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Preface

 
In exploring Asian arts and architecture, perhaps none can play the prom inent and pan-Asian role as óthe heart of

Asiaô than Buddhism . From  the tim e when Prince Siddhartha Gautam a preached his first serm on to his first five disciples at
Sarnath in India in the sixth century BCE and becam e known to the world as Buddha, Buddhism  has spread beyond the
Indian border and becom e one of the worldôs greatest religions with m ore than 500 m illion followers. By the first century
CE, it already reached Central Asia and China; the eleventh century CE M uslim  historian Al-Biruni also reported that
Buddhism  and its m onasteries had been present as far as Syria centuries before the rise of Islam . Buddhism  is essentially
a pan-Asian religion and it has played a significant spiritual and cultural role in India and Asia since its com m encem ent. Its
contributions to the developm ent of the civilized world are im m ense as it not only provides solace and com fort to countless
followers throughout Asia but it also inspires centuries of m agnificent creations in arts and architecture. Early distinguished
pioneers of Indian and Buddhist scholarships who had written exclusively on architecture were Jam es Fergusson and Percy
Brown; later scholars like Benjam in Rowland, Susan Huntington, and Jam es Harle generally com bined Indian arts and
architecture in a single volum e. The works of all these scholars m ostly focused on India and lesser on Asia which
encom passed Buddhist, Hindu, and Jain architecture and they also covered Indo-Islam ic architecture; above all, their
studies did not specifically concentrate on Buddhist subjects. Thus in the process of lum ping Buddhist and non-Buddhist
works they have unfortunately m inim ized, to the point of distorting, the historical and pioneering role of Buddhism  in India
and Asia. Furtherm ore, the general public is seem ingly unaware that Central Asia, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Indonesia
once had great Buddhist civilizations long before their conversions to Islam . A few recent scholars who have written
exclusively on Buddhist arts and architecture in Asia are Dietrich Seckel, Chikyo Yam am oto, and Robert E. Fisher. However,
the inform ation presented by these scholars is generally old and lacks sufficiently in-depth analyses; their works also contain
m any inaccurate and incom plete architectural drawings and they have not endeavored to restore the original appearances
of m any Buddhist m onum ents. M oreover works like óBuddhist M onum entsô by Debala M itra only deal with Buddhist
architecture in the Indian subcontinent in India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and the Nepalese Terai; her classification of the
architectural types, which are essentially based on Fergussonôs, are brief, im precise, and lacking in a detailed developm ental
perspective. For exam ples, som e of the m onum ents have been interchangeably presented as a m onastery, caitya-griha,
and tem ple; and there should be two additional types, nam ely the Asoka pillar and rock-hewn cave. Therefore in writing this
book I have attem pted, where deem s appropriate and necessary, to correct possible m isrepresentations and inaccuracies
of past scholarships and rightly restore Buddhism  as the chief contributor to the artistic and architectural heritage of India
and Asia. M y study presents the latest and exhaustive inform ation that also include the architectural restorations of the
original form s of m any Buddhist m onum ents. Earlier and lingering controversial issues will also be addressed whilst new
topics that were absent in the previous works will also be covered in this book such as the Aniconic and Iconic tem ples and
Tantric (Vajrayana) architecture alongwith the Indus Civilization as the forerunner of the subsequent Indian and Buddhist
architecture. M any past W estern and Asian writers have also developed strong biased views toward Asian architecture and
naturally favored a W estern-centric m odel; they unreservedly endorsed the prem ise that arts and architecture flowed from
west to east. However, m y research has categorically refuted these false assum ptions and uncovered m any significant
and unique features about Buddhist arts and architecture that have been virtually overlooked by past scholars. In particular
I propose that the pointed and ogee arches originated in India, which perm eated Islam ic and Gothic architecture. The
classic quincunxial design of Islam ic m osques, with four tall m inarets in the corners flanking a central edifice, is m ost likely
derived from  Gandhara (Pakistan) and Indian Buddhist stupas after the protracted engagem ent between Islam ic and
Buddhist architecture. The Rom an and early Christian apsidal basilicas also dated m uch later than a sim ilar design of Indian
Buddhist cave tem ples or the caityagriha; Indian Buddhist architecture also produces am ong the oldest and biggest dom ed
and vaulted structures as well as the tallest m onum ents in the ancient world.

The scope of this book concentrates on Buddhist architecture and the analyses aim  to build a com prehensive account
of them es, styles, and chronologies of the Buddhist m onum ents throughout Asia with a special focus on India. The
em phasis is to describe the visual presentations and processes in Buddhist architecture without dwelling inordinately on its
structural or technical aspects; the exam ples considered for discussions are preferably of historical, unique, and influential
values. The goals are to clarify the sources and sim ilarities in all of these works and discover the com m on threads that bind
them  together; hence this study is above all not a list of all Buddhist m onum ents. The results are classified them atically,
stylistically, and chronologically in accordance to their proper epochs and geographical locations for expedient recognition
while facilitating a better understanding the intricate relationships between them . The volum e is organized into two parts in
which Part I traces the background and sources for the Indian and Buddhist architectural tradition while Part II studies in
details the architectural types. Each chapter and the individual sites typically begin with the introduction into the historical
and artistic contexts alongwith the secular and non-Buddhist architecture of the country in which the sites are located



before proceeding into the description of the actual sites them selves. Buddhist architecture is a vast subject to study and
com prehend in a single volum e as there are countless m inor variations in the styles and form s as well as diverse sources
of influences; naturally som e insignificant and late works, especially those after c. 1200 CE, alongwith m odern and recent
ones will be beyond the scope of this book. 

 
Le Huu Phuoc
Decem ber 2009



Part I. Background

 
Chapter 1. Indus Civilization

 
M ore than two m illennia before the ascendancy of Buddhism  in India, there appeared along the lower valleys and

tributaries of the Indus River an oldest civilization in South Asia with a culture as ancient as other great civilizations like Egypt
and M esopotam ia. The m ajority of its sites are concentrated in the southern end of the Indus River and its tributaries
com prising m uch of the southern two-thirds of Pakistan as well as the regions along the Indo-Pakistani border on the Indian
side including Punjab, Rajasthan, Haryana, and Gujarat. The Indus or Harappa Civilization produced the earliest form s of
arts, architecture, religion, and culture in the Indian subcontinent as revealed in the recovered artifacts and num erous
archaeological sites scattered throughout the region. Its two m ost im portant cities were M ohenjo-daro and Harappa known
for their advanced town planning, architecture, sculptures, and m iniature stam p seals with an undeciphered language
engraved on them ; these are the m ost representative of the Indus Civilization.

The prehistoric people along the Indus River valley were likely nom adic hunters-gathers without engaging in agriculture;
eventually they began to establish the first perm anent hom elands in the foothills of Baluchistan in Pakistan. They practiced
a subsistent econom y based on a m ixture of agriculture and pastoralism  by relying on dom esticated anim als such as
cattle, sheep, and goats with partial field cultivation of cereal crops. Am ong the earliest sites was M ehrgarh in Baluchistan
dated as early as the seventh m illennium  BCE {Posssehl 1993: 79-84, 295-320}. O vertim e settlem ents becam e
perm anent, the population grew, and newly prim itive industries sprang up to accom m odate the settled lifestyles while basic
crafts would be created such as clay potteries and stone tools. Lim ited construction of m ud brick houses also began in
which m any had square plans and attached to one another and som e were arranged around courtyards with fire pits
inside; these were the forerunners of m ature Indus houses. Num erous settlem ents like M ehrgarh would be built throughout
Baluchistan and these gradually becam e regionalized while still m aintained econom ic and cultural contacts between them .
W ith the growing population and lim ited resources in these areas, people began to m ove down to the alluvial lowlands along
the Indus River where a m ore tolerable clim ate, proxim ity to resources (water, gam es, etc.), and fertile lands would be
available to sustain them  and allow long-term  expansion. In this stage, agricultural technologies such as brick retaining walls
were em ployed to keep the water out (flood control) and in (reservoirs for agricultural uses). Tim e would prove the crucial
role of the Indus River in the flowering of the Indus Civilization as the principal com m ercial and cultural artery between
different regions along its banks. It facilitated faster transportation and com m unication and as a result a higher degree of
econom ic and cultural integration has been observed throughout the Indus Civilization. Between c. 3500-2500 BCE,
increasing specialization in the m anufacturing process led to further advancem ent in the fields of the arts and architecture.
A form er village would grow into a sm all town pushing cultivable lands further and the newly urbanites were free to pursue
their specialized professions and invent new crafts and technologies to better their lives and those of the village folks. Stone
tools were replaced by copper and bronze ones while ceram ic item s were m olded by hands or wheels into various shapes
and sizes to be decorated with different decorative m otifs. Clay figurines, seals, and personal ornam ents such as jewelries
also appeared for the first tim e. The Indus people also produced the first known writing as graffiti m arks on their vessels
{W heeler 1968: 9-24}{Posssehl 1979: 66-89}; possibly there were networks of trade and cultural exchanges throughout
the Indus region. This transitional stage of the Indus Civilization from  a rural econom y into an urban one can be observed
in the towns of Q uetta, Kulli, Am ri, and Kot Diji. The m ature phase of the Indus Civilization was an intense period of
urbanization in conjunction with the com m ercial and cultural spread throughout the lower Indus River valley that lasted
between c. 2500-1700 BCE. The rise of urban settlem ents with distinct cultures and econom ies can be seen at large cities
like M ohenjo-daro [1.1] and Harappa; M ohenjo-daro, the biggest city in the Indus Civilization at the tim e, had a com plex
planning where habitation was grouped into zones with the residential zones on the lower ground whilst the public and
adm inistrative zones would occupy the higher ground called m ounds or citadels. Gridded streets intersected each other
while intricate system s of residential and public sewage and drainage were also installed to im prove sanitation; buildings of
typically kiln-dried and m ud bricks would then be constructed along these streets as the designs of the houses were also
standardized. These suggest the existence of a well-organized political body within these cities and it is estim ated that the
population of M ohenjo-daro and Harappa in its heyday was around 41,000 and 24,000 respectively; no doubt m any were
urban dwellers devoting a bulk of their tim es in the arts and architecture while engaging in trade with the neighboring
regions and countries. The m ain dietary consum ption of the Indus people was wheat and barley in the Indus valley and
peas and rice in Gujarat, India while m eat sources cam e from  cattle, goat, and sheep; the bull was evidently am ong the
m ost prized item  in the Indus realm  for its agricultural value and m any had been depicted on seals. Artistic creations also



reached their apogee as they not only displayed excellent craftsm anship and realism  but also revealed for the first tim e the
cultural aspects and religious beliefs of the Indus people. Am ong the finest artistic achievem ents included num erous
figurines, statuettes depicted with a rem arkable degree of realism , black-on-red wares, and steatite seals of carved anim als
and hum an figures that were engraved with an unknown script on them .  

The forem ost controversial issue in the Indus studies is the purported relationship between M esopotam ia and the Indus
Civilization. There were evidences suggesting lim ited international trade at the site of Lothal in Gujarat and the presence of
the Indus people at the trade colony of Shortugai in the vicinity of the O xus River in northern Afghanistan {Posssehl 1993:
65}{Posssehl 1979: 212-218}. The discovery of seals, potteries, Indus-styled figurines, carnelian beads from  Indus
Civilization in M esopotam ia and the Arabian Peninsula alongwith a Persian Gulf seal at Lothal, though very m eager in
num bers, has led archaeologists to speculate that there could be a m aritim e trade between the Indus Civilization and
western Asia {Posssehl 1979: 115-150, 174-175}{Posssehl 1993: 323-378}. However, there were no M esopotam ia
artifacts ever found in the Indus valley while conversely m any Indus-styled item s have been found in M esopotam ia and
northern Afghanistan at Shortugai suggesting the Harappans had traveled far from  their hom elands and were probably in
contact with people from  the distant lands. Archaeologists have long suspected M eluhha as the land of the Indus
Civilization and its ships m ight have once anchored at Agade, the capital of King Sargon (r. 2334-2279 BCE) in
M esopotam ia. M eluhha trading ships reportedly brought with them  ivory, carnelian, woods, etc., the very item s that were
abundant in the Indus Civilization; hence there could be trade relations between the two regions {Posssehl 1993: 365-78}.
M oreover, the Indus script has been found to be related to the Elam ite language while Indus seals and inscriptions have
also been discovered at Altin-tepe in eastern Turkey and Yahya-tepe in Iran {Posssehl 1993: 65}; since Elam  (Iran) was
situated between Sum er and the Indus Civilization and so the Harappans could have contacted with M esopotam ia vis-̈ -vis
Elam . There were sim ilarities between M esopotam ia and the Indus Civilization in their city infrastructure, the use of bricks in
construction, and the prevalence of the seals; since Sum er is an older civilization than the Indus Civilization, one m ay
postulate that the latter has been influenced by the form er as proposed by M ortim er W heeler {W heeler 1968: 135}:

 
ñBut it can at least be averred that, however translated, the idea of civilization cam e to the Indus from  the

Euphrates and Tigris, and gave the Harappans their initial direction, or at least inform ed their purpose.ò
 
O thers like W alter Fairservis have since challenged the view that M esopotam ia was the forerunner for the Indus

Civilization {Posssehl 1979: 76}:
 

ñThe evidence indicates that the urban situation in the Indus River Valley was a logical developm ent from
advanced village farm ing in an optim um  situation. In a com plex of traits for which we have good evidence, India is
prom inent: m ulti-faced deities, the ñyogaò position, sacred cobras, phallic worship, cattle cults, ritual bathing,
num erous bangles as fem ale ornam ents, cattle painting, m otifs based on local fauna and flora, and horned
headdresses all can be said to be subcontinental traits of the Harappan civilization.ò

 
Archaeological evidence also suggests definite differences in the form ation and organization of governm ental and

religious institutions between M esopotam ia and the Indus Civilization. If there was a centralized and powerful governm ent in
the Indus realm  there would be special zones reserved for kings and nobilities such as palaces and sum ptuous jewelries
and ornam ents would have already been discovered as in the case of M esopotam ia; so far these features have been
detected in any Indus sites and thus the political structure of the Harappans m ight not have been concentrated in the
hands of a privileged and powerful class as in contem porary M esopatam ia and Egypt. Possibly there existed a ódem ocraticô
governm ent with the authorities delegated to those selected with the approval of the qualified individuals or an electorate;
W alter Fairservis suggested óchiefdom ô as the form  of the Indus governance {Posssehl 1996: 12}. This is clearly different
from  the dynastic rules of M esopotam ia and powerful pharaohs of Egypt; m oreover there were no m onum ental religious
architecture within the Indus dom ains that dedicated to the powerful gods or god-kings as the ziggurats of M esopotam ia or
the im m ense pyram ids and tem ples of Egypt. For the m ost parts, the religious affairs of the Indus people probably
resem bled sim ple individual cults rather than organized religions as understood today. The Great Bath of M ohenjo-daro
[1.2-1.3] is believed to have been used for ritual bathing while the ófire altarsô at Lothal and Kalibangan and the óreligiousô
buildings at Harappa alongwith m any M other Goddess figurines also testify that the Indus religion was probably a private
m atter and not m ass religions like later Hinduism  and Buddhism . In sum m ary, from  the analyses of archaeological rem ains
som e general observations can be m ade:

* The rise of the Indus Civilization was a natural indigenous developm ent over an extended period of tim e due
to m any contributory factors such as internal pressures (population and econom ic growth), environm ental advantage
(water, land, resources), and a lim ited external trade (with Central and W est Asia, Near East). The expansion of
later cities throughout the Indus dom ains were likely a result of internal m igration rather than trade as the Indus
econom y was likely self-sufficient. Advances in technology, from  sim ple to com plex, enabled urbanization and cultural
integration between different regions throughout the Indus valley.



