
FINAL REMARKS

Altogether, archaeological evidence reveals a general correspondence to textual prescriptions but also a wide range of solutions reflecting free choices and

interpretations by the artists, aimed at meeting different needs and adapting their tasks to the physical properties of the materials employed.

Fig. 5: Zone 14, statues n. 8 and n. 7:

vamsaḍaṇda and bāhuśūlā, diam. 9 cm and

4 cm ca. respectively.

Theoretical and technical aspects of the Buddhist clay 
sculpture in Afghanistan: New insights from Tepe Narenj 

Tepe Narenj is a Buddhist archaeological site located in the Kabul area,

which started being excavated in 2004, under the authority of the

Archaeology Institute of Afghanistan.

Systematic study of the vast clay sculptural production discovered at the site

was made possible thanks to a close collaboration with Zafar Paiman (field

director), in the framework of the Agreement between the Italian

Archaeological Mission in Afghanistan (IAMA) of ISMEO, directed by Anna

Filigenzi, and the Archaeology Institute of Afghanistan.

This research project aims at widening our understanding of the production

process of clay sculpture, with particular focus on the inner armature around

which the clay was distributed, modelled and sculpted. The recent

documentation acquired from the excavation of Tepe Narenj is being

compared with contemporary sites, in particular Tapa Sardar, in the Ghazni

area, which the IAMA had started excavating in the late 1960s and for which

an extensive archaeological and photographic documentation is available.
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Fig. 1: Buddha head: vamsaḍaṇda, diam. 5 to 8 cm ca. Fig. 2: Zone 14, sitting Buddha: vamsaḍaṇda

and bāhuśūlā (diam. 2 to 3 cm ca.).

Fig. 3: Chapel 3, kneeling donor: vamsaḍaṇda and prabāhuśūlā

(diam. 8 and 2 cm respectively).
Fig. 4: Prabāhuśūlā (diam. 2 cm ca.).

Fig. 8: Impression of

the metal wire

armature.

Fig. 11: Zone 14, statue n. 8: details of the

traces of the jaṅghāśūlā and talaśūlā.

Fig. 12: Chapel 4, bodhisattva n. 10: traces of the inner armature on the back side and 

preliminary reconstruction showing a general compliance with textual descriptions.

ANCHORING TECHNIQUES

Other elements provide clues about the technical

devices used for anchoring the different parts of

the body or the entire statue to the base or to

the wall.

For example, the inner armature could project

from the foot and serve as a tenon to be fixed

into the base (Fig. 11) and long, thin stone slabs

could be used to stabilize the anchoring (Fig.

12).

Precious information about the inner armature

system was provided, in particular, by a colossal

bodhisattva statue which was found fallen

forward and lying on the ground in a still

compact form (Fig. 12).

EVIDENCE

Ideally, as suggested by textual

sources, every part of the body

should be crossed by the inner

structure, but in real life, being

conceived as a support, this

structure largely depends on the

posture of the figure.

Inner armatures have now

almost entirely disappeared but

archaeological traces of them

survive in the impressions left

on the clay, which can be

observed in the exposed

sections (Figs. 1-4).
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MATERIALS USED FOR THE INNER STRUCTURE

That armatures were generally made in wood is not only suggested by the

nature of the negative traces but is also demonstrated by remains of burnt

wood that are often retrieved from the hollows inside the sculptures. This is

the case with the vamsaḍaṇda of the bodhisattva in lalitāsana of Fig. 5.

Evidence from Tepe Narenj also attests to a variety of materials, such as

wooden shafts wrapped with other vegetal elements (reeds? Fig. 6) and

wooden sticks wrapped with vegetable fibers (Fig. 7), being used to impart

specific properties of resistance and stability to elements of different sizes

and shapes. Also, the exposed section of some fingers shows the negative

traces of what we interpret as a metal (iron ?) wire (Fig. 8).

Fig. 6: grooves, parallel to the

axis (prabāhuśūlā) are visible in

the hollow core (diam. 1 cm ca.).

COMPARISONS

It is interesting to note that the

use of elements other than wood,

such as reeds, fibers, ropes and

metal wires, is attested in many

sites, among which Tapa Sardar,

Fondukistan and Ai-Khanum,

although in a different manner

(Figs. 9-10).

Fig. 7: Impression of

a stick wrapped with

vegetable fibers.

Fig. 10: Ai-Khanum 

(after Bernard 1973, 

pl. 105).

Fig. 9: Heads from Tapa Sardar (© IAMA). 
TEXT-BASED NOMENCLATURE

Vamsaḍaṇda (or Brahmaḍaṇda): “vertebral column” 

Bāhuśūlā: “bones of the arm“

Prabāhuśūlā: “bones of the forearm“

Jaṅghāśūlā: “bones of the shank“

Talaśūlā: “bones of the foot“

Vakṣoḍaṇda: “the stick lying across the chest”

Kaṭiḍaṇda: “the stick lying across the hip”

Pārśvaḍaṇda: “ribs”

Ūruśūlā: “thigh, femor”
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