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Abstract 

This study looks at how Chinese Buddhist art and Tibetan thangka are changing with mixed materials, cultural exchange, 

and new ways of showing art. It follows the line from early Chinese change in the Han period and the blended styles at 

Dunhuang to the strict rules of thangka. It then looks at today, when artists use acrylic, resin, synthetic fabrics, digital 

drafts, and online platforms. The study uses two ideas. One is that materials help make meaning. The other is that cultures 

can mix and create new forms. The paper says that sacred meaning grows from several parts at once. These parts are the 

choice of materials, the accuracy of image rules, the place of ritual, and the viewer’s intention. The paper offers a simple 

test with three points. These are material, image, and context. It also suggests a two track model that separates ritual use 

from display and teaching. The findings show that mixed materials can keep and reshape sacred meaning when blessing 

rites are present, when image rules are kept, and when curators explain clearly. If these parts are missing, works can lose 

context and turn into spectacle. The study ends with simple advice for artists, curators, and teachers on a middle path that 

keeps the aim of the doctrine and also supports global sharing, long life of the work, and learning. 
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1. Introduction 

Art has always played an important role across history and cultures, especially in the making and spread of Buddhist 

art. It is not only a sign of culture but also carries deep religious meaning and philosophy. With globalization and fast new 

technology, the traditional forms of Buddhist art are going through a major change. The meeting of Chinese Buddhist art 

and Tibetan Thangka shows a reshaping of style and meaning. It is not only a mix of styles but also new work in faith, 

cultural understanding, and visual expression. 

Chinese Buddhist art and Tibetan Thangka come from the same religious tradition, yet each grew into its own forms 

and language [1, 2]. After contact and exchange with Indian and Central Asian styles, Chinese Buddhist art slowly took a 

form that fits Chinese culture. Under the influence of Chan, it stresses the spirit of emptiness and nothingness, and its style 

is more abstract and quiet. Tibetan Thangka is different [3]. It keeps strict images and a strong sense of the sacred, and it 

values accurate figures and clear symbols. Each Thangka is not only an artwork but also a tool for ritual and teaching. 

These differences appear in their visual language and also show different views of religion and practice in Chinese and 

Tibetan Buddhism. 

However, in today’s world, as globalization speeds up, the forms of art and the ways art is shared face new challenges 

and new chances. In this setting, modern artists try to join traditional art with modern materials and technology. They create 

works that keep the spirit of tradition and also fit modern taste and audience needs. In the meeting of Chinese Buddhist art 

and Tibetan Thangka, the use of composite materials opens new space for expression. These works find a new place on the 

global art stage and offer new ways for global viewers to understand and feel them. 

Composite materials such as acrylics, resin, synthetic fibers, and digital media are becoming important tools in modern 

Buddhist art. Traditional Thangka and Chinese Buddhist art usually use natural mineral pigments and natural fibers [4]. 

These materials link closely with their religious and cultural background and carry rich symbolic meaning. Modern 

composite materials break these limits and let artists show new views and reflections on Buddhist culture with more 

freedom. These new materials give more choices for creation and also change how Buddhist art is shown and shared. 

Digital technology moves Buddhist art beyond ritual space and brings it into the global art market and public cultural space. 

It becomes a cross-cultural kind of art [5]. 

This fusion is more than a change of materials. It is also a meeting of cultures and ideas. In the fusion of Chinese 

Buddhist art and Tibetan Thangka, artists try new forms in vision and make deep exploration in spirit. With modern 

methods they pass on tradition and also look again at the inner meaning of Buddhist art and express it in new ways. In this 

process art is not only a restatement of doctrine. It is also a deep thinking on religious philosophy, social culture, and 

spiritual search. Through modern ways of making, artists give new life to Buddhist art in a global setting, and the core 

teachings of Buddhism find echoes in different cultural contexts. 

Artistic innovation also brings doubts about authenticity and spirituality. In history, traditional Buddhist art kept its 

sacred power through strict ritual practice and cultural transmission. People now ask whether fusion and new methods may 

cause these forms to lose their religious meaning [6]. Composite materials give artists more freedom, but in some cases the 

work may lose its quietness and sense of the sacred. This risk grows when the work does not go through ritual or lacks a 

religious setting, and the piece may fail to carry the meaning it should. For this reason, creators and curators of modern 

Buddhist art need to think carefully about how to balance innovation and tradition and how to keep the spiritual core. 

