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Abstract

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York houses a splendid collection
of Buddhist art from Gandhara. The collection also includes a three sided
miniature relief to which the museum records refer to as “Three-Sided Section of a
Portable Shrine with Scenes from the life of the Buddha”. This object is very
interesting not only for its tiny size but equally important for the method of
depicting life story of the Buddha. The present research is a study of the narrative
depiction of this interesting piece of art. Scope of the investigation has been
extended by making comparative analysis of the pictorial representation with
general sculptures and reliefs from Gandhara. At the end, a hypothesis has been
presented about the date and probable function of the miniature portable object
among followers of the Buddhism.
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Introduction

The fragment of a miniature portable shrine is made of stone (Phyllitic
Schist) and measure H: 11.4, L: 3.2 cm. It comes from an unknown provenance.
The object is on display in Gallery 236 of the Museum with the Accession
Number.1994.489.

The research devoted to the object under investigation limits itself
primarily to a few scholarly articles. Lerner (1984: 40, No. 10) first time
documented and listed some fragments of the Buddhist portable shrines from The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Later on, Yoshihide (2000: 130, PL. 7),
Sen-Gupta (2002: 53, No. 17) and Behrendt (2007: 81-82, No. 64) also referred to
the object. These studies undoubtedly provide preliminary accounts of the
miniature portable shrine, however, still there are certain aspects related to the
iconography of the object which need to be addressed in order to understand
significance of such objects in the art history of Gandhara.

In the following the visual narration on this relief will be discussed by
making comparison with the general Gandharan sculptures.

Exterior of the Fragment
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The fragment under discussion shows a different arrangement of its
exterior. Its wedge shaped structure is divided into three tiny panels. The upper
arched panel shows a seated Buddha, now head-less, in meditation (Fig. 01). The
heavy drapery covers his entire body. The intermediate rectangular panel depicts
Maitrya standing on a raised platform. His right hand is raised in abhaya while the
left holds the usual water pot. His crested turban, jewellery and thick drapery are
among other prominent features of the representation.

The lower section of the fragment is divided into two small panels and is
partly damaged. It depicts the Buddha on one side and the Bodhisattva on other.
The usual treatment of the brick lining pattern is also visible here. A small hole at
each inner corner of the relief is notable. These holes would have served the
purpose of attaching this section with its other parts.

Figure. 01.

Fragment from The Metropolitan Museum of Art New York Acc. No. 1994.489

Inner Sections of the Fragment

The fragment’s interior arrangement represents two sections, referred to
as “The Left Section” and “The Right Section”. Each section is divided into three
miniature relief panels containing different episodes from the Buddha’s life.

The Left Section
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The upper panel of the fragment depicts “Māyā’s dream” (Fig. 02). She
lies on her left side, guarded by one standing figure behind the bed and two sitting
attendants below. An elephant is also visible below the standing attendant’s right
hand. The scene illustrates the core of the story. An elephant enters Māyā’s womb
while she is asleep in her bed. The scene’s depiction is identical to the numerous
Gandharan reliefs (Fig. 02.1).1

Figure 02. The Upper Panel of the Fragment

According to Schlingloff (2000/2013 Vol. I: 308) there are references to
this story in several Buddhist texts including:

Mahāvastu, ed. Vol. II. p. 9, 20; p. 11, 18-2. transl.Vol. II. p. 9, p. 11.

Mūlasarvāstivādavinaya, Skt. ed. Gnoli, 1, p. 40, 9-18.

Buddhacarita, I. v. 4; transl. p. 2.

Lalitavistara, ch. 6; ed. p.54, 18- p. 55. 10; trad. p. 54-56.

Nidānakathā, ed. p. 50, 18-24. transl. p. 62.
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Figure 02.1. Dream of Māyā. Relief from a Private Collection in Japan, after
Kurita 2003: Pl. III.

The middle panel of the fragment shows “Bodhisattva’s encounter with
an elephant” (Fig. 03). He is depicted while striding to the right and placing his
right hand on the elephant’s head; the latter emerges from the palace gate. The
Bodhisattva is most probably accompanied by Vajrapāṇi, standing behind him,
presently not visible. Above the elephant’s head, there are figures who may be
watching the event.

