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Abstract: 

This paper reveals that the great stone statues of massive style, which hardly stand out 

against the block from which they are carved, probably date from the Sunga period. The high 

relief work during this period is still somewhat crude, but the little clay statues are much more 

lifelike, and the bas-relief carvings, found on the stupa balustrades, are fresh and realistic. At 

Bharhut in the middle of the second century B.C., the decorations on the panels of the balusters 

and on the handrail incorporate bas-reliefs. The handrail is a curving lotus stem, with carvings in 

the interstices, which represent lotus flowers and fruit, simple scenes treated in a linear manner 

in slight relief, revealing great charm and acute observation. The subjects of these scenes are 

taken from the (a story of earlier life of the Gautama Buddha). 
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Introduction: 

 The great stupa of Sanchi shows a more developed form. The planes are differentiated 

and the relief is sharper; the scenes introduce a larger number of figures and are adapted to the 

framework they decorate, the jambs (torana) or architraves. The decorative elements still show 

the Achaemenide influence, or foreshadow the Greek influence: griffons and winged beasts, 

tritons, palmettes; while the wood nymphs in high relief stand in the supple, alert attitude 

common in Indian art.  

The following period (at the beginning of the Christian era) saw the appearance of the 

actual image of the Buddha, designed according to a specific model, and with gestures and 

attitudes that have a fixed significance. In the north-west, in Gandhara, the figure is Hellenic, 

standing  or sitting in oriental fashion, and dressed in monastic garb. The folds of the garment are 

draped in concentric curves and cover both shoulders. The hair, carved in waves or curls, forms a 

kind of chignon -- the ushnisha, or cranial protuberance -- which, together with the urna, the tuft 

of hair between the eyebrows, is one of the special characteristics of the Buddha. The lobes of 

the ears are distended to recall the heavy jewels he wore in them when he was a prince of the 

blood.  

The Mathura school, on the other hand, created a type of Buddha which is much more 

Indian in character; it bears the same distinguishing marks but has a shaved crown and a round 

face. The folds of the garment are softer and leave the right shoulder bare; the right hand is 

raised in the gesture of fearlessness, abhaya mudra. A little later we find the Amaravati Buddha, 

still with the same distinguishing marks, but with the hair in small curls over the head, the right 
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shoulder bared and the folds of the monastic robes falling regularly with an inward curve, and 

draped over the left arm.  

The work of the Gandhara school is rather on the margin of Indian art, with a style that is 

still very Hellenic, although the subjects dealt with are Indian, being themes from the life of the 

Buddha. Some Greek decorative motifs -- acanthus leaves, palmettes, cupids bearing garlands, 

arabesques of vine leaves -- are found almost unchanged; while a typically Indian element, the 

balustrade, also appears. In the middle of the leaves of a Corinthian capital we see a tiny Buddha 

seated.  

There is a great deal of sculpture adorning the stupas and the sancturies, bas-reliefs 

carved in bluish schist in a conventional style, and placing the princely figure of a Bodhisattva in 

royal robes beside the classical Buddha. In addition to these carvings in schist, there is stucco 

work, an easier material, giving the sculpture more opportunity to indulge his fancy. The type of 

Buddha is the same, but the lay-figures accompanying him reveal acute observation, and their 

heads are often real portraits, showing definite ethnic characteristics, which have sometimes been 

compared to Gothic sculpture. 

Analysis of the Study:  

The art of the Mathura school is a continuation of that of Bharhut and Sanchi, but it 

assimilated foreign influences in the way Indian art has done throughout its history. Here the 

influences are mainly Iranian and Hellenic. The red sandstone from the local quarries is 

characteristic of the sculpture of this period and region. Scenes showing incidents in the life of 

the Buddha are presented both in the earlier iconography, in which the presence of the Buddha is 

indicated by symbols, and in the second iconography, which portrays the Buddha himself. The 

figures of women recall those of the pillars of the Bharhut stupa balustrades, but with greater 

charm and more supple movement. Characteristic of this period are the monumental statues of 

the Kushan kings, who reigned there at this time. They wear the dress of steppe nomads: a long 

garment opening towards the feet, with boots and a Scythian cap, and a sword by their side.  

