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Introduction 

The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the global reality of the ancient 

world through the medium of art, specifically the relationship between India and 

Greece with a focus on Gandharan Studies. Gandharan Studies focuses its 

research on the region of Gandhara, with particular interest in the artwork of the 

area. Studies in this field have become increasingly popular in the past five years, 

with the Gandhara Connections team at the Oxford Classical Research Centre 

heading research. Culturally, the study of these statues is becoming increasingly 

important. In 2017, in Haripur province, Pakistan, a 1,700-year-old, 44-foot-long 

sleeping Buddha was unveiled by the Pakistani Government in a bid to increase 

tourism into the country. The Pakistani Government aims to use the Buddha for 

more than just tourism; they wish to use it to project religious unity, an element 

that has been missing in the country for many years. This is reminiscent of how 

the icon of the Buddha may have been used by early 1st millennium CE Indian 

empires due to the syncretic nature of religion found there.  

Using the idea of religious unity and syncretism, I will be focusing on the origins 

of the Buddha image found in Gandhara with a sub-question regarding whether 

these are the first anthropomorphic Buddhas. This dissertation intends to apply a 

fresh perspective on the original argument between Foucher and Coomaraswamy, 

who created Gandharan Studies. Alongside an analysis of this argument, I will be 

re-evaluating images that have been previously considered in a new light. The 

main issue with Foucher and Coomaraswamy’s argument is its antiquity. From the 

perspective of the early 20th century, problems arise with the ideas of colonialism 

and the Eurocentric views of scholars of that day. As a British academic, I face 

many issues when discussing a topic as sensitive as the origin of the Buddha 
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image, a famed Indian icon. Qadri Ismail, an associate anthropology professor at 

the University of Minnesota, mentioned in a 2015 interview that he ‘profoundly 

disliked contemporary anthropology [because it] unconsciously [creates] 

‘others’’.1 Although this quote directly relates to anthropology, Indology comes 

from the same colonialist roots and so must heed the same rules.  

Bearing this in mind, there is the issue of the ancient sources being used within 

this dissertation. Much of the literature used will be Greco-Roman, due to the 

survival of the pieces. Unfortunately, this causes issues with chronology, 

discussed in Chapter 1, as much information has been lost. This means that much 

of the contextualisation of this dissertation comes from a very Eurocentric 

perspective. The structure of this dissertation is as follows. 

The first chapter will contextualise Gandhara as a location and religion within the 

region and will consider the chronological issues that are presented by these two 

factors. Chapter 2 will focus on the art history, with a study of the terms and 

origins of Iconism and Aniconism and the origins of Gandharan Studies and its 

influence. This chapter will end with an explanation of how to identify Greco-

Buddhist artwork and a discussion on the other areas that may have aided in the 

development of the image of Buddha. 

Chapter 3 contains the main body of the discussion, as it deliberates the individual 

artistic pieces. This discussion will then be summarised and concluded in chapter 

4, which will also include an insight into future research aims surrounding 

globalism and religion in the Ancient World. 

                                                           
1 Ismail, 2015 
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Chapter 1: 
Contextualising Gandhara 

 

The ancient region of Gandhara has fascinated western scholars for well over a 

century. The location of the region made it the perfect passageway between East 

and West, leading to the creation of a cultural melting pot worthy of lengthy study. 

The region has interested many civilisations, including the Macedonian Empire of 

Alexander the Great, the Mauryan Empire and the Kushan Empire, of which the 

last two provide the most information for this dissertation. The Mauryan Empire of 

Asoka introduced Buddhism to the region in circa.3rd century BCE but Gandhara 

attained its greatest cultural dominance under the Kushan Empire of Kanishka. 

Chapter 1 concludes with a discussion on the lack of chronology, the origin of many 

issues within Gandharan studies. Therefore, there will be a focus on the discourse 

concerning the dating of the Kushan king Kanishka and when his reign began.  

Location of Gandhara 

The first section of this chapter covers the location of the region. Gandhara is 

located in the modern Peshawar valley of Afghanistan, which may have extended 

as far as the Swaat and Taxila valleys.2 There is a slight debate regarding the exact 

location of the kingdom, although this definition has largely been accepted by most 

scholars.3  

During Rigvedic times (1500-1200BCE), the people living in the Peshawar valley, 

and what is now the modern district of Rawalpindi in Pakistan, were known as 

‘Gandharas’, with the Rock Edict of Asoka mentioning these people as the 

                                                           
2 Mairs, 2010; Salomon, 1999; Swāti 2008; for a map of Gandhara, see Appendix 3 
3 Mairs, 2010; Salomon, 1999; Swāti, 2008 
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‘inhabitants of Gandhara’.4 This declaration makes Gandhara a distinct 

geographical region within the Mauryan Empire, allowing for the people to have 

some form of autonomy.5 Using verse 1.126.7 of the Rigveda (1500-1200BCE), it 

is possible to place the kingdom in the Kābul valley down to the right bank of the 

Indus River. Contesting this is a verse (1.22.14) from the Atharvaveda (1200-

1000BCE), which THR Griffith argues places Gandhara north-west of Brahmanical 

India.6 There is an issue with the texts being used, as they contain beings called 

Gandharvas and due to the similarities in the logography, mistakes can be made in 

confusing the beings with the region.  

Gandharvas are the lowest form of deva (deities) in Buddhist cosmology and are 

cast among the Four Heavenly Kings who live in Cāturmahārājikakāyika, or the 

realm of the Four Heavenly Kings (Sanskrit: चतुर्महाराज).7 The realm of the Four 

Heavenly Kings is found on the lower slopes of Mount Sumeru or Meru. Some 

scholars speculate that Mount Meru is located in the Pamirs Mountains, northwest 

of Kashmir; placing the region of the Gandharvas in the same area as the Griffith 

places Gandhara.8  While there have been many translations of the Rigveda and the 

Atharvaveda since Griffith, the choice has been made to retain his translation of 

these hymns, as the language is important to Griffith’s belief of Gandhara being to 

the north-west of the Brahmanical India. This is just one of the many issues that has 

plagued Gandharan Studies. 

                                                           
4 Law, 1954, P.76 cited in Swāti 2008; Rock Edict – V of Asoka cited in Swāti 2008 
5 Law, 1943; Dey, 1899; Bhattcharyya, 1991; Wilson, 1839; Beal (trans.), 1906; Swāti 2008 
6 See appendix 2 for the full verses; Griffith, 1895 
7 Griffith, 1895 
8 Chapman, 2003; Curzon, 1968; Walker, 1969; Rosenthal, 1967; Dube, 1972; Singh, 1971 
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Due to the location of the region, it was a strategically efficient passageway between 

the East and West, thus the area was subject to many invasions and rulers, the first 

of which was the Achaemenid Invasion of 518BCE.9 Darius the Great took 

advantage of the political disunity between the main Vedic tribes of the area and 

penetrated the region.10 This invasion caused Gandhara to become one of twenty-

three administrative districts of the kingdom as recorded in the Behistun inscription 

of Darius the Great (circa. late 6th century BCE).11 Herodotus states that the 

Gandharans were in the seventh and poorest tax district of the Achaemenid Empire, 

dating this list to the reign of Darius.12 Roughly one generation later, Herodotus 

gives mention of a band of Gandharan and Dadican soldiers being ordered to fight 

in Greece.13 After this, Gandhara is not again mentioned by Herodotus with the 

exception of a remark on shipments of wood from the area to build a new palace at 

Susa.14 

The next conqueror to take Gandhara was Alexander the Great during the 320’s 

(BCE). The region stayed under Hellenistic control until the uprising of 

Chandragupta and the creation of the Mauryan Dynasty’s empire. According to 

Plutarch, Chandragupta was of noble birth, and he greatly admired Alexander.15 He 

[Chandragupta] rose up during the year of 322BCE and conquered the Eastern 

Satrapies of Alexander’s former empire.16 At the end of the 300’s BCE, Seleukus 

crossed the Hindu Kush to challenge the Mauryan Emperor; it is not known whether 

a major pitched battle was fought or its precise outcome, but it is known that there 

                                                           
9 Tarn, 1966; Marshall, 1960 
10 Tarn, 1966; Marshall, 1960 
11 King, L.W. and Thompson, R.C., 1907 
12Herod. Hist.3.102.1  
13 Wiesehofer, 2001 
14 Lendering, 2017 
15 Plut. Alex. 62.3; On Praising Oneself Inoffensively, 542d 
16 Mookerji 1988, p. 36; Kosmin 2014, p. 34; App., Syr. 55 
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was a treaty.17 The main agreements appeared to include the relinquishing of a 

number of the Eastern satrapies by Seleukus and a marriage alliance between the 

two, probably with Chandragupta marrying a female relative of Seleukus.18  

In around 269/8, Asoka became the Mauryan Emperor, and, in the eighth year of 

his reign, he allegedly renounced all forms of violence and converted to a pacifist 

form of Buddhism following the Kalinga War.19 Asoka felt responsible for the death 

and destruction of the Kalinga.20 He began to spread the Dhamma/Dharma 

(Buddhist concepts of Universal Law) as expressed through numerous epigraphs.21 

After the death of Asoka, the Mauryan Empire was ruled by a succession of weaker 

kings, leading to its downfall. 