* Influences from  M esopotam ia, if any, were lim ited. Indirect diffusion of ideas and culture (M other Goddess
figurines, seals, writing) m ight have been em anated from  M esopotam ia but the expression of these ideas was
uniquely Harappa.

* Decentralized form s of governm ental and religious institutions. The enforcem ent of authorities m ight have
been relied upon m ass consensus and dem anded cooperative efforts between different groups through ódem ocraticô
m eans. Hence the regionalization of power was likely prom inent during the Indus tim e though there seem s to be a
com m on cultural thread between the regions as observed in sim ilar seals, potteries, figurines, system s of weights,
walled citadels, etc. throughout the Indus cities. Am ong the large and prosperous cities at the height of the Indus
Civilization were M ohenjo-daro, Harappa, Judeirjo-daro, Chanhu-daro, Kalibangan, and Lothal.        

After a sustained period of prosperity, the Indus Civilization would experience a gradual decline between c. 1700-1200
BCE and not a sudden collapse as som e believed; a few cities continued to function while others like the once m ighty
M ohenjo-daro and Harappa were totally abandoned. The Indus people probably began m igrating to different regions m ainly
southeastward and northeastward toward India and possibly gradually assim ilated into the local population. There are
considerable debates am ong scholars on the causes of the collapse and disappearance of the once vibrant Indus
Civilization; forem ost am ong these is the theory of the environm ental and clim ate changes, specifically from  abundance of
water to desiccation. John M arshall was am ong em inent archaeologists to have articulated it and he believed the clim ate
had been wetter then since the anim als depicted on the Indus seals like rhinoceros, tigers, elephants, etc. should have
predom inantly populated m oist jungles {M arshall 1931: 2}; however, the m ajority of the depicted anim als on the seals is
the m ythical unicorn. The choice of baked bricks in the Indus architecture has also been suggested as the evidence of the
abundance of trees in the region for the repeating use in burning bricks. O ther scholars have since challenged the view that
burning bricks, hence the im plication of the abundance of trees, denuded the surrounding forests and in turn destroyed the
life supports that the Indus people relied on. Based on various calculations, it probably took 400 acres of forest for the
reconstruction of M ohenjo-daro every 140 years; keep in m ind that this city lasted for centuries so that the am ount of the
consum ed forests seem s m inim al to have really caused the fall of M ohenjo-daro. M oreover, the type of trees used in
burning these bricks m ight be the fast-growing type so that there could be plenty of burning fuels; other waste item s could
also be used as fuels such as cattle dungs {Possehl 1979: 87, 231}. Burnt bricks also had higher structural strength and
low water absorption property and it m ade sense to use them  in flood-prone areas; they also allowed the built-up of m any
construction layers as observed at M ohenjo-daro. Had m ud bricks been used, the excessive water absorption from
repeated floods, rains, and heavy loads from  m any periods of rebuilding would have destroyed the rem ains. Num erous
dam s called garbabands m ight have been built to store water for agricultural and personal uses; the im plicit suggestion here
was the presence of abundant rain water to justify the construction of these dam s {M arshall 1931: 7}. However, m ost
likely these dam s m ight have been constructed to hold flood water for agricultural use while the silt deposited by floods also
provided great nutrition for field cultivation {Possehl 1979: 223-224}. The periodic and catastrophic floods of the Indus
River that had plagued these sites are also well attested as there are seven strata of construction at M ohenjo-daro with
the lowest one buried som e 30ô below the present ground level {M arshall 1931: 1-7, 9-10}. O ther possible causes for the
abandonm ent of Indus cities were the desiccation and possible changes in the courses of the Indus River and its tributaries
which deprived the Indus population of its life support {Possehl 1993: 223-231}. Another com m on belief is that the Aryans,
who were presum ably the nom adic people from  the northern steppes of Central Asia, obliterated Indus settlem ents and
their population before entering India. M ost scholars agreed that they entered India around c. 1200 BCE when the Indus
Civilization had already been in decline for over half a m illennium ; thus they could not have caused the disappearance of
this civilization {Possehl 1979: 287}. The Rig-veda also described instances wherein the proud Aryans and their gods
destroyed their enem y cities and som e have suggested these as evidences of the Aryansô m assacres of the M ohenjo-
daro population {W heeler 1968: 131-133}{Possehl 1979: 291}. However, the Aryans had already been through long
periods of wandering and probably fighting their ways through vast territories before entering the subcontinent and
therefore the descriptions of their epic battles m ight have been taken place elsewhere; besides, the Rig-veda was
essentially a religious text which certainly included scenes out of pure fantasy intended for the glorification of its Aryan
gods. Regarding the supposed destruction of the Harappans in the hands of the invading Aryans and specifically M ohenjo-
daro, George Dales had this to say {Possehl 1979: 293-296}:

 
ñDespite the extensive excavations at the largest Harappan sites, there is not single bit of evidence that can be

brought forth as unconditional proof of an arm ed conquest and the destruction on the supposed scale of the Aryan
invasion.ò                          

 
M oreover, had the Aryans com e into contact with the Harappans then they should have at least inherited features

from  the Indus Civilization such as urban planning, architecture, etc. However virtually no traces of the Indus culture in
India that can be dated in the period between the Aryan invasions and the rise of the M aurya Em pire; thus, the Indus
Civilization likely ceased to exist long before the arrivals of the Aryans. M oreover, no Aryan sites have been discovered in
either Pakistan or India which m akes it im possible to draw any conclusions on the relationships between the Harappans and



the Aryans. Som e prefer to categorize this late phase of the Indus Civilization as ódeurbanizationô rather than a sudden
collapse due to the dwindling population and decline in trade and possibly people began to m ove back to villages or to the
northeast and southeast toward India {Possehl 1993: 381-384, 445-54}. In conclusions, the fall of the Indus Civilization
could be caused by a com bination of different factors:

* Environm ental factors such as deforestation, clim ate, catastrophic floods, reduction of the land
productiveness, etc. and natural resources ceased to be able to sustain the population. The flight of people into
cities, which m ainly relied on farm ers for food, could have deprived agriculture of m uch needed labor and the
problem  could also be exacerbated by m igrations to new territories.

* It is unlikely that the Aryans could have destroyed the Indus Civilization. 
* Possible establishm ents of new settlem ents, generally northeastward and southeastward of the Indus

territories in India where the Indus people and culture eventually m erged with the local population; the arrival of the
Aryans m ight have further erased any rem aining traces of the Indus Civilization. 

 
A.    Urban Planning

1.1 Site plan of the Citadel
c. 2500-2000 BCE

M ohenjo-daro, Larkana- Pakistan
       
Urban planning in m any Indus cities was as sophisticated as any other cities in the ancient world with technological

advances rem iniscent of m odern cities. The m ost im portant and biggest of all Indus cities was M ohenjo-daro followed by
Harappa; an overwhelm ing m ajority of the Indus artifacts have been discovered at M ohenjo-daro and Harappa that
strongly confirm  these as the political and cultural centers in the Indus Civilization. M ohenjo-daro is about three m iles in
circuit of about 5 1/2 m illion square feet, 10,428 houses excluding other adm inistrative and religious buildings, and a large
population of about 41,250 people {Possehl 1979: 83}. The buildings at M ohenjo-daro were constructed of burnt bricks
which are now buried under a thick layer of alluvium  with the lowest of the seven occupational strata som e 30ô below the
current ground level. There are two distinct zones in the city with one to the east and the other to the west and both are
situated on high m ounds separated by a gully. The eastern sector is a vast array of residential houses with m ajor and
m inor streets intersecting each other; the houses and their entrances are generally aligned along these streets. The higher
western sector or the Citadel [1.1] is about 300 x 500 yards and probably functioned as the public zone in the city; the
Citadel, Assem bly Area, and Great Bath were possibly adm inistrative, civic, and religious buildings. Though there are
fortifications in the southern end of the Citadel, there are no signs that M ohenjo-daro was a fortified city; the apparent
absence of an enclosed city wall suggests the city m ight have been a relatively peaceful place and wars were probably rare
during its lifetim e. M any other buildings m ight have secular and religious functions as houses for m em bers of the elites or
storage facilities like the Granary to store harvested crops. The m assive Granary in the west was evidently a m easure of
wealth of M ohenjo-daro and it testified that the Harappa econom y, though largely an urbanized one, was basically agrarian
{W heeler 1968: 34-35, 84}. The Pillar Hall in the south, with its twenty rectangular 3ô x 5ô pillars and built-in benches, was



probably used as an assem bly area or public gatherings; the Citadel, which occupies the m ost prom inent place in the city,
was the m ost representative feature of m any Indus cities. During the Kushan Dynasty, a Buddhist stupa and vihara were
constructed on top of it and below them  is a huge m ud platform  with brick retaining walls enclosing its perim eter and an
elaborate drainage system  {M arshall 1931: 113-130}. No clues to the real functions of the Citadel really were; however due
to its lofty location and proxim ity to the Great Bath and other im portant structures at M ohenjo-daro and its com m anding
view of the eastern residential sector; it could certainly have been the adm inistrative center of the city.

M ohenjo-daro reflected the ingenious m astery of the Harappans in urban planning, civil engineering, and architecture.
The division of the city into distinct zones according to their public and private functions, the organized street layout, and
the locations on high m ounds to avoid floods are indicative of a highly rational planning. The placem ent of structures along
gridded streets facilitated accessibility and allowed future growth of the city by sim ply adding new constructions along these
routes. These streets ranged from  over 30ô wide for m ain arteries to 5ô-10ô for sm aller roads and they were once paved
with com pacted m ud while burnt bricks were exclusively reserved for buildings. Another im portant technology was an
elaborate system  of drains em bedded along the streets throughout M ohenjo-daro, which John M arshall observed that
{M arshall 1931: 278-282}: 

 
ñA rem arkable feature of the city of M ohenjo-daro is the very elaborate drainage system  that exists even in the

poorest quarters of the city. Every street and lane had one or two water-channels with brick or stone covers that
could readily be lifted to rem ove obstructions. These drains, as a rule, were situated from  18 inches to 2 feet below
the surface of the street, but som e were certainly not set so lowé Practically every house had one or m ore
apertures in its walls through which waste water ran out into the street drain.ò

 
At the street intersections, there were rectangular soak-pits of about 3ô wide x 5ô long x 5ô deep buried below ground

to collect water from  the drains that would be freely absorbed into the ground. John M arshall also believed that this system
of drains and soak-pits was probably not used as a m unicipal sewage system  since the drain sizes were sm all to be able to
carry large waste m atters that could potentially choke the drains, pollute the ground water, and spread diseases.
Alternatively, these drains could have been used to channel little am ount of rainfalls or discharge residential waste water
from  bathing and dishwashing. Though the drainage system  at M ohenjo-daro was far from  perfect com pared to m odern
sewage system s, their sim ilarities in functions and designs are striking even m ore than four m illennia ago.

 
B.    Architecture

 
Another conspicuous feature at M ohenjo-daro is its architecture, especially its plain houses. Burned clay bricks with an

average size of 11ò x 5 1/2ò x 2 1/2ò were exclusively used in buildings and they typically had rectangular shapes although
wedge shapes have also been found in the constructions of wells; m ud was used as m ortar to join bricks. Som e of these
houses were as large as 80ô wide x 100ô deep and m any had two levels. In a typical house, there were entrances facing
streets while interior room s were generally arranged around a centrally open courtyard or series of interconnected
courtyards depending on the size of the house in order to m axim ize natural ventilation and light; portersô closets were also
present alongwith other com m on architectural features such as bathroom s, stairs, kitchens, storage, etc. Interior stairs
were generally narrow and steep to conserve space with 11ò treads x 5 1/4ò-8 1/2ò risers while som e stairs also connected
to the rooftops, which were m ost likely outdoor terraces; the stairs of the Great Bath, on the other hand, had wider treads
and lower risers due to its public function. There were niches in the interior walls of the houses about half of the wall depth
that m ight have been used as shelves to display im portant item s like cult im ages {M arshall 1931: 276}. Usually there were
several entry doors with door panels likely m ade of wood while windows, probably latticed, were generally absent from  the
exterior as they m ainly occurred in the interior walls around an open courtyard to preserve the occupantsô privacy while
m axim izing ventilation and sunlight; according to John M arshall, the lintels of these doors were tim ber in com bination with
corbelled brick arches {M arshall 1931: 275}. The entry doors had thresholds and were several feet above the street level
to be connected with flights of stairs; John M arshall inferred that this was a precautionary design to protect the house from
flooding {M arshall 1931: 266}. Periodic floods had deposited a great am ount of silt in these houses so a sim ple solution for
the Harappans was to build new constructions over existing foundations. W alls, whether exterior or interior, have been
found to be devoid of decorative treatm ents; m any interior walls had a 3/4ò layer of grass-and-m ud plaster and coated
with a final layer of fine plaster. M any exterior walls slightly sloped outward while the interior walls rem ained straight and
they m ight also have beam  pockets to carry tim ber m em bers to support the roof. The roofs of these houses were
generally flat and probably constructed of wooden planks to be covered with several layers of grass-and-m ud plaster to
prevent water penetration; scuppers would be placed throughout the roof to properly discharge water to the ground below
{M arshall 1931: 277}. It seem s contradictory to suggest a wetter clim ate during the Harappa tim e, as John M arshall did,
since these flat m ud roofs apparently do not disperse or repel water well like the pitched roof. The design of the stairwell
puncturing through the flat roof in a wet clim ate clearly does not m ake any architectural sense. In fact the courtyard-and-
flat roof houses are often found in a sem i-arid or arid clim ate rather than in a wet one, as in Afghanistan and Tibet.



