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Introduction
From north-central India, a Shunga era (circa 185-72 BCE), three-piece necklace ensemble, comprised of 
a barrel-shaped bead, bracketed by a matched pair of pendants, adds an extraordinary dimension to the 
exceptional Cleveland Museum of Art’s South Asian collection (Fig. 1). Not only are these objects, fashioned 
in repoussé, dazzlingly beautiful, they are technically sophisticated as well, composed of native sheet-gold 
ornamented with small balls and granulation of many sizes.

The pendants are ornamented with open-faced lotus flowers positioned above banded, emerging 
tendrils or rhizomes. The open-field areas are completely covered with hollow gold balls and gold granules, 
in two sizes. The smaller granules are so fine as to collectively create the appearance of velveteen. The 
decorative features of the barrel-shaped bead incorporate several symmetrically ordered bands of balls 
and ball-netting, focused on an encircling band of swimming turtles. As with the pendants, the areas that 
represent turtle shells are covered with fields of gold granules.1   

These pieces, which required technological sophistication in manufacturing, are in remarkably good 
condition, given that they are most likely more than two-thousand years old. In addition to forming and 
grading the granules, the granulation-attachment process would have been extremely challenging, especially 
for pieces such as these, given the complexity of the designs and fineness of the granules. The many points 
of attachment required repeated exposure to a heating process, thus making them especially susceptible to 
melting.2 It seems probable that the joining process used was a version of the so-called diffusion bonding 
technique in which the parts are literally stuck together prior to heating with a mixture of some type of 
copper compound and glue, such as gum tragacanth (plant gum common to Eurasia).3 When the work is 
heated, the glue burns to carbon, liberating or reducing the copper in the mixture to a metallic copper, 
which subsequently alloys with and diffuses into the surrounding gold, forming a solder in the jointed 
areas.4 Resulting in fine, often almost invisible joints that can be reheated, this was an especially satisfactory 
means of attaching decorative granules.5  

The fortunate chance finding of such an extraordinary ensemble created for individuals of means and 
power is extremely rare. It clearly attests to the wealth of the patron and his or her concerns for to the 
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values associated with this subject. This already 
well-developed set of symbols – in which a three-
pronged motif is combined with an open-faced 
lotus flower – played a notable role in the primary 
contemporaneous currents of Indian religions and 
culture. Similarities between the necklace adorning a 
yakshi or spirit of nature associated with procreation 
and abundance from Bharhut and now in the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, indicate clearly that 
what is recorded in sculpture may have counterparts 
in real objects for adornment and for ritual (Fig. 2). 

Symbolic Values
The triform motif juxtaposed to the lotus is one 
of the most captivating, artistically significant, 
prominent, and long-lasting motifs created in the 
expansive and eloquent symbolic language of 
ancient South Asian art and culture. In addition to 
both material and spiritual wealth and good fortune, 
the interpretations most commonly ascribed to this 
motif are of all-pervading energy, power, authority, 
protection, and, for the cakravartin or universal monarch, and the Buddha, and by this time, cosmic order.  
Although almost all of the early evidence for the beginnings of the tradition has been lost, from the second 
century BCE onward, the wealth of extant evidence in Buddhist art, architecture and literature attests to the 
acceptance and continuance of ancient Indian royal, Indus Valley Civilization (3300-1300 BCE), and Vedic 
Age (circa 1500-500 BCE) symbols.  

With the purpose of advancing our understanding, the objectives of this paper are to index and present 
a survey of the multiple contexts in which trident/lotus motifs are found and the purposes for which they 
were manufactured from the beginning of the Shunga to the end of the Kushan eras (ca. 185 BCE-circa 
CE 230) or somewhat later. Due to its long and complicated history, perhaps commencing in the Vedic 
Age as some scholars believe, identifying correctly the name or names used for this composite motif is a 
complicated matter.  

