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Introduction- 

The worship of bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara is one of the major cult practices in Mahayana Buddhism among the practice of numerous bodhisattvas in Mahayana pantheon in many of the South and East Asian countries, especially in India, Sri Lanka, China, Japan, Tibet, Korea and Vietnam. Distinctively, the art of these countries created him in various forms from time to time depending and adapting on their social, cultural and religious needs by combining with the local religious traditions.

 However, the main characteristic of the worship of Avalokiteśvara in Mahayana Buddhism is the amalgamation of the embodiment of Lord Buddha in order to reconcile the grievances of ordinary people. He is believed to be manifested in various forms including Buddha, Pratyeka Buddhas or Śrāvakas, in male and female or any other form necessitated.
 This vast range of iconographic forms developed by the Mahayana scriptural sources provides a sense of Avalokiteśvara’s paramount popularity throughout the Asian Buddhist community and Buddhist art. Therefore, his iconographic representation plays a significant role in the tradition of worship in Mahayana Buddhism and that of art as well. 

Due to this recognition, he is particularly famous in India as Avalokiteśvara, Padmapāni ("Lotus bearer")(Fig.01) and Lokēśvara or Lokanātha (“Lord of the world")(Fig.02), Sri Lanka as Avalokiteśvara (Fig. 03)or Nātha Devi(Fig.04) in later periods(often mistakenly confused with Maitreya, the Buddha yet to come)
 Quan Am in Vietnam, Chenrezig(spyan-ras-gzis) in Tibet, Kwanseum in Korea, Kannon, Kanzeon or Kanjizai in Japan and Kuanyin in China.
 He has always been recognized as the “Protector of the world” (Lōkanātha) or “Lord of the World” (Lōkēśvara)
 and “hearer of the cries of the world” or “perceiver of sounds,” the most popular interpretations given to Kuanyin and Kannon, by which he is best known in South and Southeast Asia.

What is remarkable in each of these description is the personification through paintings and sculptures to accumulate the concept of bodhisattva as redeemer of every being who is subjected to life-threatening dangers such as fire, flood, and attack and as benevolent bestower of sons; as guide of souls,
 leading them in the journey from deathbed to Amitābha's Western Paradise.

Development of the concept of bodhisattva Avalokitesvara
However, the widespread concept of bodhisattva in early Buddhism presumed to be the establishment of the cult of Avalokiteśvara in Mahayana Buddhism with all such qualities. According to early Sūtra literature, Lord Buddha has identified him self as a bodhisattva with many of the supreme characteristics as a mortal being.
 The difference between the concept of mortal Buddhas in early (Theravada) Buddhism and the later development is the appearance of  transcendental conceptions into the Buddhahood in that Siddhartha Gauthama was no other than the representation of Buddhahood. Therefore, it is distinguished by Theravada Buddhist tradition due to its “incorporated worship of countless Buddhas and bodhisattvas, worship of Gods and Goddesses and chanting of various Sūtras and Mantras for attaining emancipation.”
 The predominant character of this concept is the development of a pantheon of deities, known as Bodhi Mandala in which, Ādi-Buddha or Vajradhara, originated in the Nalanda monastery in about 10th Century CE and popular in Nepal and Tibet,
 being the most superior personage. 
What is remarkable in Bodhi Mandala in this respect is the creating of Buddha families (Kulēśas) including Dyāni Buddhas, their spiritual representatives, female counterparts, flowers and colors and many other aspects of particular family including hierarchical organization of the doctrinal practices of Mahayana Buddhism. The Guhyasamāja for the first time
 and Sādhanamāla deliberately explain five Dhyāni Buddhas as emanated from Ādi Buddha (Svayam Bhū) and their respective bodhisattvas and other relative partners. 
According to Sādhanamālā, the five celestial (Dhyāni) Buddhas and their respective bodhisattvas are as follows;

1. Vairocana

- Samantabhadra

2. Akshōbya 

- Vajrapāni

3. Rathnasambhava 
- Rathnapāni

4. Amitābha 

- Avalokiteśvara (Padmapāni)