According to Behrendt (2007: 82) the scene depicts the story when
Devadatta kills an elephant and asks Siddhārtha to demonstrate his superhuman
strength by throwing the elephant over seven city walls. This interpretation is
correct considering the way Siddhārtha is depicted wearing usual ornaments. The
narrative is depicted in a slightly different way as compared to the Gandharan
reliefs (Cf. Fig. 03.1). According to Zwalf the literary references can be found in
Mahavāstu,Vol. II: 74-5, Lalitavistara, XII. L. 144-5 and Saṅghabhedavastu, I: 59
(1996: 158).
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Figure 03. The Middle Panel of the Fragment

Figure 03.1. A Gandharan Relife Depicting the Event. Photo from Gandharan
Archives Kurita

On the other hand, Lerner & Kossak (1991) and Sen-Gupta (2002) have
mistakenly identified the episode as “taming of the mad elephant Nalāgiri”.
Regarding this interpretation, there are numerous Gandharan reliefs which depict
this episode (Fig. 03.2).2
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Figure 03.2. The Story of Dhanapāla on a Gandharan Relief from Dir
Museum

Chakdara. Photo from Gandhara 2008: 228.

In most of these reliefs the elephant is shown to the  Buddha’s left. Some
other figures, including Vajrapāṇi, are also depicted. These Gandharan examples
depict the eposide in which the monk Devadatta is planning to kill the Buddha. As
part of the plan, a mad elephant is released to attack the Buddha. The Buddha
calmes down the elephant by putting his right hand on its head. The story is known
as Dhanapāla which has been exclusively discussed by Zin (1996: 331-334).3

The lower panel of the fragment depicts “fasting Siddhārtha” (Fig. 04).
He is sitting on a seat, leaning to the right towards a figure standing in front of
him. His body is still emaciated. Two more figures can be seen in the background.
This compostion suggests a depiction of the moment after abandoning acsectisim,
the moment Siddhārtha decides to eat. The figure standing in front of Siddhārtha
could be one of the gods, whereas the two behind him could be dietis or two girls.

Figure 04. The Lower Panel of the Fragment
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Another possibility might be the depiction of the god Indra and Brahma’s
visit. Buddhist diptychs show four examples of a similar depiction, but with more
figures in the background.

Compared to other Gandharan reliefs, the visual narration of the story, in
our relief, is unusual. In the other examples, Siddhārtha is sometimes depicted
sitting still in meditation or in some cases, holding a bowl. He is flanked by either
one or  two figurers, mostly females holding solid food and liquids in respective
pots (Fig. 04.1).4

Schlingloff (2000/2013 Vol. I: 370) referres to the literary references of
the episode:

Mahāvastu, ed. Vol. II. 205, 3- p. 206, 19. transl. Vol. II. p. 195-97.

Mūlasarvāstivādavinaya,Skt. ed. Gnoli, 1, p. 108, 20- p. 110, 33.

Buddhacarita, XII, v. 109-11; ed. p. 142; transl. p. 185.

Lalitavistara, ch. 18; ed. p. 267, 13; p. 270; trad. p. 230 f.

Divyāvadāna, ed. p. 329, 9-11.

Nidānakathā, ed. p. 68, 5- p. 70, 13. transl. p. 76-78.

All the panels are framed inside usual brick lining pattern running along the inner
edges of the reliefs.

Figure 04.1. Fasting Siddhārtha on a Relief from The British Museum,
London. Acc. No. 1880-67. Photo from Gandhara 2008: 185.
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The Right Section

The upper panel of the fragment depicts “Siddhārtha leaving palace”
(Fig. 05). He is illustrated striding to his left, wearing a crested turban and usual
princely ornaments. His right hand is in abhaya with the palm inward, while the
left hand rests on his hip. He is perhaps looking behind at a figure whose face is
the only visible entity in the background. There are two more figures below the
Bodhisattva’s feet. The composition might depict the moment when Bodhisattva
decides to renounce palace life. The figure behind him must be Chandaka; the two
below could be sleeping women. From Gandharan sculptures, we can include line
drawing of a relief depiction the same event (Cf. Fig. 05.1).