Issues and Evidence Related to Naming
Over the past century, no fewer than ten terms have been chosen in reference to this motif, with the most 
frequently used among Buddhist art historians being the trishula (trident or three-pronged) and triratna 
(triple-jewel).6 The descriptive term trishula is used in consideration of the possibility that this motif and 
the vajra (thunderbolt or pronged instrument) are cognates.7 The referential term triratna or three jewels 
recall the Buddha, the law or dharma, and the monastic community or samgha. Through extrapolations 
made by comparisons of the limited number of auspicious motifs found on sculpted footprints of the 
Buddha (buddhapaddas) from Shunga to Kushana eras, and early Buddhist literary references offered by in-

Plate I:
Figure 1: (Left) Set of matching pendants and bead. Gold. 
Circa 100-80 BCE. Northeastern India. H: (pendants): circa 
5.7 cm.; L: (bead): circa 5.2 cm. Photograph: Courtesy of the 
Cleveland Museum of Art. 
Figure 2: (Right) Image of a yakshi. Circa 100-80 BCE. 
Buddhist site of Bharhut. Northeastern India. Reddish–
brown sandstone. Photograph: Courtesy of the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston.
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depth philological studies, it is clear that the name 
nandyavarta (‘curl, whirl of happiness’) is appropriate 
to the period under consideration here.8 Among 
others, nandyavarta is the name for a mangala, one 
of the eight auspicious symbols (ashtamangalas) 
as well as the name used for a diagram that is said 
to resemble a ‘hooked cross’, and for the spoke of a 
wheel.9  

Bharhut Architectural  
Elements and Relief  
Jewellery
In ancient South Asia, in addition to aesthetic 
concerns, accoutrements to dress were valued for 
such apotropaic properties as warding off demons 
and disease, insuring prosperity, and strengthening 
royal power. These values which developed over the 
centuries, were incorporated into the Buddhist faith 
with jewelled ornaments serving, in a general sense, 
as visual and literary metaphors for the blessings 
offered to the practitioner, a legacy clearly illustrated 
by the images of guardian deities (genius loci) and 
the subjects selected for the vedika or railing reliefs 
of the circa 100-80 BC stupa at Bharhut. These images 
and subjects can be seen in early site photographs 
from 1875 and more clearly in the reconstruction in 
the Indian Museum, Calcutta (Fig. 3). Sculpted on the 
inner side of the railing and visible to all who entered 
the sacred precinct were the reliefs of a divine lotus 
or kalpalata, literally “creeper of the world period,” a 
wondrous undulating plant of unlimited beneficence 
(Fig. 4). This motif was sculpted as a sectioned repeat pattern in which episodes from the former lives 
of the historical Buddha, during which he was perfecting himself, alternate with sections that show the 
flowers of this magical vine offering forth an expansive variety of bead and collar necklaces, trident with 
lotus pendants, bangles, and earrings. Replicas of these ornaments also bedeck the images of yakshas and 
yakshis, the guardian deities or spirits of nature, found on this same monument (Fig. 5).

As was evident from early records, the stupa was badly damaged when discovered. A reconstruction 
drawing of the eastern gateway to the Bharhut stupa, which was approximately six metres in height, displays 
this motif above the pillars on the uppermost architrave, demonstrating once again, the importance of the 
ideas associated with the trident with lotus (Figs. 6 and 7).

Plate II:
Figure 3: (Upper left) Railing or vedika with details from 
Buddhist stupa at Bharhut. Northeastern, India. Circa 
100-80 BCE. Reddish–brown sandstone. Indian Museum, 
Calcutta, India.  Photographby author.
Figure 4: (Lower left) Detail of Fig. 3. Photograph by author.
Figure 5: (Right) Section of vedika with detail of a yakshi. 
Buddhist stupa at Bharhut. Circa 100-80 BCE. Photographs 
by author.
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Religious, Geographical, and Political Considerations
As the number of practioners and movements grew, Buddhism spread across a broad geographic expanse 
from the north-east along the transportation and communication routes to other populous centres in 
South Asia, and subsequently, in conjunction with Buddhist traditions in art and literature, via the great silk 
and spice routes throughout all of Asia. The kalpalata motif, together with innumerable examples of the 
trident/lotus motif, adorning images of yakshas and yakshis in relief imagery and in independently sculpted 
architectural features document the close contacts that must have existed among Buddhist communities, 
most notably, in addition to Bharhut, those of Mathura, Sanchi, Amaravati and throughout Gandhara. Thus, 
while this period is characterised by distinguishable local artistic traditions, the Buddhist communities 
were often highly interrelated and interacted in a number of ways.10   

Sculptures from Mathura and Sanchi
That the trident with lotus motif continued to be valued as an amulet for yakshis is demonstrated by the 
clasps of the girdles, which adorn an image from the Mathura area.  The strings of the jewels, of which the 
girdle is composed, seem to issue forth from the open ends of these ornaments (Fig. 8).  

