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in Architectural Decoration in Bactria from 323 BC
to 240 AD
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Abstract

The present article examines the impact of Hellenistic art on the architectural decorations
of the Bactria region, encompassing parts of northern Afghanistan, southern Uzbekistan,
and southern Tajikistan (in Eastern Iran), during the Seleucid, Greco-Bactrian Kingdom, Pre-
Kushan (post-Hellenistic), and Kushan periods. Relying on key findings from archaeological
surveys and excavations. Based on this, with a descriptive-analytical method and with a com-
parative approach, while introducing the stone decorations used in the architectural arrays
of this area, especially government and religious buildings, it is tried to determine their age
as much as possible and referring to the location The geographical and archaeological back-
ground of these works, the function and style used in them should be evaluated Finally, an
attempt is made to answer this key question, which artistic elements influenced by Hellenistic
art were used in the stone decorations of this area, and which elements were transformed or
removed over time? Although due to the lack of publication or complete lack of publication
of the results of excavations or investigations in some of the studied areas, the understanding
of the nature of the monuments and the archaeological context of the stone findings remains
hidden from us, However, based on the results obtained from the study of the prominent sites
in the western region through a comparative analysis with other examples in Iran and Mes-
opotamia, it can be accepted that the governmental and religious buildings, especially in the
five sites of Takht-i Sangin, Ai Khanoum, Bactria, Termez and Surkh Kotal played an essential
role in preserving and expanding Hellenistic art in the Bactria region. Nevertheless, the author
acknowledges that a deeper understanding of the details of the effects and transformations of
Hellenistic art in the Iranian world will require further research in the future.
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Introduction

When Alexander reached the plateau
of Iran and the Achaemenid Empire
collapsed, a new chapter in the history
of the ancient East took place. Follow-
ing this crucial historical event, Iranian
art underwent many transformations,
which were reflected in the art of east-
ern Iran. The fertile region of Bactria,
situated on the border between the Hin-
du Kush Mountains to the south and
the Hisar Mountains to the north, is no
exception to this rule. One of the most
important developments was the entry
of Greek and Macedonian people into
the conquered lands, including the West
(Khademi, 2002). The arrival of these
people laid the groundwork for the in-
troduction of Western art styles into the
region’s art, leading to the growth and
expansion of the Greco-Bactrian dynas-
ty’s art over time, in conjunction with
local art. This is especially evident in
the architectural decorations of public
buildings in the areas of this period in
the Bactria region, especially the city of
Ai Khanoum and Takht-i Sangin site. Af-
ter about a century of growth and artis-
tic flourishing under the Greco-Bactrian
dynasty, which resulted from the rule of
Greek nobles over the native Iranians of
Bactria, the dynasty collapsed due to in-
ternal conflicts and a Bactrian attack by
nomadic tribes from the north around
145 BC. The Small principalities were di-
vided (Azizi pour, 2017).

Historical sources are largely silent
about this historical period, known as
the pre-Kushani or post-Hellenistic era.
This period lasted approximately two
centuries, from the second half of the
2" century BC to the first half of the

1* century AD. During this period, five
principalities of the Yuezhi tribe ruled
the area. At the end of it, according to
the sources, the Kushans, who were one
of the five small kingdoms, were able to
dominate the other principalities. After
the conquest of the Kushans over oth-
er tribes in the history of the Bactria,
it came out of the darkness once again
and was mentioned in the sources, they
managed to expand their territory from
the Bactria and at the height of their
power, they extended their influence
from Khwarazm in Central Asia to the
banks of the Ganges River (in eastern In-
dia). This led to a significant expansion
of commercial activities and interna-
tional relations on a large scale, result-
ing in the development of artistic and
religious aspects in Bactria (Khademi,
2003). Therefore, artistic elements (in-
cluding Hellenistic art, local art, etc.),
that already existed in the art of this re-
gion were connected with the world art
flow and appeared in the form of Kushan
art in Bactria, that characteristics are
especially evident in the architectural
decorations of religious buildings at this
point in this area. This artistic move-
ment underwent fundamental chang-
es in the first half of the third century
AD with the rise of the Sasanians in the
center of Iran, their expansion into the
western region, and the collapse of the
great Kushan dynasty, which is beyond
the scope of this article. Based on this,
it is generally possible to classify the
stone decorations of the Bactria region,
which are mainly found in government
and religious buildings, into three gen-
eral periods, which include: 1. Seleucid
and Greco-Bactrian Kingdom (about 323



AO

Ancient Iranian Studies | 3kl o 5l 26lia s

BC to 145 BC): where the direct effects of
Hellenistic art on local art can be seen.
2. Pre-Kushani or Post-Hellenistic peri-
od (around 145 BC to 50 AD), in which,
in addition to the effects of Hellenistic
art, the impact of local and Eurasian
art is reflected in the art of this area. 3.
Kushan period (approximately 50 AD to
240 AD): During this period, elements of
Hellenistic art were combined with lo-
cal and Indian art, resulting in the emer-
gence of Kushan art.

