
P o l i s h  I n s t i t u t e  o f  Wo r l d  A r t  S t u d i e s

ART OF THE ORIENT

2018, Vol. 7

edited by
Jerzy Malinowski
Bogna Łakomska



CONTENTS
Introduction .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . � 5

Kenneth Lymer
Griffins, Myths and Religion — a review of the archaeological evidence 
 from ancient Greece and the early nomads of Central Asia .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . � 9

Robert Schulz
Dionysus Between Sāsānian Iran and Roman Allusions .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . � 26

Mikhail Treister
Hellenistic Phalerae from the Burials of the Nomads of Asian Sarmatia .. . . . . . � 46

Malahat Farajova
Reconstruction of the archaeological landscape of the Western Shore of  
the Caspian Sea at the end of Upper Pleistocene and Holocene .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . � 63

Anna Augustinová
Ibexes on black stones: new petroglyphs in Surkhandarya  
(South Uzbekistan) .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . � 83

Irina Shvets
On the interpretation of ‘sun-ray head’ figures  as shamanic in the Rock  
Art of Central Asia .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . � 97

Marina Kilunovskaya
Subject compositions in Tuvan rock art .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . � 106

Viktor Novozhenov, Marina Bedelbayeva
Figurative Monuments and Rock Art traditions of the Kazakh Steppes .. . . . . . . � 119

Satomi Hiyama, Robert Arlt
The discovery of two Stucco Heads of the Vidūṣaka in Gandharan Art .. . . . . . . � 130



4 Contents

Monika Zin
Some Details from the Representations  
of the Parinirvāṇa Cycle in the art of gandhara and kucha:  
The Iconography of the Wandering Ascetics (Parivrājaka, Nirgrantha  
and Ājīvika) .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . � 137

Piotr Balcerowicz
Pre-Islamic art of Afghanistan and Pakistan. A survey of research  
interest .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . � 171



Piotr Balcerowicz
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PRE-ISLAMIC ART OF AFGHANISTAN  
AND PAKISTAN�. 

A survey of research interest

rt is a part and a manifestation of culture, and, accordingly, research 
on the art of a given region is necessarily related to the research on 

its culture and history, and it cannot be separated from archaeology 
and history, on the one hand, that provide research material, and, on the 
other, from anthropology and cultural studies that reveal the ‘language’ of 
cultural symbols through which given objects of material culture can be ‘read’ 
and interpreted. The research area outlined in the title is a rather unspeci-
fied territorial patchwork, in the case of which it is impossible to talk about 
a uniform culture or a historical and cultural continuity. It is a vast region, 
which, throughout history, provided an environment in various segments of 
which various cultures developed and separate political entities were formed. 
It was an area of intense migration of various peoples, of which the two most 
important were associated with the nomadic Indo-Iranian, or Āryan, tribes 
that reached the territories of present Afghanistan and Pakistan in the middle 
of the third millennium BCE, and the Turkish people of the first millennium 
CE. The Indus River and the Sarasvatī River, no longer existent, from the east, 
the basin of the Amū Daryā River, including the so-called Transoxania, to the 
north, and the desert belt between Herat and Kandahar to the west could be 
accepted as the customary natural geographical boundaries of this region.1) 

The paper presents a survey highlighting certain aspects relating to the 
research conducted on the pre-Islamic art of Afghanistan and Pakistan. The 

1) Most of the sites mentioned in the article, with few exceptions, have been visited 
and inspected by the author between 1999 and 2016.

A
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region as such is enormous enough, both in its territorial and historical-
cultural dimensions; therefore, understandably, the literature on this subject 
is correspondingly extensive, which in itself calls for a separate bibliographic 
volume, making it impossible to adequately discuss even the most important 
topics. Consequently, the present essay must necessarily be fragmentary 
and arbitrary when it comes to the choice of topics and is far from even 
approximating a systematic review.

