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Standing Buddha flanked by two bodhisattvas
CHINA; Eastern Wei period (534-550), c. 545; grey limestone;
61 cm

Art Gallery of New South Wales. Purchased 1988

An exquisite image of the Buddha, composed and
serene, and flanked by two bodhisattvas of similar
confident serenity. The most apparent feature of this
stele is the refinement of the carving and meticulous
fluency of the detail from the elegant and mildly
ferocious dragons at the base, to the facial features of
the principal figures, the formalised cascades of
draperies and the small image of a seated buddha
carried aloft by apsaras at the apex of the halo. The
finely textured stone and the sweet refinement of the
carving are strongly reminiscent of similar sculptures
recently recovered from the site of the Longxing temple
at Qingzhou in Shandong province.*

It is possible the main figure represents the
Historical Buddha, Shakyamuni, flanked by two
bodhisattvas, most likely Avalokiteshvara (Ch.: Guanyin)
and Samantabhadra (Ch.: Puxian), the two most closely
associated with Shakyamuni. Similar compositions with
Shakyamuni as the central figure generally include at the
top of the halo a small stupa representing the Buddha of
the Past, Prabhutaratna, who vowed to be present
whenever the Lotus Sutra was invoked. This became a
favoured theme in early Chinese Buddhist art when the
Lotus Sutra was the dominant doctrine, usually showing
the two Buddhas Shakyamuni and Prabutaratna in
discussion (nos 114, 116). [EC]

1. Refer National Museum of History, Beijing (1999). Masterpieces of Buddhist
Statuary from Qingzhou City; and Hong Kong Museum of Art (2001). Buddhist
Sculptures: new discoveries from Qingzhou, Shandong province.
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Altarpiece:
Maitreya

CHINA, Hebei
Province; Northern Wei
dynasty, c. 525; gilt
bronze; 59.1 cm

The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New
York. Rogers Fund,
1938

THE FUTURE BUDDHA

In this auspicious aeon

Three leaders have there been:
Kakusandha, Konagamana
And the leader Kassapa too.

I am now the perfect Buddha;
And there will be Metteya too
Before this auspicious aeon
Runs to the end of its years.

The Perfect Buddha, Metteya
By name, supreme of men.'

Thus is Metteya, or Maitreya in the Sanskrit
language, introduced by Buddha Shakyamuni to
one of his chief disciples Shariputra in an
‘apocalyptic’ Buddhist text in the Pali language
called the Anagatavamsha. Each Buddhist aeon
(kalpa) is calculated as cosmic time, and
Maitreya, literally the friendly one, will be the
Buddha of the aeon that will follow the decline
of the faith five thousand years after
Shakyamuni’s death. Like Shakyamuni, Maitreya
too has had previous existences, but is now on a
holding pattern in a heaven called Tushita,
engaged in continuous preaching.

One of the interesting features of the
Maitreya legend is that when he does appear on
earth, he will be born in a brahmin family at a
place called Ketumati, generally identified with
Benares or Varanasi, close to where Shakyamuni
himself preached his sermon. By the time the
Maitreya legend was invented, generally in the
northwest extremities of the subcontinent
around the birth of Christ, Varanasi had become
a bastion of Brahmanical (= Hindu) culture and
learning, which may have inﬁﬁeﬁced the choice
of the site as well as of the éasfe. It may be
recalled that Shakyamuni was born some five
centuries earlier further east in a kshatriya
(warrior) family. Maitreya’s name too resonates
with Vedic association as it is a derivative of
Mitra, the deity par excellence of cosmic order
in Vedic religion composed several centuries
before the birth of Shakyamuni (sixth to fifth
century BCE). Thus, one need not seek
Maitreya’s origins in the West Asiatic deity of
Mithras, as was done by Alexander Soper in a
brilliant essay on the early history of Maitreya.?

Very little of Mithras’ militancy relates to the
character of Maitreya. Rather, the Hindu Kalki,
the sword-bearing avatar of Vishnu, who will
appear at the end of the current Kali age of
Hindu cosmogony, seems conceptually and
iconographically closer to the saviour Mithras.
However, the idea of a ‘messiah’ that prevailed
across a wide landmass extending from the
Mediterranean to the Hindukush in the last
centuries before the Common Era and of which
Jesus Christ is the most well-known survivor,
may well have contributed to the emergence of
the concept and cult of Maitreya in the polyglot
society of the northwest frontier of the Indian
subcontinent.

If indeed the cult of Maitreya did develop in
the Gandhara region, it spread quickly to Khotan
in the north and Kashmir. At least one book on
the future Buddha, The Book of Zambasta, was
written there and Buddhist traditions have
preserved memories of two early kings who
claimed to be reincarnations of Maitreya.’ While
no early image of Maitreya has survived in
Kashmir, as noted by Soper, ‘Chinese monks'’
biographies in several instances name Kashmir as
the country in which Maitreya was particularly
accessible to human worshippers by the route of
mystic ecstasy.”* Moreover, the Mahasanghikas,
who ushered in the Mahayana, were a strong
presence in Kashmir as they were in Gandhara
and their text, the Mahavastu, composed early
in the first millennium CE, includes discussions
about both past and future Buddhas including
Maitreya. Kashmir is where Kumarajiva
(350-409) obtained his education and more
monks from Kashmir went to China than from
any other region of the subcontinent.

The brilliant Kumarajiva wrote two books on
the Future Buddha which tell us that he lives as a
bodhisattva in the Tushita heaven where the
deserving deceased will go to join countless others
to hear him preach. At the appropriate time the
entire heavenly congregation will again descend to
earth to hear the new master continue the
teachings at Ketumati/Varanasi. Having been born
in the chosen brahmin family and undisturbed by
Mara, the evil genius of Buddhist mythology,
Maitreya will preach under a ‘dragon flower tree,
about which more will be said presently.









