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Introductory Remarks
Among the corpus of Gandharan sculptures, there are 
several hand-gestures or mudras (finger-signs or hand-
postures) represented: abhaya-mudrā, bhūmisparśa-
mudrā, dhyāna-mudrā, añjali-mudrā and dharmacakra-
mudrā. The image of the Buddha is depicted with these 
mudrās. In addition to these mudrās, there are a few 
unidentified hand-gestures. One of them is the gesture of 
raising two fingers, i.e., index and middle fingers (Fig. 1),  
the meaning of which the present author attempts to 
clarify in this paper.

As regards the meaning and origin of this hand gesture, 
several interpretations have already been proposed. J. 
Marshall, referring to a male figure (Fig. 2) excavated 
from the Dharmarājikā stupa in Taxila, remarked on 
the meaning of this gesture for the first time. According 
to him, this gesture is cin-mudrā or jnāña-mudrā and 
signifies meditation, knowledge and purity.1 H.P. Francfort 
mentioned that this gesture, similar to that of Christ as 
depicted in Roman or Byzantine art, means blessing with 
reference to a toilet-tray (Fig. 3) depicting Eros riding 
on a Ketos.2 On the other hand, A. Santoro maintained 
that the gesture of raising two fingers made by Brahmā, 
represented on a unique Gandharan relief panel depicting 
the story of Brahmā entreating the Buddha to preach, 
indicates a conversation.3 What is more, M.L. Carter, 
following Marshall and Francfort, took into consideration 
this gesture as represented in Japanese and Chinese arts, 
to identify this gesture as the śrī-mudrā, meaning blessing.4  

Kim Hyang-Sook, with reference to the Four Guardians 
of the Heavenly Quarters, as depicted on a relief panel from 
Amarāvatī, opined that this gesture symbolises that these 
Guardians are blessing or praising the Bodhisattva dwelling 
in the womb of queen Māyā.5 Qi Hong, partly following the 

Figure 1: Fragment of a relief with worshippers of 
the Buddha dating to the second or third century 
CE, 61 x 26 cm. British Museum.
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interpretation of Kim, maintained that this gesture 
signifies the expression of the Bodhisattva’s will 
to gain Enlightenment.6 Recently, Katsumi Tanabe 
suggested that this gesture was derived from the 
Roman gesture meaning communication by dialogue 
and conversation in his account of the gesture made 
by Vajrapāṇi talking with Ānanda as depicted on 
a Gandharan relief panel illustrating the story of 
Mākandika offering his daughter Anupamā to the 
Buddha.7  

The studies mentioned above contain some 
shortcomings. Marshall merely pointed out the 
names of the mudrā and meanings of this hand-
gesture but did not refer to the basis for his assertion. 
Francfort and Carter mentioned that this gesture had 
been derived from Greek or Roman art but did not 
make sufficient comparison between the relevant 
objects in Gandharan and Greek and Roman arts. 
Santoro and Carter paid attention to Buddhist texts 
but did not sufficiently investigate this gesture 
in a Buddhist context. Kim and Qi compared the 
imagery of Gandharan narrative relief panels with 
the descriptions of the Buddhist texts but paid 
insufficient attention to the relevant gestures as 
attested in Greek and Roman art. Tanabe merely 
noted the origin of the gesture briefly in passing but 
did not explain his interpretation.

In my opinion, none of these proposals about the 
meaning and origin of the gesture has been presented 
on the basis of firm and convincing literary evidence. 
Taking into account the current situation of the 
problems, I will here attempt to revisit and review 
the meaning and origin of this hand-gesture. Firstly, 
I will clarify the meaning of this hand-gesture as 
depicted on some Gandharan narrative relief panels 
in comparison with the descriptions of the narrative 
as told in Buddhist texts. Secondly, I will show that 
this hand-gesture derived from Greek, Hellenistic 
or Roman art. Thirdly, I will define the meaning of 
this hand-gesture as depicted in Greek and Roman 
arts. Lastly, I will conclude that this hand-gesture as 
depicted both in Gandharan and Western arts has a 
common meaning, i.e., conversation and dialogue.