5. Amoghasiddhi. 
- Viśvapāni


Out of five Dyāni Buddhas emanated from Ādi Buddha, Avalokiteśvara represents the pantheon (Mandala) of Amitābha (Japanese: Amida , Chinese: O-mi-t'o). Accordingly, Avalokiteśvara, the spiritual son, chief bodhisattva of the Lotus Family and family protector of Amitābha, represents the active manifestation of the boundless love and compassion. He is red in color, displays the symbol of Varadha in the right hand while holding a full blown lotus in the left hand.
 He also represents the Bodhi Mandala of Amōghavajra (Amōghasiddhi) according to an early Chinese scripture of Eight Great Bodhisattvas.
 This reveals that he is a pioneer bodhisattva in several Bodhi Mandalas attributed to each Dyāni Buddha.
The Tantrayāna interpretation of the Bodhi Mandala, explained in Guhyasamāja Tantra, is an important cosmological diagram formed by five eternal Dyāni Buddhas used for meditation. They denote the five directions, live with their attendants to assist the respective bodhisattvas.
 Particularly, in Tibetan understanding; the Bodhi Mandala where Avalokiteśvara is represented is profoundly venerated. Since the belief of Avalokiteśvara as the live incarnation represented through out their history as the Dalai Lamas.
 According to Tibetan interpretation, Bodhi Mandala is also popular as the place of a bodhisattva's earthly deeds, such as the enlightenment or the acts of dharma, and a site of pilgrimage. Many temples and monasteries in China and Japan are famous as Bodhi Mandalas; for instance, the island of Putuoshan in China, located off the coast of Ningbo, and venerated as the Bodhi Mandala of Avalokiteśvara
 to provide an opportunity for “meditation on the very nature of reality.”

The impact of Sanskrit literature
Distinctively, the establishment of personified characteristics of Avalokiteśvara in Mahayana Bodhi Mandala would have some impact from the voluminous creation of Sūtra literature with trans-mundane presence of Buddhas and limitless number of bodhisattvas in countries such as China and Japan in its later developments
 which provided a philosophical base to its doctrine and elaborated symbolic appearance as well. 
In Mahāvattu, one of the early references, he is regarded as “the light of the world,” “son of darkness,” “striding throughout the world as the king of the swans,” and “bright like the moon during the month of Karthika” all of which resembles the later developments of the symbolism of Avalokiteśvara.
 He is the central figure of Prajñāpāramita Hrdaya Sūtra, as the first chapter emphasizes him as the king of healing.
 Saddharmapuṇḍarīka Sūtra provides a descriptive illustration of his life saving powers, while Sukhāvatīvyūha and Amithāyūrdhyāna Sūtras reveal his spiritual kinship to Amitābha and outline his functions. Basically, the elucidation of Buddhism in Saddharmapuṇḍarīka as Srāvakayāna, Pratyēkabuddhayāna, Bōdhisattvayāna provides the evidence in its 25th Chapter that he can preach Dharma by manifesting himself as a Pratyēka Buddha, Srāvaka or which ever the suitable form; with his skillful means (Upāya).
 Later developed Kāranda Vyuha Sūtra explains how his mantra “Ōm Manipadme Hum” became associated with him.

The elaboration of the multifaceted visualization of Avalokiteśvara in Amithāyūrdhyāna Sūtra explains the volume of impact the scriptural sources provide in establishing him as a pioneer personage.   
“Bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara is golden-skinned princely being of enormous stature, wearing a great crown made of wondrous gems within each of which there stands a manifested Buddha. Many-hued rays of light stream forth from his body in a patterned manner; these rays reach into the various realms of existence and send forth manifested Buddhas and bodhisattvas, who accomplish his works of compassion. Innumerable rays of soft light extend from his hands, illumining all things, and he is seen to be assisting all beings with these hands.”
 
Remarkably, the creation of various forms, from the point of view of Trikāya— Nirmānakāya, Sambhōgakāya, Dharmakāya
described in Sukhāvativyuha Sūtra—has some significance in this reference.
According to Sukhāvativyuha Sūtra and Swarnaprabhāśa, Tathagathas (Śākyamuni) have no origin, for he has attained Nirvāna incalculable ages before and manifest only Dharmakāya,, and since then he has been preaching Dharma by appearing by his Nirmānakāya which is visible to pious people.
 Nevertheless, bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara has been assumed the Sambhōgakāya, or the heavenly body, of the eternal Buddha, out of Trikāya.