Education plays a key role in both carrying culture and creating new forms. Under globalization and digital media, 

teaching Buddhist art is not only about showing traditional skills. It is also about cultural exchange, open debate, and 

practice of innovation. Study of how traditional Buddhist art and modern art can work together helps students see how 

Buddhist culture adapts and changes in a global setting. It guides them to create on the basis of respect for tradition. It also 

builds their creative skills, their cultural understanding, and their ability to communicate across cultures [7]. 

The aim of this review is not only to explore the fusion and growth of Chinese Buddhist art and Tibetan Thangka. It 

also asks how modern Buddhist art can keep moving forward and be passed on under globalization, and it looks at the 

challenges and chances from the view of art education. By looking at how composite materials are used in Buddhist art, we 

can better understand the path of change and give both theory and practice for future teaching. 

In short, this study uses the fusion of Chinese Buddhist art and Tibetan Thangka to explore how modern Buddhist art 

can renew and spread its inner spirit through new materials and cultural exchange in a global age. With this work we can 

see more clearly what Buddhist art means in today’s society and we can support its teaching and its sharing with the public 

with sound ideas and useful methods. 

 

2. History of Buddhist Art 

Buddhist art is an important vehicle of cross-cultural exchange, and it formed many different styles in different 

regions. Chinese Buddhist art and Tibetan Thangka both arise from Buddhist thought, yet different histories, religious 

practices, and social settings led them to grow into two distinct traditions. Over a long period they kept their own features 

and also interacted and blended with each other, which helped the spread and renewal of Buddhist art around the world. 

 

2.1. Origins and Development of Chinese Buddhist Art 

Chinese Buddhist art began in the Han dynasty, from 206 BCE to 220 CE. As Buddhism entered China along the Silk 

Road, its visual forms were shaped by Indian and Central Asian art. Early statues show clear Gandharan features, with 

proportions and drapery that follow Hellenistic models. As Buddhism took root in Chinese society, these outside styles 

slowly became local and joined with Confucian and Daoist ideas, and a Chinese system of Buddhist art took shape [8, 9]. 
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During the Wei, Jin, and Northern and Southern Dynasties, the wide spread of Buddhism led to great cave complexes 

such as Yungang and Longmen. These sites present statues with majesty and sacred presence, and their carvings and murals 

reflect the meeting of regional cultures. The figures keep traces of Central Asian realism, and they also show how Chinese 

artisans softened expressions and gestures. In this way the art shows how Buddhism settled and grew on Chinese soil [9, 

10]. 

During the Tang dynasty, Buddhist art reached its height. The murals of the Mogao Caves at Dunhuang, with their 

great scale and rich color, stand as strong proof of the meeting of Chinese Buddhist art with outside cultures. The murals 

show scenes from Buddhist scriptures, and they also blend elements from India, Central Asia, and even Persia, so they form 

a diverse visual system. In this period, Buddhist art served ritual needs, and it also acted as a sign of state power and 

international exchange [11, 12]. 

In the Song and Yuan periods, the rise of Chan had a deep effect on Buddhist art. Style moved from complexity to 

simplicity, and artists paid more attention to mood and to the expression of ideas. Ink painting, free brushwork, and the use 

of empty space became key ways to show Buddhist ideas such as emptiness and impermanence. Compared with the Tang, 

the art of this time turned more to inner practice and spiritual search, and less to grand stories and decorative display [13]. 

In modern and contemporary times, under globalization, Chinese Buddhist art has taken in Western realism and 

abstract expression, and it has also used digital media and new materials. It has formed ways of making that cross cultures 

and cross media. For example, artists work with acrylics, resin, and digital images. These methods widen the space of 

expression, and they also give new readings of Buddhist thought and open new paths for its spread in today’s world. 

 

 
Figure 1. 

Murals of the Mogao Caves in Dunhuang. 

 

2.2. Evolution of Tibetan Thangka Painting 

Thangka, the most representative art of Tibetan Buddhism, began in the seventh century when Buddhism reached the 

Tibetan Plateau [14, 15]. A thangka is a scroll painting, usually on cotton or silk, painted with mineral pigments and gold. It 

is not only a visual art but also an important medium for religious practice and ritual. People hang thangkas in temples and 

in homes, and they can carry them when they travel, so that devotees can gain spiritual uplift through visualization and 

worship. 