Conclusion

Today, after more than a century has
passed since the beginning of archaeo-
logical activities in Bactria, we can say
that, based on archaeological evidence,
the effects of Hellenistic art continued
in the art of this region. This may have
been the result of commercial activities,
the movement of artists, and the imi-
tation of Hellenistic courts of the Near
Eastern governments. Therefore, one
aspect in which the effects of art are
particularly evident is the use of stone
decorations in the architectural features
of government and religious buildings,
which have long represented the artistic
thought and taste of the rulers and elites
of every society. An example of these in-
fluences is evident in the buildings of
the city of Ai Khanoum in northeastern
present-day Afghanistan. In the admin-
istrative and aristocratic parts of this
city, especially its palace, most of the

capitals and pedestals are designed and
executed in the Greek style. Additional-
ly, based on archaeological evidence, it
is now proven that the kings who con-
quered Bactria after the Greco-Bactrian
kings imitated the artistic style of the
previous kings. The Greek or non-Greek
artists who were trained in the Greek art
school have used them and attempted to
create buildings such as those of Ai Kha-
noum in Saksanokhur or Khalchayan.
For this reason, we can see many simi-
larities between the capitals found in
the Saksanokhur mansion and the ex-
amples of Ai Khanoum Palace. Accord-
ingly, some characteristics of Hellenistic
art were transferred to the Kushans, who
were one of these families. Kushans uti-
lized these artistic elements, as well as
imitating and competing with the Hel-
lenistic governments of the region, to
create masterpieces such as the Surkh
Kotal collection by borrowing some of
the decorative features standard in Hel-
lenistic art of the area. In addition, with
the spread of Buddhism in this period in
the Bactria, Hellenistic art came into the
service of Buddhism, such as the friez-
es of Dunye Tepe Termez and Airtam,
which are influenced by Hellenistic art
due to the way of execution of figures
and motifs such as acanthus leaves and
this also strengthened and perpetuated
and expanded some of these artistic el-
ements in Buddhist art, especially stone
decorations in temples.
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(Dubbini, 2014) sy 4 458 .Y 3 0
Fig. 1. Map of Bactria Region (Dubbini, 2014)

(Lindstrém, 2021) S 35 uinsss oty 5N 1 )b .Y 3 50
Fig. 2. A plan of Takht-i Sangin Temple in Tajikistan (Lindstrém, 2021)
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(Litvinsky& Pichikian, 1998) (ﬁ
Fig. 3. A View of the Capital Found from Takht-i Sangin Temple from the front, a View of the Same Capital from
above (From Right to Left) (Litvinsky& Pichikian, 1998).
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Fig. 4. A Front View of the Capital Found from Laodikea Site in Nahavand, a View of the Same Capital from
Above (From Right to Left) (Rahbar et al., 2014).
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Fig. 5. A Plan of the Capital of Laodikea Site in Nahavand (Rahbar et al., 2014).
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Fig. 6. A view of the Ionic capitals of Khorhe site in
Mabhalat, Iran (Herrmann, 1999, 38)
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Fig.7. An Ionic Capital in Khorhe (Rahbar, 2003: 65), A
Plan of an Ionic Capital in Khorhe (From Right to Left)
(Rahbar et al., 2014).
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(Dubbini, 2014) 3bmilidl 3,5 Jlad 55 (36T g 438 A 5o
Fig. 8. Map of Ai Khanoum city in northeastern Afghanistan (Dubbini, 2014)
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Fig. 9. The Plan of the Administrative-Royal Complex of Ai Khanoum (Bendezu-Sarmiento & Rassouli, 2018: 124).
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Fig. 10. The Position of the Porticoes Surrounding the
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(Bendezu-Sarmiento & Rassouli, 2018: 123).
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Fig. 11. A Corinthian Capital Found from Ai Khanoum Palace (Bernard, 2018: 6)

(Tissot, 2006: 28) 43T ab yous 31 (K921 L5.99) &) gimn s S p 3o N Y 9o
Fig. 12. An Ionic Capital from Ai Khanoum Site (Tissot, 2006: 28)

(Tissot, 2006: 39) w1 s (695) (omi 393 Sy S N 3 903
Fig. 13. A Doric Capital from Ai Khanoum Palace (Tissot, 2006: 39)
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(Martinez-Séve, 2021) 5| gla_AslS Cosdse ch Sl gl N g
Fig. 14. The Map of Ancient City of Balkh and the Location of Recent Excavations (Martinez-Séve, 2021)
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Fig. 15. A Capital of Greco-Bactrian Period from Tepe Zargaran Temple in Balkh (Bernard, 2018:104)
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(Tissot, 2006: 40-41) E’.GL;T