Therefore, the influence on iconography of Avalokiteśvara from Mahayana literature upon the fascinating figural characteristics of his sculptural representations and the development of his worship as the symbol of compassion are of much importance. 
In the sense of its universal perspective, the idea of “Sattva”(sentient being) reveals the quality of a personage who enlightens (Bōdhi) each and every single being and elaborates the idea of “Buddha to be” who stands for the welfare and liberation of all creatures,”
 along with various functional aspects of  “Sattva,” especially in etymological perspective, that include “intention” particularly penetrating the heroic, courageous and awakening nature of bodhisattva.
 The analysis by Har Dayal in this perspective is of significance for they are more or less similar to each other with its central meaning.
  Particularly, the concept of bodhisattva in its transcendental aspect established some kind of significance to bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara inculcating many of the foregoing characters into him as the personage with most benevolent powers among other deities in the pantheon. 
Particularly, the Sanskrit words “Avalokita+Isvara” elaborate the meaning as “Lord who sees”(from on high with a pity)
 which conquer the Hindu aspect of Śiva or Isvara. The term Avalokita is meant for the person who looks down; hence Avalokiteśvara stands for “Lord who looks down the world with infinite love and compassion.”
 This principal interpretation has been expressed as "the lord of what is seen”, "the lord who surveys” or “gazing lord”, providing the functional quality of the bodhisattva: a savior who hears all cries of suffering and responds with potent aid.
 According to this description, Avalokiteśvara is the collective embodiment of the “energy of enlightenment (prajñā) together with compassion (karunā) in their effective states of expression and realization”
 Thus, the prominence acquired by Mañjuśrī as the founding figure of many Mahayana scriptures, was gradually achieved by Avalokiteśvara due to his nature of limitless and unconditioned compassion and his less interest of becoming a Buddha.
 Hence, many of the his symbolic representations spread over the regions have made an effort to demonstrate these qualities as they wish which resulted in creating highly advanced and symbolic characteristics upon him.


It is assumed that, the concepts and understandings of bodhisattva, including Avalokiteśvara has some resemblance to the ideas originated in Persia (Iran)
  and further West and some indigenous cult practices like śŚaivism and Bhagavatas as well.
 Hiuen-T’sang has encountered that Mahayana doctrine in India has been influenced by the interpretations of Brahmanical elements and elaborately named the country as a “Kingdom of Brahmans”
 

How ever, the spread of the concept of Avalokitesvara in various parts of Asia have generated its own identical characteristics with the merging of existing cult and religious practices of those countries. Interestingly, it entered into central Asia to the countries such as China, (1st century CE) Korea (4th Century CE) and Japan (6th Century CE), blended up with the contemporary religious cult patterns and developed their own system of religion which is identical to each individual region. Some of the Eastward countries (i.e: Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, Indonesia) developed their own religious traditions as a result of the Buddhist movement occurred during 1st-3rd Centuries CE in the Eastern part of India, especially in Bengal, creating certain Tāntric aspects of Mahayana Buddhism which indoctrinated to develop a new trend in Mahayana School, later identified as Vajrayāna Buddhism. The tradition adapted by Tibet and some other countries and fused with the traditional Shamanism presented a distinctive school of Buddhism that prevails in these countries at present
 known as Mantrayāna or Nílapatavāda
 began to appear around 4th Century CE, introduced a set of scriptures called Tantras, with the concern to the power of verbal formulas(Mantra), sacred diagrams (yantra,) and esoteric adoration.
 What is remarkable in this is the worship of divine Buddhas and bodhisattvas along with their female counterparts, visualized in terrible human forms similar to divine deities of Hinduism (i.e: Śiva =Kāli, Durgā) prevailed during the contemporary phase. Eventually, the doctrinal practices followed by Tantras were identified as Tantrayāna and those followed by Mantras were the Mantrayāna school of Vajrayāna Buddhism which established the worship of Avalokiteśvara as a guardian deity in a wrathful nature rather than elaborating love and kindness. 
Iconographical representation of Avalokiteśvara in Buddhist art.
The possible outcome of various characteristics depicted in Mahayana literature and related derivations in Buddhism, to facilitate the boundless compassion of Avalokiteśvara, are the establishment of certain iconographic elements to elaborate his skills and qualities developing a conviction towards him. 
Out of many manifestations, the compassionate nature of bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara was said to be first established in India during Kuśāna reign. Chutiwongs is of the opinion that the literature and icons of Avalokiteśvara found from North and North Western India can be dated back to 2nd Century CE and it was widely spread all over by the 5th Century CE.
 with a pervasive popularity occurred during the period where Nalanda, an early Buddhist Universities, was in its highest glory
 (Fig. 05) and describes this popularity from numerous icons found from Ellora, Kanheri and Ajanta.
 (Fig.06) Some influence of arising cultic images with different number of arms, heads and faces are also known from India during the Gupta period (6th Century CE) For instance, 
“[T]he earliest eleven headed Avalokiteśvara ….. is found at Kanheri, Cave 41 is a multi armed figure which is typical in Tāntric Buddhism, flourished in North East India during the post-Gupta period.(Fig.07) Some times possessing two, increasing the number up to sixteen arms, he carries attributes that often include symbols of other popular Hindu and Buddhist deities.”