Subsequently, the collapse of the Mauryan Empire, the Greco-Bactrian and Indo-

Greek Kingdoms rose to prominence.22 There is very little textual evidence for 

rulers during this period, with only a few being worthy of mention from the Greco-

Roman perspective, leading to what could be called a dark age due to the seeming 

lack of preserved literature, adding to the issues already present within Gandharan 

chronology, which is deliberated later in this chapter.23  

The final and debatably the most important invasion mentioned within this 

dissertation, was initiated by the Kushan Empire, discussed later in this chapter. 

                                                           
17 Appian, Syr. 55 
18 Strabo, Geog. 15.2.9; App. Syr. 55; Justin, Epitome, 15.4.19 
19 Mairs, 2010; Allen, 2012; Scot, 1985 
20 Allen, 2012; Scott, 1985 
21 Carratelli-Garbini, 1964; Millar, 1983:87-9; Bodel, 2001: 4; Heehs, 2002: 106, 167; De Bary, 

1972: 7-8 
22 Kaushik, 2015; Baumer, 2012; Doumanis, 2009 
23 The kings mentioned from this period are Diodotus I and II, Euthydemus I, Demetrius [I or II?], 

Eurcratides the Great, Apollodotus I and Meander I; The Western Literary sources that provide the 

information for this period include Justin, 41.4-6; PME, 47; Polyb. Hist.  10.49, 11.39; Strabo, 

Geog., 11.9.2-3, 11.11.1-2; Aelian, On Animals, 15.8; There have been coin finds of about 40 

kings and two queens, but there is little evidence to who many they are. 
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Buddhism in Gandhara 

The existence of Buddhism in Gandhara is largely thanks to the Mauryan Empire 

of Asoka. However, before discussing the importance of Asoka’s choice to spread 

the Dharma, there is an issue within the philosophy of Buddhism that must first be 

considered; the divide between Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism.  

Buddhism is considered to have emerged from the same school of thought as 

Jainism, although Buddhism considers the idea of extreme asceticism a ‘hinderance 

on the path to liberation’.24 Theravada is viewed by many to be closer to the original 

form practiced by Siddhattha Gotama, or Siddhartha Gautama, as the Pali canon is 

the only complete Buddhist canon found to date.25 It is estimated that the Pali canon 

was committed to writing around the year 29BCE by the Fourth Buddhist Council 

in Sri Lanka.26 As this is approximately 494 years after the death of the Buddha, 

there is debate concerning the actual authorship of the Pali canon. Gombrich 

suggests that the main preachings of the Buddha are ‘coherent and cogent, and that 

they must be the work of a single person; the Buddha himself, not a committee of 

followers after his death’.27. Arguing against this notion, Harvey takes the stance 

that there are areas of the canon that were clearly written after the time of 

Gautama.28 This discussion on the written teachings of the Pali canon can cast some 

doubt on the authenticity of the canon being the purely original form of Buddhism. 

However, the age of the Pali canon cannot be denied. 

                                                           
24 Heehs, 2002 
25 Heehs (2002) explains the difference to be that Siddhattha Gotama is Pali and Siddhartha 

Gautama is Sanskrit; in this dissertation, the Sanskrit spelling will be used over the Pali; Gombrich 

2006, p. 3; Harvey, 1990, p.3; Magurie, 2001, p.69 
26 Wynne, 2003 
27 Gombrich, 2006, p.20 
28 Harvey, 1990 
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The other main branch of Buddhism that existed during the period discussed in this 

dissertation is Mahayana Buddhism. The origins of this Buddhist sect are not 

wholly understood.29 Despite this, Nattier has made an attempt at deciphering where 

exactly the term Mahayana comes from. 

Studying the etymology of the word itself, Nattier has concluded that the term 

Mahayana (Great Vehicle) was, in fact, an honorary metonym for Bodhisattvayāna 

(Bodhisattva Vehicle)).30. This was the vehicle of a bodhisattva wishing to attain 

Buddhahood for the benefit of all sentient beings, thus indicating that the term 

Mahayana developed independently at an early date as a synonym for the teachings 

of the bodhisattva.31 

The earliest textual evidence for Mahayana comes from sutras, such as the 

Ugraparipṛccha Sūtra but it was not until the 7th century CE that there was any 

attempt to distinguish Mahayana and the early Buddhist school, Hinayana (Lesser 

or Smaller Vehicle). The Chinese monk, Yijing made the distinction between the 

two: 

“Both adopt one and the same Vinaya, and they have in common the prohibitions 

of the five offences, and also the practice of the Four Noble Truths. Those who 

venerate the bodhisattvas and read the Mahayana sūtras are called the 

Mahāyānists, while those who do not perform these are called the Hīnayānists.”32 

It seems evident from Yijing’s statement that there is very little difference between 

them. It was considered by early Western scholars that Mahayana was an entirely 

                                                           
29 Akira, 1993, p. 260 
30 Nattier, 2003 
31 Keown, 2003; Nattier, 2003 
32 Williams, 2008, p.5 
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separate school from Hinayana, whereas it is now considered to have developed 

out of the Hinayana school of Buddhist thought.33 This is a significant factor as it 

throws into question the precise age of these two schools and if they are, in fact, the 

direct teachings of the Buddha, lost in time. Sadly, it is not the purpose of this 

dissertation to answer the question of the age of the Buddhist text, but merely to 

point out the differences between Mahayana and Theravada. The main difference 

between these two doctrines is that, where Theravada takes directly from the one 

canon, Mahayana has branched off within itself, becoming an umbrella term to 

various schools. Mahayana Buddhism grew and flourished in Gandhara under the 

Kushan empire. 

Buddhism itself was first introduced to Gandhara by the great Mauryan leader, 

Asoka, who built many great Stupas in the region.34 Arguably, Asoka is the most 

famous of the Asian monarchs who chose to be patrons of Buddhism through what 

are known as the ‘Asoka (or Asokan) inscriptions.35 Robert DeCaroli, in his book, 

Haunting the Buddha, states that some of these edicts indicate Asoka’s patronage 

of many religious and philosophical religions and that he was never exclusively 

Buddhist.36 This is backed by Nirmal Sinha in Asoka’s Dhamma, where he states 

that only four of Asoka’s edicts were directly relating to Buddhism or the Buddhist 

population.37 Yet, at the same time these edicts indicate that the Emperor’s interest 

in Buddhism was more than ephemeral.38 In his paper on Asoka’s spreading of 

Buddhism amongst the Greeks, D.A. Scott DeCaroli counters his own point on 

                                                           
33 Williams, 2008 
34 See Appendix 4 for images 
35 Beckwith, 2015, P.227; McEvilley, 2002, P.367 
36 DeCaroli, 2004, p.32 
37 Sinha, 1994; The edicts that exclusively mention Buddhism and the Buddhist population are 

Bairat (Bhabru) Edict, Lumbini and Nigali Sagar Inscriptions and Allahabad-Sanchi-Sarnath Edict 
38 DeCaroli, 2004, p.33 
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Asoka’s unexclusive relationship to Buddhism, citing the favourable portrayals of 

Asoka in the later Buddhist texts.39 This is backed by a point made by DeCaroli on 

the Sarnath Inscription.40 DeCaroli states that Asoka appears to have become 

directly involved in a dispute that had taken place within the samgha, the Buddhist 

monastic community.41 Asoka declares that ‘Samgha cannot be torn asunder’, 

decreeing that any monk or nun who attempts to disrupt the unity will be forced to 

renounce their vows.42 As well as this, the Rummindei inscription details Asoka’s 

pilgrimage to the birth place of the Buddha (Lumbini), during which he lowered the 

taxes of a local village to celebrate.43 DeCaroli believes that this is undeniable 

evidence for Asoka’s patronage of Buddhism.44 

Mahayana Buddhism was permitted to develop under the Greco-Bactrian and Indo-

Greek kingdoms until the invasion of the Kushan, where rather than just growing, 

it flourished.  

