
West meets East: At the Borders 

of the Oikoumene and Beyond  
 

Lecture 7 – The Greek Legacy in  

Central Asia and Northwest India 
 

 
CLAH6007 

Dr Matthew Adam Cobb 



Nomadic Invasions 
“Now the greater part of the Scythians, 
beginning at the Caspian Sea, are called Dahae, 
but those who are situated more to the east 
than these are named Massagetae and Sacae, 
whereas all the rest given the general name of 
Scythians, though each people is given a 
separate name of its own. They all for the most 
part nomads. But the best known of the nomads 
are those who took away Bactria from the 
Greeks, I mean the Asii, Pasiani, Tochari, and 
Sacarauli, who originally came from the country 
on the other side of the Jaxartes River that 
adjoins that of the Shakas and the Sogdiani and 
was occupied by the Shakas.” – Strabo Geog. 
11.8.2. 

• Sima Qian Shiji, the 
Chinese “Book of 
History” – Xiongnu and 
the Da Yuezhi. 
 

• Zhang Qian meets the 
Yuezhi in 129/128 BC. 
 

“Asiani [Kushans] are kings 
of the Tochari and 
destroyed the Sacaraucae” 
– Justin XLII Prologue.  



Sacking and Plundering 

• Sacking of of Samarkand 
c.145-130 BC. 
 

• Sacking of Aï Khanum 
c.145 BC by the Sakas and 
subsequently by Yuehzi 
(Yueh-Chih) c.130 BC. 
 

• Plundering of the Oxus 
sanctuary at Takht-I Sangin 
(frontier between Bactria 
and Sogdia). 

 



Kushan Kingdom 
“The main centre of the Da Yuezhi (Kushan) 
kingdom  is the town of Lanshi (Bactra/Balkh). To 
the west it borders Anxi (Parthia), which is 49 days 
march away. To the east, it is 6,537 li (2,718 km) 
from the seat of the Chief Scribe [in Lukchun], and 
16,370 li (6,807 km) from Luoyang. There are 
100,000 households, 400,000 individuals, and 
more than 100,000 men able to bear arms. 
 

Formerly, the Yuezhi were defeated by the 
Xiongnu. They then moved to Daxia (Bactria) and 
divided up this kingdom between five xihou 
(‘Allied Princes’)… 
 

More than a hundred years later, the xihou (‘Allied 
Prince’) of Guishuang (Badakhshān and the 
adjoining territories north of the Oxus), named 
Qiujiu Que (Kujula Kadphises), attacked and 
exterminated the four other xihou (‘Allied 
Princes’). He set himself up as king of a kingdom 
called Guishuang (Badakhshan). He invaded Anxi 
(Parthia) and took the Gaofu (Kabul) region. He 
also defeated the whole of the kingdoms of Puta 
(Parthuaia, 55 CE), and Jibin (Kapisha-Peshawar). 
Qiujiu Que (Kujula Kadphises) was more than 
eighty years old when he died.” – Fan Ye Hou Han 
Shu 13 – Trans. John E. Hill. 

…port of trade Barbarikon… and behind it, inland, is 
the metropolis of Scythia itself, Minnagar. The 
throne is in the hands of the Parthians, who are 
constantly chasing each other off it.” – PME 38. 



 

 

Greek Legacy in Central 
Asia and Northwest India: 

Numismatic Evidence 



Numismatic Innovation 

• Indo-Greeks introduced innovation in coinage that 
would be picked up by north-western Indian 
kingdoms: 

– die-striking 

– use of legends 

– use of monograms 

– portraits of rulers 

– representation of deities 
 

• Portraits on coins did not become common 
elsewhere in India in the early first millennium AD. 

KUSHAN: Huvishka, c.AD 150-190, AV dinar. Half-
length figure of king right, wearing round helmet, 
holding ankus and sceptre / MIIPO, sun-god standing 
left, raising hand, tamgra to left – Fr.-19. 



Survival of Greek Coins  
• Many Greek coins would continue in circulation or be imitated (often lower 

quality) by the kingdoms which would replace them. 
 
 

• Saka (Indo-Scythian) king Spalirises who reigned some time after 70 BC, over-
struck (imprinted) his name onto an imitation coin of Eucradites I who came to 
an end around 145 BC. 
 

“…there are to be found in the market in Barygaza even today old drachmas 
engraved with the inscriptions, in Greek letters, of Apollodotus and Menander, 
rulers who came after Alexander.’ – PME 47. 

Image from Bopearachchi (1995).  Image from Casson (1989). 



Imitations and Script 

• The Kushan king Kujula 
Kadphises in the mid-
first century AD chose 
to reissue the coins of 
Hermaeus with his own 
name superimposed.  

Boardman et al (1992).  
Gold dinar – c.AD 127 - Crowned, diademed 
king standing facing, holding spear and 
sacrificing at altar at left, Greek legend around: 
BACIΛEYC BACI ... ΛEWN KANHþKOY (King of 
Kings Kanishka Kushan) / Solar deity Helios 
standing facing, with head turned to left, one 
hand on hip, the other raised in blessing, Greek 
legend right: HΛIOC, tamgha at left - Göbl 25.  



