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A. l"ili;;cl'vi

A Bronze Votive Stipa of the Shahi Period:

Art, Faith and [deology in Late-Antique Buddhism

The Museo Nazionale d’Arte Orientale of Rome
houses a small but representative collection of

Buddhist bronzes daung back to Late Antiquity

and

/ 1 = 1
that, on account ol ll}l_':‘l' '\l_\'iL', 1lconograpny

geographic provenance, fall into that category long

but erroneously known as “Kashmiri bronzes™!

Even now, despite the deeper knowledge we have

the areas of

gained of this typology, and althoug
production and circulation have been recognised
f 4 '

as rar

Wi ined, while the

ler than previously ima;

l.'|1|"..‘{]l}|t L'.IE frame ha: cn I'L'-"I(_‘\\'t't.] \]l.'l‘hl':t" we

have ver to find a new, satisfactory definition for
them. The definition we seek should take account

of their substantial affinities in general terms of
formal and cultural traits but, at the same time,

avoid levelling out their stylistic, chronological,

al and geographical differences.

Of the bronzes in the Museo Nazionale d’Arte

Orientale, one deserves a special place within the

whole category in virtue of the complexity and
originality of the iconographic scheme together

with certain stylistic peculiarities and, last but not

t, the excellent state of preservation. The sculp
ture, coming from Afghanistan and probably pro
duced there (or at least in the northern regions of
1ed to the Hindu Shahi

but, for the time being, I would prefer a

Pakistan), had been assi

PL':'I-‘ :L:"

more neric attribution to the Shahi period in

for possible assignation of this
—8% century AD)2

intature stipa (Dep.

general, allowing

piece to the early phases (7

The case in point is a

5809; ht. 34,3 cm, width at the base 15 cm) of
the type known as “stdpa of the descent from

heaven” (fig. 1), only a few specimens of which

still surwi in real architecture. However, the

ibution of these stiapas, scattered over

spatial dist
a vast area spanning from East India to Pakistan,

Tajikistan and Xinjia attests not only to the

widespread favour accorded to this model but also
to the ample adhesion of the Buddhist world to
the ideas reflected in this architectural form, which
would serve as a model for many later stipas 1n
Ladakh, Western Tibet and South-East Asia. To

this scant monumental evidence we can add a host

of well-known scale reproductions including other

as in the sacred

bronze sculptures?, the small s
of Tapa Sardar in Af;

ard1 1985, 211f.) and the miniature terracotta stizpas

hanistan (Taddei/Ver-

S
(see Pal 1973

2 tH it 1 . : ki
irrett itselt considers this

ady indic ates

definition as a pure c

(even in the utle of his a
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9) but never submitted to a detailed analysis, and

to Dr. D, Mazzeo, Director of the Museo Nazionale

d’Arte Ori

|'.I.||.‘ who promij
quest and ki
Eig
and
and widespread tradition. As for the

prototype would be th

(see Tuca

(Marsl

1921, 1
See hawar
Museun enna 1986, tigs, 29 Maillard Jéra Bé-
na Museum (Faccenna 1986,
nd valley, in Swar (Klimburg
pl. XCVIa, b; Mailla

, figs. 7-8), and the two st

tor
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1994

1/ Jéra-Bézard

at the sides of

the “Buddha of Samkarasena and Devasri® (Pal
| 1993, 431t pl. 31).

106, no.3

yout; in particular, t

ey have in com
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the drum, even though of diffe
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(see below, frn. 13)
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Fig. 1. A bronze v ive stipa. Museo
Orientale, Roma (Dep. 650/5809; Neg. |

. Courtesy

f the Museum.

small votive objects, sometimes bearing or con-
taining within a profession of faith — well docu
mented in India, Afghanistan, Ladakh, Tibet,
Xinjiang®. The cata
further with anot

ogue can De L‘Xl'L’[H.i\_‘L_[ }'L‘I’

rer type of documentation, namely
two-dimensional reproduction, mainly l';-p;'u\t-nLuJ

by terracotta p

and, within certain limits, grathti from trans-

aques (Faccenna 1986, 68, fig. 27),
Himalayan areas’.