This evolution of iconography from its birth place of Buddhism influenced through out the Asian region with an excessive diversity of representing Avalokitesvara with all such qualities generated by scriptural sources and native mythology as well. For instance, the icons of Kuanyin in China have much resemblance to the different stages of Indian iconography from its simple form as a male including a moustache in order to exhibit his ascetic qualities (Fig. 08) to multi faced, multi armed female representation with identical characteristics in China. In early Chinese icons he occasionally bears a lotus in one hand and a vessel of water in the other or displays the Namaskāra mudra to symbolize the compassionate nature and the potential skills of prosperity. The masculine formation of image(Fig.09), presently displayed in the collection at the British Museum belonged to early six dynasties(550-557 CE) exposes the authentic appearance of Avalokiteśvara in China.
 In contrast, the feminine transformation of Avalokiteśvara in China has a significant influence from the Gateway Chapter of Lotus Sūtra, where she appear in as many as thirty three forms out of which seven are feminine: nun, lay woman, wife of a wealth man, elder house holder, official, Brahmin and a girl.
 Especially, the  description of the power of granting children, mainly sons, elaborated in Saddharmapundarika is of much importance in this respect. According to Śurangama Sūtra, out of thirty two forms, six are feminine.
 Despite all such references, the origin of Avalokiteśvara (Kuanyin)(Fig. 10) in China as a female deity has its distinctive resemblance to “the Queen Mother of the West” (Fig. 11), the most important Taoist Goddess,
 which clearly signifies the possible merging of Buddhism into its existed tradition. At present she is represented as a beautiful, white-robbed woman, a depiction which derives from the earlier Pāndaravāsini form though her color is red.

With several identical characteristics in each region, the most popular forms are identified numerically as 8, 15, 25, 28, 32, 33, 38 or 40 and 108, of which 33 are well known in East Asian region, as explained and developed from the sources of Lotus Sūtra, while Sādhanamāla, a much earlier text describes his supernatural power in 108 forms in Indian Buddhist iconography, of which 15 are much popular. However, in a later study, Ruriko Sakuma has identified 17 forms from Sanskrit scriptures and 14 forms from Tibetan scriptures according to their specific iconographical characteristics (Sadhanās).
 

These range from the simplicity of Arāyavalokiteśvara (Fig.12), Padmapāni  or Singhanāda or the Water-Moon form in China seated upon Mount Potalaka gazing at the transitory reflection of the full moon upon the still sea, to the complexity of the eleven-headed, thousand-armed, thousand-eyed images or highly decorated female forms expressing his compassionate quality (karunā: Sanskrit)
 Sādhanamālā, one of the early treatises of iconography, describes his quality of ability to protect the world in one of his popular forms, Singhanāda Lokēśvara (Fig. 13), as he who looks down from his territory, Potalaka mountain, making his booming voice which has the power to cure the devotees, especially affected to skin.
 Of many formations, six major representations are popular in Southern and East Asian Buddhism. 

