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Th e Colonial History of Sculptures
from the Amaravati Stūpa

Jennifer Howes

Introduction

Th e fi rst Buddhist site to be examined and excavated in India by the 
British was the second- century stūpa at Amaravati in contemporary 
Andhra Pradesh. It was because the history of these investigations 
go back to the late eighteenth century, and because excavations 
occurred in numerous stages throughout the nineteenth century, 
that the stories behind the removal of sculptures from the sites 
form a complicated puzzle for archaeologists, art historians, and 
museum studies professionals. Th e purpose of this chapter is to 
trace the movement of fi ve sculptures from Amaravati that were fi rst 
documented in 1816–17 to give a sense of their complicated journey 
from their original location to the various museums that now hold 
them. Th e sources to be considered here are records, manuscripts, 
drawings, and photographs gathered during the nineteenth century 
that are now kept in the British Library in London.
 Other important stūpa sites in India, such as Bharhut and Sanchi, 
were subjected to rigorous archaeological investigations during the 
colonial period as well, but these investigations occurred several 
decades after work at Amaravati had begun. By this time, archaeology 
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had become a more fully rounded discipline, photography was an 
established means of documenting scientifi c investigations, and 
museums had been established in a number of parts of India. As a 
result, we have a clearer, less fragmented understanding of the history 
of British investigations at Bharhut and Sanchi.1

 Documentation held in the British Library relating to British 
investigations at Amaravati spans the better part of a century, 
beginning in the 1790s and ending in the late nineteenth century. 
Th e earliest documentation is in the Mackenzie drawings, and 
additional documentation is held in records from Britain’s colonial 
administration in India. Other documentation is found in drawings 
and photographs. By looking at information from these sources 
it is possible to reconstruct how the sculptures at Amaravati were 
divided between the British Museum and the Chennai Government 
Museum. It is also possible to trace how Amaravati sculptures entered 
the collections of the Indian Museum in Calcutta and the National 
Museum in New Delhi.