The panel offers a limited depiction with regard to extend and characters.
Conversly, majority of the Gandharan sculptures illustrates the moment
elaborately. According to Zwalf, the literary version of the narrative can be found
in Mahāvastu, II: 159-61, Lalitavistara, XV.L: 201-2 & 205-10, Buddhacharita, V:
47-63 & 68-72, Saṅghabhedavastu, I: 81, 85 and Jātaka Introduction, I .ed. 61-2,
transl. 171-3 (1996: 164).

Figure 05. Upper Panel of the Fragment
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Figure 05.1. Line Drwaing of Gandhara Relief from Indian Museum,
Calcutta. Acc. No. G5, after Schlingloff 2000/2013 Vol. II: 70.

The seated figures in both lower corners of the relief appear to be female.
In this sense the composition may be interpreted as “Bodhisattva among Sleepy
Women”.

The middle panel of the fragment depicts two figures doing wrestling
(Fig. 06). The Bodhisattva, seen from the back, dominates the competition and
almost carries his contender. There are two half length figures watching the
contest.

Figure 06. Middle Panel of the Fragment
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Figure 06.1. Bodhisattva Learning Archery on a Gandharan Relief from
Peshawar Museum. Acc. No. PM_02741, after Ali & Qazi 2008: 79.

The wrestling contest is often depicted in connection with archery in
Gandharan reliefs (Cf. Fig. 06.1). 5 Usually, both the scenes are depicted in
successive panels, separated by pilasters. Schlingloff (2000/2013 Vol. I: 347) has
documneted all the textual versions of the story:

Mūlasarvāstivādavinaya, Skt. ed. Gnoli, 1, p. 58, 18.

Divyāvadāna, ed. p. 391, 8-10.

The fragment’s lower panel represents “first sermon”. The Buddha,
seated under a tree, has raised his right hand in abhaya while the other hand holds
falls of his drapery - an indication of earlier representation of the episdoe (Fig.
07). His left shoulder is covered. Facial features include a round uṣṇīṣa, long ears,
narrow eyes with prominent upper and lower lids, long nose, moustaches and
fleshy cheeks.

Figure 07. The Lower Panel of the Fragment
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In front of the Buddha, below his seat, an eight-spoked wheel is placed. A
deer facing the wheel is depicted in each lower corner of the relief. The Buddha is
accomapanied by five monks, two on the top, two beside his shoulders and one
sitting next to his right knee. The whole composition is identical to other
Gandharan reliefs and includes important elements and characters of the scene,
such as a wheel, deer and five monks. Artists have done wonderful job through
combining and depicting all characters of the event in a limited space.

In Gandhara, there are numerous reliefs depicting the Buddha’s first
sermon (Figs. 07.1).6

Figure 07.1. First Sermon on a Gandharan Relief from Peshawar Museum.
Acc. No. PM_02781, after Ali & Qazi 2008: 132.

There are more examples of similar depiction in the other fragments of
the portable shrines. 7 Furthermore, there are many Gandharan reliefs with a
symbolic representation of the event e.g. wheels placed on pilaster, throne and
triratna.8

Regarding literary sources, there are references of the Buddha delivering
his first sermon in a deer park near Benaras in several Buddhist texts, well
documented by Schlingloff (2000/2013 Vol. I: 62) :

Mahāvastu, ed, Vol. III. p. 328, 20- p. 340, 15. transl.Vol. III. p. 320-35.

Mūlasarvāstivādavinaya,Skt. ed. Gnoli, 1, p. 133-39.

Mahāvadānasūtra,Vorg. 8 a- 9; ed. p. 117-30.
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Catuṣpariṣatsūtra, Vorg. 11.1-15.19; ed. p. 132-71.

Buddhacarita, (Tib): XV, v. 15-58; transl. p. 30-35.

Lalitavistara, ch. 26; ed. p. 407, 12- p. 418. 21; trad. p. 340-48.

Divyāvadāna, ed. p. 393, 23 f.

Nidānakathā, ed. p. 81, 26- p. 82, 10. transl. p. 112-13.

Saṃyuttanikāya, LVI, II. 11, 1; ed. Vol. V. p. 420-24. transl. Vol. V. p.
356-60.

