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BUDDHIST ART and 

ARCHITECTURE on the Silk Road 

 

Online Links: 
 

Bamiyan Buddhas: Should they be rebuit? – 

BBC 

 

Afghanistan Taliban Muslims destroying 

Bamiyan Buddha Statues – YouTube 

 

Bamiyan Valley Cultural Remains – UNESCO 

 

Why the Taliban are destroying Buddhas - 

USA Today 

 

1970s Visit to Bamiyan - Smithsonian Video 

 

Searching for Buddha in Afghanistan – 

Smithsonian 

 

Seated Buddha from Gandhara - BBC History 

of the World 

http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-18991066
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-18991066
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-18991066
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-18991066
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xYYBlPWYb7Y
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xYYBlPWYb7Y
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xYYBlPWYb7Y
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xYYBlPWYb7Y
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xYYBlPWYb7Y
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/208
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/208
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/208
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/208
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/science/archaeology/2001-03-22-afghan-buddhas.htm
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/science/archaeology/2001-03-22-afghan-buddhas.htm
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/science/archaeology/2001-03-22-afghan-buddhas.htm
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/science/archaeology/2001-03-22-afghan-buddhas.htm
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/videos/category/history/a-1970s-visit-to-bamiyan/
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/videos/category/history/a-1970s-visit-to-bamiyan/
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/videos/category/history/a-1970s-visit-to-bamiyan/
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/videos/category/history/a-1970s-visit-to-bamiyan/
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/people-places/searching-for-buddha-in-afghanistan-70733578/?all
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/people-places/searching-for-buddha-in-afghanistan-70733578/?all
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/people-places/searching-for-buddha-in-afghanistan-70733578/?all
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/people-places/searching-for-buddha-in-afghanistan-70733578/?all
http://www.bbc.co.uk/ahistoryoftheworld/objects/lp9wEwU9RrC4De5WrDawtg
http://www.bbc.co.uk/ahistoryoftheworld/objects/lp9wEwU9RrC4De5WrDawtg
http://www.bbc.co.uk/ahistoryoftheworld/objects/lp9wEwU9RrC4De5WrDawtg
http://www.bbc.co.uk/ahistoryoftheworld/objects/lp9wEwU9RrC4De5WrDawtg
http://www.bbc.co.uk/ahistoryoftheworld/objects/lp9wEwU9RrC4De5WrDawtg


BUDDHIST ART and 

ARCHITECTURE of China 

 

Online Links: 
 

Longmen Caves - Wikipedia 

 

Longmen Grottoes – Unesco 

 

China The Longmen Caves – YouTube 

 

Longmen Grottoes – YouTube 

 

Lonely Planet's Best In China - Longmen 

China – YouTube 

 

Gandhara Buddha - NGV in Australia 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Longmen_Caves
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Longmen_Caves
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Longmen_Caves
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Longmen_Caves
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Longmen_Caves
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1003
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1003
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1003
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1003
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1003
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUdo96ktZSY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUdo96ktZSY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUdo96ktZSY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUdo96ktZSY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1oFrmdzgzv4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1oFrmdzgzv4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1oFrmdzgzv4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1oFrmdzgzv4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EF0WvJL5S4Q
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EF0WvJL5S4Q
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EF0WvJL5S4Q
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EF0WvJL5S4Q
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EF0WvJL5S4Q
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EF0WvJL5S4Q
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EF0WvJL5S4Q
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EF0WvJL5S4Q
http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/asianart/resources/pdf/Sheet29_AsianEduRes_A4_sheets_DVD.pdf
http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/asianart/resources/pdf/Sheet29_AsianEduRes_A4_sheets_DVD.pdf
http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/asianart/resources/pdf/Sheet29_AsianEduRes_A4_sheets_DVD.pdf
http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/asianart/resources/pdf/Sheet29_AsianEduRes_A4_sheets_DVD.pdf


Meditating Buddha, from Gandhara , 

second century CE, gray schist 

 

The kingdom of Gandhara, located in the 

region of presentday northern Pakistan 

and Afghanistan, was part of the Kushan 

Empire. It was located near overland 

trade routes and links to the ports on the 

Arabian Sea and consequently its art 

incorporated Indian, Persian and Greco-

Roman styles.  

 

The latter style, brought to Central Asia 

by Alexander the Great (327/26–325/24 

BCE) during his conquest of the region, 

particularly influenced the art of 

Gandhara. This stylistic influence is 

evident in facial features, curly hair and 

classical style costumes seen in images of 

the Buddha and bodhisattvas that recall 

sculptures of Apollo, Athena and other 

GaecoRoman gods.  