Figure 2: A male figure. Height in the region of 40 cm. 
Taxila Museum.

Figure 3: Eros riding on a Ketos dating to the third or 
second century BCE. Diameter: 11 cm. British Museum.
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The Meaning of the Gesture of Raising Two Fingers  
Depicted on Gandharan Narrative Relief Panels
I will begin by introducing a few Gandharan narrative relief panels that illustrate a figure making the gesture 
of raising two fingers. Firstly, I will analyse a relief (Fig. 4) depicting the horoscope or the prediction of the 
future of the baby Siddhārtha, housed in the collection of the Museum Rietberg. On this relief panel, to the 
viewer’s left, the ṛṣi Asita is seated, holding a baby. Behind Asita, his pupil Nāraka is standing, and in front of 
Asita stands a soldier holding a spear. Behind the soldier, king Śuddhodana and queen Māyā are seated on 
a throne. King Śuddhodana is raising the two fingers of his right hand. 

This scene corresponds with the description of the Saṅghabhedavastu of the Mūlasarvāstivāda-vinaya 
that reads as follows: at the time the nurse of the baby Siddhārtha, immediately held him and handed him 
to the ṛṣi Asita. Asita kneeled and received him with both hands, then examined his whole body. After that 
Asita said to the king Śuddhodana:

“Oh, Great King, have you already had Brahmin fortune-tellers predict the future of your son?” 
Śuddhodana answered: “Brahmins have already predicted him.” Asita said to him again: “When they 
predicted your son’s future, what fortune did they say your son has?” Śuddhodana answered: “When 
my son succeeds to the throne, he will control the kāñcana-maṇḍala-ratna and his fame will spread 
throughout the world.” Then, Asita praised him and uttered the following gāthā: “Oh, Great King, now 
you should know that Brahmins are not good at predicting. If he does not become a cakravartin king in 
the future, then he will surely teach the way which leads to Enlightenment. It is not clear whether he 
is endowed with all the marks of the cakravartin king or not. Now as far as I observe his body, he will 
become the Buddha.”8 

Figure 4: Horoscope or prediction of the future of the baby Siddhārtha, 2-3rd century CE. Rietberg Museum.
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The details of this story can be summed up as follows: Siddhārtha’s nurse brought the baby and Asita 
received him with both hands and then examined his body. Then Asita talked with Śuddhodana and predicted 
that the baby Siddhārtha would become the Buddha in the future. It is clear, then, that a conversation took 
place between Asita and Śuddhodana. 

In addition to the Saṅghabhedavastu of the Mūlasarvāstivāda-vinaya, there are several sūtras that 
describe a similar story. For example, in the Kṣudrakavastu of the Mūlasarvāstivāda-vinaya it is narrated 
that Śuddhodana makes Asita sit down on the simḥāsana (lion throne) and holds the baby Siddhārtha and 
shows him to Asita, and then Asita predicts Siddhārtha’s future.9 Although there are slight differences among 
the relevant texts, the dialogue between Asita and Śuddhodana is included in all the texts describing this 
episode. Therefore, it is beyond doubt that the hand-gesture that Śuddhodana makes means a conversation 
or dialogue between Śuddhodana and Asita. 

Secondly, the present author will take up another narrative relief panel (Fig. 5) depicting the story of 
Brahmā’s entreaty to preach. This panel does not take the normal arrangement of this episode in which 
the seated Buddha is flanked by Brahmā and Indra. On this relief to the viewer’s left, is depicted the scene 
of the attack of Māra and his daughters. To the viewer’s right, the scene of Brahmā’s entreaty to preach is 
illustrated. The Buddha turns his face and the back of his hand towards a tree goddess standing on pedestal. 
The tree goddess upraises her right hand that is partly broken. Under the tree goddess, the upper body of 
the earth goddess emerges, joining her hands with palms together (añjali-mudrā), and bows to the Buddha. 
Behind the tree goddess, three men are depicted. Two of them are celestial godlings while the third is 
Brahmā (Fig. 6). One celestial godling holds a flask with his left hand and raises the two fingers and thumb 
of his right hand. This figure is a Buddhist donor who came to pay homage to the Buddha. Below this donor 
and the celestial godlings, Brahmā kneels on his left knee. He holds a flask with his left hand and raises the 
two fingers of his right hand. This scene corresponds with the description of the Chinese Lalitavistara (方
広大荘厳経) that reads as follows:

Figure 5: Story of Brahmā’s Entreaty to Preach, 2-3rd century CE. Kābul Museum.
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Great Brahmā knew that the Buddha kept silent 
after his Enlightenment. He came to the place 
where the Buddha was seated. Brahmā prostrated 
himself before the Buddha with his head to the 
feet of the Buddha. Then, Brahmā paid homage 
to the Buddha by walking around the Buddha 
three times, kneeling on one knee, and putting 
his palms together. Brahmā entreated the 
Buddha to preach by gāthā: “There are many 
non-Buddhists. They cling to the false view and 
make many wicked schemes. Oh Shakamuni, 
spread the Buddhist doctrine by teaching the 
purest and sweetest Buddhist law…” The Buddha 
accepted the entreaty of the Great Brahmā and 
said to him by gāthā as follows: “I should let fall 
the sweetest rain in answer to your entreaty. All 
celestial godlings, folks and the Dragon God will 
listen to this law, if they hold pure faith…” Then 
four tree gods approached the Buddha. They 
prostrated themselves before the Buddha with 
their head to the feet of the Buddha and said to 
the Buddha: “Oh, Buddha, where will you turn 
the Wheel of the Law?” The Buddha said to the 
tree gods: “I will turn the Wheel of the Law at the 
Deer Park, Ṛṣipatana in Vārāṇāsī.”10 

The Buddha thought over the entreaty carefully. At 
last he accepted the entreaty of Brahmā and made 
a decision to preach to Brahmā. Afterwards, the 
tree god appeared in front of the Buddha. According to the Lalitavistara and another Chinese translation  
(普曜経), after the Buddha’s preaching is finished, the goddess of the Bodhi tree appears and asks where 
the Buddha will preach.11

In the Chinese translation of the Lalitavistara and the Sanskrit Lalitavistara, the scene where Brahmā 
kneels on one knee and entreats the Buddha to preach is described. In the Lalitavistara, Brahmā, who has 
a mane of the horse, throws his coat over his shoulder and kneels on his right knee on the earth. After he 
salutes the Buddha, Brahmā puts his both palms together above his forehead.12 The similar description to 
the effect that Brahmā comes to the Buddha can be seen in the other Chinese translation (普曜経), but this 
sūtra does not mention that Brahmā kneels on one knee when he entreats the Buddha to preach.13  

 It is true that several different descriptions are observed among the sūtras describing the story of the 
Brahmā’s entreating the Buddha to preach. However, it is described in all the relevant sūtras that Brahmā 
entreats the Buddha in words through questions and responses. Therefore, the gesture of Brahmā raising 
two fingers evokes this specific episode, and signifies, beyond doubt, his dialogue with the Buddha. More-
over, it is highly probable that the hand of the tree goddess, depicted in Fig. 5, makes the same gesture as 
Brahmā according to the 普曜経.14  

Figure 6: Brahmā raising two fingers. Detail of Fig. 5.
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Next, I will explore another narrative relief panel depicting the story of the Buddha’s Nirvāna. At the 
centre of this relief panel the Buddha is depicted lying on his couch between two Sāl trees. From the top 
of the Sāl tree, a tree goddess emerges and puts both palms together and prays. Around the Buddha, the 
Mallas and celestial beings are grieving. On the left side of the relief, a monk and a naked male figure are 
depicted. This monk is Mahākāśyapa, while the male figure is a naked Ājīvika heretic. This Ājīvika raises two 
fingers of his right hand toward Mahākāśyapa (Fig. 7). The reverse is shown on a relief (Fig. 8) kept in the 
British Museum, where Mahā Kāśyapa raises two fingers toward the naked Ājīvika heretic. The scene of the 
dialogue between Mahā Kāśyapa and the naked Ājīvika heretic is clearly described in the Mahāparinirvāṇa 
sūtra as follows: 

