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“I warmly commend the research team and partner institutions for producing 
a thoughtful and grounded body of work that complements our ongoing 
efforts in heritage conservation and community centred cultural development 
in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. This residency, implemented within the broader 
framework of cultural protection and heritage management initiatives in Swat, 
reflects our institutional commitment to safeguarding not only archaeological 
sites and museum collections, but also the living traditions, skills and 
ecological knowledge that sustain local identities. It is my sincere hope that 
this publication will inspire further interdisciplinary collaboration, encourage 
responsible cultural tourism, and serve as a reference for scholars, practitioners 
and development partners working to protect and celebrate the rich and 
diverse heritage of Swat and the wider region”.

Dr. Abdul Samad
Director General, Archaeology & Museums, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
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Late Buddhist Zeitgeist in the sacred garden of Oḍiyāna

This publication, and the project from which it originated, should be considered 
extremely timely. The first accounts and photographs of these Buddhist rock carvings 
(7th–8th CE) and belonging to the Vajrayana tradition of the ancient land of Oḍiyāna 
(or Uḍḍiyāna), date back to 1896. In that year, Alexander Caddy of the Calcutta 
Museum conducted an important survey in the Malakand area (in the lower part of 
the middle Swat valley), which had recently been annexed to British rule. On that 
occasion, he documented a series of reliefs at Mane Tangai (Cluster P in this booklet), 
photos of which are now preserved in the British Library collection. A hundred years 
ago, in 1926, it was Aurel Stein, during his memorable exploration of the middle and 
upper Swat Valley, who drew attention to these artefacts, documenting those from 
different areas (such as those from Clusters D, E and F). Then it was Giuseppe Tucci’s 
turn in 1955, when the historical and historical-religious dimension, as well as the 
quantitative dimension, of these reliefs was defined, laying the foundations for all 
subsequent research. 

From 1960 onwards, hundreds of other reliefs were documented and photographed 
by researchers from the Italian Archaeological Mission. This continued until the start of 
a survey campaign conducted by me from 1989 for about twenty years, in 
collaboration with others, which culminated in the catalogue published by Anna 
Filigenzi in 2015 (whose title Art and Landscape, was a particularly inspired choice). In 
the meantime, new areas of research had opened up: Dir with the research of A.H. 
Dani in 1968 and that of Ashraf Khan in 1993 (Clusters 42 and 43), Puran and Buner, 
initially with the research of P. Callieri, and then again by myself and Habibullah Khan 
Khattak between the 1980s and 1990s (Clusters G, H, I, J). In 2005, Badshah Sardar 
published an initial catalogue, followed in 2015 by a much more comprehensive one 
(quoted above). Interest in these manifestations of late Buddhist rock art has 
expanded to include materials preserved outside Swat, such as those held at the 
Lahore Museum and the Metropolitan Museum, but also at the Museum of Oriental 
Art in Rome (now MuCiv). 

FOREWORD  Among the materials preserved in museum collections, a stele preserved in the Swat 
Museum stands out (CPF no. DD_85-M-1). This depicts a siddha, represented with the 
same iconography used in the Tibetan area to represent Padmasambhava, the Guru 
Rimpoche of the Himalayan tradition). The discovery of this iconographic secret – due 
to A. Filigenzi – represents a turning point in the identification of the otherwise elusive 
presence of the Vajrayana schools in late ancient Swat. This elusiveness goes hand in 
hand with the invisibility of the material culture of these meditation schools, which are 
disconnected from structures and places and linked to the itinerant teaching of 
individual masters.

This is undoubtedly an artistic tradition (perhaps traceable to the late Gupta artistic 
tradition) that adds to the many others that make Swat and the surrounding valleys a 
place of exceptional importance for the religious and artistic history of the whole of 
Asia. It is a tradition that has a vast echo in the religious culture of today’s Asia, and 
more and more visitors, in their hundreds, come to Swat to see these rock carvings 
with their own eyes.  Among these, the great Buddha of Jahanabad (Shakhorai; 
Cluster D) remains central, not least because of its recent history. The colossal Buddha, 
intentionally damaged by the Taliban in 2007, was then restored by the Italian Mission 
and the DGOAM of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province in a series of restoration campaigns 
led by the ACT project that have rightly become famous. Despite such dedication on 
the part of the scientific community, but also of much of Swat’s civil society, it is 
surprising that the authorities did not initially manage to place these sculptures under 
legal protection. Their number, their scattered location and their location in remote or 
inaccessible areas have in fact discouraged their custody for many years. 

