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1Q. Compare the artistic styles of the Mathura and Gandhara schools of art. How did each school 

contribute to the development of Buddhist iconography? 

Introduction: 

The Mathura and Gandhara schools of art, which flourished during the early centuries CE, played pivotal 

roles in the development of Buddhist iconography. While both schools contributed significantly, they did so 

with distinct styles and influences that reflected their unique cultural and geographical contexts Artistic 

Styles of Mathura and Gandhara Schools 

 

Mathura School: 

1. Indigenous Influences: 

• The Mathura school was heavily influenced by indigenous Indian artistic traditions. This isevident in 

the robust, sensuous forms and the emphasis on native styles and symbols. 

• Figures often exhibit a sense of vitality and movement, with fleshy and round features that convey a 

sense of vigor and life. 

 

2. Iconography and Symbolism: 

• The Mathura school emphasized symbolic elements such as the lotus, chakra, and animals like the 

lion and elephant, which held deep spiritual and cultural significance. 

• Early representations of the Buddha were often aniconic, using symbols like the Bodhi tree, stupa, 

and footprints to signify his presence. 

 

3. Material and Technique: 

• Red sandstone was commonly used, allowing for intricate detailing and a distinctive reddish hue 

characteristic of Mathura sculptures. 

• Sculptors of the Mathura school were skilled in creating elaborate carvings with fine details, 

particularly in the depiction of jewelry and drapery. 

 

Gandhara School: 

1. Hellenistic Influences: 

• The Gandhara school was significantly influenced by Hellenistic (Greek) artistic traditions due to the 

region's historical interactions with the Greco-Roman world. 

• This influence is evident in the realistic treatment of human figures, including the use of drapery, 

anatomical precision, and naturalistic expressions. 
 

2. Iconography and Symbolism: 

• Gandhara artists pioneered the anthropomorphic representation of the Buddha, presenting him in 

human form with distinct iconographic features such as the ushnisha (cranial protuberance), urna 

(forehead mark), and elongated earlobes. 

• The depiction of the Buddha often included Hellenistic elements such as wavy hair, toga-like robes, 

and contrapposto stance (a relaxed standing pose with weight shifted onto one leg). 

 

3. Material and Technique: 

• Grey schist stone was the preferred material, which allowed for fine detailing and a smoother finish.  



• The Gandhara school excelled in creating intricate relief panels that depicted scenes from the 

Buddha's life, integrating both Indian and Greco-Roman artistic elements. 

 

Contributions to the Development of Buddhist Iconography 

Mathura School: 

1. Evolution of the Buddha Image: 

The Mathura school played a crucial role in the early development of the Buddha's anthropomorphic form. 

Initially, the Buddha was represented symbolically, but the Mathura artists gradually introduced human 

representations that emphasized his divine attributes. 

 

2. Spread of Indian Artistic Traditions: 

The artistic conventions develope d in Mathura influenced other regions in India, promoting a  unified style 

of Buddhist iconography that incorporated indigenous cultural elements. 

 

3. Integration of Hindu and Jain Symbols: 

Mathura was a significant center for Hinduism and Jainism as well, and the artistic styles reflected a 

syncretism that enriched Buddhist iconography with broader religious symbolism. 

 

Gandhara School: 

1. Introduction of Anthropomorphic Buddha: 

• Gandhara is credited with creating the first anthropomorphic images of the Buddha, establishing a 

template that would become canonical in Buddhist art across Asia. 

• The portrayal of the Buddha with Greco-Roman artistic techniques contributed to a more accessible 

and relatable image, aiding in the spread of Buddhism. 

 

2. Influence on Central and East Asian Art: 

Gandhara's style had a profound impact on Buddhist art in Central and East Asia. The realistic  human 

representations and detailed narrative reliefs influenced artistic traditions along the Silk Road, reaching as 

far as China, Korea, and Japan. 

 

3. Fusion of Artistic Traditions: 

The Gandhara school represents a unique fusion of Eastern and Western artistic traditions,  creating a 

cosmopolitan art form that reflected the cultural exchanges of its time. This fusion enriched the visual 

vocabulary of Buddhist iconography, making it more diverse and dynamic. 

 

Conclusion 

The Mathura and Gandhara schools of art significantly contributed to the development of Buddhist  

iconography, each in its unique way. The Mathura school, with its robust indigenous styles, laid the  

groundwork for the Buddha's anthropomorphic representation, while the Gandhara school, with its 

Hellenistic influences, perfected and popularized the human form of the Buddha. Together, they enriched 

Buddhist art, making it a diverse and dynamic tradition that resonated across different cultures and regions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2Q. Discuss the social and cultural life under the Mauryan Empire. How did the policies of Ashoka influence 

the cultural development of his time? 