Traditional thangkas follow strict iconographic rules and the teachings of scripture. Every Buddha, bodhisattva, or 

protector has fixed proportions, postures, and colors [16]. For example, a Green Tara thangka uses a balanced composition 

and bright colors to show compassion and protection, and its symbols match its visual rules. A thangka is not only an 

artwork. It is also a visual form of the Buddhist view of the cosmos, and people believe it carries the power to teach and to 

bless [17]. 

With time, the art changed while holding to tradition. Modern thangka artists use acrylics, resin, synthetic fabrics, and 

digital drawing tools. These choices improve durability and color range and help thangkas fit the needs of exhibitions and 

cross-cultural exchange today. At the same time, these new materials and styles raise questions about authenticity. Some 

people ask if modern materials weaken the sacred nature of a thangka. Others ask if a thangka without ritual consecration 

still keeps its traditional meaning. 

Even so, the modern turn has opened new paths for thangkas in the global art market and in contemporary art. Some 

artists add abstract elements, digital methods, and cross-cultural motifs. In this way they keep ritual functions while gaining 

new aesthetic value and stronger power to reach wider audiences. 
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Figure 2. 

Traditional Tibetan Thangka. 

 
Table 1. 

Parallel Features of Chinese Buddhist Art and Tibetan Thangka Art. 

Feature Chinese Buddhist Art Tibetan Thangka Art 

Origin period Han dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE) 7th century CE 

Early influences Gandhara, Central Asia Indian Pāla art 

Visual 

characteristics 

Fluid brushwork, minimalist imagery, 

spatial harmony 
Strict proportions, vivid colors, symmetrical composition 

Traditional 

materials 

Silk handscrolls, mineral pigments, 

stone sculpture 
Cotton/silk canvas, mineral pigments, gold leaf 

Modern 

development 

Realism, abstraction, digital media, 

synthetic pigments 
Acrylics, synthetic fabrics, resin, digital reproduction 

Spiritual focus Meditation, philosophical themes Ritual, meditation, teaching, deity centered 

Contemporary 

reach 

Widely exhibited worldwide, active 

academic study 

Mainly used within Buddhist communities, more limited 

global reach 

 
Table 2. 

Comparative Analysis of Artistic Expression in Chinese Buddhist Art and Tibetan Thangka 

Art element Chinese Buddhist Art Tibetan Thangka 

Use of color 
Simple and calm, seeks a sense 

of openness 
Bright and vivid, stresses symbolism 

Image layout 
Open space and blank areas, 

stresses meditation 
Strict symmetry, sacred images stand out 

Techniques 
Ink painting and free 

brushwork, pursues mood 

Fine line painting and careful detail, focuses on 

deity details 

Thematic focus 
Chan philosophy such as 

emptiness and impermanence 
Deity depictions, cosmic order, Buddhist teachings 

Symbolic meaning 
Openness, formlessness, 

meditation 
Sacredness, cosmic order, religious teaching 

 

2.3. Evolving Aesthetics in Buddhist Art 

Changes in the materials of Tibetan thangka painting point to a wider problem in sacred art. The question is how to 

keep spiritual authenticity while answering the pressures of globalization, new technology, and new materials. For artists 

and institutions in the diaspora this tension is especially urgent, and they must keep doctrinal continuity in new cultural 

settings. 

The preservationist view says that, from the angle of materiality, the use of mineral pigments and hand-prepared cloth 

in traditional thangkas is not accidental and is spiritually coded. Materials in sacred art are not passive but help create 

meaning [18]. The act of grinding lapis lazuli and placing it within strict iconographic grids is itself a ritual act that shows 
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impermanence and dependent arising in visual form. Preservationists argue that replacing sacred pigments with acrylic is 

not only a change of material but also a break in symbols. They fear a loss of ontological integrity, since for them form is 

function, and without ritual continuity spiritual depth may flatten into surface aesthetics. This cautious position reminds us 

that innovation carries doctrinal risk, and it asks adaptationists to explain not only what they change but also how they keep 

meaning and intent in hybrid works. 

In contrast, the adaptationist view holds that Buddhist visual forms have always shifted with place, dynasty, and 

medium [19, 20]. Huntington and Karlsson argue that the sacred nature of an image is contextual and is shaped by the 

viewer’s intention and frame of devotion, not by material alone. For Tibetan artists in exile or in cosmopolitan settings, the 

use of resin, digital printing, or synthetic canvas is a practical choice, not an attack on tradition. In this logic, composite 

media offer a hybrid response. They uphold iconographic tradition and also adopt the technical and conceptual tools of the 

present. This is in line with Upaya, since innovation is justified when it is rooted in compassion. 

