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First Day cover of India Scott 207-217, printed 1949 of the various architectural and 
archaeological sites of India 

 

 
Scott 212 from India, showing the 
East Gate of Sanchi Stupa, issued 
Aug 15, 1949. 

Thumbing through some old Indian covers, I noticed the 1949 series on the archaeological wonders of India.  Most 
seemed standard: your temples, towers, and reliefs that one might expect.  But in the middle of it all was an old 
Buddhist symbol I had seen in my travels to the Orient.  Indian Scott #212 had intrigued me to find out more and write 
about this seemingly out of place Buddhist stamp in a Hindu country.  Here is what I came up with: 
 
Mysticism.  Tranquility.  Enlightenment.  These are just some of the ideas one associates with Buddhism.  While that 
may seem obvious today, Buddhism started out as a local belief based on the teaching of the Buddha, who lived in India 
sometime between the sixth and fourth centuries BC.  But these ideas had to be shared, discussed, and taught to 
become the worldwide religion it is today.  In the days of old, Ashoka the Great of the Mauryan Empire of northern 
India did just that. 
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The Great Stupa- An Epicenter of Ancient Buddhism 

by Christopher Kolker               (cont’d from pg 1) 

 

At Sanchi, in north-central India, during the third century BC, he built 
what was called the Great Stupa.  It perhaps is the oldest stone structure 
in India.  In reality, it started as a simple brick structure built over the 
relics of the Buddha, that Ashoka had brought back from eastern India.  
Over its dome was a cnatra, a parasol-like structure.  The cnatra it was 
designed to symbolically shade and shelter the relics. 
 
Ashoka chose this place, because, according to Mahavamsa, the 
Buddhist chronicle of Sri Lanka, he married a “local” girl there named 
Devi, who was  to become his queen. Ashoka undertook this because, 
according to the ancient Sanskrit text Ashokavadana, Ashoka lived to 
spread the basic philosophies of Buddhism across his land. 

 
India, Sanchi Stupa, enclosed by a balustrade of 
stone. Gate, Sanchi Stupa & Hall of Nations 
New Delhi, Scott #1482, April 4, 1994 

 

 
India, Scott #1400, March 1, 1992 

 

But nothing lasts forever, and the original Great Stupa certainly did 
not.  Ashoka’s Mauryan Empire did not last long, falling to a former 
Mauryan general named Pushyamitra Shunga.  He was against 
Buddhism, but his heir, son Agnmitra wasn’t:  He let it be rebuilt, 
but this time with stone, not brick, making it twice as big as before.  
The Shunga period was very decentralized, with each area doing as 
they saw fit, to the point of each state having their own coinage.  
With this new construction in the second century BC, the 
architecture better fit in with the central tenets of Buddhism.  The 
dome was enlarged and flattened.  Supporting it were several 
columns, designed to give it the look as a symbol of the dharma, the 
Wheel of the Law.  The dome itself was set on a high circular 
platform.  This meant that people could walk around it, as a means 
of veneration.   

 

Two staircases were available for such circumambulation.  One was on the ground, and enclosed by small columns 
(called a balustrade).  A second staircase was on the top of the platform, at what is the base of the dome itself.  This 
would provide more opportunities for more pilgrims to do such walking at any given time. 
 

On top are three small parasols, which look like small umbrellas on a base surrounded by a square railing.  Interestingly, 
there are no inscriptions or reliefs that have anything to do with the Buddha anywhere from this era.  One might think 
that the balustrade would depict something inspirational, but that simply did not happen.  Faint carving from the 
Mauryan days may be there, but they simply are written tributes to individuals lost to history, not to the Buddha. 
 

Enter the Satavahan dynasty, who ruled central and western India form the first century BC to the second century AD.  
While their origins are unclear, they are probably from local people.  They supported Brahmanism (an ancient Vedic 
religion, not the Brahminists of Hinduism), as well as Buddhism. 
 

And that is good news for Sanchi, and for the Great Stupa complex.  Since ornamental arts were the one glaring 
exception to the grandeur and reverence of the Great Stupa, it only makes sense that carvings were to be the next 
addition to the great Stupa. 
 
The carvings most revered were to be the ones placed on the four toranas, or ornamental gates placed on each side of 
the Great Stupa:  a northern, southern, eastern and western torana greeted visitors from all directions. Indian Scott 
numbers 212 and 213 show specifically the east gate, perhaps the most intricate of them all. 
 
The torana is simply two upright posts, with three beams going across.  Messages and historical events can be carved 
into them.  Toranas can also be symbolic, being made of flowers or leaves, which can then be strung on top of 
doorways.  During the Vesak Buddhist festival in Sri Lanka, toranas are seen in many public places, and are somewhat  
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comparable to Christmas trees in the West.  However, the toranas of the Great Stupa are indeed the oldest instance of 
toranas being used in an architectural sense. 

 
An overview of Sanchi Stupa, as seen from the east 

 

Since our stamp shows the Eastern gate, this article will 
focus on that gate, as each gate is an art and 
architectural masterpiece.  The Eastern gate is most 
likely the third to be carved, with the Southern being 
the oldest, followed by the Northern, and the Western 
being the last. 
 