The region, which was debated during the conference under the label 
‘Pakistan, Afghanistan and Central Asia’, is not an arbitrarily selected cut-
out of Eurasia. A characteristic feature of the cultures represented in the 
whole region, and thus also of its art, is the absorption of various cultural 
influences from other areas, which, at the same time, means that the region 
itself remains of interest to researchers, defining their respective areas of 
activity according to various criteria, be it implicitly accepted linguistic iden-
tifications (the expanse of Persian, Indian, Turkish and other languages), be 
it borders approximating the political frontiers of modern countries of the 
region (e.g., Afghanistan, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, India, etc.), be it 
religious affiliations (Zoroastrian, Buddhist, etc.). Each of these approaches 
to defining the region and its unique character has its justification, although 
it is also fragmentary at the same time. Political considerations now play 
an increasingly important role and the exploration of the history and art 
is gradually dominated by researchers coming from different parts of the 
region itself, where there is a continuous process of creating national iden-
tities, which—as fictional creations—are not rooted in history, but require 
such a history in order to artificially build a myth of a cultural continuum 
enduring throughout the centuries unaffected, the culmination of which is 
a given particular statehood alongside its ‘unique’ nation and culture, which 
is claimed to distinguish that particular part of the region from other sections. 
This can be clearly observed, for example, in the case of nationalistically 
inspired research carried out on the Scythians, whose allegedly indigenous 
Turkic identity stirs a heated debate, aimed at demonstrating the cultural 
belonging of a large region to the Turkish peoples, or the belief that the Indus 
Valley Civilization, associated with the centres in Harappā and Mohenjo-dāṛo, 
is specifically Pakistani and is clearly intended to historically and culturally 
distinguish—and hence separate—this area from the rest of South Asia, politi-
cally called India (‘Hindustān’). With a contrary effect, the same Indus Valley, 
as a part of the whole region, is argued by Indian nationalists and Hindutva 
fascists to be the cradle of the autochthonous Āryan civilisation, which later 
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spread to other parts of Eurasia, with the (historically valid)2) narrative of 
the Āryan invasion considered a fabricated myth by (neo-) colonial powers 
sponsoring Western post-colonial research. What binds this huge region is, 
among other factors, the repository of invaluable historical accounts of Bud-
dhist pilgrims, who ventured into this area for primarily religious purposes, 
including Faxian (Fa-hien/Fa-hsien; 337 – 420?),3) Song Yun (Sung Jün) and Hui 
Zheng (Huei-sheng; 518 – 521), Xuanzang (Hsüan-tsang; 602 – 664) and Yijing 
(635 – 713), and whose records and chronicles allow us, for example, to iden-
tify archaeological sites and provide indispensable context for a competent 
interpretation of their contents.

Having the above in mind, to precisely define the actual object of the 
research in strictly determined territorial and cultural terms is extremely 
difficult, although, at the same time, the region appears intuitively clear as 
a separate area—the main cultural feature of which paradoxically seems to 
turn out to be syncretism. What unifies this region as a clearly distinctive 
whole is the fact that it was here that separate cultures and traditions came 
into touch with each other and—in a most intense fashion—interacted and 
fused together. This region, however, functioned between two strong cultural 
and political poles—the Persian and Indian civilizations. At the same time, it 
should be borne in mind how ‘politicised’ it is as a research area, a tendency 
manifested through the imposition of a top-down political interpretation of 
historical perspective, and the support of such research which is expected 
to justify arbitrary political and cultural theses by various political centres 
and politically backed elites, who intend to appropriate a part or the whole 
of the region, for instance, for their own national and state-forming and 
nation-forming purposes.

Current political conditions, although they may constitute a serious 
impediment to conducting research in the region, mainly in the correct 
analysis and impartial interpretation of available data, are not the only 
limitations. The region in question is an area which has often proved hard to 
penetrate for researchers, for a long time and for variety of reasons. Central 
Asia and Afghanistan were almost inaccessible not only to researchers, but 
also to travellers from the West, who were usually suspected to be spies, 
and often rightly so. The occupation of Turkestan by the Tsarist army, from 

2) In addition to vast archaeological and linguistic evidence, for latest genetic evidence 
see, e.g.: Reich (2009), Korbel (2016), Silva (2017), and a popular résumé in: Joseph (2017).

3) See: Beal (1906).
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the second half of the nineteenth century, first weakened and then annihi-
lated the local centres of power, enabling a gradual penetration of this area, 
from which various researchers benefitted, including archaeologists and art 
historians. A similar process was much more prolonged and difficult in the 
case of Afghanistan, which began to open up only in the twentieth century, 
and usually for short periods. Access for an outsider was much easier on the 
territories of modern Pakistan, inasmuch as the areas had been absorbed 
into British India (British Rāj) from a relatively early point of time, following 
the first and second Anglo-Sikh Wars, the fall of the Sikh Empire, and the 
annexation of the territories between 1845 – 1849.

Paradoxically, it was in the colonial era, at the junction of the imperial 
Tsarist Russia and the British India, that the research on the culture and art 
of this region faced lesser problems in certain respects than in recent decades. 
For the reasons mentioned above, the research carried out by representatives 
of the region may sometimes be subject to a ‘political’ methodological error—
whatever is found in the soil or on the ground of this region can be used to 
argue in favour of a predetermined political thesis with a national(ist) colour 
and the historically established belonging of the territories to a particular 
nation.

