
Deity of the Ai Khanoum Foot Fragment: A
Scholarly Analysis

Introduction

The Hellenistic city of Ai Khanoum (in modern Afghanistan) yielded a tantalizing clue to its religious life: a
fragmentary stone foot from a colossal cult statue, discovered in the “Temple with Indented Niches”. This
fragment – the front portion of a left foot wearing a decorated sandal – has sparked debate over which
deity it once represented. Archaeologists from the French Archaeological Delegation in Afghanistan (DAFA),
who excavated Ai  Khanoum in  the 1960s and 70s,  immediately  noted the blend of  Greek and Eastern
elements  in  the  temple  and  its  artifacts .  In  this  report,  we  examine  the  archaeological
interpretations of  the foot  fragment,  analyze its  iconography in comparison to Hellenistic,  Iranian,  and
Indian artistic traditions, and explore the historical-religious context of syncretic worship in Greco-Bactrian
Bactria.  We will  also  discuss  various  scholarly  hypotheses  about  the  deity’s  identity,  citing  the  statue’s
attributes (scale, material, style, placement) and drawing comparisons to similar finds from other sites.

Archaeological Context of the Discovery

The Temple with Indented Niches (French: Temple à niches indentées), Ai Khanoum’s main sanctuary, was
excavated by DAFA in the late 1960s . The temple stood on a high three-tiered podium, with its mud-
brick walls lined by characteristic  indented niches – architectural features common in Mesopotamian and
Achaemenid sacred architecture . The complex included a central cella (inner chamber) flanked by side
chambers  or  sacristies,  and  was  fronted  by  a  courtyard  with  altars.  Notably,  the  temple’s  layout  and
construction  style  are  non-Greek,  echoing  Near  Eastern  traditions  (e.g.  stepped  platforms  and  niche
facades) ,  yet  it  housed objects of  mixed cultural  origin.  Excavators found both Hellenistic  and local
items: Greek-style  libation vessels alongside Central Asian ritual installations, ivory furniture, terracotta
figurines, and a remarkable silver disc depicting the goddess Cybele in a chariot drawn by lions . This
disc was hailed as  “hybrid Greek and Oriental imagery,” combining Greek iconography (the deities wear a
Greek chlamys cloak) with Near Eastern motifs (a rigid frontal pose and a crescent moon) . Such finds
underscore  the  temple’s  syncretic  character –  a  fusion  of  Greek  and  Oriental  (Iranian/Central  Asian)
religious elements at Ai Khanoum.

It was within this context that the foot fragment of the cult statue was discovered (in 1968, according to
field reports ). Archaeologist Paul Bernard, the lead excavator, identified the piece as part of the main
cult image that once stood at the back of the cella . Only a few extremities of the statue were recovered
(pieces of hands and feet), suggesting it was a composite statue: likely an acrolith, with head, hands and
feet carved in stone and the body formed from a clay or stucco over a wooden armature . This
construction technique was typical  of large Greek cult  statues, especially in areas lacking quality stone.
Indeed, in Ai Khanoum stone was scarce, so monumental statues were built with unbaked clay on wood
frames with only the extremities in marble . The foot fragment measures about 27 cm in length and
is anatomically lifelike, indicating high Hellenistic craftsmanship . From its size, Bernard estimated
the original statue stood on a colossal scale – roughly two to three times life-size, meaning on the order of
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5–6 meters tall if it had been standing upright . However, the dimensions of the cella suggest the statue
was likely seated on a throne (an enthroned figure) so that its height could fit within the temple’s interior

.

Iconographic Analysis of the Foot Fragment

Hellenistic (Greek) Features

The  preserved  foot  fragment  is  unequivocally  rendered  in  Greek  artistic  style.  It  shows  naturalistic
anatomy  and  wears  a  sandal  of  a  Greek  type,  with  multiple  straps  decorated  in  relief .  The
ornamentation  on  the  sandal  straps  includes  floral  and  geometric  motifs  common  in  Hellenistic  art  –
notably palmettes and multi-petalled rosettes – executed with fine detail . Most importantly, a specific
motif on the sandal links the statue to a Greek deity: carved on one strap is a winged thunderbolt symbol

