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Images of Monk with Usnisa in
Buddhist Art and the Reasons of the
Rise and Fall of This Iconography

Zhu, Tian-shu *
Abstract

Sakyamuni is supposed to have been born with the mahapurusa
laksanas (characteristics of the Great Person). The usnisa, “the
protrusion on top of the head,” is one of his characteristics. In standard
Buddhist iconography, the usnisa is an attribute almost exclusive
to the Buddha image. However, some monk images in very limited
areas, mostly caves from the Kizil and Bezeklik regions in Central
Asia and Ajanta caves in India, are clearly shown with this cranial
protuberance. The purpose of this paper is to examine this unusual
iconography and study the significance of endowing the usnisa on the
non-Buddha figures in Buddhist theory and practice. Attempt will be
made in searching the possible connection among the areas where this
iconography appeared, and how this may be related to Sarvastivada, a
Hiayana school which is believed to have dominated Kizil and also
have existed at the sites of Bezeklik and Ajanta. Since the Kizil caves
yield the most intensive depiction of such images and the images at
Bezeklik bear inscriptions that are crucial for interpreting the meaning

of the iconography, I will focus on the images from these two regions,

* Assistant Professor, Department of History, University of Macao.
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which have not been extensively studied.

I propose that the interest to gain the Buddha’s mahapurusa
laksanas is linked to the movement of Bodhisattvayana, which can
be tested in the buddhanusmrti practice in a Sarvastivadin manuscript
excavated from the Kizil cave site, i.e., to call vision of the Buddha
by visualizing the Buddha’s body and eventually envisioning oneself
bearing the mahapurusa laksanas of the Buddha. In reviewing the
history of the concept of the usnisa, special attention will be given to
the yanic nature of the different understandings of the mahapurusa
laksanas in order to explain why the image of the monk bearing the
usnisa is a late Hinayana iconography. It was absent in early Buddhist

art and becomes largely absent in Mahayana Buddhist art in East Asia.

Keywords: usnisa, Kizil, Bezeklik, Sarvastivada, Bodhisattvayana