Adopting and Adapting the Gods 

• Notable popularity of certain 
deities, particularly Athena. 
 

• Importance of Saka and Indo-
Parthian developments for 
syncretism seen under the 
Kushans. 

Indo-Scythian / Saka - Maues. Circa 85-80 BC. AR Tetradrachm. Zeus 
standing left, holding sceptre / Nike standing right, holding palm & 
wreath; monogram to right. MIG 729a. 

Indo-Scythian / Saka - Azilizes. Ca 85-45/35 BC. AR Tetradrachm 
27mm, 7.99 g. King on horseback right, holding spear / Athena 
standing left, holding shield with aegis and thunderbolt; 
monograms in fields. Senior 50.1T. 

Indo-Parthian - Gondophares AE Tetradrachm. 30-50 AD. 22.14 mm, 
9.1 gr. BACILEWN BACILEWN GONDOFAROU, King on horseback 
right, holding ankus; monogram to right / Siva facing holding trident 
and extending right hand, monograms to left and right. BMC 10. 



 

 

 

Tillya Tepe 

“Hill of Gold” 



Nomad Necropolis 

• Six nomadic graves discovered at the site of Tillya Tepe. 
 

• Rulers of a Kushan princedom? 

 
 

 



“Household Burial”? 

• Possible family – body of woman 
20-30 years of age (Tomb 1); 
woman age 30-40 (Tomb 2); 
female teenager (Tomb 3); adult 
male warrior (Tomb 4); young 
woman, comparatively lacking in 
ornaments (Tomb 5); woman with 
a collapsible crown (Tomb 6). 

 

• Tiberian aureus present – used for 
dating. 
 

• Similarity of the structures - 
consistency of certain objects - 
hierarchical manner of the burial?  

 



Composite Art 

Tomb 5 - A pair of heart shaped earrings 

Tomb 2 – Ring with an image of Athena  (lacking a seat)  Tomb 3 – A pair of clasps – Cupids on dolphins  Tomb 3 - Ornament with 
an image of Athena  

Tomb 2 - A ring with an intaglio depicting 
Athena 



Tomb 3 – Rounded box with lid, bearing 
Greek inscription - Greek script (CTA E/B) – 
sigma, tau, alpha, - epsilon / beta. 

Five staters and two drachmas = 23.4 grams. 

Tomb 4 – Phial (bowl) bearing Greek inscription - Greek 
script (CTA MA) – sigma, tau, alpha, - mu / alpha. - 41 
staters = 637.96 grams. 

“From Scythes son of 
Heracles comes the 
whole line of the kings 
of Scythia; and it is 
because of the vessel 
that the Scythians carry 
vessels on their belts to 
this day. This alone his 
mother did for Scythes. 
This is what the Greek 
dwellers in Pontus say.” 
– Herodotus 4.10.3. 

Tomb 6 – A pair of clasps showing Dionysus and Ariadne  Tomb 6 – Appliqué “the 
Aphrodite of Bactria” 



 

 

 

“Toilet Trays” 



• Concave disc of 4 to 40 cm 
in diameter. 
 

• Tend to be made of soft 
stone such as steatite or 
serpentine or of hard stone 
such as schist and gypsum. 
 

• Very few of these objects 
have been found in 
archaeological contexts. 
 

• Derive a wide range of 
scenes from Greek, Roman, 
Indian, Iranian and Scythian 
iconographic repertoires. 



Sea-Monsters 

• Sea-dragons, sea-
horses, 
ichtyocentaurus, 
sea-lions, sea-
griffins, sea-hares 
and tritons.   
 

• Indian sea-
monsters 
(makaras) lack 
characteristics of 
Gandharan 
examples. 

Domitius Ahenobarbus altar, Glyptothek, Munich Met Museum of Art, New York 



Hercules and Apollo? 

• Vajrapāṇi = Hercules? or 
adapting the imagery of 
Hercules? 

Apollodotus I -square bronze 
hemiobol, Apollo standing / tripod 

Apollo riding a winged Delphic 
tripod – Vatican Museum 



Dionysus 
• Connections between Dionysus and his 

thiasos with the Yakṣa / Yaksha? 

Image from Pons  (2011)  Lucianian Volute crater by the Creusa Painter, red-figure 
pottery, 4th century BC. Toledo Museum of Art 

 



 

 

 

The Art of Gandhara  





The Gandharan Style 

Winged Atlas – Jamalgarhi - c.2nd – 
3rd century AD – British Museum. 

Relief of regaling couples – Peshawar Valley – c.1st -2nd century AD – Victoria and Albert Museum. 

Fragmentary relief: Troy Horse – Mardan District – c.2nd century AD – British Museum. 
Vajrapani and others – Gandhara - c.2nd 
– 3rd century AD – British Museum. 
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