
1 

  
Architecture: 

 
From Ashoka to Gupta  

3rd century BCE to 5th century CE 
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Don’t forget the Met 
Museum Time-Line 
of art and culture 

 
http://www.metmuseum.org/

toah/ht/?
period=05&region=ssa 

 
 

Life of  the Historic Buddha     c. 563-483 BCE  
 Siddhartha Gautama 

 
Mauryan Empire    323-185 BCE 
     third Mauryan Emperor-Ashoka, 254 BCE began 

building monumental edicts on Buddhism carved 
into pillars, rocks and caves, and is credited with 
building 84,000 stupas to enshrine the holy relics 
(ashes) of  the Buddha and commemorate the 
important events of  the historic Buddha. 

Contemporary:: Classical Greece (Plato, Socrates) In 
China (Confucius, Laozi) 

 
Kushan Empire 100 BCE-200 CE   
    importance of  Silk Road, Gandaharan region 

multiethnic, tolerance, flourishing of  art and 
Buddhism   

Conquered by Alexander the Great 
 
Gupta Period  300-500 CE 
     sometimes referred to as a Golden Age, witnessed the 

creation of  an "ideal image" of  the Buddha. 
Corresponds with Constantine in Rome 
 



 
The early growth of Buddhism after his death in around 481 BCE was enhanced 
by the Indian King Ashoka’s distribution of his ashes inside 84,000 stupas. 

Two primary types of Buddhist structures: 

1. The stupa 

2. The monastery 
Whatever form of the structure, Buddhist worship involves circumambulation 

 
 
 



Stupa III also from Sanchi 
Note the similarities with the larger one. 

 
 
 



 
Most of what we know about early Buddhist architecture comes from relief 
sculpture.  
There were buildings, made of wood that have not survived. 
 
 
 



 
This Stupa relief carving is 
from the 3rd century. 
 
Does it look familiar? 
 
 
 



These are all relief 
sculptures of people 
worshiping the Stupa. 
 
Kushan Period. 
 
 
 



Drum Slab showing the 
Buddha standing in the 
Gateway of a Stupa. 3rd 
century 
 
India (Andhra Pradesh, 
Nagarjunakonda) 
 
http://
www.metmuseum.org/
toah/works-of-art/
28.31/ 
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The most 
dramatic 
Buddhist 
architecture are 
the Rock-cut 
temples.  
 
Earliest large 
scale ones are 
from around 
100 BCE.!

Trade routes provided the specific locations as Buddhism supported travellers and 
caravans. Near enough to attract donations yet far enough to allow a semi-monastic 
life. "



 
The main purpose of the 
architecture was 
residence halls for the 
monks.  
 
Bhaja from a distance and 
slide of the cave entrance. 
 
Top: carved pillars 
resembling wooden façade.   10 



 
 
Less common were Chaityas, 
communal places of worship like 
we see in Bhaja, from the 1st 
century BCE. 
 
At Bhaja there are both. Residence 
halls for the monks and Chaitya 
halls for worship. 
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Top left: a 
stupa inside the 
rock cut 
temple.	
Bottom left: 
scruptures 
around the 
drum.	
Bottom right: 
wood beams 
inside the rock 
cut room. 	



 
Series of stupas at Bhaja 

12 



Previous caves from 3rd century 
BCE (Ashoka’s time), in Bihar, 
are the oldest rock cut temples, 
include references to the earlier 
wooden Buddhist building that 
have not survived. 
 
Most of the caves were monk residence 
halls with individual cells and areas for 
instruction. 
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Etching from the British Library, 1814 
 
What this cave complex looked like then.   
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We have already mentioned the importance of  the trade routes for where 
these rock cut complexes are located.  

 
They are used as both residence halls for the monks, communal places of  

worship and resting sites for travelers. 
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Rock-Cut Sanctuaries 

Early ROCK-CUT monasteries were built on a rising plateau 
of mountains that run for several hundred miles along the 
western side of the subcontinent.  

They were constructed close enough to trade routes to attract 
donations but removed enough to maintain a monastic life. 

 
The trade routes connecting the cities of India provided many 

of the locations, for Buddhism cultivated the support of 
travelers and caravans, a practice that would also lead to 
similar cave building along the trade routes of Central Asia. 
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We have already looked 
at stupas at Sanchi and 
Bharhut from Ashokas 
reign.  
 
 
One of the most 
complete architectural 
sites from the Gupta 
period is at Ajanta. 
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. 
 
Built in a horse-shoe shaped cliff of 29 caves, it was occupied in the first century 
BCE and again in the 5th and 6th centuries. 
 
Rediscovered in the early 19th century, it is being restored and preserved. 
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Ajanta contains two types of spaces: 
Residence Halls—viharas 
Chaityas--communal places of worship.  
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The chaitya hall consisted of a rounded, 
closed end or apse, imitation barrel-vaulted 
ceiling and rows of pillars. 
 
The third major structure, the stupa, was added 
to the chaitya hall, with space around it for 
circumambulation. 
 
Interior (left), section (top right), and plan (bottom right) of 
chaitya hall, Karle, India, ca. 100 CE. 
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The Chaityas halls at 
Ajanta are dominated by 
large, arched openings 
and projecting porches. 
…originally protected by 
additional wooden 
structures. 
 
The walls are crowded 
with figures.  
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The have elaborate walls 
crowded with Buddhas 
and bodhisattvas…the 
irregular positions a 
function of their being 
donated over time.	
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By the Gupta times  
(4th to 7th century) a 
shift to the more 
transcendent Buddha 
image resulted in the 
lower part of the stupa 
given over to this 
image…merging the 
Buddha and the stupa 
into one unified vision. 
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The Gupta transcendent Buddha image resulted  in the merging the 
Buddha and the stupa into one unified vision. 
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Two different chaitya caves at Ajanta from different time periods. 	
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Most of the Ajanta’s caves are residence and lecture halls---they too were modified 
as a result of the changes by Mahayana doctrine. 
 
They include wall paintings of jataka tales and ceilings painted as symbols of 
heavenly realms. 
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The bodhisattva,  
Padmapani, one of  
the manifestations of 
 Avalokitesvara, one  
of the most widely  
revered. 
 
Taking either male or female form, 
Padmapani embodies the compassion 
of all Buddhas. 
 
In Sanscrit Padmapani is the ‘holder of 
the lotus’ or ‘lord of the world.’ 
 
 
In Tibetan Buddhism, Pamapani is 
said to be incarnated as the Dali 
Lama. 
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Loving Couple 

. 
http://
whc.unesco.org/en/
list/242/video 
 
 
 
https://
www.youtube.com/
watch?
v=QDQHw7da7Vw 
 
 
 


