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I.  Introduction to the Theme: Can Queen Māyā  
Wear A Turreted Crown

Imagine that a Gandhāran artisan wishes to emphasise the majesty of Māyā. Visually, the tradition does 
not indicate her royal status. In narratives where Māyā appears, context alone is the signifier. If the artisan 
portrays Māyā giving birth, she may have a wreath on top of her head.1 But it cannot function as a crown since 
other ladies that surround her may also wear the wreath. When she sits with her husband the king listening 
to the prediction of Asita, her presence by the side of her husband is emblematic of her royal status as the 
living queen. I have recently described a new narrative in which Queen Māyā appears.2 She descends from 
the Trāyastriṃśa Heaven at the time of her son’s Parinirvāṇa. Two Gandhāran reliefs depict her sorrowful 
presence. In the first, Māyā is a bust within a leafy roundel and seems to be holding a flower offering. In the 
second, the Queen is again a truncated figure framed in a leafy surround; she inclines her head so that her 
face is buried in a large cloth. She seems to be weeping. In both reliefs she has a wreath in her hair and is the 
only truncated figure hovering up above the funerary scene. The third relief introduces a significant change. 
The full figure whom I identify as Queen Māyā is shown seated to the proper right of the dying Buddha 
who lies on his bedstead (Fig. 1). She is one of several mourners at the Parinirvāṇa. A royal emblem would 
distinguish her from the others. The opportunity to innovate exists. This paper discusses the crowned figure 
in the third relief with a view to demonstrating that the female wearing a turreted crown can indeed be  
Queen Māyā.

A.  Description of the Gandhāran Parinirvāṇa with a  
Female Wearing a Turreted Crown

Focus is on the female sitting to the right, that is to the north, of the head of the dying Buddha in the 
Gandhāran relief, which is now in a private collection in Nara, Japan (Fig. 2). The figure is draped in a long 
robe covering her feet, which rest on a base. Her right arm, bent at the elbow crosses her waist and supports 
the elbow of the left hand, which is raised so that it touches the cheek of her slightly inclined head. On her 
head rests a turreted crown and a defence wall seems to rise from her shoulders. These two adornments 
have not been previously associated with Queen Māyā in Gandhāran art. Therefore, justification is needed 
to maintain that she is Queen Māyā.   
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Figure 1: Gandhāran Parinirvāṇa, second-third century CE, schist. Private Collection, Nara, Japan. Photograph courtesy 
of Mr. I. Kurita.

Figure 2: Close-Up of Queen Māyā in Figure 1.

B.  Bamiyan and Dunhuang Parinirvāṇa 
Scenes Assist an Identification

Representations at Bamiyan, Afghanistan (c. mid-
seventh century) and Dunhuang, China (Sui Period) 
provide helpful evidence for the identification of the 
female in the Nara relief. Synopses of these scenes 
are given below as they have already been discussed 
in full.3 An on-site record of the Bamiyan Parinirvāṇa 
was made by Professor Akira Miyaji. Professor 
Miyaji found a female seated near the pillow of the 
reclining Buddha in Caves 72 and 386; he also noted 
her presence in Caves 330 and 388, though not her 
posture probably because of the defaced condition.4 
He identified the female as Queen Māyā. Her basic 
iconography is seen in Cave 72. She sits frontally, on 
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a decorated chair with a high backrest and slightly inclines her haloed head towards the head of her son.5 
She wears a robe reaching to her feet, which are placed on the ground in front of her. The position of 
her arms cannot be determined. Notably, Prof. Miyaji confirmed that Māyā in Cave 72 is depicted with a 
fort-shaped ornament behind her halo. He noted that she could somehow be related to the Nara female 
deemed by him to be the city goddess of Kuśinagara.6 The fact that in the Bamiyan Parinirvāṇa of Cave 
72 Queen Māyā (dressed and positioned similarly to the Nara Gandhāran female) also has a defence wall 
arising from her shoulder suggests that this feature need not jeopardise her identification as Māyā in the 
Nara Gandhāran Parinirvāṇa scene.   

A similarly seated female is also found in some Parinirvāṇa scenes from Dunhuang. Reiterating Miyaji’s 
observation,7 she is Mahamāyā in three Dunhuang caves (Nos. 295, 280 and 420). Her placement in relation 
to the Buddha is the same as in the Bamiyan and Nara examples. She also wears a long robe covering her 
feet. She has no defence wall, but in Caves 280 and 295, the position of her left-hand mirrors that of the 
Gandhāran female. The pose suggests sorrow. The same sorrowful state can be attributed, I believe, to the 
female in the Gandhāran relief. Representations of Mahamāyā at Bamiyan and Dunhuang share features 
with each other and with the female in the Nara Gandhāran Parinirvāṇa relief: a long dress, the seated 
position, a slight corporeal inclination, consistent placement by the head of the Buddha, palm on left 
cheek, city wall issuing from the shoulders. These distinctive features bind the three together. But the 
turreted crown on the Nara Gandhāran female is unique. To maintain that Queen Māyā could wear this sort 
of crown, several factors need further clarification: 1) is there any textual indication that Māyā descended 
to be present at the Parinirvāṇa; 2) what is the usual type of crown worn by an Indian queen; and 3) since 
this female wears a turreted crown why could not the female in the Nara Parinirvāṇa be the city goddess of 
Kuśinagara, that is, a nagaradevatā, who does indeed wear a turreted crown in Gandhāran art.  

