
Encounter, Violet

Sitter: Desmond Tutu

Religion: Anglican 

Role: Archbishop of Cape Town

Nationality: South African

Meeting: Templeton Prize Ceremony, 
2013

This portrait represents the story of interfaith dialogue in the 20th century. In the Anti-Apartheid movement, 
Desmund Tutu took forth what Martin Luther King, Jr. and others had started with Civil Rights in terms of 
different religious leaders coming together to work on a cause that transcended their differences. 

It represents the beginning of the story - the story of interfaith dialogue in the 20th century, but also Nicola’s 
journey documenting interfaith dialogue in the 21st century. 

Desmond Tutu is incredibly significant to Nicola personally, having written an African prayer for her wedding. 
His message of Ubuntu: A person is a person, only through other persons underpins the whole Encounters 
project.

The background was created from a pectoral cross belonging to Archbishop of York, John Sentamu, with 
whom Tutu spent most of the evening at the Templeton Prize ceremony in 2013. 

It is an Oscar Romero cross from El Salvador which Sentamu always wears.Romero has recently been 
canonized by Pope Francis as a champion of human rights, and for his work for equality and justice. The 
artwork is in a traditional El-Salvadorian style, which combines African, indigenous and European heritage.



Encounter, Alizarin

Sitter: Bhai Sahib Mohinder Singh

Religion: Sikhism

Role: Mukhi-Sewadar (the main volunteer) 
of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha

Nationality: British/Indian 

Meeting: Assisi, 2011

This background was inspired by a ceremonial sword worn by Bhai Sahib Mohinder Singh at several 
encounters Nicola witnessed.

Sikhs carry a small sword or dagger, known as a kirpan. The kirpan is one of the five articles of faith worn 
by Sikhs at all times. Sikhs are expected to embody the qualities of a Sant Sipahi or “saint-soldier” with the 
courage to defend the rights of all who are wrongfully oppressed or persecuted irrespective of their colour, 
caste, or creed. This orIginated during the Mughal empire in India, when Sikhs became militarized due to 
increased persecution. In the modern era the kirpan is a spiritual symbol - not a weapon. 

A sword can be seen in the Khanda - the symbol of Sikhism, which depicts two crossed kirpans representing 
spiritual authority and political power. 

At the Vatican, Bhai Sahib Mohinder Singh presented Pope Francis with a ceremonial sword of peace. 



Encounter, Alabaster

Sitter: Homi Burjor Dhalla

Religion: Zoroastrian

Role: Founder and President of Cultural 
Foundation of the Zarathustra World

Nationality: Indian (Parsi) 

Meeting: Assisi, 2011

Zoroastrianism is one of the world’s oldest religions that is still practiced today. It is a monotheistic faith 
centered in a dualistic cosmology of good and evil. Originating in pre-Islamic Iran, it served as the state 
religion of the Iranian empires for more than a millennium. Following the Muslim conquest of Persia it 
became suppressed, many Zoroastrians migrated to the Indain Subcontinent,  and are now known as Parsis. 
Major features of Zoroastrianism, such as messianism, judgment after death, heaven and hell, and free will 
may have influenced other religious systems, including Second Temple Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and 
Buddhism.

The iconography of the background has been inspired by a Zoroastrian tile from a Parsi home shrine  in 
Gujarat.  It shows the constantly burning fire of Ahura Mazda, God of Zoroastrians.In Zoroastrianism, fire is 
the visual symbol of purity, an enlightened mind and a god who cannot be seen. No rituals can take place 
without fire.  The title comes from the alabaster prayer room of  the Zoroastrian temple in Yazd, Iran. In the 
temple a holy flame has burnt for 1,500 years without being extinguished 

The tile also depicts the winged symbol of Faravahar, which represents the tenets of good thoughts, good 
words and good deeds. The Faravahar has become a secular national symbol of Iran as well as a religious 
symbol. 



Encounter, Bianco

Sitter: Pope Francis

Religion: Roman Catholic 

Role: Bishop of Rome

Nationality: Argentinian 

Meeting: Nostra Aetate, 2015

The portrait incorporates the architecture of The Vatican, including the decorative floor of St. Peter’s Basilica 
and  the Chair of St. Peter.  

The Chair of Saint Peter is a relic conserved in St. Peter’s Basilica. Tradition claims that it is the wooden 
throne that the Apostle Saint Peter, the leader of the Early Christians in Rome and first Pope, used as Bishop 
of Rome. The relic is enclosed in a sculpted gilt bronze casing designed by Gian Lorenzo Bernini and executed 
between 1647 and 1653.

The dove represents peace, but this sculpture also symbolises the rippling continuation of a message of 
fidelity and generous service. It is the Holy Spirit sending Peter out to announce the Gospel, which was 
passed on to the next generation. It is a depiction of the ripple of hope that emanates from the interfaith 
meetings.