	
	Description of the name
	India
	Japan

	1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
	Avalokiteśvara-the simplest form
Eleven Headed Avalokiteśvara

Thousand Armed Avalokiteśvara

Horse Headed Avalokiteśvara

Avalokiteśvara turning the wish fulfilling gem

Avalokiteśvara in aggressive form
	Āryāvalokiteśvara

Ēkadasamukha Avalokiteśvara

Sahasrabhuja 
Avalokiteśvara

Hayagriva

Cintāmani Cakra Avalokiteśvara

Cunda 
Avalokiteśvara
	Shou Kannon

Juichimen Kannon

Senju Kannon

Bato Kannon

Nyoirin Kannon

Juntei Kannon


The simplest form of Avalokiteśvara is said to be Padmapāni, Singhanāda or Āryāvalokiteśvara often depicted in white robbed and sitting or standing on a lotus pedestal with a mild smile, while bearing a lotus in one hand to symbolize the limitless compassion and the emblem of Lotus family.

Apart from several simple forms, the eleven-headed form of Avalokiteśvara is seen in the art of numerous Buddhist lands, originated in India, and developed mainly in China and Japan. (Fig.14a &14b). These eleven heads may represent an elaboration of the concept of Avalokiteśvara as an all-seeing lord, encompassing views of the four cardinals and the four intermediate directions, as well as the nadir, center, and zenith. To present all his qualities, the eleven heads are arranged in a hierarchical order of three tiers of three, above which appears the darkly wrathful or calming face. Three heads in the center with a compassionate expression are to demonstrate the compassion towards devotees, predominantly with good merits, three heads on the left with an angry expression symbolize the saving of beings with unwholesome qualities, three heads on the right with white tusks protrude from the tops of the mouths in favor of people with good karma to find enlightenment, one face in back with an expression of violent laughter to reform evil-doers, the head of Amitābha with a serene smile on top preaching the dharma—for those capable of following the Mahayana path.

The Tibetan improvisations of eleven headed Chenrezig, with thousand arms and an eye on each palm represents the better seeing personage of the world and reaches “instantly to the aid of needy.”
 This representation is identified as the heartbroken condition of Avalokitheśvara when his head split into pieces with grief as he sees the depressed humankind with many sufferings.
 Because of his thousand arms with thousand eyes, Chenrezig has a much resemblance to the popular eleven headed Avalokiteśvara (Juichimen Kannon) in Japanese imagery, who also holds a dominant power in Tibet in order to help the suffering being. (Fig.14c)  
Mainly, the assimilation of thousand arms and thousand heads and feet are closely related to the Vedic and Hindu cult practices of Puruśa Śakthi. It is believed that Mahāpurusa of Vedic Purānic Sloka bears thousand arms, thousand eyes, and thousand feet and so forth. This is similar to the explanation of Śiva in Kurma Purāna as being the Lord with thousand heads, arms and feet and thousand shapes with matted hair on which the crown blown up with the crescent moon.
 The interpretation of “Thousand arms” and innumerable pores in his skin… in which pious people can reborn and attain felicity”
 from Kāraṇḍavyūha Sūtra simply emphasizes the volume of consciousness completely transformed into a complete personage by symbolically represented iconography of Avalokiteśvara.
 This concept leads him to illuminate with all such attributes of Brahman and Śiva (Iśvara) of Hinduism:“he has hundred thousand arms and several millions of eyes. The sun and moon have sprung upon his eyes, Brahma and other gods from his shoulders, Nārāyana from his heart and Saraswathi from his teeth.”


In some of the images his thousand hands are arranged like a nimbus on either side of his upper body except one pair joined together at chest height in Namaskāra mudrā, erected standing or seated. Distinctively, the eyes of each palm depict the skill of him to look around the world in many points (Fig.15). In addition, his multiple hands hold various implements to symbolize him as a great protector of eight great perils. These implements include the wheel of Dharma, Lotuses, Buddhas (especially the Amitābha), jewels embodying sun and moon, axes, swords, mirrors, vases, rosaries, conches, books, willow branches, bows and arrows. 
The horse headed Avalokiteśvara is basically a fierce and wrathful, depicted with a horse headdress, three faces and 6-8 arms (Fig.16a). “In this manifestation of Avalokiteśvara expresses his compassion with an angry, terrifying visage for whoever needs such incitement to awaken or is helped.”
 This specific formation is said to be influenced by many of the guardian and protector Gods of Indian and East Asian religions. Converted and adapted to the spiritual practice of awakening, the wrathful manifestation of Avalokiteśvara serves the lay practitioners to help them reach the ultimate goal of liberation. In Tibetan Buddhism, the wrathful manifestation is identified as Mahakala (Fig.16b), appeared as a black figure with a colossal headdress which is out of proportion, covered with horrifying ornaments which include skulls and serpents.