. In Greek iconography, the winged thunderbolt is a well-known attribute of Zeus, the sky and storm
god. This detail has been central to interpretations of the statue. Bernard and colleagues reasoned that the
presence of the thunderbolt motif “formed the basis for its identification as a Zeus” . In other words, the
excavators  concluded  that  the  statue  likely  depicted  Zeus,  king  of  the  Greek  pantheon,  enthroned  in
majesty. Bernard envisioned it as a Bactrian parallel to Zeus Olympios: perhaps a smaller-scale echo of the
famous Statue of Zeus at Olympia, one of the wonders of the classical world . The conjectured pose – a
seated Zeus holding a scepter in one hand and perhaps an eagle or Nike (Victory) in the other – finds
support  in  contemporary  Greco-Bactrian  art;  indeed,  Greco-Bactrian  and  Indo-Greek  coinage often
portrayed Zeus enthroned in just such a manner . The Greek stylistic traits of the foot (its lifelike carving
and classical sandal design) led Bernard to assert it was carved by a  Greek sculptor and reflected pure
Hellenistic artistry transplanted to Bactria .

Figure: The stone left foot fragment of the Ai Khanoum cult statue, wearing a Greek-style sandal. The strap across
the foot is adorned with a winged thunderbolt motif (visible at the center) and a many-petalled rosette below it,
suggestive of Zeus’s symbolism .
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In sum, the iconography of the fragment – a sandaled foot with a thunderbolt emblem – strongly evokes
Zeus in a Hellenistic context. This interpretation is reinforced by the statue’s colossal scale and presumed
enthroned posture, fitting the grandeur expected of a cult image of Zeus. As one source notes, “the sandal
of the statue’s left foot bears a thunderbolt motif, which has formed the basis for its identification as a Zeus.”
The  Greek tradition of the sculpture is clear from the craftsmanship, aligning with other classical-style
sculptures found at Ai Khanoum (for example, a Corinthian capital, statuettes of Heracles, and figures in
himation robes) which collectively show a high level of Hellenistic culture in the city .

Iranian and Syncretic Elements

While the statue fragment itself appears purely Hellenistic, its context within the Temple with Indented
Niches introduces Iranian (Central  Asian)  elements that  suggest  the cult  was not  a  straightforward
import  of  Zeus  worship.  The  temple’s  architecture  (mud-brick  construction,  indented  wall  niches,  and
tripartite  cella)  has  no  parallel  in  mainland Greece,  but  is  reminiscent  of  Mesopotamian and Iranian
sacred architecture .  For  example,  indented niches and a  three-step platform are features  seen in
Mesopotamian and Achaemenid temples .  Furthermore,  the ritual  practices evidenced in the temple
point to local traditions: archaeologists found 32 large ceramic vases buried in the base of the platform,
apparently  used to receive  libations poured into the earth .  This  kind of  chthonic libation (liquid
offering to the earth/underworld) is not typical of Greek Olympian cult, but fits a  long-standing Central
Asian (Indo-Iranian) ritual tradition dating back to the Bronze Age . The persistence of such practices
at  Ai  Khanoum shows  that  the  local  Bactrian  religious  customs were  woven  into  the  fabric  of  temple
worship, even as Greek elements were introduced . Another Iranian feature in the temple may have
been a fire altar: small limestone pedestals and ash deposits suggest that open-air fire altars or hearths
were present, akin to Zoroastrian fire cult practices . All these indicate that the cult statue’s Greek form
was situated in a distinctly  non-Greek cult  setting,  implying a  syncretic religion blending Hellenic  and
Iranian traditions.

Scholars have therefore proposed that the Greek Zeus statue was assimilated to a local Bactrian deity in
a process of interpretatio graeca (mutual identification of gods). The most commonly suggested Iranian
counterpart  is  Ahura  Mazda,  the  supreme  god  of  the  Persian/Zoroastrian  tradition .  Just  as  King
Antiochus I of Commagene (1st c. BC) fused Zeus with Oromasdes (Ahura Mazda) in his syncretic pantheon
at Nemrud Dagh,  the Greco-Bactrian rulers may have  identified Zeus with Ahura Mazda –  effectively
worshipping  a  Zeus-Oromazdes figure .  This  would  reconcile  the  presence  of  a  Zeus-like  statue  in  a
temple that otherwise suits an Iranian cult. Another candidate is Mithra, the Indo-Iranian god of covenant,
sun, and war . Mithra was widely venerated in the Eastern Iranian world (and later across the Roman
empire); some scholars (e.g. Boyce and Grenet) have posited that the Ai Khanoum statue could represent
Zeus-Mithra, perhaps reflecting Mithra’s role as a god of heavenly light and oaths . However, it must be
noted that neither Ahura Mazda nor Mithra is traditionally associated with a thunderbolt symbol in Iranian
iconography – which makes the Zeus identification more straightforward iconographically, even if the cult
was locally understood in Iranian terms.

