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The region of Gandhāra is mostly known for its distinctive visual tradition, 
which is commonly called Gandhāran art (Fig. 1). More recently, Gandhāran 
Buddhism and Gāndhārī, the language of Gandhāra, have also become 
increasingly familiar terms in Buddhist historical and philological studies.1 
Gandhāra, in the most restricted definition, means the Peshawar valley to 
the western side of the Indus River, but in the usage common in art historical 
and Buddhist studies it encompasses wider areas including Taxila, Swāt, and 
eastern Afghanistan (Fig. 2).2 In this paper, Gandhāra will be used according 
to this broader definition, which is also identified as “Greater Gandhāra” by 
many scholars. 

In many ways, Gandhāra is on the peripheries—in ethnic groups, 
political dominions, and cultural divisions. Geographically, it is located at the 
point where three major regional units, i.e., South, West Asia, and Central 
Asia meet each other. Historically, it continually passed through diverse 
political powers ruling from the neighboring areas. It was also on the fringes 
of prominent civilizations during the ancient period, including Iranian, 
Indian, and Hellenistic civilizations. Cultural achievements of the region 
were thus often perceived as peripheral or derivative, and its distinctive 
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Figure 1. Standing Buddha (detail). From Sahri-Bahlol, Peshawar valley. Peshawar 
Museum. (J. Rhi)

Figure 2. Map around Greater Gandhāra. (Modified from The Crossroads of Asia, 1992, 
1-2.)
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visual tradition that evolved in the first several centuries of the Common 
Era has been commonly treated as the most remarkable cultural phenomena 
that unfolded in this marginal part of the Eurasian continent. Frequently 
neglected in this conventional conception is the initiative taken by the local 
population of the region in the achievement of this extraordinary cultural 
feat. This paper addresses the problem of the Gandhāran initiative, by tracing 
the evolution of its visual tradition with a special note on the role of the 
community that employed the Kharoṣṭhī script. 

In the period crucial to the development of Gandhāran visual tradition, 
from about 500 BCE to 500 CE, the majority of the occupants of the region 
were ethnically Indians. They were probably descendants of the Gandhāri, 
an offshoot of Indo-Āryans, who migrated to the subcontinent throughout 
the so-called Vedic age.3 Gandhāra, the land where they settled, is listed 
in Aṅguttara Nikāya, a Pāli Buddhist scripture, as one of the sixteen great 
states (mahājanapadā) of ancient India that flourished during the Buddha’s 
time.4 Much later, the Chinese monk Faxian, who visited India in the first 
decade of the fifth century CE, considered Uḍḍiyāna (Swāt), Gandhāra, and 
Nagarahāra (Jalalabad valley in eastern Afghanistan) all parts of Tianzhu 
(India).5 Another Chinese monk, Xuanzang, who reached India around 630, 
had the definite idea that the northwestern boundary of Indu (India) lay 
between Kāpiśa (north of the Kabul valley) and Lampāka (Laghman valley 
in present Afghanistan).6 The precise meaning of Tianzhu or Indu in these 
Chinese sources could be problematic, for there was obviously no concept of 
India as a single political entity at the time. These terms most likely reflected 
the ethnic or linguistic boundary of the areas inhabited by Indians. Still, the 
most compelling evidence for the ethnicity of the residents of Gandhāra 
during this period is the regional dominance of the Kharoṣṭhī script as well as 
Gāndhārī language.  

The Kharoṣṭhī script was predominantly used in Gandhāra from the 
fourth century BCE to the fourth century CE (Fig. 3).7 As is well known, it 
derives from Aramaic, a script officially used in the Achaemenid Empire in 
Persia; it was most likely created by adapting Aramaic for the local language 
of Gandhāra, a northwestern dialect of the Middle Indic. The earliest extant 
documents in Kharoṣṭhī are two sets of royal edicts by Aśoka (of the Indian 
empire Maurya based in the middle Gangetic valley) found in Shāhbāz-
gaṛhī and Mānsehrā in and near the Peshawar valley.8 It is noteworthy that 
three inscriptions Aśoka left in Kandahar, further to the west in Southern 
Afghanistan, were not in Kharoṣṭhī but in Greek and Aramaic. One of them 
is bilingual and biscriptal in Greek and Aramaic; another is in Greek, and 
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the third one is in Aramaic-Māgadhī (Māgadhī in Aramaic transcription and 
its Aramaic translation).9 Apparently, the Greek inscriptions were intended 
for the Greek population, and the Aramaic for the Iranian population in the 
region. The particular use of Kharoṣṭhī in Gandhāra indicates the dominant 
presence of an Indic-speaking population in the area. It is also notable that 
all the remaining inscriptions of Aśoka within what eventually became India 
proper were written in Brāhmī, another prominent ancient Indic script. This 
clearly indicates the cultural independence of Gandhāra from the rest of 
India. 

