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SOGDIANA
iv. SOGDIAN ART

Sogdian art is primarily the art of the inhabitants of Sogdiana (Sogd, Sogdia) in
pre-Islamic times. Its development and apogee was limited to four or five
centuries before and during the Muslim conquest of Transoxania. Sogdian art
of the heartlands flourished in the settled areas of the Zeravshan and
Kashkadarya valleys, as well as in Ustrushana (Osrusana), north of the
Turkestan mountain range. Sogdian settlements along the ancient Silk Routes
(see SOGDIAN TRADE) resulted in several schools of Sogdian art outside
Sogdiana, notably in China.

Monumental Sogdian art was principally associated with the decoration of
ritual and domestic architectural spaces: mural paintings, clay and stucco
sculptures, wood -carvings. Important minor forms are clay ossuaries,
terracottas, silver vessels, and textiles.

Mural painting. This was the most extensively used form of monumental art in
Sogdiana (Azarpay et al, 1981), with major find-spots at Panjikant and Afrasiab
site in Samarqand, Jartepe-II east of Samargand (Samarkand), Varakhsha west
of Bukhara, Yerkurgan (Erkurgan) near Karshi, and several sites near present-
day Sahrestan (Ustrushana). Strong influences of Sogdian painting appear in
neighboring areas, e.g. at Tavka in southern Uzbekistan (Rakhmanov, 2001),
Kalai Shodmon in southern Tajikistan (Litvinskii and Solov’ev, 1986), Dilbarjin,
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and Doktar-e NoServan in northern Afghanistan.

The themes comprise religious images, narrative compositions, scenes of
banquets, and ornamental friezes. In certain cases, mural paintings are
combined with inscriptions. Non-narrative images of deities, mostly
Zoroastrian, were focal points in the decoration of chapels in temples and of
the main halls in private residences. In the latter case, they displayed tutelary
gods of the house-owners, and served as objects of adoration. In these images
gods and goddesses are enthroned, standing, or even dancing, with priests or
laymen presenting offerings at their feet. The entire compositions are often set
into painted niches with heights up to 4 meters. These images obviously reflect
actual rituals performed in private homes. Furthermore, they must have been
two-dimensional reproductions of three-dimensional religious images, that is:
statues, set into chapels. Since we have no indications of a statue cult inside
Sogdian residential buildings, the adoration of statues were most probably
part of rituals performed in the temples.

Narrative murals frequently consist of several registers with an overall height
up to 4 meters (Marshak, 2002). Upper registers of a wall depict scenes from
epics and myths with gods and demons, heroes and amazons as acting figures
(FIGURE 1; FIGURE 2). The narrative stripes are fluently composed without
framing dividers of individual episodes. A single story may even extend from
one wall to the next without interruption at the corners. Sometimes, within
one and the same frieze, different levels of action are simply superposed. In
contrast, the lowermost registers consist of ornamental patterns or sets of
narrative panels framed by pearl rows. Each panel depicts a single fairytale or
fable partly derived from Indian (Pancatantra, Buddhist Jatakas) and Western
sources. These pictures are relatively small, and outlines are more dominant
than planes of color. Special types of painting: Historical incidents and royal
propaganda are rare themes, and restricted to palatial art, such as the Hall of
Ambassadors (see AFRASIAB WALL PAINTINGS) in Samargand and the palace
in the Panjikant citadel. The paintings in the Red Hall of Varakhsha, with their
repeated images of Ahura Mazda (Sogdian Adhbag) fighting against the beasts
of evil, and paradise scenes, were recently reconstructed as representing in
their entirety a religious program (Marshak, 2000, p. 159 and fig. 13).

Principles. Figurative murals are non-perspectivic compositions. Space is
indicated by horizontal and vertical groups of figures, and their forward- and
upward-staggering is similarly used in ancient Egyptian art. Human beings,
animals, and architectural structures are usually constructed without three-
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dimensional indications. In Sogdian painting, human faces are frequently
rendered in three-quarter or half profile (FIGURE 2), and oblique views are
otherwise avoided. Especially in religious images, compositions use extreme
differences in size to denote the hierarchical order of persons (i.e., perspective
of importance). In narrative images, landscape has very limited importance.
Abbreviations of landscape elements are scattered on the blue or red
background: a single tree represents a forest, and a heap- or mound-like
element a mountain range. The fundamental principle of narrative
composition is the so-called continuous or cyclic method. Mythological and
epic themes are displayed in broad stripes of multi-scenic continuous
narratives, while images of folktales operate with a kind of condensed cyclic
images which summarize two or three points of a story.