Num erous wells were built at M ohenjo-daro to collect the ground water and this was indicative of a sem i-arid region. The
floors of these houses were paved in bricks throughout with a m eticulous care in laying the brick layers, which were four or
five courses thick in som e instances; bathroom  drains also connected directly to the street drains to discharge used water
while covered drains were also buried below the courtyard floors. Som e clay drains were em bedded inside the interior walls
m ost likely as plum bing pipes; these average about 22 3/10ò per section with a 6 3/10ò top diam eter and an 8 1/10ò base
diam eter which were tied together with 2ò flanges. They connected the top floor with the one below and were probably
used to channel waste water down from  the floor above; in other houses they m ight have been used as trash chutes
where trash would be collected by a bin placed at the bottom  of the shaft in the bottom  floor {M arshall 1931: 16, 280}.
This could be am ong the m ost advanced prototypes of indoor plum bing and sanitary system  in the ancient world. The
facts that the Harappans devoted inordinate attention to elaborate system s of sanitation and drainage, natural ventilation
and lighting while their houses, public buildings, and streets were deem ed to be exceptionally clean, well-m aintained, and
carefully designed throughout, all clearly suggest that the Harappans were highly civilized, clean, healthy, and probably a
very happy people.                                                

 

1.2 Great Bath plan
c. 2500-2000 BCE

M ohenjo-daro, Larkana- Pakistan
 



1.3 Great Bath view
c. 2500-2000 BCE

M ohenjo-daro, Larkana- Pakistan
 
Am ong the m ost m eticulously constructed and frequently m entioned structure at M ohenjo-daro is the so-called Great

Bath [1.2-1.3]; in fact, its large-sized and prom inent location dem onstrated its im portant and intim ate connections to the
daily lives of M ohenjo-daro citizens. The 108ô x 180ô structure was built entirely of burnt bricks having an 8ô thick exterior
wall, which was battered at six degrees to the vertical. In the center is a 23ô x 39ô x 8ô deep rectangular pool with two
staircases, which were originally fastened with wooden treads, at both ends descending to the bottom  of the pool;
platform s of 3ô4ò wide x 1ô4ò high above the base of the tank were built probably for the convenience of bathers standing
in the shallow water. Based on the size of the tank, approxim ately 224 people could bathe in the tank at one tim e.
Surrounding the pool is a continuous piered verandah on all sides with a row of large cells having a well and a bathroom  on
the eastern side; these cells m ight have been used for changing clothes and cleansing oneself after bathing in the pool.
The two m ain entries are located at the southern end having two cubicles on both sides of the entry hall which m ight have
been used to store personal item s such as shoes, clothes, etc. The Great Bath apparently has two levels with the northern
end higher than the rest of the building from  the presence of the two flights of stairs; the northeastern corner of this area
was probably reserved for privileged individuals such as priests or adm inistrators to observe the spectacle or festive
atm osphere below. The northern stair is about 8ô wide with 10ò tread x 8ò riser; both stairs were obviously connected to
the roofs or roof terraces, which were likely flat and not unlike those in residential houses. The bathing tank itself probably
did not have a roof or awning in order to collect rain water and allow sunlight into the interior. There was evidently great
technological advance in the construction of the Great Bath; an average size of its burnt bricks is around 10 1/2ò x 5 1/10ò
x 2 1/5ò with a total thickness of the brick lining around the pool of about 4ô6ò thick. The cem ent used in the m ortar to join
the bricks is a m ixture of gypsum  (43 3/4 percent), lim e (13 39/50 percent), sand (forty percent), and salt (2 47/100
percent), a property sim ilar to m odern cem ent. The brick linings on all four sides of the pool were spread on the back with
1ò bitum en, another layer of bricks behind it, and then clay would be filled in between this brick layer and another one
behind it. Apparently the builder took great care in sealing the tank to prevent water from  seeping into the surrounding
ground to prevent subsidence; this has clearly ensured the rem arkable longevity of the Great Bath for over four m illennia.
In the southwestern corner is a large brick drain of 4ô7ò wide x 6ô6ò high of a corbelled construction which was obviously
m eant to channel the used waste water from  the pool away from  the structure. A group of buildings on the western side



of the Great Bath were earlier believed to be hot-air baths of a hypocaust system  with ducts delivering warm  air to dry the
bathers {M arshall 1931: 26, 143}; however, these have later been identified as possible platform s of the Granary {W heeler
1968: 43}. For what purposes that have m otivated the Harappans to devote so m uch effort into the construction of this
Great Bath? Ever since M ohenjo-daro was first discovered, the m ost popular theory for the construction of such a well-
designed structure was for religious reasons, particularly ritual bathing. Religious bathing in later Indian religions like Hinduism
was a param ount ritual to cleanse oneself of past sins and one could attribute this subcontinental practice to the Indus
people as exem plified in this Great Bath. However the Harappansô apparent obsession with bathing and cleanliness could be
due to their healthy habits as seen in the num erous bathroom s in both public buildings and private houses and not
necessarily ritual bathing. M oreover, if ritual bathing was prevalent in the Indus Civilization then why were there no public
baths in other Indus cities? And there were no definite proofs that the Harappans were an extrem ely religious people. Sm all
figurines of M other Goddesses and óreligiousô scenes on their little seals are not sufficient evidences proving their
devoutness; on the other hand, their rationalism  has been well attested in urban planning, architecture, arts, etc. Taken
together one m ight conclude that the Great Bath could have been built for public leisure, just like the Rom an baths, as the
prosperity of M ohenjo-daroôs citizens could well afford it. Ritual bathing in the Indus Civilization, if it ever existed, is probably
not to be understood as in Hinduism  in which the act of bathing is to cleanse oneself spiritually, erase past sins, and unite
with the gods. O ne thing is certain that bathing and cleansing indeed played a very im portant role in the daily life of the
Harappans and ritual cleansing via the m edium  of water was probably not a rarity at the tim e. M oreover if later Indian arts
had their roots in the Indus Civilization, as m any have noticed, then one could as well conclude that som e religious
practices of the Harappans, such as the purported ritual bathing, m ight have also survived in the later Indian
tradition.                   

In conclusion, the evidences clearly suggest the profound influence or cultural continuity that the Indus Civilization m ight
have had upon the subsequent Ganga civilization in North India through its arts, architecture, religion, governm ent, and
social structures. These indigenous features of the Indian subcontinent would probably subsequently be fused with those
brought to India by the Aryans to form  a newly synthesized culture that was to be the im print of the Indian tradition.
Som e distinct features of the Indus Civilization can be sum m arized in the followings:  

* The well-planned layouts of its cities and rem arkable achievem ents in civil engineering and architecture such as
elaborate system s of street drains and sanitation as well as indoor plum bing; these could be the precursors of later
Indian cities.

* Brick construction, corbelled arches, and the use of plaster in architecture; these were also prevalent in Indian
and Buddhist architecture.

* A pillared hall and its use of built-in benches; these were also com m on in Indian and Buddhist architecture,
particularly Buddhist caves.

* Architecture with cellar com partm ents surrounding a centrally open and piered courtyard; this is also the classic
plan of m any Buddhist caves and m onasteries.



Chapter 2. Foundation of Buddhism

 
W hile the Indus Civilization was the forerunner of later Indian urbanism , North India was the birthplace of the spiritual

heritage for the m ajority of Indians and m illions of Asians in general as this region was the holyland of great world religions
like Hinduism  and Buddhism . Som e of the ideas and concepts in all Indian religious system s including Buddhism  were deeply
rooted in Vedic Hinduism  which first appeared after the arrival of the Aryans around c. 1200 BCE. These foreign Aryans
probably com piled the Vedas, the sacred religious texts of the Hindus, with the assistance of native Indian theologians
after they had settled in India {Radhakrishnan 1989 Volum e I: 75}; this form ative period in Indian history is known as the
Vedic Period (c. 1200-600 BCE) as distinguished from  the subsequent Epic Period (c. 600 BCE-200 CE). The Vedas consist
of four separate texts, nam ely Rig-veda, Yajur-veda, Sam a-veda, and Atharva-veda; each is further divided into three
m ain parts, nam ely M antras (hym ns), Bhahm anas (religious rituals and duties), and Upanisads (philosophy). Som e
fundam ental features of Vedic Hinduism , as distinguished from  later Hinduism  and Buddhism , are:

a.     Natural Polytheism
Num erous religious hym ns in the Rig-veda are devoted to the gods deified from  natural phenom ena; m any of these

gods would subsequently be incorporated into the Buddhist pantheon though in subordinate ranks. Som e well-known gods
in the Vedas are Varuna (Sky God), Surya (Sun God), Visnu (God of Three Strides), Agni (Fire God), Yam a (Lord of the
Dead), Brahm a (Creation God), and Indra or Sakra (Atm osphere and W ar God) {Radhakrishnan 1989 Volum e I: 72-89}.
Am ong these Brahm a, Surya, and Indra frequently appear in Buddhist literature as Buddhaôs attendants and have also
been depicted in early Buddhist arts. By the tim e Buddha preached his first serm on and founded Buddhism  in c. 532 BCE,
Vedic Hinduism  had already becom e an integral part of the Indian society so that Buddhism  had to incorporate som e of
these Vedic gods and religious beliefs into its system  to be accepted am ong the local population and facilitate new
conversions.    

b.     Form al Ritualism
Eventually the foreign beliefs of the Aryans, who were likely the m inority am ong the locals, as exem plified in the Rig-

veda, would m erge with those of the indigenous. The Arthava-veda reflects this new and harm onizing spirit with the
introduction of ósuperstitiousô and tribal elem ents like m agic, exorcism , sacrificial rituals, etc. to appease evil and terrifying
spirits. And who else could perform  these sacred sacrificial cerem onies and com m unicate with the spirits and gods than the
brahm ins or priests who specialize in religious rites and the sole authorities on the Vedas. According to the brahm ins, only
they can perform  these religious rituals and properly propitiate the gods since they know how to utter the correct prayers
and spells for the successful com pletion of the rites. The Yajur and Sam a-vedas are liturgical books that give ritual
instructions to priests to be perform ed at the cerem onies to m axim ize the religious efficacy of the rituals {Radhakrishnan
1989 Volum e I: 117-123}.       

c.     Caste
Though socio-econom ic castes, which are largely based on wealth and profession, m ight have had their roots in the

Indus Civilization, religious castes, which are hereditary and survive until this day am ong the Hindus in India though
abolished by the Indian governm ent, first appeared in the Vedic Period. The Hindu society was then divided into four
castes in descending order, nam ely brahm in (priests), ksatriya (warriors, rulers, adm inistrators, aristocrats), vaisya
(m erchants, bankers), sudra (workers, servants); the brahm ins, due to their special knowledge of Sanskrit and the Vedas,
hold exclusive rights in religious functions. Gradually the priest class or the brahm ins becam e hereditary alongwith the other
three castes and the caste system  would effectively be transform ed into a social and religious institution; those who did not
belong to any of these four castes were out-caste or untouchables and had to do the m ost dem eaning works of all. The
caste system , though essentially rooted in religious beliefs, was clearly a socio-econom ic institution that was m eant to
preserve the social order and an instrum ent for the powerful elites to safeguard and m aintain their own self-interests
{Radhakrishnan 1989 Volum e I: 111-113, 132-133}. It was this rigid caste system  that eventually set the stage for the
continuing power struggle am ong the different castes and m any, especially those of the lower castes, rebelled against it.
Buddha, who was a ksatriya, clearly did not favor the brahm ins and he becam e one of the staunchest critics of the caste
system .   

d.     M onism
The natural polytheism  and form al ritualism  of the earlier period would lastly give way to the Upanisads, the concluding

portions of the Vedas, which are full of m etaphysical speculations; these are intellectual reactions to the polytheism  and
artificial rituals in the earlier Vedas through lofty philosophy and rigorous m etaphysical inquiries. The Upanisads created the
oldest philosophical system  in India in which aim  was not to dem olish the old religious order but to reform  it in order to
preserve its purity. They posited the idea of an atm an (essence, being, soul, self, ego, or personality) in all individuals
which is perm anent, eternal, and not subject to decay or death; after death this atm an would m erge with Brahm an, the



cosm ic counterpart of the atm an. The Brahm an is essentially a m etaphysical absolute and a Suprem e or Universal Being
behind all world phenom ena whilst the atm an is the absolute reality within a person; even great gods like Indra, Surya,
Visnu, etc. are also m anifestations of this cosm ic Brahm an. But one m ust see the non-dual reality or oneness between the
atm an and Brahm an as they are identical in the absolute sense and whoever realizes this is Brahm an; in this sense, the
Upanisads did not recognize the first and all-powerful Creator or God. O ne m ust understand that the Brahm an is not a
theistic God but an Absolute Being or Existence, or a m etaphysical God if you will {Radhakrishnan 1989 Volum e I: 151-173,
181-198}.  