Among these early Buddhist monastery complexes, Sanchi is one of the oldest and most impressive. 
Images on the western gateway of Stupa I, dating to the second-third decade of first century, give some 
sense of the monument’s impressive scale and sculpted detailing. That the trident/lotus motif is not gender 
specific is clearly illustrated by the dwarf yakshas on the capitals of this torana (gateway). They are adorned 
with the traditional kalpalata ornaments, which include trident/lotus amulets, as illustrated by this image 
from the outer southwestern corner (Fig. 9). 

Plate III:
Figure 6: (Left) Reconstruction drawing of eastern gateway to the stupa at Bharhut. Circa 100-80 BCE. Reddish–brown 
sandstone. Drawing: Courtesy of John Huntington. 
Figure 7: (Right) Detail of drawing in Fig. 6. Drawing: Courtesy of John Huntington.
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There are also a number of carvings related to the biography of Shakyamuni that include this motif 
(cf. Figs. 10-13). A shrine enclosing his enlightenment tree (pipal; ashvattha; Ficus religiosa), displays a dais 
on which has been placed an ornament of this configuration (Fig. 13). An older pillar relief displaying the 
trident and lotus supporting the dharmacakra or wheel of the law can be found on Stupa II (Fig. 12). One of 
the most interesting and well-recognised reliefs covers the entire side of the western face of the northern 

Plate IV:
Figure 8: (Left) Detail of a standing image of a yakshi. Mathura. Second century CE. Grey schist. H: 27 cm.  
Photograph: Courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
Figure 9: (Right) Image of a dwarf yaksha on the capital of the torana of the western gateway of Stupa I.  Sanchi. 
Circa 10-30 CE. Sandstone. In situ. Photograph Courtesy of John Huntington.
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Plate V:
Figure 10: (Left) Pillar. West face of northern gateway of the Stupa I. Sanchi. Circa 10-30 CE. Sandstone. In situ. Photograph 
courtesy of John Huntington.
Figure 11: (Upper, center-left) Detail of Fig. 10.
Figure 12: (Upper, center-right) Relief with trident and lotus supporting the dharmacakra. Stupa II. Circa 100-80 BCE. 
Sandstone. In situ. Photograph courtesy of K. B. Agrawala.
Figure 13: (Upper right) Relief of a shrine enclosing a pipal tree. Eastern gateway, Stupa I. Circa 10-30 CE. Sandstone. In 
situ.Photograph courtesy of K. B. Agrawala.
Figure 14: (Lower, center) Detail of the upper (third) architrave of the northern gateway of Stupa I. Sanchi. Circa 10-30 CE. 
Sandstone. In situ. Photograph courtesy of K. B. Agrawala.
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gateway column of Stupa I (Fig. 10). It is a carving of complicated, successive, emerging tendrils of a vine 
with images of the Buddha’s footprints placed to the right and left of the base and is seemingly the Sanchi 
version of the kalpalata. It is fashioned with side-projecting tendrils from which hang jewel necklaces. This 
magical vine terminates in a fully open lotus in profile, surmounted by a trident/lotus motif beneath a royal 
umbrella (Fig. 11). 

As with Bharhut, there can be no question of the importance given to this auspicious symbol when 
viewing the upper (third) architrave of the northern gateway of the Great Stupa (Fig. 14). A pair of lotus 
roundels are seen beneath the tridents’ side arms, which, in these examples, enclose the auspicious 
Shrivastas (literally: Babes-of-Shri), so named in Jain literature.11  

Swastika- or Mandala-like Arrangements
Another example of note is a threshold stone from 
the western gateway of the Great Stupa (Fig. 15). It 
is sculpted with what appear as crossed trident/
lotus motifs.12 The central lotus roundel is arranged 
or shared with four tridents facing outward, 
presumably, in the four cardinal directions, in 
mandala-like fashion. It is more clearly understood 
from a reconstruction illustration by John 
Huntington (Fig. 16). An earlier version of this 
configuration, from approximately 100-80 or a little 
later BCE can also be found on the railing roundels 
of Stupa II.

Mathura Ayagapata
That the mandala-like arrangements, and the use 
of individual elements in various ways are endemic 
in Indic culture and not limited to one tradition is 
confirmed by a first century CE, Jain ayagapata 
(votive tablet) from Mathura (Fig. 17). The left-
side portions of the trident form a type of swastika 
enclosing four of the eight ashtamangalas (eight 
auspicious symbols), offering a sense of motion. 
Also suggestive of outward projection, the central 
medallion, with a Jina image seated in or on a 
lotus, is positioned among four tridents, not unlike 
those on the threshold stone at Sanchi (Fig. 18). 
Themes of auspiciousness, and suggested motion 
and projection across time and space were also 
important at Amaravati.    

