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simply for a tree, but
symbolises an event
in the life of the
Buddha. In order to
understand such
symbols, historians
have to familiarise
themselves with the
traditions of those

who produced these works
of art.

9.3 Popular traditions
Other sculptures at Sanchi were

perhaps not directly inspired by
Buddhist ideas. These include

beautiful women swinging from the
edge of the gateway, holding onto a

tree (Fig.4.17). Initially, scholars were
a bit intrigued about this image,

which seemed to have little to do with
renunciation. However, after examining other
literary traditions, they realised that it could be a
representation of what is described in Sanskrit as
a shalabhanjika. According to popular belief, this
was a woman whose touch caused trees to flower
and  bear fruit.  It is likely that this was regarded
as an auspicious symbol and integrated into the
decoration of the stupa. The shalabhanjika motif
suggests that many people who turned to Buddhism
enriched it with their own pre-Buddhist and even
non-Buddhist beliefs, practices and ideas.
Some of the recurrent motifs in the
sculpture at Sanchi were evidently
derived from these traditions.

There are other images as well. For
instance, some of the finest depictions
of animals are found there. These
animals include elephants, horses,
monkeys and cattle. While the Jatakas

contain several animal stories that are
depicted at Sanchi, it is likely that many
of these animals were carved to create
lively scenes to draw viewers. Also,
animals were often used as symbols of
human attributes. Elephants, for example,
were depicted to signify strength and wisdom.

Fig. 4.18

An elephant at Sanchi

Fig. 4.17

The woman at the gate

THINKERS, BELIEFS AND BUILDINGS
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Paintings from the past

While stone sculpture survives the ravages of time and is

therefore most easily available to the historian, other visual

means of communication, including paintings, were also

used in the past. Those that have survived best are on

walls of caves, of which those from Ajanta (Maharashtra)

are the most famous.

The paintings at Ajanta depict stories from the Jatakas.
These include depictions of courtly life, processions, men

and women at work, and festivals. The artists used the

technique of shading to give a three-dimensional quality.

Some of the paintings are extremely naturalistic.

Another motif is that of a woman surrounded by
lotuses and elephants (Fig. 4.19), which seem to be
sprinkling water on her as if performing an abhisheka

or consecration. While some historians identify the
figure as Maya, the mother of the Buddha, others
identify her with a popular goddess, Gajalakshmi –
literally, the goddess of good fortune – who is
associated with elephants. It is also possible that

Fig. 4.21

A serpent at Sanchi

Fig. 4.19

Gajalakshmi

Fig. 4.20

A painting from Ajanta

Note the seated figure and those
serving him.
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devotees who saw these sculptures identified the
figure with both Maya and Gajalakshmi.

Consider, too, the serpent, which is found on
several pillars (Fig. 4.21). This motif seems to be
derived from popular traditions, which were not
always recorded in texts.  Interestingly, one of the
earliest modern art historians, James Fergusson,
considered Sanchi to be a centre of tree and
serpent worship. He was not familiar with Buddhist
literature – most of which had not yet been
translated – and arrived at this conclusion by
studying only the images on their own.

10. New Religious Traditions

10.1 The development of Mahayana
Buddhism

By the first century CE, there is evidence of
changes in Buddhist ideas and practices. Early
Buddhist teachings had given great importance
to self-effort in achieving nibbana. Besides, the
Buddha was regarded as a human being who
attained enlightenment and nibbana through
his own efforts. However, gradually the idea of
a saviour emerged. It was believed that he
was the one who could ensure salvation.
Simultaneously, the concept of the Bodhisatta
also developed. Bodhisattas were perceived as
deeply compassionate beings who accumulated
merit through their efforts but used this not to
attain nibbana and thereby abandon the world,
but to help others. The worship of images of the
Buddha and Bodhisattas became an important
part of this tradition.

This new way of thinking was called Mahayana
– literally, the “great vehicle”. Those who adopted
these beliefs described the older tradition as
Hinayana or the “lesser vehicle”.

Ü Discuss...
Bone, terracotta and metal
can also be used for
sculpture. Find out more
about these.

Fig. 4.22

An image of the Buddha from

Mathura, c. first century CE

Hinayana or Theravada?