The stipa consists of a tall, star-shaped podium,
organized in three superimposed, receding struc
tures, with a low plimh and two bodies of different
heights. As in all the other known specimens of
this type, both real and reproduced, the upper
body is much taller than the others. Distributed
at different levels on this basement various human,
animal and divine figures are represented. Four

A, Filigenzi

Detail of fig. 1: the dome; the columns; the lions;

the lokandl
he lokap:

flights of steps ascend the centre of each side,
starting from the first body. On this high platform
stands the actual stipa. The drum, consisting of

two cylindrical storeys marked by a projecting

Examples and careful comparisons are provided by
Taddei (1970), to whom [ refer the reader for a system-
atic examen of the subject.

f
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showing the same peculiar features we obs
all

a-Bézard 1994, 173), high pinnacle

s has been documented among the

gratfitl o many of them

> 1N our

pa (see below): a
bodies (Mai
with first chatt

umns (Dani 1983, 82H., hg. p.8; Faccenna 1986, 68,

basement compose d of receding

f
1 supported by Structs, sometumes col

H;.‘,. 1} and f'w"\'.-el.fl.?,-"..'_\ (Thewalt 1985, 785f., 7891f., figs. 7,
12; Fussman 1993, pl. 12; Maillard/ Jéra-Bézard 1994,
1731, ‘.i;[\_ 3-4). but the lack of « acterising details,

as for instance the flight-step, and their early dating
(most of them are earlier than 600 AD; see Fussman
I d

typology less than hypothetical; we might however

1994. 59) make the identification with the star-sha

tectural antecedent or at

consider them as a sort of ar

least a very close prototype
!
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A Bronze Votwe Stipa

moulded cornice, rests on a flat octagonal body of
somewhat irregular shape®. The dome, as in many
other stipa reproductions of the late antique
period, shows a bulbous, near-spherical shape.
Four columns surmounted by sitting lions sur-
round the sti#pa, rising on the top of the platform
and so marking the corners of the podium (figs. 2-
3,

Four pilasters rise on the top of the drum in
positions alternating with the columns of the lower
level, and act as structs for the first chattra. In the
intermediate spaces, four haloed lokapalas, armed
with spears, stand in a warning attitude, left hand
on hip. The stapa is crowned by thirteen chattras
with an ama aka-shaped top (fig. 4), but the actual
finial was probably lost, as suggested by the traces
of what seems to have been an iron pin on the
flat upper surface. Further evidence in favour of
this hypothesis can be found not only by com-
but
also in an iconographic detail on this very sti#pa,
which we will return to later.

As regards the architectural organization of the

parison with other reproductions of stipas®,

stipa, the first thing to notice is the wealth of

oy 7 1 {
of the S Period 423

details, preserving the accuracy of a true replica
of real models despite the schematic simplification
inevitable in scale reproduction. In particular,
certain structural elements such as the columns or

This is a quite unusual feature which, as far as 1

10W,

lents. It is
LA X,

ough much

finds only rare comparisons in real mon

at Loulan, where the s

attested in X

B

ws a similar, alt
ow the drum (Stein 1921, 389)
1 (Rhie 2(
v known in Atlg
Hadda (Barthoux 1933, 1
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3 Ii;_'_ 3.66). The

hanistan, from

5 Tarzi 1990, 715, fig. 11;
1 2002, photo pp. 88-89), Shotorak (Meunié
7) and Tapa Sardar (Silvi Antonini 1979).
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architectural
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(1986), where a va of fin
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the structs of the chattras are treated in such a way

as to fit perfectly with the function im inable in

real prototypes, and not as mere orative devic-
es.
The columns are of two different types that find

lent in the canonical forms — or at least

no prec

those known to us in the Gandharan and post

allowance for

s . ;
( Ji'l]ld naran I'L'[‘L'['{( ure — EVEen Iﬂ-ll'\ 1
the evident vari

iations and .Lp‘im.-\iln.uuul: due to
- F 1 o I |

the summary execution of the work (figs. 2-3). As

regards the columns on the platform, the base,

I

with the pronounced projection of its bulb-shaped

ment from the plinth, is more reminiscent of

el

a Gandharan-Persepolitan type than of a classical
prototype'®. This bulb-shaped «

1
zlement may pos-

iilti("t'ii

sibly have been of the amalaka type,

some irregularly incised lines suggest. The capital,

bbb

this one also rou

hly shaped, appears to have been

formed by a thick collar, an a» a element

abacus and a modillon, supporting a lion

The heads of the four roan lions rise slis

above the top of the dome: sitting on their hind

rainst the dome

1 C 1 .
legs they face outwards, leaning

with their tails raised and abruptly bending back
wards. As for the anatomical details, the lion
figures with their curly manes, leaf-like arras
ment of fur on their bre

EYES, .1I3Li lhi_' Q!I'mlL‘I“ they wear on their 1~_=I'L']L';_’.'-

sts, globular, protruding

find a close match in the late-antique bronze and

rock H(’il]pl”ill'{‘h ol E.hc |‘-n_11'[|‘|u1'l1 regions of the

Subcontinent .

