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Famous Sanchi Stupa

Eastern Entrance Gate

Front side upper panel: In this the last seven Buddhas are shown. Among them, the first and
last are shown by thrones under their respective Bodhi trees. Around them are common
worshippers, humans and divine beings.

Middle panel: Buddha’s departure (Great Renunciation) from his birth city Kapilavastu. On the
left there is the city, with wall and moat, and from its gate comes out the horse Kanthaka, whose
feet are supported by gods, and with him other gods are also present indicating the presence of
Buddha, and Chandaka is his charioteer, who holding the umbrella is the symbol of his master’s
presence. To indicate the progress of the prince, this group is repeated continuously four times
on the right side of the relief carving, and then, when the road separates, we see Chandaka and
the horse being sent back to Kapilavastu, and the further journey of the prince walking on foot is
indicated by the marks of his sacred feet above the umbrella. At the right lower corner of the
panel, the three sad figures following behind Kanthaka appear to be Yakshas, who had come
from the city with Siddhartha and were sad at his loss. In Gandhara sculptures, the city goddess,
shown in Hellenistic style, is shown expressing sorrow at Gautama’s loss. But they may also be
messengers sent by King Shuddhodana to bring his son back. In the middle of the panel there is a
Jambu tree (rose-apple tree), which the sculptor placed there to remind of the first meditation of
the Bodhisattva and the path which later led him forward. It should be remembered that this
meditation took place under a Jambu tree, under which when he sat, its shadow did not move.

Lowest panel: Ashoka’s journey to the Bodhi tree. In the middle, on the left the temple and tree
of Bodh Gaya, on the right a crowd of musicians and devotees with water vessels, a royal
procession, and a king and queen getting down from an elephant, and later worshipping the tree.
This is that formal journey which Ashoka and his queen Tishyaraksha made to give water to the
Bodhi tree and to restore its old beauty after the evil act done on it by the queen out of jealousy.
At the end of this panel, the pair of peacocks may be a special symbol for Ashoka, because the
peacock was the symbol of the Maurya dynasty.

Back side: Upper panel: Seven last Buddhas, who are shown by their thrones and Bodhi trees
under which they attained enlightenment. Here they are shown in chronological order from right
to left, while on the northern gate middle panel they are shown from left to right.

Middle panel: Worship at the animal kingdom gate. In the middle, Buddha is shown by his
throne and the Ashvattha tree. On the right and left animals, real and mythical, birds and Nagas
come, which are all symbols of his newly established sovereignty over all beings. The presence
of the Naga reminds of the episode of Muchalinda, the guardian deity of a lake near Gaya, who
immediately after enlightenment spread his hood over Buddha to protect him from rain.



Lowest panel: In the centre there is a stupa, in which elephants are bringing offerings of lotus
flowers. It may be the stupa of Ramagrama, whose Naga guardians, who stopped Ashoka from
removing the relics, are shown in the form of elephants.

Right pillar front side: Six heavens of gods (Devaloka or Kamavachara heaven), in which
desires have not yet ended. Starting from the base, they are as follows:

(1) Heaven of the four great kings — rulers of the four quarters (Lokapalas)

(2) Heaven of the thirty-three gods (Trayastrimsha), presided over by Indra

(3) Heaven ruled by Yama, where there is no change of day or night

(4) Tusita heaven, where Bodhisattvas are born before appearing on earth as saviours of
mankind, and where Maitreya now lives

(5) Heaven of Nirmana-rati, who delight in their own creations

(6) Heaven of Parinirmita-vashavartin gods, who enjoy pleasures created by others, and which is
ruled by Mara

Each of these six heavens is shown by a palace building, whose front part is divided into three
sections by pillars, and in alternate buildings the pillars are either plain or decorated. In the
central bay a god, probably Indra, is seated, holding a thunderbolt in the right hand and a cup of
nectar in the left hand. Behind him his female attendants are holding royal umbrellas and fly-
whisks. On his right side in the bay, on a slightly lower throne, sits his viceroy; and on his left
side court musicians and dancers. With slight variations, the same figures are repeated in all six
heavens. Perhaps nothing can better express the monotony of happiness in Buddhist heaven than
the similarity of these repetitions.

Topmost panel: The panel with two figures sitting on the roof and attendants behind is
considered different from the heavens below and may represent the lowest part of Brahmaloka,
which rises above the lower heavens according to Buddhist ideas. However, it may also be the
residence of Mara, the god of love and death and lord of the world of senses, who is seated here
at the summit of his empire.

Right pillar inner face: This face of the pillar is devoted to scenes of Gautama’s birthplace
Kapilavastu.

Top panel: Here either the gods in Tusita heaven are requesting the future Buddha to descend to
earth and free mankind, or Indra and Brahma with their attendants are requesting the already
enlightened Buddha to preach the truth he has discovered.

Second panel: Above is shown the dream of Buddha’s mother Maya, otherwise called the
conception of the Bodhisattva. Queen Maya is shown lying in a pavilion of the palace, and above
her the Bodhisattva descends in the form of a white elephant. Below this is a royal procession
going through the streets and out of the city gate. This is King Shuddhodana’s procession when
he went out to meet his son returning to Kapilavastu. Below, the miracle is shown which Buddha
performed on this occasion by walking in the air. At the lower left corner there is a banyan tree
representing the grove given by Shuddhodana to his son.



Back side: Buddha’s enlightenment. A pipal tree in a square railing, with worshippers on both
sides and divine beings above.

Left pillar front side, First and second panels: Buddha’s enlightenment and walking. In the
second panel from above there is the temple of Bodh Gaya built by Ashoka, inside which is
Buddha’s throne, and from its upper windows branches of the sacred tree spread out. This is
Buddha’s enlightenment, and on both sides four figures in worship posture, possibly the four
guardian kings. Above, rows of gods are watching Buddha “walking,” indicated by his
footprints.

Third panel: The miracle of walking on water. The Niranjana river is shown in flood, and
Kashyapa with a disciple and a boatman is coming in a boat to rescue Buddha. Below, Buddha is
shown walking on the surface of water, and in the foreground Kashyapa and his disciple are
shown twice, now on dry land, offering respect.

Lower panel/section— King Bimbisara, along with his royal entourage, is setting out from the
city of Rajagriha to meet the Buddha. Here, his empty throne serves as a symbol of his presence.
This journey took place after the conversion of Kashyapa, which occurred due to a series of
miracles, one of which is depicted in the panel above.

Left pillar: inner face/side — This section relates to the miracles through which the Buddha
converted the Brahmin Kashyapa and his disciples.

Upper panel/section — In the city of Uruvilva, Indra and Brahma are shown meeting the
Buddha. Near the center of the panel is a throne with a parasol above it, symbolizing the
presence of the Buddha. Behind it stand Indra and Brahma in a posture of reverence. In the
background, the houses of Uruvela and people engaged in their daily activities are depicted. On
the left, a man and a woman are present; nearby, a woman is grinding spices on a stone slab. On
the right, another woman is working, while a third is pounding rice with a pestle and mortar, and
a fourth is winnowing grain with a fan. In the foreground flows the Niranjana River, on whose
banks cattle are seen and a woman is filling water in a pot. This entire scene presents a
fascinating glimpse of rural Indian life from two thousand years ago.