The Mahayana doctrine flourished particularly well in the region, shown through 

the Kushan monk, Lokaksema’s translation of the Pure Land sutras into Chinese 

from Gandhari in circa. 147CE.45 Lokaksema is the earliest known Buddhist monk 

to have translated these sutras and he travelled from his homeland of Gandhara to 

the Han court to propagate Mahayana Buddhism for the Kushan king, Kanishka.46  

There are obstacles to accessing the development of Mahayana Buddhism as 

                                                           
39 DeCaroli, 2004, P.32 
40 DeCaroli, 2004, P.32 
41 DeCaroli, 2004, P.32 
42 Ibid 
43 Ibid 
44 DeCaroli, 2004, P.32 
45 Mukherjee, 1996 
46 Yijing, 1896 
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Kanishka brings his own problems concerning the chronology of the art of 

Gandhara to the table, due to the debate regarding the initial year of his reign 

Section C – Chronology 
 

Thus, Gandharan Art is plagued by a lack of absolute dates. Some pieces can vary 

by centuries depending on the commentator, with many cautiously being placed in 

the 1st – 2nd century CE.47 Within Gandhara, there is a lack of sources, such as art 

inscriptions, literary evidence, including analytical histories, and any historical 

knowledge of monuments, or information on the creation or destruction of these 

monuments.48 Alongside the sparsity of evidence directly relating to artwork, 

authentication of eras is also scarce, with a prime example, as previously stated, 

being the Kushan emperor, Kanishka.  

The Kushan Empire of Kanishka was a syncretic empire formed by the Yuezhi, or 

Yu-Chi people of China in the Bactrian territories in the 1st century CE and it lasted 

until circa.230CE.49 The Empire encompassed much of Afghanistan, Pakistan and 

northern India, perhaps as far as Saketa and Sarnath near Varanasi (Benares) where 

an inscription dated to the reign of Kanishka has been found.50 

Kanishka I was an emperor of the Kushan dynasty in the 2nd century CE (127 – 150 

CE) but this date is heavily debated by academics, with some positing dates as early 

as 57 BCE or as late as 278 CE.51 Cribb is one of the most recent academics to 

                                                           
47 This placement is due to the work done by Foucher during the 1920s which will be discussed 

further on. 
48 Salomon, 1999 
49 Bracey 1999; Si-Yu-Ki, 1884; Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co.,1906; Hill, 2009, pp. 29, 

318–350 
50 Falk 2001, pp. 121–136; Falk, 2004, pp. 167–176; Hill, 2009, pp. 29, 33, 368–371. 
51 The following academics link Kanishka’s Year One to the Vikrama Era of 57BCE: 

Cunningham, 1871; Fleet, 1906; Kennedy 1912; The following academics choose to place 

Kanishka’s Year One during the Saka Era in 278CE: Bhandakar, 1900; Bhandakar, 1930; Zeymai, 

1964. 
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tackle this issue, taking the stance that Kanishka was ruling in around 127 CE. 

Nevertheless, he does accept that dating is difficult with the persistence of 78 CE 

appearing as year one.52 This lack of continuity can also be found in the two 

methods that have been used in attempting to date Kanishka.  

The first, and most predominant of these is the attempt to use a ‘killer’ argument; 

that is a new piece of evidence or a radical interpretation of existing pieces to date 

Kanishka.53 The problem with this method is that so many convincing arguments 

have been produced for multiple dates that no faith can be put in any of them.54The 

most recent attempt with this method is that of Harry Falk, who came to the 

conclusion of 127CE.55 Falk’s takes the yuga (epoch) of Sphujiddhvaja and uses it 

to place the year of the reign of Kanishka.56 Falk states that the yuga does not 

provide theory, just fact due to its accurateness in regards to the constellations.57 

He states that ‘all there is is a statement given in the text giving the means to change 

a Kushana date into a Saka date: “take the Kushana year and add 149”’.58 According 

to Falk, this leads to the 2nd Kushana century, starting in the spring 227CE.59 For 

the 1st century, he says, we then get the year 127CE.60 

The second method is to take all the existing evidence and attempt to find a solution 

that is compatible with as many of the sources as possible. This method was applied 

by Cribb, bringing him to the conclusive date of 107-120 CE.61 Despite this, he has 
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now abandoned his dating for Falks’ 127 CE.62 Bracey suggests that this is because, 

although the second method may seem superior, the method used by Falks has been 

employed over many eras (Greek/Yavana, Azes, Saka, Gupta, Bactrian Letters) 

and, unlike the second method, can allow for a fixed date.63 Using Bracey’s method, 

the dates of 78 CE, 100 CE, 144 CE, and 230 CE can be excluded as, with the 

exception of 144CE, these are all minority positions.64 Yet what this method has 

not done is separate the dates of 115CE, 127CE and 128CE, which have been given 

considerable support in the past. This permits the dates to be narrowed to a 29-year 

period, allowing for a more concise argument concerning the dating of Kanishka’s 

year 1. 

Using this 29-year period, it is possible to stay within the cautious dates given for 

the artwork by Foucher during the 1900s, although there is a possibility this may 

cause the discussion to become limited. Using these cautious dates to place the age 

of iconic artwork becomes a very Eurocentric view as it seemingly ignores the 

existence of numerous pieces of art from Mathura and Amaravati; in addition to a 

multitude of other areas. The issue with Eurocentrism is the belief that the world’s 

culture emerged from Europe and ignoring the important areas that have contributed 

to individual countries own cultural heritage. This lack of interest in Indian art 

supported this chronological issue, creating a discussion regarding the existence of 

Aniconic and Iconic periods of artwork. 
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Chapter 2:  Art History  

Aniconic and iconic artwork 
There is a debate regarding the transfer between Aniconic artwork and Iconic 

artwork that has been ongoing since the first discussion on anthropomorphic images 

of the Buddha. It concerns the emergence of said anthropomorphic images, and 

questions who created the original. This and the subsequent chapters contain the 

main argument for my dissertation; was the Buddha image a Greek creation? 

Before delving further into this question, the exact definitions of aniconic and iconic 

must first be established. Aniconism is the absence of material representations of 

the natural and supernatural world in various cultures, with the earliest Buddhist 

symbols appearing circa 1st century BCE.65 Foucher and Krishan agree on the 

existence of an aniconic period but disagree on the reasons for it, with the former 

stating souvenirs and the latter arguing the attaining of nirvana.66 Huntington 

disagrees with both, suggesting that aniconic symbols are, in fact, cetiya (relics) or 

re-enactments by followers at pilgrimage sites rather than scenes from the life of 

Buddha.67 Yet, Cribb disagrees with Huntington’s position, stating that the point 

she is making comes more from theory than actual evidence.68 Alongside Cribb, 

Dehejia disagrees with Huntington’s argument; suggesting that Huntington merely 

displaced the question further.69 She posed the question “what could possibly have 

led the artist to avoid portraying…the human actor who played the part of the 

Buddha?” when taking into account Huntington’s argument.70 Dehejia also 

considers Huntington’s suggestion that the stupas were covered in insignificant 
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images of pageantry, an insult to the builders of these great monuments.71 

Furthering the argument, Dehejia calls attention to the fact that there is no evidence 

to suggest that Buddhists had such ceremonies.72 Taking this as precedent, it can be 

said that Huntington’s argument is wholly misguided; yet, there is still an 

overhanging question of the development of artwork.  

Across India, there are a multitude of art schools, each with their own developments 

and changes throughout history. Within this dissertation, there will only be time to 

consider a small selection of the artwork from these schools and their relevance to 

the development of the Buddha image. These will be Gandhara, Mathura and 

Amaravati. Each of these schools developed at different rates, throwing some doubt 

onto the idea of definitive aniconic and iconic periods. To say that this dissertation 

directly agrees with Huntington’s line of thought would not be recommended. 

Nevertheless, it can be said that it agrees with Huntington on the most basic form 

of her discussion; that it is wrong to place such constraints on areas developing at 

different speeds. 

Following on from aniconic artwork, there is what has been called the ‘Iconic 

period’.73 Iconic artwork in terms of Buddhist art is the presence of the Buddha 

figure in an anthropomorphic sense. Focusing primarily on the area of Gandhara, 

there is a debate between Alfred Foucher and Ananda Coomaraswamy about the 

existence of the anthropomorphic image. According to Foucher, the use of 

anthropomorphic imagery started around the 1st century CE and was due to the 

connections that the area had with the Greeks.74 However, Coomaraswamy 
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disagrees, stating that the Indians clearly had the tools available to create such 

figures. He uses figures such as the Naga and Nāgini (Serpent Deities), Yaksha and 

Yakshini (class of nature spirits) and gods such as Surya (Sun deity) and Indra (a 

king or guardian deity).75 This debate grounds the origin of what is known as 

Gandharan Studies, a central focus of this dissertation. 