The Amaravati school, to the south-east of the Deccan, also carries on the tradition of the 

Bharhut and Sanchi schools, with their naturalism, but infuses into sculpture a well-developed 

sense of movement and composition. The human figures are distorted, and specially adapted to 

the shape of the object on which they appear -- often a medallion, which gives them a circular 

design. The material from which they are carved -- white chalk or marble -- is well fitted to their 

less sober style. Little work in high relief comes from this school, but there is a great deal of bas-

relief decoration on the stupas of this region ( Amaravati, Nagarjunikonda, Goli, etc.), not only 

on the inner and outer sides of the balustrades, but on the stupa itself. Like the sculptors of 

Mathura, these artists work in both the Buddhist iconographies, and we may even find that, on 

the same slab, in one scene the Buddha himself is portrayed, and in another he is represented by 

a symbol. In the work of this school we can see a trend towards extreme grace and refinement; 

several different periods can be distinguished. Ivory panels which had formed part of the 

decoration of seats discovered at Begram in Afghanistan reveal the secular art of this period, 

showing affinities with both the Amaravati and the Mathura schools. 
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During the sixth century B.C. (the period when the Buddha was alive) North-west India 

was invaded by the Achaemenide Persians, who remained masters of the Punjab until the end of 

the fourth century B.C. This invasion was important for the cultural influences it brought with it, 

which can be seen in the earliest Buddhist art. There followed the expedition of Alexander the 

Great ( 326 B.C.), which reached the banks of the Indus; although of short duration, its influence 

was perpetuated through the Indo-Greek states set up in Gandhara and Kapissa (North-west 

India), which became the cradle of Greco-buddhist or Gandhara art, in which the themes were 

Indian, but the style Hellenic.  

Together with the foundations of Asoka's palace at Pataliputra, these columns are the 

earliest archaeological material of the historical period in India, and show a strong Achaemenide 

Persian influence. The Maurya dynasty came to an end round the year 176 B.C. and was replaced 

by the Sunga dynasty, which proved incapable of preserving Indian unity. Political partition was 

again to be found, but the history of this dynasty is marked by a great surge of artistic activity. 

There are many Buddhist monuments dating from this period, built in the open air, like the 

stupas of Sanchi, Bharhut and Bodh Gaya, or cut into the rock like the caitya of Bhaja, apsidal in 

form and with a horse-shoe-shaped entrance. The stupa, the characteristic Buddhist monument, 

probably developed from the tumulus; it was almost certainly built as a funeral monument at one 

time, although later it became simply a commemorative one. The stupas are surrounded by a 

balustrade (vedika), which marks the boundary. 

 Domination of Iran and Mesopotamia was wrested from the Seleucids by the 

Parthians, a people said to have been originally a Scythian tribe but who obtained the name by 

which they are known in world history from the eastern Iranian province of Parthava. The 

province already existed in Achaemenid times and only some time after the middle of the third 

century B.C. was it occupied by this new Central Asiatic people.  

The Parthian palace at Ashur could be reconstructed and may be discussed in some detail 

because its façade without doubt influenced that of the later Sassanian palace of Ctesiphon, 

perhaps indirectly through an earlier Parthian structure which may have been erected at that site. 

This façade of the palace at Ashur, made of stucco with strips of colonnettes and framed niches, 

is related to elaborate Roman façades, especially the scenae frontes of a theatre, through the idea 

for the simulated decorative storeys which characterize some of these scenae frontes may have 

originated in the Hellenistic architecture of the Near East. The treatment of the Roman 

architectural elements at Ashur was flat and decorative, thus depriving them of their tectonic 

significance. In part this development may have been rooted in the traditional façades of ancient 

Babylonia; for in their decorative scheme semicircular mouldings and channels produced vertical 

accents while flat horizontal courses divided the surface into a semblance of storeys.  

The special charm of the façade at Ashur, however, was surely provided by the friezes 

cut in gypsum stucco with their backgrounds painted in bright colours in such a way that the 

geometric patterns, based on square and circle, stood out like lace against he undercut 
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backgrounds of yellow, dark red, black, leaf green and a luminous red. The principal façade of 

the Parthian palace at Ashur forms one of the four walls of a court, the other walls of which each 

have small iwans [barrel-vaulted rectangular room closed in the back and completely open in 

front, usually upon a court of differing sizes]. This plan represents the combination of the iwan 

with the ancient Near Eastern type of house which is centered on the court.  

