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Buddhists in Alexandria ?
Ladislav Stanco

(with PL. IV below)

Egyptian Alexandria, the most important cultural centre of the Hellenistic world, was

doubtless a melting pot of all at that time known cults of various deities, from Roman and

Greek gods and goddesses to local Egyptian, Syrian, the only God of the Jews and later also of

the Christians. Here I am trying to answer the question. whether there are archaeological

documents from Alexandria or from its vicinity confirming the existence of another eastern
ion, Buddhism, so far away from it area of origin.

Many recently published works discussed contacts between the Mediterranean and
uth Asia.” 1 will not repeat here what had been said there, and limit myself to summarize
the basic facts. The diplomatic relations between the Ptolemies and the Mauryans started in
the 3" century B.C. At the time when Seleukos I sent to Chandragupta’s court at Pataliputra
his ambassador Megastenes, Ptolemaic Dionysios travelled to king Bindusar to arrange to
procure trained elephants.” Around 100 B.C. the monsoon route was discovered; it enabled
direct manitime contacts from the southern Red Sea across the Indian Ocean to southwestern
Indha (the discovery happened probably at 117 B.C.).> The discovery was reputedly made
either by Hippalos, the steersman of Eudoxos of Cyzicus, or by Eudoxos himself.* During the
earliest Roman rule over Egypt, under the governor Cornelius Gallus (30-27 B.C.), some 120
ships were sent each year to India. This was considered a substantial enlargement of the
carlier, Plomemaic trade relations with the Far East.” The intensity of mutual regions and the
relatively good knowledge of India in Ptolemaic Egypt is also suggested by the story in which
Kleopatra intended first - after she lost the sea battle at Actium — to flee to India.® Greeks and
Romans thus broke the Arab monopoly in the trade with the East, a.0. by constructing better
and larger ships that were those of the Arabs and the Indians.” The pottery linked to Indian and

fragments with Tamil graffiti found at Leukos Limen® on the Red Sea coast. Indian
pottery and archaeobotanic samples from Berenice and probably also those found at Coptus, ?
3 n the Nile where the route from the Nile valley (Alexandria) to the Red Sea started.
show that also Indians themselves participated in the trade actively. Three maritime routes
€d: One led to the Indus estuary, where a Roman harbour called Barbaricon existed, a
nd ended somewhere on the shores of Gudjarat, and a third, apparently the most
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Dellbrueck 1955-56: Dihle. 1978: Raschke 1978; New studies esp. Rome and India 1991:
Crossroads of Asia 1992; Ball 2000; Hahn 2000,
[arn 1928, p, 251 : - : '
Generall: Raschke 1978, historical study with exhaustive bibliography; Schlingloff 1982, studies on
matitime trade: Dihle 1978: Huntingford 1980, commentary to the translation of the Periplous; later
contributions by Casson 1991 Sidebotham 1991; Whitehouse It}t,-'rl.. | - o
‘1 he Pn'_,e;ujem;u:{"-. reprt preserved with Strabo (Fre Hist 87 F 28). The expeditions of Eudoxos
Probably 118-116 B.C., cf. Strabo 2,3,4.
.r. Strabo 2,512
Plutarchos, Ant. 81.

] -

k! - T, . iz 'i ¥ 1 i I £
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. Sidebotham 1991, 20, Here also a survey on the Red Sea hi p. Map

: Tomber, R. 2000 Indo-Roman Trade: the Ceramic Evidence from Egypt. Antiquity 74 (2000), p.
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important, reached the Malabar coast in the area of present-time Kerala. 'Y Under Claudius also
a direct route probably existed to Ceylon,'' The North Ceylon harbour uI'Mzmlni, dentified by
Carswell as the Modutti Emporion of the map of Ptolemaios, played an important role in the
long-distance trade with the West, and also with China, The site, together with the capital of
ancient Ceylon, Anuradhapura, yielded several fragments of Hellenistic pottery and mets]
vessels and of Roman glass; one Egyptian scarab was found at Mihintale, near tq
Anuradhapura,'’

The Periplous Maris Erythrei from the 1* century A.l ) brings important information
on the sea route from the Red Sea to India, on many anchorages in India and on various
commodities carried by the ships. It is commonly believed that nearly all Mediterranean
imports found in the Indian peninsula were brought there by sea trade, while rich finds on
northern parts of India’s hinterland came there from the West by the land routes, Among the
first especially important was Arikamedu near Pondichery in SE India. Many Roman imports
found there - notably Arretine terra sigillata and transport amphorae - document rich contacts
with the West in the 1% century B.C, and AL Fragments of imported pottery, transport
amphorae and glass imports, and their imitations, are known from many sites in SE India, as
at Alagankulam, Kaveripattinam, Karaikaddu, etc."