The syncretic interpretation gains support from the overall  “dissonance between the Greek statue and the
Oriental temple”. As one summary explains, scholars have “posited the syncretism of Zeus and a Bactrian
deity such as Ahura Mazda, Mithra, or a deity representing the Oxus” to explain the mixed features of
the site . In essence, Zeus could have been used as the Hellenistic guise for a local Great God – whether
the creator god of Zoroastrianism (Ahura Mazda), the popular solar deity (Mithra), or even the patron river
god of Bactria (the Oxus). This was in keeping with broader Greco-Bactrian religious practice: the Greek
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colonists often adapted their gods to local cults, and vice versa, to create a shared civic religion. Notably, no
inscription naming the deity has been found at Ai Khanoum , so the syncretic identity is inferred only
from the art and context. Still, the hypothesis of a Greco-Iranian fusion deity is compelling, given similar
phenomena elsewhere (e.g. Zeus-Bel in Syria, Zeus-Ammon in Egypt, Zeus-Oromazdes in Commagene).

Indian Parallels and Influences

Although direct Indian artistic influence on the Ai Khanoum foot fragment is not evident, it is important to
place the find in the wider Indo-Iranian cultural sphere. By the 3rd–2nd centuries BCE, the Greco-Bactrian
kingdom  was  expanding  into  northwest  India,  and  cross-cultural  exchange  with  Indian  traditions  was
underway. The concept of a thunderbolt-wielding deity was also familiar in the Indian tradition – the Vedic
god  Indra holds the  vajra (thunderbolt) and is a sky/storm god analogous to Zeus. Greek observers like
Megasthenes had equated Zeus with Indra when describing Indian religion, noting both as kings of the
gods and bringers of rain.  However,  at  Ai  Khanoum there is  no clear Indian iconography on the foot
fragment or in the temple remains of this period. The style of the sculpture is thoroughly Hellenistic Greek,
with none of the stylistic markers of early Indian art (for example, it  differs greatly from contemporary
Mauryan-period sculpture or the later Gandharan art that mixed Greek and Indian styles). 

That said, the syncretic religious environment of Ai Khanoum could conceptually include Indian elements
in a broader sense. The term “Indo-Iranian” applies to the shared cultural heritage of the region; many
rituals (such as soma/haoma libations, or the veneration of deities for prosperity) were common to both
ancient Indian (Vedic) and Iranian practices. The chthonic libation ritual mentioned above could be seen as
part of this  pan-Indo-Iranian tradition of earth offerings . Furthermore, as the Indo-Greek Kingdom
emerged, some Greek rulers did begin to incorporate Indian deities into their coinage and patronage. For
instance, a few decades after Ai Khanoum’s destruction, King Agathokleia and others issued coins depicting
Indian gods like  Vishnu or  Balarama, illustrating a willingness to honor Indian deities. In the case of Ai
Khanoum’s temple (which was abandoned by ~145 BCE), there is no evidence of such Indian deities present;
Indian artistic influence per se appears minimal. We might only draw an analogy that just as the Greeks
could equate Zeus with Ahura Mazda, they might also have understood him as analogous to Indra for any
Indian  devotees.  However,  this  remains  speculative,  and  no  tangible  elements  (such  as  inscriptions  in
Prakrit or  Brahmi,  or  Indian  iconographic  motifs)  have  been  reported  from  the  temple  context.  In
summary,  the  deity  of  the  foot  fragment  was  conceived  primarily  in  Greco-Bactrian  terms,  though  it
belonged to a cultural milieu broadly connected to both Iranian and Indian religious worlds.