Mobile forms of painting. Traces of illustrated manuscripts have not yet been
found in Sogdiana, although narrative potential and certain artistic methods
of Sogdian mural painting seem to imply flourishing arts of the book in pre-
Islamic times. A fragmentary mural painting, excavated in 1999 at Panjikant,
has been interpreted as the unique depiction of an illustrated codex (de la
Vaissiere and Riboud, 2003; seriously questioned by Marshak and Raspopova,
2003, pp. 50-51). Discovered at Mount Mugh, a painted wood shield represents
the image of an equestrian hero closely related to Panjikant murals (Oxus, no.
80). A unique painted vase from Marv with a lamentation scene is perhaps a
Sogdian work (cf. Manassero, with different attribution).

Sculpture in stucco and clay. In contrast to the Sasanians, the Sogdians rarely
applied stucco decoration. Remarkable pieces from 8th-century Varakhsha
show delicate ornamental patterns and figural compositions, such as hunting-
scenes, deities, or landscapes (Shishkin, 1963; Alpatkina, 2005). Unfired clay,
mostly painted, was widely used in architectural decoration and sculpture. In
addition to some early pieces, especially religious images from Yerkurgan
(3rd-4th centuries), principal remains come from Panjikant: a frieze with
tritons (Temple I, 5th century); the so-called water-frieze with fragments of
associated free-standing sculptures in the inner gate of Temple II (6th
century); Umamaheshvara-sculpture (i.e., Shiva) and fragments of at least two
sculptures of the goddess Nana sitting on her lion in the outer gate area of
Temple II(X). Monumental clay sculptures from the temple area at Kuva in
Fargana represent members of the Sogdian pantheon, including the supreme
Ahura Mazda rather than Buddhist deities (Mode, 1992). Several painted
sculptures from Kuev-Kurgan near Termez in Uzbekistan (Annaev, 1984;
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Abdullaev, II, nos. 393-99) probably reflect Sogdian influence.

Stone sculptures. These are rarely attested in Sogdiana, and the statue of a
goddess and further fragments from the Panjikant temples appear to be
exceptions (Marshak and Raspopova, 1998). But Sogdian officials in China (6th
to early 7th century) used carved stone-panels for funerary couches and
house-sarcophagi (Marshak, 2001, 2004; de la Vaissiére and Trombert, 2005).
The panels depict funerary rituals and scenes from afterlife and mythology, as
well as episodes of daily life and encounters between tomb owners and steppe
people. Although most motifs are non-Chinese, the reliefs reflect Chinese
influence both in taste and style. Some pieces were certainly created by
Chinese artists, and because of different burial rites, this art is not found in
Sogdiana proper.

Wood carving. In interior decorations, such as panels (FIGURE 3), columns,
door-frames, lintels, and ceilings, wood carvings were used and are known
from Panjikant, Gardoni-Khisor (Yakubov, 1978), and sites in Ustrushana
(Negmatov, 1977; Voronina and Negmatov, 1976). The carvings depict
geometric and floral ornaments, as well as figural scenes with deities and
animals. Similar pieces were excavated outside the Sogdian heartlands at
Kuyruk-Tobe in the Otrar area in Kazakhstan (Baipakov), and Jumalak-Tepe in
southern Uzbekistan. A wood sculpture of 1 m height, found by chance in a
cave in the Fan Mountains in Tajikistan, probably represents a Sogdian god
(Mithra?). Leather boots and metal accessories prove that the sculpture was
originally dressed (Yakubov, 1983; Oxus, nos. 85-87).