Finds documenting the presence of Indian seafarers in Egypt cannot alone prove the
transterence of religious ideas. These Indians coming to the West, however, could hardly have
not been Hinduists or Buddhists. But even this argument is not a proof of the presence of 2
Buddhist community in Alexandria. Indian seamen felt themselves at home in India. and we
have no direct reports on their settling in Egypt on a larger scale.'® On the other hand it can be
supposed that a small Buddhist community in Alexandria could be formed of Alexandrian
Greeks and immigrants from the East. Many Greeks in Bactria and in NW India converted to
Buddhism. A characteristic example is the king of Gandhara and Punjab Menandros (ca. 155-
130 B.C.), known in Indian sources under the name Milinda.'’ The edicts of Ashoka from mid
3" century B.C. speak about activities of dharmamahamatries among the Iona devoted to
dharma, and elsewhere he mentions among the countries where the dharma teaching is present
also the kingdoms of Antiochus, Ptolemy, Antigonos, Magas and Alexander.'® Often quoted
but suspect literary documents are mentions of a purliciputiﬂn of monks from the Iona country
in the 4" Buddhist council in Sri Lanka in early 2" century.”” Alexandria is called here
Alasanda, but it is not specified which Alexandria is meant. Several Alexandrias in the
Kushan kKingdom, where communities of Buddhist monks are well documented. could also be
mentioned in the document.

There are only few archaeological documents of a presence of Buddhists in Egyptian
Alexandria. Fraser mentioned in this respect a funeral stele found by Petrie, on which -

" Dihle 1978, 549.

"' Pliny, NH 6,84.

" Cf. for ex. Carswell 1991 (he excavated at Mantai in 1980-1984): Bouzek-Silva 1985: Bouzek 1993
(Anuradhapura excavations 1981-1984); Bouzek 2000,

i Periplus Maris Erythraei, translation with commentary, Huntingford 1980,

Of. esp. the contributions in the volume India and Rome: imports of amphorae with commodities as
Greek and Italic wines, and olive oil from the Adriatic, are attested in the | st century B.C/A.D. (Will
1991). Terra sigilatta comes apparently from workshops in South Gaul or from the Rhineland, but also
Eastern Sigillata B, dated ca. 10 B.C, has been uncovered.

" Raman 1991, 125-133, Map. 7.1. In: Rome and India 1991

' Strabo (11, 3, 4) mentions a story of a wrecked Indian. saved by a Ptolemaic coastal watch.

" Cf, Milindapandha.

1t is in the 5th and 12th rock inseription, translation Filipsky and Vacek 1970, p. 196.

¥ Mentions in Ceylonese chronicles Dellbrueck 1955.56, p. 44-48,
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according to his view - the wheel of law, dharmachakra, is represented,”’ A group of small

;ﬂg”_ﬂ;“:ﬁ :;*“*:;T;htim}d} bd.‘r’ lfe!lrie at Memphis includes, according to his view, also the
ndians. ¢ distunguished within this group two: subgrouns. one “Tihetian® (K
one “Aryan - Punjab type”.* His Tibe Frouns.ang, HbstARGIIaE o

i : ; tan type should, however be rather called “Central
Asian” In a broader sense of the word. We f , ;
R R R R ﬁ: :;}Eldid:a; (;.ufnci pd‘r?‘[lels to tf}e l%tier in the Gandharan art,
Indian colony at Mgmphis during the i:‘:"‘ii-m r‘;j”_lf}flﬁ : rom Taxila.” Petrie also ,Sllpposed 3_:1
3™ century B.C.>* Some terracotta h';;}'ld‘i‘ ff rom ISI e tErrar:.uttas i Sdteg b}rﬁh:m t'? fig 5 [
: i R R acs | emphis, which Petrie called Sumerian, tries
Gordon 1, et 3 ks of B k™ T syl iy of s
¢ . sentations of Buddhist monks is, however, only a very
distant one (no parallel among them exist for the widely opened eyes and for the long skull)
so Gordon s hypothesis can hardly be accepted.”® In any case no priest could be represented,
only monks. Besides the terracottas representing Indians also other terracottas were ﬁ:uunr:;
there resembling the Indian god of richness Kuvera or Panchika, who were, together with
Paiti, taken over from Hinduist context into Buddhist iconography (Fig. 3).” The terracotta
plaque from Haoulti is an import from India; its style of execution was influenced by the
Mathura Buddhist art of the 1 to 2™ century A.D., and an amulet with representatién of
Buddha was reputedly found in Ethiopia.™

A limestone head in the collection of oriental art of the National Gallery in Prague may
contribute to the discussion of the Buddhist presence in Alexandria (Fig. 4).”° The head is
classified into the sculpture of Gandhara, though it was reputedly bought in Alexandria. Its
left half has been completed in modern times. Its surface shows that the head suffered from
the sea water. | he characteristic hairdress with cranial extension (ushnisha) led the keepers to
identify it as a representation of Buddha. But the broadly opened eyes, the narrow nose, the
pointed small chin and the narrow face are Graeco-Roman elements unusual among Buddha’s
portraits, even in its Hellenized versions. Two of characteristic features of Buddha’s
representations, long ears and urna, a mark above the nose, are missing here.