Gandharan Studies origins 

Gandharan studies is based on the argument between Alfred Foucher and Ananda 

Coomaraswamy on the main question of this dissertation; the origin of, what we 

know as the Buddha image. 

Alfred Charles Augustus Foucher is considered to be the Father of Gandharan 

studies and is the first person to have believed the anthropomorphic image of 

Buddha to be of Greek origin.76 He considered the ‘Hellenistic’ free-standing 

Buddhas to be the most beautiful and perhaps most ancient of the Buddhas.77 

Disagreeing with the point of the beauty of the free-standing Buddhas, Marshall 

stated that he could not find anything ‘particularly spiritual in [the statues’] 

expression’ and believed that the craftsmanship of the modelling of the base of these 

images to be ‘more than usually clumsy’.78 

Through his studies, Foucher coined the term ‘Greco-Buddhist’ (Greco-

Bouddhique) and in arguably his most famous paper, L’Art Greco-Bouddhique du 

Gandhara covers the notion of the Buddha being a Greek image.79 One of the 

reasons he cites is the similarities between Greco-Buddhist depictions of the 
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Buddha and Greco-Christian depictions of Jesus, stating the similarities of their 

robes and hand positions.80 Foucher believes that these statues were based on the 

Orator, an Etruscan bronze statue from the 1st century BCE. He considers the way 

in which the right hand is draped on their mantels to make these statues cousins.81 

However, this seems to be a tenuous link. Upon looking at both the Graeco-

Buddhist and Graeco-Christian statues, it can just as easily be said that the 

formation of the robes surrounding the legs is cousin to the Yakshi at Bodh Gaya 

or the Yaksha Manibhadra from Parkham, both from the same period of time, as it 

is to say they are cousins to the Orator.82 Here, a quote from Foucher should be 

considered: 

‘The Indian mind has taken a part no less essential than has Greek genius in the 

elaboration of the model of the Monk-God.’ 

The contradiction in terms of the language used to describe each of the nationalities 

should be taken into account. The use of the word ‘genius’ in comparison to the 

employment of the term ‘mind’ gives a condescending tone, indicating Foucher’s 

Eurocentric perspective. This differentiation in terms hints towards the colonial 

attitude of the early 20th century, giving way to issues with considering Foucher’s 

argument to the fullest extent. He appears to consider that the Indians did not have 

access to the same techniques and materials as the Greeks. Arguing against this, 

Ananda Coomaraswamy believes many of the techniques to already be present in 

Indian artwork. 
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A Ceylonese Tamil philosopher, Coomaraswamy is considered to be the ground-

breaking theorist who was largely responsible for introducing ancient Indian art to 

the West and his paper, The Origin of the Buddha Image was part of this effort.83 

The paper focuses on Coomaraswamy’s disagreement with Foucher’s notion of the 

Buddha being a Greek image, focusing heavily on the pre-existing elements of 

anthropomorphism in early Indian artwork.84 In Buddhist art, the Bodhisattva is 

found freely represented in human form in Jataka illustrations, side by side with 

purely symbolic representations of Gautama as Bodhisattva (Siddhartha) or as 

Buddha (Tathagata).85 Coomaraswamy suggests that the craftsmen who created the 

Parkham and Patna images and the reliefs at Bharhut and Sanci could easily recreate 

Gautama in human form if they were required to do so.86 The best examples from 

these craftsmen are the Yakshas and Yakshini figures from Indian folklore. These 

creatures are a broad class of nature spirits who were often benevolent, but they 

could occasionally be mischievous or sexually aggressive.87 They appear in Hindu, 

Jain and Buddhist texts as well as in various ancient works of art as guardian 

deities.88 The skills needed to create these works of art is clearly equivalent to the 

skills that the Greeks used during the Hellenistic era. 

Identifying Greco-Buddhist Artwork 

Greco-Buddhist art is the artistic manifestation of Greco-Buddhism, a cultural 

syncretism between Classical Greek culture and Buddhism, which developed over 

a period of roughly 1,000 years in Central Asia, between the conquests of Alexander 
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the Great and the Islamic conquests of the 7th Century CE.89 Greco-Buddhist art can 

be characterised by the strong idealistic realism, the sensuous description of 

Hellenistic art and the first representations of the Buddha in human form.90 This 

helped define the artistic (mainly sculptural) canon for Buddhist art throughout 

Asia. The origins of Greco-Buddhism are considered to be found in the Hellenistic 

Greco-Bactrian Kingdom (250BCE-130BCE).91 From there, Hellenistic Culture 

radiated down into the Sub-Continent with the establishment of the Indo-Greek 

Kingdoms (180BCE-10BCE).92 Greco-Buddhism is one of the main types of Iconic 

Buddhist artwork that seemingly appeared during the 1st century CE, with others 

being Mathuran and Amaravatian artwork.93 It is also imperative for this 

dissertation for other areas that may be the home to the ‘original’ anthropomorphic 

Buddha to be considered and understood; this idea shall be discussed further into 

this paper. 

There are two important figures within Gandharan art; the Buddha and the 

Bodhisattva. The Gandharan Bodhisattva can be identified as a jewelled Indian 

prince and the Buddha through the Greek himation, the halo, the contrapposto 

stance of the upright figure, the stylised Mediterranean curly hair and the top-

knot.94 Stylistically, the art was notably fine and realistic; with Boardman stating 

there is “a realistic treatment of the folds and on some even a hint of modelled 

volume that characterizes the best Greek work”.95 The top-knot on the Buddha 

statues has been considered to have been styled after the Belvedere Apollo 
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(330BCE).96 In his 2012 paper, Kim goes as far as calling the Buddha ‘Apollo-

Buddha’ due to the similarities between these two figures.97 Agreeing with this, 

Puzak states that ‘the two forms share a striking resemblance’.98 The discourse 

comparing these two statues is particularly prevalent due to the hair and drapery 

of each. It is clear that the techniques used for the creation of some of the 

Gandharan Buddha statues came from the Greek world but conversely, the 

deportments into which these idols have been set do not come from the Western 

world. The physical postures of the Buddha statues come from a number of yoga 

poses from the yoga schools of (possible) Pre-Vedic origins.99 This allows for a 

speculation that the Buddha image comes from the Indian sub-continent, due to a 

range of evidence from coinage and statuettes. 

The other major figure of Greco-Buddhist art is the Bodhisattva. The 

Bodhisattvas, previously mentioned, were detailed as jewelled Indian princes; in 

contrast to the Buddha’s more plain, serene appearance. Upon looking at the 

Bodhisattva, it can be said that the details and decoration they display is distinctly 

Indian, but the face of the Gandharan Bodhisattva has a very Greek appearance. 

Observing figures 27 & 35 in appendix 7 & 8, demonstrates that the faces of the 

Buddha and the Bodhisattva are nearly identical in the shape of the eyes and nose. 

This symmetrical nature of these pieces is reminiscent of the Archaic Kore of 

Greece.100 Looking in particular at the face of the Phrasikleia Kore, the hooded 

nature of the eyes is identical to those of the Buddha and Bodhisattva images of 

Gandharan sculpture. The nature of these similarities cements the notion that the 
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Gandharan pieces have a distinctive Greek origin; yet, there is more to this 

argument than is immediately apparent. 

Other Artistic Influences 

Aside from the Greek influence on Gandharan artwork, there is also an array of 

other areas that may have influenced the development of the artwork. India is, of 

course, the front runner of these other areas, with Iran and China also being 

considered.101  

Iran has a rightful claim of influence on Gandharan artwork as it was, during the 

Archaic period, the Achaemenid Empire. As previously discussed in Chapter One, 

the Achaemenid Empire controlled Gandhara for a period of roughly 200 years, so 

it would be foolish to cast aside the influence this would have had over the 

region’s cultural development. In their paper, Persian Influence on Gandhara 

Civilization, Wahab and Bashir detail the indications of influence. They consider 

the wavy/curly drapery of Gandharan artwork to be of Persian origin.102 Looking 

at the Statue of Darius I created in Egypt in the 5th century BCE, the drapery on 

this statue shows similar detail to the Buddha statues in the way that the robes 

clutch onto the ankles.103 Previous discussions regarding the Orator and the use of 

the term ‘cousin’, strongly suggest that Persian statues with drapery surrounding 

the ankles directly influenced the Gandharan statues of Buddha is an incorrect 

analysis. Although the drapery is similar, there are clearly a number of influences 

to be found on the statues of the first to third century CE.  
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Another of these influences is China. The Chinese influence is apparent in 

Gandhara due to the Kushan dynasty being descended from the nomadic Yu-chi 

people of China. Looking at some of the Han Chinese pieces of artwork, it is 

possible to see some form of influence from China, but this is not a convincing 

connection. Additionally, the majority of Han artwork that is connected to India 

comes from the first century BCE, leading to more of an Indian influence over 

Chinese art rather than the other way around. 