Encounter, Azure

Sitter: Metropolitan Aprem Mooken

Religion: Holy Apostolic Catholic Assyrian 
Church of the East

Role: Metropolitan of the Assyrian Church 
of the East in India.

Nationality: Indian 

Meeting: India 2010

The Assyrian Church of the East is an Eastern Christian Church and a branch of Syriac Christianity. It follows 
the traditional ecclesiology of the historical Church of the East (also known as the Persian Church or the 
Nestorian church). The majority of its adherents are ethnic Assyrians. The Church has an archdiocese based 
in India, headed by Metropolitan Mooken. 

Traditionally the Church of the East was said to be opposed to figurative images of any kind - this is believed to 
be due to the rise of Islam in the same region. Although, some examples of icons and illuminated manuscripts 
have been found, dating before to spread of Islam. 

This portrait was inspired by traditional Assyrian Orthodox clothing: a ceremonial hand cross, the vine pattern 
from a robe, as well as a cross worn by Metropolitan Mooken during an encounter with Rowan Williams.The 
background highlights the Nestorian Cross - the cross traditionally associated with the Church of the East. It 
is composed of a cross with nine dots - representing the nine orders of ministry within the church. 



Encounter, Lapis Lazuli

Sitter: Dr. Mohammad Ali Shomali

Religion: Shi’a

Role: Founding Director of the Internation-
al Institute for Islamic Studies in Iran and 
the Director of Islamic Centre of England

Nationality: Iranian

Meeting: Assisi, 2011

This background represents Shi’a Islam. It has been inspired by the tiles of the Imam Reza Shrine in Iran - 
considered to be the third holiest sites in Shi’a Islam, and the largest Mosque in the world. 

The tile is an example of the lack of figurative depictions within Islam - the geometric design and the 
arabesque instantly situates this work in the Muslim world. The tiles are considered masterpieces of the 
Iranian architecture, and are an incredibly important piece of Muslim culutral heritage. 

In the ancient Muslim world Lapis Lazuli was historically linked to pilgrimage, used as amulet to protect one’s 
path. Lapis Lazuli was used to create ultramarine pigment and therefore highly valuable throughout history. 
Until the late 18th century the only source of lapis lazuli was the remote Sar-e-Sang valley in northeast 
Afghanistan, where it has been mined for more than six millennia. Its diffusion in Europe began during 
the Crusades, but its rarity and cost meant that it could be afforded for the creation of art works only by 
the richest of patrons. This history of trade between East and West also facilitated cultural exchange - an 
important reminder of all which has been shared throughout history and that which we have in common. 



Encounter, Cerulean

Sitter: Shlomo Amar

Religion: Sephardi, Orthodox Judaism

Role: Sephardic Chief Rabbi of Jerusalem

Nationality: Morrocan/Israeli 

Meeting: Jerusalem, 2012

The iconography of the background has been inspired by the floral pattern embroidered in gold on the Rabbi’s 
tunic and a menorah plaque presented to Archbishop Rowan Williams at a meeting in Jerusalem. 

Sephardi Jews, are a Jewish ethnic division originally from the Iberian peninsula. They established 
communities throughout areas of modern Spain and Portugal,  but were exiled from Iberia beginning in the 
late 15th century. The Sephardi Jews evolved a distinctive characteristic and diasporic identity, including a 
unique style of robe and headwear.  Chief Sephardic Rabbis of Israel have traditionally dressed differently to 
their Ashkenazi counterparts. 

The menorah has been a symbol of Judaism since ancient times. It is the emblem of the state of Israel and 
its missions to be a ‘light unto the nations’. The menorah is described as a lampstand made of pure gold and 
used in the portable sanctuary set up by Moses in the wilderness and later in the Temple in Jerusalem. 
The Menorah is also a symbol closely associated with the Jewish holiday of Hanukkah - where a nine-
branched menorah is used to commemorate the miracle that occurred when a day’s worth of oil lit the 
menorah for eight days. 



Encounter, Vermilion

Sitter: Dr. Tong Yun Kai

Religion: Confucianism

Role: President of the Confucian Acade-
my

Nationality: Chinese

Confucianism is a code of conduct based on the teachings of the Chinese philosopher Confucius. It can be 
considered a tradition, a philosophy, a religion and a way of life. 

This background has been constructed using the symbol for Confucius. This symbol is used to represent 
Confucianism, it means total righteousness and harmony within yourself and others. It is also used during 
wedding Ceremonies in the Chinese Culture.

The central theme of the Confucian doctrines is the quest for equilibrium and harmony. The tradition of 
Confucianism developed from deliberations about how to establish harmony in conflicts and disorder. For 
Confucians harmony underlines the unity between individuals and all other people. Thus, to realise equilibrium 
and harmony is regarded as each individual’s duty to the whole of humanity. 