Plate VI:
Figure 15: (Upper left) Threshold from the western gateway of 
the Great Stupa, Stupa I. Sanchi. Circa 10-30 CE. Sandstone. 
In situ. Photograph courtesy of Eric and John Huntington. 
Figure 16: (Upper right) Reconstruction drawing of Fig. 15. 
Drawing courtesy of John Huntington.
Figure 17: (Lower left) Jain ayagapatta (votive tablet). 
Mathura. First century CE. Red sandstone. H: 89 cm; W: 82 
cm. State Museum, Lucknow. Photograph courtesy of the 
State Museum, Lucknow.  
Figure 18: (Lower right) Detail of Fig. 17. 
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Amaravati Album
An album of drawings, known as the Amaravati 
Album, has proven invaluable to understanding 
the Buddhist community at the site of Amaravati. 
Surveyors and draftsmen under the direction 
of Colonel Colin Mackenzie, the first Surveyor- 
General of India, undertook the album project during 
1816 and 1817.13 Among other things, the drawings 
reliably depict eighty-four of the sculptures that once 
adorned the sides of the stupa and the stone railing 
that surrounded it. Unfortunately, of the eighty-four 
sculptures documented in the album, only twenty-
seven of them have been identified, the other fifty-
seven have not been located. Without this album, 
now in the British Library, far less would be known 
about the beliefs and practices at Amaravati during 
the early centuries of the common era. Although 
iconographically and stylistically different, a brief  
survey clearly demonstrates the continued impor-
tance of the themes and subjects seen in the some-
what earlier sculptures from north-central India.

The drawing of a pillar with a dharmacakra at 
its top, which displays real and fantastic creatures 
springing from its sides, appears to be of a type unique 
to Amaravati (Fig. 19). The dharmacakra is supported 
by a stepped capital with both a pair of lions and a 
pair of dancing yakshis on lotus pericarps (Fig. 20). 
Three celebratory yaksha-musicians frolic across 
the top. Recalling the outward projecting tridents 
from Sanchi, the multi-spoked wheel with a lotus at 
its centre is encircled by twelve trident motifs, one 
for each month of the solar calendrical cycle.14 As a 
whole, this example seems to depict energy and cosmic order at its most productive and celebratory best.

Many bas-relief images of Shakyamuni were sculpted at Amaravati. His lack of inclusion in some carvings 
indicates that his image was not appropriate to that particular subject. Among these, a number of scenes 
include the Buddha’s bodhi tree, his throne displaying a trident and lotus motif, and his footprints (Figs. 21 
and 22). In Fig. 22, the trident and lotus motif appears to be attached to the throne back. In the middle and 
right examples, it is now positioned at the top of what scholars have referred to as a radiant pillar, behind 
or attached to his throne or platform dais (Fig. 22). Other drawings include these same elements with one 
depicting a radiating pillar in front of or attached to a pillar that was once surmounted by a dharmacakra 
(Fig. 23). Additional imagery includes drawings of nagas, the serpent king and others paying homage to 
an aured column with the trident/lotus motif at the top (Fig. 24). The footprints of the Buddha, in this 
example, can be seen placed on a fully opened lotus, suggestive of a Mahayana subject. The next example 

Plate VII:
Figure 19: (Left) Drawing of a column with real and fantas-
tic creatures. Amaravati Album. 1816-1817. Ink on paper. 
The British Library, Amaravati Album. Drawing courtesy 
of The British Library, Amaravati Album, pl. XCVIII, fig. 1.
Figure 20: (Center right) Detail of Fig. 19.
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Plate VIII:
Figure 21: (Upper left) Drawing detail. Amaravati Album. 1816-1817. Ink on paper. Drawing courtesy of the British 
Library, Amaravati Album, pl. XCVIII.
Figure 22: (Upper center) Drawing detail. Amaravati Album, 1816-1817. Ink on paper. Drawing courtesy of The British 
Library, Amaravati Album, pl. LXX.  
Figure 23: (Upper right) Drawing detail. Amaravati Album, 1816-1817. Ink on paper. Drawing courtesy of The British 
Library, Amaravati Album, pl. LXXI.
Figure 24: (Lower left) Drawing detail. Amaravati Album, 1816-1817. Ink on paper. Drawing courtesy of The British 
Library, Amaravati Album, pl. LXXII.
Figure 25: (Lower right) Drawing detail. Amaravati Album, 1816-1817. Ink on paper. Drawing courtesy of The British 
Library, Amaravati Album, pl. LXX.
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is similar, with the nagas having been displaced by a 
group of monks (Fig. 25).