One of many symbolic manifestations of Avalokiteśvara is that having turning the Wish- Fulfilling Gem [(Cintāmani Cakra Avalokiteśvara (Sanskrit), Nyoirin Kannon (Japanese)], sitting on a Lotus blossom pedestal (Padma Pītikā) in a Royal posture with one leg bent and foot resting on the pedestal and other leg resting down. Basically, the right arm rests on the right knee while the left hand resting against the cheek. Although the Indian form of Cinthāmani Cakra Avalokitevara has only two hands while carrying a Caitya in right hand,
  the Japanese form of Nyoirin Kannon has been illuminated with two to six arms balancing upon the lotus pedestal (Fig.17a, 17b, 17c). In this representation, the wish fulfilling gem is highlighted to imply the ability of granting any prospect to devotees “with his magical jewel with a sense of kindness and relief.”
 


Cunda Avalokiteśvara (India)is known as the goddess of wisdom and mother of all Buddhas. In Japanese context, the statues of Juntei Kannon are always female, yellowish in colour, seated or standing holding a baby (Fig.18a) and portrayed as having eighteen arms, and a third eye. Of her eighteen arms the two principal ones hold a wish-fulfilling jewel while performing the Namaskāra mudrā (Fig. 18b), and two other hands perform the Abhaya mudrā. The other hands hold the following: a flaming sword, a wheel of the Law, a rosary, a fruit, an axe, an elephant goad (ankusa), a vajra and a pendant (Japanese nyo-i hoto) a lotus, a vase, a rope, a ring, a conch shell, and a sutra box. Her garments are beautifully decorated and both the shoulders are covered. A girdle is tied around her waist. She wears a crown or a high cylindrical (or conical) tiara symbolizing her previous metamorphosis of the sun, or a solar deity and assumed to be the “Mother of 70,000 Buddhas” often mistaken with the iconography of Prajnāpāramitā.
 
In contrast to the variety of images of Avalokiteśvara contributed to the art and religion around Asia, the Tibetans, believe in live representation, who was first introduced to Tibet from India by Padma Sambhava, during the 7th Century CE.
 The illustrious myth reveals that Avalokiteśvara, in the form of an animal has helped with compassion to avoid wild emotion and lust of an ogress in Tibet.
  The famous myth regarding the beginning of Tibetan ethnicity reveals that the monkey is one of the many forms of Avalokiteśvara  and the ogress is his consort Tārā.
 Similarly, from the reign of 5th Dalai Lama, who reunited the Tibet, all such kings had been honored as incarnations of Avalokiteśvara, implying the “Ocean of Wisdom.”
  From the 17th Century onwards, the Dalai Lamas, temporal rulers and spiritual leaders of Tibet, have been believed to be the “human incarnations of Avalokiteśvara.”
 The popular Tibetan belief is that Avalokiteśvara has gifted his live incarnations to bestow his compassion towards humankind. 

Although, the Tibetan belief of Dalai Lama as the live incarnation of Avalokiteśvara, iconography describes about 108 forms of his early manifestations. The variety of forms from highly passionate one to wrathful figures of Avalokiteśvara reveals that the Tibetan formation has had its influence from India. One of the common figures of Chenrezig, with eight arms, of which six hands bearing the symbols of rosary, lotus, wheel of Law, jar of nectar while other two hands represent with Anjali mudrā always shown on a traditional lotus throne and holds a lotus flower in one of the hands, symbolizes the iconography of Padmapāni Avalokiteśvara in   India.
 Thus it can be identified as derived from India and localized upon the religious beliefs of Tibetans.

The typical four handed form, one of the common forms of Chenrezig in Tibet represents him as a prince (Rājakumāra) with thirteen decorative elements and white skin, sitting on a Lotus pedestal (Padmāsana) (Fig.19a & 19b). His two hands in front are in the gesture of Namaskāra, while the upper right hand holding a rosary and left hand bearing a lotus flower with a long stem. 