Venerable Mahākāśyapa looked at a certain Ājīvika heretic coming on foot from the opposite direction. 
Mahākāśyapa asked him: Where did you come from? Where are you going? The Ājīvika heretic answered: 
I came from Kushinagara and I am going to Pāpā. Mahākāśyapa said to him: Do you know my reverend 
teacher? The Ājīvika heretic answered: I know him. He is the ascetic Gautama. Your reverend teacher 
has attained Nirvāṇa. Seven days have already passed since his Nirvāna. His corporeal remains (śarīra) 
were venerated there. From there I picked up and brought this Mandāraka flower.15  

In this sūtra Mahākāśyapa asked an Ājīvika heretic a few questions and the Ājīvika answered him. It 
is clear that they have a conversation concerning the Nirvāṇa of the Buddha. Therefore, there is no room 
for doubt that the gesture of raising two fingers depicted on Figs. 7 and 8 symbolises the dialogue between 
Mahākāśyapa and the Ājīvika. 

 In addition to the above-mentioned four narrative relief panels, the same gesture is also shown on a 
narrative relief panel, housed in the British Museum (Fig. 9), depicting the story of Nanda’s conversion. 

Figure 7: Buddha’s Mahāparinirvāṇa, 2-3rd century CE. Indian Museum.
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Figure 8: Buddha’s Nirvāṇa, 2-3rd century CE. British Museum.

Figure 9: Nanda’s Conversion, 2-3rd century CE. British Museum.
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What is more, this gesture is also illustrated on sculptures which do not concern the Buddha’s life story, such 
as the male donor figure in the collection of the Swāt Museum, and an acanthus capital in the collection of 
the Hirayama Ikuo Silk Road Museum.  The gesture depicted on these sculptures possibly signifies dialogue 
and conversation, although I have no literal evidence to corroborate such an interpretation. 

From the above observations, it becomes clear that the gesture of raising two fingers is not confined 
to Gandharan narrative relief panels, featuring a dialogue, but is also found on other kinds of sculptures. 
Furthermore, it is clear that the most common type of this gesture is raising the forefinger and middle finger. 
In addition, the gesture of raising three fingers, i.e., thumb, forefinger and middle finger, is also attested in 
Gandharan art and might have the same meaning, but there are not many examples of this hand-gesture.

The Origin of the Gesture of Raising Two Fingers
As Francfort and Carter have already remarked, the origin of the gesture of raising two fingers is to be found 
in Greek, Hellenistic and Roman art, because it is not shown in ancient Indian art such as that of Bhārhut 
and Sāncī. As is well known, Gandharan art is thought to have been influenced by Greek or Hellenistic 
art because Gandhara had been controlled by the Greeks or the Graeco-Bactrians and Indo-Greeks after 
the Seleucid Empire. What is more, Gandharan art was further influenced by Roman art which spread to 
Gandhara by land and sea through the first century to the third centuries CE.  

First of all, I will explore a toilet tray (Fig. 3) 
depicting an Eros riding a Hippo-campus. This Eros 
makes the gesture of raising two fingers with his right 
hand. Francfort mentioned that the figure of this 
toilet tray is remarkably influenced by Hellenistic 
art.17 As Gandhara had been controlled by the Graeco-
Bactrians or Indo-Greeks, it is quite plausible that the 
gesture of raising two fingers depicted on Gandharan 
art was influenced by Greek or Hellenistic art.

Next, I have to make reference to the spread 
of Roman art to India and Gandhara by sea. The 
sculptures of Amarāvatī and Nāgārjunakonda are a 
good example of the influence of Roman art exerted 
on Indian art through Roman Egypt via the Red Sea 
and Indian Ocean trade routes.