These are two more fragments of similar type, one in The Peshawar
Museum and the other in The National Museum, New Delhi. These are possibly of
“Miniature Stūpa-Shaped Objects”. After a close examination of the shape and
manufacturing technique of these objects, we can assume that these miniature
stūpas were originally consisted of four-quarter sections, carved on both sides.
These reliefs illustrate the Buddha’s entire life story. Their iconography shows
different descriptive method. Although the scenes followed chronological
sequences, however, the most important scenes were depicted in the centre.

The arrangement of scenes is following a premeditated and is not
arranged in the linear chronological way as we find in Gandharan reliefs but
corresponds rather with composition. This aspect may have been inspired from
Andhara, where the most important scene is usually depicted in the centre.9

Conclusion

Present study has made comparative analyses of the “Miniature Stūpa-
Shaped Object from The Metropolitan Museum of Art. New York. . The exterior
and the interior imagery of the object provide us with glimpses of its sacred nature.
This further guides us to determine that the artists in Gandhara manufactured such
types of shrines as substitute which could be placed inside houses to fulfil
worshipping purpose, particularly used by those who had less opportunity to visit
actual stūpas and monasteries. Moreover, it can be argued that a tradition of using
private shrines existed in Gandhara, side by side with the construction of stūpas,
monasteries, sculptures and reliefs.

These fragments of the “Miniature Stūpa-Shaped Objects” were most
likely used inside some other models of “Building-Shaped Shrines”10. With regard
to the existing opinions about the dating of the miniature stūpa-shaped objects’
fragments, stylistic study of their exterior and interior iconography suggest a date
during the late half of the 5th century C.E., (Stein 1907, Lerner 1984, Sen-Gupta
2002, Yoshihide 2000, Behrendt 2007, 2012). The dating seems appropriate
considering the iconographical similarities with the sculptures and reliefs from
Gandhara. The narrative representations seem to repeat older visual tradition such
is the case with the depiction of first sermon in the fragment from The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

This dating clearly suggests that the tradition of using “Building-Shaped
Shrines” continued for centuries and “Miniature Stūpa-Shaped Objects” were
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placed inside such shrines. Unfortunately, majority of such miniature portable
shrines has not been preserved.
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Notes & References

1 For more examples, see Faccenna 1964 Vol. II. 3: Pls. CDLVIIIa & b, CDLIX. Ingholt
1957:  Pl. 9.  Kurita 2003: Pl. III, Figs. 16-19.25. Zwalf 1996: Pl. 141. In these reliefs Māyā
is lying on her left side and the elephant enters to her right side. In other reliefs, she is
depicted lying to her right side.
2 Kurita 2003: Pl. III-XI, Figs. 432-433.
3 For detailed version of the story see Zin 2006a: 69-95.
4 Cf. Kurita 2003: Figs. 187-192 & 201.
5 Cf. Ackermann 1975: Pl.  XII. Ingholt 1957: Pls. 27-30. Kurita 2003: Figs. 90-95, 98, 101
& 104.
6 Cf. e.g. Ackermann 1975: Pl. DXXXVIIa. Faccenna 1962 Vol. II. 2:Pls. LIV & CXXVI.
Ingholt 1975: Pls. 75-79. Kurita 2003: Pls. 3-II, 3-III, 3-IV. Figs. 269, 271, 280, 281, 285.
Zwalf 1996: Pls. 199-201.
7 See Cat. Nos. 5 (Cat. Fig. 5.4), 14, 17, 22, 23, 24 & 26.
8 E.g. Faccenna 1962 Vol. II. 2: Pls. CXIX, CCXXIXa, b, CCXXX a,b. Faccenna 1964 Vol.
II, 3: Pl. DXXXVII. Kurita 2003: Figs. 281-298. Zwalf 1996: Pls. 201-202.
9 For comparison between Gandhara and Andhara see Zin 2013.
10 A chapter in PHD dissertation of the present author deals with such Building Shaped
Shrines from Gandhara. So far two fragments of such miniature buildings have been
documented and studied by the author. Inner arrangements of these buildings show a
circular space which was most probably designed to house a round object. The present
author believes that miniature portable shrines, such as the one from The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York, were built like miniature stupas and were placed inside the
building shaped shrines.


