A Buddha Question, A Style Question

Three important Buddha image styles that I am highlighting are the Gandhara style, the Mathura style and the Sarnath style

The Gandharan style, also described as Romano-Buddhist art and much admired by the Western world, was as implied earlier influenced by Roman styles of the late first and second century C.E. Coincidentally, most Gandharan art come in stone and stucco; few examples of aniconic Gandhara Buddhist images exist. Gandhara Buddhas are highly naturalistic, and even the depictions of emaciated Buddhas reveal a strong understanding of the human anatomy. It is also interesting to note that Gandhara Buddha images depict his hair in wavy forms much like Hellenistic sculpture; the other styles adopt the more indigenous depiction of curl-like hair. A good example of this would be the Fasting Siddhartha of the Gandhara style dated in the first to second century C.E.
Mathura Buddhas, on the other hand, are usually of moderately fine sandstone that does not allow for extreme refinement, unlike Sarnath sculpture which used a cream-coloured sandstone capable of high levels of detail and finish. A good example would be the sculpture of Buddha flanked by Vajrapani and Padmapani on a pedestal which features the story of the Temptation of Mara, a Mathura one dated 32 AD; they usually have wide shoulders, swelling chests, and markedly columnar legs. It is also important to note that in the Mathura style, the Buddha’s facial features is one of serenity, compassion and assurance, especially with the abhaya mudra stance in the forementioned sculpture, contrasting so strongly with the Gandhara Buddha’s downcast eyes which look into the viewer with a contemplative spirituality transcending pain and mortality.. The Mathura’s supple and smooth body, with a countenance unlike that of a warrior-king may be attributed to indigenous organic tradition. The Buddha’s robes are reduced to ‘string-type’ drapery – fine lines over a flat body much unlike Gandhara’s naturalistic layers and folds.
Speaking of Sarnath style, the quintessential Sarnath Buddha image is quite possibly the 5th century Chunar sandstone image of the seated Buddha with dharmachakra mudra, with the pedestal image representing Buddha setting the Wheel of the Law in motion with his first sermon This image is one of the most copied of all images of Buddha. Highly detailed and ornated, the Sarnath style continues the Mathura tradition of flat line drapery that almost merge into the Buddha’s body entirely, but the Sarnath Buddha is far more slender and stylized than both Mathura and Gandhara. The nimbus on the back of his head, indicating his universality, is decorated with aquatic motifs, mainly lotuses. The overall effect is softer, more organic; even the flying figures that flank the Buddha, who are rushing in to praise him, create a freer energy which suggest a more adventurous approach towards composing the Buddha image.
The Gandhara and Mathura styles thrived in parallel around the same timeframe of 100-400 AD while the Sarnath style was active from about 300-700 AD, yet it cannot be said that they developed independently of one another. Trade within the Indian subcontinent, let alone with Europe and along the Silk Road, must have allowed for the different interpretations to interact and absorb different perspectives. As Buddhism rose to power as a major religion in the Indian subcontinent, especially during the Gupta dynasty and under Asoka’s reign, there must have been a greater quantitative and qualitative demand for the consumption of the Buddha image. This is one strong possibility that could have led to greater creativity and expression towards interpreting the image of the historical Buddha. The Gandhara Buddha may have served as an image of intense meditation, but the Mathura Buddha appears to be heading towards the opposite direction which seems to culminate in the Sarnath Buddha as an image of Buddha himself.
