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An English Summary

The Colossal Buddhas and Maitreya Cult in Bamiyan

ODANI, Nakao

The date of the colossal Buddhas at Bamiyan is still controversial, ranging between 2 nd and
7 th century. Dr. Z. Tarzi has proposed the comparatively late date. His first inquiry was who
were the crowned figures painted within the niche of the 38 m Buddhal Figs. 1, 2[1] There one
could see a pious procession of royal families, headed by a monk toward the Buddha. Dr. Tarzi
compared their crowns with those of Sasanian kings and local princes, which were represented
on the coins issued by them. The crowns of the wall painting at Bamiyan were designed by
such elements as merlon, crescent, pair of ribbons, a globe and so on. Dr. Tarzi has made two
suggestions ; they are to be identified either with the crowns of Kidara Kushans( ca[#00 A.D.,
Figs. 3, 400 or with that of an Indo-Hephthalite king, Narana-Narendrall ca[580 A.D[11] Tarzi
19770 122101

Dr. Tarzi’s second inquiry was the scrolls which decorated the arch shaped or trapezoid
niches modeled on the walls of Bamiyan caves. Inside each niche, an image of Buddha or
Bodhisattva in mold had been enshrined. The typical scroll ornaments could be seen in the
caves dug at the feet of the 55 m Buddha. They were all undulating volute, rich scrolls0 Fig. 5
01, 2 Dr. Tarzi pointed out that such type of scrolls would be influenced from Indian art in
later Gupta and post-Gupta period, as one can see them in the Ajanta Cave No. 2. The same
type of scrolls were also found on the Buddhist niches of Fondukistan in Afghanistan, dated
late 7 th century by the Arab( Sasanian coins found there. As a result, Dr. Tarzi chosed the
later date of the colossal Buddhas and he identified the crowned figures in the royal procession
with a Hephthalite king of Zabulistan and a Turkic king of Qunduz who might have ruled
Bamiyan at that time( Tarzi 19770 1250 9[1]

However, I have recently noticed another type of scrolls extant on the wall paintings of the
55 m Buddha. The contour lines nearly faded away and so its significance has been overlooked.
I managed to trace a part of them Fig. 50 3[11 It is a vine scroll with leaves in the loops, being
classical in style, derived from Gandhara Art. It is this scroll that was contemporary with the
construction of the colossal Buddhas. The modeling scrolls discussed above might be later works
or additional decorations at the time of restoration of the caves. Therefore the colossal Buddhas
at Bamiyan should have been constructed more early than Dr. Tarzi and others have guessed
and the crowned princes represented in the wall painting must be identified as a Kidara
Kushan king and his family. Taking these factors into consideration, we can date the colossal
Buddhas and the wall paintings in the niches to be cal#00 A.D., when the cult of Maitreya, the

Buddha in future, was most prevailing in Gandhara and Central Asia.