Harmony is also needed between the sacred and the secular. The core of Confucianism is humanistic, it is 
a religion which regards the secular as sacred. Confucianism transcends the dichotomy between religion 
and humanism, considering the ordinary activities of human life—and especially human relationships—as a 
manifestation of the sacred. 

Confucianism has a long history of dialogue: with Taoism, with Buddhism, with Christianity, and more recently 
with Marxism.Confucianism encourages exchanges between different faiths and between different schools 
of its own, and encourages earnest learning from other traditions.



Encounter, Zaffre

Sitter: Bartholomew I of Constantinople

Religion: Eastern Orthodox

Role: Ecumenical Patriarch of Constan-
tinople of the Eastern Orthodox Church

Nationality: Turkish/Greek

Meeting: Assisi, 2011

The iconography of the background has been inspired by a pectoral cross worn by one of the patriarch’s 
assistants at the Assisi gathering.

The cross or crucifix is the main religious symbol of Christianity, but there are many variants used by the 
different branches. This cross is a patriarchal cross, also known as an archiepiscopal cross or a crux gemina 
widely used in the Orthodox church. Unlike the usual crucifix, the symbolism and meaning of the double 
cross is not well understood. It is thought that the first cross bar represents the death and the second cross 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

This symbol is used in Russian, Byzantine, and Eastern branches of Orthodox Christianity, it is an example of 
the highest pectoral cross awarded in the Eastern Church. It is jeweled, and features a mitre at the top. This 
type of cross is worn by bishops, archimandrites and protopresbyters as a sign of their office, and may be 
awarded to other priests as well. It is also distinctive of the orthodox style as it depicts the plaque nailed to 
Jesus’ crucifix, bearing the inscription INBI (Jesus, King of the Jews). 



Encounter, Malachite

Sitter: Ali Gomaa

Religion: Sunni/Sufi

Role: Former Grand Mufti of Egypt

Nationality: Egyptian 

Meeting: Cairo, 2011

The colour palette was inspired by a green headscarf Nicola was given to wear to the meeting with the 
Grand Mufti. Green is an extremely significant colour in Islam, and the title Encounter, Malachite reflects the 
importance of the green gemstone in Ancient Egypt.

Despite the Grand Mufti’s staff and advisors’ initial reluctance to allow Nicola in to the meeting, he took an 
interest in her work, and cancelled his following appointments in order to show her his private art collection. 
This background was inspired by a piece of Kufic calligraphy: the oldest form of Arabic script. Kufic developed 
around the end of the 7th century in Kufa, Iraq, from which it takes its name. It reads:  thank you to Allah, God 
of two worlds. 

Calligraphy and geometric patterns are significant in Islam because of the strong belief in Aniconism, 
stemming from the belief that creation of living forms is God’s prerogative. The same Kufic calligraphy can 
be seen in the architecture of Al-Azhar University, where this meeting occurred. Al-Azhar remains a deeply 
influential institution in Egyptian society that is highly revered in both the Sunni and Shi’a Muslim world.



Encounter, Veridian

Sitter: Chief Wande Abimbola

Religion: African Traditional

Role: World Spokesperson for Ifa and 
Yoruba Religion

Nationality: Nigerian

Meeting: Assisi, 2011

Professor Wande Abimbola is a Nigerian academician, Spokesperson for Ifa in the world, and founder of 
Ifa Heritage Institute in Nigeria. He was installed as Àwísẹ Awo Àgbàyé in 1981 by the Ooni of Ife. This 
is reflected in the background of this portrait, which has been created from Chief Abimbola’s traditional 
clothing. He wore a beaded hanging, which read Awise Agbaye, which translates as:  World Spokesperson for 
Ifa and Yoruba Religion 
 
The Yoruba religion comprises the traditional religious and spiritual concepts and practice of the Yoruba 
people, based in present-day Southwestern Nigeria and the adjoining parts of Benin and Togo, commonly 
known as Yorubaland. Yoruba religious beliefs are part of Itan, the total complex of songs, histories, stories, 
and other cultural concepts which make up the Yoruba society. Ifá is a Yoruba religion and system of 
divination. Ifá is practiced throughout the Americas and West Africa in the form of a complex religious 
system, and plays a critical role in the traditions of Santería, Candomblé, Palo, Umbanda, Vodou, and other 
Afro-American faiths, as well as in some traditional African religions.

Beads have particular significance in Africa and play an important role in Yoruba culture. For the Yorubas, 
beads play a very significant role in many cultural events and are a major feature during many traditional 
festivals. They are a symbol of status and are used to signify a person of important political or spiritual 
distinction. 



