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Geographical differences and similarities in  
Gandhāran sculptures1

Satoshi Naiki

Introduction

Both chronology and geography are essential for understanding the material cultures of the past. This 
is true of the consideration of Buddhist culture through the analysis of Gandhāran sculptures (Figure 
1).2 If we ignore the chronological position of the sculptures, we cannot explain the geographical 
differences and similarities amongst regions because we lack contemporaneous material. It is unreliable 
to compare sculptures made in different periods. Similarly, if we do not attend sufficiently to geography, 
our view of the chronology is distorted. In this sense, the themes of the Gandhāra Connections project’s 
two workshops – ‘Problems of Chronology in Gandhāran Art’ and ‘The Geography of Gandhāran Art’ 
correlate closely with one another.

The present author has previously discussed the dating of Gandhāran sculptures found in archaeological 
excavations, as well as the chronology of stylistic features in sculptures excavated in the Gandhāra and 
Uḍḍiyāna regions (cf. Naiki 2016).3 The results of these analyses might be helpful for considering the 
geographical differences and similarities of Gandhāran sculptures among regions in this area. In this 
paper, I would like to present some of the results of my earlier research and give some additional data. 

Comparison of stylistic features among regions is not in itself sufficient for considering the geography 
of Gandhāran sculptures. Several perspectives are needed to compare the material in this respect. This 
is why the present author shall be considering technical characteristics in addition to style in this paper, 
in order to understand the production of Gandhāran sculpture better.4

Stylistic features of Gandhāran sculptures in the Uḍḍiyāna region

First, we will review the chronology of stylistic features in Gandhāran sculptures found in the Uḍḍiyāna 
region – the Swat valley (see also the contribution by Abdul Ghafoor Lone in the present volume). 
Archaeological sites in this region have been intensively researched by the Italian Archaeological 
Mission in Pakistan (under the auspices of IsMEO, the Istituto Italiano per il Medio ed Estremo Oriente) 
since the 1950s. These include well-known sites such as Butkara I, Udegram, Saidu Sharif I, Panr, Bīr-
koṭ-ghwaṇḍai, and Amluk-dara.  

1 I would like to express my gratitude to Prof Peter Stewart and Dr Wannaporn Kay Rienjang for inviting me to the workshop, 
‘The Geography of Gandhāran Art’ (University of Oxford, 22 and 23 March 2018). This paper is based on my talk and subsequent 
discussion with scholars attending the workshop. In respect to the figures in this paper, I thank Prof Pierfrancesco Callieri, 
Prof Koji Nishikawa, Prof Hidenori Okamura, Dr Luca Maria Olivieri, and Mr Abdul Nasir for allowing me to use pictures, and 
Dr Mario Mineo and Dr Laura Giuliano for helping me to get permission to use pictures.
2  In this paper, the following geographical terminology will be used: the Gandhāra region to refer to the present day Peshawar 
basin; the Uddiyāna region to refer to the present day Swat valley to the north; and the Taxila region to refer to the area on the 
south-east of the Peshawar basin across the Indus river. I use this terminology based on the accounts by Xuanzang, the Chinese 
Buddhist monk who travelled around this area at the beginning of the seventh century AD. When I need to describe this whole 
area, I shall call it the north-western Indian subcontinent.
3  My paper discussing the chronology of stylistic features of Gandhāran sculpture is provisionally expected to appear in the 
proceedings of the 22nd conference of the European Association for South Asian Archaeology and Art held in Stockholm in 
2014 (Naiki forthcoming a).
4  Terms for Gandhāran sculptures used in this paper mainly follow the work by Domenico Faccenna and Anna Filigenzi 
(Faccenna & Filigenzi 2007).
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Among excavation results from these sites, those in Butkara I gave us fundamental information for 
considering the chronology of style in the Uḍḍiyāna region. Butkara I was excavated from 1956 to 1964 
by the Italian Mission led by Domenico Faccenna (e.g. Faccenna & Gullini 1962; Faccenna 1962; 1980-
81). The site is thought to have been the central Buddhist sacred place in this region, and to have been 
established in the Mauryan period in the third century BC, or slightly later.5

Plenty of sculptures were found at Butkara I (Faccenna 1964). One of Faccenna’s prominent achievements 
was to divide sculptures excavated there into stylistic groups on the basis of the manner in which they 
rendered their subjects. He divided them into three stylistic groups: the ‘drawing’ group, with rigid 
but detailed renderings such as multiple parallel lines in drapery and hair, or pupils in eyes (Figure 2); 
the ‘naturalistic’ group, with realistic and fluent features (Figure 3); and the ‘stereometric’ group, with 
voluminous and simplified renderings (Figure 4) (Faccenna 1974: 174; Faccenna et al. 2003: 290).