Recent practice shows that many artists choose a middle path. They keep the iconometric system, the symbolic 

structure, and the spiritual aim of traditional thangkas, and at the same time they use modern tools such as synthetic 

brushes, digital underlays, and polymer emulsions [21]. This model fits cultural hybridity theory, which sees such fusions 

as fruitful negotiations between tradition and innovation [22]. Some thangkas are consecrated and used for ritual. Others 

are made for education, for museum display, or for intercultural dialogue. The contrast between the doctrinal rigidity of 

preservationists and the functional flexibility of adaptationists helps to show the current path of thangka art. 

Regardless of preservationists or adaptationists, both sides agree that the spiritual legitimacy of thangka does not rely 

only on materials but depends on context and use. As thangka moves from monastery walls to digital exhibitions, online 

stores, and global art fairs, this adaptive strategy becomes more important. Instead of seeing these changes as dilution, we 

can see them as a line of evolution, a sacred tradition rebuilt for a mobile, digital, and mixed-material world. 

 

2.3.1. Influence of Modern Materials and Techniques 

Modern Chinese Buddhist artists now use acrylics, resin, digital media, and synthetic materials to rethink sacred 

symbols. These materials widen the power of images and connect with key teachings. From the view of materiality, media 

like resin and digital ink are not neutral, and they shape how viewers feel sacredness, presence, and illusion [23]. 

Acrylic suits fast layering and works well with themes of impermanence and abstract forms, while the clear body of 

resin suggests spiritual ligh [24]. Digital media, because it can be copied, echoes ideas of many appearances and illusion. 

Even in museums and galleries, these traits help a new spiritual reading. The result is not a break from tradition but a 

change in how sacred meaning is coded. This fits the doctrine of skillful means, since innovation is valid when it grows 

from wisdom and compassion. 

From the lens of cultural mixing, this path also prepares fusion with Tibetan thangka. The fixed iconography of 

thangka is not erased but can be read in new ways with modern tools, especially when artists are trained in both lines. With 

care for ritual and meaning, these tools can keep and even strengthen Buddhist messages. 

 
Table 3. 

Matrix: Impact of Modern Materials in Contemporary Buddhist Art. 

Material / Technique Artistic Use Symbolic Meaning 

Acrylic Paint Bold color, fast layering Creative freedom, clarity 

Resin Glossy, translucent finish Purity, spiritual elevation 

Digital Printing Precision, scalability Multiplicity, illusion 

Mixed Media / Collage Depth and visual layering Karmic interdependence 

Synthetic Fabrics Durability, ease of handling Flexibility, adaptability 

 

However, changes in materials are not a simple line of technical progress, and they also reshape how sacredness and 

meditation are shared. Resin and high gloss surfaces stress light, and this may weaken the calm and humble tone that matte 

mineral pigments create, so the pace of looking and the mood of the viewer can change. Acrylic and digital workflows raise 

speed and consistency, but they also move the questions of original and copy and of authorship and workshop into a new 

frame. Trust and legitimacy need edition labels, process notes, and acts of consecration. Issues of compatibility and care 

also matter. The physical and chemical fit between synthetic grounds and traditional mineral layers, the aging and 

yellowing risk of resin, and the gap between surface glare and symbolic meaning that can follow from lamination, all call 

for early technical and semantic tuning in both creation and curation. 

In concrete work that joins Chinese and Tibetan traditions, a strategic mix of materials and methods offers a workable 

middle path. Artists often use a digital grid to secure the key deities and the geometric frame, and then finish the main 

figure and the key symbols with mineral pigments, so they keep a balance among efficiency, rule, and sacredness [25]. 

They add acrylic to the background or atmosphere to gain wider color range and time savings, and they limit resin to the 

halo and the implements where highlights are proper, so they avoid full-frame glare that can weaken meditation. They may 

choose synthetic supports for strength, and then use brocade mounting or accordion formats to anchor the work again in the 

line of Buddhist material culture. All this shows that modern materials do not replace tradition. They live with it through 

zoning, layering, and careful use of context, so the triangle of material, image, and context can settle into a stable balance. 

