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While sacred scriptures of Hinduism date back 
to the middle of the first Millennium BCE, 
Hindu architecture and art are relatively late. 	
	
Nothing associated with Hindu culture exist 
prior to the fifth century.	

•  This doesn’t mean there were no shrines but 
rather that they have not survived.	



What does survive are some 
relics associated with earlier 
Hindu cults.  	
This 21 feet tall inscribed column in 
Madhya Pradesh is believed to be in honor 
of Vasudeva, and early name for Vishnu.	



It is thought that Vishnu’s 
eagle, Garuda was originally 
on top suggesting a cult of 
Vishnu must have existed in 
this part of India. 	
 	



Even though some relics suggest 
cults of Vishnu flourished in 
Northern India during the Shunga 
(2nd-1st cent BCE) most do not 
depict the gods or goddesses of 
Hinduism. 	
	
Instead they show human-like 
spirits implying wealth and 
abundance…these are the yaksha 
images.  	
	

•  2nd Century BCE	



Nature spirits who are the 
custodians of treasures that 
are hidden in the earth and in 
the roots of trees. They are 
powerful magicians and 
shape-shifters.	
	
These large scale males 
sculptures have ample 
stomachs, pleated garments 
and heavy jewelry, often 
carry water pots.	
                                           3rd-2nd Century BCE	

	



Comparable female figures, 
yakshis are found in many 
spots in West Bengal.	
	
Beautiful young women 
with ample hips, jeweled 
belts and earrings, this one 
has her hair pinned up. 	



Yaksha and yakshi 
images are not 
specific Hindu 
divinities but they 
are manifestations of 
Indian folk beliefs 
that both Hinduism 
and Buddhism 
inherited. (including 
Jainism)	



river goddesses Ganga and Yamuna�
Gupta, Ganga and Yamuna	



The Buddhist Heritage	
The beginning of Hindu architecture and 
sculpture are indebted to the art of Buddhism. 
After being adopted by Ashoka Buddhism 
became the dominant state religion from the 2nd 
century BCE onward.	

Because  of  the  active  policy  of  propagation  by 
Ashoka and his successors, it was the first religion in 
India  to  exploit  the  possibilities  of  an  official  art 
realized in permanent materials.	



•  Some deities make an appearance in both Hindu and 
Buddhist pantheons, the goddess Lakshmi, for one. 	

Shunga, 2nd Century BCE, Lakshmi as the lotus 
goddess bathed by elephants holding upturrned 
pots in their trunks. All are standing on the lotus 
flowers emanating from a single pot. �
�

	

a similar image but is located from a 
railing post of the Stupa at Bharhut in 
Madhya Pradesh. Here as a lotus goddess 
symbolizing wealth and good luck.	
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Great Stupa, Sanchi, India, third century BCE to first century CE 
(View from the east).�
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Yakshi, detail of eastern gateway, �
Another visual connection is provided by female bracket figures.�
Great Stupa, Sanchi, India, mid first century BCE to early first century CE.�
	



Nagas with human upper bodies sheltered by serpent hoods and the 
seated images of the Buddha meditating beneath the multi-hooded 
canopy of the serpent Muchalinda resembled those of Vishnu 
protected by Anata.	



Shakyamuni Buddha, late 
1st-early 2nd century A.D.�
Mottled red sandstone�
Indian (Katra Mountains, 
Uttar Pradesh)�
	

Yaksha	
Shunga 50 BCE	
Sandstone	
Indian (Madhya Pradesh)�
	



Early Hindu Temples have 
much in common with 
Buddhist ones. 	



Originally a Kushan import, the battle god Kartikeya was incorporated into the 
Indian Pantheon as the son of Shiva and Devi to kill the demon Tarakasura. 
(came to be represented riding a peacock mount). Based on earlier Yaksha figure.	



Kartikya on his peacock  
and �
140 ft statues of Kartikya 
in Malaysia.	



Earliest Hindu Images �
�
Even though there are not many 
Hindu deities from the Shunga period 
(second century BCE), there are a few.�
�
Hindu cults were still in an early 
stage of formation and had not 
gained wide acceptance. �
�
Linga with full figure of Shiva carved 
into shaft. Shunga period, first 
century BCE.�
�
This is the earliest depiction of Shiva 
in Hindu art.�
�
�
Carved as a naturalistic phallus with Shiva in 
the shaft, the god stands on the shoulders of a 
dwarf. Shiva holds an axe in one hand and an 
antelope body in the other. His sexual organ 
is exposed and he wears large earrings. �
	



�
�
While all the attributes, 
including the dwarf, are 
encountered in later 
depictions of Shiva, the 
naturalistic full standing 
image together with the 
phallus is unique.�
�
Two other examples.�
Emblem of God Shiva with 
Four Faces, 7th/8th century	



Kushan Coins add to our knowledge of early Hindu imagery. The 
one of the left, shows a standing god holding a trident accompanied 
by a bull.�
On the right, an early image of Vishnu sitting cross legged on a 
cloud. He is holding a scepter with flames behind him.	



�
�
Under the rule of the 
Kushans, northwest 
India and adjoining 
regions participated 
both in seagoing trade 
and in commerce 
along the Silk Road 
to China.�
�
The Gandhara region 
at the core of the 
Kushan empire was 
home to a multiethnic 
society tolerant of 
religious differences.	



�
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=j0kLX2aPgo8�
 �
History of India 
300-1000	

https://
www.youtub
e.com/watch?
v=dBZRTzX
ARWM&t=6
10s	
	
History of 
India	



�
�
https://
www.youtube.com/
watch?
v=BRZn1ffNndY �
�
 �
Kush�
	

https://
www.youtub
e.com/watch?
v=OcT5J0l3
HNU	
	
Story of 
India. ideas	