5  This dating is based on a coin of Chandragupta (See Errington 1999/2000: 191-192 where she argues that this so-called 
Chandragupta coin found at Butkara I was likely to have been issued during the reign of Asoka.). It is problematic to date the 
establishment of the sacred site on the basis of one single coin. However, when we take into account the fact that inscriptions 
with the name of ‘Dharmarajika’ were found in this site, I consider it plausible that the origin of the site can be dated back to 
the Mauryan period (Faccenna et al. 2003: 279).

Figure 1. Map of the north-western Indian subcontinent (Drawing: S. Naiki).
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Faccenna focused on reused sculptural materials 
found in the site when explaining the meanings 
of stylistic difference among sculptures (Faccenna 
et al. 2003: 290). There were sculptures which had 
been used on both sides of the stone, with each 
side exhibiting different stylistic features. One 
side was original, and its figures and motifs were 
represented in an older style. After the sculpture 

Figure 2. Sculpture belonging to the drawing group 
found at Butkara I (Photo: © Museo delle Civiltà – MAO 

‘G. Tucci’, Piazzale G. Marconi 14, 00144 Rome).

Figure 3. Sculpture belonging to the naturalistic group 
found at Butkara I (Photo: © Museo delle Civiltà – MAO 

‘G. Tucci’, Piazzale G. Marconi 14, 00144 Rome).

Figure 4. Sculpture belonging to the stereometric group 
found at Butkara I (Photo: © Museo delle Civiltà – MAO 

‘G. Tucci’, Piazzale G. Marconi 14, 00144 Rome).
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was broken, the other side was reused for carving in another, newer style. For example, one side of a 
sculpture could be allocated to the naturalistic group (Figure 5), while the other side of the stone had been 
used later for sculpture belonging to the stereometric group (Figure 6). By explaining the phenomenon 
of reuse, Faccenna demonstrated that the stylistic differences were a function of chronology.6

6  Faccenna shows us several examples of reused material in the catalogue of sculptures found in Butkara I other than one 
introduced here (Faccenna 1964: pls. CDLXXXVIII-DXIX).

Figure 6. Another side of reused sculpture found at Butkara I 
(Photo: S. Naiki, courtesy of the Museo delle Civiltà – MAO 

‘G. Tucci’, Piazzale G. Marconi 14, 00144 Rome).

Figure 5. One side of reused sculpture found at Butkara I 
(Photo: S. Naiki, courtesy of the Museo delle Civiltà – MAO 

‘G. Tucci’, Piazzale G. Marconi 14, 00144 Rome).
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Additionally, Faccenna considered the context of architectural layers to which sculptures were attached. 
The Main Stūpa of Butkara I was enlarged several times and five structural phases were recognized 
(Faccenna et al. 2003: 278). These structural phases correspond with the floor levels of other architectural 
structures. A cornice sculpture found in situ could be assigned to the drawing group. The cornice was 
part of a stūpa that could be assigned to phase 3 of the Main Stūpa, datable to the first quarter of the first 
century AD on the basis of coins of Azes II (Faccenna et al. 2003: 283-286; Göbl 1976: coin nos. 15, 20, 24, 25, 
62).7 Now it could be said that sculptures belonging to the first group, the drawing group, had been already 
made in around the first half of the first century AD in the Uḍḍiyāna region.

A chronological benchmark for the first group, the drawing group, can also be obtained from excavations 
at another site in the Uḍḍiyāna region, Saidu Sharif I. Saidu Sharif I was excavated by the Italian Mission, 
led again by Faccenna, from 1963 to 1982 (Callieri 1989; Faccenna 1995). This site is also a Buddhist 
sacred site, but its size is much smaller than that of Butkara I. 