 The gesture of raising two fingers is depicted 
on a sculpture from Amarāvatī (Fig. 10). The baby 
Siddhārtha is depicted on this sculpture, being 
adored by the Four Great Kings.18 King Śuddhodana, 
wearing a turban, sits on throne and before him is 
Queen Māyā on a stool. To their right, the Four Great 
Kings are also sitting on stools and each raises the two 
fingers of his right hand. Moreover, on a sculpture 
from Nāgārjunakonda, the Four Great Kings are also 
shown each raising two fingers of his right hand.19  Figure 10: Four Great Kings adoring the Baby Siddhārtha, 

2nd century CE. British Museum.
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I believe that such a hand-gesture was transmitted from the Roman Empire to Amarāvatī and 
Nāgārjunakonda. This is because the Roman influence can be attested through the Roman Imperial period 
artefacts excavated in South India: denarius silver coins from Arikamedu, a Roman bronze statue of 
Poseidon, an emblem with Perseus and Andromeda, Roman Bronze vessels and mirrors with handles from 
the ruins at Korhapur.20 What is more, the names of commercial areas of the east coast of South India were 
also written down in the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea. These objects and the literary evidence show the 
development of Indian trade in the Roman Imperial period. Kaoru Nagata has suggested that the lotus ivy 
depicted on the sculpture of Amarāvatī was modelled after the Roman acanthus ivy design.21  

Hence it is quite possible that not only were 
artefacts transmitted from the Roman Empire to 
Amarāvatī and Nāgārjunakonda, but also that Roman 
craftsmen might have emigrated to South India, in 
particular, to these two Buddhist sites, as vivid Roman 
influences can be observed on sculpture there. 

As regards Gandharan art, according to the 
Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, ships from the Roman 
Empire lay at anchor at the ancient market port of 
Barbarikon situated at the mouth of the Indus River, 
and freights were transported from Barbarikon to a 
metropolis in the headwaters of the Indus river i.e. 
in Gandhara.22 As the treasures of Begram show, 
artefacts of the Roman Empire were carried to 
Greater Gandhara through trade passing along the 
Indus river and her tributaries. Roman ‘itinerant’ 
craftsmen and artisans also followed the same route 
to Gandhara.23 From these observations, it can be said 
that the gesture of raising two fingers depicted on 
Gandharan art was derived from Hellenistic (Greek) 
or Roman Imperial art.

The Gesture of Raising Two 
Fingers Depicted in Greek and 
Roman art
In this part I will review the use of the gesture of 
raising two fingers as depicted in Greek and Roman 
art. 

 I. Greek Classical period 
The gesture of raising two fingers is little depicted 
on the black-figured pottery. To the best of my 
knowledge, only one black-figured pot (Fig. 11) 

Figure 11: Ancient Olympic games, 4th century BCE. Arthur 
M. Sackler Gallery.



218 The Gesture of Raising Two Fingers Depicted on Gandharan Sculpture

depicting the gesture is known and is now housed in the collection of the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery. One of 
the Ancient Olympic Games is depicted on this pot. A woman stands on the left, two naked men stand in 
the middle and a fourth male figure stands on the right. Beside the woman is an inscription ‘ΟΛΥΜΠΙΑΣ’ 
(Olympias). The man standing on the right raises two fingers of his right hand. J. D. Beazley remarked about 
this scene that the two naked men are boxers and they are listening to the advice given by a referee who is 
raising two fingers, the ancient Olympic Games are personified by the woman.24 Furthermore, J. Boardman 
suggested that the woman is Nike and the three men are trainers.25 In whichever way the scene is interpreted, 
it is clear that the man raising two fingers is speaking to the other two men. 

  
II. Hellenistic period
In the Hellenistic period, the gesture of raising two fingers is depicted on red-figured pottery produced in 
Apulia, South Italy (third century BCE). A red-figured crater, the so-called-Darius Vase (Fig. 12), now in the 
collection of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale in Naples, shows three scenes. In the first scene the meeting 
of the Gods of Olympus is depicted and in the third scene, an accountant and taxpayers are depicted. In the 
second scene the Persian king Darius (I or III) and his subjects are depicted. Darius is seated on throne in the 
centre of the composition and in front of him a consultant stands, with two fingers of his right hand raised. 
According to A. Furtwängler and K. Reichhold, this person is talking to Darius. P. Briant also remarked that 
there is an inscription “Persei” (i.e. Persian), on the pedestal on which this man is standing, suggesting that 
he is a councillor talking to Darius.26 However, J. Boardman does not regard this Persian as a councillor but 
as an ambassador who warns Darius (probably Darius III) against the menace from the West (probably the 
invasion by Alexander the Great).27 In both cases the two finger-gesture indicates a conversation between 
the king and a Persian.  