Even more peculiar 1s the shape of the pilasters

3). A wvertical

‘\"ll‘}"l‘!'l.il]:.." [l]\_‘ tirst i.'.-’f.-‘.h’."}'.T

oove, opening above in two separate branches
in a sort of Y motif, runs along the quadrangular
shaft, which rises on a stepped base of uncertain
shape. As for the capitals, their strange appearance,
with the calathus organised in two separate rows
of volute-like motifs, despite some differences, 1s

strongly reminiscent of forms attested at Chig

Sarai in Eastern Afghanistan, or at Barikot in Swat,

the Ped ‘g'lll.'u.! base

probably sporadic and still underestimated traces

of an autonomous current of late-antique architec-
ture

ticular is represented by

Another striking par

the lokapala figures, which strongly diverge from

the iconographic conventions ol Gandharan orni-

for i ince 1n € |'|.'|i'\|.'|
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1e base of t
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features of that
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gin®. It is hard to tell whether the cone-shaped
element covering their heads is to be interpreted
as a cap or a head-dress. Whilst the slight latera
depressions add to the impression of a head-dress
crowned by a diadem, the two vertical strips
hanging down on the cheeks are strongly reminis-
cent of a Phrygian-style cap, but at the same time
they might be equally
hair ",

But the more interesting feature is the

id as long locks of

scale coat, which now appears to us as
a curious blending of different tradi-
tions: although the scale coat with crossed
belts and breast disk find fairly evident
comparison in a number of Gandharan
warrior figures, given its unusual length the coat
an,

in the East. Comparison might in fact be made

closely resembles examples documented, once ag

with the well known lokapala from Dandan Uiliq,
in Xinjiang (Stein 1907, 251ff.), or the armed
deities from Dunhuang (Maillard/Jéra-Bézard 1986,
fig. 16), who wear a coat of this kind, more similar
to a caftan than to the short coat of the Gandharan
examples.

Turning, now, to the figural elements on the

basement (fig

5), in the first place we must surely
read some significance in the particular positions
of the figures both in relation to the different levels
of the monument and in terms of their more or
less accentuated visibility from a frontal view. Four
human figures and a pair of crouching animals (a
h?_unpcd bull to the right, an antelope to the left)

are represented on the plinth, i.

on the lower

evel of the basement. As for the human fi

gures,
they all kneel in a worshipping attitude, hands in
anjall

dra. Notwithstanding their small size and
a certain tendency to graphic simplification, which
increases with the distance of the figures from the
trontal focus, some slight variations can be detect-
ed among them, evidently serving to differentiate
their rank, function or genre. They are all members
| by their dress and

of the aristocracy, as witnessec
ornaments: three of the four figures are undoubt-

edly male, wearing a caftan with two lapels,

1ecklaces and ear-rings. They seem to share the

same head-dress, although lack of anv indication

of hair makes identification uncertain: we may
equally imagine a rtall chignon and a sort of
diadem, or a pear-shaped cap with a narrow edge
or brim. The cap hypothesis weakens when we

look bo Eoceifipass he le ‘hose head-
look at the hirst higure to the left, whose heac

dress, of a more elaborate model, might be inter-
preted either as a more detailed rendering or as
a veritable differentiation of social status: three
ornaments, the central one larger than the others,
evoke in this head-dress the familiar image of the
diadem with three crests, but, in any case, we
cannot exclude the possibility that these ornaments
are set into a cap (see ftn. 14).

The superiority in rank of this figure over the
other three seems to be underlined not only by

Detail of fig. 1: the female (
¢. R 2804/4)

the prominent position, but also by the knife
hanging down from an invisible belt. A decorated
belt, but with no weapon attached, is worn by the
first figure to the right. The third male figure, to
the left, bears a garland hanging down from his
joined hands. The fourth figure, on the right,
probably female, is given the most receding po
sition, visibility being guaranteed by means of a
slightly diverging inclination with respect to the
figure in front (fig. 6). This figure shows the most
simplified rendering, probably due to the near
concealment: the impression we receive is of a
simple tunic, with no fashion details. The artist,
however, takes pains to distinguish this from the
other personages: the hair, this time clearly indi-
cated and devoid of any ornaments, 1s simply
parted in the centre and worn backwards in a halo-
like arrangement, but the ear-rings seem to be of
a more ostentatious fashion. Judging from the
{

context, !h\.‘.\'l.' four f I"L‘].‘J't"\L’Ili“ul;.\'\' or a

gures

subordinate role: they are probably only secondary

!
-¢s in the similar bronze sti
1

Cf. the

the Pe

Museum and from the Gorband va

ttn. 5) that can be considered as aln

with our specimen. In both these

TUres.