In the study of the pre-Islamic art of the region, yet another factor plays 
an enormous role, which is an environment religiously unfavourable to 
non-Islamic traditions over several centuries. The turning point was the con-
quest—by no means peaceful—of the whole region by Islam, which took place 
gradually. The territories of the present-day Afghanistan became the target of 
attacks in the period 642 – 870, which culminated in the establishment of the 
new power centre in Kābul by the Saffārid dynasty and strengthened by the 
Ghaznavids. A similar process was initiated by the invasion of the Umayyad 
troops in Sindh in 711. The declarative justification for territorial expansion 
in such cases was the spread of faith, which practically implied that places 
associated with pre-Islamic cults became automatically the target of attacks.4) 
Even if the local population was not hostile to the material remnants of previ-
ous, non-Islamic traditions; nonetheless, in moments of political tension, such 
monuments were destroyed by Islamic zealots, and these processes occurred 
periodically. The damage was often intentional rather than a result of natural 
processes of decay and negligence.

4) On the junction of religion and politics in conflicts, including armed conflicts, see: 
Balcerowicz (2011).
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Although we do not have many chronicles documenting the intentional 
character of destructive activities from this region, we can extrapolate these 
processes on the basis of written testimonies preserved in northern India, for 
example, in the territories of Gujarāt and Rājasthān, where similar processes 
took place, such as the destruction of Aṇahillapura in 1298 and of Somanātha 
the subsequent year by Alā Ud-dīn Khiljī and his general Ulugh Khān. As 
a result, such politically motivated activities, declaratively supported by 
religious cause, led to unprecedented devastation in the art and culture of 
the region, something that can be described as a cultural holocaust. The fact 
that something has survived to our times and has still not disappeared before 
our eyes is rather an exception.

It is usually believed that the first contact of Westerners and Western 
researchers with the art of Afghanistan was associated with the first (and, 
as in all subsequent ones) unsuccessful attempts to conquer this country by 
the British during the First Anglo-Afghan War in 1839 – 1842. However, it was 
a little earlier that James Lewis (1800 – 1853), operating under the pseudonym 
Charles Masson, toured the areas of modern Pakistan and Afghanistan. His 
activity was indeed pioneering. As a result of family misunderstandings, 
he had found himself in southern Asia, where he became an employee and 
soldier of the British East India Company, and was stationed in Āgrā. In 1827, 
he went to the Punjab (Panjāb) for business purposes, where he deserted 
to the territories controlled by the Sikhs. Travelling alone, he came across 
unknown ruins in the Punjab, becoming the first European to see Harappā. 
Thereafter, he went to Kābul with the British mission to overthrow the Emīr, 
but again deserted and travelled through Afghanistan, gradually becoming 
an explorer and a true researcher, archaeologist, and numismatist. As the 
first European, he undertook research, including in Bāmīyān in 1832, and 
twice in 1838 in Šāhbāzgaṛhī. In the period 1833 – 1835, he discovered about 
fifty Buddhist monuments in the vicinity of Kābul and Jalālābād, including 
Haḍḍa and Begrām (ancient Kāpiśa). During his travels in 1832 – 1838, he 
collected about 9,000 items, which he thereafter transferred to the Bombay 
Government, that had for some time been financing his explorations, and 
which for the most part ultimately found their way into the collection of the 
British Museum.5) His numismatic interests, in particular in bilingual coins 
issued by Greek and Indo-Greek dynasties in the period between ca. 200 
BCE–127 CE, contributed to the deciphering of the kharoṣṭhī script by him, 

5) For his travelogue and expedition accounts see: Masson (1842), (1843) and (1844).
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Fig. 5. A chāikhāna in Hoja Bahauddin, featuring Indo-Corinthian capitals moved from the 
Zeus temple in Aï Khānum (July, 2001)

Fig. 6. The rock stūpa, locally known as Takht-i Rostam, in Aybak (2005)
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Fig. 7. The rock stūpa, locally known as Takht-i Rostam, in Aybak (2005)

Fig. 8. The monastery hill adjacent to the rock stūpa in Aybak (2005)
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Fig. 9. The impact of saline soil on walls in Mohenjo-dāṛo

Fig. 10. Salt damage in Mohenjo-dāṛo
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Fig. 12. Illegally excavated items in a private collection to be smuggled out of Pakistan

Fig. 11. Illegally excavated items in a private collection to be smuggled out of Pakistan