A second-century CE statue carved in gray 

schist, a local stone, shows the Buddha, 

with halo, ushnisha, urna, dressed in a 

monk’s robe, seated in a cross-legged yogic 

posture similar to that of the male figure 

with horned headdress on the Indus seal. 

The Buddha’s  hands overlap, palms 

upward, in the dhyana mudra, the gesture 

of meditation.  

 

The Buddha sits on a low base. On the 

front of this, a figural group consists of a 

Buddha and bodhisattva, with four 

worshippers flanking them. A lion 

supports the base at either end. 



One of the earliest pictorial 

narratives in which the 

Buddha appears in human 

form also comes from 

Gandhara: the frieze in the 

Freer Gallery depicting the 

Buddha’s birth at Lumbini, 

the enlightenment at Bodh 

Gaya, the first sermon at 

Sarnath, and the Buddha’s 

death at Kushinagara.  



Buddha. Bamiyan, Afghanistan, Gandharan, c. 400-800 CE 

 

In Afghanistan, supreme Taliban leader Mullah Mohammed Omar issued an edict 

against un-Islamic graven images, which means all idolatrous images of humans and 

animals. As a result, the Taliban are destroying all ancient sculptures. Explosives, 

tanks, and anti-aircraft weapons blew apart two colossal images of the Buddha in 

Bamiyan Province, 230 kilometers (150 miles) from the capital of Kabul in 2001. 



One of the largest Buddha figures 

in the world, this 174 feet high 

sandstone Buddha stood until 2001 

in the Bamiyan Valley, 

Afghanistan. Begun in the 2nd 

century CE and finished around 

the 5th century, it was originally 

painted polychrome and gold and 

decorated with jewelry.  

 

In the case of Buddhism, the task 

of conversion along the silk road 

fell not to merchants but to Indian, 

Gandharan, and Sogdian 

missionaries who transported 

Buddhist texts and teachings along 

the same lonely trade routes and 

established communities in many 

Central Asian oasis towns, thus 

creating centers of both 

scholarship and devotion.  



The sculptors of Bamiyan, 

Afghanistan, attempted to express 

the magnitude of the new 

Mahayana Buddhist idea, the 

Vairocana Buddha (the “Body of 

Bliss” of the “Buddha Essence”).  

 

This is the eternal form of the 

Buddha, of which his earthly body 

is no more than a transient 

manifestation. Some sculptors at 

Bamiyan tried to express this idea 

through scale.  



First, it is important to recognize 

that the massacre had little to do 

with religion. The Buddha is not 

God or even one among many 

gods. During his lifetime of 80 

years, Buddha Sakyamuni only 

allowed his image to be recorded 

as a reflection in rippling water.  

 

Images of the Buddha himself did 

not appear for at least 400 years 

after his death and even then 

were created only to remind 

followers of their own innate 

"Buddha Nature."  

 

This kind of early aversion to 

"idolatry" is typical of Christianity 

and other religions — many 

devotees of Christ railed against 

material images of Jesus for 

centuries, especially during two 

waves of "iconoclasts" (idol 

smashers) in the Byzantine 

Empire. 



The two colossi must once have been a truly awesome sight, visible for miles, with 

copper masks for faces and copper-covered hands. Vairocana's robes were painted red 

and Sakyamuni's blue. These towering, transcendental images were key symbols in the 

rise of Mahayana Buddhist teachings, which emphasized the ability of everyone, not 

just monks, to achieve enlightenment. 

 

While the dates of the statues are somewhat equivocal, the Buddhist monk Xuanzang, 

who traveled to India to bring back to China copies of the original sutras of the 

Buddha's teachings, bore witness to the statues in 630-31 CE.  



Intriguingly, Xuanzang 

mentions a third, even larger, 

reclining statue of the Buddha.  



The Silk Road has been historically a 

caravan route linking the markets of 

China with those of the Western world. 

It was the site of several Buddhist 

monasteries, and a thriving center for 

religion, philosophy, and art. 

 

Monks at the monasteries lived as 

hermits in small caves carved into the 

side of the Bamiyan cliffs. Most of these 

monks embellished their caves with 

religious statuary and elaborate, brightly 

colored frescoes.  

 

It was a Buddhist religious site from the 

2nd century up to the time of the Islamic 

invasion in the later half of the 7th 

century.  