The answer to the initial question can be quickly summarised since the details have already been 
published. To place Mahamāyā at the Parinirvāṇa in the Bamiyan and Dunhuang paintings is not 
controversial since the Mahāmāyāsūtra (T 383, end of the fifth century CE), the Dirghāgama (pre-sixth 
century CE) and Xuangzang (seventh century) cite evidence attesting to Māyā’s descent at the time of the 
Buddha’s demise.8 Closer to Gandhāra, of later, though uncertain date, is the Sanskrit text9 the Lalitavistara, 
which speaks of Māyā’s descent prior to the Parinirvāṇa. She comes to earth to assist her son as he undergoes 
ascetic practices.10 

II. Crowns

A. Unlikelihood of a Kuśinagara Nagaradevatā

It is understandable that one could consider the turreted crowned female as the nagaradevatā of the 
city where the Buddha breathed his last. But it is highly unlikely that this female is the city goddess of 
Kuśinagara. One impediment, though not the most serious, is that, to the best of my knowledge, no similar 
example exists in the Parinirvāṇa context. For a useful reference itemising customary contexts in which 
nagaradevatās occur in Gandhāran art, see Taddei’s enumeration.11 A more important factor negating a 
nagaradevatā is the placement of the Nara figure. It seems unlikely that a nagaradevatā would be seated 
by the head of the dying Buddha in the Parinirvāṇa scene. One can already surmise that there may be 
something special about this space if all three females – at Nara, Bamiyan and Dunhuang – are seated in this 
very same place. At the end of this essay, the ritual implications of this space will be discussed.  
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B.  Crowns and Indian Queens

Textual and visual evidence for the crowns worn by Indian queens is scarce. Primary or secondary written 
sources discussing this subject are limited. The Bṛhat Saṁhitā (late fifth - early sixth century CE) has a 
chapter on royal crowns suggesting that it is not pointless to search for evidence.12 This text notes that the 
chief queen (mahiṣī) wore a crown of specified dimensions. Chapter XLIX 1- 4 notes that the crown of the 
mahiṣi should have an expansion of seven digits in the middle, just one digit less than that of the monarch, 
that her crown like the others is made of pure gold, and that it ought to have three projections (śikhā: i.e 
crest, plume and spike). The term for ‘crown’ in the Bṛhat Saṁhitā is paṭṭa, a term already used by Pāṇini. 
The Ashtādhyāyī mentions the mahiṣi (IV. 4. 48), and says that the queen was crowned jointly with the 
king who also wore the paṭṭa. The Mahābhārata instructs that under special circumstances a female can 
be crowned; Santiparva (33. 43-46) states that it is the duty of a conqueror to crown even the daughter 
of the late king if no princes are available. In addition, Kane observes from other citations that a widow 
and daughter of the last male ruler can succeed to the throne.13 An Indo-Scythian coin, examined below, 
provides likely attestation for such a succession. Even though the crown had, therefore, the potentiality to 
distinguish a mahiṣī from other royal consorts - one thinks of the transformative power of a crown depicted 
in David’s painting of Josephine crowned by Napoleon - Indian queens were not often mentioned with 
the paṭṭa in early historical art.14 One would have expected that more references would be forthcoming in 
medieval India since a number of queens during those ages bear the term paṭṭa in their title.15 

Images of crowned queens in early Indian art are also few. Perhaps the earliest context, pan-Indic in 
nature, from which to extrapolate a trend is the depiction of the cakravartin’s queen. Such a queen is, of 
course, an ahistorical personage, but nonetheless her representation provides entry into an evaluation. 
One of the earliest images of a ‘strīratna’ (lit.  gem of a woman), comes from the c. second century BCE 
cakravartin scene on the Jaggayyapeta Stūpa, Andhra Pradesh. Bejewelled but uncrowned, the queen 
stands slightly bowed holding a fly-whisk as she faces the monarch. The region of Andhra Pradesh has 
numerous depictions of this theme at stūpas carved during the time of the Sātavāhanas at Amarāvatī16 
and the succeeding Ikșvāku at Nāgārjunakoṇḍa.17 In none of these representations, going up to the third - 
fourth century CE, is the queen wearing the paṭṭa.18 An actual Ikșvāku royal, Queen Varmabhattā, rendered 
on a memorial pillar at Nāgārjunakoṇḍa that can be approximately dated to 280 CE19 seems to wear some 
kind of ornamental headdress, but it also does not look like a paṭṭa (Fig. 3).20 This is in keeping with her 
other unusual aspects. Dressed in a long robe,21 the queen is seated on a throne and looks into a mirror 
that she or her attendant holds. Her dress is reminiscent of Western (i.e. Iraq/Iran) robes worn by females 
in Parthian mourning reliefs (see below), and her accoutrements remind of Greek funerary depictions 
possibly also injected into the funerary vocabulary of South Asia from Western philhellenic regions.22 
Indeed both inscription and imagery attest to Andhra’s contact with these foreign regions.23 The pillar of 
the deceased Queen Varmabhattā was found in a votive stūpa opposite a caityagṛha suggesting that the 
lady was sympathetic to Buddhism, although there are no inscriptions indicating her religion. A story about 
one of Aśoka’s wives insinuates that regal females may decline the (powers and outward?) display of royal 
prerogatives. John Strong finds that five wives can be attributed to this Buddhist king. According to a legend, 
Aśoka was so impressed by the great merit of one, Asaṅdhimittā, that he offered her “his own sovereignty, 
which however she declined”.24 It is possible that this story is more legend than fact. von Hinüber remarks 
that only once did Aśoka cite the name of one of his queens, and it is ‘Kāluvākī’.25 At the Kanaganahalli Stūpa, 
there are two relief panels inscribed with the name of Aśoka; one of these panels shows the king allegedly 
with his queen, plus attendants. The queen is not crowned and the king wears an elaborate turban.26 
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Figure 3: Nāgārjunakoṇḍa. The Varmabhattā Pillar showing the seated Queen. Photo courtesy of 
Elizabeth Rosen Stone.
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I have identified a Mauryan statue of a female who does wear a tiara, and have determined that she is 
a gaṇikā, the highest category of a courtesan. Accordingly, I have proposed that the Dīdārgañj gaṇikā is a 
royal courtesan.27 

