Introduction to art history
Maitreya Buddha
Perhaps no other figure in Buddhism received so many different interpretations as Maitreya did. Some scholars insist that, the term "Maitreya" is derived from the term "Mitra," the name of the Vedic god of friendship, and the Persian Mithra, god of alliances. Others believe the term "Maitreya" is a derivative from "Ja-bi" meaning "mercy." There is, however, no consensus in the opinion of modern scholarship. Throughout Buddhism history the Maitreya faith has produced many popular religious sects and movements. To some Buddhists, Maitreya is considered as a Bodhisattva in paradise, who waits to descend as the next Buddha. They are eager to go to his paradise after death and to be reborn on earth in the time of his descent to this world. To some, Maitreya is a miracle worker and savior who comes frequently down to this world in various guises to answer prayers and to save human beings in different situations. To some, Maitreya is a teacher teaching ignorant individuals and a messenger bringing new revelation in the present. To others, the role of Maitreya is mainly other-worldly and his major task is to bring spiritual deliverance, while others see Maitreya's role as predominantly belonging to this world, and his fundamental task is to bring physical blessings. Maitreya is also regarded as a peaceful Messiah who will descend in the time of prosperity and health in a joyful world to bring to completion the perfect society in this world. Others again view Maitreya as a militant Messiah who will descend in the time of decadence to rid evil from this world and to establish a transformed pure society consisting of his followers. Several historical sources also mention the existence of militant Buddhist groups, followers of Maitreya, which were deeply involved in socio-political activities with attempts to establish a purified society of their own. From historical perspective, the religious image of Maitreya, its meaning, purpose and status in Buddhism religious system have been constantly changing and transforming from one epoch to another and from one region to another.

Historically, since the prediction of Shakyamuni, all branches of Buddhism, Theravada, Mahayana and Tibetan have recognized Maitreya as the future Buddha. Theravada, Mahayana and Tibetan sources agree that Maitreya dvells in the Tusita heaven at present, and in the future will cone into this world to remove all doubts concerning the Buddha's dharma and to establish the truths of the Buddha in all their purity (Eliade, 9:136). The main concern for old Theravada Buddhism in India, was liberation from personal human bondage through self-discipline, the ineffable Nirvana that means the realm of the complete dissolution of one's bad karma and skandhas with no rebirth- redeath cycle (Murti, 10-15). It also had the notion of future and multiple Buddhas. The notion of multiple Buddhas, however, caused the inevitable development of some doctrines for ordinary people. One doctrinal development was the compassionate Buddha or Bodhisattva attentive to people's needs and prayers and another was a notion of human liberation that would look more and more like a heaven within the imaginable grasp of ordinary people (Shaftel, 37). K. D. Bajpai insists that the cult worship of Maitreya had been established in the Udyana, Gandhara and Mathura regions in India by the middle of the first century A.D. (Bajpai, 53). In the first century A.D. the Kushans, a tribe of central Asian nomads, subjugated north and northwestern India, and the Greek kings in India were replaced by these invaders. In this period of unrest and spiritual darkness, both Brahmanism and Buddhism in India began to lose their vitality and to harden into a rigid formalism, and people awaited the appearance of the Bodhisattva Maitreya, whom Shakyamuni had predicted would come into the world in some future time to bring salvation. The popularity of the Bodhisattva Maitreya in the north and northwest India is attested to by a good number of his stone images from Udyana, Gandhara, and Madhyadesa, which were undoubtedly used for worship as cult images (Bajpai, 49-52).

From the critical perspective, Maitreya does not play an important role in Indian Buddhism, although the hope of Maitreya's coming forms a living part of Indian Buddhism (Ch'en, 1973, 7-8). However, Maitreya did become an important figure after he was introduced into China. Chinese Buddhism developed the concepts concerning Maitreya in much greater detail than Indian Buddhism. In the fourth, fifth and sixth century A.D. the Maitreya cult became very popular among Chinese Buddhists. The devotees actively propagated the worship of Maitreya and vowed to be reborn in Tusita heaven. For example, Tao-an (312-385), the eminent Chinese Buddhist scholar, is said to have organized a Maitreya cult. With eight of his disciples, Tao-an reportedly worshiped a Maitreya image and uttered his ardent wish to be reborn in the Tusita heaven and to be with Maitreya when he descends to earth. Fa-hsien (360-439), another eminent Chinese monk, who had made a pilgrimage to India for fifteen years, is said to have transmitted some elements of the Maitreya faith in India to China. During the Northern Wei dynasty period (386-535), the Maitreya faith increased in popularity. The popularity of the Maitreya faith may be evidenced by the large number of Maitreya images in Yun-kang and Lung-men in Northern China during the fifth and sixth century (Ch'en, 1973, 8). Under the Northern Wei dynasty, the leading images of deities carved were those of Shakyamuni and Maitreya. Those numbered forty three and thirty five respectively, while Amitabha and Avalokitesvara numbered only eight and twenty two respectively (Ch'en, 1964, 172). Under the Tang dynasty (618-907), however, the situation v.as reversed. The leading images of deities carved between 650 and 720 A.D. were Amitabha and Avalokitesvara, numbering one hundred twenty and sixty respectively while Shakyamuni and Maitreya numbered only ten and twelve respectively (Ch'en, 1964, 172). These statistics note that the Maitreya faith declined in China after the seventh century and was replaced by the Amitabha and Avalokitesvara faiths.

