Deity Represented by the Ai Khanoum Foot Fragment: An
Archaeological, Iconographic, and Historical-Religious
Analysis

l. Introduction

e Setting the scene: Ai Khanoum, a Hellenistic City in Central Asia

@)

Ai Khanoum, meaning ‘Lady Moon' in the Uzbek language, stands as a
significant archaeological site in the Takhar Province of northeastern
Afghanistan.’ Situated at the strategic confluence of the Amu Darya River (the
ancient Oxus) and the Kokcha River, this Hellenistic city held a vital position
within the ancient landscape of Bactria.' Its location likely offered
considerable advantages in terms of agricultural potential, control over
riverine routes, and access to resources from the nearby Hindu Kush
mountains, including the famed lapis lazuli mines of Badakhshan.' This
favorable geography contributed to Ai Khanoum's development into a crucial
military and economic hub for the rulers of the Greco-Bactrian Kingdom from
its founding around the early 3rd century BC until its eventual destruction
circa 145 BC." The city's growth appears to have occurred in several phases,
with initial expansion possibly commencing under the patronage of Seleucus |
Nicator or his successor, Antiochus | Soter, key figures in the early Seleucid
Empire.’

The Greco-Bactrian Kingdom emerged as a prominent Greek state in
Central-South Asia following the fragmentation of Alexander the Great’s
empire and the subsequent weakening of the Seleucid hold on its eastern
territories.® Despite its considerable distance from the Mediterranean
heartlands of Greek culture, the kingdom maintained a distinct Hellenistic
character for more than a century, evidenced by its urban planning,
architectural styles, language, and religious practices.” This kingdom served
as a crucial intermediary between the Greek world and the cultures of the
East, fostering a unique environment for cultural and religious exchange that
left a lasting impact on the art and beliefs of the region.®

Within the urban fabric of Ai Khanoum, the ‘Temple with Indented Niches'
(French: "temple a niches indentées") stood as a significant religious
sanctuary.' Situated prominently on the city's main thoroughfare, in close
proximity to the palatial complex, the temple's location underscores its
importance in the religious life of Ai Khanoum.' Archaeological investigations
indicate that this temple was constructed by the early rulers of the Diodotid
dynasty upon the foundations of an earlier structure dating back to the



Seleucid period, suggesting a continuity of sacred space and religious
significance at this location.’

Il. Archaeological Context: The Temple with Indented Niches

e Discovery and Excavation of the Temple

o

The rediscovery of the long-lost city of Ai Khanoum occurred in 1961, quite
unexpectedly, when the King of Afghanistan, Mohammed Zahir Shah, while on
a hunting expedition, noticed the intriguing remains of a Corinthian column.?
This fortuitous observation brought the site to the attention of the wider world
and initiated the process of archaeological investigation, highlighting how
chance encounters can sometimes lead to significant historical revelations.*
Systematic excavations at Ai Khanoum commenced in 1964 under the
direction of the French Archaeological Delegation in Afghanistan (DAFA), with
the renowned archaeologist Paul Bernard leading the efforts until 1978." Paul
Bernard's meticulous work and insightful publications have been instrumental
in shaping scholarly understanding of Ai Khanoum as a major center of
Hellenistic culture in Central Asia.? Unfortunately, the outbreak of the
Soviet-Afghan War in 1979 brought an abrupt end to these extensive
excavations, preventing the full exploration of the site and its many remaining
mysteries.’

e Architectural Features of the Temple

o

o

The Temple with Indented Niches was identified as a substantial square
structure elevated on a 1.5-meter high podium, distinguished by its prominent
indented niches adorning the 6-meter high walls." These niches were a key
architectural feature, with a single niche flanking each side of the main
entrance and an additional four niches sculpted into each of the temple's
remaining sides.' This unique design suggests a departure from conventional
Greek temple architecture, potentially reflecting local Bactrian or broader
Central Asian architectural traditions, or perhaps serving a specific religious
function distinct from typical Greek sanctuaries.

