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India and Neighboring Regions: 

 
The Beginnings 
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Beginnings 

The traditional dates of the Buddha are c. 563-483 BCE. 
We know he was a prince, probably from the Nepal 
region.  

 
During his life he was a great teacher of ethics. We do 

not know that he claimed religious leadership or 
attempted to form a religious order.  

 
His world was undergoing rapid and violent political and 

social change so that his teachings must have become 
a source of great moral strength to the people who 
knew him.  
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South and Southeast Asia 
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It was two centuries after Buddhism had 
been in existence when a very 
powerful monarch Ashoka (who ruled 
from 272-231 BC) stimulated visual 
imagery.  

Ashoka, once converted, erected edicts 
carved on stone and wood pillars. 
From Bengal to Afghanistan and into 
the south, pillars were used that 
followed earlier Indian beliefs…the 
axis mundi ideals first expressed in the 
rig Veda. 

 



5 

 
 
Instead of figures of the 
Buddha or portrayals of the 
stories of his lives, the pillars 
consisted of symbolic 
elements---continuing ancient 
Indian pillar cults---with their 
elaborate capitals (rendered in 
the Persian style) . 
 
 
 
 
Lion capital of column erected by Ashoka at 
Sarnath, India, ca. 250 BCE. Polished sandstone, 
approx. 7’ high. Archaeological Museum, Sarnath.  
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Earlier pillars with lotus pedal 
capitals were surmounted by 
animals such as lions, cows or 
elephants. 
 

 
The axis mundi (also cosmic axis, world 
axis, world pillar and center of the world) is 
a symbol representing the point of 
connection between sky and earth. It 
offers means of travel and 
correspondence between the two 
realms. It is also the place where the 
four compass directions unite, allowing 
treasure from heaven to be 
disseminated throughout the world. 
This places it at the center of the 
world: at its navel, the world's point of 
beginning. 
 
Bull Capital, 3rd century BC, Mauryan, India 
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This is a picture of the remains of part of the palace of 
Darius III, a powerful king of the Persian Empire. These 
tall columns seen in the center were toped with animal 
images and predate the ones in India by just a couple of 
hundred years. 
 
 
Persepolis (royal audience hall in the background), Iran, ca. 521–465 BCE. 
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Here are pictures of two Persian Capitals 
from Persepolis. Both are in museums. 
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When Alexander the Great  
destroyed the Persian Empire  
in the late 4th century BCE, the  
artists traveled the Silk Road  
looking for new patronage. 
 
The Silk Road had just opened 

increasing contacts with India as 
the road connected Rome with 
China. 
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                            Map of Silk Road 





https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TmNoGIA6MAo 
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Ashoka was not the first secular leader to unify 
people under one belief. 

In the West, this happened with Constantine in 333 
when he unified the Roman Empire under 
Christianity. 
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Map of early India. 
 
 
Note names of cities and 

areas. 
 
Ashoka’s capitals were 

some of India’s first 
Buddhist sculpture.  

 
He also supported rock-cut 

building resulting in the 
earliest Buddhist 
architectures. 
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Much of the early Buddhist imagery was associated 
with the stupa, one of the three types of 
architecture…the other two associated with the 
monastery…the residence hall and the hall of 
worship (chaitya), which were made to be entered. 

 
The stupa was solid and monolithic.  
 
Derived from Hindu burial mounds, it continued to 

perform the same role as a symbol of the Buddha’s 
parinirvana, or final exit from this world. 



Asoka Pillar in Bihar, the first Stupa 
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Smaller Stupa 
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The Stupa 

The main body, the anda,  

was a simple,  

hemispherical dome set  

on a low platform. 

A single pillar emerged 

from the tip surmounted by circular disks.  

The pillar and its umbrellas were enclosed by a square set of railings, a 
miniature version of the larger fence that surrounded the stupa 
proper. 

Enclosing the central pillar follows the traditional Indian custom of 
surrounding hallowed objects such as sacred trees and temples. 
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The Stupa 
The umbrellas atop the main 

pillar (a continuation of 
the pillar cult employed by 
Ashoka) remained an 
essential ingredient of 
Buddhist cosmology, for 
the pillar represented the 
‘world mountain’ or 
pivot of the universe. 

 
 Umbrellas are also honorific 
emblems, reserved for 
auspicious monuments as well 
as individuals…the three 
umbrellas came to represent 
the Three Jewels of Buddhism:  
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Great Stupa, Sanchi, India, third century BCE to first century CE (View from the east). 