Supporters of Mahayana regarded other Buddhists

as followers of Hinayana. However, followers of the

older tradition described themselves as theravadins,
that is, those who followed the path of old, respected

teachers, the theras.

THINKERS, BELIEFS AND BUILDINGS
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10.2 The growth of Puranic Hinduism
The notion of a saviour was not unique to Buddhism.
We find similar ideas being developed in different
ways within traditions that we now consider part of
Hinduism. These included Vaishnavism (a form of
Hinduism within which Vishnu was worshipped as
the principal deity) and Shaivism (a tradition within
which Shiva was regarded as the chief god), in which
there was growing emphasis on the worship of a
chosen deity. In such worship the bond between the
devotee and the god was visualised as one of love
and devotion, or bhakti.

In the case of Vaishnavism,

cults developed around the

various avatars or incarnations

of the deity. Ten avatars were

recognised within the tradition.

These were forms that the deity

was believed to have assumed in

order to save the world whenever

it was threatened by disorder and

destruction because of the

dominance of evil forces. It is

likely that different avatars were

popular in different parts of the

country. Recognising each of

these local deities as a form of

Vishnu was one way of creating

a more unified religious tradition.

Some of these forms were

represented in sculptures, as were

other deities. Shiva, for instance,

was symbolised by the linga,

although he was occasionally

represented in human form too.

All such representations depicted

a complex set of ideas about the

deities and their attributes

through symbols such as head-

dresses, ornaments and ayudhas

– weapons or auspicious objects

the deities hold in their hands –

how they are seated, etc.

To understand the meanings
of these sculptures historians

Fig. 4.23

The Varaha or boar avatar of

Vishnu rescuing the earth goddess,

Aihole (Karnataka) c. sixth

century CE

Ü What does the proportion

of the figures suggest?
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have to be familiar with the stories behind them –
many of which are contained in the Puranas,

compiled by Brahmanas (by about the middle of the
first millennium CE). They contained much that had
been composed and been in circulation for centuries,
including stories about gods and goddesses.
Generally, they were written in simple Sanskrit verse,
and were meant to be read aloud to everybody,
including women and Shudras, who did not have
access to Vedic learning.

Much of what is contained in the Puranas evolved
through interaction amongst people – priests,
merchants, and ordinary men and women who
travelled from place to place sharing ideas and
beliefs. We know for instance that Vasudeva-Krishna
was an important deity in the Mathura region. Over
centuries, his worship spread to other parts of the
country as well.

10.3 Building temples
Around the time that the stupas at sites such as
Sanchi were acquiring their present form, the first
temples to house images of gods and goddesses were
also being built. The early temple was a small square
room, called the garbhagriha, with a single doorway
for the worshipper to enter and offer worship to the
image. Gradually, a tall structure, known as the

Fig. 4.24

An image of Durga, Mahabalipuram

(Tamil Nadu), c. sixth century CE

Ü Identify the ways in which

the artists have depicted
movement. Find out more
about the story depicted in
this sculpture.

THINKERS, BELIEFS AND BUILDINGS
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shikhara, was built over the central shrine. Temple
walls were often decorated with sculpture. Later
temples became far more elaborate – with assembly
halls, huge walls and gateways, and arrangements
for supplying water (see also Chapter 7).

 One of the unique features of early temples was
that some of these were hollowed out of huge rocks,
as artificial caves. The tradition of building artificial
caves was an old one. Some of the earliest (Fig. 4.27)

Fig. 4.25

A  temple in Deogarh

(Uttar Pradesh), c. fifth century CE

Ü Identify the remains of the

shikhara and the entrance to
the garbhagriha.

Fig. 4.26

Vishnu reclining on the serpent

Sheshnag, sculpture from Deogarh

(Uttar Pradesh), c. fifth century CE
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of these were constructed in the third century BCE

on the orders of Asoka for renouncers who belonged
to the Ajivika sect.

This tradition evolved through various stages and
culminated much later – in the eighth century – in
the carving out of an entire temple, that of
Kailashnatha (a name of Shiva).

A copperplate inscription records the amazement
of the chief sculptor after he completed the temple
at Ellora: “Oh how did I make it!”