The temple's architectural style represents a fascinating synthesis of Greek
and Oriental (specifically Central Asian and Mesopotamian) influences.® The
presence of indented niches and a three-stepped platform are features
commonly associated with the architectural styles of Mesopotamia and its
successor cultures.' Despite these clear Oriental elements, archaeological
evidence indicates that Greek deities were indeed worshipped within this
temple, highlighting the complex interplay of cultural and religious traditions
at Ai Khanoum.' This fusion of architectural styles underscores the broader
phenomenon of cultural interaction and potential religious syncretism that



characterized the Hellenistic period in this region.

o The temple complex included a courtyard enclosed by buildings on three
sides, featuring a wooden colonnade supported by pedestals of Oriental
design on its southwestern side.' The entrance to the temple from the main
street was marked by a porch adorned with columns in the distyle in antis
style, a characteristic feature of Greek architecture.’ The integration of these
distinct architectural elements within the same religious structure further
emphasizes the syncretic nature of Ai Khanoum.

o Unlike typical Greek temples, which often featured open, columned
structures, the Temple with Indented Niches possessed a flat roof and a
floorplan that bore a closer resemblance to the architectural traditions of
Central Asia and Mesopotamia.” This deviation from standard Greek temple
design might indicate an adaptation to the local climate or reflect specific
religious beliefs and practices that differed from those prevalent in the Greek
mainland.”'

e Other Significant Finds within the Temple

o Beyond the architectural features, excavations within the Temple with
Indented Niches yielded a variety of significant artifacts, including libation
vessels used in ritual offerings, intricately carved ivory furniture and figurines,
terracotta sculptures, and a remarkable singular medallion known as the Ai
Khanoum plaque.’ These finds provide valuable insights into the religious
rituals, artistic styles, and material culture associated with the temple and its
worshippers.

o The Ai Khanoum plaque, a silver disk with exquisite gold detailing, depicts the
Greek goddess Cybele in a chariot drawn by lions, accompanied by the
goddess Nike.> This artifact is particularly notable for its fusion of Greek
cultural elements, such as the chlamys worn by the deities, with Oriental
design motifs, including the static poses of the figures and the presence of a
crescent moon.” The plaque has been lauded as "the most important work
[of] the Greco-Oriental style," highlighting the unique artistic synthesis that
flourished in Ai Khanoum.® The discovery of this plaque, prominently featuring
another major deity, Cybele, within the same temple where the foot fragment
was found, raises intriguing questions about the temple's primary dedication
and the potential for syncretic worship practices at the site.

lll. The Discovery and Initial Interpretation of the Foot Fragment

e Discovery of the Marble Foot Fragment
o The marble foot fragment in question was unearthed in 1968 during the
ongoing excavations at the Temple with Indented Niches, part of the extensive



work undertaken by the French archaeological team under Paul Bernard's
leadership."” The precise year of this discovery is crucial for situating it within
the broader context of the archaeological findings at Ai Khanoum.

o The discovered artifact is the fore portion of a left foot, clearly depicted
wearing a sandal, and measures an impressive 27 centimeters in length."” This
substantial size immediately suggested that it belonged to a colossal statue,
estimated to have been two to three times larger than life-size." The sheer
scale of this presumed cult statue underscores the significance of the deity it
represented within the religious landscape of Ai Khanoum.

e Paul Bernard's Identification of Zeus

o The primary basis for Paul Bernard's identification of the deity represented by
the foot fragment as Zeus rested on the distinctive decoration of the sandal
straps, which featured two winged thunderbolts." Bernard, as the director of
the excavations, recognized the thunderbolt as a preeminent attribute of the
Greek god Zeus, the ruler of the Olympian pantheon, making this a compelling
initial clue to the statue's identity."

o Further supporting this identification was the observation that the sandal
itself was of a typically Greek form, consistent with footwear depicted in
Greek art and worn by Greek figures." This detail reinforced the Hellenistic
character of the statue and suggested a connection to Greek religious
iconography.

o Bernard also noted that the statue was likely an acrolith, a sculptural
technique common in Greek art, particularly around the estimated time of the
temple's construction (circa 250 BC)." Acrolith statues featured marble for
the head, hands, and feet, while the remainder of the body was typically
fashioned from less costly materials like unbaked clay over a wooden
framework." Bernard himself posited that the perfection of the foot's carving
indicated the work of a Greek sculptor.”

o Finally, Bernard considered the dimensions of the temple's cella, the inner
chamber where the statue would have been located, suggesting that it was
appropriately sized for a seated figure." This posture aligns with common
depictions of Zeus enthroned in majesty found on Greco-Bactrian and
Indo-Greek coinage, where he is often shown holding a sceptre in his left
hand and an eagle, symbolizing Victory, in his outstretched right hand."