Not a single Kuṣāṇa queen is known either by image or inscription.28 Gupta gold coins occasionally 
show a Hindu queen wearing what looks like the paṭṭa. The rare King and Queen coin type, minted either 
by Candragupta I or Samudragupta, may show a pearl-bordered band around the forehead of the king and 
queen, or around the head of one of them.29 Kumaragupta I also issued a King and Queen Type. In the 
unique example found in the Bayana Hoard, however, the queen does not wear the gold band. Two other 
Gupta gold coin types featuring a female whose queenly status is in doubt are not considered here since our 
purpose is solely to generalise on whether Gupta queens are depicted with a royal headdress.30 Evidently, 
they are - sometimes. A Chola bronze of c. tenth century has been considered by Vidya Dehejia to represent 
Queen Sembiyan in the guise of Pārvatī. According to Dehejia, she wears a crown. The statue does show 
a decorated band around the forehead of the figure.31 Colas mentions the depiction of other male Chola 
royals and dignitaries but does not say anything about their headgear.32 

Explanations for the dearth of ancient Indian queens shown donning the royal headdress are hard to 
find. One possibility, derived from Vidya Dehejia’s essay on portraiture in India is that portraiture, and 
therefore attention to outward characteristics was, in the main, not a concern of Indian artists.33 The Chola 
bronze formerly identified as the goddess Pārvatī, leads Dehejia to hypothesise that the body is of less 
significance in religious systems (such as Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism) adhering to a belief in multiple 
rebirths, where each birth may occur in a different physical form. However, this line of reasoning skirts our 
problem and minimises reality. An Indian king was thought to be divinity on earth,34 and crowning the royal 
couple was part of the consecration ceremony. Thus, if a king wears the crown, so, theoretically should or 
could his queen. Another rationale can be deduced from an analogy Ronald Inden draws between the king’s 
authority and the husband’s position within the Hindu family in the early medieval period.35 The Hindu 
family was defined by the sharing of a single body (sapiṇḍatā). The wife becomes, by marriage, “half-body” 
(ardhāṅga) of her husband who is the defining and unifying element of the family. Based on this analogy, 
the queen is the “half-body” of the king and being included in his being she does not need to wear her own 
royal signifier.36 A remark in the Rājataraṅgiṇī may lend some credence to the analogy. The text notes (VIII. 
82) that Jayamatī the queen of King Uccala of Kashmir (twelfth century) always occupied half his throne.37  
Speaking of Kashmir, it is remarkable that the famous Queen Diddā of Kashmir, who calls herself the king 
named Diddā, does not seem to be represented wearing a crown.   

C.  Crowns in the Northwest may Respond to Foreign Influences

The northern regions of ancient India, specifically Gandhāra, had acquaintance with customs and influences 
in addition to those that prevailed in the subcontinent. The region was open to foreign influences brought in 
by invaders and aliens; multicultural population shifts resulted.  Thereby different cultural norms had impact 
and carried prestige in the northern regions. Major multicultural influences operating in the Northwest 
need to be outlined because the effects of these influences can be directly traced in the iconography of the 
Nara Parinirvāṇa from Gandhāra.