From a wider view of public reach, high resolution copies and platform display extend access, and they place aesthetic 

viewing and religious viewing side by side. This helps cross cultural reception and it asks curators and teachers to upgrade 

labels and guides. When works enter museums and the market, the meaning of the materials and the ritual status should be 
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made clear through wall texts, tours, and research, so that they do not fall into pure visual consumption or into spectacle. 

Modern materials and methods place Buddhist art in a new setting that allows copying, sharing, and checking, and the 

harmony between aesthetic effect and spiritual aim depends on joint care in making, in conservation, and in display. 

 

2.3.2. Rethinking Material Practice in Buddhist Art 

Composite materials, blends of synthetic and natural media, have altered the material foundations of Buddhist art. 

While traditional Thangka art relies on mineral pigments and natural fabric substrates, contemporary Buddhist artists now 

employ acrylics, resins, and polymer-based canvases for practical reasons: faster drying, greater durability, and improved 

resistance to climate fluctuation [26]. However, these benefits invite tensions related to ritual authenticity, aesthetic 

coherence, and spiritual symbolism. 

From the perspective of materiality theory, materials are not neutral they co-create meaning [27]. A resin-coated halo 

may enhance luminosity but risks diminishing the meditative gravity traditionally conveyed by matte mineral pigments. 

The visual "sheen" may shift perception from sacred presence to decorative gloss. Such transitions reflect broader concerns 

raised by cultural hybridity theory [28], where blending materials reshapes not only form but spiritual function. 

The debate is not about rejecting innovation but about balancing expressive flexibility with doctrinal depth. Materials, 

in Buddhist cosmology, are symbolically chosen for their transience and ritual role. Synthetic media, while practical, 

require reinterpretation to retain these layers of sacred meaning. 

 

 
Figure 3. 

Key Properties of Composite Materials in Buddhist Art. 

 

3. Cultural Fusion: Integrating Chinese and Tibetan Buddhist Art 
3.1 Aesthetic Synergies: Motifs, Iconography, and Symbolism 

The combination of Chinese Buddhist aesthetics with Tibetan Thangka painting makes an interesting visual language 

based on common Mahayana ideals. The two traditions refer to a symbolic language comprising the lotus, glowing halos, 

and the figures of Avalokiteshvara (Guanyin) who all symbolize compassion, impermanence, and spiritual awakening [29]. 

These themes are strong visual anchors of continuity and cross cultural synthesis. 

Instead of seeing Chinese and Tibetan traditions as stylistically incompatible, the modern hybrid artworks show how 

their aesthetic can be more or less intertwined. Such aspects of Chinese Buddhist expression as the use of soft brushwork 

and meditative negative space are finding their way into the formal, iconographic systems of Thangka painting. This leads 

to both spiritually based and materially innovative visual compositions. For example: 

• Ink-inspired cloud forms can introduce atmospheric depth into Thangka backdrops without disrupting iconometric 

order. 

• Lotus motifs rendered in acrylic allow for chromatic richness while maintaining ritual symbolism. 

• Mandala compositions may incorporate spatial openness, drawing from Chan aesthetics, to offer a meditative 

stillness within the sacred geometry. 

 Such synergies neither reduce doctrinal integrity, rather, they increase symbolic resonance because artists are able to 

render sacred themes using a wider visual and material vocabulary [30]. This integration is further enabled by the use of 

composite material such as acrylics, resin and digital tools that enable the traditional iconography to change but still 

maintain its ritual and symbolic intention [31]. 

  Such aesthetic synthesis is an example of how visual languages of different traditions may be fused to create 

hybrid languages that serve to pay tribute to both traditions. Putting the emphasis on mutual influence and symbolic 
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continuity, this paper shows that artists are developing new forms of spiritual expression that are both profoundly informed 

by their historical context, yet not limited to it Cameron [32]. 

 

3.2. Case Studies of Visual Integration 

The modern diaspora artists cross-cultural residencies are also starting to explore material and iconographic hybridity, 

producing art that spans the Tibetan and Chinese Buddhist traditions. 

Example 1: Green Tara Hybrid Painting:  

A Tibetan artist who trained in Beijing paints Green Tara with traditional mineral pigments on central deity but uses 

acrylic on atmospheric gradients. The background is framed with Chinese ink-like clouds painted on an artificial canvas. A 

resin coating adds light, keeping the ritual purpose [33]. 

