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ICONOGRAPHY OF AMOGHAPǕŜA: 

THE BODHISATTA OF COMPASSION  
 

 

Introduction 

AmoghapǕŜa (AvalokiteŜvara Bodhisatta with the Unfailing Rope) is one of the popular esoteric forms of 

AvalokiteŜvara, who protects all sentient, living beings by means of his rope of compassion and has their wishes 

fulfilled. This is why he is known as ñthe Bodhisatta with the Unfailing Rope (AmoghapǕŜa)ò. This lasso of 

compassion is used to rope in all wayward sentient beings to the Dhamma, so that they do not fall into the three evil 

realms, and always guiding them on the Correct Path.1 

 

The widespread worship of this deity first started in India, and then spread to the Himalayas, East Asia during the 

later part of the eighth century. Though the initiation of this Bodhisatta in East Asia remains unclear, but the 

examination of AmoghapǕŜa images suggests that the cult of AmoghapǕŜa in East Asia arose in the late seventh to 

eighth centuries. It was initiated by imperial patronage due to their devotion to the esoteric AvalokiteŜvara with the 

concept of royalty and efficacy in protecting the state. Confounded by the lack of early Indian examples, the scholars 

of Indian art still believe that there must have been Indian precedents prior to the East Asian images.1,2 

 

 

Early Textual Evidences of Amoghapǖŝa 

AmoghapǕŜa owes his existence to the rise of the Diamond Vehicle (vajrayǕna) in India and is mentioned in various 

works of esoteric Buddhism. The AmoghapǕŜakalparǕja, the bulky AmoghapǕŜa-ritual is a masterpiece of the 
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MahǕyǕnistic Tantra literature containing twenty-six chapters. The first chapter of this text was also published as the 

AmoghapǕŜahdּaya MahǕyǕna-sȊtra.3   

Several versions of the AmoghapǕŜa-dhǕrai֨-sȊtra4 have been translated into Chinese, most of them during the sixth 

and eighth centuries. The earliest known information on AmoghapǕŜa comes from Chinese translations of this text 

that were made by JnǕnagupta in 587, Hsüan Tsang in 659, Bodhiruci in 693 and Amoghavajra in the seventh 

century.1  Tibetan versions of AmoghapǕŜahdּaya texts emphasize AmoghapǕŜaôs role as a compassionate savior. 

Recitation of his mantras results in twenty blessings in this world and eight for those near death. 5,6,7  

 

 

Early Appearance of Amoghapǖŝa Images during the Pǖla Period Art in India 

The significant period for the popularity of multiple-armed forms of AvalokiteŜvara was the early part of the PǕla 

period (8th-12th centuries), for most images depicting multiple-armed forms date to either the ninth or tenth centuries. 

While four-armed forms are most commonly found, a smaller number of six-armed images also survive.8 These 

images were identified as of AmoghapǕŜa because of the presence of pǕŜa, which is a distinctive attribute of this 

form of AvalokiteŜvara. 9  

 

The exact origins of AmoghapǕŜa images are not yet clearly defined. The descriptions of AmoghapǕŜa are 

completely missing in the Indian texts, the SǕdhanamǕlǕ10 and the NiׄpannayogǕvalǭ11, which were used for 

iconographic identifications. However, descriptions of AmoghapǕŜa are found in Tibetan, Chinese and Japanese 

collections. A Nepalese manuscript of the AmoghapǕŜa LokeŜvara pȊjǕ contains a description of the most popularly 

depicted eight-armed form of AmoghapǕŜa.6,12   

 

R.O. Meisezahl has published descriptions of the eight-armed form preserved in the Tibetan Tanjur which are 

recorded to have come from Bengal and Kashmir. These descriptions all agree in prescribing the akׄamǕlǕ, pǕŜa, 