1. Multicultural Influences 

Several waves of invaders, through conquests, migrations and political dominance launched most of the 
population shifts. The nomadic Scythians (called Śakas by Iranian sources) may have used various routes 
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going from Central Asia into the northwestern part of South Asia.38 Other nomadic peoples on the move in 
Central Asia, chief among them, the Yuezhi, helped push the Scythians westward. During the second and 
first centuries BCE, Scythians came from the North through the Pamir and Karakoram mountains. Another 
entry point was over the Hindu Kush Mountains in northern Afghanistan and from there into Taxila and 
the Punjab.  One group coming from the southwest went from the area of Seisten in Iran and Arachosia 
in southern Afghanistan into the Sindh part of (today) Pakistan. In the subcontinent they are known as 
the Indo-Scythians. The southern migrations brought the Scythians into conflict with the Iranian rulers of 
Parthia as they trekked through to the lower Indus Valley and beyond.39 The Yuezhi who set out from their 
original homeland in the western part of Gansu Province, China, were in Sogdiana by the latter half of the 
second century BCE; the Yuezhi eventually took control of Bactria which lay to the south in what is mainly 
northern Afghanistan (today). The Hellenised Graeco-Bactrians, whose kingdom of Bactria between the 
Oxus and the Hindu Kush had been destroyed by the mid second century BCE, were driven out of that 
region and moved south of the Hindu Kush during the second - first century BCE. Known in the south as 
Indo-Greeks, they came into contact and conflict with the Indo-Scythians, who by around the beginning 
of the first century BCE, controlled the Indus Valley. However, their power was eclipsed at roughly the 
beginning of the first century CE by the Indo-Parthians, a branch of the Parthians, ruling in Iran. Meanwhile 
the Yuezhi, consolidated themselves in Bactria and, known as the Kuṣāṇas by the end of the first century 
BCE, made forays from Bactria into the Northwest of the subcontinent. In the first century CE Kuṣāṇas 
moved into Gandhāra, most notably into the area of Taxila. The Kuṣāṇas supplanted the Indo-Parthians 
who ruled in the Northwest till circa the middle of the first century CE.

This brief overview of the fluctuating fortunes of the Gandhāran region reveals that from the second 
century BCE through the first several centuries CE of Kuṣāṇa rule, Gandhāra was exposed to extraordinary 
cultures: Nomadic customs, Classical craftsmanship (via the Indo-Greeks), Greek artistic and religious 
elements, Roman conventions in art and ritual by way of the philhellenic Parthians, an Iranian cultural 
component via the Indo-Parthians and the Kuṣāṇas, as well as the fruits of Indian civilisation in language, 
religions and arts. The important fertilising role played by the Indo-Parthians is sometimes forgotten, but to 
a considerable degree they implanted the artistic conventions from the Classical, Near Eastern and Central 
Asian worlds, due to their prior geophysical location and cultural exposure when they were part of the 
Parthian Iranian Empire. The Parthians were originally nomads, migrating from Central Asia and ultimately 
settling in the Near East.   

2. Foreign Components in the Nara Parinirvāṇa

A summary of the cultural mix in the Northwest underlies the basis for the variety of artistic components 
seen in Gandhāran art. Some of these are noticeable in the Nara Parinirvāṇa relief itself. The seated and long-
robed Nara female reflects the dignified and grieving Roman matron seated next to the deceased in a Roman 
funerary sculpture (Fig. 4). The funerary scene, known as the Testamentum Relief in the Musei Capitolini in 
Rome dates to the early second century CE. Scholarly analysis has proposed that the seated matronly figure 
is the mother of the deceased.40 In some Parthian funerary scenes at Palmyra, the wife of the deceased, 
again in a long robe, is seated at his feet (Fig. 5).41 Indeed, the matron in the c. third century banquet relief 
in the hypogeum of Malkû can be seen holding her veil or raising her hand so that her fingers approach or 
rest on her cheek (Fig. 5; now in the Damascus Museum).42 Her pose is similar to the seated female in the 
Gandhāran Parinirvāṇa. In Parthian funerary scenes, this hand gesture may express sorrow, according to 
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Figure 4: The Testamentum relief, early second century CE. Photograph courtesy of the Musei 
Capitolini, Rome.

Figure 5: Palmyra banquet scene in the Hypogeum of Malkû. 3rd century CE after Tanabe, 1986. Pl.410.  
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Colledge who notes that these gestures as well as others have been inherited from Greek funerary art.43 It 
has already been suggested that the gesture may likewise represent sorrow in the Gandhāran relief.   

Similarities between Gandhāran and foreign representations, even in so sacred a setting as a funeral 
scene, cannot be considered unusual. Visual representation of the seated, mourning Nara female does not 
follow any indigenous visual models because there were none. Funeral iconography was not developed in 
early Indian art. Other than the Buddhist cycle relating to the Parinirvāṇa and the dispersal of the remains 
of the Buddha’s mortal body, the theme of death was unexplored in Indian art of the Pre-Kuṣāṇa and Kuṣāṇa 
eras. This lacuna can explain a number of non-native characteristics in the depiction of the Nara female: 
the pose of her hand reminds of the Classical gesture signifying sorrow; her particular long garment is also 
Classical; her raised feet resting on some support, her seated posture, slightly inclined head all tend to recall 
Roman/Palmyrene funerary antecedents pertaining to a sorrowing matron. 