Amaravati Sculptures in the 
British Museum 
Additional information related to the valued place 
that these auspicious symbols and subjects held for 
the practioners at Amaravati may be gathered from 
the sculpted slabs of marble that are now part of 
the British Museum’s South Asian collections. There 
are a number of isolated carvings of importance. 
One is of a circa first-century dome slab, which was 
turned and re-sculpted (Figs. 26 and 27). The obverse 
is ornamented with the trident/lotus motif, while 
the reverse is sculpted with the footprints of the 
Buddha displaying the trident/lotus, swastika, and 
other auspicious symbols. Given what is recorded 
in the Amaravati Album, it is not surprising to find 
bas-reliefs that recall the subject matter found in 
the Album drawings including the familiar scene 
of homage to the Buddha’s throne, positioned in 
front of or beneath a radiant pillar surmounted by a 
trident/lotus motif.   

The archaeological records, along with slabs 
recovered from the site, have allowed for the 
reconstruction of certain portions of the drum and 
dome. The British Museum wall installations give 
meaning to the positioning and relative proportions 
of the various features of the Great Stupa at 
Amaravati. Circa second century bas-relief drum 
slabs show repeat patterns in banding registers 
sculpted with rampant lions, tridents with lotuses, 
purnaghatas (urns of plenty) and heavy garlands 
carried by running dwarf yakshis. Larger equivalents 
of the drum relief carvings are found on the upper sectors of the dome slabs. These slabs display three upper 
registers composed of a repeat pattern of the trident/lotus with leaves and tendrils positioned on a plinth 
with stepped capital and base (Fig. 28). Half-flowers, in triangles, divide the trident/lotus motif from the 
rampant lions below.   

Plate IX:
Figure 26: (Upper right) Dome slab. Reverse sculpted with 
buddhapada. Amaravati. First century CE. Marble.  H: 67.5 
cm; W: 61.8. The British Museum. Photograph by author.
Figure 27: (Upper left) Dome slab. Obverse sculpted 
with trident and lotus motif. Amaravati. First century 
CE. Marble. H: 67.5 cm; W: 61.8. The British Museum. 
Photograph by author.
Figure 28: (Lower register) Detail of three upper dome 
registers.Great Stupa at Amaravati. Circa second century 
CE. Marble. The British Museum. Photograph by author.
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Kushan Coins and Ornaments from Stratified  
Archaeological Efforts at Taxila
Providing a broader cultural perspective than is 
possible for other areas, the numerous, extant 
examples from Gandhara suggest that the trident/
lotus was as esteemed in Gandhara as it was 
elsewhere. There are a number of coins from the 
northwest on which this symbol occurs. A gold, 
double-dinar coin of Vima Kadphises, the third 
Kushan king (r. circa 90-100 CE), displays, on its 
reverse, a figure of god Wesho standing in front of a 
bull surrounded by an inscription, which reads ‘of 
the great king, king of kings, lord of the world, lord 
of the universe.’ Seemingly, the inscription together 
with the trident/lotus motif on the viewer’s middle 
left, were selected to present a message of divine 
sanction, authority, and order (Figs. 29-31).   

Given the stratified nature of the excavation at 
Sirkap, Taxila, it is not surprising that a fascinating 
number of first-century pieces of jewellery and 
ornamental objects were recovered, some of which 
also appear to be related to societal and universal 
order and authority. In addition to gold wire, 
granulation and pearls, a hair or headdress pin’s 
repoussé features include the trident/lotus motif 
with a crescent moon, the moon included either 
as a dynastic symbol or symbol of a patron deity 
(Fig. 33). The missing ornament at the top would 
undoubtedly have been a triratna as is seen on a 
bronze, standard finial, also from Taxila (Fig. 32).15 A 
plaque with swastika pattern in repoussé is worthy 
of note, due to the swastika’s long history dating 
from the Indus Valley Civilization and its repeated 
inclusion, along with the trident/lotus motifs, as 
one of the ashtamangalas on buddhapada reliefs 
(Fig. 34). The swastika also occurs on a finger-ring 
with nine bosses, eight mangalas with trident/lotus 
appearing twice on either side of the Shrivasta 
motif. It too is from Sirkap, Taxila (Fig. 35).16    