That is why I said at the beginning that this project and this publication are extremely 
timely. This project was launched in the last possible window of opportunity to 
preserve the memory and materiality of this heritage before it disappears almost 
completely. Over the last ten years, demographic, urban and infrastructural expansion 
(new roads where there used to be footpaths, quarries and buildings even on the most 
inaccessible slopes), but also climate change, are putting this priceless heritage at 
serious risk. The surveys conducted by the project have documented many reliefs, but 
they have also revealed how many have disappeared (think, for example, of the 
beautiful ones in the Panr area, which are in fact not included in any cluster), others 
have been irreparably damaged or located on private property (such as the colossal 
relief of Jare, the only one in Swat that belongs to the figurative tradition of Gilgit).
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About ten years ago, in a letter I wrote to the Chief Minister of Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa province as co-Director of the ACT project (co-chaired with Dr. 
Samad), I called for a “Copernican revolution” in the approach to the province’s 
archaeological and cultural heritage. Heritage should no longer be perceived 
as a “burden”, but rather as a “resource”. Not only as a “visiting card” to 
showcase the true cultural spirit of the province, but also as an increasingly 
important resource for a new form of tourism, archaeological and cultural 
tourism, which was then in its infancy. Today, time has proven us right, as this 
type of tourism has grown exponentially, while the provincial authorities, the 
DGOAM and its director, Dr Abdul Samad, have fully embraced a highly 
innovative approach that considers KP's heritage as a resource in the broadest 
possible context. For example, the land on which the Jahanabad Buddha 
stands has now been acquired by the government, and the DGOAM is working 
admirably to protect this heritage, which should receive full legal protection in 
due course. 

It should also be considered that with this heritage, the surrounding landscape 
will also be protected. One thing I omitted to mention, and which deserves to 
be emphasised in conclusion, is the integrated nature of this cultural heritage 
within the natural landscape. Incidentally, this also reflects the Vajrayana 
nature of this heritage: the icons of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, as well as 
those of the gods and goddesses of late Buddhism, are not found at the centre 
or on the margins of an artificial, constructed reality. There is no architecture in 
this art: only Nature. The art is carved on rocks and boulders and is surrounded 
by flowers, trees, mountains, springs and streams.

As A. Filigenzi wrote, each of these rock carvings is therefore a natura naturata, 
or rather a “nature recreated” in itself: a true form of “land art”. In the original 
perception, these were miraculously self-created objects (svayambhū in 
Sanskrit): as if they were self-blossoming manifestations of that specific 
Zeitgeist in the sacred garden of Oḍiyāna.

Luca M. Olivieri

Sitara-i Imtiaz
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ABOUT THE 
PROJECT 

Our initiative, Preservation of Buddhist Rock Reliefs in the Swat Valley: 
Documentation, First Aid Conservation, and Climate Change Adaptation, is 
dedicated to safeguarding the remnants of endangered Gandharan Heritage in the 
Swat Valley. These artifacts, scattered throughout the valley, hold significant cultural 
and historical value. Dating to the period between 8th to 10th centuries, they 
document the final phase of Buddhism and illustrate the intricate relationship 
between people and their environment.

The project is funded by the British Council’s Cultural Protection Fund and 
implemented by EssaNoor Associates, with technical support from the Directorate 
General of Archaeology and Museums- KPK, the Italian Archaeological Mission 
(ISMEO), and the Heritage Management Organization.

By using contemporary digital techniques, heritage sites are documented to 
support future conservation and to create virtual experiences accessible through a 
dedicated website. First-aid conservation was carried out for vulnerable rock reliefs, 
training was provided for local communities, and the capacity of local heritage 
professionals in climate change adaptation was enhanced.