Identity of the Deity: Scholarly Hypotheses

Because we have only the foot and a few fragments of the statue, the precise identity of the deity cannot
be confirmed by inscription – it must be deduced from the statue’s attributes and context . Over the
years, scholars have proposed several interpretations, often combining Greek and local names to reflect a
syncretic identity. Below is an overview of the main hypotheses, with their supporting evidence:

Zeus (Greek Thunder-God): The prevailing interpretation by the excavators  was that  the statue
represents Zeus. The winged thunderbolt on the sandal strap is a common symbol of Zeus, and no
other  Greek god is  so closely  associated with that  icon .  The statue’s  colossal  size  and likely
enthroned pose also befit Zeus’s status as chief deity.  Paul Bernard noted the cella’s dimensions
suited  “a  Zeus  enthroned in  majesty”  similar  to  depictions  on  Greco-Bactrian  coins .  Thus,  a
straightforward reading is that the Ai Khanoum god was Zeus, worshipped by the Greek inhabitants.
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This would make the temple essentially a  Zeus temple in a foreign land.  Evidence: Thunderbolt
motif on sandal ; Greek style of statue ; parallels to Zeus on Bactrian coinage .

Zeus–Ahura Mazda (Greco-Iranian High God): To account for the non-Greek setting, many scholars
believe the statue embodied Zeus in syncretism with Ahura Mazda, the supreme sky god of Iranian
religion. Ahura Mazda was not traditionally depicted anthropomorphically in Persian practice, but
Hellenistic influence may have changed that in Bactria. A famous parallel is the Zeus Oromazdes of
Commagene (Nemrud Dagh), which explicitly merged Zeus with Ahura Mazda . Likewise, at Ai
Khanoum the  god could  have  been  understood by  local  Iranians  as  Oromazd (Ormuzd)  and  by
Greeks as Zeus – effectively a fusion deity honoring both traditions. This interpretation aligns with
the idea that the temple was a state cult site aiming to serve both the Greek ruling class and the
Bactrian populace. Evidence: Scholarly inference of syncretism due to mixed Greek-Iranian features

;  precedent  of  Zeus-Oromazdes  in  Anatolia ;  central  role  of  Ahura  Mazda  in  Bactrian
Zoroastrianism.

Zeus–Mithra  (Greco-Iranian  Sun/Contract  God): Another  syncretic  candidate  is  Mithra (Miθra/
Mitra), a deity associated with covenant, the sun, and cosmic order in Indo-Iranian tradition. Mithra
was a prominent god in Bactria (mentioned in the Avesta and worshipped later by Kushan emperors
as well). Some have theorized the Ai Khanoum statue might specifically represent Zeus combined
with Mithra .  If  so,  the thunderbolt  might be seen as a symbol  of  cosmic power rather than
literally Zeus’s lightning – perhaps analogous to Mithra’s role in maintaining world order. However,
this view is less commonly held, as Mithra in Iranian iconography is more associated with the sun or
with a bull-slaying motif (in later Roman Mithraism) than with thunderbolts. Still, the idea of a Zeus-
Mithras cannot  be ruled out,  given Mithra’s  popularity  and the possibility  that  Mithra  could  be
identified with Zeus by Greeks (just as the Indian Mitra/Indra was by analogy). Evidence: Proposal by
scholars like Boyce & Grenet of Zeus-Mithra identification ; Mithra’s importance in Eastern Iran;
the  temple’s  threefold  cella  (some  speculate  a  triad  of  Ahura  Mazda,  Mithra,  and  a  goddess  –
analogous to Iranian triad of Ahura Mazda, Mithra, Anahita).

Oxus River Deity: A compelling local candidate is the Oxus River God. Ai Khanoum was situated at
the confluence of the Oxus (Amu Darya) river, the lifeblood of Bactria. In antiquity, rivers were often
deified; the Oxus especially was revered (as evidenced by the nearby Oxus Temple at Takht-i Sangin
and the famous Oxus Treasure of votive offerings). Some scholars have suggested the statue might
personify the Oxus or a Bactrian water deity, with the Greeks equating that god to Zeus (since Zeus
as rain-bringer could be linked to the source of the river) . The thunderbolt in this case could
symbolize the storms and rain that feed the river, and the floral rosette on the sandal might signify
fertility (blooming caused by the rains) . Ancient Greek art typically represented river gods as
reclining  figures,  not  enthroned,  so  this  idea  is  less  conventional.  However,  the  notion  of  Zeus
assimilated to a local river/lord of waters is intriguing, especially since a Greek inscription at Takht-i
Sangin explicitly dedicates a sanctuary to the “Oxus, the Lord of the River”. The Ai Khanoum statue
could thus have been the city’s homage to the Oxus under the guise of Zeus. Evidence: Proximity of
the temple to the Oxus; known cult of the Oxus river in Bactria (e.g. Takht-i Sangin) ; suggestion
by some historians favoring the Oxus interpretation ; symbolic reading of thunderbolt+flower as
rain and fertility .

