
CHINESE BAKED CLAY HEAD OF THE BODHISATTVA AVALOKITESVARA ‘GUANYIN’
A RARE CHINESE BAKED CLAY HEAD OF THE BODHISATTVA AVALOKITESVARA ‘GUANYIN’ THE FACE WITH DELICATE

CONTEMPLATIVE FEMININE FEATURES A TALL HEADDRESS AND PENDULOUS EARLOBES
TRACES OF POLYCHROME AND GILDED GESSO ON BUFF BAKED EARTHENWARE

EARLY MING DYNASTY / 15TH CENTURY
SIZE: 22CM HIGH, 16.5CM WIDE, 14.5CM DEEP - 8¾ INS HIGH, 6½ INS WIDE, 5¾ INS DEEP / 36CM HIGH - 14¼ INS HIGH (WITH

BASE)

 
LITERATURE

THE BODHISATTVA AVALOKITESVARA, THE CHINESE GODDESS OF COMPASSION AND MERCY, GUANYIN HAS HISTORICALLY
BEEN ONE OF THE MOST POPULAR AND FAVOURED BUDDHIST DEITIES IN CHINA. HER FULL NAME ‘GUANSHIYIN’ MEANS
‘SHE WHO HEARS THE CRIES OF THE WORLD’. SHE WAS KNOWN AS THE ‘COMPASSIONATE’ BODHISATTVA DURING THE

TANG AND SONG DYNASTIES (7TH AND 13TH CENTURIES) AND PORTRAYED AS A MALE FIGURE, BUT BY THE MING
DYNASTY THE DEITY WAS DEPICTED AS A BEAUTIFUL SERENE FEMALE FIGURE. THIS WAS PROBABLY IN PART DUE TO THE
LACK OF SUITABLE FIGURES FOR WOMEN TO WORSHIP. MANY OF GUANYIN’S REPUTED POWERS, AS FOR EXAMPLE, HER

ABILITY TO ‘SEND SONS’ ARE SPECIFICALLY CONCERNED WITH WOMEN’S ISSUES.
AS A BODHISATTVA, GUANYIN IS AN ENLIGHTENED BEING WHO HAS PUT OFF ENTERING PARADISE IN ORDER TO HELP

OTHERS ATTAIN ENLIGHTENMENT. HER WORLDLY ORNAMENTS SUCH AS HER HEADDRESS, ARE IN SHARP CONTRAST TO
THE USUAL AUSTERE AND PLAIN IMAGES OF THE BUDDHA, EMPHASISING HER NON-ETHEREAL STATUS. HOWEVER, IT IS
STILL COMMONLY BELIEVED THAT ANYONE WHO CAN RECITE GUANYIN’S NAME IN TIMES OF DISTRESS WILL BE HEARD

AND RESCUED BY HER, WHICH IS WHY SHE IS THE MOST WORSHIPPED DEITY IN BUDDHISM.

 