Encounter, Heliotrope

Sitter: Dr A.K. Merchant

Religion: Baha’i

Role: Head of Baha’i Foundation

Nationality: Indian 

Meeting: Assisi 2011

This background has been inspired by the Baha’i Lotus Temple in New Delhi. The architecture of the temple 
is formed of nine ‘petals’ inspired by the sacred lotus flower.  As well as to Bahá’ís the lotus is significant in 
many religions, including Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism.

All Bahá’í houses of worship are open to all, regardless of faith, as a space to gather, reflect and worship. It is 
even permitted for holy texts of other religions to be read or chanted.  The Bahá’í Faith teaches the essential 
worth of all religions, and the unity and equality of all people. 

Bahá’ís believe in a monotheistic, all-powerful God - but also, that religion is progressively revealed through 
Manifestations of God as the founders of major world religions throughout history, including: Buddha, Jesus, 
and Muhammad. Bahá’ís therefore regard the major religions as fundamentally unified in purpose.  This 
background therefore, represents the unity of the world’s faiths, and that which they have in common. 



Encounter, Cadmium

Sitter: Dr Harshad Sanghrajka

Religion: Jain

Role: Deputy chairman institute of Jainol-
ogy

Nationality: British 

Meeting: Assisi 2011

The background has been inspired by the Kalpa Sūtra book of rituals, the most sacred text in Jainism. 

Jain illustrated manuscripts were originally painted on palm leaf, but following the introduction of paper from 
Iran around the 12th century, Jain texts were increasingly written on this new medium. The use of paper 
permitted larger compositions and a greater variety of decorative devices and borders. By the end of the 14th 
century, deluxe manuscripts were produced on paper, brilliantly adorned with gold, silver, crimson and a rich 
ultramarine derived from imported lapis lazuli.The use of gold in the original manuscript has inspired the use 
of hand-applied 24k gold in the final artwork. This portrait represents the significance of sacred texts in all 
faiths. 

The manuscript is kept in the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, but was presented by Dr Sanghrajka 
at an interfaith event held at Lambeth Palace. Representatives of different faiths were invited to display a 
treasured sacred object, of particular significance to the faith or practice of their community, or their life in 
the United Kingdom. 
    



Encounter, Chromium

Sitter: Rowan Williams

Religion: Anglican

Role: Archbishop of Canterbury

Nationality: British 

Meeting: Building Bridges, Qatar, 2011

The iconography of the background has been inspired by one of the Archbishops pectoral crosses, which he 
carefully selected for each encounter. Rowan Williams chose this particular cross because it is an ancient 
Indian Christian symbol combining the cross and the lotus, and therefore pertinent to his meeting with 
Swamis in Bangalore. 

The design also includes a page from the Lambeth Bible depicting the Tree of Jesse. The Tree of Jesse is a 
depiction in art of the ancestors of Christ, shown in a tree which rises from Jesse of Bethlehem, the father of 
King David.The Lambeth Bible, dated between 1140 and 1150, is one of the finest examples of Romanesque 
book illustration and one of the greatest treasures of Lambeth Palace Library. It is famous for its large 
illuminations with fine details and sophisticated used of paint, gold, and colour.  Archbishop Rowan Willaims 
and Pope Benedict XVI looked at this manuscript together during the Papal visit to the United Kingdom in 
2010.

In this background, a specific detail of the illustration has been selected - a bust of Jesus is encircled by 
seven doves, a symbol of peace.



Encounter, Amaranth

Sitter: Swami Harshananda

Religion: Hindu

Role: President Rama Krishna Math

Nationality: Indian 

Meeting: India, 2010

The background has been designed using the architecture of the Halasuru Someshwara Temple in Bangalore. 
Built in the 12th century during the Chola period,  it is the oldest temple in the city. The architecture has been 
reimagined, to create a modern interpretation of a paisley pattern, which has roots in both India and Iran. 

The temple is made up of elaborate sculptures and carvings,  in the Vijayanagar style of architecture. This 
is significant because the Vijayanagara kings were tolerant of all religions and sects. During this time South 
India was place of relative religious pluralism - Islamic contact with South India had begun in the 7th century, 
and Chirstianity was introduced by Portuguese and Dutch settlers. 

In the present day Bangalore is still known for its cosmopolitan character, with significant Hindu, Muslim, 
Christian, Jain, Sikh, Buddhist, Zoroastrian, Bahá’í and Jewish communities. There is therefore a lot of 
meaning contained in this simple pattern. It is a symbol of  peaceful religious coexistence, and cultural 
pluralism, which  serves as an inspiration for the global interfaith movement. Encounters invokes the same 
spirit of cross-culturalism: It is a global story, unique in its depiction of all the world’s major religions without 
hierarchy.



Encounter, Coral
Sitter: Nosakhare Isekhure

Religion: African Traditional

Role: Chief Isekhure of Benin Kingdom

Nationality: Nigerian 

Meeting: Nostra Aetate, at the Vatican, 
2015.