Example 2: Collaborative Mandala Design:  

In a collaborative effort, a Chinese artist adds lotus patterns and brushstroke effects and a Tibetan artist frames the 

mandala around Avalokiteshvara. Polymer coated synthetic fabrics are durable and exhibitions ready. The outcome 

acknowledges the sacred geometry and enlarges its aesthetic vocabulary [34]. 

Although they are conceptual, these examples reflect actual practices observed in Lhasa, Chengdu and Dharamshala 

studios. The works never leave behind the traditional meaning but redefine it with the help of accessible materials and 

hybrid aesthetics, showing how Buddhist art may be adjusted without lacking spiritual integrity. 

 
Table 4. 

Visual and Symbolic Elements Supporting Contemporary Artistic Integration. 

Element Traditional Context Contemporary Integration Example 

Visual Style 
Minimalist brushwork (Chinese); 

structured cosmology (Tibetan) 

Layered composition combining openness with 

iconometric grids 

Technique 
Ink wash, scroll painting; iconometric 

mineral pigments 
Acrylic backgrounds with structured deity forms 

Thematic Emphasis Meditative abstraction; ritual cosmology 
Symbolic layering of Guanyin with mandalas or 

wrathful deities 

Spatial Logic Emptiness, flow, symbolic density Balanced asymmetry within ritual geometry 

Iconic Subjects 
Guanyin, Amitabha; Tara, 

Avalokiteshvara 
Cross-cultural deity depictions with shared motifs 

Material Base 
Silk scrolls, handmade paper, cotton 

canvas, brocade 

Synthetic fabrics and digital layering with traditional 

motifs 

Ritual Function 
Spiritual contemplation: a visualization 

tool 

Hybrid works for both sacred and global public 

contexts 
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Figure 4. 

Mixed-media Thangka by Tashi Norbu Tibetan iconographic structure with contemporary 
acrylic/oil textures and Chinese-ink inspired abstraction. 

 

4 Artistic Evolution Through Material and Cultural Synthesis 
4.1. Impact of Composite Materials on Thangka’s Visual Language 

The traditional Tibetan Thangka painting is based on formal grammar which is based on iconometric accuracy, mineral 

colour pigments and spiritually blessed surfaces like cotton and silk. They are not the mere bearers of image, these 

materials are ritual interfaces, which increase doctrinal clarity as well as meditative intent [35]. Thangkas were used 

historically as didactic objects, cosmological maps and devotional objects associated with sacred lineages. 

The introduction of composite materials, including acrylics, resins, polymers, and synthetic fabrics, has altered this 

grammar. Acrylics permit broader chromatic flexibility and tonal layering. Resins introduce luminosity, modifying the 

matte finish that traditionally symbolized humility and spiritual restraint. Synthetic substrates enhance durability and 

scalability, facilitating broader circulation [36]. This shift enables the integration of material with modern Chinese Buddhist 

aesthetics, particularly the fluid gradients and visual openness characteristic of Chan-style painting. For instance, artists 

may use: 

• Acrylic backgrounds resemble Dunhuang mural gradients. 

• Resin halos evoke Guanyin’s celestial imagery. 

• Synthetic scrolls support fusion of Chinese framing with Tibetan iconometry. 

However, these changes provoke tensions. The gloss introduced by resin may clash with the meditative tactility of 

natural pigment surfaces. Such contrasts raise doubts regarding the continuity of symbolic authenticity and ritual efficacy. 

Material substitutions can compromise traditional consecration protocols if not anchored in lineage validation. From a 

theoretical standpoint, this visual adaptation aligns with the principle of materiality, which posits that media not only shape 

form but also mediate meaning [37]. The blending of Chinese and Tibetan elements also reflects cultural hybridity, 

producing a hybrid visual language that transcends fixed categories while engaging in symbolic negotiation [38]. 
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4.2. Shifts in Meaning and Interpretation in Buddhist Art 

Change in form leads to change in function. In history, thangkas were made within strict iconographic rules and ritual 

chains, and their main role was not as objects to be viewed for taste but as tools for visualization, practice, and teaching. In 

the present, when composite media and abstract styles are widely used, works become easier to read and to show. In 

museums, art fairs, and digital platforms, the focus often moves from ritual effect to aesthetic pleasure and cultural story. 

The same image can carry different meanings in different settings. It may keep sacred symbols, yet after it leaves offerings, 

consecration, and practice, it may lose force as a ritual tool. 