The coins issued by the Arsacid kings provide the only unbroken sequence in a pictorial 

medium of the Parthian period. The portraits on the obverse and also the representations on the 

reverse are based on Hellenistic prototypes. In the  last century of Parthian rule, however, the 

fabric and style of the coins disintegrated and the representations were dissolved into lines and 

dots, so that they are scarcely recognizable. It is interesting to note that a somewhat similar 

development occurred later within the Sassanian coinage.  

The Earliest Arsacid coins, which may probably be assigned to Mithradates I [c. 171-

138/7 B.C.], show on the obverse a beardless head with 'bold and striking features,' beaked nose, 

prominent eyebrows, over-sized eye, curved lips and strong chin. He wears a cap of soft 

material, leather or felt, which comes to a point, here folded over the side. The ends of the cap 

hang down in front and in the back. This cap is similar to that worn by the Scythians of 

Achaemenid times and probably also to that of the Medes. It may even be related to the pointed 

headgear seen on Neo-Elamite reliefs [see the rendering of the Elamite king in the drawing of the 

relief on. Around the cap of the Parthian on the coin lies a diadem, tied at the back with a small 

bow the ends of which curve down gracefully. Small curls--or, more likely, an ear-ring--are 

visible below the cap. Hellenistic influence is apparent in the plastic forms of the portrait and in 

its strong contrasts, as well as in the exaggerated size of the eye. 

Many coins have survived from the time of Mithradates II [c. 123-88/87 B.C.], during 

which Parthian power was at its height. The obverse of these coins shows the great king with a 

distinctive profile and long beard; from the middle of his reign he was shown with a tall cap 

decorated with rows of pearls and jewels, which formed a large star on the side. Henceforth this 

cap became almost a royal insigne and was worn by many rulers portrayed on Arsacid coins. Of 

the various inscriptions which Mithradates II caused to have arranged in the form of a square on 

the reverse of his coins the most characteristic is the one which calls him Arsaces, King of Kings 

[like the Achaemenid rulers], the Just, the Beneficent and the Philhellene. 

From this period onward the images on the coins begin to be schematized, especially the 

figure on the reverse, but some interesting types were still being developed. A coin of Phraates 

III [70 or 69-58/57 B.C.] shows the king of Parthian costume seated on a throne facing toward 

the left. Upon his extended hand perches an eagle, while he grasps a long sceptre with the other 

hand. Behind the king stands a female figure in a Greek garment, characterized as a Hellenistic 

city goddess by her mural crown and a tall sceptre. With her right hand she places a diadem or 

wreath upon the head of the king. The representation celebrates a victory of Phraates, perhaps 
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over Seleucia. This type is the first of a considerable number of coins representing important 

historical and religious events in the reigns of Parthian rulers.  

Little has come down through the ages of wall-paintings of the Parthian period, though 

painting surely was the major art of the age. If the site of Kuh-i Kwadja, mentioned above for the 

resemblance of its ground-plan to Buddhist monasteries is really Parthian and not already 

Sassanian, and if one may draw conclusions from Herzfeld's renderings of the fragmentary 

paintings, they manifest a provincial Graeco-Roman style, hardened and simplified but with a 

certain competence in the grouping and the rendering of the human figures. Certain features, 

however, such as a frontally rendered eye and probably also the strong colours bespeak Eastern 

heritage. Similar statements can also be made about the wall-paintings of Dura Europos on the 

upper Euphrates, especially about the two paintings in the Mithraic 'cave', which show the god 

Mithra as a mounted huntsman in the parade dress of the nobles of the rich desert town of 

Palmyra. Hence the paintings were probably copied from Palmyrene prototypes. Mithra's head 

and upper body are seen in frontal view.
5
 This may be a return to ancient Near Eastern traditions 

from Hellenistic conventions which had favoured a three-quarter view suggestive of depth and 

corporeality. In the hunting scenes depth and movement are only suggested by the arrangement 

in diagonal rows of the sharply outlined fleeing animals. Similar pictures probably served as 

models for the hunting scenes of the following Sassanian period.  

In striking contrast to these paintings are the crude, flat rock reliefs of the Parthian period 

in Iran with their awkwardly arranged, usually frontal figures. Only the reliefs of Mithradates II 

[c. 123-88/87 B.C.] [p. 188] and Gotarzes II [c. A.D. 38-51] may have been more competently 

carved, although one cannot really judge their quality in their present fragmentary and 

disintegrated state.   