Overall, the influences on Gandharan artwork come from different regions across 

the Central Asian belt. These allowed for the culturally syncretic art that is seen 

today to be created. Nevertheless, this does not answer the question of where the 

Buddha image came from. In the next two chapters of this dissertation, ‘aniconic’ 

Indian works of art and Archaic Greek works shall be discussed in comparison to 

first to third century Buddha pieces to decipher the likely provenance of the 

Buddha image. 
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Chapter 3 – Discussion on Artwork 
 

This chapter will consider the artistic pieces that have been chosen for closer 

study for this dissertation. These pieces were specifically chosen because they 

reflect particular aspects of the argument concerning the origins of the Buddha 

image. Through these artworks, both techniques and pictorial inspirations for the 

Buddha image can be seen. Within this chapter, older pieces such as coins and 

Indian folk statues will also be considered. 

Firstly, there are certain coins that must be examined as they may depict the 

Buddha on their surface. These coins are the Ujjain Coin, the Maues Coin, the 

Kadapha (Kadphises I, c.40-78CE) Coin and the Azes Coin. The four coins 

named here are considered to be the first coinage to depict the Buddha and they 

shall be discussed individually later in this chapter. 

The second lot of artworks to be discussed are the Indian folk statues and reliefs 

of deities such as the Naga, Yakshini, Yaksha and Surya. These deities are 

significant to Indian myth, thus the variety of depictions across the sub-continent. 

The techniques used for these statues can be said to also have been used to create 

a Buddha image as stated by Coomaraswamy in 1927.104 Before discussing the 

artworks, the methodology used must be stated. 

As this dissertation focuses on art, there will be a methodological emphasis on the 

context of the pieces, an analysis of the form and iconographical analysis 

alongside using some critical theory to discuss the objects. Considering the 

analysis of form, clarification of the dual meanings of the word form is necessary. 

                                                           
104 Coomaraswamy, 1927 



30 | P a g e  
 

It can refer to the overall physical appearance of the work or it can refer to a 

single element of the form within the whole piece.105 Both of these meanings shall 

be used in the discussion of the artworks. Additionally, the iconographical method 

will be implemented. The iconographical analysis focuses on the design elements 

of the objects and through this investigation, an understanding of the origins of the 

motifs on the pieces will be pursued.106 Through these analytical methods, this 

chapter will be studying Buddhist artworks and analysing the origins of individual 

elements and a study of the overall form of the pieces shall be conducted. Firstly, 

proceeding with the coinage under scrutiny, many of the pieces show the lotus 

formation that is so imperative to the Buddha image. 

Coinage:  

Ujjain and Maues Coins 
The first coin is the Ujjain Coin. Ujjain was a Western capital in Asoka’s 

Mauryan Empire, and it is where his children, who went on to preach Buddhism 

in Sri Lanka, were born. Ujjain was an important trading link between Northern 

India and the Deccan, facilitating a suitable environment for a learning centre for 

Hindus, Jains and Buddhists alike.107 The syncretic nature of Ujjain means that the 

coin could have originated from either Mathura, Gandhara or Ujjain itself. 

 The Ujjain Coin is considered to be the first to show a male squatting in the 

‘native fashion’, which is today called the lotus position.108 This particular coin is 

from circa. 200BCE, approximately 300 years before the first anthropomorphic 

image of Buddha was named by Foucher. Although an argument has been 
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presented to support the identification of this image with  the Buddha, several 

scholars disagree; they take the stance that the coin, rather than showing Buddha, 

shows Lakulisha.109 Lakulisha was a prominent Shaivite and the 28th reincarnation 

of Shiva.110 The argument for the coin representing his image originates from his 

emphasis on yoga practices.111 Looking at confirmed Lakulisha coins or seated 

Shiva types, there is an observable similarity in that a tree, the lotus position and 

the railings to the side are all depicted.112 Alternatively, this could be 

representative of Bodh Gaya, where Buddha preached underneath the Bodhi Tree. 

Cunningham considers that due to these significant factors, the image cannot be 

portraying anything but the Buddha.113 Due to the cultural melding at Ujjain, the 

figure on the coin may be culturally ambiguous, as the lotus position is observed 

in all three of the major religions found in the city. Thus, even if this is not an 

image of the Buddha himself, the iconography of the piece is a clear inspiration 

for the pictorial depictions of the ‘deity’. The word deity is placed in inverted 

commas here, as the Buddha is not a god, an assertion that will be discussed 

further on in this chapter. 

Following on from the Ujjain Coin, there is the Maues Coin (100BCE).114 Maues 

was an Indo-Scythian king in the latter half of the 1st century BCE and was one of 

the many conquerors of the Gandhara Region; placing his capital in Sirkap and 

minting his coins in Taxila.115 Maues is known for depicting the deities of his 

subjects on coinage, so it would not be an excessive assumption to agree with 
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Coomaraswamy that the figure on the coin is that of Buddha.116 However, looking 

at the iconography of the coin, there is a bar placed across the figure’s lap, 

possibly representing a sword or a sceptre. If either of these items is the identity of 

the object represented, it is highly unlikely that the figure on the coin could be the 

Buddha, as he swore an oath of pacifism and renounced all of his kingly duties. It 

can be hypothesised that the figure on the coin may be an early depiction of Shiva. 

Looking at later portrayals of Shiva, the god is shown holding a trident. Using this 

iconographical precedent when investigating the Maues Coin, it is reasonable to 

conclude that the bar on the figure’s lap indicates that the coin represents Shiva. 

Nevertheless, at this period of time, Buddhism was flourishing in the area and 

Maues had adopted certain Buddhist symbols including the lion, as first used by 

Asoka.117 

Coinage:  

Azes and Kadapha Coins 
 

By casting doubt on the Maues Coin, doubt is also raised regarding the Azes and 

Kadapha Coins that were identified by Coomaraswamy as possible depictions of 

the Buddha. These next sets of coins also detail a bar across the lap of the icon on 

the coin. On one of the Azes Coins, (circa. 48/7 – 25 BCE) the bar has been 

interpreted as a sword and, in the right hand, there is said to be a whip.118 This 

indicates that the coin may, rather than depicting a deity, be depicting Azes 

himself. There is an argument surrounding the postulation of an Azes I and II, as 

discussed by Falks and Senior, but this is not an integral part of this 
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dissertation.119 Looking at later Buddha coins, such as those of Kanishka, the 

horizontal bar is absent.120 The bar is only evident in earlier coins, such as those 

of Maues and Azes, indicating that these figures are less likely to be depictions of 

the Buddha. 

Proceeding from the Azes Coins to the Kadapha Coin (circa.40 – 78CE), a ridge 

along the centre of the coin is present, possibly indicating that there is a bar across 

the lap of the figure.121 However, this is not as prominent as on the previous two 

coins, which may perhaps be evidence, on this Kadapha Coin, that an error had 

occurred in the striking of the die for these coins. However, one item not found on 

the previous coins is a hammer-like object held in the figure’s hand. It could be 

argued that, like the seemingly faded bar across the figure’s knees, this is a 

mistake in the coin die; yet the indentation is far too prominent for that to be the 

case. Adopting the idea that this is a hammer, provides reasonable argument that 

this is another of the incarnations of Shiva, due to the associated concepts of 

creation and destruction. Nevertheless, scholars have argued that the coin depicts 

the Buddha, with the most recent advocate being Satya Shrava.122 Shrava follows 

Whitehead’s logic that the coin must be that of the Buddha due to the substantial 

Indian presence in the area.123 Whitehead criticises W.W. Tarn’s suggestion that 

the Greek influence in the area led to Kadaphises modelling himself onto coins in 

the style of previous Greek kings in an attempt to create a connection with 

them.124 Banerjea disagrees with the interpretation that the coin is of the Buddha, 
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and falls in line with the earlier mentioned suggestion that the coin depicts 

Shiva.125 Suggesting that the coin depicts Shiva leads to further questions about its 

origins. Yet, it is not the purpose of this research to identify the origins of the 

image on this individual coin. Nevertheless, the image on the coin shown is 

clearly, again, an iconographical inspiration from India for the later images of 

Buddha. Using this theory as a basis, this chapter will now move onto the later 

freestanding images of Buddha from Gandhara and Mathura. 

Buddha Statues 
There are two forms of freestanding Buddha that shall be discussed within this 

dissertation; the seated Buddha and the standing Buddha. Looking firstly at the 

seated Buddhas, there will be a focus on the form and the iconographical 

inspirations for both the Gandharan and Mathuran sculptures. Secondly, the 

standing Buddhas will be considered in the same terms as the seated Buddhas. 