Benin Kingdom was a pre-colonial kingdom founded by the Edo People,  in what is now southern Nigeria. The 
Benin Kingdom was one of the oldest and most highly developed states in West Africa, dating to the eleventh 
century CE, until it was annexed by the British Empire in 1897.

The background is made up of artefacts from the Kingdom of Benin, known as the Benin Bronzes, which were 
made famous in Europe when they were looted by British colonizers.The design uses details of a head of 
Queen Idia and two ceremonial swords known as Eben. The bronze head of Queen Idia represents all of the 
powerful women who are behind the mostly male leaders. 

African spiritualism is a lived practice, it is the culture, society, and world-view of the African people, as 
opposed to a strict faith or doctrine. Traditional spirituality has merged and existed peacefully alongside 
Christianity and Islam in a unique way in Africa. This background represents all indigenous religions around 
the world and people of no faith at all. It is symoblic of the mixing of cultures and everything we share as 
human beings. 

The title Encounter, Coral comes from the spiritual significance of coral beads to the Edo people in Nigeria.



Encounter, Carmine

Sitter: Timothy Dolan

Religion: Roman Catholic

Role: Archbishop of New York

Nationality: American 

Meeting: Jerusalem, 2012

This background has been inspired by a trip Nicola made to the Holy Land. She visited the Church of Beatitudes 
- a Roman Catholic church located on the Mount of Beatitudes which overlooks the Sea of Galilee. This is 
believed to be the Holy Site where Jesus delivered the Sermon on the Mount.  

Nicola watched Cardinal Dolan deliver a sermon outside the church. The background has been constructed 
from the palm trees and the lanterns which surrounded the church.

The palm branch is a sacred symbol in many religions. It is a symbol of victory, triumph, peace and eternal life.  
In Christianity, the palm branch is associated with Jesus’ Triumphal Entry on Palm Sunday. Early Christians 
used the palm branch to symbolize the victory of the faithful over enemies of the soul. In western Christian 
art, martyrs were often shown holding a palm frond as an attribute, representing the victory of spirit over 
flesh. In Judaism, the date palm (Lulav) is one of the Four Species used in the daily prayers on the feast of 
Sukkot. The palm is richly significant in Islamic culture, and the palm symbolizes rest and hospitality in many 
cultures of the Middle East.



Encounter, Saffron

Sitter: Tenzin Gyatso

Religion: Tibetan Buddhism

Role: 14th Dalai Lama

Nationality: Tibetan 

Meeting: Lambeth Palace, 2008

This has been inspired by a visit Nicola made to hear the Dalai Lama speak in Dharamshala when she was 
19. He was sat upon tibetan fabric, with a distinctive cloud motif. 

The cloud pattern is often seen in Tibetan Buddhist artefacts. In Buddhism clouds signify the Western 
Paradise beyond the earth. The billowing clouds, or Mahamudra, represent the union of compassion and 
wisdom - the ultimate realization of one’s true nature. These clouds and the pure clarity of the sky are a 
metaphor for the Buddha’s Mind. Clouds may come and go across the heavens, like the transitory thoughts 
or delusions which appear to obscure the mind’s true nature, yet the nature of the sky remains unchanged. 

This portrait is important to Nicola because it represents the first meeting she attended. The meeting 
between the Dalai Lama and Rowan Williams really was the beginning of her journey - which snowballed into 
something she never could have imagined. 

The Dalai Lama has a universal appeal to everyone, including atheists. He also is one of the longest reigning 
leaders, and has made many high profile visits to leaders of all religions around the world over the past 75 
years. 



Encounter, Ruby

Sitter: Metropolitan Philaret of Minsk and 
Slutsk

Religion: Russian Orthodox 

Role: Patriarchal Exarch of All Belarus

Nationality: Russian
 
Meeting: Assisi, 2011

The iconography of the background has been inspired by an interpretation of the Icon Our Lady of Kazan 
which Nicola photographed in The Church of the Savior on Spilled Blood, in St. Petersburg, Russia. 

The use of icons has played an important role in Russian Orthodox Christianity, beginning with influences 
from Byzantine art, but subsequently developing into its own style distinct from Western European styles. 

Our Lady of Kazan, also called Mother-of-God of Kazan was a holy icon of the highest stature within the 
Russian Orthodox Church. It represents the Virgin Mary as the protector and patroness of the city of Kazan, 
and a palladium of all of Russia, known as the Holy Protectress of Russia.

The hand applied silver has been used to highlight the tradition of protecting icons with an oklad a setting 
of gold, silver and precious gems. In Russian Orthodoxy the Oklad symbolises the light and beauty of God’s 
world. 

The colour red is very significant in Russian culture. All Orthodox households have a red corner, or krasni 
ugol, where icons and other religious accouterments are kept. 