IV. Iconographic Analysis of the Foot Fragment

e Detailed Examination of the Sandal
o The sandalled left foot fragment exhibits straps adorned with a combination
of decorative motifs: palmettes, roses, and, most significantly, two winged



thunderbolts." While the winged thunderbolt is a powerful indicator of Zeus,
the presence of palmettes and roses might also hold symbolic weight within
the broader Hellenistic context or potentially reflect local Bactrian artistic
preferences. Further research into the prevalence and symbolism of these
motifs in the art of the Greco-Bactrian Kingdom could yield additional insights
into the statue's intended meaning and potential syncretic elements.

e Significance of the Winged Thunderbolt in Greek Iconography

o

o

In the Greek pantheon, the thunderbolt is unequivocally the most
recognizable and potent attribute of Zeus, the king of the gods.® It symbolizes
his supreme power, his dominion over the sky and weather, and his role as the
ultimate arbiter of justice and order.® The consistent association of the
thunderbolt with Zeus across a vast array of Greek mythology, literature, and
artistic representations firmly establishes its iconographic significance. The
presence of this distinct motif on the Ai Khanoum foot fragment provides
compelling evidence for its connection to the worship of Zeus.

The coinage of the Greco-Bactrian and subsequent Indo-Greek rulers
frequently featured depictions of Greek deities, with Zeus being a particularly
favored subject." These numismatic representations often portray Zeus in a
majestic pose, typically standing or enthroned, wielding his characteristic
thunderbolt and sometimes accompanied by the goddess Nike, the
personification of Victory.® The prevalence of Zeus on royal coinage
underscores his importance within the religious and political landscape of the
Greco-Bactrian Kingdom, further supporting the identification of the Ai
Khanoum foot fragment as belonging to a statue of this principal Greek deity.

V. Historical-Religious Context of Ai Khanoum

e The Greco-Bactrian Kingdom: Cultural and Religious Influences

@)

Ai Khanoum, as a major urban center of the Greco-Bactrian Kingdom,
exhibited a strong Hellenistic cultural presence, evident in its infrastructure,
including a large gymnasium (one of the largest in the ancient world) and a
theatre capable of holding thousands of spectators.? The city's layout,
residential architecture featuring colonnaded courtyards, and even the
construction of its defensive walls followed Greek styles.* Furthermore,
inscriptions in the Greek language, such as the inscription containing Delphic
maxims found at the heroon of Kineas, attest to the continued importance of
Greek language and philosophical traditions within the community.®
Archaeological evidence from Ai Khanoum confirms that Greek deities were
indeed honored within the city's temples and throughout its public spaces.®
While the architecture of some temples, including the Temple with Indented



Niches, displayed a blend of Greek and local styles, the dedication and
worship of Greek gods remained a significant aspect of the city's religious
life.® Statues, such as the bronze statuette of Herakles discovered at the site,
further corroborate the presence and veneration of the Greek pantheon.®
e Prevalence of Greek Deities in Bactria

o The coinage of the Greco-Bactrian kings provides a rich source of information
regarding the deities officially recognized and likely worshipped within the
kingdom.® A diverse array of Greek gods and goddesses appear on these
coins, including Zeus, Apollo, Athena, Herakles, Poseidon, Nike, Hermes,
Dionysus, Tyche, Helios, and Artemis, indicating a broad adherence to the
Greek pantheon by the ruling elite and likely a significant portion of the
population.® Zeus, in particular, was a prominent figure on these coins, often
depicted in a powerful stance wielding his thunderbolt, suggesting his
continued importance as a supreme deity.°

o The discovery of a bronze statuette of Herakles within the Temple with
Indented Niches at Ai Khanoum serves as tangible archaeological evidence
supporting the textual and numismatic records of Greek deity worship in the
region.® This find reinforces the idea that the inhabitants of Ai Khanoum,
despite their geographical distance from Greece, actively maintained and
participated in the worship of their ancestral gods and heroes.

