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HINDUISM is unlike all the other major 
religions, in that it has no historical 
founder, no absolute body of dogma, no 
official head of the church and little in the 
way of a ruling hierarchy or organisation.  
Yet it has a vast and complex array of 
gods, whose deeds and attributes are 
recounted in Hinduism’s holy texts, 
some dating back 4,000 years.  These 
texts have inspired artists, sculptors and 
temple-builders down the centuries.  It 
is through their work that Hinduism can 
best be understood, for art and religion 
have always been inseparable in India.

Although the principal legends and 
themes are unchanging, the artistic 
interpretations have been diverse. 
Hinduism embraces a wide spectrum 
of beliefs and practices, varying from 
region to region and catering today 
to a population of almost a billion. At 
the lowest extreme there are primitive 
cults of animal sacrifice; at the highest, 
probably the most sophisticated 
philosophical teachings in the history 
of human thought. 

Lord Krishna dancing with the milkmaids

INTRODUCTION

Ultimately, however, all relates back to 
the gods, made visible through art, and 
their place at the heart of society.  As 
a result Hinduism is quite a personal 
religion, with each individual responding 
to the ever-present divine influences, 
yet free to follow what he or she feels is 
correct, true and useful. 

“A highly recommended resource”

This is a refreshingly adaptable series for 
schools...the selection provides a comprehensive 
and flexible series of pictures which, used in their 
entirety, provide a balanced introduction to each 
faith...the notes are clearly produced and provide 
a good overview of the faith.

Teachers from all key stages will find them 
a valuable resource although they will be of 
particular relevance at key stages 3 and 4. They 
could work very well in group activities.
RE Today (reviewing the printed version)
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A religion with living saints,
in direct contact with God,

who can help others on the path

All Hindus would agree that the ultimate purpose 
of life is to purify the mind and find God. An 
important part of this is following the teachings of 
enlightened saints.  Such people are seen as the 
most evolved type of humans, in direct contact 
with God, who can help others on the path to the 
same realisation by their teachings, example or 
even their glance.

Two renowned saints in recent history were 
Paramahamsa Ramakrishna (1834-86), a 
temple priest in Calcutta, and his chief disciple 
Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902) who founded 
the Ramakrishna Order, the largest monastic and 
charitable order in India, and introduced Hindu 
ideas and philosophy to the West. 

MEETING OF THE GODS 
Since the 18th century, a festival has been 
held in the spring at Trichur to mark the 
meeting of local gods at the Vadakkunnatha 
temple.  In the evening thirteen elephants, 
each being ridden by men carrying umbrellas, 
peacock fans and yak-tail fly whisks, line up 
alongside percussion and wind bands.  The 
colourful and noisy celebration concludes in 
the evening with fireworks.  

Traditionally, HINDU LIFE was divided into:

THE FOUR AIMS
1.  Living in accord with God’s will (dharma)
2. Enjoying a full working and material life 
(artha)
3. Enjoying a full family and emotional life 
(kama)
4.  Seeking spiritual enlightenment (moksha)
and —

THE FOUR STAGES
1.  Living unmarried as a student
(brahmacharin)
2.  Living married and working as  a  householder 
(grihastin)
3.  Living retired in the forest (vanaprasthin)
4.  Renouncing the world to find God
(sannyasin).

Nowadays, while few people follow this 
pattern exactly, the general values of Hindu 
life are still greatly influenced by these 
ancient  ideals.

The most famous contemporary saint is Satya Sai 
Baba (1926-2011) renowned both for his miracles 
and his work in building schools, orphanages and 
hospitals.  Others who have influenced millions of 
people both in and beyond India are Sri Ramana 
Maharishi (d.1950), and Anandamayi Ma, the 
Bengali ‘joy-permeated mother’ (d.1984).