Key interventions focus on the preservation and restoration of rock reliefs and stelae, 
guided by feasibility studies addressing flood and erosion risks. Digital 
documentation undertaken before and after conservation has produced 
high-resolution 3D models, enhanced the heritage database, and recorded 
associated oral histories. Local workers were trained in conservation and site 
management, and heritage awareness was promoted through community 
outreach, sessions, exhibitions, and heritage tours. These joint efforts contribute to 
the safeguarding of endangered heritage, the promotion of community ownership, 
and the sustainability of the project.
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CPF no.: DD_003       Inv. Rep. no.: C29
Coordinates:  34°44'52.48"N 72°23'1.76"E

Description: 
Padmapāṇi, two Buddhas. A large niche carved into an isolated boulder.

Centre: Padmapāṇi, haloed, seated in ap. on a rectangular podium with cushion. The 
figure holds a long-stemmed lotus, with the left foot resting on a circular footstool. The 
bodhisattva is adorned with a p. and a crown. 
Sides: Centre, halfway up: Two small Buddhas seated in padmāsana inside a niche. The 
figures are set within a large field, approximately oval, with a concave surface and a 
projecting lower horizontal plane. The figure of the bodhisattva is characterised by 
slender and harmonious proportions. Notably, the wide angle of the left leg and the 
slightly raised left shoulder enhance the figure’s slenderness and create an impression of 
depth.

Measurements: 115 x 80 x 71; 47 (37) x 30 x 8; 42 (36) x 32 x 8. tot.: 143 x 132 x 71
Material: Granitoid two-mica gneiss

3D Model Scan
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PHASE II CONSERVATION, SWAT MUSEUM

CPF No.: DD_085-M-1
 
Inv. Rep. no. (Filigenzi, 2015): C9 

Description: Various subjects: Triad / Padmapāni. On a large rocky outcrop with terminal 
lobe on the right, projecting upwards.

Left: Triad; Centre: Buddha in dhyānāsana (meditation pose), with uncovered feet, with 
nimbus (and aureole?), on tall throne with cushion and undulating lateral tassels; 
underneath the cushion, at the two extremities, two frontal lions, erect with their forepaws 
slightly spread and decorated with banded bracelets, head in profile view facing inwards, 
wavy mane with fur on the chest in a leaf shape, parted in the middle. At the sides, two 
smaller haloed bodhisattvas, standing in three-quarters view facing the Buddha, on a lotus 
with double corolla, the lower one reverse: on the right, Maitreya, with p. and saṃghāt ̣ī; the 
right hand holding the ascetic’s staff to the shoulder, sloping transversely; left hand below 
with ansated vase; on left Padmapāni (?) with p., belt visible with knotted ends, short 
beaded necklace, pendant earrings; right hand in varadamudrā; left hand on the shoulder 
with reverse lotus (?), held at the lower extremity of the stem, with corolla facing 
downwards. At the base of the relief runs a row of lotus petals and reverse sepals, slightly 
oblique, diverging from the centre.a p., a short necklace, a Brahmanic cord, pendant 
earrings, and a crown.
On the right, and dominant in proportion, is a haloed pensive Padmapāni in ap. (resting 
pose or “royal ease”) on a lotus throne; with p., dupattā rolled around the arms and falling 
on the left side with pronounced undulation, bracelets, short, beaded necklace, pendant 
earrings; tall headdress (crown?); three-lined neck; with type a lotus. Slight anatomical 
disproportions are visible, especially in the exaggerated volume of faces and hands; the 
lions’ figures are very clumsy and over-simplified; the drapery follows conventional criteria, 
with dense parallel lines; repeated curved and crested lines in drapery and headdress.
Material: Vacat.
Conservation Status: Abrasions; lime incrustations; badly chipped on upper part, 
corresponding to the figures’ faces and arms and Buddha’s bust, as well as bottom left; 
crossed by a continuous vertical cut corresponding to the right knee of Padmapāni, and by 
a continuous oblique cut on bottom left; corrosion. 

Measurements: (from right) 140 (134) x 89 x 7; 107 (88) x 
25.5 x 6; 131 (88-80) x 69.5 x 3; 108 (94-87) x 36.5 x 4.
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