This analysis of form and iconographical inspirations will include looking at both 

Greek and Indian artworks from these and other areas in and before the time-

period in question.  

Mathuran Buddhas 
The first set of Buddhas that will be discussed are those of Mathura.126 The 

Mathuran Buddhas can be identified by their fuller faced depictions, a larger 

protuberance of the forehead and a seemingly flatter face overall in comparison to 

those of the Gandharan origin who have more ‘Greek-esque’ features.127 The city 

of Mathura is located in Uttar Pradesh and was a central trading post of Northern 
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India.128 Mathura is considered the birth place of Krishna and is mentioned in both 

Indian epic and Greek histories.129 Mathura seems to have at some point between 

180-100 BCE come under the control of the Indo-Greek Kingdoms, lasting until 

circa. 70 BCE, allowing for Greek influence in the area.130 However, the Indian 

influence clearly outweighs the Greek when looking at the Mathuran Buddhas. 

Using the Patna and the Parkham Yakshas, depictions of Surya and the Naga, 

there is an identical nature in the styling of the face and body.131 Looking directly 

at the Patna Yakshas (2nd century BCE), these show a fullness of the cheeks as 

found in the Mathuran Buddha and the pot-bellied body types of the Mathuran 

Buddhas and the Yakshas. This pot-bellied look can be seen throughout all Indian 

artwork, including the Four Heavenly Kings, depictions of Surya and 

Bodhisattva.132 Like many historical civilisations, India considered a pot-belly to 

be a sign of affluence and many gods, including Ganesha, the god of wealth, were 

depicted with pot-bellies.133 Goddesses were often described in songs as ‘full 

breasted’ and having many ‘love handles’, showing their large size in comparison 

to Greek goddesses.134 It can be clearly stated that the Mathuran Buddhas 

demonstrate a distinct Indian influence. Nevertheless, there are some Buddhas 

from the area depicted in a Greek style. Figure 34 has a heavy-lidded appearance 

and a sculpted brow, reminiscent of figure 27, which is a known Greco-Buddhist 

piece.135 Both of these figures have drooped earlobes, illustrating the idea of 

Buddha giving up all wealth, but they differ in the depictions. Figure 34 shows 
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this as large drooping square shaped lobes whereas figure 27 shows them in a 

more ‘human’ form. As figure 27 is a Greco-Buddhist piece, it can be said that 

this form is more realistic or idealistic due to the Classical Greek focus on the 

idealised form.136 Looking at Greek statues such as the crouching Aphrodite and 

the Artemision Bronze, the symmetrical nature of the face, similar to that of the 

Kore from the Archaic Period, is a clear influence on the styling of the Greek 

Buddhas.137 Interestingly, there is a Gandharan Seated Buddha (3rd-4th century 

CE) that has the symmetry of the Greek Buddhas but the hair and strong brow of 

the Mathuran Buddha.138 This mix in Gandhara indicates that there was a direct 

trade of ideas between the Deccan and Northern India. This particular statue 

comes from the Gupta Period (circa. 240-590CE) and, during this period, Dehejia 

states that an ‘ideal image’ of the Buddha was created.139 This ideal image 

combined elements from the Gandharan region with the sensuous form created by 

Mathuran artists.140 Figure 29 coincides with this idea due to the individual curls 

of Mathura and the ‘idealistic’ figure of Classical and Hellenistic Greek sculpture.  

Gandharan Buddhas 
Moving on from the Mathuran Buddhas directly to the Gandharan ones, the more 

idealistic form that the Greek statues take is evident. These often resemble mythic 

Greek figures, such as Herakles and Apollo due to their serene and beautified 

look. Taking precedent from Foucher’s idea that the Greco-Buddhist Buddha and 

the Greco-Christian Christ are cousins, it can be seen in figure 34 that the statues 

are of identical nature.141 Both of these statues have a symmetrical shape similar 
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to the Kore, with their planted feet and blocky stance.142 This, alongside the plinth 

beneath their feet, allows for a stronger stance, preventing them from falling and, 

looking at the backs of these statues, they are entirely flat, suggesting that they 

were placed against walls rather than being entirely free-standing.143 This gave the 

statues structural stability. 

Both statues have a nimbus behind their heads, yet the one on the Greco-Christian 

Christ is much smaller than that of the Greco-Buddhist Buddha, indicating that 

this is stylistic; after all, Christ is seen as the son of God and thus an extension of 

God. However, Buddha is not considered to be a god as Buddhism is a philosophy 

rather than a religion.144 With this in mind, it is probable that the so called ‘halo’ 

around the Buddha’s head is in fact the Dharmachakra, or Dharma Wheel of 

Buddhist Law.  

Calling the nimbus behind Buddha’s head a ‘halo’ would be understandable if we 

considered Buddha to be a God or a prophet; instead Buddha is acknowledged to 

be a philosopher who attained enlightenment.145 It would be strange to depict a 

non-god with such a divine symbol during this period (1st – 4th century CE) with 

the rise of Christianity in the West and the use of the halo to identify gods such as 

Shiva and Surya.146 Nevertheless, looking at the idea of a halo in the Greco-

Roman perspective, many rulers and prominent figures have been displayed with 

halos surrounding their heads but the Greco-Buddhist pieces that are included in 

this discussion only take inspiration from the Greeks, leaving room for 
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speculation of the true nature of the nimbus behind the head of the Buddha.147 The 

Dharma Wheel is deemed to be one of the most recognisable aniconic symbols of 

Buddhism to date, representing the 24 qualities of a good Buddhist.148 The symbol 

is also used in Hinduism to identify the same qualities.149 Taking Hinduism into 

consideration, there is a subsect known as Vaishnava Hinduism where it is 

believed that the Gautama Buddha is the ninth and most recent reincarnation of 

Vishnu.150  

Buddha and Vishnu 
In his book, The Buddhist Visnu, John Holt discusses the probability that Buddha 

is the ninth of the ten reincarnations of Vishnu. Holt uses the Vishnu Purana and 

Vishnu’s descent as the Buddhavatara to put the Buddha in his Brahmanical 

place.151 Hindu views on the Buddha being an avatar of Vishnu have never been 

constant nor consistent; Holt suggests that the persona of the Siddhartha as 

someone who was born and matured into the Buddha in a Brahmanical system.152 

Holt, alongside Lochtefeld, suggests that this adoption of Buddha was an attempt 

to assimilate Buddhism and Hinduism.153 Although there is an attempt at 

assimilation, Buddhists do not accept that Buddha was a reincarnation of 

Vishnu.154 On the other hand, the Buddhist Jataka Tales have Krishna (Vishnu 

Avatar) and Buddha meeting in several of the tales, including 454, 530 and 536, 

with the tales often showing the Buddha teaching wisdom to an immature version 
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of Krishna. Hiltebeitel, a Professor of Religion at George Washington University, 

suggests that the later Pali Jataka Tales are, in fact, slanderous versions of Hindu 

legends.155 Even so, he goes on to state that this could, in actuality, reflect the 

complex nature of the local traditions surrounding the interactions of the two 

religions.156 Bearing this and the Ujjain and Maues Coins in mind, it is clear that 

there is a high possibility that there has been a combination of the Siddhartha 

Buddha and the Buddhavatara used to create the nimbus behind the head of the 

Buddha statues.157  

Looking at images of Vishnu, the deity is clearly depicted with a halo of shining 

light behind his head; so, if Buddha is a reincarnation of Vishnu, he would have a 

halo himself. It is very possible that the Greeks did not know the difference 

between the two religions and so confused the iconography, thus creating the 

haloed Buddha. Additionally, there is the obvious structural argument that the 

halo was created to support the thinness of the neck. This would be of similar use 

as the block found beneath the Buddha’s feet, again creating a more stable statue. 

Overall, the evidence presented for the nimbus behind Buddha’s head being a 

Dharma Wheel can be said to be convincing, but it is not the only argument to be 

found. Within Buddhism, the nimbus is most likely a Dharma Wheel as Buddha is 

not considered to be a god, whereas in Hinduism, it can be argued that it is a halo 

as there is the belief that the Buddha is the ninth reincarnation of Vishnu. 

Therefore, coming to a conclusion on this discussion is difficult as it ultimately 
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depends on the religion from which the argument is being viewed. Alongside 

looking at the Buddha statues themselves, there are the Bodhisattva.  