Although we do not know the date and circumstances of the inception 
of Kharoṣṭhī in Gandhāra, we can easily presume that the Achaemenid rule 
over the region during the fifth and fourth centuries BCE was instrumental 
in its creation. Georg Bühler, a great pioneer in Indian epigraphy, suggested 
long ago: 

Figure 3. Kharoṣṭhī script. (Salomon, Indian Epigraphy, table 2.5.)
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. . . it appears natural to assume that the Persian Satraps carried with them also into 
India their staff of subordinates, who were accustomed to the use of the Aramean 
letters and language. And this would fully explain how the Hindus of the Indo-
Persian provinces were driven to utilize the characters, commonly employed by the 
scribes and accountants of their conquerors . . . The Kharoshṭhī Alphabet would 
appear to be the result of the intercourse between the offices of the Satraps and of 
the native authorities, the Indian chiefs and the heads of towns and villages, . . .10

Most specialists have accepted this plausible hypothesis.11 However, this raises 
the question of the role of the local Indian population. Can we assume that 
they simply played a subservient role in the appropriation and establishment 
of Kharoṣṭhī? We know that in this period a highly sophisticated and 
distinctive culture was evolving among the local population through dynamic 
—and less inhibited—interactions with external elements. A cogent example 
is the work of the famous grammarian Pāṇini, who was active in Gandhāra 
around the fourth century BCE or earlier. Linguistic specialists believe that 
Aṣṭādhyāyī, his monumental work, was too complex to have been written 
without the support of literacy, and have proposed Aramaic or Kharoṣṭhī 
as the candidates for Pāṇini’s lipi (script).12 Whichever was Pāṇini’s lipi, it is 
apparent that the need for literacy was felt strongly in Gandhāra not just for 
administrative purposes but also for intricate cultural products; the desire for 
literacy was probably stronger in Gandhāra than in the Gangetic valley, where 
orality continued to enjoy greater prestige. Though Kharoṣṭhī and Brāhmī are 
generally acknowledged to have been created independently—while the latter 
was also probably derived from Aramaic or other Semitic scripts—Brāhmī 
shows occasional borrowings from Kharoṣṭhī and possibly was preceded by 
Kharoṣṭhī.13 Compared with the Gangetic valley, Gandhāra was obviously no 
backwater during this period, especially considering that Indian civilization 
was still seeking its distinctive form in many sectors through vital interactions 
with civilizations from the West. 

Around 200 BCE, Kharoṣṭhī was adopted along with Greek script 
for legends in the coinage of Greco-Bactrian kings; later kings of Śaka 
and Parthian dynasties, as well as the Kuṣāṇas, who took turns in ruling 
Gandhāra until the third century CE, maintained this practice. At least by the 
first century BCE, scribes started using Kharoṣṭhī to write down Buddhist 
scriptures, as found in numerous manuscriptal remains discovered within 
the past two decades in Gandhāra (especially in such places as Haḍḍa and 
Bāmiyān) and vigorously worked on in Buddhist philological scholarship.14 
They are mostly written in northwestern Prakrit, now commonly called 
Gāndhārī. A large number of Buddhist dedicatory inscriptions also appear 
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with relics and images dedicated to Gandhāran monasteries.15 They were 
invariably written in Kharoṣṭhī, except for a handful of aberrations in Brāhmī 
or the biscriptal Kharoṣṭhī/Brāhmī.16 Evidently, the Buddhist visual tradition 
of Gandhāra was inseparably tied with Kharoṣṭhī. Around the third to fourth 
centuries, i.e. the time when Kharoṣṭhī disappeared only to be replaced by 
Brāhmī in Gandhāra and thus in the Indian subcontinent, Gandhāran visual 
tradition also lost its momentum as well as its idiosyncratic character.17 Thus 
the Kharoṣṭhī/Gāndhārī community played a critical role in its evolvement. 

The Kharoṣṭhī/Gāndhārī community must have been mainly comprised 
of ethnic Indians, as Gāndhārī was essentially an Indic language. Donors with 
Greek names are rarely seen in dedicatory inscriptions, but they also recorded 
their dedications in Gāndhārī.18 It is also notable that in the period when the 
visual tradition flourished in Gandhāra, there were practically no Buddhist 
epigraphical documents in scripts and languages other than Kharoṣṭhī/
Gāndhārī. The foreign immigrants—such as Iranians, Greeks, and Central 
Asian nomads—who probably formed minorities in the region seem to have 
been largely assimilated into the Kharoṣṭhī community. Still, this community 
had a significantly distinct identity and cultural orientation compared to 
those of the Gangetic valley or elsewhere in the south.