Change of materials is a key point in this shift of meaning. Mineral pigments and hand-made cloth were not only 

technical choices in the past. They were practices with spiritual coding. Grinding lapis lazuli, setting the grid, and laying 

layers of color were acts of body, mind, and hand that pointed to impermanence and dependent arising. When acrylics, 

resin, synthetic grounds, and digital underlays enter the process, the optics, the surface feel, and the rhythm of making all  

change [39]. These changes shape how viewers look and how they enter a meditative state. High-gloss resin strengthens the 

sign of light, yet it may weaken the quiet and humble tone of matte. Digital copying spreads images further, yet it also 

pushes the order of original, edition, and consecration into new debate. Sacredness is no longer held by material alone. It is 

made by material, by iconographic accuracy, by ritual status, and by the viewer’s intention together. 

From the view of cultural hybridity, this shift is not simple decline. It is an ongoing negotiation between tradition and 

the present. Preservationists say that form is function, and that material changes outside the ritual chain can break symbols 

and harm ontological integrity. Adaptationists say that Buddhist images have always changed with place, dynasty, and 

medium, and that sacredness rests more on context and intention than on material itself [40]. Many current practices show a 

middle path. Artists keep the proportional system, symbolic structure, and spiritual aim of thangkas, and they also use 

synthetic brushes, digital underlays, and polymer emulsions. In this way they balance rule, efficiency, and reach. 

For this reason, the judgment of fusion should go beyond what we see on the surface. We need to ask how fusion 

rewrites the tie between image and ritual, how it changes entry and access for the viewer, and how it keeps doctrinal clarity 

and symbolic direction in public spaces. Without consecration and clear teaching, mixed-media works can lose context and 

become spectacle or cultural specimen [41]. With clear tracks for use, such as ritual use and display use, and with labels for 

edition, process, and consecration, and with curatorial texts and education, a path for practice can be rebuilt. In that case, 

innovation does not need to stand against orthodoxy. It can be justified by skillful means and can carry spiritual force in 

wider public life [42]. 

In the end, the key is not whether the material is new. The key is how it is new and for whom it is new. If composite 

media and abstract language join well with the iconographic frame, with ritual steps, and with the settings of display and 

sharing, thangkas and other Buddhist images can move from a single temple role to a set of roles across temples, museums, 

and digital platforms. They can keep religious effect in practice, and they can also support clear and empathetic 

communication in public culture. This link of form, function, and context is a base for continuous evolution of Buddhist art 

in a global age. 

 

4.3. The Role of Globalization and Technology in Artistic Innovation 

Digital tools and global art markets facilitate the fusion of Thangka art. Artists now use acrylics, synthetic materials, 

and AI tools to create scalable works for international audiences. These methods allow preservation through adaptation but 

also raise concerns about commodification. 

Globalization expands reach but redefines context, shifting the Thangka from a sacred artifact to a hybrid cultural 

product. Within this thesis, such shifts underscore the role of cultural mobility and material innovation as key drivers of 

artistic change. 

 

 
Figure 5. 

Digitally-rendered Buddhist art blending AI abstraction and traditional symbolism, reflecting globalization’s influence. ource: Google Arts & Culture. 
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5. Negotiating Continuity and Change in Buddhist Sacred Art 
5.1. Tension Between Cultural Authenticity and Modern Experimentation 

The integration of Chinese Buddhist aesthetics and composite materials into Tibetan Thangka raises a central 

challenge: how to balance cultural authenticity with experimental innovation. Traditional Thangka relies on natural 

pigments and sacred compositional systems grounded in ritual lineage [35]. Similarly, Chinese Buddhist ink traditions 

emphasize meditative restraint and philosophical depth, particularly in the practice of Chan. 

Modern additions, such as resin, acrylics, and synthetic substrates, enable broader expression but may undermine 

symbolic coherence. For instance, resin gloss may disrupt the visual humility embedded in Vajrayana ritual function. 

Likewise, simplified forms influenced by Chan minimalism may dilute the iconographic precision essential for meditative 

visualization [43]. Nonetheless, such evolution aligns with the historical adaptability of Buddhism. The Tang and Yuan 

periods reflect earlier syntheses of Tibetan and Chinese styles. The present fusion may similarly reflect a living tradition 

shaped by global pressures rather than a state of degeneration. 