Encounter, Cobalt

Sitter: Shenouda III of Alexandria

Religion: Coptic Orthodox Christian

Role: 117th Pope of Alexandria and Pa-
triarch of All Africa on the Holy Apostolic 
See of St. Mark the Evangelist of the Cop-
tic Orthodox Church

Nationality: Egyptian 

Meeting: Cairo, 2011

The Coptic Orthodox church is a branch of Oriental Orthodoxy in Christianity. The Copts are an ethnoreligious 
group indigenous to Northeast Africa, primarily based in Egypt. Copts in Egypt constitute the largest Christian 
population in the Middle East and North Africa, as well as the largest religious minority in the region.

The pattern has been inspired by the features of the room in which this encounter took place. This includes 
there fabric of Pope Shenouda’s chair, an ornate triptych of Jesus Christ, and the intricate embroidery on the 
monastic hood worn by a Coptic Orthodox leader who attended the meeting.   

The hood, known as a qalansuwa or a koulla, is worn by monks and nuns of the Coptic faith. Qalansuwas are 
decorated with thirteen embroidered crosses, six on each side of the head and a larger one at the front, just 
above the forehead. The crosses represent Jesus Christ (large cross) and his twelve apostles (the smaller 
crosses).
 
The cobalt blue is significant as it features on the Coptic flag - created in 2005 to represent the Coptic 
diaspora in different countries.  The flag consists of two main components: a blue cross and a colourful coat 
of arms.  The blue stems from the Egyptian sky and water, representing the Mediterranean Sea and the Red 
Sea that enclose Egypt.



Encounter, Ivory

Sitter: Baba Hajji Edmond Mondi

Religion: Sufi Dervish (Islamic mysticism)

Role: Baba of the Bektashi Order

Nationality: Albanian

Meeting: Assisi, 2011

 

The Bektashi Order is a Sufi dervish order. 

Sufism is a form of Islamic mysticism. Dervish refers to a religious follower who choses material poverty, and 
practises physical or religious exertions to attain the ecstatic trance to reach God. In folklore, dervishes are 
often credited with the ability to perform miracles and described with supernatural powers

The Bektashi order, whose headquarters is in Tirana, Albania, is mainly found throughout Anatolia and the 
Balkans, and was particularly strong among Ottoman era Greek Muslims from the regions of Epirus, Crete 
and Macedonia. Bektashism was inspired by Islam, Chritstianity and Zoroastrianism. A large number of 
academics consider Bektashism to have fused a number of Shia and Sufi concepts, although the order 
contains rituals and doctrines that are distinct.

This background has been created from several artefacts featured on the flag of the Bektashi order.  It was 
inspired by a robe, and a twelve point decorative ivory star worn by Baba Hajji Edmond Mondi. 
  



Encounter, Turquoise

Sitter: Swami Sri Sugunendra Theertha

Religion: Hindu

Role: Dvaita, Sri Puthige Matha, Udupi

Nationality: Indian 

Meeting: India, 2010

The background has been designed using the architecture of the Halasuru Someshwara Temple in Bangalore. 
Built in the 12th century during the Chola period,  it is the oldest temple in the city. The architecture has been 
reimagined, to create a modern interpretation of a paisley pattern, which has roots in both India and Iran. 

The temple is made up of elaborate sculptures and carvings,  in the Vijayanagar style of architecture. This 
is significant because the Vijayanagara kings were tolerant of all religions and sects. During this time South 
India was place of relative religious pluralism - Islamic contact with South India had begun in the 7th century, 
and Chirstianity was introduced by Portuguese and Dutch settlers. 

In the present day Bangalore is still known for its cosmopolitan character, with significant Hindu, Muslim, 
Christian, Jain, Sikh, Buddhist, Zoroastrian, Bahá’í and Jewish communities. There is therefore a lot of 
meaning contained in this simple pattern. It is a symbol of  peaceful religious coexistence, and cultural 
pluralism, which  serves as an inspiration for the global interfaith movement. Encounters invokes the same 
spirit of cross-culturalism: It is a global story, unique in its depiction of all the world’s major religions without 
hierarchy.



Encounter, Tekhelet

Sitter: Jonathan Sacks

Religion: Orthodox Judaism

Role: Emeritus Chief Rabbi of the United 
Hebrew Congregations of the Common-
wealth

Nationality: British

Meeting: Jerusalem, 2013

Tekhelet is an ancient blue pigment which is hugely significant in Judaism.  In Encounters: The Art of Interfaith 
Dialogue Rabbi Sacks wrote: At the unveiling of her portrait of me for the Jewish Museum I was struck by the 
blue in the background, which Nicola called “Chief Rabbi Blue”. This is because, blue is a very symbolic colour 
in Judaism. It was at the time of the Exodus, as the Israelites were about to cross the Red Sea, that Moses 
looked not outwards across the water, but upwards towards the heavens, to God, to the sky which was blue. 
For Jews, blue represents the divinity and wisdom of God. That is what it means to truly see.