Bodhisattva 
The Bodhisattva (बोधिसत्त्व) are those who have generated the Bodhicitta 

(enlightened mind), a spontaneous wish and compassionate mind for the benefit of 

all sentient beings.158 They are a popular figure of Buddhist artworks and often 

represent Gautama in his former life.159 The Jataka Tales often show the 

Bodhisattva’s attempts to embrace qualities such as self-sacrifice and morality.160 

Looking at the these tales, Warder believes them to be precursors to legendry 

biographies of the Buddha that were compiled at later dates.161 Interestingly, 

although the Jatakas are written describing the Buddha’s past lives, there is very 

little biographical evidence for the life of Gautama.162 This leads to the issue of 

the anthropomorphic image of the Buddha as Gautama’s appearance was most 

likely unknown. This lack of description of the Buddha may be part of the reason 

that there was no anthropomorphic depiction of the Buddha until the 1st century 

CE. Nevertheless, there is an argument that the Buddha image is actually based on 

the Indo-Greek King Demetrius I. 

W.W. Tarn, the British Classical Scholar, has suggested that the Indo-Greek 

invasion of India was in support of the Mauryan Empire against the persecution of 

Buddhism by the Sungas.163Arguing against this, Romila Thapar suggests that 

some of the accounts may be exaggerations by Buddhist missionaries.164 Thapar 
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credits a purely economic motivation to the Indo-Greek invasion of South Asia.165 

Because of this interaction, there is a strong possibility that Demetrius I was used 

as a model for the Buddha image. Using some of the coins of Demetrius, 

similarities between him and the Gautama Buddha can be seen.  

The silver tetradrachm of Demetrius I is a side portrait of the ruler.166 The strong 

bridge of the nose of the portrait of Demetrius can be found in the image of the 

Buddha.167 Looking at the neck of the portrait, there is a similar gathering of cloth 

depicted on the Buddha statues.168 This minor detail is found on many 1st -2nd 

century Buddha images, including figure 29, coins of Kanishka and the Bimaran 

Casket, indicating that there is a stylistic inheritance from this Demetrius Coin. 

The Bimaran Casket 
 

The Bimaran Casket is a 1st century CE small gold reliquary, detailing the Buddha 

with Brahma and Sakra, found in Stupa no.2 at Bimaran, near Jalalabad in 

Afghanistan.169 Errington and Cribb, in the book The Crossroads of Asia, give a 

description of the Buddha image found on the Casket.170 They say that it is a 

Hellenistic representation of the Buddha due to its contrapposto stance, himation, 

bundled hair, moustache and realistic expression.171 Buddha is flanked on either 

side by the Indian deities, Brahma and Sakra, important to both Hinduism and 

Buddhism. They are found in the arched niches, known as ‘homme arcade’ or 

caitya, reminiscent of Greco-Roman architecture found in forums and temples.172 
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The choice of the deities, Brahma and Sakra, appears to be a syncretic choice, as 

both are important in Hindu and Buddhist mythology. Brahma is one of the 

leading gods and heavenly kings in Buddhism.173 He was adopted from other 

Indian religions, such as Hinduism that considered him to be a protector of 

teachings (Dharmapala).174 In Buddhist tradition, it was the deity Brahma 

Sahampati who appeared before the Buddha after his enlightenment and urged 

him to teach when he was unsure whether to convey his insights to others.175 

Brahma is part of the Buddhist cosmology and lords over the Brahmaloka, the 

heavenly realm of rebirth and the most sought after realm of the afterlife and 

reincarnation in Buddhist traditions.176 Brahma is generally represented as a god 

with four faces and four arms and is often depicted alongside Sakra.177  

Sakra is the ruler of the Trayastrimsa Heaven in accordance with Buddhist 

cosmology.178 The full title of Sakra is ‘Sakra, Lord of the Devas’ and the name 

Sakra ‘powerful’ as an epithet of Indra is found in several verses of the Rigveda. 

Indra is found in all three of the traditional Indian religions; Jainism, Buddhism 

and Hinduism.179 In Jainism, Indra is the king of the highest heaven, 

Saudharmakalpai, in Hinduism, he is a Vedic deity, and in Buddhism, a guardian 

deity.180 Again, the choice of Sakra appears to be a syncretic choice for the 

Bimaran Casket to depict. In total, there are eight figures on the casket, including 
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Sakra, Brahma and two attendants who, due to their jewelled appearance, are 

believed to be Bodhisattva.181 

The Bimaran Casket was found by archaeologist Charles Masson during his 

excavations in Afghanistan (1833-1838) and contained coinage belonging to the 

reign of the aforementioned Indo-Scythian king Azes II.182 Regarding Azes II, 

there is research by R.C. Senior indicating that he [Azes II] never existed.183 In 

the paper, The Final Nail in the Coffin of Azes II, Senior suggests that Azes II’s 

reign should be reassigned to that of Azes I.184 However, recent work by the 

British academic, Joe Cribb on the dating of the Casket has suggested that the 

coins are actually that of the Indo-Scythian king Kharahostes or his son, Mujtria; 

both of whom minted posthumous issues in the name of Azes.185 The dating of the 

Bimaran Casket is extremely important to Gandharan chronology as it denotes the 

possible earliest accepted image of the Buddha. The French Indologist, Gerard 

Fussman, suggests the dating of reliquary to be between 1 – 15CE, and the 

coinage suggests some point before 60CE.186  

Susan Huntington nicely sums up the debate, stating: 

“The well-known gold and ruby reliquary found at Bimaran in Afghanistan is 

generally assigned a date of about the second century AD in spite of the virtually 

incontrovertible scientific evidence surrounding it that suggests that it was made 

about the first century BC. The resistance to the early dating of the reliquary is 

based solely on the assumption that Buddha images were not introduced into the 
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Buddhist artistic repertoire until the early centuries of the Christian era, and 

therefore that any work that bears an image of the Buddha must be of a 

comparably late date”.187 

Taking this into account, the Bimaran Casket is one of the most critical pieces in 

Gandharan history. Due to the debate around the dating of the piece, there are a 

plethora of eras that could have produced the casket. Although there are many 

guesses to the dating of the Bimaran Casket, Cribb suggests that ‘more evidence is 

needed before all the questions can be answered as to how the casket can be used 

as a tool in the study of the development of Gandharan art’.188 

Overall, the variety of pieces that have been found across Gandhara and Mathura 

indicate that there was a clear connection between the Greeks and the Indians. 

Looking back to the coinage mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, they 

indicate the beginnings of a syncretic community that continued to grow and 

created the Buddha image of the early 1st millennium CE. 
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Summary of Findings and Conclusion 
 

The final chapter of this dissertation will include an overarching precis of the 

chronology and artwork and will consider how these findings affect present 

knowledge of the origin of the Buddha image. 

The research question for this dissertation was what the origins of the Buddha 

image are, with the hypothesis that the image is Indian yet was beautified by the 

Greeks. This was hindered by the chronological issues caused by a lack of 

evidence. Nevertheless, through the analysis of the form and iconography, the 

research question has been answered and the hypothesis proven correct.  

The first area in which this hypothesis is proven by the contextualisation of the 

area. The context proves that Gandhara was a cultural melting pot, due to the 

invasions of Persian, Greek and Indian conquerors. With them brought culture, 

artistic expression and perhaps most influentially religion. The two most 

important invasions are that of the Mauryan and Kushan Empires with their 

patronage of Buddhism, leading to Gandhara becoming one of the most influential 

religious centres in the East. Asoka’s bringing of Mahayana Buddhism to 

Gandhara allowed for Buddhist culture to grow and flourish in the area, with the 

Greco-Bactrian and Indo-Greek kingdoms, with kings such as Maues and Azes 

patronising the religion. Within this dissertation, the idea that the Buddha image 

was based on coinage of these two kings, the Ujjain Coin and the Kadapha Coin.  

Therefore, the second area in which the hypothesis can be proven correct is the 

iconography on coinage. The iconography on these coins depicts a figure sitting in 

the lotus position, something that has been found in many artworks found within 

the Sub-Continent. As stated in Chapter 3, Shiva is also often depicted in the lotus 
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position, and the coins mentioned may depict him. Nevertheless, an implication of 

this, particularly with the Ujjain Coin, is that the iconography found on the 

coinage indicates that the coins can be identified as a source of pictorial 

inspiration for the Buddha image. There is abundant room for further progress in 

researching the coinage that has been mentioned as there was neither the time nor 

space to discuss where the iconography on the coins themselves can be traced 

back to. Alongside this coinage, the Buddha images have been compared to both 

Indian and Greek works of art which will now be summarised. 

The main goal of this research was to determine whether or not the Buddha image 

had directly Greek origins. The third chapter of this dissertation took the basis of 

the argument between Foucher and Coomaraswamy and reapplied it to artworks 

alongside personal observation. One of the most significant observations to 

emerge from this study is that of figure 29, a piece from the Gupta Empire period. 