( .tl:'l':||.::i\u|| :Il:r_\_'llt be made with -‘|1'.' i'L‘.1L| dress of some

minor characters among the sculptur see for

instance the already mentioned “Buddha of Samkarasena

and Devas t) and the *Buddha of

the year 927 t) (Fussman 1993, 31§,

1
ire aiso ll.‘l' I

and especially in

F

rorm, otten

In some te

trom Yotkan (Stein 1921, |\| I) or
21, pl. VIL, Yk. 0

tuettes (Stein
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in some bronze

Silk Routes 1982




f depicting a scene of homage to the

Fig. 7. Gandharan relie
Buddha. Swat Museum, Saidu Sharif (Inv.no.V 1330).

Courtesy of the Museum.

donors if not simple witnesses to the donation. The
actual donor is, in fact, to be recognised in a fifth
figure, clearly dominating the others. Standing a
step above, on the narrow terrace of the first body
of the podium, this personage explicitly and indeed
proudly manifests the act of donation, his right
hand touching a scale reproduction of the stipa
beside him.

Apart from being meaningful in itself, this
synthetic but, at the same time, complex scene
contains some unexpected details which open a
window on the religious beliefs and practices of
the period. The high rank of the donor, already
implicit in his being involved in such important
an act, is suggested by only a few attributes,
apparently the minimal signs of status that could
not be omitted: a necklace, a diadem consisting of
three oval elements and an unidentifiable object (a
sort of short staff), which the donor carries in the
Jeft hand. Apart from a sort of langoti, summarily
indicated with incised lines, the donor is naked.
No doubt this is a case of ritual nudity, relevant
to the ceremonial act the donor is performing. We
all know the story told by Faxian about the
procession of Buddhist images in Khotan, when
the king takes off his crown of state, changes his
dress — for a fresh suit, says Faxian, probably for
a simpler one, we may infer — and with bare feet

126 A. Filigenzi

and offerings moves to the city gate to welcome
the images (Legge 1886, 18f.). Xuanzang tells us
about another ceremony of great political impor
tance, the pasnicavarsikaparisad periodically per
formed at Bamiyan (Beal 1881, 51f.)"" dealt with
at length by D. Klimburg-Salter (1989, 123 ff.) and
further investigated by M. Taddei (1992) and
M. Deeg (1995; 1997 [non vidi]). 1dentification of
the scene among the mural paintings of Bamiyan
is by now, 1 think, largely accepted. Perhaps less
known is a small ivory sculpture where a similar
subject is to be recognised (Asher 1972, pl. V).
Here an unshaven, bearded man dressed as a monk
is represented in the act of placing jewels (probably
taken from off his own body) into a basket held
by a minor character, probably a servant, kneeling
beside him. The original place of these figures was
probably at the side of a Buddha in a triptych and
the monk/non-monk character is evidently a king,
or a princely donor, depicted in the very act of
divesting himself (symbolically, of course) of his
riches on behalf of the Buddha: a humble gesture
of devotion and a proud manifestation of sovereign
power at the same time. I think however that what
we know of ceremonial penitence, devotion and
homage is only a small part of an uninterrupted
chain of ritual traditions, isolated links of which
appear here and there through the ages, as for
instance in a Gandharan relief in the Swat Museum
at Saidu Sharif (fig. 7), where a princely male figure
is represented in the act of paying homage to the
Buddha, whom he is probably welcoming to his
own place, washing the Buddha’s feet (2) with the
help of a woman (probably his wife) who bears
a spouted vessel. It is worth noting that as a sign
of ritual homage the princely figure appears with
out a turban, although he remains bejewelled. This
is of course just another sign of how little we know
of the ancient traditions, ranging from the customs
of hospitality, as probably in this case, to events
of more visible impact and politica
as a kingly donation to a religious establishment';
nor can we distinguish what belongs to an Indic
substratum “internationalised” by Buddhism and
what belongs to chronological and cultural strat-

import, such

ifications. But in the specific case of our bronze,
another odd aspect is to be pointed out. The stipa

Due to the historical circumstances, the ceremony per-

formed at Bamiyan has gained a wide fame, but we must

not forget that Xuanzang itself speaks of similar cere-

monies performed by the kings of Kapisha, Kucha and
Kanauj (Klimburg-Salter 1989, 123) and that the same
is also reported by Faxian in relation to K'eeh-ch'a/
Skardo [?] (Legge, 1886; 221.).