3. The Turreted Crown

The turreted (or mural) crown, also originated outside of the Gandhāran region, but not from a funerary 
context. The turreted crown (probably the shoulder towers too) are emblems associated with the Hellenistic 
Tyche and Roman Fortuna. This sort of crown had a wide application going beyond identifying classical 
Tyche, and pre-Hellenistic goddesses. Significant for the present study is Cybele, the Mater Magna of 
Anatolia; she represents the Great Mother of the gods. Cybele is depicted wearing an ornamented polos on 
a gold-covered, c. third century BCE silver plate found (but probably not made) in Aï Khanoum, Bactria.44  
The headdress of Cybele is described as a “polos crénelé” according to Paul Bernard,45 but as a “polos dentelé 
(plutôt que crénelé”) according to Francfort46 which I understand to mean a cylindrical crown with fine 
denticulations (i.e. perhaps resembling pointed towers) rather than crenellations. I studied the plaque, on 
exhibition at the Musée Guimet, in December 2006, and noticed that Cybele’s polos was ornamented with 
a series of tall, triangular shapes which could be a design pattern or towers. Cybele’s crown is significant 
because images of the goddess surface in western sources that impact Gandhāra. The cult of Cybele came to 
Rome and by 191 BCE that city had a temple erected to her. A splendid Roman statue, dated c. 50 CE shows 
the turreted crown on a Roman matron of high social standing portrayed in the guise of Cybele, the Great 
Mother (Fig. 6; No 57 AA19; J. Paul Getty Museum).47 Here is an early indicator that the crown also graces the 
heads of females of high social standing who embody maternal qualities.    

III.  Use of the Turreted Crown in Lands through which  
Incoming Foreigners Passed

To determine how the turreted crown entered Gandhāra and impacted its art during the centuries of 
foreign influx, it remains to investigate both the Northern and Western lands through which the Scythians, 
Parthians and Kuṣāṇas passed on their way into South Asia. The premise for so doing is that just as there was 
a lack of precedents in funerary iconography in the subcontinent causing borrowing, there was a dearth of 
regal symbols befitting a queen, especially a crown evoking maternal associations.   

A. From the North

Evidence of an elaborate crown with projections was found in the Bactrian context of a probable Scythian 
queen.48 A necropolis excavated at Tillia Tepe in Bactria, which reflects the Śaka - Parthian milieux,49 and 
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dated between the second half of the first century 
BCE to the beginning of the first century CE, 
contains the burial (No. 6) of a probable queen 
entered with a complex gold crown (Fig. 7). It is 
composed of a fillet cut out of a sheet of gold to 
which five palmettes were attached, designated 
as stylised trees.50 Birds are on top of the so-called 
trees. On a pair of gold pendants found in Grave 2, a 
deity is depicted wearing a turreted crown. Although 
Sarianidi thinks it is a male ruler,51 Pugachenkova 
and Rempel argue persuasively that the outfit worn 
by the figure identifies her as a female whom they 
identify as Mistress of Animals (Fig. 8). The authors 
note that another example of a probable goddess 
wearing a turreted crown comes from the same 
general region. This goddess is seen in sculpture of 
the first centuries CE from Old Chardzhou on the 
Amu Darya, and a first century CE terracotta from 
the area around Varakhsha in Sogdiana.52 

These findings, close in time to the advent of 
the Indo-Scythians in Gandhāra help provide a 
rationale for the appearance of a turreted crowned 
female (goddess?) holding a wheel on copper coins 
of the earliest Indo-Scythian king, Maues, as well as 
a probable turreted crowned city goddess holding 
the cornucopia on coins of Azes II.53 Zeionises a 
Śaka Kṣatrapa in Gandhāra and the Punjab c.  30 - 49 
CE, struck coins showing the turreted crowned city-
goddess with the cornucopia, apparently copying 
Azes II.54 This is the background against which we 
should interpret an important Indo-Scythian coin.    

The silver coin, part of a treasure coming 
from Swat in Gandhāra, was found in the 1960s. 
The drachm was first described by Le Rider. He 
considered the image on the obverse a goddess 
“couronnées de tours” (i.e. wearing a turreted 
crown), seated on a throne, holding a long sceptre 

in one hand (Fig. 9). The reverse shows a standing Zeus holding the figure of Victory in his hand. The 
name given in Greek on the reverse was read by Le Rider as either Nachėnė or Machėnė,55 which he 
believed probably designates the wife of king Maues.56 Bivar believes the female represents the queen of 
Maues who was his immediate successor as ruler of Taxila. The Greek spelling of her name may represent, 
according to him, the Iranian name Mahin.57 Oskar von Hinüber and R. Morton Smith also cite this coin 
and consider it an issue of Maues’ queen.58 I believe that not only is the Queen named on this coin, but 
the obverse portrays her. The combination of a crowned female holding a sceptre, seated upon a throne  

Figure 6: Roman Matron as Cybele, Marble. c. 50 CE. After 
Getty Antiquities Collection Handbook, 2002; p. 159.  
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whose design displays typical Gandhāran furniture legs adapted from Western royal prototypes,59 is likely 
to coordinate with the name given on the reverse. Here, I propose, is a pre-Kuṣāṇa example of a Gandhāran 
queen wearing a turreted crown.  

B. From the West

The turreted crown comes into Gandhāra via a long history of adorning the heads of those deities who 
synthesised with the Greek goddess Tyche. The crown has a wide distribution, rich in accumulated 
symbolism that goes beyond – and builds upon – concepts attributed to classical Tyche.

