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The Buddha in Art
There are many different styles and depictions of the Buddha in art, especially in the form of statues. These statues vary in material, size and location, depending on where the statue is placed. Statue differences may include the length or style of the Buddha’s hair his hand positions, or mudras, and if he is sitting or standing. Each of these differences has a symbolic meaning of the Buddha and his journey to enlightenment and nirvana. One thing that remains consistent though is the thought that Buddha is there to remind those who pass by to be compassionate and open to all. 
There are six different mudras, each for a different stage of the journey to enlightenment. The first is dhyana-mudra, which is the position the Buddha began meditating in. This positioning of the hands, one hand in the other, thumbs barely touching, is still used today in meditation practices as well (Richie 37). Second is bhuumisparsha-mudra, where the Buddha’s right hand is draped over his right knee, touching the ground. This is symbolic of the Buddha achieving enlightenment, proving its possible for others to accomplish it as well (Richie 37). Next is the dharmachakra-mudra, symbolic of the Buddha turning the wheel of Dharma. The thumb and pointer finger of each hand are touching, making a circle. The middle finger of the left hand is touching the circle made by the fingers of the right hand. In the vitarka-mudra, the left hand palm is out, fingers up, with the right hand palm out and fingers pointing downwards. Each hand itself has a symbolic meaning. The left hand represents peace, no bad intent. The right hand symbolizes Dharma can be bestowed upon anyone who seeks it (Richie 38). The last position, abhaya-mudra, is most commonly seen in Buddha statues. It is the opposite of the vitarka-mudra, in the sense that the right hand fingers are facing up and the left hand fingers are pointing down. This is seen as a protective and reassuring gesture, as it is a symbol used to rid of fear (Richie 38, Rajput 37). Vara-mudra symbolizes the endowment of these blessings, with palms out and fingers facing downwards. In addition to these six, there is a separate mudra to symbolize blessings, which depicts the palms of the Buddha facing out and the fingers pointing up (Richie 38).
The Buddha is usually depicted sitting, as that is the position in which he achieved nirvana. He sits cross-legged, with his feet facing upwards in a meditative lotus position. His robes will be shifted so that his right shoulder will be exposed. This is symbolic of the fact that he is open to the world and has nothing to hide (Richie 41). If the Buddha is depicted standing, he may appear to be in motion, with one foot up behind him, to suggest that he is preaching. While upright, his robes will show the center of his chest, for the same reason of his right shoulder being exposed. It also shows a “frame…typical of one who giving up comforts like excess food, found himself delicately formed” (Richie 42). 
The ears of nobility were stretched at the time, as they were adorned with heavy jewelry. This trait stays with him, as a reminder of his life before enlightenment, which is said to give others “hopes of transformation”; if Buddha was able to shed his noble born status and become enlightened, so can any individual (Richie 36). Buddha with long hair depicts a Buddha right out of nobility. He chops his hair off with a sword, which then grows into thick curls close to his scalp. This is how most statues of the Buddha have depicted his hair. A bindu is placed where the third eye would be located, symbolic of the Buddha’s “spiritual depth” and enlightenment (Richie 35). 
While there are depictions of Buddha as thin, there are other statues showing him in a different state. Some depict a Buddha with a large, round belly, often holding a bowl or a cloth sack, otherwise known as the Laughing Buddha. This is not believed to be Siddhartha Gautama, but a Chinese, Buddhist monk by the name of Qieci, also known as Budai. Budai was often seen carrying around a sack, either full of candy for local children or rice for the poor (Shin 36). He is believed to be a combination of Buddha Matreya and Phra Sankachai Buddha Matreya would grant wishes for individuals in town, and it was believed that he would come back to earth after death in the body of another Buddha. For this reason he is known as the Future Buddha (Shin 36, 274). Phra Sankachai was capable of changing states of physical being. He would often transform from a handsome individual into things such as bugs and animals. He rejected the “illusion of physical beauty”, thus also transforming into a jolly, round bellied man as well (274).
A statue of Budai, or the Laughing Buddha, in the home is seen as a token of good luck. He represents benevolence and prosperity, his belly itself plentitude and good luck. Budai statues can also be seen near the entrances to temples in Korea, Taiwan, China and Japan. Often, people will rub his belly for good luck (Shin 36). 
As the Buddha’s origin story is presented in The Norton Anthology of World Religions, it is difficult to envision what he may have looked like. There are partial descriptions, and from this and historical accounts of society from the time, depictions of Buddha are created in art. These depictions help remind individuals who Siddhatta Gotama was, and how he became to be the enlightened Buddha.
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