Female Deity  (Artemis,  Athena,  or  Cybele): An alternative  interpretation,  put  forth  notably  by
Henri-Paul Francfort (2012), cautions that the thunderbolt motif alone is not a definitive indicator of
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Zeus . He observes that the thunderbolt  on a sandal could be a decorative motif  without
specific  attribution  –  for  example,  similar  motifs  appear  in  other  Central  Asian  art  simply  as
ornament.  Moreover,  in  some  Hellenistic  Near  Eastern  contexts  goddesses were  depicted  with
attributes like the thunderbolt. Francfort points to a seal impression from  Seleucia on the Tigris
showing  Athena-Nanaia  holding  a  thunderbolt  –  Nanaia  (a  Mesopotamian  deity)  being
syncretized with Athena and equipped with Zeus-like power. There are also instances in mythology/
art where Artemis or  Athena wield a thunderbolt (usually when assimilated to local war or storm
goddesses) .  Even  Cybele,  a  Phrygian  mother  goddess  whose  imagery  is  present  in  the  Ai
Khanoum  temple,  might  be  considered  –  although  Cybele  is  not  normally  associated  with
thunderbolts,  she is  a powerful  Mother Earth figure.  Francfort’s  argument is  that we should not
automatically assume the cult statue was male or Zeus; it could conceivably have been a  female
deity venerated in syncretic form. If, for instance, the temple’s tripartite design were for a  divine
triad, the central figure could have been a great mother goddess (assimilated to Cybele or Anahita)
flanked by other deities. However, the majority view leans against this, as the sandal and foot do not
particularly suggest a female (and an enthroned mother goddess would often have other symbols,
like lions or polos headdress, which were not observed). Evidence: Francfort’s iconographic analysis
noting thunderbolt  +  flower could be generic  or  fertility  symbolism ;  example of  Athena-
Nanaia with thunderbolt from Mesopotamia ; presence of a Cybele medallion in the temple .

Neutral/Unknown (Symbolic Decoration): Finally, some scholars simply urge caution and label the
deity as unknown. The hypothesis that it was Zeus (or syncretic Zeus), while plausible, rests on a
single  iconographic  feature.  As  Rachel  Mairs  notes,  “this  identification  is  hypothetical” and  based
largely on the mismatch of Greek statue vs. Oriental temple rather than definitive proof . The
thunderbolt motif could be a purely symbolic ornament, perhaps meant to invoke general divine
protection or the idea of fecundity from storms, rather than a direct “label” of the god . With the
loss of  the statue’s  upper body and attributes (e.g.  no hand holding thunderbolt  or  trident was
found), we lack the typical clues to a deity’s identity. The cult statue could have syncretized multiple
aspects, or even represented an unknown local deity to whom the Greeks gave a semi-Zeus form.
In the absence of inscriptions, the scholarly consensus is that Zeus (in syncretic form) is the best
guess, but it remains an open question . 

In  summary,  the  leading  hypothesis  is  that  the  foot  fragment  belonged  to  an  enthroned  Zeus,  likely
understood in a hybrid way (Zeus equated with an Iranian great god like Ahura Mazda, or another local
deity) . Other interpretations (Oxus river god, or a goddess, etc.) exist but have less support. What all
scholars  agree on is  that  the deity  embodied by  this  statue was meant  to  bridge  Greek and Eastern
religious traditions, serving the needs of a multi-ethnic community in Hellenistic Bactria.

Comparisons with Similar Statues and Temples

Ai Khanoum’s syncretic deity and temple find parallels – and illuminating contrasts – at other archaeological
sites in Central Asia and beyond:

Takht-i Sangin (Oxus Temple), Bactria: Located only about 100 km from Ai Khanoum, across the
Oxus river,  Takht-i  Sangin was a sanctuary likely dedicated to the Oxus river god. Excavated by
Soviet archaeologists, it featured a temple with plan and mud-brick construction somewhat akin to
Ai Khanoum’s (including niches in the walls) . At Takht-i Sangin, a wealth of offerings was found
(the  so-called  Oxus  Treasure),  including  Greek-style  statues such  as  a  bronze  Heracles  and
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numerous  ivories,  as  well  as  a  Greek  inscription  naming  the  Oxus.  This  demonstrates  a
comparable blending of Greek and Iranian elements: Greek artistic votives in service of an Iranian
river deity.  No colossal cult statue was definitively identified there, but a  marble altar with fire
receptacles and other cult equipment were present, emphasizing Iranian fire and libation rituals.
Takht-i Sangin thus provides a cultural context in which Greeks and Iranians worshipped side by side;
Ai  Khanoum’s  Zeus/Oxus  could  be  seen  as  part  of  the  same  religious  landscape.  Both  sites
underscore the importance of  the  Oxus in  Bactrian spirituality  and the use of  Hellenistic  art  to
represent local gods.