The background encompasses three elements a tree of life, a crown and the hebrew letters Bet and Lamed. 
These symbols have all been chosen because they represent wisdom. All of the leaders. This portrait 
represents how all the leaders Nicola encountered embodied so much wisdom, they have dedicated their 
lives to learning and teaching on behalf of their followers. 

The Tree of Life was given to Nicola on a trip to Jerusalem with Rabbi Sacks. The tree of life is significant 
in many faiths, as a symbol of wisdom.  This has been combined with two Hebrew letters-  Bet and Lamed. 
Bet is the first letter in the Torah, it represents the beginning of the story. Lamed can be taken to mean ‘a 
heart that understands knowledge’. The specific design was taken from a pamphlet about ancient Jewish 
manuscripts stored in the Vatican library given to Nicola when she visited the Pope with Rabbi Sacks in 2011. 

 It also includes  a crown from a Torah Scroll gifted Rabbi Sacks at the tribute ceremony in 2013.
The crown is a symbol that God is King, and  that the Torah, God’s law, should rule over the lives of the people.



Encounter, Amber

Sitter: Miao Guang

Religion: Fo Guang Shan Humanist Bud-
dhist

Role: Monk 

Nationality: Taiwanese 

Meeting: Assisi, 2011

Miao Guang is a Humanistic Buddhism scholar from the Fo Guang Shan monastic order, based in Taiwan. 

When Nicola photographed Miao Guang at the Assisi gathering in 2011, she was there representing the leader 
of her organisation, who was not attending. This portrait  represents all of the people who stand behind the 
religious leaders, nuns, monks and others working tirelessly at a grassroots level. 

The pattern in the background has been inspired by a buddhist fabric. The motif of the marigold is important 
in several world religions, and often used as offerings in Buddhist ceremonies. 

Amber is significant in Buddhism,  the golden color is associated with the Buddha Ratnasambhava.



Encounter, Cyan

Sitter: David Rosen

Religion: Orthodox Judaism

Role: Former Chief Rabbi of Ireland, Direc-
tor of the American Jewish Committee’s 
Department of Interreligious Affairs

Nationality: British/Israeli 

Meeting: The Vatican, 2014

This background was inspired by a room in the Vatican, in which Nicola witnessed a meeting of Jewish and 
Christian leaders. 

This has been overlaid with Rabbi Rosen’s medal from The Pontifical Equestrian Order of St. Gregory the Great. 
Rabbi Rosen was made a Knight Commander of the Order of St. Gregory in recognition of his contribution 
to Jewish-Catholic reconciliation. He was the first Israeli citizen and the first Orthodox rabbi to receive this 
honor. 

The Order of St. Gregory the Great is one of the five Orders of Knighthood of the Holy See. The honor is 
bestowed upon Roman Catholic men and women (and sometimes in rare cases to non-Catholics) in 
recognition of their personal service to the Holy See and to the Roman Catholic Church. 

It has been embellished with 24k gold in a wheat design - in reference to the Seven Species of Israel. 
        



Encounter, Indigo

Sitter: Ibrahim Mogra

Religion: Sunni

Role: Assistant Secretary General Muslim 
Council of Britain

Nationality: British/Indian

Meeting: Lambeth Palace in 2012

In 2011 Nicola attended the Building Bridges Seminar in Doha, Qatar, exploring the theme ‘Prayer: Christian 
and Muslim Perspectives’. The group considered mutual perceptions of prayer, and all prayed together in a 
shared space. The iconography of the background has been inspired by a rug on which every prayed together.

The prayer rug has a very strong symbolic meaning and traditionally taken care of in a holy manner. A prayer 
rug is characterized by a niche at one end, representing the mihrab in every mosque, a directional point to 
direct the worshipper towards Mecca.Many rugs also show one or more mosque lamps, a reference to the 
Verse of Light in the Qur’an. 

There is a long history of prayer mats in Western art. From the 14th century onwards Middle-Eastern carpets 
are seen as decorative features in paintings. 
 



Encounter, Magenta

Sitter: Justin Welby

Religion: Anglican

Role: Archbishop of Canterbury

Nationality: British 

Meeting: Lambeth Palace, 2013

This background has been inspired by the architecture of Lambeth Palace, the official London residence of 
the Archbishop of Canterbury for nearly 800 years. 

The oldest remaining part of the palace is the Early English chapel which dates from 1435 to 1440.  The 
great hall was completely ransacked by Cromwellian troops during the English Civil War, and re-built after the 
restoration in 1663 in the late Gothic style. 

The background was created from the window and the chandelier from the Guard Room - which is said to 
have gotten its name from the time when the Archbishop had his own private army. The room dates from the 
14th century, including the magnificent arch-braced roof, a contemporary of that in Westminster Hall in the 
Palace of Westminster. 