Movement of the Amaravati Sculptures
Before looking at the movement of the fi ve sculptures selected for 
this chapter, it is necessary to gain an overview of the general history 
of the colonial removal of Amaravati sculptures. Colin Mackenzie 
(1757–1821) was the fi rst European to investigate the stūpa at 
Amaravati. An account of his fi rst visit to the site in 1798 was 
published in 1807 (cf. MacKenzie, 1807). Th is fi rst encounter has 
been misidentifi ed as occurring in February 1797. However, in the 
back of the British Library’s album of Amaravati drawings, a copy 
of the same memorandum is written out in hand and dated 1798.2 
Added to this, signed drawings in the Mackenzie Collection prove 
that in February 1797 Mackenzie was nowhere near Amaravati.3 
By February 1798, Mackenzie was conclusively in the general area 
of Amaravati, along with his draftsman, Benjamin Sydenham, who 
produced drawings at Nellore and Ongole in March of that year.4 In 
Mackenzie’s account of this fi rst encounter, he says that Sydenham 
was present, and that he ‘took a sketch’ of a ‘white slab [that] lay 
broken, which still exhibited some fi gures in relievo’ (MacKenzie, 
1807: 274).5 Upon further investigation, Mackenzie and his assistants 
discovered four other pieces of sculpture. Th ese were drawn and made 
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into illustrations to accompany Mackenzie’s published account of this 
fi rst encounter (cf. MacKenzie, 1807: pl. 4, a, b, c, d). Th ese are the 
oldest known representations of Amaravati sculptures. Th e drawings 
which some of these engravings are based on are found elsewhere in 
the Mackenzie Collection.6 None of the pieces examined in 1798 
were moved off  site.
 Mackenzie was unable to commence a systematic study of the site 
until almost twenty years later, after his appointment as Surveyor 
General of India. Only then did he have the resources to send a survey 
team to the site. He returned to Amaravati in March 1816, and 
although he was only on site for fi ve months, his draftsmen stayed 
on for over a year, until October 1817. During the excavations of 
1816–17, numerous drawings were made of the sculptures unearthed 
by the survey team. Most of these were copied into an album of 
drawings that is now in the British Library.7 In 1823, two years after 
Mackenzie’s death, an article by Mackenzie about the excavations was 
published in the Asiatic Journal (cf. Mackenzie, 1823).
 Although the Mackenzie Amaravati drawings are of paramount 
interest to archaeologists looking at Buddhist monuments in South 
Asia, and clearly read as documentation of an archaeological excavation 
at an early Buddhist site, these factors were not at the foreground of 
Mackenzie’s agenda for two basic reasons. First, Mackenzie’s on-site 
investigations were done using nothing more than early nineteenth-
century survey techniques and pre-date the codifi cation of the 
discipline later known as archaeology. Second, Mackenzie and his 
numerous assistants did not realize that the monument they were 
documenting was Buddhist. In the early nineteenth century, at the 
time of Mackenzie’s investigations, antiquarian scholars did not know 
that Buddhism once fl ourished south of the Ganges. Th is absence 
of scholarly information led Mackenzie to speculate that Amaravati 
was a Jain site, thus explaining why the title of his fi rst article on 
Amaravati was ‘Account of the Jains’.
 During the 1816–17 survey, some of the sculptures were removed 
from the site. Th ey were sent to the coastal town of Masulipatam, 
400 kilometres east of Amaravati. British troops occupied the seaside 
fort at Masulipatam between the mid-eighteenth century and 1834, 
so at the time of the Mackenzie survey of Amaravati it was still an 
important British outpost. From Masulipatam, stones were sent by 
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ship to Calcutta. A map of the stūpa dated 1816 indicates that stones 
were being sent from Amaravati to Masulipatam in September of 
that year.8 Seven of these were sent to Calcutta in 1817 under the 
direction of Major Cotgrove.9 Of these seven sculptures, it appears 
that some were sent to the museum at East India House in London.
 An additional group of Amaravati sculptures, at least thirty-eight 
of which we know about today, were used to construct a monument 
at Masulipatam under the instruction of Francis W. Robertson, the 
Head Assistant to the Collector at Masulipatam from 1817 to 1819. 
Th e monument was erected in Masulipatam’s central market place. 
Mackenzie was aware of Robertson’s plan to construct this monument. 
In the Mackenzie Collection there is a plan of the proposed monument, 
which originally was going to be much larger.

[T]here will be required 88 of the former or large sculptures and about 38 to 
40 of the latter [smaller stones] to complete it. To acquire these number of 
stones the best part of the mound of Depaldinna must be opened.10

It is impossible to say when exactly Robertson’s Mound was con-
structed, but a report dated 1854 by Edward Balfour, the fi rst 
Director of the Madras Government Museum, tells us that, 

… in 1830, the late Mr. Robertson (who died Collector of Bellary) when in 
charge of the Masulipatam Collectorate, founded a Pettah in Masulipatam, 
which still bears his name, and to beautify it, he brought down some of the 
Amarawaty sculptures, and placed them in the square of the Market place.11

Before the establishment of museums in India, this plan, as strange as 
it seems to us today, was an innovative way to arrange for the display 
of these sculptures. We can only assume that, had Mackenzie realized 
that he was dealing with a second-century Buddhist monument, 
he might have arranged a more prestigious way of displaying the 
sculptures.
 Robertson’s Mound was largely overlooked until 1835, when the 
Governor of Madras, Sir Frederick Adam, visited Masulipatam. A 
written account of the visit tells us that 

… in the middle of the Pettah, at the spot where the two principal streets 
cross each other, are placed erect and arranged in a circular form, thirty-
three large slabs of a compact limestone, covered with numerous fi gures…of 
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the most exquisite execution; excelling any in the few places I have visited in 
India (Benza, 1837: 44).

Th e stones obviously made a strong impression on Sir Frederick 
Adam because he ordered the monument to be dismantled and the 
sculptures to be sent to Madras. Th e monument at Masulipatam 
was dutifully dismantled as the Governor requested, but instead of 
sending the sculptures immediately to Madras, they were regrettably 
placed in the care of Mr Richard Alexander of Masulipatam. In the 
early 1850s, the Madras Government Museum was fi rst established, 
and Edward Balfour, its fi rst Director, began making arrangements 
for these sculptures to be sent from Masulipatam to Madras. John 
Goldingham, the Collector at Masulipatam when the sculptures were 
entrusted to Alexander, wrote to Balfour on 15 August 1853 about 
Alexander’s severe reluctance to freely hand over the sculptures. 