In Saidu Sharif I, a series of reliefs was found (Figures 7 and 8). These reliefs seem to have been attached 
to the same storey of architecture because their original heights were similar. Faccenna explained from 
a technical perspective that these reliefs were originally attached to the cylindrical body of the Main 
Stūpa in this site (Faccenna et al. 2003: 324-327). Tenons which can be seen on the upper and lower faces 
of reliefs correspond to sockets in the architectural materials of the Main Stūpa. He believed that the 
Main Stūpa in Saidu Sharif I could be dated to the second quarter of the first century AD (Faccenna et 
al. 2003: 314). This meant that reliefs attached to the body of the Main Stūpa could be dated to the same 
period. The reliefs have similar characteristics to the sculptures belonging to the drawing group found 

7 The present author follows the dating by Faccenna. However, the absolute date for Azes II is not stable. For example, Robert 
Senior insists that there was only one king who was named ‘Azes’ and his reign was around the middle of the first century BC 
(Senior 2005).

Figure 7. Relief seemingly attached to the Main Stūpa in 
Saidu Sharif I (1) (Photo: © Museo delle Civiltà – MAO  

'G. Tucci', Piazzale G. Marconi 14, 00144 Rome).

Figure 8. Relief seemingly attached to the Main Stūpa in 
Saidu Sharif I (2) (Photo: © Museo delle Civiltà – MAO  

'G. Tucci', Piazzale G. Marconi 14, 00144 Rome).
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in Butkara I. Consequently, sculptures of the drawing group were apparently still flourished around the 
middle of the first century AD.

We already know that sculptures belonging to the naturalistic group followed the drawing group 
sculptures because of the phenomenon of reuse at Butkara I. However unfortunately, there is no clear 
archaeological information that directly indicates the date of the naturalistic group. On the other hand, 
we have good clues for considering the date of the last group, the stereometric group, in this region. 
These can be obtained from archaeological results from excavations at Bīr-koṭ-ghwaṇḍai.

Bīr-koṭ-ghwaṇḍai is an urban site which has been excavated by the Italian Mission since 1978, when 
Giorgio Stacul started excavation. Their excavation still continues today, now led by Luca Maria Olivieri 
(Stacul 1978; Callieri et al. 1992; Olivieri 2003; 2014). Although this is not a Buddhist sacred site, some 
religious precincts have been detected in excavated areas such as BKG 4-5 and BKG 11.

In trench BKG 4-5 at this site, two stelae of bodhisattvas were found (Figures 9 and 10) (Callieri 2006: 
67). Pierfrancesco Callieri mentions that the stratigraphic unit in which these stelae were found can be 
dated to the third century AD. Recently, Olivieri has improved research on the stratigraphy and states 
that the stratigraphic unit in which the stelae were found can be assigned to Period VII, the first half 
of the third century AD (Olivieri 2014: 8, 11). These stelae have similar stylistic features such as almond 
shaped eyes and the rendering of drapery with pairs of parallel lines. Similar stylistic features can also 
be detected in sculptures found in another trench, BKG 11 at the same site, in layers of Period VIII which 
can be dated to the second half of the third century AD (Figure 11) (Olivieri 2014: 8, figs. 66, 75, 85).

Figures 9 and 10. Stelae of bodhisattvas found at Bīr-koṭ-ghwaṇḍai 
(Photo: after Callieri 2006: figs. 3.7, 8).
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The typical stylistic feature of drapery rendered 
with pairs of parallel lines can also be seen on 
sculptures in the stereometric group found in 
Butkara I (Faccenna 1962: pls. CCCII, CCCXa, 
etc.). So these sculptures found in Bīr-koṭ-
ghwaṇḍai are helpful for consideration of the 
group’s date. From the archaeological results at 
Bīr-koṭ-ghwaṇḍai, it can be safely supposed that 
the stereometric group sculptures already made 
their appearance in the first half of the third 
century AD.

To summarize: in the Uḍḍiyāna region, three 
stylistic groups can be recognized in sculpture 
– the drawing group, the naturalistic group, and 
the stereometric group – and these three can be 
ordered chronologically and approximate dates 
can be hypothesized, allowing for the likelihood 
that the actual progression of styles was less 
clearcut and schematic in reality. Among them, 
the drawing group sculptures were already 
being made in the first half of the first century 
AD and were still being produced in the middle 
of the century. We cannot know directly from 
archaeological data when the naturalistic 
group sculptures were made, but the following 
stereometric group had already appeared in the 
first half of the third century AD. So it can be assumed that the naturalistic group sculptures were 
made some time between the second half of the first century AD and the beginning of the third 
century AD, i.e. around the second century AD.