This piece, according to Dehejia, indicates the ideal Buddha image and so is of 

immense importance to the argument surrounding the origins of the Buddha 

image. The Gupta Buddha brings together what was considered to be the best 

parts of the Buddha images that existed during the period and they were then used 

to create the perfect image. It has the perfect combination of Hellenistic Greek 

artwork and Classical Indian tradition. The investigation of the Gupta Buddha and 

the coinage begins to build a picture of where the Buddha image emerged from.  

A synopsis of the whole argument suggests it is unlikely that either iconic or 

aniconic periods of Indian artwork existed, due to the variety of schools across the 

sub-continent. Nevertheless, there is a point where anthropomorphic images of the 

Buddha became more popular. Looking at the available evidence, it can be 

concluded that the techniques needed to make the Buddha image, as well as the 
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pictorial inspirations for this were present in India before the Greek invasion. Yet, 

it cannot be denied that the Greeks had a strong influence over the creation of the 

Buddha image. Thus, to conclude this dissertation, the Buddha image is of Indian 

origin due to the iconographic imagery available but the Greeks Hellenised the 

image, making it more accessible to a wider population. Future research that will 

be pursued in the area concerning globalism and religion in the ancient world 

includes the use of religion to placate a population through the lens of material 

culture, with a focus on the Gupta Period of India.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 

The Hymns of the Rigveda 
[01-126] HYMN CXXVI. Bhavayavya. 

1. WITH wisdom I present these lively praises of Bhavya dweller on the bank of Sindhu; 

For he, unconquered King, desiring glory, hath furnished me a thousand sacrifices.  

2. A hundred necklets from the King, beseeching, a hundred gift-steeds I at once 

accepted; Of the lord's cows a thousand, I Kaksivan. His deathless glory hath he spread to 

heaven.  

3. Horses of dusky colour stood beside me, ten chariots, Svanaya's gift, with mares to 

draw them. Kine numbering sixty thousand followed after. Kaksivan gained them when 

the days were closing.  

4. Forty bay horses of the ten cars' master before a thousand lead the long procession. 

Reeling in joy Kaksivan's sons and Pajra's have grounded the coursers decked with pearly 

trappings.  

5. An earlier gift for you have I accepted eight cows, good milkers, and tree harnessed 

horses, Pajras, who with your wains with your great kinsman, like troops of subjects, 

have been fain for glory. 

 6 [Ille loquitur]. Adhaerens, arcte adhaerens, illa quac mustelae similis se abdidit, 

multum humorem effundens, dat mihi complexuum centum gaudia. [[He talks]. An 

adherent, they are closely adhering to, those things that he has buried himself like a 

weasel, a lot of moisture to pour out, She gave me a hundred joys of the complex.] 

7 [Illa loquitur]. Prope, prope accede; molliter me tange. Ne putes pilos corporis mei-

paucos esse: tota sum villosa sicut Gandharidum ovis [[These talks]. I bring near, to come 

near him; I gently touch. Do you think my hair-a few, all have Gandharidum like shaggy 

sheep.] 
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Appendix 2 

Hymns of The Atharva−Veda 
V, 22. Charm against takman (fever) and related diseases. 

1. May Agni drive the takman away from here, may Soma, the press−stone, and Varuna, 

of tried skill; may the altar, the straw (upon the altar), and the brightly−flaming fagots 

(drive him away)! Away to naught shall go the hateful powers! 

2. Thou that makest all men sallow, inflarning them like a searing fire, even now, O 

takman, thou shalt become void of strength: do thou now go away down, aye, into the 

depths! 

The takman that is spotted, covered Nvith spots, like reddish sediment, him thou, (O 

plant) of unremitting potency, drive away down below! 

4. Having made obeisance to the takman, I cast him down below: let him, the champion 

of Sakambhara, return again to the Mahâvrishas! 

5. His home is with the Mûgavants, his home with the Mahâvrishas. From the moment of 

thy birth thou art indigenous with the Balhikas. 

6. O takman, vyãla, ví gada, vyánga, hold off (thy missile) far! Seek the gadabout 

slave−girl, strike her with thy bolt! 

7. O takman, go to the Mûgavants, or to the Balhikas farther away! Seek the lecherous 

Sûdra female: her, O takman, give a good shaking−up! 

8. Go away to the Mahâvrishas and the Mûgavants, thy kinsfolk, and consume them! 

Those (regions) do we bespeak for the takman, or these regions here other (than ours). 

9. (If) in other regions thou dost not abide, mayest thou that art powerful take pity on us! 

Takman, now, has become eager: he will go to the Balhikas. 

10. When thou, being cold, and then again deliriously hot, accompanied by cough, didst 

cause the (sufferer) to shake, then, O takman, thy missiles were terrible: from these surely 

exempt us! 

11. By no means ally thyself with balâsa, cough and spasm! From there do thou not return 

hither again: that, O takman, do I ask of thee! 

12. O takman, along with thy brother balâsa, along with thy sister cough, along with thy 

cousin pâman, go to yonder foreign folk! 

13. Destroy the takman that returns on (each) third day, the one that intermits (each) third 

day, the one that continues without intermission, and the autumnal one; destroy the cold 

takman, the hot, him that comes in summer, and him that arrives in the rainy season! 

14. To the Gandhâris, the Mâgavants, the Angas, and the Magadhas, we deliver over the 

takman, like a servant, like a treasure! 
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Appendix 3 

Maps 

 

Figure 1 - Map of Gandhara 

 

 

Figure 2 – Jalalabad 
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Appendix 4 

Stupas 

 

Figure 3 - Great Stupa at Sanchi 

 

Figure 4 - Stupa No.2 Sanchi - Location where the Bimaran Casket was found 
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Appendix 5 

Indian Artworks 

Yaksha and Yakshini 

                                     

Figure 5 - Patna Yaksha With Sketches 

 

 

 

 

/ 
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Figure 6 - Yaksha From Patna 
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Figure 7 - Yaksha from Parkham 
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Figure 8 - Yaskshi from Didarganj 
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Naga and Nagini 

                             

Figure 9 - Naga With Attendants 

  



64 | P a g e  
 

Surya 

                                            

Figure 10 - Surya from Mathura 
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Shiva 

                                        

Figure 11 - Threeheaded Shiva from Gandhara 

 

                                             

 Figure 12 -  Linga and Shiva of Parashurameshvara temple of Gudimallam 
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Indra 

 

Figure 13 - Indra's Visit to Indrasala Cave from Kolkata 
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Vishnu 

 

Figure 14 - 5th-century Vishnu at Udayagiri Caves 

                                               

Figure 15 - Vishnu Sculpture Brooklyn Museum 
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Bahurt and Sanchi Reliefs 
 

 

Figure 16 – Naga Erdpata Worshipping Buddha (Bharhut) 

 

Figure 17 - Teacher and Disciples (Bharhut) 

 

Figure 18 - Buddha Triad (Sanchi) 
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Figure 19 - Abhiniskramana (Great Renunciation) (Sanchi) 
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Appendix 6 

Greek, Persian and Etruscan 

 

Figure 20 - Crouching Aphrodite 

 

Figure 21 - Belvedere Apollo 
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Figure 22 - The Orator 

 

Figure 23 - Farnese Herakles 
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Figure 24 - Phrasikeia Kore 

 

Figure 25 - Colosseum, Rome - an example of Homme-Arcade 
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Figure 26 - Statue of Darius I 
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Gandharan Buddhas 

 

Figure 27 - Gandharan Buddha Head 

 

Figure 28 - Gandharan Seated Buddha (whole image) 
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Figure 29 - Gandharan Seated Buddha (face) 

 

Figure 30 - Gandharan Seated Buddha (Back) 
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Figure 31 - Gandharan Standing Buddha 

 

Figure 32 - Statue of the Buddha, Takht-i-Bahi 



77 | P a g e  
 

 

Figure 33 – Bodhisattva 

 

Figure 34 - Greco-Christian Christ and Greco-Buddhist Buddha 
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Appendix 7 

Mathuran Buddhas 

 

Figure 35 - Mathuran Buddha Head 

 

Figure 36 - Seated Buddha, Mathura 
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Appendix 8 

Aniconic Images 
 

 

Figure 37 - Vessantara Jataka (Bharhut) 

 

Figure 38 - The Parinirvana (Bharhut) 

Appendix 9 

Coinage 
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Figure 39 - Ujjain Coin 

 

Figure 40 - Kadapha Coin 

 

Figure 41 - Kanishka Coin 
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Figure 42 - Maues Coin 

 

Figure 43 - Azes Coin 
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Figure 44 - Silver Tetradrachm of Demetrius I 
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Appendix 11 

Bimaran Casket 
 

 

Figure 45 - Bimaran Casket 1 

 

Figure 46 - Bimaran Casket 2 
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Figure 47 - Buddha Detail, Bimaran Casket 
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