Metalwork. Iconographic data in murals point to the use of metal statues of
deities in temple rituals (Mode, 1991). A silver statue of a female donor or a
goddess (height 40 cm) was excavated at Jartepe-II (Berdimuradov and
Samibaev, fig. 3). Several early medieval metal sculptures seem to have been
supports or thrones for statues of deities: pairs of bronze protomes of goats
and bulls from Dara in Tajikistan (Atakhanov, 1988), pair of bronze heads of
goats from the Isfara valley (Oxus, nos. 1-2; they should, however, not be dated
to the Achaemenid period), a bronze leg (length 1 m) of a camel from the
Samarqgand region (Rempel’), and a silver head of a monster (State Hermitage
Museumm, St. Petersburg, inv. no. S-283). Silver sculptures from a treasure trove
at the memorial place of Bilgd Khaqgan (d. 734) in ChoS66 cajdam, Mongolia,
are undoubtedly of Sogdian manufacture (Bayar; Dschingis Khan, pp. 75-78,
esp. no. 50).
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Decorated silver vessels. These were a specially developed domain of Sogdian
art (FIGURE 4). B. I. Marshak (1971, 1986) identified three artistic schools
between the 6th and 9th centuries. School A is closely connected to the art of
Sasanian Iran, and school C shows strong influences from China, while school
B seems to be more autonomous. Detailed images of silver vessels appear in
Sogdian murals, and among those are big supports for fire-altars. Fragments of
such supports were excavated at Jartepe-II. Sogdian silversmithing was
influential in Tang China (Hejiacun Treasure), and Sogdian religious
iconography is clearly attested on Khwarazmian silver vessels.

Minor arts in fired clay. Ossuaries (FIGURE 5) are the main traces of funerary
art in the heartlands of Sogdiana and adjacent areas (Grenet, 1986; Marshak,
1995/1996; Pavchinskaya, 1994). Their shape often imitates houses, shrines, or
funerary buildings. The decorations, appliqué or stamped, consist of rows of
Zoroastrian deities under arcades, mourning scenes, and priests with fire-
altars. Small fired-clay sculptures and carved or stamped terracotta-plaques
often depict deities in niche-like frames, comparable with religious murals
from shrines and residences.

Seals and sealings. Seals with images of humans and animals are mostly
identified by their inscriptions. It is difficult to establish a distinct Sogdian
style of glyptics. Major deposits of Sogdian bullae were excavated at Panjikant,
Kafir-Kala, and Kanka (Bogomolov and Buryakov, 1995; Cazzoli and Cereti,
2005; Livshits, 2000).

Textiles. Contrary to a widely held opinion, Zandaniji silks were seemingly not
of pre-Islamic Sogdian origin (Marshak, 2006; Raspopova, 2006). A great many
images of decorated silks appear in Sogdian painting, and they reflect both
imported and local Sogdian products (Kageyama, 2006; Otavsky, 1998).

Chronological outline of Sogdian art. At the moment Panjikant is the only site
that meets the requirements of a sufficiently long sequence of decorated
architecture. Mural paintings and sculptures embedded in stratigraphically
secured architectural environments are the only available evidence for this
tentative scheme of five periods.

Pre-Panjikant Period, ca. 200-400 CE. Our knowledge of the beginnings of
Sogdian art is only fragmentary. In the sanctuary at Yerkurgan (Suleimanov,
2000; Abdullaev, I, pp. 182-86) there are fragmentary polychrome murals in an
apparently late Hellenistic fashion; a brick column with unique
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monochromatic painting of silhouette figures in white and of a row of
enigmatic symbols; and painted clay sculptures. In the Samarqgand area, the
temple at Jartepe-II has early mural paintings with hunting and enthroned
persons (Berdimuradov and Samibaev, 1999, fig. 4). At the cemetery of Orlat,
west of Samarqgand, delicately carved bone plaques with multi-figural battle
and hunting scenes seem to belong to a very early stage of Sogdian art (Mode,
2006). In the upper Indus River valley, a great number of Sogdian rock
inscriptions, roughly dating from the 4th to 6th centuries, are associated with
crude petroglyphs of tamga-like symbols, such as human heads and tridents
(Sims-Williams; Fussman and Koénig, 1997).

Early Panjikant Period, ca. 400-500. Sogdian Panjikant was founded in this
century, and the building periods 1-3 of the two major temples (i.e., structures
I, II, and X) yield the major evidence. Fragments of monochrome paintings,
such as priest with padam and a fire-altar, and a clay frieze with tritons belong
to the building period 2 of temple I. Chapel II/5-6 in temple II is dated to
building period 3 (ca. 500), and contains life-size images of at least two female
deities, executed in a very delicate and perfectly established style, recalling
traditions of Sasanian Iran (Mode, 1989). A further set of paintings with
donors, flowers, and ornaments has been preserved at the shrine at Jartepe-II
(Berdimuradov and Samibaev, 1999, figs. 5, 7).