Stylistic features of Gandhāran sculptures in the Gandhāra region

So far we have looked at the relatively well known chronology of stylistic features in the Uḍḍiyāna 
region. But of course, we should not regard the situation in the Uḍḍiyāna region as a comprehensive 
phenomenon which is applicable to the whole area of the north-western Indian subcontinent. In order 
to understand the geographical differentiation of sculptures, we have to analyse stylistic features in 
other specific regions. Therefore, the stylistic features in the Gandhāra region proper, the modern 
Peshawar basin, will be examined here. 

The first site which we shall examine is Ranigat. Ranigat is a large Buddhist sacred site excavated by 
Kyoto University Mission from Japan between 1983 and 1992 (Nishikawa [ed] 1994/2011). The Buddhist 
sacred site in Ranigat had a long history, and architectural research there showed us that stūpas and 
shrines had been constructed during several periods in this long history (Masui & Koga 2011: 526-531). 
Numerous sculptures, likely having decorated architectures built during several periods, were found 
at this site. However, most of them were unearthed from surface soil or layers disturbed by looting 
(Namba 2011: 666).  From these data, we assume that sculptures were made in several phases in the long 
history of the sacred site, and that they had been used until the abandonment of the site, when they 
were buried in relatively shallow layers. On the other hand, very few pieces of sculpture were found 
in lower layers of the sacred site (Figures 12, 13, 15) (Odani 2011a: 561-562). These older materials at 

Figure 11. Sculpture of the bodhisattva Maitreya found at  
Bīr-koṭ-ghwaṇḍai (Photo: after Olivieri 2014: fig. 66).
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the site might be helpful in considering the chronology of Gandhāran 
stylistic features.

A false-bracket (garland-holder) found in a lower layer is the only 
example found in Ranigat (Figure 12). This kind of bracket was found 
also in Butkara I in the Uḍḍiyāna region and the Dharmarājikā site in the 
Taxila region, both of which are thought to be relatively old specimens 
of Gandhāran sculptures (Nehru 1989: 89, pls. 123, 149, 150; Faccenna 
1962: pl. DLXVII-DLXXXI).

Another significant piece from the lower layers is a small, male head 
with wide open eyes (Figure 13). It is not clear whether these eyes have 
pupils. The face is rather elongated. This kind of rendering can also 
be seen in other sculptures found in surface soil at the site. In a relief 
which may depict the scene of ‘great departure of Siddhārtha’, a god 
taking the hoofs of a horse, Kanthaka, has similarly wide open eyes and 
elongated face (Figure 14). From its similarity, it can be assumed that 
this relief was also originally made in an earlier period and continued 
to be used for a long time until abandonment of the site. On this relief 
the drapery of the coachman is rendered with multiple parallel lines, 
just as we saw with the drawing group sculptures from Butkara I. It is 
important to note that similar stylistic characteristics were being used 
in sculptures from different regions.

A small piece from the bottom of a relief was found inside the Main 
Stūpa of Ranigat (Figure 15). During the excavation in 1984, the 
excavators found some traces of the existence of inner stūpas on the 
plinth of the Main Stūpa and they ultimately detected a smaller stūpa 

Figure 12. False-bracket (garland-
holder) from Ranigat (Photo: after 

Nishikawa [ed] 2011: fig. 6.12.1).

Figure 14. Relief representing the Great Departure, from Ranigat  
(Photo: after Nishikawa [ed] 1994: pl. 119.1).

Figure 13. Sculptural 
fragment from Ranigat 
(Photo: after Nishikawa 

[ed] 2011: fig. 6.12.5).
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inside the Main Stūpa (Masui et al. 2011: 398). This means that 
the smaller stūpa in the core was original and was enlarged 
with additional layers on the body at some point in time. On 
the basis of its find spot and context, the small relief fragment 
appears to have belonged to the period of the core stūpa.

This tiny piece, seemingly of no importance, actually gives us helpful information concerning stylistic 
features. It is a base of a relief and some decorations can be seen on it. It is not usual for reliefs in Ranigat 
to have these decorations on bases.8 However, a few pieces from the site do have this kind of decoration 
(Figure 16) (Nishikawa [ed] 1994: pls. 122.15, 128.13, etc.). They were unearthed from surface soil, but it 
seems that reliefs with these similar decorations on their bases also belonged to the period of the core 
stūpa. These reliefs also represent drapery with the multiple parallel lines.