According to the Upanisads, oneôs life is determ ined by his karm a (action, deed) or the m oral effect as a result of his
actions upon the surrounding environm ent; a good deed will bring a good return and an evil deed will bring suffering and a
bad return. It is this accum ulative effect of oneôs own deeds during his lifetim e and the previous life that ultim ately binds
him  to the cycles of birth and rebirth or Sam sara; his karm a in the past lives will determ ine whether the outcom e of his
birth in the next life is good (a reward) or bad (a punishm ent). Thus theoretically a m an of a high caste could be born into
a lower caste, or even anim als, if he com m itted evils and accum ulated bad karm as in his previous life and vice versa. Thus
karm a determ ines the outcom e or status of oneôs reincarnation in the next life and due to the perpetual effect of karm a
he continues to drown in Sam sara as long as he is still accum ulating his karm as {Radhakrishnan 1989 Volum e I: 245-256}.
The ultim ate religious goal is M oksa or spiritual release from  oneôs karm as and Sam sara as oneôs earthly body would be
dissolved and the atm an would m erge to becom e one with Brahm an; oneôs union and existence with Brahm an is pure and
eternal {Radhakrishnan 1989 Volum e I: 236-242}. To seek the everlasting union with Brahm an one has to fulfill his religious
and social duties (dharm as) and live according to a devout Hindu way of life by conform ing to the four stages in life,
nam ely student, householder, herm it, and ascetic. O nce his worldly duties have been fulfilled, a religious m an becom es a
hom eless m endicant leading a holy life and perform ing various kinds of austerities to seek penance with the gods. In the
final stage he becom es a holy ascetic or a yogin practicing yoga, a m ethod of physical discipline and controlling breathing to
purify oneôs m ind, and m editates upon his eternal union with Brahm an; these will enable him  to break free of the cycles of
Sam sara, attain M oksa, and finally unite with Brahm an {Radhakrishnan 1989 Volum e I: 132, 219-222, 260-263}.

 
A.    Buddha and Early Buddhism  (c. 567-387 BCE)

       
The epoch that Buddha lived was in the beginning of the Epic Period during which different regional clans, which rules

were governed by their representative leaders or kings called rajas, gradually began to form  sm all republics with a few
larger ones dom inated sm aller ones; am ong these Kosala and M agadha were the m ost powerful. During this period the
sm all Sakya Republic, with Kapilavastu as its capital, was ruled by Suddhodana, Buddhaôs father; it was a vassal of the
powerful Kosala where the ancestors of the Sakyas were believed to have im m igrated from ; Sakya was eventually
conquered by Kosala shortly before Buddhaôs death in c. 487 BCE. W ithin this relatively peaceful tim e a newly religious
m ovem ent called Sram ana, which was led by well-known heterodox leaders like Buddha, was flowering all over North India
with its key m essages of religious freedom  and in opposition to the authority of the Vedas and the brahm ins who
com prised the orthodox and opposing Brahm ana cam p. The results were the full blossom  of fresh religious and
philosophical ideas and practices as well as the com petition am ong the sram anas them selves and the brahm anas; all later
schools of Indian philosophy, including Buddhism , could trace their roots during this period {Schum ann 1989: 1-5, 34-43}.
The m ajority of the sram anas were hom eless wanderers seeking religious truths and salvation from  different teachers and
sects or through their own heroic efforts; m any engaged in severe asceticism  while others spent endless hours in
philosophical disputes. Som e becam e em inent leaders and founded great religions that last to this day like Buddhism  and
Jainism ; it was during this unfettered and lively religious atm osphere that Buddha entered the scene.  

1.     Biography of Buddha {Schum ann 1989: 6-263}
Prince Siddhartha Gautam a (c. 567-487 BCE), Buddhaôs clan nam e before Enlightenm ent, was born on c. M ay 567

BCE, or c. 563 BCE according to som e scholars depending whether Em peror Asokaôs date of ascension to the throne in c.
269 BCE or c. 273 BCE, in Lum bini [8.1-8.2] in the Sakya Republic, which was then in North India but now a part of
Nepal. King Suddhodana and Q ueen M aya were his parents belonging to the Sakya and Koliya clans respectively; Prince
Siddhartha had a privileged upbringing and his parents showered him  with all the affection and riches as expected of being
the only son and a scion of the Sakya kingdom . The prince was m arried at sixteen to Princess Yosadhara, also sixteen,
and the couple had a son nam ed Rahula. According to scriptural sources, one day Prince Siddhartha and his attendant took
a chariot ride outside the palace com pound and encountered the Four Signs, nam ely a sick m an, an old m an, a dead m an,
and a wandering m endicant. The signs stirred up the growing discontent inside Prince Siddhartha that he had been feeling
for som e tim es, perhaps the dissatisfaction about living an em pty and m eaningless life of luxury confined within the palace
walls. Prince Siddhartha began yearning for the life outside the palace as an ascetic searching for spiritual freedom  from  the
daily fetters of the m aterial world; the sight of the peaceful m onk in the last ride, in contrast to the suffering of the others,
becam e the spiritual m odel that he was seeking for. O ne night, at the age of twenty-nine (c. 538 BCE), he left his
luxurious palace at Kapilavastu and his kingdom  alongwith his wife and son and headed south toward the region along the
Ganga River in m odern Uttar Pradesh and Bihar in search for spiritual enlightenm ent. This area in the sixth century BCE



was the com m ercial and spiritual heart of North India; the Ganga was also a holy river for the Hindus where they cam e to
bathe, crem ate their relatives, and scatter their ashes into the holy water to cleanse their sins and seek for a higher rebirth
in the next life and eternal union with the gods. Prince Siddhartha sought for spiritual guidance from  different fam ous
teachers of the days and after spending an extended period learning from  them  he was still not satisfied with his spiritual
progress and decided to go his separate way in search for enlightenm ent on his own. The path to enlightenm ent was not
an easy one for Prince Siddhartha and it took him  six years of severe asceticism  and extrem e self-discipline with his five
com panions before he could achieve his ultim ate aim . He finally attained Enlightenm ent or Bodhi in Bodhgaya [7.6-7.11,
8.3-8.4] at the age of thirty-five (c. 532 BCE) after a sustained period of intense spiritual introspection and m editation
under the bodhi-tree, which subsequently becam e the holy tree to the Buddhists; from  then on Prince Siddhartha becam e
known to the world as Buddha or the Enlightened O ne. Soon afterward he proceeded to Isipatana or Sarnath [8.5-8.6]
near m odern day Varanasi where he preached his first serm on in the sam e year (c. 532 BCE) to his form er five ascetic-
com panions (Ajnata-Kaundinya, Bhaddiya, Vappa, M ahanam a, Assaji); they becam e his first m onk-disciples (bhiksu) and
together they form ed the Sangha or the Com m unity of Buddhist M onks and later including Nuns. For the next forty-five
years Buddha and his disciples traveled throughout North India to spread his teachings, known as Dharm a, and won m any
converts including kings, com m oners, violent crim inals, and even wom en who were also ordained into his Sangha in c. 527
BCE as nuns (bhiksuni). Buddha finally passed away in Kushinagar [8.7-8.10] in c. 487 BCE at the age of eighty;
Subhadha was the last m onk to be adm itted into the Sangha. The last words he uttered to his disciples were, ñAll
com pound things are inherently im perm anent; strive diligently for your own salvations.ò There are a few im portant epithets
for which he has been universally known, including Buddha (Enlightened O ne), Sakyam uni (Sage of the Sakya Clan),
Sakyasim ha (Lion of the Sakyas), Tathagata (O ne W ho Has Com e and Gone Thus), and Bhagavan (Blessed O ne).

2.     Core Teachings of Buddha 
By the tim e of Buddha, the Vedic religion had already entrenched in the Indian society; ideas like atm an, Brahm an,

yoga practices and asceticism , Sam sara, karm a, rebirth and reincarnation, etc. were the com m onplace. Buddhaôs
teachings and other Sram ana religions, while not denying these, gave fresh interpretations with fundam ental differences
prim arily centered on doctrinal issues regarding the nature of atm an, Brahm an, and other ósuperstitiousô practices such as
ritual bathing and anim al sacrifices. The followings sum m arize the m ain points of Buddhaôs original teachings which all
schools of Buddhism  agree to:     

a.     Suffering (Dukkha) {Rahula 1974: 16-50, 92-94}
Buddha expounded the Four Noble Truths in life, nam ely Suffering, Causes of Suffering, Cessation of Suffering, and

Paths to the Cessation of Suffering, in his first serm on called Dharm acakrapravartana-sutra (Setting in M otion the W heel of
Truths Serm on) at Sarnath in c. 532 BCE; this very first serm on m arked the beginning of Buddhism  in India.    

* First Noble Truth: Suffering
Suffering is the life experience of every sentient being, including the gods and anim als, and Buddha had

experienced it him self during his princely life. Birth, old age, sickness, and death are suffering, associating with the
painful and separating from  the pleasant are suffering, not able to achieve oneôs aim  is also suffering, and so are
despair, sorrow, etc. In short the Five Aggregates (skandha) that m ake up a com posite individual, nam ely Form ,
Sensation, Perception, M ental Form ations, and Consciousness, are suffering because of their im perm anent nature.

* Second Noble Truth: Cause of Suffering
The cause of suffering is the craving including attachm ent or holding on to people, anim als, things, ideas, etc. It

is the craving for sensual pleasures, for existence and becom ing (rebirth), and for non-existence (self-extinguishing);
it is this craving that gives rise to the delusion of atm an and leads to the continuation of Sam sara.

* Third Noble Truth: Cessation of Suffering
The cessation of craving will end suffering; one m ust detach, abandon, and renounce this craving alongwith the

sources of this craving; one m ust also follow the Noble Eightfold Path, as stated below, to com pletely eradicate the
sources of suffering from  oneôs life. The end of suffering is also the end of Sam sara and the beginning of Nirvana in
this very life.

* Fourth Noble Truth: The Paths to the Cessation of Suffering
The paths are the M iddle Path and the Noble Eightfold Path. The M iddle Path avoids two extrem es of sensual

pleasures and self-m ortification as both are vulgar, low, painful, unfruitful, and the way of the com m oners. It is
im perative that this M iddle Path is the path of m oderation and non-com m itm ent not an attachm ent to the centrist
position since attachm ent, even to the m iddle position, is also one of the causes of suffering. The Noble Eightfold
Path is Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Thought, Right Understanding, Right Effort, Right
M indfulness, and Right Concentration. The first threes cultivate Ethics (sila), the next two develop W isdom  (prajna),
and the last three build M ental Discipline (sam adhi); sila and prajna are m oral instructions for Buddhists on how to
properly relate to the wider world while sam adhi is for self-cultivation and self-discipline on the personal level. The
óRightô in sila and prajna generally m eans one shall em brace the M iddle Path and refrain from  causing suffering to
others while bringing joy and benefits to fellow beings. The óRightô in Buddhist views essentially requires the rejection
of ósuperstitiousô and Hindu rituals such as anim al sacrifices, ritual bathing, etc. and the refrainm ent of engaging in



fruitless m etaphysical discussions about the natures of the universe, Brahm an, atm an, Nirvana, etc. The óRightô in
sam adhi is m eant to purify the m ind through m editation, refrain from  thoughts causing suffering to others, and
cultivate positive thoughts of bringing about happiness and benefits to fellow beings.
b.     Im perm anence (Anicca) {Rahula 1974: 25-26}{Radhakrishnan 1989 Volum e I: 366-370, 372-380}  

All elem ents in the universe are in a state of constant flux without any perm anent or unchanging entity and likewise
birth, decay, and death also belong to an ever-changing reality and therefore im perm anent. All phenom ena are conditioned
and hence their im perm anent nature and whatever im perm anent is non-atm an and hence attachm ent to the im perm anent
will cause suffering; thus the concept of a perm anent and unchanging atm an or Brahm an behind all phenom ena in the
Upanisads was categorically rejected or im plicitly denied by Buddha.

c.     Non-atm an (Non-Soul or Non-Self) {Rahula 1974: 20-26, 51-66}
According to the Hindu tradition, there is a perm anent, absolute, everlasting, independent, unconditioned entity existing

within oneself called an atm an (Pali atta), a Sanskrit word equivalent of a soul, self, personality, I, free will, ego, or being.
This atm an experiences, accum ulates, and inherits karm as in the past and present while it transform s and transm igrates
(rebirth and reincarnation) into the next life as pre-determ ined by its past karm as. Buddha and all schools of Buddhism
deny the existence of atm an since one shall see him self as a com posite person defined by the five skandhas which are
im perm anent, conditioned, and dependent on other elem ents for their existence and hence none of them  is atm an. The
analysis of Dependent O rigination, as described below, that all elem ents are im perm anent, relative, conditioned, and
interdependent also leads to the conclusion of non-atm an. An individual relates to the inner and outer world through the Six
O rgans (eye, ear, tongue, nose, body, and m ind) and the Six Faculties corresponding to the Six Senses (sight, sound,
taste, sm ell, touch, and thoughts); all these organs and senses are interdependent, im perm anent, and conditioned and
hence none of them  is considered atm an.               

d.     Dependent O rigination (Paticca Sam uppada) {Rahula 1974: 53-55}
According to Buddha there are twelve factors in the causal chain that are the m ain causes for the continuation of

Sam sara and the delusion of atm an; these are:
* Ignorance is conditioned by
* Volitional Actions are conditioned by
* Consciousness is conditioned by
* M ental and Physical Phenom ena is conditioned by
* Six Faculties are conditioned by
* Sensory and M ental Contact is conditioned by
* Sensation is conditioned by
* Craving is conditioned by 
* Clinging is conditioned by
* Becom ing is conditioned by
* Birth is conditioned by
* Death, decay, suffering, etc.  

It is im portant to rem em ber this is a circular chain with no beginning or end and these twelve factors are conditioned,
relative, interdependent, interconnected, and im perm anent; hence no first or last cause is possible. Ignorance generally
m eans the delusion of an atm an and perm anence; if one cut off Ignorance, the m ost im portant factor, the chain is
ceased and there is no m ore Sam sara and Nirvana then appears. This Causality Law can also be sum m arized as this:

 
ñW hen this is, that is; when this is not, that is not.
W hen this arises, that arises; when this ceases, that ceases.ò

 
All elem ents are interdependent and none can be independent, separate, or uncaused; hence the ideas of atm an,

Brahm an, Creator, or God are unacceptable to Buddhists from  the philosophical point of view.  
e.     Nirvana {Rahula 1974: 35-44}{Radhakrishnan 1989 Volum e I: 446-453}   

The teachings of Buddha are ultim ately for the realization of Nirnava, the m ost im portant religious goal for all Buddhists
and it is the sam e as Enlightenm ent. O n the intellectual level one grasps the essential doctrines the Four Noble Truths,
Im perm anence, Non-atm an, and Dependent O rigination while on the physical level one acknowledges and experiences
equanim ity, dispassion, and the cessation of craving. Nirvana can be realized in this very life while Parinirvana is the Nirvana
after the physical dissolution of the five skandhas, or death; Buddhists refer to the great decease of Buddha as
Parinirvana. The Buddhist Nirvana is fundam entally different from  the Hindu M oksa of the Upanisads; the latter is the
eternal union of m an, atm an, and Brahm an while Buddhaôs Nirvana is the dissolve of all elem ents and concepts and hence
it is not the m erge with any eternal Being. Nirvana is also the final release from  Sam sara and suffering and hence it is the
ultim ate liberation for all sentient beings.