Encounter, Naranga

Sitter: Swami Shivamurthy

Religion: Lingayat

Role: head of the Lingayat math, Karnata-
ka

Nationality: Indian

Meeting: India 2010

This background has been inspired by the marigolds given to Archbishop Rowan Williams by Swami 
Shivamurthy,  and others, as a thank you for bringing everyone together. 

Marigolds are referred to as the flower of the soul. It is a global religious symbol, significant in Hindu, Buddhist, 
and Catholic celebrations.  

At the meeting Nicola attended in Bangalore, Swami Shivamurthy spoke these words: 

There cannot be one religion for the whole world, 
Religions are like flowers of a beautiful garden, 
Every flower has got its own individual beauty, 
Adding to the total beauty of the garden.

Enjoy the beauty of the flower of your choice, 
While enjoying the beauty of the garden
Let not your choice be thrust on others, nor be it a cause for coercion and conflict.



Encounter, Manganese

Sitter: Mouneer Anis

Religion: Anglican

Role: Bishop of of Egypt with North Africa 
and the Horn of Africa

Nationality: Egyptian 

Meeting: Cairo, 2011

Bishop Mouneer is Bishop of the Diocese of Egypt with North Africa and the Horn of Africa. The background 
has been inspired by two buildings within this diocese. 

The first is the All Saints’ Cathedral in Cairo - of which Mouneer was the presiding Bishop. The church is 
constructed in concrete and was designed in the shape of a cross at ground level and a crown at the top. 
Its’ roof has been described as reminiscent of a sacred lotus flower. It was designed by Egyptian architects 
Dr. Awad Kamel and Selim Kamel, who also created the design for Cairo’s Saint Mark’s Coptic Orthodox 
Cathedral.

Secondly, it was inspired by the angels of the ceiling of the Debre Birhan Selassie Church in Gondar, Ethiopia. 
The church is part of a larger UNESCO World Heritage Site known as Fasil Ghebbi, Gondar Region. The 
Fasil Ghebbi complex demonstrates a remarkable interface between internal and external cultures, with 
cultural elements related to Ethiopian Orthodox Church, Ethiopian Jews and Muslims, expressed through 
the architecture of the site.  The church appears a modest stone building from the outside, but the interior is 
filled  with extraordinary examples of Ethiopian Christian Church art. The ceiling of the church is completely 
covered by the faces of angels. 



Encounter, Rashi

Sitter: Laura Janner-Klausner

Religion: Reform Judaism

Role: Senior Rabbi to reform Judaism in 
the UK

Nationality: British and Israeli

Meeting: Lambeth Palace, 2013

This background features a Yad (a pointer for reading the Torah). Director of British Museum, Neil MacGregor 
brought a collection of sacred objects to an interfaith event at Lambeth Palace. The objects were symbolic 
of the history of dialogue and respect between the world’s main faiths.During this event Nicola photographed 
Rabbi Janner-Klausner as she examined the Yad.  

The yad dates to 1762, and came from the oldest Ashkenazi synagogue in the English-speaking world, in 
Plymouth. On the handle are the names of the people who created the synagogue. 

The background also features a Shabbat prayer hand crafted in Israel. The intricate paper cutting displays a 
tree of life, combined with the Lekha Dodi- a Hebrew-language Jewish liturgical song.



Encounter, Crimson

Sitter: Pope Benedict XVI

Religion: Roman Catholic

Role: Bishop of Rome

Nationality: German

Meeting: Papal Visit to Lambeth Palace, 
2010

The Portrait of Pope Benedict XVI has been selected from a meeting at Lambeth Palace with Archbishop 
Rowan Williams in 2010. Together, they addressed a congregation of Anglican and Roman Catholic Diocesan 
Bishops, recalling the past fifty years of significant meetings between successive Popes and Archbishops. 
They led prayers, exchanged gifts, then had a private meeting. They examined deeply meaningful artefacts 
predating the reformation in the library of the palace. 

This was a tremendously important encounter,  as it was the first time in history that a Pope had visited 
Lambeth Palace, providing hope for future ecumenical progress and for the success of the interfaith 
movement. 

The coat of arms featured in the background is drawn from one of the artefacts shared by Pope Benedict and 
Rowan Williams. The crest is from the Archbishop’s register of Cardinal Reginald Pole
 in the library at Lambeth Palace. The registers ran in an almost unbroken sequence from 1279 to 1928 and 
served to record the daily activities of the Archbishop. 

They are not usually decorative items, however this register is quite exceptional. Cardinal Pole was the last 
Roman Catholic Archbishop of Canterbury during the counter-reformation, so the heraldry combines the 
Coat of Arms of the Archbishop of Canterbury with Catholic symbolism. 