Eight copper coins of Wima Kadphises (c. AD 113-27)9 were found on the upper face of mouldings found 
in situ at the base of cylindrical body of the core stūpa (Odani 2011b: 571). So construction of the core 
stūpa might date back to the time of this Kushan king in the early second century AD or slightly later. 
The reliefs with decorated bases may also have been made in that period. 

In an excavation report on Ranigat, the possibility that this site’s establishment can be dated back even 
earlier to the second half of the first century AD is argued for on the basis of several bits of evidence 
(Namba 2011: 662-664). Apart from the eight coins of Wima Kadphises placed on moldings, as mentioned 
above, a copper coin of Azes II (first half of the first century AD) found in a layer of Period 2 in a 
trench (the West Trench), whose relationship with the core stūpa formerly mentioned is unfortunately 
unclear, scripts which have characteristics older than those in the reign of Kaniṣka I (the first half of 
the second century AD) scratched on pottery found in a layer of Period 2, and the fact that some older 
types of pottery found in the 19th layer of Bālā Hisār (Ch. 19) in Chārsadda (the second to first century 
BC) excavated by Mortimer Wheeler (Wheeler 1962) and pottery of Phase II in Sirkap (the first half of 
the first century AD) excavated by Amalananda Ghosh (Ghosh 1948) were not found in layers of Period 
1 and 2 in Ranigat, are given as clues to consider the date of establishment.

From these sculptures found in lower layers in Ranigat, it seems that sculptures with the early features 
such as multiple parallel lines, elongated faces, and wide opened eyes were also made in the Gandhāra 

8  Decoration on the bases of reliefs is not common in Gandhāran sculptures found at other Buddhist sacred sites either. It 
is worth referring here to an example allegedly found in Loriyān Tangai (Lohuizen-de Leeuw 1981: fig. 6). This example is 
thought by Lohuizen-de Leeuw to be one of the oldest Gandhāran sculptures (Lohuizen-de Leeuw 1981: 381).
9  See Cribb 2018: 14, table 3 for the list of the Kushan kings and the proposed associated dates.

Figure 15. Fragment from the bottom of a relief found at Ranigat  
(Photo: after Nishikawa [ed] 2011: fig. 6.12.11).

Figure 16. Relief with decorated base from Ranigat 
(Photo: after Nishikawa [ed] 2011: pl. 126.7).
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region proper at a relatively early stage, at the 
beginning of the second century AD or even 
earlier – perhaps the second half of the first 
century AD.

In considering the date of early sculpture made 
in the Gandhāra region, schist sculptures found 
at Sirkap in the Taxila region give us a clue. Of 
course, Taxila is different from the Gandhāra 
region as defined above, and we should not 
simply lump them together. However, it is 
worth noting an interesting observation by 
John Marshall, who researched archaeological 
sites in this area intensively. He claims that 
there are no schist quarries in the Taxila region 
and therefore schist sculptures found in this 
region seem to have had been imported from 
the Gandhāra region (Marshall 1951: 691-692).10

Some schist sculptures were found at Sirkap 
(Figure 17). They have the same characteristics 
as the sculptures found in the lower layers 
in Ranigat, such as renderings with multiple 
parallel lines. Marshall called them ‘proto-Gandhāran sculptures’ (Marshall 1951: 693-694). According 
to research by Shoshin Kuwayama, religious buildings in Sirkap were built after the city was abandoned 
in the middle of the first century AD (Kuwayama 2007: 224).11 If we accept Marshall’s claim about 
the importation of schist sculptures and Kuwayama’s dating of the buildings, these sculptures with 
primitive renderings were made in the Gandhāra region in around the middle of the first century AD.

From archaeological information provided by Ranigat and Sirkap, we can say that sculptures with early 
characteristics such as the multiple parellel-line drapery were made in around the middle of the first 
century AD and the beginning of the second century AD in the Gandhāra region.