Nemrud  Dagh  (Commagene),  Anatolia: Though  far  from  Bactria,  the  mid-1st  century  BCE
sanctuary  of  King  Antiochus  I  of  Commagene offers  an  instructive  parallel  for  syncretic  cult
statues.  There,  colossal  statues portray Greco-Persian composite deities –  e.g.  Zeus-Oromasdes
(Zeus-Ahura Mazda), Apollo-Mithras-Helios, and Artagnes-Herakles – flanked by Anatolian eagles and
lions.  This  shows  a  conscious  program  of  merging  Greek  and  Iranian  pantheons  into  one
iconographic scheme. Ai Khanoum’s situation a century earlier was likely less explicit (we have no
written labels for its deity), but the concept of a  Zeus assimilated to an Eastern god is the same

. Nemrud Dagh even provides the specific name “Zeus Oromasdes,” which closely matches what
Ai Khanoum’s Zeus/Ahura Mazda syncretism implies. The difference is that at Nemrud Dagh the art
style of the statues is somewhat Persianizing, whereas the Ai Khanoum foot suggests a more purely
Greek  style.  Nonetheless,  both  cases  reflect  the  Greco-Iranian  syncretism characteristic  of  the
Hellenistic East.

Seleucia on the Tigris (Mesopotamia): As mentioned, a seal impression from Hellenistic Seleucia
shows a figure interpreted as Athena-Nanaia holding a thunderbolt . Nanaia (or Nanaya) was a
Semitic goddess of war and the planet Venus, whom the Greeks equated with Athena or Artemis.
The fact that she wields a thunderbolt in the seal indicates that even female deities could be shown
with this attribute when syncretized. This provides a close iconographic parallel to the Ai Khanoum
sandal motif in an Eastern context, reinforcing the notion that a thunderbolt alone did not always
denote Zeus – it could be a generalized symbol of divine power. Another Mesopotamian comparison
is the  Temple of Nanaia in Susa, which Antiochus III once plundered; the Seleucid penchant for
mixing Greek gods with local  ones (Athena with Nanaia,  etc.)  is  well-attested.  Ai  Khanoum’s cult
statue might similarly have been a composite creation intelligible to both Greeks (as Zeus/Athena)
and locals (as Nanaia/Anahita or another).

Taxila and Sirkap (Indo-Greek India): In the later Indo-Greek period, cities like  Taxila (Sirkap) in
present-day Pakistan show evidence of religious pluralism, though somewhat later (1st c. BCE). At
Sirkap, alongside Buddhist stupas and Hindu shrines, archaeologists have identified what may be a
small  Greek temple (sometimes called the “Temple of the Sun” or similar) and various Hellenistic
artifacts. One famous find is a  sculpture of Athena from Sirkap, and another is the presence of
Doric and Corinthian architectural elements at Jandial (Taxila), which some interpret as a Greek-style
temple possibly dedicated to Zeus. While these are not as directly analogous to Ai Khanoum’s grand
sanctuary, they illustrate the extension of Hellenistic religious art into the Indian subcontinent.
The Indo-Greek kings  like  Menander I were  even said  (in  later  legend)  to  patronize  Buddhism,
reflecting the fluid religious identity in their realm. Thus, Ai Khanoum’s syncretic cult statue can be
seen as an early example of the kind of cross-cultural religious expression that would continue in
various forms throughout the Hellenistic and Kushan periods in Central and South Asia.
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Surkh Kotal (Bactria, Kushan period): Although from a later era (2nd century CE, under the Kushan
Empire),  the  temple  at  Surkh  Kotal in  Bactria  is  worth  noting.  It  was  a  Zoroastrian-influenced
dynastic  temple  with  a  lofty  platform  and  a  fire  altar,  and  an  inscription  dedicating  it  to  King
Kanishka’s deity. A fragmentary statue (possibly of a king or deity) was found there. The architectural
resemblance  –  a  high  podium  with  a  monumental  stair  –  to  Ai  Khanoum’s  temple  suggests  a
continuity of the  eastern temple-building tradition in Bactria.  It  emphasizes that  local Iranian
religious architecture persisted and evolved, even as the specific gods worshipped changed (by
Kushan times, new syncretic deities like  Osho were prominent). Ai Khanoum’s temple fits into this
broader continuum of Bactrian sacred architecture that blends local and foreign elements.

