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Abstract

The Iconography of Maitreya Images Holding nagapusna
in the Goryeo Period

Son Youngmoon®

In the first half the Goryeo period, a number of colossal Maitreya statues were created in the
Chungcheong and Gyeonggi provinces. These images are not distinguishable from Buddhas
except for the crown and flowers held in a hand. During the Goryeo period, Maitreya was actively
worshipped in distinctive form under the influence of diverse religious trends such as the
Beopsangjong (Dharmalaksana school) where the Maitreya was venerated as a central deity, the
Cheontacjong (Tiantai school) where the Lotus Sutra was ardently read, and the Seonjong (Chan
school) where the Maitreya faith was highly valued. This must have led to the creation of a large
number of Maitreya image.

At the early stage in Indian Buddhist art, Maitreya appeared as an attendant figure in
Sﬁkyanmni Buddha triads, or with the seven Buddhas of the past, or as one who teaches in the
Tusita Heaven, The topknot and water bottle were usual attributes in its iconography. After a
while, Maitreya images with a nagapuspa flower in hand started to appear instead of a water
bottle, This new form appeared during the Gupta period in India and was standardized in the Pala

period. The shape of the flower is made in imitation of a real flower at the initial stage, and

* National Treasures Specialist, Cultural Heritage Administration
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gradually changed to the form of a bunch of flowers with fine and long leaves attached.

In China, not only Maitreya images with holding water bottle in hand but also images holding
presumably an incipient form of nagapuspa is found at the early stage. The Indian iconography of
Maitreya with nagapuspa seems to have been transmitted through the intercourse with the travel
of envoys and pilgrims such as Xuanzang, Wang Xiance, and Yijing. In the Liao and Song
dynasties, the iconography of Maitreya appeared somewhat transformed on the basis of Maitreya
images of Pala period with a stupa in the crown and a water bottle in hand, which was influenced
by the account in esoteric Buddhist scriptures translated into Chinese.

The nagapuspa as an atribute for Maitreya is derived from the story that having descended
from the Tusita Heaven and become enlightened, Maitreya will teach under the ndgapuspa tree It
stands for a blossomed flower from the nagapiispa tree . According to Mile dachengfo jing Cifiiflik
BB, the nagapuspa branch throws hundreds of flowers like a precious dragon, each leaf
holds the color of seven treasures, and various fruits are born according to human beings” wish.,
Foshuo dasheng guanxiang manchaluo jingzhiequ jing (i KBNS ZsHHF T EMRE) speaks
of Maitreya Bodhisattva seated at the eastern gate of Man nation with a sacrificial flame offered to
one’s yellow body and a nagapuspa branch and a Kamandii carried in hands. These accounts
are presumed to be specific instructions regarding the iconography of Maitreya with nagapuspa.

The nagapuspa held by Maitreya images in the Goryeo period was adopted through the
direct and indirect influences from the sculptural tradition of the previous era and the standardized
iconography of Pila period in India. Among the characteristics of Maitreya in the Goryeo period,
the crown in the form of a stupa should be first counted. This feature could be attributed to the
form of Maitreya Bodhisattva from the Eight-fold Petal Cloister of the Garbhadhatu and the Sutra
of the Eight Bodbisattva Mandala. Maitreya in this form is seen in stone images at Gwanchoksa
and Daejosa. The iconography seems to have been created with new inspiration from a three-
story stone pagoda with four-lions at Hwaeomsa.

The second notable feature is the drapery. The drapery of Bodhisattva images consistently
shows no difference with that of Buddhas, Therefore, it seems that both the upper/lower beliefs
of Maitreya and the image of cakravartin are intentionally represented together .

The third feature is the posture. The relaxed posture and lotus pedestal appeared

simultaneously for the image of Maitreya in the Goryeo period. This phenomenon is considered to



be aimed at dramatically portraying Maitreya Bodhisattva’s descent from the Tusita Heaven .

The fourth feature is bodily form. Beginning with the image of Gwanchoksa, higher than 5
meters, large-size images were produced: this can be understood as the completion of Maitreya’s
canon as stated in the Maitreya Sutras. Two different styles, one like a massive pillar and the other
like a slender pillar, emerged in the forms of the body, which is the common feature also found

among stone pagodas of the Goryeo period.
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