Introduction: 

The Mauryan Empire (322-185 BCE), founded by Chandragupta Maurya and reaching its zenith under  

Ashoka, was a period of significant social and cultural development in ancient India. The empire saw 

advancements in urban planning, economic prosperity, and religious diversity. Ashoka's policies,  especially 

his promotion of Buddhism and the ethical principles of Dhamma, played a pivotal role in shaping the cultural 

landscape, fostering religious tolerance, social welfare, and monumental  architecture that influenced the 

era profoundly. 

 

Social and Cultural Life under the Mauryan Empire 

1. Urbanization and Infrastructure: 

• The Mauryan Empire saw the growth of urban centers like Pataliputra (modern Patna), Taxila, and 

Ujjain. These cities were well-planned, with fortifications, roads, and public buildings, reflecting a 

high degree of urbanization. 

• The construction of roads, including the famous Royal Road, improved connectivity, facilitating trade 

and communication across the empire. 

 

2. Economy and Trade: 

• The economy was diverse, with agriculture as the mainstay, supplemented by trade, crafts, and 

industries. The state had a significant role in economic activities, including regulating trade and 

standardizing weights and measures. 

• Internal trade flourished, and there was extensive trade with regions like Persia, Mesopotamia, and 

the Hellenistic world, bringing in goods and cultural influences. 

 

3. Social Structure: 

• The Mauryan society was hierarchical, with a well-defined social structure based on Varna (caste) 

and occupation. The Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, and Shudras had distinct roles and 

responsibilities. 

• The administration was supported by a large bureaucracy, with officials overseeing various aspects 

of governance, from revenue collection to law enforcement. 

 

4. Religion and Philosophy: 

• The period was marked by religious diversity. Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism coexisted, each 

contributing to the cultural fabric of the empire. 

• Ashoka's patronage of Buddhism played a crucial role in its spread within and beyond India. He 

promoted the Dhamma (Buddhist moral law), emphasizing non-violence, compassion, and ethical 

conduct. 

 

Influence of Ashoka’s Policies on Cultural Development  

1. Promotion of Buddhism: 

• Ashoka's conversion to Buddhism and subsequent promotion of the faith had a transformative 

impact on the cultural development of the Mauryan Empire. He sponsored the construction of 

stupas, viharas (monasteries), and pillars inscribed with edicts promoting  Buddhist teachings. 

• The spread of Buddhism was facilitated by Ashoka's missions to foreign lands, including Sri Lanka, 

Central Asia, and Southeast Asia, leading to the establishment of Buddhism as a major world religion. 

 

 



2. Edicts and Inscriptions: 

• Ashoka’s edicts, inscribed on rocks and pillars across the empire, were one of his most significant 

contributions to cultural development. These inscriptions were written in Prakrit, Greek, and 

Aramaic, and they disseminated messages about moral conduct, religious tolerance, and social 

welfare. 

• The edicts reflect Ashoka's vision of a just and ethical society and provide invaluable insights into the 

socio-political and cultural life of the time. 

 

3. Social and Moral Reforms: 

• Ashoka’s policies emphasized Dhamma, which included principles like non-violence (ahimsa), respect 

for all life forms, and adherence to ethical behavior. These principles influenced various aspects of 

daily life, promoting social harmony and ethical conduct. 

• He established institutions for social welfare, such as hospitals for people and animals, rest houses, 

and wells, reflecting his commitment to public welfare and compassion. 

 

4. Artistic and Architectural Contributions: 

• The Mauryan period saw significant developments in art and architecture. The construction of 

monumental structures like the Sanchi Stupa and the Pillars of Ashoka, adorned with intricate 

carvings and inscriptions, are notable examples. 

• Mauryan art, particularly the rock-cut architecture and sculptures, reflected a blend of indigenous 

styles and foreign influences, showcasing the cultural syncretism of the period. 

 

5.Religious Tolerance and Cultural Syncretism: 

• Ashoka’s policies promoted religious tolerance and respect for diverse beliefs. His support extended 

to various religious communities, fostering an environment of cultural syncretism and mutual 

respect. 

• This inclusivity enriched the cultural life of the Mauryan Empire, allowing different philosophical and 

religious ideas to flourish and interact. 

 

Conclusion 

The social and cultural life under the Mauryan Empire was marked by significant advancements in 

urbanization, economy, social organization, and religious thought. Ashoka's policies, particularly his  

promotion of Buddhism and emphasis on Dhamma, played a crucial role in shaping the cultural  development 

of his time. His contributions to art, architecture, and social reforms left a lasting legacy that influenced not 

only the Indian subcontinent but also the broader cultural and religious landscapes of Asia. 