Early Florescent Period, ca. 500-600. Two regional groups of art can be
distinguished in and outside Sogdiana during this period. The first group,
Panjikant Early Florescent, can be dated to the building-period 4 of the main
temples. Temple I was decorated with extensive multi-figural paintings of epic
and/or mythological themes. In temple II, new paintings comprise a goddess,
resembling Indian images, accompanied by dancing male deities, in chapel
I1/5-6, and the goddess Nana with other deities in chapel 11=X/14. The famous
Mourning Scene and associated paintings are in the main structure of temple
II, and this temple’s inner gate was decorated with monumental clay
sculptures, showing an aquatic composition. Paintings with a (royal?) hunting
scene and floral patterns in an early palace (object Kainar) are reminiscent of
the early Jartepe-II murals. During this period, first traces of paintings appear
in dwelling houses (object VI) of Panjikant’s Sahrestan (residential quarter as
opposed to citadel, see ARG). In Sogdian Samarqand, at the Afrasiab site, early
murals with images of deities are stylistically associated with Panjikant
(A’baum, 1975, pl. II). The second group, Exile Sogdian Florescent (ca.
550-600/620), comprises works of art that originated outside Sogdiana, in
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China (see above, stone sculpture).

Late Florescent Period, ca. 600-722, is characterized by the apogee of Sogdian
art. Regional styles flourish in the cities of Zeravshan valley and the adjacent
areas. At the Afrasiab site (object 23/1, ca. 650), the walls of the famous square
Hall of Ambassadors, each of which are 11 m long, are completely covered
with much discussed murals in a regional Samargand court style. The
paintings show subjects, such as foreign envoys, a Tang emperor of China, a
Sogdian funerary procession, and are accompanied with inscriptions
(Compareti and de la Vaissiere, 2006). At Panjikant, during building-periods 5
(ends 680) and 6 (ends 722), the main temples were extensively redecorated
with paintings of deities and narrative scenes, as well as with clay sculptures.
In private houses, most paintings with a wide range of narrative subjects
(Rustam Cycle in object VI, room 41) and religious imagery can be dated to this
period (ca. 650-722).

The Florescent Period ends at least at Panjikant with the Muslim siege and
conquest in 722. Less secure is the date of religious paintings on blue
background in the Blue Hall in the palace at Varakhsha. Most probably they
were created toward the end of the period, while the murals in the palace’s
Red Hall are of a later date.

Terminal Period, ca. 750-850. At Panjikant, building and decoration activities
were revived a few decades after Muslim conquest, but came again to an end
in the 780s. At Varakhsha, the celebrated paintings in the Red Hall may be
dated around 750. In the region of Ustrushana, a special style of delicate mural
paintings and wood carvings flourished until the 9th century, mainly at the
sites of Kalai Kakhkakha I and II, Chilkhujra, and Urtakurgan, but their
chronological order is not yet firmly established, and probably overlaps with
the preceding period. Although clearly of Sogdian affiliation, the paintings of
Ustrushana partially show stylistic influences from the east, notably from
Buddhist sites in Xinjiang and Gansu during the Tang era.

Art-historical merits. The Sogdians of the 1st millennium CE created the most
important and influential non-Buddhist complex of visual art in pre-Islamic
Central Asia. The merit of Sogdian art is the development of an extremely rich
ensemble of iconic solutions for deities, spirits, and demons, most of whom are
Zoroastrian. Their primary roots are the Hellenistic heritage, but the religious
imagery of the Kushan world with its strong Indian elements was also
influential. Narrative capacity of Sogdian painting is a true highlight in




@\ SOGDIANA 1IV. SOGDIAN ART | Markus Mode

Oriental art history. Although not directly associated, narrative seems to find a
revival in Muslim miniature painting (Raby, 1987/1988, 1991; Sims). Sogdian
skills in wood-carving survived in medieval Central Asia, despite the changed
conditions. To some extent, recently discovered Qara-khanid (see ILAK-
KHANIDS) wall paintings of Samargand may owe their love in figural details
and rich ornamentation to pre-Islamic Sogdian art (Karev, 2003, 2005).
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