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Bamyan: The Lost Statues and the 
World’s Oldest Oil Paintings 

By Ghulam M. Feda 

 

High in the rugged mountains of central Afghanistan lies Bamyan, a valley that once served as 

the vibrant crossroads of civilizations along the ancient Silk Road. For centuries, Bamyan was 

home to towering statues of the Buddha, sanctuaries carved into the cliffs, and murals that 

astonished pilgrims and travelers alike. While the destruction of the giant Buddhas in 2001 

captured global attention, the lesser-known treasure of Bamyan is equally remarkable: the 

discovery of the world’s oldest known oil paintings, hidden within the caves of the valley. These 

works predate the European Renaissance by nearly a thousand years, reshaping our understanding 

of global art history and technological innovation [1]. 

 

Fig.1, Bamiyan Valley showing former locations of the Bamiyan Buddhas 

Bamyan’s Historical Significance 

Between the 4th and 8th centuries CE, Bamyan emerged as a thriving Buddhist center where 

monks, pilgrims, and merchants mingled. Its monumental Buddhas, carved directly into 

sandstone cliffs, symbolized both spiritual devotion and artistic grandeur. Surrounding these 

statues were more than 700 caves, many adorned with murals that depicted Buddhist cosmology, 

divine figures, and intricate geometric patterns. These murals provide invaluable insights into the 

cultural exchanges that shaped Central Asia at the time [2]. 

The Discovery of the World’s Oldest Oil Paintings 

In 2008, a team of Japanese researchers led by Yoko Taniguchi analyzed fragments of murals 

from the Bamyan caves. Using gas chromatography and mass spectrometry, they confirmed the 

presence of oil-based binders, making these works the earliest known examples of oil painting in 

the world [1]. This groundbreaking discovery challenged the Eurocentric view that oil painting 

originated during the European Renaissance of the 15th century, these discoveries redefined the 

history of world art, proving that sophisticated oil-painting techniques originated in Asia, not 

Europe [3]. 
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FIG.2, Western Buddha, Niche, ceiling, east 

 

                                

Fig.3, A section of the earliest discovered oil paintings (~650 AD)  

depicting buddhist imagery in Bamiyan, Afghanistan. 
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Techniques and Materials 
The Bamyan artists used organic binders—likely walnut or poppy seed oil—combined with 

mineral pigments. They prepared the rock surface with a fine clay or plaster layer before applying 

the pigments in multiple layers. This technique allowed for rich hues and durability, even in the 

harsh mountain climate. The tools may have included fine brushes, reed pens, and spatulas, 

showing a sophisticated understanding of artistic processes centuries ahead of their time [1][4]. 

 

Fig.4, Details of paintings in Bamiyan 

Pigments and Symbolism 

Scientific analysis revealed the use of natural minerals such as cinnabar (red), malachite (green), 

lapis lazuli (blue), and ochre (yellow and brown). These colors carried symbolic meanings in 

Buddhist art: blue for transcendence, red for compassion, and gold for divine illumination. The 

brilliance of these murals spoke not only to aesthetic beauty but also to spiritual intention, guiding 

monks in meditation and pilgrims in reflection [5]. 
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Bamyan on the Silk Road 

Bamyan’s location on the Silk Road made it a melting pot of ideas and technologies. Artistic 

influences from India’s Ajanta caves, China’s Dunhuang murals, and Persian decorative motifs 

can be traced in Bamyan’s murals. The use of oil binders may have been a local innovation, later 

influencing artistic practices across Asia. Bamyan thus stood as a beacon of cross-cultural 

exchange long before Europe experienced its Renaissance [6]. 

Legacy and Modern Significance 

Today, Bamyan stands as both a site of tragedy and resilience. The destruction of the Buddhas in 

2001 was a devastating cultural loss, but the discovery of oil paintings reaffirms the valley’s 

global significance. UNESCO and international teams continue to work on preserving fragments, 

while digital technology allows virtual reconstructions. For Afghans and the world, Bamyan 

remains a symbol of the shared responsibility to safeguard humanity’s cultural heritage [7]. 

Conclusion 

The oil paintings of Bamyan represent more than a lost chapter of Afghan history—they are a 

reminder that innovation, creativity, and cultural brilliance have deep roots across civilizations. 

Long before the European Renaissance, Afghan artists were experimenting with techniques that 

would shape the future of global art. Bamyan thus invites us to rethink art history not as a linear 

story centered in Europe, but as a shared human heritage enriched by exchanges along the Silk 

Road [1][6]. 
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