
192. Great Stupa at Sanchi 

Madhya Pradesh, India. Buddhist, Maurya, late Sunga Dynasty. 

c. 300 B.C.E. – 100 C.E. Stone masonry, sandstone on dome 

 The Great Stupa at Sanchi is the oldest stone structure in India[1] and was originally commissioned by the 

emperor Ashoka the Great in the 3rd century BCE 

 built over the relics of the Buddha 

 It was crowned by the chatra, a parasol-like structure symbolising high rank, which was intended to honour and 

shelter the relics 

 54 feet tall and 120 feet in diameter 

 The construction work of this stupa was overseen by Ashoka's wife, Devi herself, who was the daughter of a 

merchant of Vidisha. Sanchi was also her birthplace as well as the venue of her and Ashoka's wedding. 

  In the 1st century BCE, four elaborately carved toranas (ornamental gateways) and a balustrade encircling the 

entire structure were added 

 With its many tiers it was a symbol of the dharma, the Wheel of the Law. The dome was set on a high circular 

drum meant for circumambulation, which could be accessed via a double staircase 

 Built during many different dynasties . . . 
 An inscription records the gift of one of the top architraves of the Southern Gateway by the artisans of 

the Satavahana king Satakarni: 

o "Gift of Ananda, the son of Vasithi, the foreman of the artisans of rajan Siri Satakarni".[ 

o Although made of stone, they were carved and constructed in the manner of wood and the gateways 

were covered with narrative sculptures. They showed scenes from the life of the Buddha integrated with 

everyday events that would be familiar to the onlookers and so make it easier for them to understand 

the Buddhist creed as relevant to their lives 

 At Sanchi and most other stupas the local population donated money for the embellishment of the stupa to 

attain spiritual merit. There was no direct royal patronage 

 Devotees, both men and women, who donated money towards a sculpture would often choose their 

favourite scene from the life of the Buddha and then have their names inscribed on it. This accounts for 

the random repetition of particular episodes on the stupa (Dehejia 1992). On these stone carvings the 

Buddha was never depicted as a human figure. Instead the artists chose to represent him by certain 

attributes, such as the horse on which he left his father’s home, his footprints, or a canopy under the 

bodhi tree at the point of his enlightenment. The human body was thought to be too confining for the 

Buddha. 

 Some of the friezes of Sanchi also show devotees in Greek attire (Greek clothing, attitudes, and musical 

instruments) celebrating the stupa 

 a large number of Brahmi inscriptions. Although most of them are small and mention donations, they are 

of great historical significance. James Prinsep in 1837, noted that most of them ended with the same two 

Brahmi characters. Princep took them as "danam" (donation), which permitted the decipherment of the 

Brahmi script,.[11][12] 

 An analysis of the donation records [13] shows that while a large fraction of the donors were local (with 

no town specified), a number of them were from Ujjain, Vidisha, Kurara, Nadinagar, Mahisati, 

Kurghara, Bhogavadhan and Kamdagigam 
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