When Maitreya's image reappeared in the thirteenth century, the Chinese people transformed it into the form of a fat, laughing, and pot-bellied image. There is evidence that this image of Maitreya was based on legends surrounding the life of a tenth century Chinese monk with a wrinkled forehead and a mountainous belly (Ch'en, 1973, 8). Today, the figure of Maitreya in this guise is placed at the main entrance of Chinese monasteries, where he is revered by all laymen who wish for good fortune and prosperity (Eliade, 9:138). Maitreya's images during the Northern Wei and Tang periods are sometimes accompanied by inscriptions. For example, Hui-ch'eng, a distant cousin of the Northern Wei Emperor, Hsiao-wen, had a statue carved in honor of his father, Duke Shih-p'ing, and in the inscription he said that he wished his father might attain rebirth in the Tusita heaven, but that if he should be reborn on earth, he might be reborn as a high official or a famous individual (Ch'en, 1964, 174). As seen from the inscriptions, the usual motive in creating Maitreya's images was to honor some deceased kinsmen who were considered to have ascended to Tusita heaven, or to pray for the prosperity of the dynasty, the longevity of the ruling emperors, and the welfare of all people.

Throughout Chinese history, many Maitreya societies were constituted and became very popular, especially during periods of unrest and corruption in the governments, and Maitreya was often revered by those who wanted to secure political power or give themselves a legitimate basis for ruling (Eliade, 9: 138). As early as the seventh century, some rebels declared themselves to be followers of Maitreya or even his incarnation. For example, Sung Tzu-hsien called himself an incarnation of Maitreya and planned a revolt in 613 against the Su dynasty (Ch'en, 1964, 428). Later during the Tang dynasty, Empress Wu Tse-t'ien tried to justify her revolution against the imperial family by claiming that she was the incarnation of Maitreya (Ch'en, 1964, 428). In addition to the above cases, several millenarian movements throughout Chinese history made full use of Maitreya.

From the historical perspective of Korean Buddhism, Maitreya has long become one of a few Buddhist divinities who have very considerable importance and who have become the center of worship for Buddhists in Mahayana lands. Because Buddhism was introduced on the Korean peninsula at a time when the Maitreya cult was at the pinnacle of its importance in China, Korean people also held the Maitreya belief in high esteem and continued to do so long after Chinese interest in the traditional aspects of Maitreya had died (Eliade, 9: 139). In reality, the Maitreya faith came to Korea from the Northern Wei dynasty of China. The three kingdoms in Korea followed the Maitreya beliefs of the Northern Wei and developed them through some changes to adjust to their life ideals.

According to historical evidence, the first official introduction of Buddhism into the Koguryo kingdom occurred in 372, when Fu-chien, the king of the Former Chin, sent a monk named Sun-do with images and copies of several texts from the canon to So-su-rim, the king of Koguryo (Kye-hyon Ahn, 1). The belief in Maitreya is presumed to be one of the first things to be introduced in this first official introduction of Buddhism into Korea. Some Buddhist scholars insist that there was a Maitreya image and some Maitreya sutras in images and sutras which the Chinese King, Fu-chien, sent to the Koguryo King, So-su-rim, first. The opinion of scholars, however, fails to reach an accord on this issue.

Unlike the Koguryo kingdom that received Buddhism by land from Northern China, the Paekche kingdom received Buddhism by sea from Southern China. After its reception, Buddhism in the Paekche kingdom had continually been under the strong influence of the Southern dynasties of China. The popularity of Maitreya belief in the Paekche kingdom is evidenced well by many Maitreya statues made in Paekche during the sixth and seventh centuries. These Maitreya images, however, are different from Maitreya images of Koguryo in that they do not accompany inscriptions. The images of the seated pensive Maitreya with crossed legs were very popular in Paekche. Some Korean Buddhist scholars insist that this figure of Maitreya was introduced for the first time from the Southern dynasties of China as early as the mid-sixth century (Lancaster, 136). Paekche, however, never encountered the radical Maitreya movements resulting in the millenarian rebellions which distressed Chinese dynasties. According to Maitreya faith in Paekche, Maitreya's world became a reality not by military violence against established governments, but by peaceful cooperation between government and its people.
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