3.     O ther Religious Views and Practices
a.     Karm a {Rahula 1974: 32}



In the Indian religious system s, karm a generally m eans rewards-punishm ents that the atm an experiences,
accum ulates, and inherits in the past, present, and future; the idea of karm a as a rewarding or punishing system  is a
popular religious belief in India and Buddhist Asia. Karm a in the Buddhist tradition refers to oneôs actions-reactions and
actions-consequences as good actions result in good effects and bad actions will produce bad consequences; having the
delusion of atm an one acts and therefore continues to accum ulate karm as, which perpetuate Sam sara. So one m ust
cultivate good karm as when leading a holy life; once Nirvana has been attained oneôs past karm as, good or bad, will
effectively be dissolved since an enlightened being, like a Buddha or arhat, no longer has the delusion of atm an, or literally
speaking his act is not self-ish or atm an-ish as he is non-atm an in essence.   

b.     Sam sara, Rebirth, Reincarnation {Rahula 1974: 33-34}
Like karm a, Buddha also accepted the pan-Indian Vedic concept of rebirth and Sam sara. A new rebirth in the next life

is evidently dependent upon oneôs past karm as; good karm as produce high reincarnations while bad karm as will result in low
reincarnations. Hence the concepts of karm a and rebirth are popular religious conventions that encourage people to strive
for a higher m oral ground and hopefully a better reward or a m ore advantageous reincarnation in the next life.     

c.     M editation {Rahula 1974: 67-75, 109-119}{W alshe 1995: 335-350}
Though Buddhist m editation had its root in the Vedic yoga but the fundam ental difference is that in Hindu yoga

practitioners contem plate on realizing atm an and union with Brahm an, the very m etaphysical concepts that Buddha denied.
Instead Buddhist m editation em phasizes on the body and m ind; body m editation cultivates physical m indfulness such as
the control and concentration on breathing while m ind m editation contem plates Buddhaôs teachings such as Suffering,
Non-atm an, Dependent O rigination, etc. Practitioners contem plate on the signs and sources of suffering like old age,
sickness, death, etc. in order to detach from  painful attachm ents; long periods of m indfulness would lead to calm ing oneôs
m ind, expelling unwholesom e thoughts, and ultim ately leading to Nirvana. Thus the practice of extrem e asceticism , as
often found in Hindu yoga to seek penance with the gods, had categorically been rejected by Buddha in his first serm on at
Sarnath; so too is the rejection of sexual yoga, which certainly would not have been accepted by Buddha but it percolated
the Vajrayana School in the late phase of Buddhism .

 
B.    Theravada School (c. 387 BCE)

       
1.     Introduction

Shortly before Buddhaôs im pending death he instructed his disciples that after his death his Teachings (Dharm a) and
M onastic Rules (Vinaya) should becom e their guides. In the subsequent centuries his disciples would periodically gather in
great councils to consolidate their m asterôs Dharm a and strengthen the Sangha and its influence in the Indian society;
these councils also settled and resolved disputes am ong the m onks and where schism s within the Sangha also becam e
official. The successful internationalization of Buddhism  in the subsequent centuries could also be credited to the zealous
m issionaries of Buddhist m onks and the generous patronage from  the wealthy laity such as kings and m erchants; these
councils, as a rule, would dissem inate new m issionaries to the foreign lands to propagate Buddhism  after the conclusion of
each council. There were four im portant councils, the latest held in 1956 CE in M yanm ar, held by the Sangha within the
first six centuries after Buddhaôs death; three councils were in India and one in Kashm ir. 

a.     First Council (c. 487 BCE) {Barua 1997: 21-39}
This council was held in Rajagriha, Bihar about four m onths after Buddhaôs death to consolidate Buddhaôs Dharm a and

Vinaya, strengthen, and prevent the disintegration of the Sangha after the lost of its m aster. A total of 500 arhats
(Buddhaôs disciples and later Theravada saints) gathered at the council with M ahakassapa, one of Buddhaôs m ost
distinguished disciples, as its presiding president; Ananda, Buddhaôs cousin and constant attendant, recited the Sutra
(Buddhaôs Dharm a com piled in serm ons) while Upali, another of Buddhaôs im portant disciples, recited the Vinaya; these
com prised the two Baskets (Pitaka) containing Buddhaôs original words. The Third Basket or Abhidharm a (Scholastic
Com m entaries) would be com piled in the Third Council (c. 249 BCE) and together they m ade up the Three Baskets
(Tripitaka) in the Pali canons, the core literature of the Theravada.              

b.     Second Council (c. 387 BCE) {Barua 1997: 47-79}          
This council was held in Vaishali, Bihar in c. 387 BCE or a century after Buddhaôs Parinirvana during Kalasokaôs reign; it

was attended by 700 theras (Theravada m onk-elders) to settle disputes about a group of Vaishali m onks who had
com m itted ten indulgences contrary to the Vinaya. To decide on the m atter, the council was convened and presided over
by a president, Thera Reveta, and a jury of eight senior m onks including Sabbakam i, Khujjasobhita, Salha, Sam bhuta,
Sanavasi, Yasa, Vasabhagam ika, and Sum ana. These ten indulgences or offenses were:

* Storing salt in a horn vessel.
* Taking a m eal slightly after m id-day.
* Taking a second m eal in the sam e day while visiting the laity away from  the m onastery.
* Holding different in-house cerem onies within the sam e m onastery ground.
* An ecclesiastical act m ight be perform ed first then got approvals at a later tim e.
* The practice of using precedents as authority.



* Taking m ilk, whey, or liquid food after a m id-day m eal.
* Taking a strong drink that m ight contain intoxicating drink like palm -juice or wine.
* Sitting on a borderless m at.
* Accepting gold and silver.

The council found the Vaishali m onks guilty and they were expelled from  the Sangha. The Vaishali m onks, who
considered them selves m ore liberal and progressive, did not abide by the decision and subsequently form ed a separate
council of their own; their council would be nam ed óGreat Assem blyô and they the óGreat Assem bly-ersô or M ahasanghikas.
Despite the schism , the M ahasanghikas continued to follow Buddhaôs Dharm a while living alongside with the theras but they
followed a less stringent Vinaya of their own. Another separate council was held later in Pataliputra in c. 350 BCE and this
tim e the attack was not directed at the Vinaya but about the status of an arhat; it was lead by M ahadeva who proposed
five points about an arhat:

* An arhat m ight subject to tem ptation.
* An arhat m ight have ignorance.
* An arhat m ight have doubts.
* Arhatship can not be attained without the help of a teacher.
* The path (of becom ing an arhat) is attained with an exclam ation óAho!ô

The Theravadins could not agree with these propositions which were clearly directed against them ; it also becam e
clear from  these councils that the som e m onks within the Sangha opposed the authority of the theras and power struggle
was inevitable. These councils m ade it official the split of Sangha into two sub-schools, nam ely the Theravada consisting of
orthodox m onks who upheld Buddhaôs tradition and the M ahasanghika who considered m ore progressive and worldlier. 

c.     Third Council (c. 249 BCE) {Barua 1997: 85-99}          
Between the Vaishali council in c. 387 BCE and the Third Council held in Pataliputra in c. 249 BCE, the Sangha further

split into eighteen different sects, eleven by the Theravada and seven by the M ahasanghika; besides Buddhaôs original
teachings, each sect also developed additional doctrines and m onastic rules of their own. By this tim e, the prestige of the
Sangha would be greatly boosted with the conversion of Em peror Asoka (r. 269-233 BCE), the third em peror of the
M aurya Dynasty, who not only patronized the Sangha generously but also dissem inated Buddhist m issionaries throughout
the known world. The zealous em peror built m any great m onum ents dedicated to Buddhism  such as the stone pillars
bearing his nam e (Chapter 3) as well as countless stupas and caityas throughout his em pire; he was also the official
sponsor of the Third Council. Under such favorable conditions, there were a large num ber of newcom ers joining the
Sangha to gain prestige and benefits from  the im m ense wealth donated by the laity and Asoka. M any of them  were
corrupt elem ents and heretics who continued practicing their old faiths or had lim ited com prehension of Buddhaôs teachings
while som e unknowingly or deliberately distorted Buddhaôs m essages. Furtherm ore, the split within the Sangha also
worsened the situation as there was a wide range of doctrines and practices by different sects that threatened to relegate
Buddhaôs original teachings into oblivion. Under this bewildering environm ent, the Third Council was convened to purge non-
Buddhist elem ents from  the Sangha and purify Buddhaôs Dharm a from  heresies; it has been said that 80,000 heretics were
expelled from  the Sangha after the conclusion of the council and m any were no doubt opponents of the orthodox
Theravadins. A total of 1,000 theras attended this council under the prestigious leadership of M oggaliputa Tissa; however
the effort to unify the Sangha was futile as other Buddhist sects refused to recognize the Theravadins, whom  in the end
received personal approval from  Asoka. M oggaliputa Tissa was a renowned Theravada m onk and believed to be Asokaôs
younger brother or Tissakum ara according to som e scholars {Chaudhury 1969: 21}. The ultim ate outcom es of this council
were the com pilation of the third Pitaka, or Abhidharm a, to com plete the Tripitaka. The m issionary sent to Sri Lanka
im m ediately after this council, which was headed by M ahendra and Sangham itra or Asokaôs son and daughter, also brought
with them  the Tripitaka that would finally be com m itted into writings in c. 88 BCE. Perhaps the greatest contribution to the
expansion of Buddhism  as a world religion was the m issionaries sent throughout India and the world after the conclusion of
this council: 

* Diplom atic and Buddhist m issionaries were sent by Asoka to the Greek country and colonies in M acedonia,
Epirus, Syria, Egypt, and Cyrene (Libya) as stated in Asokaôs edicts (M ajor Rock Edicts II, V, XIII) {Hultzsch 1969:
3-4, 10, 24-25}.

* Nine Buddhist m issionaries were also sent by M oggaliputa Tissa to Indiaôs neighbors as recorded in the Sri
Lankan annals, the Dipavam sa and M ahavam sa: (1) Kashm ir and Gandhara headed by M ajjhantika, (2) Aparantaka
(probably southeastern Afghanistan, southeastern Pakistan or Sindh, and western India or Gujarat) headed by the a
Yona (Greek) m onk Dham m arakkhita, (3) Him avanta (Him alaya countries) headed by M ajjim a, (4) Yona countries
(probably Bactria, northern Afghanistan) headed by M aharakkhita, (5) M aharattha (M aharashtra) headed by
M ahadham m arakkhita, (6) Vanavasi (north Kanara, Karnataka) headed by Rakkhita, (7) M ahisam andala (M ysore,
Karnataka) headed by M ahadeva, (8) Suvarnabhum i (probably M yanm ar) headed by Sona and Uttara, (9)
Tam bapanna (Sri Lanka) headed by M ahendra, Asokaôs son, and M oggaliputa Tissaôs disciples, including Itthiya,
Uttiya, Sam bala, and Bhaddasala {Dutt 1962: 115}{Chaudhury 1969: 21-22}. The relics of som e of these m onks
have been discovered in Sanchi Stupa II, Sonari Stupa II, and Andher Stupa II-III thus confirm ed the historical



authenticity of these m issionaries (Chapter 6).
d.     Fourth Council (second century CE) {Barua 1997: 106-117}                  

This last im portant council was held in Kashm ir during the reign of King Kanishka (r. 128-151 CE) who was the sponsor
of the council; like Asoka, Kanishka was also a great patron of Buddhism . He was a ruler of the Yueh-chi (Kushan) tribe
that had m igrated across Central Asia from  western China between the second-first centuries BCE; the Kushans finally
m anaged to rule a vast territory in the second century CE encom passing northwestern India, Kashm ir, Gandhara,
Afghanistan, Central Asia, and Turkistan. This council was an attem pt to harm onize Buddhaôs teachings and com pile the
sutras; in reality, as in the previous councils, it was m ore about the dom inance and recognition of one school or sect over
the others. This council was held by the Sarvastivada, one of the preem inent and progressive sects of the orthodox
Theravada School that had risen to prom inence after the Third Council and becam e predom inant within Kanishkaôs em pire.
About 500 arhats reportedly attended this council but there was not a presiding chairm an at this tim e; it concluded with the
com pilation of the Sarvastivadinsô own edition of the Tripitaka and m issionaries would also be launched throughout Asia. As
expected, the orthodox Theravadins neither recognized this council nor the literature com piled by the Sarvastivadins. The
Sarvastivada, together with the M ahasanghika, becam e the precursors of the M ahayana as m any of the tenets of the
latter had been extracted from  these two influential sects; m ost im portantly, the Sarvastivada was presum ably the sect
that authorized the creation of the first Buddha im age.   

2.     Religious Foundations {Dutt 1970: 266-268}{Dutt 1973: 82-85}{Radhakrishnan 1989 Volum e I: 586-589}
It is im portant not to confuse between the Theravada School and the Theravada Sect. The form er generally refers to

the orthodox school that split with the M ahasanghika after the Second Council; those who follow this school call them selves
thera, hence the nam e Theravada. The Theravada Sect, on the other hand, was founded in c. 150 BCE as an offshoot of
the Vibhajjavada (another Theravada sect); the latter survived in Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia thanks to the m issionaries
after the Third Council {Barua 1997: 145}. The Theravada School was historically the oldest Buddhist school with its
orthodox teachings and practices closer to Buddha than any other schools; its religious ideal is that of an arhat, or one who
has already achieved Nirvana and release from  Sam sara. Som e basic tenets of this school are:

* It is historical and ethical; its literature is m ostly written in Pali. In its Tripitaka, the Sutra and Vinaya are
considered Buddhaôs original words while the Abhidharm a has been a later addition by the Theravadins in the Third
Council. The popular jatakas (Buddhist m oral folklores) are also the Theravadinsô well-known creation; however,
m any m ight have been told by Buddha him self.