The turreted crown was initially emblematic of Fortune and Protection; the Greek word ‘tyche’ “means 
‘fortune’, ‘fate’ or ‘chance’ in a general sense”. The goddess Tyche is the personification of these concepts in 
the Classical World.60 An individual as well as a city, it was believed, has a particular fortune, which could 
be mainly good or bad, depending upon fate. The goddess Tyche was worshipped to assure protection from 
the tricks of fate.61 Propitiating Tyche by worshipping her image became not only “firmly established in 
the period of Alexander’s successors” to quote Rowland,62 but became, according to Pollitt’s penetrating 
synthesis, an obsession during the Hellenistic Age.63 This attitude, he believes, inspired the creation of 
talismans in the form of statuettes, gems and seals of diminutive replicas of Tyche. Such portable objects, 
including coinage, permitted the iconography of Tyche, called Fortuna by the Romans, to travel to the 
Hellenised East. Callieri’s study permits us to identify seals and sealings of Tyche/Fortuna found in the 
Northwest of the Indian subcontinent.64 Although these engravings do not comment upon the implantation 
of the turreted crown into Northwestern art and iconography, they do indicate that the Roman Tyche, or 
Fortuna, had a presence in the Northwest by around the 1st century CE.

Figure 7: Tillia Tepe. Burial VI. Gold Crown of a possible Queen. National Museum, Afghanistan. MK 
04.40.50. Photo after Afghanistan - les trésors retrouvés. Exhibition Catalogue. (Paris: Musée National 
des Arts Asiatiques, Guimet, 2006), p. 206, Pl. 134.
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Carvings from the Butkara excavations in Swat dating to around this time or even earlier depict 
examples of a turreted crowned goddess. A doorjamb with a vertical series of scenes depicts a city goddess 
with the turreted crown in the second panel from the top.65 The frame has been classified by Faccenna 
into the Butkara grouping which manifests Parthian as well as Indian influence, suggesting its Pre-Kuṣāṇa 
dating and placing it into the Śaka-Parthian period.66 Visually, the image of a city - goddess with a turreted 
crown resonates well with a nagaradevatā, the presiding deity of a town, a notion known in ancient India. 
The term nagaradaivat appears, for example, in the ancient play the Mṛcchakaṭika (c. 400 CE)67 and gives  

Figure 8: Tillia Tepe, grave II. Mistress of Animals. National Museum, Afghanistan, MK 04.40.109. Photo after 
Afghanistan - les trésors retrouvés (source as for Figure 7), Plate 64, p. 175.
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substance to a suggestion made by N.N. Bhattacharyya that city goddesses played a significant role in the 
history of the Mother Goddess cult of India.68  

The linkage between the concepts of motherhood etc., and the turreted crown is treated, below, in the 
first part which discusses the symbolic notions associated with the turreted crown that could be applied to 
its wearer. Then follows a discussion on the relationship between royalty and the turreted crown. A summary 
of the range of meanings associated with the turreted crown in South Asia terminates the analysis.   

IV.  Symbolism of the Turreted Crown

A.  The Turreted Crown Associated with Motherhood, Fertility and Abundance

As mentioned above, the Great Mother Goddess Cybele wears a turreted crow in the Roman image now 
in the Getty Museum (Fig. 6). Ardoxsho, an Iranian goddess of abundance and prosperity, can appear on 
Kuṣāṇa coinage and in Central Asian art wearing a turreted crown. A beautiful medallion of the Kuṣāṇa 
period shows a bust of the goddess wearing this headgear; she holds a lotus in her right hand and a 
cornucopia in her left (Fig. 10).69 An important goddess of maternity and protection to wear the turreted 
crown is Hārītī, the Buddhist Mother Goddess. Hārītī wears a turreted crown in a Kuṣāṇa Gandhāran image 
of grey schist, c. 110 cm in height, which is in a private European collection (Fig. 11).70 The standing goddess 
is portrayed as a veritable divine Mother. Children scamper all over her body: two sit on her shoulders, 
two (or more) hug her legs; possibly one is supported by her cupped left hand. Since some areas of the 
sculpture are no longer intact, it is hard to know how many children were originally carved. Hārītī may 
be holding a flower or rattle in her lowered right hand. She is dressed and ornamented according to local 
custom and on her neatly arranged hair rests a wreath upon which the crown is placed. The crown depicts 
fortification walls composed of two storeys. Towers are clearly indicated and indentations, suggesting 
battlements, are precisely engraved. Most indentations are rectangular, but at least one is shaped like 

Figure 9: Obverse of Indo-Scythian coin. Probably depicts wife of Maues. Photo after Le Rider, Revue des Études Greques.
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an arrow, seen on the actual remains of Kuṣāṇa 
battlements at Surkh Kotal.71 The sculpture, given 
its height, superb carving and artistic presence 
should have been an important cult icon. The 
excavations at Butkara I have yielded another Hārītī 
with a turreted crown,72 lessening the chances that 
the one in the European collection is a fake or an 
anomaly. In these examples, the crown evokes 
maternity and protection. Tyche’s crown, initially 
symbolic of fate, fortune and the protection sought 
from a city goddess or nagaradevatā has added a 
layer of meaning connecting it to maternity, already 
evident with Cybele and exemplified in being worn 
by Hārītī in South Asia.73 