The front architrave, or crossbeam,  on top depicts the 
seven Manushi Buddhas, the previous Buddhas. They 
have lived among men, performed their task, and have 
entered Nirvana. 

The front architrave, in the center, shows the Buddha, Price Siddhartha leaving the palace with his wife and baby.  
Nature spirits called Yakshas, levitate him off the ground so as not to disturb the sleeping dancers around them.  The 
soles of the feet on the extreme right of the architrave signifies his time in the forest.  He has thus renounced the world. 
Further down, the lowest architrave depicts a royal visit of Ashoka to the Bodhi tree under which Buddha attained 
enlightenment.  
 
The left pillar, front face shows the Buddha’s miracle of walking in the air at Savrasti on the top panel.  The second 
panel from the top shows the illumination of the Buddha at the Bodhi tree at Bodh Gaya. 
 
The third and lowest panel shows the miracle of the Buddha walking on 
the River Niranjana.  The bottom panel shows the ancient king Bimbi 
Sara, who laid the foundation for the Mauryan Empire, visiting the 
Buddha at his royal court. 
The front face of the right pillar shows the six inferior heavens of the 
gods.  In Buddhist cosmology, these are heavens in which passions are 
still unsubdued, so they are not at a true state of bliss.  From the bottom 
up, they represent: 
1.  The Heaven of the Four Great Kings – each representing a cardinal 
direction.  They are for more practical, down-to-earth matters. 
2.  The Heaven of the Thirty-Three Gods – There are eight gods of 
material elements (air, sun, moon, etc). Twelve gods depict personal 
characteristics, and eleven gods embody more abstract thoughts (bliss, 
knowledge, self, etc.) 
3.  The heaven over which Yama, God of Death reigns. 
4.  The Tushita heaven, where Bodhisattva are born.  These are people 
who have a very compassionate mind. 
5. The heaven of the Nimanarati, who are gods that create their own 
pleasures, and 
6. The heaven where Mara is king.  He is the demon that tempted the 
Buddha with beautiful women, often said to be his daughters. 

 

 
If you’ll look carefully, all the sculpting is the same.  We see on each level four columns, leaving 3 spaces for reliefs.  In 
the middle sits a god holding a thunderbolt in his right hand with a flask containing nectar on the right.  Behind him are 
women attendants holding the royal umbrella and flywhisk.  To his right on a slightly lower seat sits his viceroy, and to 
the left sits court musicians and dancers. 
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This all sounds fine, but the two on top have it even better.  They 
represent those in Brahmaloka, which is essentially the highest level of 
bliss one can achieve.  It is what should be sought, but is considered 
impermanent. 
 
And that is just what’s on the stamp.  The reverse side, facing inwards 
has other tales to tell, but space in this journal simply won’t permit their 
telling in this article.  India, recognizing its new-found independence in 
1947, issued this stamp depicting Sanchi Stupa, with its eastern gate in 
1949 as part of a larger archaeological series that included the Taj Mahal 
and the Golden Temple of Amritsar. 
 

 
The East Gate of Sanchi Stupa, the outer 
portion, discussed in the article 

 

 
The inside of the east gate, looking out 
– the side not discussed! 

 

 
East gate, middle archetype showing the 
Great Departure 
 

 
From the top of the right post, 
sectioned off as detailed in the article 

 

Club News  -   

Help Wanted 

We are in desperate need of new officers.  Most of the 
present slate has been serving since the turn of the century 
(2003) and would like to retire from being officers.  While I 
have no problem in continuing as Editor, the President and 
Vice-President along with some Directors would like to 
step down.  Every year I insert a question “would you like 
to serve as an officer?”  This question receives an 
overwhelming “NO”.  There really isn’t much work to it.  
The President and Secretary along with myself as editor, are 
listed as contacts for new members.  I am also listed in the 
Scott Catalogues.  We need a Treasurer to provide an 
annual accounting of money received into the account and 
what has been paid out.  We have only one checking 
account.  I receive dues checks and deposit into the bank 
account, which is maintained near the treasurer and can 
move.  I deposit into the account in Long Island where the 

bank also has a branch.  This system has worked very well 
for us since the early 2000s.  The bank must have branches 
local to the treasurer and Long Island.  The treasurer sits at 
home watching the snow falling, as I am doing today, while 
I deposit the dues into the club bank account. 

 

 

More Help Wanted 

We need articles, or at least ideas for articles.  I’d like to 
expand into the Americas, covering the Inca, Aztec, Maya, 
but am not knowledgeable enough to do so.  I need stamps 
to illustrate any articles.  I once did an article on the Vikings 
emailing back and forth with the writer who gave me Scott 
#s for stamps and on what internet side I could obtain 
them.  No, not buy the stamps, I would simply download 
the image.  Worked fine, nobody knew. 

 

 

 

Favorite Topic 

Egypt, Prehistory/Paleolithic, World Wonders/Heritage, Language, Fossils – according to the ATA this is a big topic, 
Greece and its Mythology.  Nobody listed Rome as a favorite topic!  I am usually taken to task for omitting anything on the 
Roman Empire. 
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