I remember that they [the sculptures from Robertson’s Mound] were made 
over to him under the impression that they would be in safe keeping and 
thus preserved from injury, but beyond this general arrangement I cannot 
say what took place … Certainly it never occurred to me that he would sell 
them … As Government Property I could not give him an absolute right to 
them, and I should have no hesitation in claiming them as public property, if 
Mr. Alexander is going to give them up.

A stand-off  ensued, where Alexander refused to hand over the 
sculptures unless the government paid for them. In 1855 an agreement 
was fi nally struck between the government of Madras and Alexander.

It is clear that Mr. Alexander cannot claim these stones as a matter of 
right … but as they appear to have been left in his charge in such a manner 
as to lead him to look on them as his property, we have in accordance with 
Mr. Goldingham’s suggestion permitted Mr. Alexander to retain the three 
Marbles in question, on the understanding that they are a gift on the part of 
Government.12

It is unclear whether drawings were ever taken of the three sculptures 
that became Alexander’s private property. It certainly appears that 
there is no record of what ultimately happened to those three pieces.
 At the same time that the sculptures formerly from Robertson’s 
Mound were sent from Alexander’s garden to Madras, It was agreed 
that Goldingham would
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… forward to Madras the Marbles which have been recently dug up at 
Amrawuttee under the inspection of the Head Assistant Collector in charge 
of Guntoor in addition to those to be delivered up by Mr. Alexander.13

Th e sculptures referred to here are probably the same ones that are 
mentioned by Walter Elliot in a letter dated 1854.

[O]ther sculpted remains are or were still to be seen lying exposed in the 
neighbourhood of Amruawatty and that some of these are worthy of being 
transported to Madras … If not so removed they will be broken up and burned 
into lime by the inhabitants some of the articles are particularly deserving of 
being preserved from such a fate and if Mr. Balfour is authorized to secure 
them I will be glad to communicate with Mr. Balfour on the subject.14

Th e sculptures referred to here were excavated by Elliot in the late 
1840s. Another set of sculptures excavated by Elliot had already been 
sent to Madras, and were lying on the lawn in front of the College at 
Fort St. George.15 Elliot reported in the same letter from 1854 about 
these previously transported sculptures that:

Th e fragments transported to Madras were selected with a view of 
constructing a restored elevation of the building by careful measurements of 
such details as I could fi nd. Some progress was made in this design but more 
pressing avocations have long obliged me to lay in aside.16

It is interesting that no sooner was Francis Robertson’s creation at 
Masulipatam dismantled, that Elliot was intending to do something 
similar with the Amaravati sculptures at Madras.
 Between March 1856 and May 1858, the sculptures in Alexander’s 
garden and the additional stones from Amaravati that Goldingham 
was instructed to send for arrived in Madras, and joined the 
sculptures that Elliot had sent to Madras that were on the lawn 
in front of the College. Th e entire assemblage was documented 
through photographs taken by Captain Linnaeus Tripe and in a 
catalogue prepared by Reverend William Taylor (cf. Tripe, 1858–9; 
Taylor, 1856).17 In addition, in 1854 a Tamil draftsman named P. 
Murugesan Mudaliar was commissioned to produce drawings of the 
sculptures in front of the College of Fort St. George.18 One set of 
drawings was commissioned at a cost of Rs. 300. Th e drawings were 
sent to London ‘to enable the Honorable Court to decide whether the 
marbles are worthy of transmission to England or not’.19 Murugesan 