11. Can We “See” Everything?
By now you have had a glimpse of the rich visual
traditions that existed in the past – expressed in
brick and stone architecture, sculpture and
painting. We have seen that much has been
destroyed and lost over the centuries. Nevertheless,
what remains and has been preserved conveys a
sense of the vision of the artists, sculptors, masons
and architects who created these spectacular works.
Yet, do we always automatically understand what
they wanted to convey? Can we ever know what these
images meant to people who saw them and venerated
them about 2,000 years ago?

11.1  Grappling with the unfamiliar
It will be useful to recall that when nineteenth-
century European scholars first saw some of the
sculptures of gods and goddesses, they could not
understand what these were about. Sometimes, they
were horrified by what seemed to them grotesque

Fig. 4.28

Kailashnatha Temple, Ellora

(Maharashtra). This entire structure

is carved out of a single piece of

rock.

Fig. 4.27

Entrance to a cave at Barabar

(Bihar), c. third century BCE

THINKERS, BELIEFS AND BUILDINGS
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figures, with multiple arms and heads or with
combinations of human and animal forms.

These early scholars tried to make sense of what
appeared to be strange images by comparing

them with sculpture with which they were
familiar, that from ancient Greece. While they
often found early Indian sculpture inferior
to the works of Greek artists, they were very
excited when they discovered images of the
Buddha and Bodhisattas that were evidently
based on Greek models. These were, more
often than not, found in the northwest, in
cities such as Taxila and Peshawar, where
Indo-Greek rulers had established
kingdoms in the second century BCE. As
these images were closest to the Greek
statues these scholars were familiar
with, they were considered to be the
best examples of early Indian art. In
effect, these scholars adopted a strategy
we all frequently use – devising
yardsticks derived from the familiar to
make sense of the unfamiliar.

11.2 If text and image do not match …
Consider another problem. We have seen
that art historians often draw upon textual
traditions to understand the meaning of
sculptures. While this is certainly a far
more efficacious strategy than comparing
Indian images with Greek statues, it is not
always easy to use. One of the most
intriguing examples of this is a famous
sculpture along a huge rock surface in
Mahabalipuram (Tamil Nadu).

Clearly, Fig. 4.30 is a vivid depiction of
a story. But which story is it? Art historians
have searched through the Puranas to

identify it and are sharply divided in their
opinions. Some feel that this depicts the

descent of the river Ganga from heaven – the

Fig. 4.29

A Bodhisatta from Gandhara

Note the clothes and the hairstyle.
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natural cleft through the centre of the rock surface
might represent the river. The story itself is narrated
in the Puranas and the epics. Others feel that it
represents a story from the Mahabharata – Arjuna
doing penance on the river bank in order to acquire
arms – pointing to the central figure of an ascetic.

Finally, remember that many rituals, religious beliefs
and practices were not recorded in a permanent,
visible form – as monuments, or sculpture, or even
paintings. These included daily practices, as well as
those associated with special occasions. Many
communities and peoples may not have felt the need
for keeping lasting records, even as they may have
had vibrant traditions of religious activities and
philosophical ideas. In fact, the spectacular
instances we have focused on in this chapter  are
just the tip of the iceberg.

Fig. 4.30
A rock-cut sculptural panel at

Mahabalipuram

Ü Discuss...
Describe any religious activity
you have seen.
Is it permanently recorded in
any form?

THINKERS, BELIEFS AND BUILDINGS
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Timeline 1
Major Religious Developments

c. 1500-1000 BCE Early Vedic traditions

c. 1000-500 BCE Later Vedic traditions

c. sixth century BCE Early Upanishads; Jainism, Buddhism

c. third century BCE First stupas

c. second century Development of Mahayana Buddhism, Vaishnavism,
BCE onwards Shaivism and goddess cults

c. third century CE Earliest temples

Timeline 2
Landmarks in the Discovery and Preservation of Early

Monuments and Sculpture
Nineteenth century

1814 Founding of the Indian Museum, Calcutta

1834 Publication of Essay on the Architecture of the Hindus,
by Ram Raja; Cunningham explores the stupa at Sarnath

1835 -1842 James Fergusson surveys major archaeological sites

1851 Establishment of the Government Museum, Madras

1854 Alexander Cunningham publishes Bhilsa Topes, one of the
earliest works on Sanchi

1878 Rajendra Lala Mitra publishes Buddha Gaya: The Heritage
of Sakya Muni

1880 H.H. Cole appointed Curator of Ancient Monuments

1888 Passing of the Treasure Trove Act, giving the government
the right to acquire all objects of archaeological interest