However, choices made at the earliest stage of the visual tradition in 
Gandhāra were more complex than the simplification above permits. When 
the desire arose for an iconic representation of the Buddha, which provided 
a critical impetus for the rise of a Buddhist visual tradition, Gandhāra 
obviously had more advantages than the Gangetic valley in that it already 
possessed diverse prototypes transmitted from the Hellenized West. This 
desire itself could have been brought on by such prototypes and practices 
of external origin.19 The apparent Hellenistic ancestry of the Gandhāran 
visual tradition made earlier scholars seek its origin in the Greco-Bactrian or 
Indo-Greek community.20 However, no tangible evidence has been found in 
excavations conducted in limited scales on sites that may be associated with 
the Greek dominion, while no Buddhist image inscribed with Greek has ever 
been found.21 Most likely, the desire for iconic images had not yet ripened 
enough by the time the Indo-Greeks were in political ascendancy. 

The earliest extant examples of the Gandhāran visual tradition are 
known to have come from Swāt and are datable to the beginning of the 
Common Era.22 They show considerably different choices from what became 
the mainstream creations of Gandhāra slightly later. These images seem  
to reflect influence from Hellenized Iran and its adjacent areas in Central 
Asia. Thus they nicely correspond with the Iranian theory on the origin of 
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the Gandhāran visual tradition, which was first seriously proposed by Daniel 
Schlumberger and has since attracted a wide following among specialists.23 
Simultaneously, scholars have pointed out the similarities between the finds 
from Swāt and the earliest Buddhist images from Mathurā in the upper 
Gangetic valley. Based on these similarities, J.E. van Lohuizen-de Leeuw, a 
staunch proponent for Mathurā’s precedence over Gandhāra in the creation 
of Buddha images, saw influence from Mathurā in these Swāt images and 
forceful evidence supporting her theory.24 We must admit, however, according 
to the hard evidence so far available to us, that there have been no Buddhist 
images from Mathurā datable as early as the Swāt images. I do not wish to 
conclude by this fact alone that the finds from Swāt set precedents for those 
from Mathurā; rather the affinities between the images of the two regions 
may stem from the common stimulus they appropriated. In the Gangetic 
valley, visual creations emerged prominently by the third century BCE under 
the Mauryas, although this fact itself is somewhat enigmatic. However, they 
were still largely in the formative stage until the first century CE, and we need 
not assume that India proper was more advanced than Gandhāra in visual 
creations. 

While Swāt maintained its regional idiosyncrasy through later periods, 
what may be termed as the mainstream creations in the Gandhāran 
visual tradition were centered on the northern side of the Kabul River 
in the Peshawar valley. The finds from this region are more refined than 
contemporary Iranian works and closer to Hellenistic/Roman models, 
although considerably austere and stiff (Fig. 1). Overall, compared with 
earlier specimens, they seem greatly advanced in monumentality, execution 
of details, and expression. Several visual types are discernible, which are 
attributable to different sub-regional bases, workshops, and periods of 
duration.25 This phase in the Gandhāran visual tradition is hard to date with 
any certainty, but has been commonly assigned to the second Kuṣāṇa dynasty 
initiated by Kaniṣka (r. ca. 127-150 CE). Two dated images, one in the year 
89 (most probably of the Kaniṣka era) and the other in the year 5 (of the 
Kaniṣka era or of its second century), have been considered to support this 
presumption.26

The establishment of this phase of the Gandhāran visual tradition 
has sometimes been linked to the dynastic involvement of the Kuṣāṇas. 
However, no evidence corroborates such dynastic patronage. No Buddhist 
dedicatory inscription has been found written in Kuṣāṇa’s native Bactrian 
language (at least since the second century BCE) or Greek script, as one 
finds in the commemorative inscription carved at the famous dynastic fire 
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temple of Surkh Kotal in northern Afghanistan.27 A reliquary (or perfume 
box) dedicated at Shāh-jī-kī Ḍherī, the Kaniṣka vihāra, is also inscribed in 
Kharoṣṭhī/Gāndhārī, and its epigraphical content does not show any clear 
indication of dynastic patronage.28 Furthermore, relatively few stone carvings 
were discovered in and around the dynastic capital Puruṣapura, or modern 
Peshawar, while the majority was concentrated on the northern side of the 
Kabul River where numerous monasteries and workshops were present.29 
The Kharoṣṭhī community based in the northern Peshawar valley most likely 
played a crucial part in the emergence of this flourishing phase. 

Beginning in the early second century CE, monumental Buddhist images 
were produced in Mathurā in a distinctive manner. It is remarkable that the 
two regions made such different choices, although both were inhabited by 
Indic-speaking populations and were under the same Kuṣāṇa rule. These 
choices could have been deliberate ones based on the perception of separate 
identities, which is most symbolically expressed in the use of two different 
scripts, Kharoṣṭhī and Brāhmī. 