26 Buddhist Stupas in South Asia

Mudaliar’s drawings eventually became part of the India Offi  ce 
Library’s collections and are now held in the British Library. 20 It 
appears that the Court of Directors in London was pleased by the 
drawings because the sculptures depicted in those drawings are now 
in the British Museum’s collections.
 In addition to sending Murugesan Mudaliar’s drawings to the 
Court of Directors, facsimiles were taken of the inscriptions on eight 
of the stones.21 Th e inscriptions were in the fi rst instance translated 
from a Sanskrit vulgate by Bhaktavacsaliah Shastry into Tamil and 
Telugu. Th ese were then translated from the Tamil and Telugu into 
English by J.D. Sim and C.F. Chamier.22 In 1912 Professor H. Lüders 
published translations of Amaravati inscriptions, including the ones 
worked on by Shastry, Sim, and Chamier, without any knowledge of 
the eff orts of these three men in 1855 (Lüders, 1912: 141–57).
 In the 1850s, there was some debate prompted by Edward Balfour 
about whether further sculptures should be removed from the stūpa 
site at Amaravati or not. On this topic, Walter Elliot wrote the 
following:

I quite concur in the sentiment expressed by Mr. Balfour in his letter of the 
18th January 1854 that ancient buildings should not be despoiled by the 
removal of their ornaments … But in the case of these remains, the building 
has been destroyed long ago when Colonel McKenzie fi rst visited the place 
in 1809. He found that Vasreddy Kenetadu Naidoo the great Guntoor 
Zemindar on his removal from Chintapelly to Amrawutee had dug into the 
ancient site of Depaldinny in the hope of fi nding treasure.23

While it is a shame that treasure hunters disrupted the site in the 
eighteenth century, it is equally disappointing that Elliot had such 
scant knowledge of Mackenzie’s work at the site, as is indicated by 
his misdating the Mackenzie excavations. It is also unhelpful that 
whatever records Elliot made of his excavations in the late 1840s, 
which were just as disruptive as Mackenzie’s work, have all gone 
missing. All that we have left of Elliot’s work is copies of letters such 
as this one in the India Offi  ce Records of the British Library and a 
handful of drawings in the British Museum.24

 In a letter from William Taylor to Balfour, dated 4 January 
1856, Taylor recommended that the Amaravati sculptures should 
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be displayed in their very own gallery of the British Museum. In his 
words, their beauty was comparable, and even excelled that of the 
most famous sculptures from Europe.

Th e Elgin Marbles were intended to be seen from a height around the 
corner of the Parthenon at Athens and are cut rudely, though with elegant 
contour … Th ese Amrawatti sculptures are better fi nished for a nearer 
view … I had the privilege of a leisurely survey of the Antiques in the Musee 
Royal at Paris. Busts and statues excepted, and remember nothing superior, 
of this kind, there, and I am of opinion, that were these marbles decorated 
with uncial Greek letters placed in that Museum, they would by common 
consent be deemed the most remarkable objects there.
 Under these impressions I deem myself fortunate in having been referred 
to, and I venture to ask of you to add still further to the acquired luster of 
your own name, by giving to these early reliqies all possible distinctions.25

Because of Taylor’s writings, which compared the sculptures at 
Amaravati with the Elgin Marbles, the sculptures from Amaravati 
came to be known as the ‘Amaravati Marbles’ or the ‘Elliot Marbles’. 
In total, 121 sculptures were dispatched to London in 1859. Unfortu-
nately they were not displayed until 1874, having been in storage for 
fi fteen years.26 Th e unfortunate lack of enthusiasm for the Amaravati 
sculptures once they were received in London was perhaps the result 
of general anger and tension towards South Asian culture following 
the events of the Indian Mutiny in 1857.
 It wasn’t until 1877 that the next survey of Amaravati began. 
Robert Sewell initiated the survey, which involved keeping in place all 
in-situ stones, and sending loose stones to the Vijayawada Museum.27 
Unfortunately, his work was halted prematurely in 1879 and another 
excavation was commenced, without Sewell’s knowledge, in February 
1880. Th e destruction caused by this intrusive excavation, which 
was performed by J.G. Horsfall at the prompting of the Duke of 
Buckingham, devastated the site. When James Burgess saw the site 
after the 1880 excavation he was shocked to fi nd that the stūpa’s 
foundations had been destroyed. Burgess tells us that:

[t]he removal, in 1880, of all the debris and other remains of the stűpa 
within the area of the rails … much of it thrown into and quite fi lling up the 
tank dug in the centre by Raja Venkatadri Naydu … destroyed for ever the 
chance of recovering any precise dimensions of the central pile, which even 
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a few bricks insitu might have fi xed. We are therefore obliged to fall back 
on the imperfect observations of Colonel Mackenzie and what we know of 
other kindred structures, in order to form some idea of what it originally was 
(Burgess, 1882: 20).