It seems likely that the rock reliefs and other relief work were produced by relatively 

untutored local stone-carvers. Similarities which exist between these carvings of Iran and graffiti 

scratched upon the walls of houses at Dura Europos probably indicate that throughout the 

Parthian empire interest was centered on certain scenes and their principal features, on sacrifices 

before a fine altar, on the king surrounded by dignitaries, on scenes of battle and of the hunt.
6
 

The factual information conveyed pictorially by these scenes is probably quite correct and makes 

them at least historically interesting; furthermore, they already contain many themes of later 

Sassanian art.  

The most important free-standing sculpture of the Parthian period is a male figure of 

bronze, slightly more than life-sized, which was found in the ruins of a temple at Shami on the 

plateau of Malamire in the mountain region of the Elymais [ancient Elamite territory]. The 

broad-shouldered Parthian wearing an Iranian costume faces the beholder in a frontal posture 

which seems both powerful and almost immovable. The figure stands with legs slightly spread.
7
 

The feet, clad in boots of felt or leather, act as a base for the columnar legs, which are broadened 
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by wide and loose leggings. The rest of the body is proportionately heavy. The man wears a 

jacket with smooth borders, probably of leather. These borders lead the eye around the hips and 

diagonally across the thorax. A belt accentuates the thick waist. The neck is equally thick and 

columnar. In comparison the head, which was separately and probably not locally cast, is small 

for the body. Only the main features of the head were formed in the casting. Details such as the 

eyes, eyebrows, moustache, short beard and hair were subsequently engraved. The date of the 

sculpture is indicated both by the posture and by the style of the figure. The frontal pose, here 

mitigated only very slightly by one foot, appears in the second century A.D. in sculpture of the 

Kushana rulers of India, where frontality is complete, in a fragmentary statue from Surkh Kotal 

in Afghanistan, and in somewhat less rigid manner in the sculptures of Hatra and Palmyra. It 

almost seems as if the effectiveness of this pose for the representation of a powerful personage 

had been recognized only at this time. Seyig pointed out that the severe style of the sculpture was 

not found in related statuary from Palmyra after the first half of the second century, so that the 

first half of that century seems to be a likely date for the forceful statue from Shami.  

Nothing in the simplified and somewhat hard stylization of the face is comparable to the 

soft and plastic quality of the Seleucid head which was found at the same place, nor does the 

style of the figure as a whole resemble closely that of the other sculptural fragments found at the 

site. Greater similarity, however, can be noted with the head of a ruler from Hatra  which belongs 

approximately to the same period. The head is shown here because it also resembles in its tall 

jeweled cap the one worn by Mithradates II and many of his successors on their coin portraits.
10

  

Among the works of minor art which seem most characteristic of the Parthian period 

should be mentioned the handles in the shape of an extended feline animal, a panther or leopard. 

Several stylistic trends which were operative in the Parthian period are noticeable in these small 

works of art: the naturalism of Graeco-Roman art, expressed especially in the heads of the feline 

creatures and in the sinuous grace of their bodies, the tendency of the peoples to the north of Iran 

to attenuate the bodies of animals for formal reasons, and the tendency of the ancient Near East, 

especially of Iran, to combine in one object animal and vessel for decoration.  

Other works of Parthian minor art are small clay figures and plaques of horsemen, of 

which only the plaques really deserve to be classed as art because the three-dimensional clay 

figures of riders--of Achaemenid derivation--are usually too crude to be considered in a book 

devoted to the art of Iran.
11

 The plaques, on the other hand, are strongly influenced by Graeco-

Roman art and therefore belong more definitely in a work on Hellenism in Asia  than in the 

present volume.  

Bone figurines of nude females, descendants of the prehistoric figurines, vary from some 

fairly naturalistic and even elegant examples to others of complete and crude schematization. 
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Conclusion:  

Little is known as yet about glyptic art in the Parthian period. Much that is called 

Parthian was actually Sassanian and vice versa. The impressions of Parthian seals from Nisa 

show that Seleucid tradition continued both in the repertory of symbolic animals of ancient Near 

Eastern derivation and in the delicately engraved motifs of Hellenistic origin. Motifs derived 

from both styles appear to be rendered also in a schematic manner with mechanical tools like 

cutting wheels. The full development of such a glyptic style, however, was only to come in the 

Sassanian period.  
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