Plate X:
Figure 29: (Upper left) Obverse of coin of Vima Kadphises. 
Gandhara. Circa 120 CE. Gold. Double dinar. British Museum, 
IOC.268. Photograph courtesy of the British Museum.
Figure 30: (Upper, center) Reverse of coin of Vima Kadphises 
with figure of the god Wesho. Gandhara. Circa first 
century CE. Gold. Double dinar. British Museum, IOC.268. 
Photograph courtesy of the British Museum.
Figure 31: (Upper right) Detail of Fig. 30.
Figure 32: (Lower left) Standard finial. Taxila. First century 
CE. Bronze. Archaeological Museum, Taxila, no. tx-1003. 
Photograph courtesy of the Archaeological Museum, Taxila.
Figure 33: (Lower left, center) Hair or headdress pin. 
Sirkap, Taxila. First century CE. Gold with pearls. H: 5 cm; 
W: 3 cm. National Museum of Pakistan, Karachi, no. 50.84. 
Photograph courtesy of National Museum. 
Figure 34: (Upper, center right) Plaque with swastika motif. 
Sirkap, Taxila. First century CE. Native gold.  Archaeological 
Museum, Taxila, no Sk./29-1241/6. Photograph courtesy of 
the Archaeological Museum, Taxila.
Figure 35: (Lower right) Finger-ring with nine auspicious 
symbols. Sirkap, Taxila. First century. Copper. D: .93 in. 
Archaeological Museum, Taxila. Photograph courtesy of the 
Archaeological Museum, Taxila.
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Gandharan Buddhist Sculptures
Separately sculpted slabs of the footprints of the Buddha with mangala symbols were extremely popular 
during the first and early second century in Gandhara. They were ornamented with a limited set of symbols, 
typically, the wheel of the dharma, the trident/lotus motif and the swastika or swastika-like whorl. However, 
for Gandhara, by far the most frequently found applications for the trident/lotus motif are relief carvings 
with subjects selected from the biography of the Buddha and from devotional practices. These are all limited 
to either giving support to the wheel of the law at his first sermon or serving as a support for the triratna 
in scenes of devotion (Figs. 36-39). In some examples, the trident/lotus retain their original configuration. 

Plate XI:
Figure 36: (Left) Relief of the Buddha’s first sermon. Mardan. Circa late first century CE. Grey Schist. H: 39.4 cm.  
Peshawar Museum, no. 2782. Photograph courtesy of the Peshawar Museum.
Figure 37: (Upper right) Devotion to the triratna. Gandhara. Circa first-second century CE. Schist. H: 22 cm.  Peshawar 
Museum, no. 114. Photograph courtesy of the Peshawar Museum.
Figure 38: (Center right) Devotion to the triratna. Probably Nal. Circa first century. Grey Schist. H: 44.5.  Private 
collection, Japan. Photograph courtesy of Isao Kurita.
Figure 39: (Lower right) Devotion to the triratna. Swat. Circa first century. Schist. Indian Museum, Kolkata. 
Photograph courtesy of the Indian Museum. 



Carolyn Woodford Schmidt 193

In other examples, a western-Atlas-like figure 
supports the trident/lotus and the triratna, as in 
a relief form in a private collection in Japan (Fig. 
38). In some Gandharan examples, the lotus motif 
is replaced by a dharmacakra. Additionally, in one 
clearly Graeco-Roman relief, homage is being paid 
to the triratnas, which are supported by what must 
be considered a yakshi or genius loci (Fig. 39). The 
pillar itself appears to be ornamented with a vine 
motif. 

Among the Gandharan Bodhisattva images, 
which date from the second or third century there 
are a very small number that display a trident on 
their pearl headdress. In these examples, which are 
all of Maitreya, the lotus has been replaced with 
a faceted jewel (Fig. 40). Seemingly, not long after 
these images were sculpted, the trident/lotus motif 
fell out of use, until a revival many centuries later. 

Conclusion
While much of our understanding is still limited, 
it is clear that the trident with lotus symbol was a 
very charismatic motif, carefully chosen as suitable 
for referencing some of South Asia’s most highly 
valued religious and royal concepts. Serving very notable didactic purposes in an age when most individuals 
could not read or write, such symbols were exceptional, and were believed to represent or embody the 
intangible or spiritual, presumably incorporating a wide range of auspicious, supportive and protective 
ideas related to individual cultural milieux.
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