Despite Burgess’ pointed remarks on Mackenzie’s maps and plans, 
their importance increased signifi cantly after the 1880 excavation. 
Th ey were now the only record ever made of the stūpa’s foundations 
before they were destroyed.
 In the early 1880s, Sergeant Coney photographed a panoramic 
view of the site consisting of twelve joined pictures.28 Th e panorama 
shows the lamentable condition of the monument after J.G. Horsfall’s 
excavations. Th e Mackenzie Amaravati album is therefore extremely 
important to studies of this early Buddhist site for several reasons. 
Besides providing the most complete record of what the site looked 
like before its foundations were destroyed, these plans also show 
that the Mackenzie Amaravati stones, of which we have the 
Mackenzie drawings, were all excavated from the east side of the 
monument.29

Five Sculptures from Amaravati
To document the movement of all the extant sculptures from 
Amaravati would be a massive task that is outside the remit of this 
chapter. Instead, I have chosen to look at fi ve sculptures that were 
removed from the site during the colonial period as outlined above. 
All fi ve of the sculptures I have chosen to look at were originally 
documented during the Mackenzie survey in 1816–17, and are 
now variously in the British Museum, the Chennai Government 
Museum, the Indian Museum in Calcutta, or the National Museum 
in New Delhi. By looking at the Mackenzie drawings, one can see 
the condition of the sculptures when they were fi rst examined by the 
British in the early nineteenth century.

Number 1
WD1061, f. 83. Th is piece of railing coping with a narrative scene 
carved onto it was one of the seven sculptures sent from Amaravati to 
Calcutta by ship in 1817.30 Th e drawing in the Mackenzie Collection 
was made on 22 April 1819 by one of his Calcutta-based copyists, 
Najibulla. It is now in the Indian Museum, Calcutta.
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Number 2
WD1061, f. 11. Th is large inscriptional stone was probably sent to 
Calcutta at about the same time as the sculpture now in the Indian 
Museum, but instead of it remaining in Calcutta, it was sent on to 
London, where it was deposited in a storage area of East India House 
on Leadenhall Street. Before it was sent to London, a facsimile of it 
was drawn by one of Mackenzie’s artists. At the time that the drawing 
was taken, the script on the stone was indecipherable, as is indicated 
by the drawing being upside down. In 1837 James Prinsep published 
his research on the decipherment of the Brāhmī script. Building off  
Prinsep’s work, G.T. Marshall translated the inscription on this 
stone and published an article about it (cf. Marshall, 1837). In his 
article Marshall laments that he had only seen the facsimile drawing 
and not the original stone, as the original had gone missing. It was 
not until 1880 that this sculpture was rediscovered in a storage area 
of the British Museum (Know, 1992: 223).31 It must have been sent 
to London by Colin Mackenzie in around 1820, and then was moved 
from a storage area of East India House to the British Museum in 
the 1850s. Th is was not the fi rst piece of sculpture that Mackenzie 
had sent to East India House in London. In 1808 he sent a black 
stone sculpture of Parsvanath to East India House in an attempt to 
draw the Court of Directors’ attention to his antiquarian research 
in Mysore. Th e same sculpture is now in the Victoria and Albert 
Museum (Howes, 2004).

Number 3
WD1061, f. 65. Th is drawing shows a roundel with people holding up 
an alms-bowl. Henry Hamilton, one of Mackenzie’s more experienced 
surveyors, made this drawing in April 1817. However, we know that 
it was not removed from the site until the 1880s because the very 
same sculpture was photographed on site by Sergeant Coney as part 
of William Burgess’ excavations.32 Burgess then arranged for it to be 
sent to the Madras Government Museum. Over sixty years passed 
between Mackenzie’s documentation of this sculpture and it being 
rediscovered at Amaravati in 1880. Th is gives us pause to doubt 
Elliot’s assertion in the early 1850s that the exposed sculptures at 
Amaravati should be ‘sent to Madras otherwise they might be broken 
up and burnt into lime by the inhabitants.’33 Could Elliot’s assertion 
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Fig. 2.2: Large inscribed stone now in the British Museum. 