In addition to this example, we can find the same gesture in other Greek vase paintings: on a pelike 
depicting the Judgement of Paris in a private collection, a crater depicting the Underworld of Hades in the 
collection of the Antikensammlungen in Munich and a crater depicting the Sphinx and Oedipus in the 
collection of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale in Naples.28 

  

Figure 12: King Darius and retainers, 4-3rd century BCE. Museo Archeologico Nazionale Naples.
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III. Roman Imperial period 
The gesture of raising two fingers is also depicted on a silver plate excavated from the Roman ruins at 
Kaiseraugst in northern Switzerland.29 This silver plate represents eleven episodes from the mythological 
life of the Greek hero Achilles from childhood to youth. 

One of the scenes depicts the story of Achilles’s education (Fig. 13). Achilles in childhood is reading 
something from a folding table. Next to him stands a woman, whom T. Richter identified as the muse 
Kalliopē (Calliope), the deity of wisdom and learning. She makes a gesture of sticking two fingers out from 
her breast. To her right, the centaur Chiron is seated and also raises two fingers of his right hand. According 
to H. Cahn and A. Kaufmann-Heinimann, Chiron is teaching Achilles how to read and write.30 Therefore, 
Chiron’s hand-gesture is assumed to mean dialogue and education. In addition to this example, this gesture 
is also depicted on the Column of Marcus Aurelius; on a sarcophagus in the collection of the Palazzo 
Massimo; on a mosaic in the collection of the Nabul Museum (Tunisia), and elsewhere. 

From the above survey, it can be said that the gesture of raising two fingers is directed at someone 
being addressed, including an opponent. The same seems to hold true of the hand-gesture depicted on 
Gandharan sculpture.

The Significance of the Gesture of Raising Two Fingers  
Depicted in Greek and Roman Art
The significance of this gesture is mentioned in the Institutes of Oratory (Institutio Oratoria) written by 
Marcus Fabius Quintilianus (c. 35-c. 100 CE). In this book are enumerated almost twenty gestures that 
orators made in the Roman Imperial period. One of them is a gesture involving ‛the two last fingers pressed 
on the palm around the base of the thumb, while the thumb itself is pressed against the middle joints of two 
first fingers’.31 The gesture described here corresponds with the gesture of raising two fingers as I described 
in Section 3. 

Figure 13: Achilles educated by Cheirōn, 3-4th century CE. Augsta Raurica Museum.
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This gesture has generally been interpreted as blessing, praising, and entreaty in preceding studies. 
However, according to T. Richter, this is an ancient gesture of dialogue, and there is no evidence to allow 
other meanings. So, this gesture was used in the scenes depicting a meeting, discussion, negotiation, 
consultation, lecture, reading poem, judgement and so on. 23

C. Sittl mentioned that it is not important if two or three fingers are raised, and that all of the gestures 
with raised fingers signified oration.33 Certainly the gesture of raising three fingers, namely forefinger, middle 
finger and thumb, is often arranged in the same way as raising two fingers, and therefore, its meaning does 
not seem to be different from the gesture of raising two fingers. 

Lastly, R. Brilliant insisted that the gesture of raising two fingers signifies oration and conferring 
authority.24 It is clear, then, that the gesture concerned signifies not only dialogue and conversation, 
addressing and talking, but also conferring authority, blessing, praising, entreaty, oration and so on. 

Conclusion
The gesture of raising two fingers depicted on Gandharan Sculpture was transmitted from the Mediterranean 
world through Hellenistic (Greek) and Roman art. It is now clarified that this gesture signifies in principle 
dialogue and conversation. In addition to dialogue and conversation, this gesture was applied to express 
various behaviours or actions such as oration, speech, address, praising, preaching and so on, in the Mediter-
ranean world, because this gesture indicates the action of speaking. Needless to say, the same holds true in 
Gandhara. As for the other meanings and connotations of this gesture, they will be investigated in another 
paper in the near future.
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