e Potential for Religious Syncretism in Ai Khanoum

o Ai Khanoum was not solely a Greek city; it was a vibrant and cosmopolitan
center where Greeks interacted with local Bactrian and Indian populations,
fostering an environment ripe for cultural and religious exchange.®
Archaeological discoveries at the site have yielded artifacts originating from
various parts of the ancient world, including Mesopotamia, India, and even
China, highlighting the city's role as a node in extensive trade networks.* This
diverse demographic and interconnectedness likely facilitated the interaction
and blending of religious beliefs and practices.®

o The Hellenistic period in Bactria, like many regions where Greek culture
encountered local traditions, witnessed a significant degree of religious
syncretism.® Greek deities were often identified with their counterparts in the
Iranian and Indian pantheons, leading to the emergence of hybrid religious
figures and cults that incorporated elements from both traditions.®

o The Temple with Indented Niches itself provides a compelling example of this
cultural fusion through its architectural style, which combines elements of
Greek design with features more characteristic of Central Asian and
Mesopotamian temple architecture.® This architectural syncretism suggests
that the temple may have served a religious community with a similarly



blended identity or that local building traditions were incorporated into the
construction of a Greek sanctuary.

VI. Alternative Interpretations and Syncretic Deities

e Possibility of Zeus-Mithra

o

A coin issued by the Indo-Greek king Hermaios depicts a deity styled as Zeus
but with sunbeams radiating from his head, an iconographic feature typically
associated with the Iranian god Mithra.? This numismatic evidence directly
supports the syncretic worship of a deity that combined the attributes of Zeus
and Mithra in the region during the later Indo-Greek period, suggesting a
potential precedent for such syncretism during the earlier Greco-Bactrian era
of Ai Khanoum.®

Artistic reconstructions of the Temple with Indented Niches have proposed
that it might have been dedicated to a syncretic form of Zeus, with
Zeus-Mithra or even Zeus-Ahura Mazda being considered as possibilities.™
These interpretations arise from the temple's hybrid architectural style, the
broader context of religious syncretism in Bactria, and the presence of
artifacts like the Cybele plaque that showcase a blend of Greek and Oriental
religious imagery."”

Historical accounts and scholarly analysis indicate that in the Hellenistic East,
Greek deities were often assimilated with their Iranian counterparts.® Zeus, as
the supreme deity of the Greek pantheon, was frequently equated with major
Iranian gods such as Ahura Mazda and Mithra.** Some scholars have even
suggested that the "Zeus" worshipped at Ai Khanoum might have been
primarily the local Iranian Mithra, albeit interpreted through a Greek lens.*°

e Possibility of Zeus-Ahura Mazda

o

A terracotta panel dating to the later Kushan period found in Bactria depicts a
majestic figure identified as Zeus/Serapis/Ohrmazd approached by a
worshipper.?® While this artifact postdates the Greco-Bactrian era of Ai
Khanoum, it provides a clear illustration of the syncretic identification of Zeus
with the Iranian supreme deity Ahura Mazda (under his Avestan name
Ohrmazd) in the broader Bactrian region.?® This suggests that the concept of
equating the Greek and Iranian supreme gods was present in the cultural and
religious landscape of ancient Bactria and could have potentially influenced
the religious beliefs at Ai Khanoum.

e Possibility of the River God Oxus

o

Intriguingly, Paul Bernard himself considered the possibility that the colossal
statue represented by the foot fragment might have been dedicated to the
river god Oxus, a deity of significant local importance given the temple's



o

proximity to the river." Rivers held immense significance in ancient societies,
often personified as powerful deities associated with fertility and prosperity,
making this a plausible alternative interpretation.

Archaeological evidence from Ai Khanoum reveals the presence of a temple
likely dedicated to the deified Oxus River, further highlighting the river's
importance to the city's inhabitants.? This dedicated sanctuary suggests that
the Oxus River held a prominent place in the religious beliefs of the
community, making it conceivable that a major cult statue within another
significant temple could also have been associated with this vital local deity.

VIl. The Cybele Plaque and its Significance

e Discovery of the Cybele Plaque in the Temple

o

The Ai Khanoum plaque, depicting the goddess Cybele, was discovered in
1969 within one of the southern storage rooms of the Temple with Indented
Niches during the DAFA excavation campaign.® Its location, hidden between
the bases of two large jars against a wall, suggests it might have been
deliberately concealed, perhaps for safekeeping or due to a change in
religious practices.’