This thesis adopts a cultural hybridity perspective [28] arguing that artistic fusion is not a binary choice between 

preservation and loss, but rather a negotiation of spiritual function and modern context. Innovation can revitalize sacred art, 

provided that symbolic intent is preserved and critically evaluated. 

 

5.2. Technical Challenges in Integrating Tradition and Materials 

Material fusion introduces significant technical challenges. Traditional Thangka processes involve the careful layering 

of mineral pigments on cotton or silk, resulting in a matte finish that fosters spiritual focus. In contrast, Chinese-influenced 

contemporary methods often favor fast-drying acrylics, glossy resin coatings, and synthetic canvases [44]. 

These materials are not always compatible. Resins may warp untreated fabric or introduce glare that obscures sacred 

geometry. Acrylics may dry too quickly for iconometric accuracy. Aesthetic inconsistencies, such as layering luminous 

effects over traditionally flat iconography, can disrupt visual unity. Artists responding to these tensions have begun 

experimenting with hybrid workflows, including polymer priming, digital underdrawings, and combined layering 

techniques [45]. While these methods offer practical solutions, they remain largely non-standardized and subject to trial and 

error. 

Such innovation reflects the principle of artistic evolution: form and function change in response to environmental, 

material, and cultural shifts. However, technical compatibility must not compromise the symbolic and doctrinal role of 

Thangka. This thesis investigates how these material strategies affect symbolic meaning, aiming to define when fusion 

enhances, alters, or risks obscuring the sacred core of Buddhist visual language. 

 

5.3. Opportunities for Cross-Cultural Dialogue and Global Market Expansion 

Despite challenges, this material and visual synthesis opens opportunities for cross-cultural communication. Historical 

exchange between Tibetan and Chinese artists during the Tang and Yuan periods laid a precedent for stylistic borrowing 

and religious integration [45]. 

Today, composite media support new hybrid forms that appeal across traditions and audiences. A Thangka combining 

Chinese brush techniques with traditional deity composition, framed in brocade and sealed in resin, can function in both 

gallery and ritual contexts. These works enable a shared visual language across monastic, diaspora, and secular spaces [46]. 

Globalization and digital platforms amplify this reach. Artists now exhibit internationally, sell through online 

networks, and respond to new curatorial demands. Composite materials, such as resins and synthetics, enhance the 

durability of museum preservation and facilitate global distribution, thereby expanding the cultural and economic relevance 

of Buddhist art. However, this expansion also risks commodifying sacred forms. The critical question becomes not whether 

art is sold, but whether it retains symbolic function in transit. This tension aligns with ongoing debates in heritage studies: 

how can traditional knowledge survive within market systems without losing ritual depth [47]? 

This thesis positions hybrid Buddhist art not as a loss of cultural identity, but as a transformative continuity. This 

reconfiguration allows spiritual traditions to speak within contemporary, global contexts while maintaining their symbolic 

and aesthetic intent. 

 

6. Conclusion 
The changes in Buddhist art today are not breaks. They are careful steps that connect old and new. Past examples of 

exchange and change now meet new materials and new tools. The result sits between temple use and global display. The 

review shows that sacred effect does not rest in material alone. It comes from a match between material choices, image 

rules, ritual practice, and the setting of viewing. When this match is clear, mixed works can add meaning, travel across 

cultures, and keep the line of teaching. When the match is weak, bright surfaces and large size can replace calm looking, 

and claims of authenticity can slip into market talk. 

A workable middle path appears. Artists can fix the drawing with a digital grid, keep mineral pigments for the main 

deity and key signs, use resin only for the halo and the implements, and join synthetic supports with traditional mounting. 

Curators and conservators can add clear labels for ritual or display use, give edition and process notes, state the blessing 

status, and provide guides that help the viewer enter a meditative way of seeing. Teachers can join skill and ethics in class. 

They can teach traditional craft with modern tools, teach basic tests for care and aging, and teach how to read context, so 

students can create without losing meaning. 

Future work can test how synthetic grounds and mineral layers live together over time, watch how resin ages, and 

study how viewers respond in temples, in museums, and online, with care for diaspora settings. As global flows and digital 



 
 

               International Journal of Innovative Research and Scientific Studies, 8(6) 2025, pages: 2621-2632
 

2631 

systems keep changing how art moves, the most steady plan is not purity or full replacement. It is a careful mix that treats 

material, image, and context as one system of meaning. In this way, Buddhist art can keep its inner purpose and also speak 

to a wider world. 
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