The next archaeological sites in the Gandhāra region, which can be used in order to consider the 
chronology of stylistic features are the ruins of city at Bālā Hisār and Shaikhān Ḍherī in the Chārsadda 
district. These two sites are thought to be the ancient city of Pushkalāvatī (Wheeler 1962: 3). Bālā Hisār 
was excavated by the Pakistan Department of Archaeology with the help of Mortimer Wheeler in 1958 
(Wheeler 1962), and recently researched by Robin Coningham and Ihsan Ali between 1993 and 2000 
(Coningham & Ali 2007). Shaikhān Ḍherī was excavated by Peshāwar University under the direction of 
Ahmad Hasan Dani in 1963 and 1964 (Dani 1965/66).

Wheeler excavated Bālā Hisār using a stratigraphic method, so objects or artefacts unearthed from this 
site can be distributed to each stratigraphic layer. In the 14th layer of the trench Ch. 1 in Bālā Hisār, 

10  According to Faccenna, there are some sculptures found at the Dharmarājikā site in the Taxila region made of chlorite schist 
which is typical of Swat or the ancient Uḍḍiyāna region (Faccenna 2005: 92). These sculptures are also thought to be imported 
objects. I owe this information to Prof Pons’s presentation at the 24th conference of the European Association for South Asian 
Archaeology and Art held in Naples in July 2018 (Pons 2018).
11  There are many ideas on the date for the abandonment of the city of Sirkap, from 60 AD (Marshall 1960) to the reign of 
Vāsudeva, i.e. the first half of the third century AD (Erdosy 1990; cf. Rienjang 2018). However, the present author adopted the 
idea from the conclusion of research on masonry types correlated with numismatic evidence by Kuwayama that Sirkap was 
abandoned in the time of Kujula Kadphises, or in the middle of the first century AD.

Figure 17. Piece of relief found at Sirkap (Photo: S. Naiki).
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small pieces of Gandhāran sculptures were found (Wheeler 1962: 
22, 123-124). The drapery of an attendant figure is rendered with 
a pair parallel lines (Figure 18). This rendering is the same as that 
of sculptures in the stereometric group found in Butkara I and Bīr-
koṭ-ghwaṇḍai in the Uḍḍiyāna region (Figures 4, 9, 10, 11).

Wheeler believed the 14th layer to have been formed in the 
period between the second and the fourth century AD, because 
Gandhāran sculptures were found in this layer (Wheeler 1962: 35). 
His dating for the layer cannot be accepted, because he relied on 
sculptures as a clue for the dating. However, recently, Yozo Namba, 
a member of Kyoto University Mission who excavated Ranigat, 
reconsidered when the 14th layer in Bālā Hisār was accumulated. 
On the basis of the pottery chronology which he constructed in his 
research, he insisted that the 14th layer in Bālā Hisār was formed 
in the period after the abandonment of the Buddhist sacred site 
in Ranigat (Namba 2011: 646-651). Citing Kuwayama’s observation 
that the Gandhāra region was ignored by the Western Turks after 
they took possession of Tokharistan from the Hephthalites around 
the middle of the sixth century AD (Kuwayama 1995: 29),12 Namba 
suggested that the Buddhist sacred site in Ranigat was abandoned 
at a certain point of time after the middle of the sixth century 
AD (Namba 2011: 664-665). It can be maintained that Gandhāran 
sculptures with simplified renderings such as paired parallel lines 
were found in a relatively newer layers in the Gandhāra region.

We can consider when the simplified manner appeared in the 
Gandhāra region by using archaeological data obtained in Shaikhān 
Ḍherī. According to Dani, in a house of a Buddhist teacher Naradakha 
at this site,13 several pieces of Gandhāran sculptures were found. 
Dani tried to consider when these sculptures were made. He 
argued that the sculptures were made in the first century AD based on carbon 14 dating and numismatic 
evidence (Dani 1965/66: 28-29). However, many scholars have criticized his explanations of the dating. 
For example, Raymond Allchin indicated that Dani was relying upon an incorrect interpretation of the 
radiocarbon dates and did not take numismatic evidence into proper consideration (Allchin 1972: 15-
16). And Maurizio Taddei and Callieri also made the criticism that Dani did not describe exact conditions 
or stratigraphic provenances in which sculptures were found in his report (Taddei 2006: 50; Callieri 
2006: 77). So it is not easy for us to deal with archaeological data of Shaikhān Ḍherī.