Apart from these major representations, Avalokiteśvara has certain contemporary manifestations established through various traditions. One of the popular forms are the icons of white-robbed Avalokiteśvara most common in Japan and China,
  holding the willow and wish fulfilling bowl with which she hears the cries of the world With special emphasis on the motherly compassion, this form is often depicted as a female seated in meditation or holding a lotus blossom. The nature of wearing a long white robe in her standing posture always symbolizes the feminine and maternal compassion (Fig.20). Closely related to this form is the water-moon Kuanyin, much popular in the 10th Century CE which is said to be the foundation for present formation of Avalokiteśvara as a female deity in China,
 wearing a crown or a headpiece depicting his spiritual father Amitābha
 (Fig.21). The description of Leighten gives further emphasis on the Japanese bodhisattva, Koyasu Kannon (Fig.22) demonstrating the “easy deliverance,” so venerated that she provides fertility to women who need children, especially sons. The particular contemporary forms include Karura (Fig.23) in Japan, closely associated with the mythical bird Garuda in Indian mythology: symbolizes Avalokiteśvara as the destroyer of the evil,
 while Ryushin Kannon, the snake form of Avalokiteśvara, connects spiritual and physical world in an unlimited time and space. He is sometimes manifested with an unfailing rope; Amōghapāśa Avalokiteśvara or Fukukenjaku (Japan), a solid male figure with a red face, and six or eight arms including the symbols of rope, monk’s body and a garland including beads to accumulate the unfailing power, assumed to be proceeds even in dreadful situations (Fig.24). Especially, in Japanese understanding, he uses his rope to follow the beings tied into his rope in the other shore of liberation from that of suffered life.

The later development of symbolism of various forms bears a particular aspect: for instance the willow branch symbolizes the recovery from illness, calming Guanyin protects sailors from ship wrecks while Leaf robbed Guanyin offers protection from pestilence, illness and insects. One of the most popular forms in China: pure-water Guanyin (Fig.25) who carries a vessel of water symbolizes the purification resembling feminine cult worship of Asia (ie:Jagan Māthā)  in maternal and fertility purposes. 

Alternatively, the Tibetan Dalai Lamas are considered as having the powers of three predominant bodhisattvas, Manjusri, Vajrapāni and Avalokitha who have some representations of Hindu triad (Brahma, Viśnu and Śiva) as well.


 Nevertheless, each of these references agree that he lives in the Mount Potalaka from where he sees and hears the cries and sounds of distress as accounted in Avatamsaka Sūtra, where he is seated on a plateau of diamond boulder on the western side surrounded by springs, ponds and streams in a wood where he declares the rebirth of the humankind. 
 The symbol of water around him signifies his unlimited compassion and pure thought towards the distress, incorporating the variety of cult practices through out the historical and cultural understandings of human society: purity, prosperity, fertility etc;   Sādhanamāla identifies this mountain as Potalaka, as it describes his form as Khasarpana where he resides in the womb of Potalaka, looks so beautiful with compassion and full of sentiment of Srngāra,
 and Singhanāda as well. The scriptural description about his dwelling inculcated the place a name that became well known throughout the Asian iconography to symbolize his qualities and skills at its zenith.

Conclusion

The establishment of vast range of symbolic icons of bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara in Mahayana Buddhism reveals that it has been able to develop a particular discipline in Buddhist art through various cultural understandings. It is identical that most of the symbolic characteristics of Gods and Goddesses in Mahayana Buddhism have been constructed by Sanskrit and Tāntric literature and later developed as a pantheon by so called Silpa texts i.e: Guhyasamāja Tantra, Sādhanamālā and Niśpannayōgāvali into a hierarchical order that all the deities have some resemblance to the five Dyāni Buddhas, emanated from Ādi Buddha or Vajradhara.

According to this account, bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara, as the embodiment of Dhyāni Buddha Amitābha, possesses a variety of manifestations in order to serve the lay practitioners appropriately. Almost all the scriptures which expound the nature and importance of Avalokiteśvara, creates him in a variety of forms from most dignified Buddhas, Pratyeka Buddhas or Srāvakas to many other secular and androgynous forms such as Gāndharvas by any of the forms which includes the belief of the Dalai Lama as live incarnation to date with miraculous powers to heal the ordinary being and to depict his nimbleness. 
Apparently, the concept of Avalokiteśvara in many of the South and East Asian countries has been developed in an identical manner that each tradition has its own cult practices and tradition of arts as well. Basically, he has been identified in multiple aspects and named as Avalokiteśvara, Avalokiteśvara Nātha, Kannon, Kuanyin, Quan Am or Chenrezig and so forth among Asian Buddhist community. Due to the remarkable growth of his popularity, the art and iconography has emerged out creating him with various symbols and attributes which have been able to develop a typical discipline in the iconography of Avalokiteśvara. Such forms and symbols attributed to him are not only artistic representations but, the symbolic representations of the personality of Avalokiteśvara as elaborated in the Mahayana literature as well. 