In comparing these sites, a common theme emerges: the integration of Hellenistic artistic idioms into
local religious frameworks. Ai Khanoum’s cult statue was Hellenistic in form (like the sculptures of Greece)
but  likely  served an  Indo-Iranian cult  function (like  the  altars  and libations  of  a  Zoroastrian  or  local
Bactrian  rite).  This  mirrors  what  we  see  at  Takht-i  Sangin  (Greek  art  for  an  Iranian  river  god)  and  at
Commagene (Greek-style statues for a mixed pantheon). It highlights the rich syncretism characteristic of
the Greco-Bactrian kingdom – truly a frontier where Greek, Persian, and Indian civilizations met. The deity
of the foot fragment encapsulates this fusion: a Greco-Bactrian god who might simultaneously answer to
the names Zeus, Ahura Mazda, Mithra, or Oxus, depending on the worshipper.

Conclusion

The foot fragment from Ai Khanoum’s Temple with Indented Niches offers a fascinating glimpse into the
religious syncretism of Hellenistic Bactria. Archaeologically, it confirms that the city’s principal cult statue
was of  colossal scale and superb Greek craftsmanship, depicting a sandaled deity with the hallmark of
Zeus – a thunderbolt – adorning its footwear . Yet the statue stood in a temple that was architecturally
and ritually aligned with Eastern (Iranian/Central Asian) traditions , pointing to a deity of composite
identity. The most plausible interpretation is that this was a Zeus figure adapted to the Bactrian context –
in essence, a Zeus who had “gone native.” Scholars have variously identified him as Zeus-Mithra or Zeus-
Ahura Mazda, or even as the personification of the Oxus river combined with Zeus . All these hypotheses
speak  to  an  underlying  reality:  the  Greeks  of  Ai  Khanoum  and  the  indigenous  Bactrians  were  likely
worshipping together, seeing in this statue a reflection of both Greek and local divine qualities. 

The iconographic details (thunderbolt and floral motifs) and the placement of the statue in an orientalizing
temple suggest an intentional blending of iconography – perhaps to legitimize Greek rule by sacralizing a
local god in Greek form, or to indigenize a Greek god by giving him an Eastern home. This kind of religious
fusion was a hallmark of the Hellenistic age, facilitated by the cosmopolitan cities Alexander’s successors
founded.  Ai  Khanoum,  with  its  Greek  theater  and  gymnasium on  one  hand and its  Zoroastrian-esque
temple  on  the  other,  exemplifies  the  cultural  mélange  of  the  Greco-Bactrian  realm .  The  foot
fragment’s deity, while not named in text, stands at the crossroads of three worlds – Hellenic, Iranian, and
Indian – drawing attributes from each: a thunderbolt of Zeus, the sanctity of an Ahura Mazda, perhaps the
rain-bringing power akin to Indra, and the fertility symbolism appreciated in both East and West .

In conclusion, the deity represented by the Ai Khanoum foot fragment was almost certainly a syncretic
high god, most likely understood as Zeus by the Hellenistic Greeks and as a great Ahuric/solar deity by
the Iranian Bactrians. This interpretation is supported by the thunderbolt iconography and Greek style ,
combined with the temple’s  non-Greek features which hint  at  an indigenous cult .  While  alternative
identifications (such as a river god or a syncretized goddess) have been proposed, they remain minority
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views .  The  scholarly  consensus  leans  toward  viewing  the  statue  as  a  manifestation  of  Zeus  in
syncretism – a clear example of how Greco-Bactrian rulers and priests created a “common dwelling place
of all the gods”, to borrow a phrase, where Greek and local deities converged. The legacy of this fusion can
be traced in the art and religion of Central Asia long after Ai Khanoum’s demise, but the foot fragment itself
endures as a concrete symbol of that cross-cultural divine amalgam on the Oxus. 
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