Fig. 16. Faucets with the Image of a Clown (Top Right), a Lion’s

ead (Top Left) and a Dolphin (Down) from Ai

Khanoum Site (Tissot, 2006: 40-41)
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(Lindstrom, 2021) st Sl ) 55 ab goes 51 ol C3b  Seli= 5L s s NV 3 50
Fig. 17. Greco-Bactrian Pedestal Found from Torbulok Site, Tajikistan (Lindstrom, 2021)

(Tissot, 2006: 25) r."uéT FS 53 0l 3L O ety S N goi
Fig. 18. A Pedestal Found in Ai Khanoum Palace (Tissot, 2006: 25)
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(Martinez-Séve, 2021) gely Cdos 31 0 i3l & gty V4 s 5o
Fig. 19. A Pedestal Found from Balkh Plain (Martinez-Seéve, 2021)

(Rahbar etal., 2014) J5Lg5 43 55Y ab goes ;5 0 bZ3L § sty ¥+ 3 g
Fig. 20. A Pedestal Found in the Site of Laodikea in Nahavand (Rahbar et al., 2014).
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(Lindstrém, 2021) bS5 95T s b gee 55 0l CaiS 350 by oM .Y g
Fig. 21. The Plan of the Mansion Discovered in the Saksanokhur Site of, Tajikistan (Lindstrém, 2021)

(Staviskij, 1973) & st o 3led 31 b (Lindstrom, 2021) 551 cpnSs 3150 5L & grnnpmn XY g0
Fig. 22. A capital of the Saksanokhur Mansion (Lindstrom, 2021) a View of the Same Capital (Right to left) (Staviskij, 1973)
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OB sl o851 S 5H S aled (ol 5! iﬂ;,g.iojyﬁg@y,nuagngtﬁ; XY sl
(Abdullaev, 2013) o1 ois
Fig. 23. Stone Decorations Found in Dunye Tepe (Now in the Museum of Termez), Uzbekistan. A Close-up of One
of the Cupids Carved on it (From Right to left) (Abdullaev, 2013)
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(Abdullaev, 2013) e 3 43 a3 3! o oS Jom gla Ly 58 5 S adl> 5 = b YF gz
Fig. 24. A Design of a Flower Wreath and Cupids Carrying it from Dunye Tepe, Termez (Abdullaev, 2013)

(Olivieri & Sinisi, 2020) HlnsG 3l sl 3141 gLy glaylan 5 S Oley 5.Y0 s
Fig. 25. Decorations of One of the Walls of Khalchayan mansion, Uzbekistan (Olivieri & Sinisi, 2020)
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Fig. 26. Garland with Cupid and a Man in Kushans Dress from Shotorak Shrine, Kapisa, Afghanistan (Rosenfield,
2013: 111)

(Lo Muzio, 1995) 3,1 ol&itus s 51 ockal sz 30 31 .YV goc
Fig. 27. Frieze found from Airtam temple (Lo Muzio, 1995)
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(YOV YA ¢ a8) 5y 01,555 43 51 SLosS 0,95 51 5,58 O ghampes YA o
Fig. 28. Corinthian Capital from the Kushan Period from Tepe Zargaran, Balkh (Faizi, 2015: 257)

(Schlumberger, 1955) |57 = Ai.:;.,,: alLis] G5 Sl 3 .Y s
Fig. 29. Decorations of the Altar Platform of Surkh Kotal Temple (Schlumberger, 1955)
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Fig. 30. Tang-i Sarvak II Relief, Northeast Part
of the Upper Stage. (From Right to Left) (Van-
den Berghe & Shippmann, 2007: 75).
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(Waterman, 1931: 3) S shw 3l 02548 gladl b Clis i b & g X s 50
Fig. 31. A Capital with an Eagle with Open Wings from Seleucia-On-Tigris (Waterman, 1931: 3).

(LippolLis et al., 2017) L3 Er N5 XY pea
Fig. 32. Nisa, Square Hall Decorations (LippoLis et al., 2017)
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Fig. 33 .A Tetradrachm Coin of Antiochus VII, Struck by Tyre (Alinezhad & Dehpahlavan, 2019: 93)

(YPY WA ¢ ad) JiS o ol 51 g 5 0 e VY 50
Fig. 34. A Decorative Engaged Column from Surkh Kotal Temple (Faizi, 2015: 262)
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Fig. 35. A General View of the Interior of Surkh Kotal Temple at the Time of Excavations (Schlumberger, 1955),
An Example of the Wall Decorations of Surkh Kotal Temple (Stein et al., 2022: 1)

(Invernizzi, 2007) 4gS Lus 3l edd 3L st YF y guas
Fig. 36. A Metope Found in Old Nisa (Invernizzi, 2007).
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