6 Legge himself commenting the K'ech-ch’a ceremony (see

frn. 15) calls attention to other events of this kind

recorded in the same account (king Asoka’s grant of all
the Jambudvipa to the monks) as well as in the Mabavamsa
(Legge 1886, 23, fin. 3); cf. also the reflections offered

by Rowland (1961) and Taddei (1992).
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the donor is touching with his right hand is a fairly
exact, although highly simplified, replica of the
actual one, except for the surprising lack of the
attras, of which only the first at the bottom is

represented. Just at margin, | would like to point
out that also the shape of the finial is significant

in relation to the major object; in fact, the vertical
top above a bulb-like element (very similar to the
already mentioned bronze stitpa of the Patna
Museum) lends support to the hypothesis ad-
vanced earlier that the finial of the actual stipa
itself was incomplete.

Seeking to account for this eye-catching detail,
one cannot help wondering whether indeed the
intention of the artist was exactly what we see:
the donor touching not generically the stipa,

but precisely the chatn i. Very tenta-
tively T would suggest that, if this detail 15

of some iconographic importance, then it
means that a special importance is attached
to the chattravali, perhaps regarded as the
true symbolic substitute for the Buddha, the axis
which passes through the universe as the chat-
travali ideally runs through the monument (cf.
[rwin 1979, 826-827 esp.). It it is indeed so, then

the donor and the object donated are, in a sense,

celebrated as equivalent: they both embedy the
cakravartin-ship, one being mirrored in the other
(ct. Fussman 1986).

Returning, now, to the two animal figures, it
was surely no mere whim that dictated the choice.
Here we find paired not only the two poles of
animal life, the wild and the domestic, but some
thing more, or more subtle, with a strong symbolic
relevance also to human life: just as the humped
bull is closely linked in the Indic world with
labour and the family, the first and fundamental
L‘L‘H Hf active ;'ISH\tL'i.IIi\'L' ]Ih 50 T]]L' d[][L‘iUPL'
embodies the alternative (and potentially antithet-
ic) choice, the solitary way of renunciation. Not
only is the antelope pelt in fact constantly asso-
ciated with ascetic figures, but it is in the “An-
telope park”!” that Sakvamuni first preaches the
Dharma. This animal pair represents the two
possibilities of life, both conferred with the same
dignity in the world of the Buddha and both
confidently crouching in His shadow. But from
where does this benevolent shadow emanate? From
the stipa, of course, but — I would suggest — also
from the donor. Faced with such an iconographic
picture, it is in fact hard to get away from the
impression that before us stands a royal donor
who, by presenting himself as a defensor fidei,
assumes the charge of acting in the worldly sphere
on bebalf and on account of the Buddha.

Yet another iconographic feature emerges from
1e vivid assemblage of this bronze, almost con
cealed from the frontal view, as if to avoid manifest
visibility: on the left side of the second body of

L

the basement, a two-headed figure stands dressed

in monastic garb, right hand in varadamudra, lett

3

Fig. 8. Detail of

hand on the hip, probably grasping a hem of the
tunic (fig. 8). The very small dimensions of this
figurine and of the space containing it probably
account tor a certain clumsiness, which makes
interpretation of certain significant details some-
what doubtful: the two heads are not centred and
the head-dress is hardly discernible, even if the
incised lines on the right head seem intended to
depict an uspisa. An element in low relief exactly
following the contour of the right arm might be
interpreted as an unsuccessful attempt to represent
an additional arm. If this is indeed so, then we may

deduce that the original intention was to represent
a four-armed figure, and that only technical dif-
ficulties might have produced such an ambiguous
effect. In any case, the raised, half-hidden position
and sublimated anatomic deformity clearly hold
particular significance. 1 think that, notwithstand
ing the ambiguity of the details, we can interpret
this image as a two-headed Buddha, of the kind
we had so far been acquainted with only from
Xinjang (von Le Coq 1913, Taf. 40a; Silk Routes
1982, 1831, no. 121; Sérinde 1995, no. 160, 214-
215; Grossato 1999, fig. p. 61). Following the sug-
gestion of the first explorers and commentators of
the antiquities of that region (von Le Coq 1913,
Taf. 40a), explanation of this unusual ic nography

The sanskrit word mrea, 1. ¢

| embodying the

freedom of wild life, can be ently translated as

deer or antelope. On the zoological identification of the

ga see Konig (1994, 751, 861.) and the comments by
Fussman (1994, 61{f.).
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