The plaque's imagery portrays Cybele riding in a chariot drawn by two lions,
accompanied by the winged goddess Nike. Notably, the depiction
incorporates several Oriental design motifs, such as a stepped altar, a parasol
held over Cybele by a priest, and the presence of the sun god Helios, the
moon, and a star in the upper register.” This blend of Greek and Asian artistic
and religious elements is a hallmark of the syncretic culture that flourished at
Ai Khanoum. The parasol, for instance, is a motif with South Asian
connotations, while the stepped altar recalls West Asian, particularly Iranian,
examples.”

e Significance of Cybele Worship in Hellenistic Bactria

o

Cybele, originating in Phrygia in Anatolia, was a major goddess in the
Hellenistic world, widely associated with motherhood, fertility, the wilderness,
and the protection of cities.” Her cult spread throughout Greece and the
Greek colonies, often becoming syncretized with other mother goddesses
such as Rhea and Demeter.** Given her prominence in the Hellenistic
pantheon and her connections to the wild and mountainous landscapes, her
worship in Bactria, a region with similar geographical features, is certainly
plausible.

The hybrid imagery of the Cybele plaque from Ai Khanoum serves as a
powerful testament to the syncretic nature of religious expression in this
Hellenistic city.” The fusion of Greek deities with Oriental religious symbols



and artistic styles on the plaque underscores the broader cultural and
religious blending that characterized Ai Khanoum.

Comparisons can be drawn between the finds at the Temple with Indented
Niches and those from the Oxus Temple at Takht-i Sangin, another important
Bactrian sanctuary.® The presence of similar artifacts, such as limestone
purification vessels and a fragment resembling the Cybele Disk, at both sites
suggests a degree of interconnectedness in religious practices and potentially
a shared religious landscape across different sanctuaries within Bactria.*’

VIII. Conclusion

e Synthesizing the Evidence for the Deity Represented by the Foot Fragment

@)

The initial and strong identification of the deity represented by the colossal
foot fragment as Zeus, proposed by Paul Bernard, rests primarily on the
presence of the two winged thunderbolts adorning the sandal straps. This
iconographic motif is a quintessential attribute of Zeus in the Greek pantheon.
However, the architectural context of the Temple with Indented Niches, which
exhibits a unique blend of Greek and Oriental styles, along with the broader
historical-religious context of Ai Khanoum as a center of cultural and religious
exchange, necessitates consideration of potential syncretic influences.
Numismatic evidence from the Indo-Greek period depicting a Zeus-styled
deity with Mithraic sunbeams, as well as scholarly reconstructions suggesting
the temple might have been dedicated to a syncretic form of Zeus like
Zeus-Mithra or Zeus-Ahura Mazda, further complicate a purely Greek
identification. The possibility of the statue representing the local river god
Oxus, a deity of significant importance in Bactria, also warrants consideration.

e Most Likely Identification and Remaining Ambiguities

o

o

o

Considering the weight of the iconographic evidence, particularly the distinct
thunderbolt motif, and the prevalence of Zeus in the Greek pantheon and on
Greco-Bactrian coinage, it is most probable that the colossal foot fragment
belonged to a statue of Zeus. However, given the strong evidence for religious
syncretism in Ai Khanoum, particularly the attested worship of Mithra and the
later syncretism with Ahura Mazda in Bactria, the possibility of the statue
representing a syncretic form of Zeus, most likely Zeus-Mithra, cannot be
entirely dismissed.

The discovery of the Cybele plaque within the same temple complex indicates
that the sanctuary might have served a broader religious purpose, potentially
housing multiple cults or representing the worship of associated deities within
a syncretic framework where different gods and goddesses were venerated.
Ultimately, definitively identifying the deity based solely on a fragmented



archaeological find in a syncretic context presents inherent challenges. While
the evidence strongly points towards Zeus or a syncretic form thereof, the rich
and complex religious landscape of Hellenistic Bactria suggests that further
discoveries and research are needed for a more conclusive determination.

The Complexities of Religious Interpretation in Hellenistic Bactria

o The religious beliefs and practices in the Hellenistic East, particularly in
regions like Bactria, were characterized by their fluidity and adaptability. The
extensive cultural exchange between Greek settlers and local populations led
to a fascinating blending of religious traditions.

o Interpreting archaeological finds from Ai Khanoum requires a careful
consideration of both the Greek religious traditions brought by the colonists
and the indigenous religious beliefs and practices of the local Bactrian and
Indian populations.

o The impact of this cultural exchange on religious expression resulted in the
emergence of syncretic deities and practices, making the task of definitively
identifying the figures represented in archaeological discoveries both
challenging and rewarding, revealing the intricate tapestry of religious life in
this ancient crossroads of civilizations.
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