Photo of the Smaller Buddha at 

Bamiyan in 1977 





For centuries, Bamiyan lay at the heart of the fabled Silk Road, offering respite to 

caravans carrying goods across the vast reaches between China and the Roman 

Empire. And for 500 years, it was a center of Buddhist cultivation. The myriad caves 

that pockmark Bamiyan's cliffs were also home to thousands of Buddhist monks and 

served as a kind of Holiday Inn for traveling merchants, monks, and pilgrims. 

 

In 2001 and before, such cold caves are used primarily by refugees from Afghanistan's 

brutal, internal war. As shocking as it was to the world community, the destruction of 

the Bamiyan Buddhas is no real surprise. Attempts to eradicate them began 

immediately after Taliban forces retook Bamiyan for the third time.   



But why are the Bamiyan Buddhas 

targets now, after surviving more 

than a thousand years at a crucial 

node on the Silk Road?  

 

First, Buddhism is an easy target 

for fundamentalist Muslims. Even 

though the Buddha stood against 

idolatry, the Taliban have a 

tradition to uphold on the Silk 

Road. 

 

Second, Bamiyan was a base of the 

Taliban's opposition — Northern 

Alliance's "rebel" forces led by 

ousted Afghani President 

Borhanuddin Rabbani. How could 

the Taliban better humiliate the 

locals than to destroy their 

heritage? An earlier attempt to 

destroy the Buddhas came when 

the Taliban took control of Bamiyan 

in 1998. Then, the local Taliban 

governor talked the military 

commander out of the atrocity. 



Third, and probably most important, the Taliban government for more than a year 

has been requesting international humanitarian aid for a country ravaged by 

drought, earthquakes, and war. No aid is forthcoming as long as the Taliban harbor 

international terrorists such as Osama bin Laden, an anathema to key voting 

members of the UN Security Council, including the United States, Russia (where 

the Taliban are working with the Chechnyan rebels), and China (where the Taliban 

are active among Muslim separatists).  

 

As the Taliban see it, the UN and others (such as New York's Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, the British Museum, Taiwan's National Palace Museum, and even 

such Taliban friends as Iran, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka) will give millions of dollars 

to save un-Islamic stone statues but not one cent to save the lives of Afghani men, 

women, and children. It doesn't help when a Japanese parliamentary delegation 

offers humanitarian aid in exchange for moving the statues out of the country . 



Paradise of Amitabha (Tang dynasty) (Dunhuang, China), ninth century, 

wall painting  



Some of the best-preserved and most important paintings and sculptures from this 

period were found in the cave shrines at Dunhuang, Gansu, in western China, built 

between the fifth century and the eleventh.  The site was a very important stopping 

place on the Silk Road where the northern and southern tracks of the road skirting 

the Tarim Basin converge.  



Dunhuang commanded a strategic position at the crossroads of the ancient Southern 

Silk Route and the main road leading from India via Lhasa to Mongolia and Southern 

Siberia, as well as controlling the entrance to the narrow Hexi Corridor, which led 

straight to the heart of the north Chinese plains and the ancient capitals of Chang'an 

(today known as Xi'an) and Luoyang. 



Some of the paintings illustrate themes central to Pure Land Buddhism, a sect in 

which the faithful were promised a place in the Western Paradise of Amitabha 

Buddha.  In the tradition of the rock-cut and painted cave-temples of India such as 

those at Ajanta, the artists showed the Western Paradise in an opulent, courtly 

manner. Amitabha is seated among bodhisattvas (attendants of Buddha) in a 

celestial garden filled with other bodhisattvas, elegant birds, a collection of devotees 

around a magnificent carpet, and musicians.  



Pavilions illustrated in the Dunhuang mural, with upturned roofs, reflect the 

building styles of the Six Dynasties and Tang periods.  Together, the courtly 

gathering and architectural background may represent the opulence of court life in 

contemporary Chang’an as an earthly reflection of the Western Paradise. 



Vairocana Buddha at the Longmen Caves (Tang dynasty) (Luoyang, China) , 

c. 670-680 CE 



Buddhism originated in India in the fifth century BCE, then gradually spread 

north into Central Asia.  With the opening of the Silk Road during the Han 

dynasty, its influence reached China. To the Chinese of the Six Dynasties, beset 

by constant warfare and social devastation, Buddhism offered consolation in 

life and the promise of salvation after death. 