However, Dani’s report of excavations at Shaikhān Ḍherī is still helpful. In this urban site, plenty of coins, 
475 in total, were found (Dani 1965/66: 24, 35). Among 291 coins which they could have clearly identified, 
the last issued coins were eight copper coins of Vāsudeva I (Dani 1965/66: 35 and chart 2). From this fact, 
we can safely say that this city, at least parts of the city at the trench dug by Peshawar University, was 
abandoned during the reign of Vāsudeva I or slightly later, around the first half of the third century AD. 
This means that sculptures found in this site were made earlier than the third century AD.

12  See also Kuwayama 1997: 36-37 for his account of the decline of Buddhist culture in the Gandhāra region in the middle of 
the sixth century AD.
13  According to Gregory Schopen (2014: 21), this might have been a house for a Buddhist community of nuns. Prof Jason Neelis 
kindly informed me this.

Figure 18. Schist sculpture found at 
Bālā Hisār (Photo: after Wheeler 1962:  

pl. XLIII.A).
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Most of the sculptures found at 
Shaikhān Ḍherī were rendered 
naturalistically (Figure 19). 
Buddha or bodhisattva images 
found at this site have freely 
rendered drapery (Dani 1965/66: 
pls. XVI, XVII and etc.). On the 
other hand, an attendant figure 
has drapery rendered with pairs 
of parallel lines (Figure 20). This 
figure is the only example in the 
simplified style. From these facts, 
it can be suggested that around the 
first half of the third century AD, 
simplified renderings appeared in 
the Gandhāra region.

To summarize: in the Gandhāra 
region, we can say that early 
features such as the multiple 
parallel lines in drapery had 
already appeared around the 
middle of the first century AD and 
were still in use in the beginning 
of the second century AD. After a 
certain point of time, sculptures 
with naturalistic features began to 

be made. And after that, around the first half of the third century AD, simplified style with its pairs 
of parallel lines appeared.

Here we should refer again to the chronological order of stylistic features in the Uḍḍiyāna region. 
It can be suggested that similar stylistic changes happened at similar times in the Uḍḍiyāna 
region and the Gandhāra region. In the first century AD or so, primitive renderings were used in 
both regions. There is no archaeological evidence that directly demonstrates the period of the 
naturalistic style, but it may have flourished in the second century AD. After the first half of the 
third century AD, simplified renderings appeared in both regions. It should be noted that some 
aspects of all three styles were shared in the first half of the first millennium AD across the north-
western Indian subcontinent. 

The geography of Gandhāran sculptures from a technical perspective

In light of these observations, does the fact that stylistic features were shared among regions tell us 
that the same sculptors travelled in the north-western Indian subcontinent and made sculptures across 
the regions? In order to get an answer to the question, we have to analyse the sculptures not only in 
respect to style but also from a technical perspective, for technical features have the potential to reveal 
information belied by general stylistic characteristics, which may be more easily imitated.

The arms of some Gandhāran statues were made separately from their bodies (Figures 21-24). They 
were joined to the bodies using several different techniques, including mortises and tenons, iron or 
wooden dowels, clamps, and dovetail tenons with sockets (Figure 25). Figure 23 illustrates a tenon on the 

Figure 19. Bodhisattva statue 
found at Shaikhān Ḍherī (Photo: 

after Dani 1965/66: pl. XIX.2).

Figure 20. Devotee found at Shaikhān 
Ḍherī (Photo: after Dani 1965/66:  

pl. XXI.1).
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wrist of a bodhisattva statue. The tenon correspond with mortise on 
the body of statue (Figure 25.2). It should be noted that some short 
statues with small holes might have been used with dowels made of 
iron or wood instead of tenons (Figure 25.1).

Oblong sockets with a depressed end on a surface of a statue indicate 
the use of clamps (Figures 21 and 24), in which case adhesives may 
have been applied on the clamps and adjoining surfaces (Figure 
25.3).14 Some statues have v-shaped sockets on their joining surface, 
suggestive of the use of a dovetail tenon (Figures 22 and 25.4). In 
fact, there are some examples of arms which have dovetail tenons 
on their joining surface, corresponding to the v-shaped sockets (e. 
g. Nishikawa [ed] 1994: pls. 109-38, 39). Curiously a combination 
of techniques could be employed on a single statue. For example, 
cuttings for clamps are sometimes seen with mortise or v-shaped 
sockets (Figure 26). Why were several techniques used for joining 
arms?

14  There are sometimes nicks on the joining surfaces of bodies. These incisions might have prepared the surfaces for secure 
adhesion between arms and bodies. 