It is noteworthy that many of the forms by which he is admired at present are not limited to the ancient descriptions of scriptural or textual sources. His appearance is vast depending on the needs of the community with various symbols and attributes to demonstrate particular needs. For instance, water-moon Kuanyin in Chinese Buddhism, Koyasu Kannon in Japanese Buddhism are particularly important as the contemporary representations of bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara. In such representations, his icons appear with a youth or a child or child seated on her lap sometimes appearing with a group of children playing around her, symbolizing her ability as a progenitor, ability to bestow children of the desired sex, especially sons, and the limitless motherly kindness to the universe which are some of the skills he bestows, according to the Sūtra literature. 
Some of her principal emblems, precious vase with jewels or willow spray symbolizes the nectar of wisdom and compassion. When she appears with a seascape or in the midst of running water, signifies the Mount Potalaka and the nonstop promulgated love and humanity towards the laity. Distinctively, the symbols, gestures and many other elements of the images representing Avalokiteśvara have some resemblance to the Vedic and Brahmanical belief practices, but redirected with the characteristics of particular bodhisattva to build up a unique personality. In fact, this must be an effect of positive merging of other religious customs which constantly resulted in developing the new concept as the predominant religious belief in any culture where it evolved.



The emphasis should be made on the sacred flower Lotus obviously used in the iconography of Avalokitesvara, which has been one of the particular symbols so far used by artists to imply the purity, fertility and compassionate nature of bodhisattva figures. As the great symbol of Avalokiteśvara, it is also the symbol associated with the personification of Amitābha, Buddha, Avalokiteśvara and Kuanyin, Kannon and in the concept of Tārā as well. Distinctively, it has been the symbol of many other Vedic and Hindu deities in Indian context and Buddhist deities in regional Buddhism. It has been used as an attribute, as a full blown Lotus or a bud, as a pedestal with single or double petal Lotus or as a single petal floating in the sea as necessitated.  In many of these symbolic aspects, the objective of the craftsman is the personification of Avalokiteśvara with matured compassion and pure mind to save the humankind from all kinds of sufferings and help them to reborn in the world where Buddhas of all worlds live. When the lotus flower appeared in blue, it particularly symbolizes the rebirth in Pure Land, while white lotus signifies the attainment of merits. Thus, blue and white lotus depicted in ceremonial paintings and sculptures are symbolic representations of Avalokiteśvara and his limitless qualities described in literature. In addition, the lotus and the water signifies the continued influence from Indian representation of Avalokiteśvara through abundantly used indigenous iconography, some of which are also popular in Indian and Sri Lankan Buddhism, too. 
Apart from this major symbol, many other symbols such as wheel of Dharma, rosary, wish fulfilling gem, Vajra, Ankusa, willow branch, jewels symbolizing sun and moon, axes, swords, mirrors, vases, rosaries ,conches, books, willow branches, bows and arrows generates many more symbolic characters upon Avalokiteśvara. 

The possible outcome of the symbolism so created is the development of a novel thought upon him as a predominant Buddhist deity in the Mahayana pantheon. According to Mahayana belief he has the creative power of the universe, accepted by the Brahmanical tradition in India, and many other skills such as the ability to act as a progenitor, protector from seafarers and various other skills which has a significant resemblance to the early cult practices. 


Although he is not represented as a cluster in many of the iconographical representations as described in Sūtra literature, his manifestation with eleven heads, thousand arms including    thousand eyes are much popular in Buddhist art creating an extra version of the Buddhist sculpture, because this representation of Avalokiteśvara is identified as a symbol of limitless power on par with literature ascribed to him.


Finally, it should be emphasized that although the symbolism of Avalokiteśvara represented in images of each region is typical to each of them, it is apparent that each of these forms bears a closely connected relationship to the other traditions and schools which have more or less expounded with the pre Mahayana concepts creating a new tradition of its own.
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