Twentieth century

1914 John Marshall and Alfred Foucher publish The Monuments
of Sanchi

1923 John Marshall publishes the Conservation Manual

1955 Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru lays the foundation stone
of the National Museum, New Delhi

1989 Sanchi declared a World Heritage Site
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Fig. 4.31

A sculpture in Sanchi

THINKERS, BELIEFS AND BUILDINGS

Answer in 100-150 words

1. Were the ideas of the Upanishadic thinkers
different from those of the fatalists and
materialists? Give reasons for your answer.

2. Summarise the central teachings of Jainism.

3. Discuss the role of the begums of Bhopal in
preserving the stupa at Sanchi.

4. Read this short inscription and answer:

In the year 33 of the maharaja Huvishka (a
Kushana ruler), in the first month of the hot
season on the eighth day, a Bodhisatta was set
up at Madhuvanaka by the bhikkhuni Dhanavati,
the sister’s daughter of the bhikkhuni

Buddhamita, who knows the Tipitaka, the female
pupil of the bhikkhu Bala, who knows the
Tipitaka, together with her father and mother.

(a) How did Dhanavati date her inscription?

(b) Why do you think she installed an image of the
Bodhisatta?

(c) Who were the relatives she mentioned?

(d) What Buddhist text did she know?

(e) From whom did she learn this text?

5. Why do you think women and men joined the
sangha?

Reprint 2026-27



 THEMES IN INDIAN HISTORY112

Write a short essay (about
500 words) on the following:

6. To what extent does knowledge of Buddhist
literature help in understanding the sculpture
at Sanchi?

7. Figs. 4.32 and 4.33 are two scenes from Sanchi.
Describe what you see in each of them, focusing
on the architecture, plants and animals, and the
activities. Identify which one shows a rural
scene and which an urban scene, giving reasons
for your answer.

8. Discuss the development in sculpture and
architecture associated with the rise of
Vaishnavism and Shaivism.

9. Discuss how and why stupas were built.

Fig. 4.32

Fig. 4.33
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If you would like to know

more, read:

A.L. Basham. 1985.

The Wonder that was India.

Rupa, Calcutta.

N.N. Bhattacharyya. 1996.

Indian Religious Historiography.
Munshiram Manoharlal,

New Delhi.

M.K. Dhavalikar. 2003.

Monumental Legacy of Sanchi.
Oxford University Press,

New Delhi.

Paul Dundas. 1992.

The Jains.
Routledge, London.

Gavin Flood. 2004.

Introduction to Hinduism.

Cambridge University Press,

Cambridge.

Richard F. Gombrich.  1988.

Theravada Buddhism: A Social
History from Ancient Benares to
Modern Colombo. Routledge

and Kegan Paul, London.

Benjamin Rowland. 1967.

The Art and Architecture of
India: Buddhist/Hindu/Jain.
Penguin Books,

Harmondsworth.

Map work

10. On an outline world map, mark the areas to which
Buddhism spread.  Trace the land and sea routes
from the subcontinent to these areas.

Project (any one)

11. Of the religious traditions discussed in this
chapter, is there any that is practised in your
neighbourhood? What are the religious texts
used today, and how are they preserved and
transmitted?  Are images used in worship? If so,
are these similar to or different from those
described in this chapter? Describe the buildings
used for religious activities today, comparing
them with early stupas and temples.

12. Collect at least five pictures of sculpture or
painting, belonging to different periods and
regions, on the religious traditions described in
this chapter. Remove their captions, and show
each one to two people, and ask them to describe
what they see. Compare their descriptions and
prepare a report on your findings.

THINKERS, BELIEFS AND BUILDINGS

For more information,

you could visit:

http://dsal.uchicago.edu/

images/aiis/
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