Figure 21. Buddha statue found at 
Sahrī-Bahlol (Photo: S. Naiki).

Figure 22. Bodhisattva statue found 
at Mekhasanda (Photo: after Mizuno 

[ed] 1969: pl. 37.2). 

Figure 23. Piece of hand found at Thareli 
(1) (Photo: S. Naiki).

Figure 24. Piece of hand found at Thareli 
(2) (Photo: S. Naiki).
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If it were the case that these techniques were 
shared widely across the north-western Indian 
subcontinent, this might support the hypothesis that 
the same sculptors were active in using them across 
this large area. But that is not so. A vast number of 
statues made of two parts, bodies and arms, have 
been found only in the Gandhāra region. The joints 
in these sculptures were made using different 
techniques. The Buddhist site of Thareli, excavated 
by Kyoto University Mission from 1963 to 1967, is an 
important example where all the above techniques 
were used to join arms to statues’ bodies (Figures 23 
and 24; Mizuno & Higuchi 1978: pls. 90-1, 137-1).

Strictly speaking, a few schist statues made of two 
parts joined together with some of these techniques 
(clamps and their combination with mortises 
and tenons: Marshall 1951: nos. 142 & 158) have 
been found in the Taxila region. However, as we 
have already acknowledged, schist sculptures are 
thought to have been brought into that region from 
the Gandhāra proper because of the lack of schist 
quarries. No trace of dovetail technique is known in 
this region.

In contrast, in the Uḍḍiyāna region statues with 
traces of arm joints are known only in the collections 

obtained in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.15 There is no report of statues whose arms were made 
separately from body in the sites of Butkara I or Saidu Sharif I, both sites excavated intensively by the 
Italian Archaeological Mission. It appears therefore that making arms separately from bodies was not 
common in this region. 

15  For example, a Buddha statue with a socket for dovetail tenon, stored in the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, was 
allegedly found in the Swat Valley (Uḍḍiyāna region) (Ackermann 1975: 139-140, pl. LXIII). 

Figure 25. Techniques of obtaining joins in Gandhāran statuary. (Drawing by S. Naiki).

Figure 26. Buddha statue found at Ranigat  
(Photo: after Nishikawa [ed] 1994: pl. 99.4).



saToshi naiki: GeoGraphical differences and similariTies in Gandhāran sculpTures 

55

Conclusion

As we have seen above, while stylistic features on sculptures were shared among regions, the techniques 
employed in making statues were not so obviously shared among regions. We can tentatively say that 
sculptors in each region worked with their own techniques, but were prepared to use similar stylistic 
approaches which somehow circulated more broadly across regions. If we want to know what these 
two different tendencies mean, we will need to continue comparison of sculptures among regions using 
other perspectives and points of comparison. 

Another curious regional tendency can also be seen in Gandhāran sculptures with dated inscriptions.16 
There are only five sculptures with such inscriptions. However, if we consider the provenance of each 
sculpture, an interesting pattern emerges. 

Four of them were found in the Gandhāra region. They were found at Mamāne Ḍherī, Loriyān Tangai, 
Pālātū Ḍherī in Hashtnagar, and Skārah Ḍherī. Among them, Mamāne Ḍherī, Pālātū Ḍherī and Skārah 
Ḍherī are situated near Chārsadda in the western part of the Gandhāra region, and Loriyān Tangai is 
located at the northern end of the region.

The provenance of another example inscribed with a reference to ‘year 5’, now in a private collection, is 
not known, but the iconographical similarity with a relief found in Sahrī-Bahlol in the Gandhāra region 
has always been noted (Harle 1974: 133, pl. 74). So it is entirely possible that this piece also comes from 
the region.

Four or five pieces are not sufficient to reach a firm conclusion, but we may say at least that dated 
donative inscriptions on sculptures are likely to have been made in the Gandhāra region, since they are 
not so far attested in other regions such as Uḍḍiyāna region.17 

As well, the author is currently engaged in reassembling groups of relief panels which decorated the 
same stūpa at certain Buddhist sacred sites in the Gandhāra region.18 In the course of analysis, some 
tendencies in the selection of scenes depicted on panels in each period emerge. If this research continues 
and its results are compared with the situation in other regions such as Uḍḍiyāna, we may be able to 
find some regional similarities or differences also in this selection process.
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