* The Theravadins recognize Buddha not as a deity or God but as a superhum an, a historical teacher, and an
arhat who has led sentient beings out of their sufferings through his exem plary deeds. The Theravadins also perm it
a few non-Buddhist deities into their literature but their ranks are decidedly inferior to Buddha and the arhats;
M aitreya, whose origin is in the Theravada, is the only bodhisattva and Future Buddha popularly accepted by all
Buddhist schools. 

* Its religious goals are for the attainm ent of arhathood and the cessation of all suffering and craving.
* Philosophically, all phenom ena exist only as designates; however, the elem ents and com ponents of these

phenom ena do exist but their existence is only m om entary.    
* Nirvana is recognized as separate from  Sam sara and an arhat progresses spiritually from  Sam sara to Nirvana;

once an arhat has attained Nirvana his existence in Sam sara ceases.
* The Theravada does not have a com plicated pantheon as the M ahayana or Vajrayana; their m ain object of

devotion is Sakyam uni and his disciples, all are considered historical arhats and hum an beings.     
               
C.    M ahayana School (first century CE)
 
1.     Introduction
Historically it has not been possible to trace a direct developm ent of the M ahayana School from  any Buddhist sects.

The M ahayana had initially been a disparate m ovem ent that converged som e tim es in the first century CE and it was no
doubt a reaction against the Theravada; in doctrines and practices, however, it has borrowed a great deal from  the latter
and particularly those works of the Sarvastivada and M ahasanghika. In the past the M ahayana (Great Vehicle) derogatorily
called the Theravada as the Hinayana (Sm all Vehicle) School; the form er m aintained that their way was superior,
adaptable, and open to all while the latterôs way was for pragm atic individualists whose óselfishô concerns were only for their
own liberation. However, som e M ahayana ideas have been deem ed m ore radical and liberal than the conservative
Theravada and Buddhaôs teachings. The M ahayana probably originated in southern India in the first century BCE and
gradually grew to a newly distinct school of Buddhism  around the first century CE {Dutt 1970: 274-278}. Contrary to
popular beliefs, the M ahayana was not a direct descendent of the M ahasanghika as the latter was essentially a Theravada
sect with a few órebelliousô ideas and practices. Upon further reflection the Theravada, especially the Sarvastivada and
M ahasanghika sects, have contributed m any im portant concepts and practices to the M ahayana {Dutt 1970: 260-266}.
The M ahayanists often pride them selves on their intellectual superiority and these can be credited a few pioneering
M ahayana philosophers like Nagarjuna (second century CE), Vasubhanhu and Asanga (fourth century CE). The works of



these brilliant m onks still essentially lie within the fram ework of Buddhist philosophy as they have been built upon earlier
foundations of the Theravada and Buddha him self. The M ahayana works, however, are fresh and often radical
interpretations which form  a coherent and logical system  that has profoundly influenced other philosophical system s in India
and abroad including the Buddhist, Hindu, Daoist, and even Confucianist. The M ahayana intellectual success, however, had
been com prom ised in practice as its progressive outlook practically allowed m any foreign elem ents to seep into Buddhism .
First, Buddha had been elevated to the status of a suprem e and god-like being and there also appeared a m yriad of non-
historical and divine beings called bodhisattvas; next, the historical Sakyam uni Buddha would gradually be relegated into the
background until he becam e virtually indistinguishable or could not com pete with countless other celestial Buddhas.
óSuperstitionsô and com plex rituals also appeared in m onasteries while spiritual salvation could be instantly attained sim ply by
worshipping im ages and reciting the nam es of the various Buddhas. Extrem e cases of M ahayana practices can be found in
the Pure Land Sect in which salvation can be attained by sim ply reciting the nam e of Am itabha or one would instantly be
transported to his W estern Paradise if calling his nam e in oneôs deathbed.   

2.     Religious Foundations {Dutt 1970: 269-280}{Dutt 1973: 82-85}{Radhakrishnan 1989 Volum e I: 589-605}
{Klim burg-Salter 1989: 61-63}

The M ahayana also inherited m any concepts from  the Theravada; the difference between them  is essentially in a
m atter of em phasis since both ultim ately aim  to achieve liberation and Nirvana. Hallm ark concepts of the M ahayana such
as bodhisattva, the practice of six param itas (perfections), the aspiration of reaching Buddhahood through the ten bhum is
(spiritual stages), trikayas (triple-Buddha bodies), etc. can disparately be found in the earlier Theravada works, particulaly
those of the Sarvastivada and M ahasanghika; the M ahayana, however, has system atized and put them  into practice with
a renewed vigor. Som e fundam ental features of the M ahayana are:

* It com bines religious, often with a great deal of devotionalism , and m etaphysical speculations; its literature is
written in Sanskrit. Besides the sutras, or discourses originally spoken by Buddha that are recognized by all Buddhist
schools, M ahayana literature also contains a vast am ount of sastras, or philosophical treatises and com m entaries by
Buddhist philosophers and the cornerstones of M ahayana philosophy.    

* Its progressive outlook allows Buddha to be deified as a suprem e Buddha who functions like a suprem e God
while the bodhisattvas becom e celestial saints; together with m yriads of other Buddhas in countless world system s
they labor tirelessly for the liberation of the suffering world.  

* The M ahayana religious ideal is a bodhisattva, or one whose essence is enlightenm ent and equivalent to a
Theravada arhat; he practices high virtues, endures countless sacrifices in the past and present lives, and vows to
lead sentient beings to enlightenm ent before ultim ately becom ing a Buddha. The arhat of the Theravada, as the
M ahayanists have contended, is a selfish individualist whose only concern is for his own liberation while ignoring the
cries of suffering beings.

* O n the philosophical ground, the M ahayana holds that the real essence of all phenom ena is Sunya (Em pty)
and hence all concepts of existence and non-existence are no longer valid (M adhyam ika sectôs view). O r the real
essence of all phenom ena is Alayavijnana (Pure or Store Consciousness) as all concepts exist only in the m ind and
thoughts, that are constantly changing and therefore unreal (Yogacara sectôs view).

* Nirvana and Sam sara is philosophically identical in the absolute reality since their essence is Sunya; hence an
enlightened being does not progress spiritually from  Sam sara to Nirvana as in the Theravada view.

* The M ahayana pantheon allows the worship of m any Buddhas and bodhisattvas who m ight have been deified
from  historical and non-historical individuals or purely divine beings and they generally appear to have m ore m agical
powers than the arhats. Am ong the m ost popular deities in the M ahayana pantheon are Am itabha, Buddha of the
W estern Paradise, and Avalokitesvara, the Bodhisattva of Com passion; m oreover Buddhas and bodhisattvas, like
the arhats, are in essence enlightened beings and therefore considered superior to all other non-Buddhist gods.

 
D.    Vajrayana School (sixth century CE)

 
1.     Introduction

W hile the Theravada and M ahayana were the first and second phase of Buddhism , the Vajrayana School, also known
as Esoteric or Tantric Buddhism , was the third and last phase of Indian Buddhism . This school appeared as early as the
sixth century CE about the sam e tim e when the strength of Buddhism  in India gradually declined and finally disappeared
altogether after c. 1200 CE. In this final phase of Indian Buddhism  there were m any non-Buddhist elem ents infiltrating
Buddhism , particularly from  the Tantric branches of Hinduism . The Vajrayana was form erly considered as an offshoot of
the M ahayana as m any of its philosophical concepts and practices had been adopted from  the latter; however, the fusion
of Tantricism  and Buddhism  has led to the recognition of the Vajrayana as a new and distinct Buddhist school. To Buddha
and the Theravadins individual self-m astery is the way to Nirvana while the M ahayanists insist on intellectual enlightenm ent
through rigorous m etaphysical inquiries; the Vajrayana believes in enlightenm ent that can be attained in the practitionerôs
lifetim e through sym bolic rituals, esoteric rites, and com plex im ageries. It is im portant not to confuse between the
Vajrayana and Tibetan Buddhism , or Lam aism , as the form er was the latterôs Indian predecessor when Tibet becam e a



Vajrayana stronghold after the dem ise of Indian Buddhism ; the fusion of the Vajrayana and native Bon religion of Tibet
gave rise to Tibetan Buddhism  around the eighth century CE {Snellgrove 1987: 388-393, 396-407}.   

2.     Religious Foundations {Snellgrove 1987: 117-304}
The Vajrayana generally accepts basic prem ises of the M ahayana including Sutra, Vinaya, and sastras; however, its

religion is a com bination of Buddhist and Tantric practices and so it has also developed its own canons over tim es. The
Vajrayanists, like other sectarian Buddhists before them , also believe their special branch of Buddhism  even superior to
either the M ahayana or Theravada; they adopt m ost M ahayana tenets such as the bodhisattva concept, the pantheon of
Buddhas and bodhisattvas, the doctrines of the M adhyam ikas and the Yogacaras, etc. They further supplem ent the ideal
of a siddha (the Perfected) or a Tantric Buddhist spiritual adept and guru who has already attained enlightenm ent and
spiritual power and ready to guide unenlightened beings to achieve their religious goals even in their lifetim e. The essential
difference between the M ahayana and Vajrayana lies in the latterôs transform ation of M ahayana doctrines into sym bolic
term s, in both literature and religious im ageries, with the infusion of num erous Tantric elem ents. These esoteric elem ents
have occasionally surfaced throughout the Vedas, especially the Atharva-veda {Radhakrishnan 1989 Volum e I: 117-123};
however, their reappearance in later Tantric Hinduism  and the Vajrayana was advanced versions. In this latest phase of
Buddhism , one can clearly discern vast differences in doctrines and practices between the Vajrayana and those of the
Theravada and Buddhaôs Dharm a. Som e fundam ental characteristics of the Vajrayana are:

a.     Tantra
Tantras are the forem ost canonical literature of the Vajrayana centering on yoga practices, ritualism , iconography,

etc.; they are divided into four categories: kriya-tantra (Action Tantras), carya-tantra (Perform ance Tantras), yoga-tantra
(Yoga Tantras), and anuttarayoga-tantra (Suprem e Yoga Tantras). Kriya-tantras and carya-tantras em phasize m agical
incantations or spells to achieve personal benefits and gain m erits while the yoga-tantras are instructions on attaining
Buddhahood through a series of consecratory rites; the anuttarayoga-tantras, the highest class, prescribe ritualized
consecrations involving sym bolic sexual union (yuganaddha) with m em bers of the opposite sex. The first three categories
of tantras are scattered throughout late M ahayana sutras and som e deities in these tantras also belong to the M ahayana.
The anuttarayoga-tantras, and particularly the yogini-tantras since these em phasize fem ales and involve sexual union with
the fem ale yoginis, were m ainly the products of the wandering yogins, yoginis, and non-celibate m onks loosely associated
with Buddhism . These Tantric Buddhist saints are collectively known as the siddhas; they were a class of highly
unconventional individuals who were obviously not bounded by established religious conducts of a traditional Buddhist
m onastery or m oral sanctions of the society.

b.     M antra, Dharani, M udra
In sacred Vajrayana cerem onies, Tantricists often em ploy the m antra (an incantation invoking a particular deity) and

m udra (a hand gesture often associated with the m antra) calling upon the presiding deities for protection and services;
dharanis are also m antras but they are generally longer from  a sentence to several pages. The m ost well-known of all
m antras is óO m  M ani Padm e Hum ô calling upon Avalokitesvara for blessings and protection. It is im portant to distinguish
between the Tantric m udras and sim ple hand gestures in early Buddhist sculptures; the latter were the sculptorsô inventions
to associate the depicted im ages with the particular events in Buddhaôs life and they did not appear to have any
supposedly m agical powers as in the Vajrayana m udras. The em ploym ent of m antras and m udras in religious rites could
be traced back to the Vedic Hinduism ; however, m any m udras in Vajrayana sculptures were iconographically derived from
early Indian Buddhist sculptures.

c.     Sym bolism
Sym bolism  is a very im portant com ponent of the Vajrayana and in the process of spiritual enlightenm ent; the

m anifestations of divinity and religious states would often be transform ed into sym bolic objects in Vajrayana practices and
im ageries. Thus the vajra (thunderbolt, diam ond, unbreakable) sym bolically represents upaya (Skillful M eans), m ale, and
the sun while the ghanta (bell) or padm a (lotus) sym bolizes prajna (W isdom ), fem ale, and the m oon. The sym bolic sexual
union (yuganaddha) between these two opposite elem ents in the anuttarayoga-tantras personifies the ultim ate state of
Enlightenm ent (Vajra) and this concept is literally and graphically depicted in Vajrayana religious im ageries. Scholars have
also noticed the highly sym bolic, deliberately incom prehensible, and even offensive language in m any Vajrayana tantras,
especially those in the anuttarayoga-tantras; the beginning of the Guhyasam aja-tantra states {Davidson 2002: 236, 248}:

 
ñThus have I heard. At one tim e, the Lord was residing in the vaginas of the wom en who are the adam antine

body, speech, m ind, and heart of all the Tathagatas [possibly denoting sexual yoga ritual].ò
 
And the Buddhadkapala-yogini-tantra-raja says:
 

ñThe Bhagavan - having correctly explained the m antras and all the tantras by m eans of adam antine words in
the great adam antine site - this lord of all the Tathagatas placed his vajra [phallus] in his consortôs lotus [vulva], and
prom ptly entered final nirvana in the ladyôs vagina [possibly denoting sexual copulation ritual and enlightenm ent].ò

 