Trade on the Silk Road was a significant factor in the development of the 

civilizations of China, the Indian subcontinent, Persia, Europe, and Arabia, 

opening long-distance, political and economic interactions between the 

civilizations. Though silk was certainly the major trade item from China, many 

other goods were traded, and various technologies, religions, and philosophies, 

as well as the bubonic plague (the "Black Death"), also travelled along the Silk 

Routes. In addition to economic trade, the Silk Road served as a means of 

carrying out cultural trade among the civilizations along its network. 



Buddhism found its first great 

patron in the emperor Liang Wudi 

(ruled 502-549 CE).   

 

The short-lived Sui dynasty (589-

618) reunited China under a 

single emperor and paved the way 

for the Tang emperors, who 

ushered in a golden age of 

Chinese civilization. Literature, 

the arts, philosophy, and religion, 

including new forms of Buddhism, 

flourished in the liberal 

atmosphere of Tang prosperity.  

The doctrines of some of these 

sects bore little resemblance to 

the original teachings of Buddha.  



Something of the grandeur of a 

major Tang Buddhist project under 

direct imperial patronage can be 

seen at what is, along with 

Yungang, the largest complex of 

this type to survive, the cave 

temples of Longmen, just outside 

the city of Luoyang in Henan 

province.   

 

These began to be carved as soon 

as the Northern Wei court 

decamped to Luoyang in 494, and 

were worked on continuously from 

then for about another 400 years. 



The images, many once painted, were carved into caves excavated from the limestone 

cliffs of the Xiangshan and Longmenshan mountains, running east and west. The Yi 

River flows northward between them and the area used to be called Yique ("The Gate 

of the Yi River"). Work began on the Longmen Grottoes in 493, when Emperor 

Xiaowen of the Northern Wei dynasty moved his capital to Luoyang. Over the next 

four centuries this work continued; it can be divided into four distinct phases. One 

third of these cave sculptures belong to the Northern Wei Dynasty and two thirds to 

the Tang Dynasty. The style of  sculpture, the design of clothing and the facial 

expression on statues, as well as carving methods show little foreign influence, rather 

they exhibit the pinnacle of development of Chinese grotto art. 



The carvings, originally enclosed 

by a wooden temple,  embody a 

more advanced and complex 

conception for it represents 

Vairocana who, unlike the 

historical Buddha, is not a savior 

but the personification of a 

philosophical concept of the 

original creative spirit that 

embraces Buddhist law and the 

cosmos.   

 

He sits on a lotus throne (now 

destroyed) representing that 

described as bearing 1,000 petals 

each of which is a universe with its 

Buddha, each one containing a 

hundred million other Buddhist 

worlds.  



Legend claims that the colossal 

figure of the esoteric Cosmic 

Buddha Vairocana seen here bears 

the empress Wu Zetian’s own 

features.  

 

The Vairocana is the head of a 

group of five “Buddhas of 

Meditation” the so-called Dhyani-

Buddhas.  They were the product 

of later Buddhist teaching and 

were especially promoted by the 

Vajrayana sect in China, Japan, 

and Tibet.   

 

The Dhyani-Buddhas are wholly 

transcendental and without any 

terrestrial connections, past or 

future.  Between them, they reign 

over every part of the universe.  





These ferocious figures on the north wall of the Longmen grottoes have been 

identified as Buddhist guardians. A heavenly king holds aloft a Buddhist stupa, 

alongside the heroic Vajrapani (“Thunderbolt-carrier”) who in the Indian 

Mahayana represented the power of the Buddha. The notion of spiritual 

guardianship came originally from Hindu tradition. 



Obviously intended to rival in size and magnificence the great Buddha of 

Yungang (left), this figure of the Buddha of Boundless Light far surpasses it in 

power of modeling, refinement or proportion, and subtlety of feeling. In addition 

to expressing Buddha as a universal principle radiating out in all directions for all 

time, it was also a political statement of Wu Zetian’s manifest authority of self-

styled “emperor” of China.  



More directly modeled on an Indian prototype- perhaps on a version of the 

celebrated sandalwood image reputedly made by King Udayana in the Buddha’s 

lifetime, a copy of which Xuanzang brought to China in 645- the thoroughly 

Gupta torso in marble from Quyangxian, Hebei, now housed in the Victoria and 

Albert Museum (left). This tendency to treat stone as if it were clay reached its 

climax in the cave shrines carved during the reigns of Wu Zetian and Minghuang.  
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