The head could not even represent the ascetic Gautama. If we turn our attention away
from the elements discussed above, a similarity can be observed for ex. to the features of the
stucco head in the Los Angeles County Museum from Gandhara, probably dating from the 4t
century.”’ It has broadly open eyes, beardless face and similar hairdo. The expression of the
ascetic state is. however, different. This head and its close parallels (including the bodies, as

Fraser 1972, p. 312, n. 391; In 1928, p. 25].

~ Petrie 1909, p. 16; Petrie 1939, p. 159.

" Petrie 1909, P1. X XXIX, 35 and 36. 1 1 _
Marshall 1960. P1. 20, Fig. 23. This type of bearded face show also the likenesses of boddhistatvas,

though not with such strongly expressed "mongoloid™ traits.

~ Gordon 1939, 35-38, Pl. XVI, XVII; Petrie 1909, Pl XXXVII, 22.
F ¥ g 4 - [ s = % 1 = ¥
* Loose parallels show several heads of monks from Taxila (Ingholt 1957, Cat. No. 504) and on the

Peshavar reliefs (o.c. Cat. No. 144), = s "
" Ibid. Pl. XXX VIIL 37 and 40. A close parallel Panchika in the British Museum, cf, Zwalf 1996,

Cat. No. 90 and two statues of Panchika from Peshavar, Ingholt 1957, f‘m. No. 3:39 Iﬂnd 344, of. also
another from Lahore. ibid. Cat. No. 338. The jewellery characteristic for Panchika is, lmwﬂve:‘: T
missing on the Egyptian terracottas. Cf. also the sitting figure on the drinking scene on a bowl from
=) ! + 1 &
- " oS Sroads at. No. 101.
Puniz ¥  Museum). Crossroads of Asia, Cat, No -
2 '”'Hb (BRY, Srifie mm“' ; ‘ned by Raschke 1978, notes 1258 and 1239,
" This and other problematic finds are mentioned by Raschk . i Vo 3016 (2133/7):
* The head is in the reserves of the National Gallery at the Zbraslay castle, Y, NOGV-H 2 (s._l-- )i
H.23.5 em [. am grateful to the curator of the south and southeastern collection Dr, Z. Klimtova for
¢ et g . HE

lection and this head in particular, o i |
thank to Z, Klimtové for bringing this item to my notice.
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far as preserved) are very naturalistically rendered. The skin on the face is sunken, the eyes
deeply set in the orbital cavities.”' Our head has a slim, but not thin face.

The question then arises: how should this head be characterized? As the sculpture is of
limestone,™ it is very unlike that it would represent a Buddha likeness made in the Gandhary
school and exported to the West. If we. however. would keep in mind that it could be
Buddha's likeness, it must have been made in one of the Fast Mediterranean centres
influenced by Buddhist teaching, Alexandria had close trade contacts with India®® and as far ag
we could identify in Gandharan workshops artists or stonecutters from the West, they came
before all from Alexandria: imports from Alexandria also prevail in Gandhara over all other
western im;mrls.“ The head also resembles some Late Ptolemaic portraits with theis
tenderness. If we reconsider again the small kin. fine lips, narrow nose, and the slim oval
shape of the face, we can find a close parallel to our head in a monumental “pharaonic”
portrait from Karnak, representing probably Ptolemy V. (204-180 B.C.).*

It can be concluded that the head under discussion cannot itself confirm the presence
of a Buddhist community in Alexandria, Not only for the complexity and polarity in its traits.
as shown by the stylistic analysis, but also for the reason that it does not come from
archaeological excavation and no close parallels to it exist. The on-going excavations in
Alexandria and in the Red Sea harbours may, as I hope, bring other proofs of a cultural
influence of India in the West, of the influence also reflected in the spiritual world of early
Christianity.
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[Hustrations

Fig. 1-2. Terracotta head from Memphis, depicting a man from Central Asia Drawing K.
Urbanova.

Fig. 3 Terracotta statuette of a stout man, Memphis, drawing K. Urbanova

Fig. 4 (Pl. IV) Limestone head of Buddha from Alexandria. Photograph: archives of the
National Gallery, Prague.




Fig. 1-2, Terracotta head from Memphis, depicting a man
Urbanova.

Fig. 3 Terracotta statuette of a stout man, Memphis, drawing K. Urbanova

from Central Asia Drawing K.
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HATRA. STANCO, GNOSTIC GEM

9. Head of a statue from Hatra Limestone head Alexandria

(ad Stanc¢o. Buddhist in Alexandria?)

SRR Gnostic gem from Staré Mésio (7)