The sem inal fluid m ight therefore sym bolically be described in a fabulously allegorical term  as Bodhicitta (Seed of
Enlightenm ent) while the orgasm ic experience could be expressed as M ahasukha (Great Bliss). Enlightenm ent, which is
ultim ately equated with Buddhahood, is achieved in this very m om ent of non-duality when all conceptual thoughts cease; it
also represents the union of the m ale and fem ale principle, or upaya and prajna respectively, in a non-dual, em pty, and
enlightened state called Sunya or Vajra. Another im portant icon in Vajrayana religious sym bolism s is the m andala (circle); in
the Vajrayana context, the m andala represents the sphere or field of an individual or a group of divinities like Buddhas,
bodhisattvas, and other Tantric deities. A m andala, which is typically presided over by a dem iurgic deity in the center, can
therefore theoretically interact with one or countless other m andalas. In religious im ageries, a m andala is often depicted as
a circle or a set of circles circum scribed inside a square having four gates on the four sides; the m ain gate faces east which
is also the direction Sakyam uni gazed when he attained Enlightenm ent. O ther interpretations suggest the realm  within the
inner circle of a m andala represents Nirvana and the world of enlightened Buddhas and bodhisattvas while the outer square
and periphery sym bolize Sam sara and the world of unenlightened beings. A m andala is essentially a ritual device for
m editational practitioners to visualize and identify with the deities residing in it who would be m anifested during the ritualized
consecration; thus it is an im portant com ponent in the process of enlightenm ent. There are two im portant types of
m andalas, nam ely the yoga-tantra m andala and anuttarayoga-tantra m andala; the form er is usually adm inistered by a
single m ale deity like Vairocana who is accom panied by m ale or fem ale prajnas or saktis whereas the latter typically
involves a purely Tantric pair of m ale and fem ale deities like Hevajra and Nairatm ya in yuganaddha and their attendants
can be all fem ales in m any cases.

d.     Rites and Rituals
The Vajrayanistsô em phasis on rituals and cerem onies m eans that a spiritual preceptor or teacher is crucial for a

student in the realization of Vajra. Besides this requirem ent, a novice also has to go through a series of highly elaborate
consecrations (abhiseka) full of sym bolic and com plex rites under the strict guidance of his guru to be initiated into the
Vajrayana inner circles; the ultim ate outcom e of these consecratory rituals is the prom ise of a speedy enlightenm ent in
oneôs lifetim e.     

e.     Vajra
The Vajrayana derives its nam e from  Vajra, the highest state of Enlightenm ent when the practitioner attains

M ahasukha; once one realizes this non-dual Vajra state, which is also equated with Sunya, one attains Buddhahood. The
practitioner can realize Vajra through a series of ritualized abhiseka involving esoteric sym bolism s, com plex im ageries, and
m agical incantations. During such cerem onies, a religious belief is that a chosen Tantric deity, Buddha, or bodhisattva would
descend, m anifest, and m erge with the practitioner to accelerate in his advancem ent toward enlightenm ent; once the
Boddhicitta has been m anifested during the consecration, the practitioner attains the state of M ahasukha. David Snellgrove
lucidly sum m ed up the com plex Vajrayana philosophy pertaining to the attainm ent of enlightenm ent, which radically differs
from  the rigorous self-discipline of the Theravada and the com passionate selfless sacrifice of the M ahayana {Klim burg-
Salter and O thers 1982: 70}:

 
ñThe essence of Tantric practice m ay be described as the visualization of a certain ñchosen divinity,ò [often

identified with a certain m andala] believed to be the very essence of Buddhahood, and the deliberate identification of
oneself with this divinity. O nce this state of self-identification is realized, one achieves the state of enlightenm ent
which the chosen divinity em bodies.ò     

 
Thus during an abhiseka, the Vajrayana practitioner would sum m on the chosen Tantric deity, bodhisattva, or even

Buddha by perform ing precise rites in conjunction with the m antras, m udras, m andalas, etc. These will greatly am plify the
potency of the rituals and facilitate the m erger of the deityôs óenlightened essenceô with that of the practitioner who
subsequently also becom es enlightened or em bodies enlightenm ent. The ultim ate outcom e is the realization of a
transcendental and non-dual state between the practitioner and the óotherô power, the inner and outer, etc. since all are in
essence Sunya; ordinary hum ans, however, still differentiate because of their unenlightened nature. Thus the Vajrayana
radically differs from  other Buddhist schools in that it em ploys a highly convoluted ritualized m ethod to achieve rapid
enlightenm ent even in oneôs lifetim e. The orthodox Theravada, on the other hand, relies on a lifetim e of self-discipline, as
Buddha did, to attain their perfect state of Nirvana while the M ahayana em phasizes com passion and selfless sacrifice
alongwith rigorous m etaphysical and intellectual inquiries to attain Buddhahood. Despite their different m ethodologies, they
all share sim ilar traits that (a) they recognize gods, bodhisattvas, and Buddhas as m edium  or guidance to their
enlightenm ent and not to be passively worshipped, (b) all living beings are capable of attaining the highest enlightened state
and exalting status just like Buddhas, arhats, and bodhisattvas, and (c) Nirvana and all phenom ena in the absolute sense
is of a non-dual and insubstantial nature. Thus to Buddhaôs view and the Theravadaôs ñAll dharm as are without selfò and
the M ahayana ñAll is Sunya;ò the Vajrayana essentially affirm s an identical view that ñThe absolute essence is Vajra and
Sunya,ò which is indestructible but they use an object, the vajra, to sym bolically represent this state.

f.     Vajrayana Pantheon
Im portant M ahayana bodhisattvas like Avalokitesvara, M aitreya, M anjusri, etc. are also found in the Vajrayana



pantheon but they are significantly m arginalized. Vajrapani, a preem inent bodhisattva of the Vajrayana who previously
appeared in M ahayana sutras and Gandhara arts as a yaksa chief and Buddhaôs constant attendant, becam e the ultim ate
sym bol of enlightenm ent wielding the vajra in his hand. His powerful and rising career evolved since the first century CE
chronologically from  a sim ple yaksa attending Buddha (Gandhara), one of Buddhaôs chief acolytes (M athura), to a powerful
bodhisattva in Buddhaôs m andala (Deccan caves), as a separate deity (O rissa and Pala arts), and finally attaining his fully
independent and dem iurgic status equal that of a Buddha in the final phase of Vajrayana arts as Trilokavijaya and
Sam vara. Vajrayana deities appear both in peaceful and wrathful m iens and are generally divided into two categories: the
dharm apala (Tibetan chos-skyong or protecting deities) and istadevata (Tibetan yi-dam  or deities associated with Tantric
initiation and consecration). The dharm apala includes M ahakala, Yam antaka, Acala, etc. while the istadevata, who often
appears in the sym bolic sexual posture yuganaddha (Tibetan yab-yum ) with his fem ale prajna or alternatively represents
aniconically as the ghanta and vajra, includes im portant deities like M ahavairocana, Heruka, Hevajra, Kalacakra,
Sam vara/Cakrasam vara, and Vajrabhaivara; these purely Tantric deities belong to the anuttarayoga-tantra class. M any
Vajrayana practitioners probably would not engage in sexual yoga literally but the practice was widely reported since King
Yeshe-O  (r. 967-1040 CE) of Guge once issued an edict banning such unBuddhist ritual. The deities of the yoga-tantra
class, as listed in the Vajradhatu M andala below, are also the istadevata type but they do not involve yuganaddha; the
principal deity is Vairocana Buddha seated in the center of the m andala and surrounded by thirty-six other lesser deities,
each occupying their proper directional positions {Klim burg-Salter and O thers 1982: 70-74}:

(1) Jina Buddha: Vairocana (center)
(4) Jina Buddhas: Aksobhya (east), Am itabha/Am itayus (west), Am oghasiddhi (north), Ratnasam bhava (south)
(4) Buddha Prajnas: Locana (southeast), M am aki (southwest), Pandaravasini/Pandara (northwest), Tara

(northeast)
(16) Vajra Bodhisattvas surrounding the four Jina Buddhas: Aksobhya (Vajradhara/Vajrapani/Vajrasattva,

Vajrakarsa, Vajradhanu, Vajraharsa), Am itabha/Am itayus (Vajranetra/Avalokitesvara, Vajrabuddhi/M anjusri,
Vajram anda, Vajravaca), Am oghasiddhi (Vajravisva, Vajram itra, Vajracanda, Vajram usti), Ratnasam bhava
(Vajragarbha/Vajraratna/Ratnapani, Vajraprabha, Vajrayasti, Vajrapriti)

(4) Devis (Goddesses of O ffering) in the inner circle: Vajralasya (Love), Vajram ala (Garland), Vajragiti (Song),
Vajranrtya (Dance)

(4) Devis (Goddesses of O ffering) in the outer circle: Vajradhupa (Incense), Vajrapuspa (Flower), Vajraloka
(Lam p), Vajragandha (Scent)

(4 ) Dvarapalas (Door Guardians) on the outerm ost square: Vajrankusa (east), Vajrasphota (west),
Vajravesa/Vajraghanta (north), Vajrapasa (south)

Theravada and M ahayana iconographies consist exclusively of m ale Buddhas and bodhisattvas that are depicted
independently; however in the Vajrayana they are frequently accom panied by fem ale prajnas or saktis and have
bodhisattva em anations. For exam ples, Vairocana has Prajnaparam ita as his fem ale prajna and Sam antabhadra as his
bodhisattva em anation, Aksobhya (Locana, Vajrapani), Am itabha (Pandaravasini, Avalokitesvara), Am oghasiddhi (Tara,
Vajravisva), and Ratnasam bhava (M am aki, Ratnapani); these are known as the Five Jina/Dhyani Buddhas, each
adm inistering his own m andala. Each Jina Buddha is also assigned with a color and a distinct m udra: Vairocana (white,
dharm acakrapravartana-m udra), Aksobhya (blue, bhum isparsa-m udra), Am itabha (red, dhyana-m udra), Am oghasiddhi
(green, abhaya-m udra), and Ratnasam bhava (yellow, varada-m udra). The pantheon of early anuttarayoga-tantra deities
encom passed those listed above but it also added a sixth Buddha, nam ely Vajrasattva, Vajradhara, or Adi-Buddha, with
Aksobhya now occupying the center of the m andala instead of his usual eastern position in the yoga-tantras. W ith the
appearance of the sixth Buddha, Vairocana seem s to have been dem oted and also given a prajna Vajradhatvisvari or
Prajnaparam ita like the other Jina Buddhas {Klim burg-Salter and O thers 1982: 74-78}{Ghosh 1985: 91-95}{Sharm a 2004:
108-121}. This sixth Buddha is theoretically identical with great anuttarayoga-tantra deities like M ahavairocana (not to be
confused with the fifth Jina Buddha Vairocana), Heruka, Hevajra, Kalacakra, Sam vara/Cakrasam vara, and Vajrabhaivara.
In the early years, as in O rissa sculptures (ninth century CE), he was depicted alone holding the vajra and ghanta in his
hands; however subsequently in the sculptures of Bihar and Bengal (eleventh-twelfth centuries CE), he too would be
accom panied by a prajna in yuganaddha with him . In the latest phase of Vajrayana iconography, all deities including m inor
ones would be depicted in yuganaddha sym bolizing the non-dual reality or Vajra. In the anuttarayoga-tantras, the Five Jina
Buddhas are also the personification of the five skandhas while the suprem e sixth Buddha sym bolizes Vajra and/or Sunya.
Thus on the philosophical level, the Vajrayana seem s to have em braced the pan-Buddhist idea that all m anifested
phenom ena in the absolute reality are Non-atm an and Sunya. In the anuttarayoga-tantra class Aksobhya, whose
em anations are the Five Jina Buddhas and m anifestations identified with the sixth Buddha, M ahavairocana, Heruka,
Hevajra, etc., occupies the center of the m andala; this Buddha is synonym ous with Sakyam uni with his bhum isparsa-
m udra which further dem onstrates the Vajrayanistsô im plicit hom age to the historical Buddha. In architecture, the Sum tsek
of Alchi in Ladakh [4.13-4.15] and Tabo in Spiti are the quintessential exam ples of the yoga-tantra class while the
Kum bum  in Tibet [6.40-6.41] is the ideal m odel of the anuttarayoga-tantra class. O ther hallm ark features of the
Vajrayana are the heavy em phasis on prajna and sakti (fem ale energy, consort of the m ale deity) that have previously



been absent from  the m ale-dom inated world of the Theravada and M ahayana. In Tantric Buddhism , prajna is a preferred
term  over sakti, a Hindu concept, as the latter generally applies to the fem ale side of the lower-ranked deities below
Buddha, that is the bodhisattvas and below, whereas the form er typically represents the enlightened aspect of the fem ale
side of Buddhas; the m ale side of Buddhas is upaya and opposite of prajna. Thus every enlightened Buddha, according to
the Vajrayana, em bodies both prajna and upaya; this is seem ingly analogous to the m odern psychological concept of the
fem inine and m asculine aspects of the hum an personality. Buddhist Tantricism  also em braces the pan-Indian ideas of
spiritual m anifestations and em anations. Thus a Buddha, bodhisattva, or prajna can be m anifested in m any different
form s, each having sim ilar attributes and equal m agical power as the original one, and who display peaceful or wrathful
m iens, has single or m ultiple lim bs, and appears alone or in yuganaddha; a m ale can theoretically be m anifested in a
fem ale form  but this is rare or non-existent. Avalokitesvara, the m ost popular M ahayana bodhisattva, in his Tantric form
has as m any as 108 different m anifestations and the m ost celebrated of these are Padm apani and Lokesvara. An
em anation, on the other hand, is often in the form  of a divinity of a lower rank than the original one while a m ale
em anation from  a fem ale is undocum ented but the reverse is com m on; thus the Five Jina Buddhas, who are em anated
from  the sixth Adi-Buddha, have five bodhisattva and five prajna em anations. Vajrayana iconography is further
com plicated with the deification of virtually all Buddhist concepts; thus Prajnaparam ita, a well-known M ahayana sutra, was
deified as the goddess Prajnaparam ita while Buddhaôs usnisa becam e Usnisavijaya; this also does not take into account
num erous Hindu deities that have been absorbed into the Vajrayana pantheon.