To complete the symbolism, the core of the monument, the sacred relics were buried 
and the internal forms of the stupa were arranged into geometric, magical designs…
like that of the wheel. 
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The stone railings that 
surrounded the Sanchi stupa in 
Madhya Pradesh were based 
on wooden prototypes with 
right-angled gates, which 
alluded to the ancient swastika 
emblem but also relates to 
earlier gates used by farmers to 
keep out cattle. 
 
 
Four gateways, the toranas, indicated 
the cardinal directions and with their 
crossbars and pillars covered in relief 
carvings…instructions…stories and 
illustrations…all there to engage 
visitors as they begin their worship. 
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Though the most important of the 
early Stupas are the remains at 
Bharhut, only portions of this is 
left…however, we can imagine the 
design based on ones like Sanchi. 
 
The early Stupas have an 
abundance of imagery—the 
genre scenes, Jataka tales and 
figures presenting many 
narrative scenes. 
 
 
 
 
The Deer Jataka, 100 BCE, from 
Bharhut, India shows four 
separate scenes in one image 
telling an episode from the life 
of the Buddha. 
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Sanchi was once the economic crossroads of northern India---one reason for its continued 
patronage. 
 The site consisted of a complex of buildings, including at least three Stupas. Stupa1, or the 
Great Stupa, was rebuilt several times, the present one dates from the first century BC. 
 



The Stupa is part of a complex. 
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Sanchi’s relief carvings are 
confined to the four gateways 
(or toranas). 
 
Each gate is divided into 
three parts…the upper 
section is covered with 
narrative scenes. 
 
 
Even though the carvings are high 
above the head of the viewers it is 
carved in deep relief, making them 
viewable from below. 
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The space is filled with humans, animals and Buddhist symbols, such as 
stupas, lotuses and trees. The spiral at the end represents the scrolls that 
were carried from village to village by wandering storytellers.	
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Ashoka Lions  Trident with Laksha	
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Surrounding the capitals are lions, elephants, and dwarfs…
creating a connection between crossbars and pillars. 
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Actually certain items on the gateways indicate a milestone in Buddha’s life and 
thereby symbolize his presence – a lotus flower (birth), a rider-less horse 
(renunciation), the Bodhi tree (enlightenment), a pair of slippers (first step after 
enlightenment), a wheel (first sermon at Sarnath) or an empty throne (nirvana). 	
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Etched on the gateways you will find various stories from the Jataka tales – 
stories from the earlier lives of Buddha as a Bodhisattva searching for 
enlightenment. 	
The Northern Gateway - Jataka tale of Vasantara reiterating importance of 
sacrifice. From left Vasantara is shown leaving palace with children, then staying 
in a hermit after giving away both his children.	
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Carvings of  animals, scrollwork and this image of  angels and monkeys worshiping 
the wheel. 
Gods of  the Hindu Pantheon are also sculpted - Laksmi the Goddess of  wealth, 
Indra the ruler of  the heavens and Brahma the creator. 
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Yakshi, detail of eastern gateway,  
Great Stupa, Sanchi, India, mid first  
century BCE to early first century CE. 
 

Another visual connection is provided by female bracket figures… 
Sensuous and moving as if dancing…These figures are connected visually and 
conceptually to the Little Dancer, Mohenjo-daro, Pakistan, ca. 2600–1900 BCE.  
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In both Bharhut and Sanchi are 
standing male and female figures…
some adopt poses of adoration with 
hands clasped at chest, other carry 
objects…regardless of their titles, 
they share common characteristics, 
involving fertility. 
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These are images of  
prosperity associated with 
agrarian cultures.  
 
They provide the models 
for the earliest images of  
the bodhisattva or even 
the Buddha. 
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Top. Male torso, Early Indus Valley--note body style. 
 
 
Yaksha, 1st century, Kushan period, India. 
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Although none of the 
early monuments stand, 
carvings illustrate stupas 
of enormous size and 
greater decorative 
richness existed. 
 
Many of the same 
elements are present …
empty thrones, bodhi 
trees, crowds of 
worshipers,…and not yet 
images of the Buddha…
however the figures are 
more sensual, decoration 
more abundant. 
 
There is no empty space, the 
entire surface is filled with 
figures… 