B.  Royalty and the Turreted Crown

The turreted crown as insignia of royalty can be 
seen in both Roman and Parthian imagery. Livia, 
the Queen of Augustus, is adorned with a mural 
crown on a Roman gem, dated 15 CE and housed in 
the Vienna Kunsthistorisches Museum (Fig. 12 b).74  
The same Museum holds another gem also of a 
Roman queen, Agrippina Minor, who wears a mural 
crown with sheaves of grain. It is dated 49 - 54 CE 
(Fig. 12 a).75 In the Near East, the Parthians made 
extensive use of the turreted crown as the symbol of 
majesty. They directly linked the crown to kingship 
and royalty (see Morgan Fig. 143).76 On the reverse 
of some Parthian coinage, the king receives the 
emblems of sovereignty from a turreted crowned 
deity. The Parthian coins of King Phraate III of the 
first century BCE, show him seated on a throne being 
crowned by a female wearing a turreted crown. The 
same basic formula of a king crowned by a female 
wearing a turreted crown continues, intermittently, 
on the coins of Parthian kings during the first 
century BCE/CE through second century CE. This 
female sometimes carries additional attributes of 
Tyche and functions as installer of kingship and 
establishes royalty. Royal Parthian females may 
wear the turreted crown on Parthian coinage of the 
second century CE. An impressive marble image 
dated to the first century BCE - first century CE (Fig. 

Figure 10: Kuṣāṇa medallion with Ardoxsho. Photo after 
De l’Indus à l’Oxus, 2003, No. 181.

Figure 11: Hārītī from Gandhāra. After Kurita, 1988. Vol. II, 
Figure 493.
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13) depicts a crenellated crown worn by a possible 
Queen (Musa).77 This sculpture was excavated at 
Susa where a fragment of a Gandhāran sculpture was 
also excavated, indicative of some contact between 
the two localities and possibly their craftsmen.78 
This Parthian head reminds that the Near East has 
a long tradition in outfitting royal ladies and queens 
with crenellated or mural crowns.79 Some examples 
include a New Elamite female ruler (tenth century 
BCE), royal Assyrian ladies (seventh century BCE), 
goddess on the obverse of Ecbatana coinage (fourth 
century BCE),80 and Queens Esther and Helena. 
Moreover, the Iranians held on to the tradition for 
a long time. A recent research paper presents an 
analysis of what may be the only extant portrait of 
a Sasanian royal lady. She may be a queen and she 
wears a crenellated crown.81  

The gilded silver bust is a unique piece, called 
the Aghayan Bust, whose authenticity is confirmed, 
through careful analysis. The authors – an art 
historian and a metallurgist – conclude that the 
“iconography, stylistic analysis and metallurgical 
analysis all support the identification of the Aghayan 

Figure 12: (A) Roman gem showing Queen Agrippina Minor. After Matheson, 1994.  Fig. 66. (B) Roman onyx gem. Cameo 
of Livia.  Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. No. LVa 95. After Richter, 1971, Pl.  486. 

(A) (B)

Figure 13: Parthian marble head, possibly of Queen Musa. 
After Kawami, 1987, Plate 10.
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bust as a genuine piece that reflects the artistic syncretism of the seventh and eighth centuries (Fig. 14)”.82 
The bust, named after the family who acquired the piece, is the only known portrait in the round of a 
royal belonging to the Sasanian era. Her Sasanian crown is “a crenellated, helmet-style crown with a central 
design of wings surmounted by a crescent and orb”. The crenellations are stepped on all the four sides 
(Figs. 15 and 16). Although there are no exact replicas of the headgear in Sasanian royal imagery, it shares 
peculiarities with crowns in the reign of Kosrow II and those related to him. The precise identification of the 
female is difficult to determine. However, the authors suggest that she should be Sirin, the wife of Kosrow 
II, or one of his daughters. The Aghayan bust is relevant to the discussion of the Nara Gandhāran relief in 
that it shows the continued correlation between female royalty and the turreted crown in the Iranian world.   

V.  Summary
Culling the evidence from traditions associated with incoming populations from the North and West, it is 
clear that the Indo-Scythians and Indo-Parthians brought knowledge of the turreted crown into Gandhāra. 

Figure 14: The Aghayan Bust. Front. Private Collection. Photograph,© Jacques Mora 
Marco with permission.  
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The crown entered with significant associations, accumulated in foreign lands during prior centuries. The 
concepts of royalty, as also notions of maternity and protection adhered to females who wore the turreted 
crown. The crown’s symbolism probably bridged a gap undeveloped by the Indian paṭṭa, which did not 
signify the combination of meanings attached to the turreted crown.83 

If therefore – to revert to my opening question– a Gandhāran artist or patron of the Kuṣāṇa period 
wished to declare visually that Māyā was a queen, the means were there. In choosing the turreted crown 
for Māyā in the Nara Parinirvāṇa relief, the artist (or patron) would have selected a recognised symbol 
used for royal females, who may also have a protective and maternal nature. Moreover, this headdress has 
iconographic credibility in this particular context since it stems from the same artistic pool as the other 
forms used to express the sorrowing matron. The priority governing this relief, I submit, was to construct an 
image of an ethereal, lamenting Queen who is the Mother of the dying Buddha. Due to lack of appropriate 
local models, borrowings occurred.

It can however be shown that borrowing was not resorted to if local customs existed. One very important 
item does not rely on a foreign prototype, namely Māyā’s position in relation to the reclining Buddha. 