Questions about Gandhi
Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948) is popularly 
regarded as a saint, though more for his pacifism 
and social concern, especially for the untouchable 
caste, and his astute political manoeuvres in 
India’s battle for independence than for any 
mystical teachings.  Today there is disagreement 
among Hindus about Gandhi’s status.  Some think 
the only hope for the world is through his anti-
materialistic ideas on simple living (‘There is more 
to life than increasing its speed’ was one of his 
favourite sayings).  Others argue that he is more 
a figure of the past than a relevant thinker for the 
21st century.
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Consciousness (called brahman) and 
is a form of it.  This Consciousness 
manifests in a series of stages.

The Cosmic Mandala represents these 
stages as a hierarchy of beings, each 
of whom embodies a greater or lesser 
amount of purity and divinity.  First come 
subtle or celestial levels, presided over 
by the trinity of major gods:  Brahma, 
Vishnu and Shiva.  Each of these has 
his ‘vehicle’ — an animal or bird which 
acts as his attendant — and his female 
consort, or goddess.  In turn, each of 
these goddesses is a form of the Great 
Goddess, known as shakti.

One of the trinity, Vishnu, intervenes 
directly in human affairs whenever 
evil threatens to overwhelm good.  He 
incarnates in an animal or human form, 
often to defeat a particular demon who 
is causing chaos in the world.  There 
have,  to  date, been nine of these 
incarnations (avatars).  The tenth, Kalki, 
will herald the end of this cosmic cycle.

Between the gods and humanity 
comes an intermediary level of 
perfected human beings, the saints 
and enlightened ones, humans who 
have realised the divinity of the world 
and their own nature, and are united 
with the absolute Consciousness.  
They act as teachers and examples to 
ordinary human beings, who form the 
grossest level.

The purpose of life is to evolve from the 
gross level of ordinary life, imprisoned 
by time, space and mortality, to a unity 
with all levels of life:  gross, subtle and 
transcendent.

THE COSMIC MANDALA — According to Hinduism, all life is divine.   
The entire universe, from the largest mountain down to the tiniest 
sub-atomic particle, is created by the transcendent and absolute 

From gods to humans, the panoply of Hindu life, in diagrammatic form 
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ADVICE FOR TEACHERS

Studying religions through their 
works of art can support teaching 
and learning in Religious Education 
in both learning from and learning 
about religion.

Learning about religion
 r This resource contains concise 

information about the teachings, 
beliefs, practices and forms of worship 
within Hinduism.

 r An extensive collection of images 
which can be used as a stimulus for 
investigation and dialogue, helping to 
develop skills of analysis, interpretation, 
and explanation.

 r Content that helps to build a 
thorough vocabulary of specialist terms. 

Learning from religion 
 r The combination of images and 

text can encourage students to be 
observant, creative, curious, informed 
and reflective.

 r It can enable them to make 
connections between religious belief 
and real people and events.

 r It can encourage questions 
about identity and belonging, 
meaning, purpose, truth, values and 
commitments.

 r It can help to stimulate 
conversation around individual 
responses to artistic expressions within 
a religion. 

Also supports Art teaching
 r By helping to build awareness 

of the cultural, historical and social 
context in which art is used; developing 
understanding of how art expresses 
meaning, and how it is often directed 
for a specific audience and purpose.

 r By providing many opportunities 
to encounter, explore, compare and 
contrast works of art from different 
periods, places and perspectives.

 r By allowing students to investigate 
different styles of artistic expression, 
develop personal responses to art 
styles and use these to draw on for 
their own art.

Other aims
 r Themes and concepts have been 

suggested that relate to specific images.

 r Possible activities are suggested 
which can be adapted to meet specific 
learning objectives at different key 
stages.

 r These can be used as starting 
points to stimulate questions and 
discussion about aspects of religious 
study or to develop extension activities. 

Working with the pictures 
 r Click* looking at the images to 

see the 30 selected works. Click on the 
required image to go to the captioned 
picture, which can then be printed out 
and/or displayed on a whiteboard. 

*Please note that the links are not active in this preview