32 Buddhist Stupas in South Asia

possibly have been a pompous Victorian exaggeration? If Elliot was 
correct, how did this particular sculpture survive being exposed for 
over half a century?

Number 4
WD1061, f. 27b. Marcellus Burke drew this picture of a drum pilaster 
on 20 October 1816, in the midst of Mackenzie’s survey at Amaravati. 
It remained on site until the 1840s when it was ‘discovered’ by Elliot. 
He sent it, along with a consignment of other stones, to Madras and 
it was one of the sculptures deposited on the green in front of the 
College at Fort St. George in the early 1850s.34 In 1854, it was drawn 
by Murugesan Mudaliar.35 Th is drum pilaster bears an inscription 
that was translated by Bhaktavacsaliah Shastry, J.D. Sim, and C.F. 
Chamier in 1855. Th e translation reads as follows:

Fig. 2.3: A roundel showing people holding up a large begging 
bowl now in the Chennai Government Museum.
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… they have well consecrated the Lord with unbounded excellent favor in 
order that he may remain on earth.36

Along with facsimile drawings and translations of inscriptions from 
seven other stones, these were sent to the Court of Directors at the 
same time as the Murugesan Mudaliar drawings. Its inclusion within 
this set of drawings meant that it was selected to be moved to the 
British Museum in London in 1859. Before it was sent, Captain 
Linnaeus Tripe took a photograph of it.37

Number 5
WD1061, f. 15. Th is piece of railing coping was drawn on March 
1816 but was not signed. It was one of the sculptures that Francis 

Fig. 2.4: A drum pilaster bearing an inscription now in the British Museum.
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Robertson used to construct the monument in the market place at 
Masulipatam known as ‘Robertson’s Mound’. A photograph taken by 
Linnaeus Tripe of the same sculpture38 indicates that it was damaged 
some time between 1816 and 1858, probably when Robertson’s 
Mound was dismantled. Th is sculpture would have then been in the 
custody of Richard Alexander until the mid-1850s, when Edward 
Balfour arranged for it to be sent to Madras. It was sent to London 
in 1859 and became part of the British Museum’s collections.39 In 
the 1950s it was sent to New Delhi and deposited in the National 
Museum, making it the only sculpture from Amaravati that has gone 
to London and then back to India.

Conclusion
Each of the Amaravati sculptures mentioned above has a unique 
provenance that refl ects the diff erent moments behind the complicated 
colonial history of this important Buddhist monument. By tracing the 
many routes that these sculptures took before they were deposited in 
the museum collections, one learns about far more than just the history 

Fig. 2.5: A piece of railing coping now in the National Museum, New Delhi. 
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of their movements. For example, the construction of Robertson’s 
Mound was a curious alternative to museum display. While it is 
partially understandable why this plan was adopted, it is extremely 
curious that Walter Elliot suggested building yet another monument 
out of the Amaravati sculptures so soon after Robertson’s Mound was 
taken apart. Some unique issues also surface when one learns about 
Richard Alexander’s attempt to sell sculptures to the government. 
Th e movement of sculptures from Robertson’s Mound to the Madras 
Government Museum, and later to the British Museum, also helps 
explain how the damage occurred to some of the most recognized 
sculptures from Amaravati.
 Another feature revealed by the records is that there were debates 
over whether to remove sculptures from Amaravati. Similar debates 
ensued over the stūpa at Sanchi , where it was eventually decided to 
keep the main stūpa’s magnifi cent sculpted gateways in-situ.40 Th rough 
projects such as the ‘World Corpus of Amaravati Sculptures’ website, 
scholars from around the world are gradually learning more about 
the early Buddhist history of this once great monument. By piecing 
together the impact of colonial investigations on the Amaravati stūpa, 
it is also possible to piece together how this monument looked, and the 
programme of its sculptures, before it was dismantled by antiquarians 
and archaeologists.
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