Figure 15: The Aghayan Bust. Back. Private Collection. Photograph, © Jacques Mora 
Marco with permission.
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It is much the same in the Gandhāran relief, in 
the Bamiyan and in the Dunhuang examples. I 
believe there is a reason for this. According to the 
Mahāparinibbānasutta, the Buddha specified that 
he lies with his head to the North (V.1). Māyā’s 
consistent placement at the North by the side of 
the Buddha’s head may be under the influence of 
indigenous traditions. Brahmanical texts on funeral 
and ancestor rites prescribe that the wife of the 
deceased is placed to the north of the dead body.84 
Āśvalāyana Gṛhya Sūtra (IV. 2. 16) is unequivocal on 
this matter: “To the north (of the body they place) 
the wife (of the deceased)”. The Bhāradvāja Gṛhya 
Sūtra says she should lie to the right, also applicable 
to Māyā’s position. Māyā is, of course, not the living 
wife of the deceased Buddha. But I suspect that 
this prescription may apply to the funerary place 
reserved in antiquity for the female of the highest 
respect or of the highest rank. It does not seem 
possible that custom would allow a nagaradevatā 
or a Tyche in that particular ritual space. I am well 
aware that I am commenting on the Buddha’s 
Parinirvāṇa by recourse to a Brahmanic funerary 
prescription.85 The methodology is permissible since 
the Gandhāran relief was produced during a period 
when Brahmanism or ancient Hinduism had social 
(probably also cultural) impact in the Northwest 
and the North Centre, as Witzel noted. In support of 
my method, other Brahmanic examples relevant to 
the Buddha’s funeral can be cited.   

The Mahāparinibbāna-sutta relates how the Mallas of Kuśinagara, on the seventh day after the Buddha’s 
death, prepared the body in order to carry it to the cremation ground. They tried to lift the body and carry 
it out via the south gate, but could not lift the body.86 Puzzled, they consulted Anuruddha. He told them to 
carry him to the north of the city bring him in through the north gate and bear him through the middle of 
the city and exit through the east gate unto the cremation grounds. Doing this, the Mallas encountered no 
problems. This is not an idle tale. Precepts for the dead in the Brahmanic Manusmṛti specify the direction, 
which the corpse is to exit the city on the way to the cremation ground. A dead Śūdra should be carried out 
through the southern gate of the city. No wonder the Buddha’s body wouldn’t budge!87 (V. 92) On the other 
hand, the body of a kṣatriya should exit via the northern gate (and a Brahman through the eastern gate; 
see fn. 87). Some preparations for the actual cremation also conform to Brahmanic custom. von Hinüber 
describes the following two procedures administered to the corpse of the Buddha, which are known to 
Brahmanic practice and accorded to the corpse of a king.88 The body is wrapped in layers of special cloth 
and then placed in a vessel filled with sesame oil. Having erected the funeral pyre of special wood, the body 
is then cremated.   

Figure 16: The Aghayan Bust. Side. Private Collection. 
Photograph, © Jacques Mora Marco with permission. 
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To conclude: with no apparent iconographic model to render the physical presence of lamenting Queen 
Māyā, Gandhāran artists seem to have turned for visual inspiration to Classical, Parthian and possibly Central 
Asian motifs. When indigenous precedents existed, as in the case of the placement of the honoured female 
of the deceased, local funerary custom prevailed and was used in Gandhāran art. These findings affirm that 

Figure 17: Kuṣāṇa Period. Crowned Maitreya from Mathura. Metropolitan Museum of Art, No.  
L 1994.24.5. Photograph courtesy of John Guy.
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the Gandhāran artist was grounded in local customs. But when there were none, he incorporated foreign, 
though familiar, expressions. In this way, the form of ethereal Queen Māyā sitting and lamenting her son’s 
passing was, I propose, conceived in the Northwest wherefrom the imagery travelled and reappeared at 
Bamiyan and Dunhuang.89 

VI.   Authenticity of the Nara Parinirvāṇa and other  
Innovative Buddhist Crowns

The rarity of Māyā’s depiction in a Gandhāran Parinirvāṇa, indeed the uniqueness of the seated, turreted 
crowned Queen could raise doubts about the authenticity of the relief. Too often lately a unique object is 
dismissed simply because of its uniqueness. This game has been played long enough so that even Johanna 
E. van Lohuizen de Leeuw found the need to address the naysayers in a paper written shortly before 
her untimely death in 1983; it has fairly recently been published for the first time.90 She establishes the 
authenticity of an atypical pillar on two grounds: The first factor is based on the unusual number of details 
that add up to a unified theory and vouch for genuineness. This reasoning can be applied to the Nara relief 
presented here.91 The second is based on the faker’s ploy. To quote Johanna, “Secondly, the faker is usually 
sufficiently shrewd not to invent new representations. He uses well-known and chronologically as well as 
stylistically correct types, motifs, scenes, seeking his inspiration in published and undisputed materials”. 
Our relief exhibits innovations. Interestingly, it is not the only innovative Buddhist crown fashioned during 
this age. Mathura innovated two (see one in Fig. 17).92 Is it possible – or even probable – that a forger knew 
how to contextualise so many multicultural iconographic, religious and textual features (that add up to 
a unified theory) and combine them effectively to create an anomaly? If he were that erudite, he would 
assuredly be smart enough not to risk a sale in order to show off his creativity! 
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