dialogue. Through engaging with these symbols—whether through 
meditation or contemplation—practitioners are invited to embody 
virtues that foster compassion and interconnectedness. Ultimately, 
these teachings guide individuals toward lives characterized by 
meaning and harmony within themselves and their communities. 

While this exploration has illuminated the intricate connections 
between Tibetan Buddhist iconography in Sikkim and the preservation 
of universal human values, the enduring question remains: how can 
these ancient symbols remain relevant in an increasingly secular and 
globalized world? The challenge lies in bridging the gap between 
traditional wisdom and contemporary concerns. Rather than simply 
preserving these artistic expressions as relics of the past, we must 
find ways to actively engage with their underlying ethical principles.

Perhaps the key lies in reframing these iconographic representations 
as visual tools for cultivating empathy and promoting mindful 
awareness. By highlighting the universal values of compassion, 
interconnectedness, and ethical conduct embedded within these 
sculptures, we can inspire a renewed sense of responsibility towards 
ourselves, our communities, and the environment. Furthermore, 
exploring the potential of these symbols to foster interfaith dialogue 
and cross-cultural understanding could offer valuable insights into 
building a more peaceful and harmonious world. Future research 
should focus on innovative approaches to education and community 
engagement that leverage the power of these visual narratives to 
promote ethical behavior and cultivate a deeper appreciation for 
the richness and diversity of human cultures.
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