The only source of inferiority for the Gandhāran Buddhist community 
would have been that the Buddha never set foot on their land in his lifetime. 
To compensate this deficiency, various places claimed to be the loci of 
incidents of the Buddha’s previous incarnations.30 Tangible objects were also 
installed as sacred relics of the Buddha, such as the Buddha’s alms-bowl in 
Peshawar and the Buddha’s skull bone in Haḍḍa.31 The bowl in Peshawar was 

Figure 4. Veneration of the Buddha’s Bowl. On the pedestal of a standing Buddha. 
Peshawar Museum. (J. Rhi)
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declared as to have been brought from Pāṭaliputra or somewhere in Central 
India, by Kaniṣka. It became the most sacred relic in the Peshawar valley 
(Gandhāra proper), and thus the veneration of the relic became a popular 
theme carved on numerous images in the area (Fig. 4).32 Apparently, however, 
the claim was not acknowledged by Buddhists in Mathurā, who believed that 
the bowl was worshipped in a celestial realm—as I have argued elsewhere.33 A 
story cited in the Harivaṃśa, a final addition to the great epic Mahābhārata, 
composed by a resident of Mathurā around 300 CE, depicts the quelling of 
Kālayavana’s attack on Mathurā.34 The villain is referred to as Kālayavana, 
“Black Greek,” but this figurative appellation most likely designates the 
northwesterners of the subcontinent in general. This story can be read as 
exhibiting the inherent antagonism between the inhabitants of the two 
regions, which was aggravated by a series of invasions on Mathurā by alien 
rulers. 

The latest dated inscriptions in Kharoṣṭhī from Gandhāra are those 
dated to the 300s series of an unknown era. Among Buddhist images, there 
are two Buddhas, each dated to the years 318 and 384, as well as a Hārītī 
dated to the year 399.35 These dates have been commonly attributed to the 
so-called “Old Śaka” era, for which diverse opinions have been put forward, 
including dates from 248/7 BCE to 84/3 BCE.36 Richard Salomon recently 
proposed an Indo-Greek era for these dates, which he places in 186/5 BCE.37 
According to Salomon, the dates of these three images thus correspond to ca. 
132, 198 and 213 CE. However, in my understanding of the visual evolvement 
of Gandhāran Buddhist images, these dates seem too early. For instance, the 
Buddha of the year 318 shows significantly degenerated features; it is hard to 
believe that it precedes the Indraśailaguhā Buddha in the Peshawar Museum 
by some eighty years. The Indraśailaguhā Buddha is dated to the year 89 of 
the Kaniṣka era, which can be converted to 215/6 CE if we agree (as many 
scholars including Salomon do) that the beginning of the era can be dated 
to 127 CE. It seems to me that the three images are datable as no earlier than 
the third century CE. Salomon considers the image of the year 399 among 
the last instances of Kharoṣṭhī inscriptions and, based on his new calculation, 
assigns the disappearance of Kharoṣṭhī from Gandhāra to around the early 
third century CE.38 However, I would prefer to date this to approximately a 
century later. 

Around the third or fourth century, Kharoṣṭhī suddenly became obsolete 
in Gandhāra. Salomon believes that this is due to the demise of the Kuṣāṇa 
empire—where Kharoṣṭhī was mainly used by administrative clerks and 
Buddhist clerics—and does not connect it with the loss of the cultural 



10    Juhyung Rhi

identity of the community.39 Intriguingly 
enough, however, this phenomenon 
coincided with the disappearance of the 
idiosyncratic character of Gandhāran 
visual traditions. From this time on, 
while Brāhmī replaced Kharoṣṭhī in 
Buddhist inscriptions and manuscripts, 
the distinctive visual style f rom 
Mathurā and Sārnāth of the Gupta 
period (c. 320-550) was prevalently 
adopted in dedications and decorations 
in Buddhist monasteries, or sometimes 
intermingled with the new Sassanian 
styles transmitted from Iran (Fig. 
5). The Hindu presence in religious 
images also became conspicuous. These 
phenomena seem to have been not 
merely coincidental but intricately 
related. Although the Kuṣāṇas may 
not have brought about the unique 
culture of Gandhāra, they could have 
provided an environment that fostered 
its development independent from 

other neighboring civilizations. The demise of the Kuṣāṇas thus meant the 
dissolution of cultural independence forged in the region for the previous 
several centuries and the loss of a long-held identity for a cultural unit. The 
community represented by the Kharoṣṭhī script and a distinctive visual 
tradition was not able to survive the advance of a powerful civilization that 
finally established itself in consummate form in the Gangetic valley and 
disseminated its influence to neighboring areas. And this marked the end of a 
remarkable civilization in Central Eurasia, which was neither entirely Indian 
nor Iranian nor Classical. 
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