The Vedic religion, which m ight have been brought to the Indian soil by the nom adic Aryans, was sim ple in the
beginning consisting of worshipping the gods of nature; with the nurture of the native Indians it gradually began to
incorporate indigenous religious features such as tribal m agics, castes, ritualism , and later in the philosophical speculations
of the Upanisads. This was the religious background that Buddha inherited from  Vedic Hinduism . However the Buddhism  as
propounded by Buddha, which was clearly anti-Brahm anism  and opposition to castes, vastly differed from  Vedic Hinduism
in its anti-dogm atism , rationalism , and social ethics that greatly appealed to the underprivileged m asses. The Theravada,
while upholding Buddhaôs religion, fell into the traps of religious dogm atism , strict m onasticism , and unresponsiveness to
reform s which seem ingly disregarded the voices of growing dissension within the Sangha as observed in the Second and
Third Council. O n the other hand the M ahayana, in its enthusiasm  to accom m odate change and overindulgence in the
m etaphysics, ultim ately changed the original Buddhism  itself as they practically allowed m any features like idolatry and
devotionalism  to take over Buddhism . The Vajrayana took m ore radical steps by incorporating m any non-Buddhist and
seem ingly offensive Tantric elem ents as well as local sham anistic beliefs that it diverged greatly from  the original religion as
preached by Buddha. Ironically the serene, contem plative, and tolerant religion that Buddha founded would in the end be
replaced with the hypersexual and wrathful Tantric deities in the anuttarayoga-tantras tram pling on Hindu deities as
sym ptom atic of a religion at the m om ent of its dem ise. The final blow to Indian Buddhism  was the gradual trium ph of
Hinduism  over Buddhism  from  the seventh century CE on while the expansion of Islam  from  the west with its destructions
of Buddhist establishm ents and conversions of m any Buddhist countries between the seventh-twelfth centuries CE
ultim ately annihilated Buddhism  in Central Asia. W hatever left of the m em ories of Buddhism  in India, the land of its birth,
slowly disappeared through tim e; but due to its zealous m issionaries, Buddhism  has not only survived but also prospered
beyond the Indian subcontinent. It m ight have been extinguished in India but the splendors of its arts, architecture, and
profound philosophy rem ain an integral part of the Indian life long after its dem ise. Recent Buddhist activities from  the
nineteenth century CE on have greatly contributed to the resurrection of this ancient Indian religion all over India. At the
present tim e the orthodox Theravada School can be found in the Indianized countries of Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia
while the progressive M ahayana predom inates the Sinicized countries in East Asia and the Vajrayana prevails in Tibet, the
Tibetanized states in the Him alaya, and M ongolia. Since the Theravada prevails in southern Asia and the M ahayana
predom inates in northern Asia, they are also known as Southern and Northern Buddhism  respectively.



Part II. Architecture

 
Buddhist architecture experienced a lengthy evolution since its com m encem ent in the sixth century BCE; from  India it

would subsequently be propagated in foreign lands during Em peror Asokaôs zealous m issionaries in the third century BCE.
True to the spirit of Buddhism , the developm ent of Buddhist architecture had been an open-ended process during which it
absorbed a great deal of foreign elem ents along its course of travel and m odified its form s to acclim atize to the local
conditions. Buddhist architecture, alongwith its arts, is above all an extension of its religious philosophy reflecting its
num erous sects and diverse schools of thoughts; its form s are therefore a function of its flexible and expansive program s
that have been translated into diverse architectural form s as observed throughout Buddhist Asia. Thus the interm ent of
Buddhist relics and its ensuing cult necessitated the construction of the Buddhist stupa and the creation of Buddhist im ages
also led to the erection of the tem ple while the Vajrayana m andala theory transform ed architectural form s into m andalas.
Despite its diverse form s m anifested throughout Asia, Buddhist architecture can be classified into several distinct categories
as determ ined by their architectural program s, nam ely the m onastery, rock-hewn cave, stupa, and tem ple. Generally
these types are not strictly isolated constructions since, as a rule, they are often found congregating in zones or groups of
sim ilar structures within the sam e site [4.4]. M any exam ples can also be classified as hybrid types; the East Asian pagoda
[6.20-6.21], though considered as a Relic stupa, also houses Buddhist im ages for worship and therefore functionally it is
also a tem ple. The Asoka pillars [3.1-3.6], which are am ong the oldest and m ost well-known extant Buddhist
m onum ents, are isolated constructions that have exclusively been erected in the Asoka period. Though the holiest sites
associated with Buddhaôs life (Chapter 8) are typologically not parts of this architectural categorization, som e of Buddhism ôs
m ost influential edifices like the M ahabodhi Tem ple [7.6-7.11] have been erected at these sites and they have
contributed greatly to the evolution of Buddhist architecture. 

It is crucial to establish the architectural criteria for the proper classification of Buddhist m onum ents. In general, the
presence of Buddhist im ages or inscriptions is alone sufficient for the attribution to Buddhist origins; however there are
m any instances where identifications are not as clear-cut. In order to be qualified as a Buddhist structure, it should m eet
one of the following key requirem ents:

(1) The com m encem ent was initiated by the Buddhists. M any Asoka pillars have stylistically been a-religious in
the beginning and referred in a vaguely neutral term  as ódharm a pillarsô (óm orality pillarsô or ópillars of Buddhaôs
Dharm aô). Since Asoka was a well-known Buddhist em peror and his m orality edicts were carved on these pillars after
his conversion to Buddhism  with overwhelm ing Buddhist tones, these pillars shall justly be classified as Buddhist.

(2) The work was associated with a Buddhist establishm ent and either occupied or utilized by the Buddhists after
its com pletion. The Asoka pillar at Vaishali [3.1, 3.4] is considered Buddhist since it has been erected near an
ancient Buddhist stupa. The Nalanda viharas [4.4] had been com m enced and patronized by Hindu kings but these
were built for and occupied by Buddhist m onks for m any centuries; hence they are also Buddhist structures
regardless whether they have been patronized or erected by Hindu builders. The superstructures of m any Bagan
tem ples and stupas like Ananda Tem ple [7.14-7.15] are crowned with the Indian Hindu sikhara but since they
have been built for the Buddhist usage they shall also be classified as Buddhist. M oreover after the dem ise of
Buddhism  in India, m any of its m onum ents have been taken over, occupied, and reused by other faiths; however, if
their original designs have not been m odified considerably, they would still be considered as Buddhist as in the case
of the Ter Tem ple [7.2-7.3].

(3) The com pleted design reflected past and contem porary Buddhist artistic and architectural lineage. W hen
Buddhism  rose to prom inence in the regions patronized by Buddhist kings, as during the Pala Dynasty (c. 750-1199
CE) in Bihar and Bengal, som e non-Buddhist sites m ight have been built over or converted to the Buddhist usage.
Som apura [4.8], for exam ple, m ight have been constructed over an original Jain site but its design was obviously
m odeled after the Buddhist m onastic architectural tradition of the vihara; therefore it shall also be considered as
Buddhist.  

(4) W herein factors (1), (2), and (3) are undeterm ined, inscriptions containing phases or term inologies
associated with Buddhism  and/or design features showing strong affinities to other Buddhist works will be served as
determ inative factors. Probably all early Indian religious architecture, including the Buddhist, had been adopted from
secular tim ber architecture and it was som etim es im possible to determ ine its exact religious affiliation; hence the
m ethod of educated attribution will be im plem ented for these problem atic cases. Lom as Risi cave [5.1-5.2], for
instance, has no inscriptions but its classic caitya-arched facade shows striking sim ilarities with the Bharhut torana
[6.7] and the caityagriha facades in the Buddhist Deccan caves [5.8]; it therefore shall duly be credited to the
Buddhists. The Karna Chopar cave has a swastika, also a com m on sym bol for the Buddhists, and an Asoka
inscription m entioning its construction as a shelter during the rainy season. Now the Buddhists also had a well-



established annual tradition of congregating and settling down during the rainy season known as the rain retreat
(vassavasa) and so this cave m ight have been built as a shelter for the Buddhist m onks; hence it shall also be
qualified as the work of the Buddhists.

The survey of Buddhist architecture in the following chapters traces the evolution of its m ultiplicate form s and
functions which are organized in according to their proper chronological and stylistical sequences. The m onum ents will be
analyzed from  the holistic standpoint so readers can perceive the subtle developm ental relationships between those of
India and other Asian countries.



Chapter 3. Asoka Pillar

 
Before the founding of the M aurya Em pire, Indian architecture was m ostly constructed of tim ber, at least for the

superstructure, and so none survives the ravages of tim e. Buddhist literature also m entioned m any of such buildings
throughout northern India and these can still be studied from  the sculptural reliefs on early Buddhist stupas [6.5, 7.4-
7.6]. The basic designs of the Asoka caves on the Barabar hills [5.1-5.2] and later Buddhist caves in the Deccan were
definitely faithful stone translations of freestanding tim ber prototypes that were undoubtedly prevalent throughout
contem porary India. It was not until Em peror Asokaôs reign (r. 269-233 BCE) that the first large-scale and perm anent
stone m onum ents, in particular the rock-hewn caves [5.1-5.2] and stone pillars nam ed after him  [3.1-3.6], were
constructed with full im perial finance. The m ajority was dedicated to Buddhism  as Asoka him self was not only the third and
m ost powerful em peror of the M aurya Dynasty (323-184 BCE) but also the greatest Buddhist m onarch ever. Due to his
generous patronage of Buddhism , Buddhist arts and architecture flourished throughout India and gradually began to
spread throughout Asia and they rem ained the dom inant and influential force in India for m ore than a m illennium . Asokaôs
father and grandfather, Bindusara and Chandragupta respectively, left no perm anent historical m onum ents that could be
positively attributed to them ; on the other hand Asoka, with his larger-than-life personality, left m any m onum ents that
could be identified with certainty as his own creations. These are the stone pillars (stam bha) bearing his nam e, his im perial
edicts engraved on these pillars and rocky outcroppings, and several rock-hewn caves on the Barabar hills donated to the
Ajivika sect (Chapter 5). The following analyses on the subjects of Asoka arts and architecture will attem pt to answer
som e fundam ental questions: W as Asoka a Buddhist and his edicts Buddhistic? W ere his arts and architecture, particularly
the stone pillars and rock-hewn caves, Buddhistic? Could som e of the Asoka arts and architecture, specifically the pillars,
have been the works of previous em perors? Could foreign sources have inspired Asoka arts and architecture? Letôs first
have the discussion on Asokaôs biography and his relation to the Buddhists.

 
A.    Em peror Asoka and Buddhism

 
Between c. 1500-600 BCE the territories along the Ganga and Yam una rivers in North India underwent a period of

gradual urbanization and also witnessed the arrivals of the Aryans and later the form ation of oligarchic republics during the
Vedic Period. M agadha finally defeated all other republics and brought North India under its param ount control; Pataliputra
(Patna) becam e its capital and also of the subsequent M aurya Dynasty. Successive rules of M agadha kings under the
Sisunaga (684-424 BCE) and Nanda (424-323 BCE) dynasties would eventually be overthrown by the establishm ent of the
first and m ost powerful dynasty and em pire in India, the M aurya Dynasty (323-184 BCE); its founder was Chandragupta
(r. 323-299 BCE), the grandfather of Asoka. He also defeated Seluecus Nikator, a strong Greek com m ander under
Alexander the Great (r. 356-323 BCE) and the ruler of Persia and Near East after the latterôs sudden death in 323 BCE;
subsequent treaties between Seleucus and Chandragupta in c. 304 BCE increased the size of the Indian em pire to
encom pass the eastern half of Afghanistan. Bindusara (r. 298-270 BCE) was Chandraguptaôs successor and also the
father of Asoka; the latter, who assum ed power in c. 273 BCE but actual consecration and ascension happened in c. 269
BCE, inherited a vast em pire and brought the M aurya Dynasty to its zenith under his rule. Asoka continued his expansionist
policy by conquering m ore territories; the m ost fam ous subjugation involved the annexation of Kalinga (O rissa) in c. 262
BCE. At the height of Asokaôs rule his vast em pire encom passed eastern Afghanistan (west), the foothills of the Him alaya,
Kashm ir, the Nepalese Terai (north), Bengal (east), and the Krishna River (south). The rules of Chandragupta, Bindusara,
and Asoka also brought their em pire into contact with Persia, Near East, and North Africa, which were then under the
colonial rules of the Greek kings. Diplom atic em issaries, possibly accom panied with cultural and artistic exchanges, between
India and its western neighbors were well-docum ented by contem porary Indian and Greek historians. M egasthenes,
Seleucusôs Greek am bassador to Chandraguptaôs court at Pataliputra, described in details in his book óIndikaô about
Chandraguptaôs opulent court life and his vast em pire. Som e of Asokaôs edicts (M ajor Rock Edict II, V, XIII) also recorded
Buddhist m issionaries and cultural contacts with the Greek colonies in Persia, Near East, and North Africa {Hultzsch 1969:
3-4, 10, 24-25}; it is clear that the first three m onarchs of the M aurya Dynasty were very cosm opolitan, though not
necessarily outward looking. This new epoch in the early M aurya Dynasty was undoubtedly full of im perial grandeur,
national identity and pride, and international rivalry which, in m y opinions, gave the im petus for the creations of the
perm anent m onum ental arts and architecture in India. Asokaôs forty-year long reign at the pinnacle of the M aurya Dynasty
had all the qualities of an enlightened rule including a centralized governm ent based on the rule of laws as revealed in rock
(RE) and pillar edicts (PE), the arts and architecture like the stone pillars and rock-hewn caves that were representative of
the im perial house, and a universal religion (Buddhism ) that deem ed acceptable and practiced by all Indians and the world
beyond.  



Up to the present, over forty-two sites throughout the Indian subcontinent have been found with the Asoka stone
pillars and rock surfaces containing his edicts in India (36), Nepal (2), Pakistan (2), and Afghanistan (2); the earliest
discovery of these sites was in 1750 CE and the latest 1989 CE {Chowdhury 1997: 59-61}. The first scholar who
successfully deciphered the Brahm i script, in which m ost of the Asoka edicts had been written, was Jam es Princep in 1837
CE; the first translated edict was the one on the Delhi-Topra pillar. It was from  the translations of these edicts in
conjunction with cross-referencing Buddhist literature that their author was firm ly identified as Em peror Asoka; in fact his
nam e and legends had already been preserved in the Buddhist Pali chronicles of Sri Lanka for nearly two m illennia. Asoka
called him self óDevanam priya Priyadarsinô in his edicts and this nam e also appeared in the Dipavam sa and M ahavam sa, the
Sri Lankan chronicles {Hultzsch 1969: xvi-xvii, xxvii-xxxvi}. There were two versions of Asokaôs life: one was a m ixture of
m yths, legends, and facts, which were understandably written by the Buddhists and hence not entirely reliable sources,
while the other was historical records in stone in the form s of pillar and rock edicts issued by the em peror him self. The
Buddhist texts filled additional background details about his life whereas the edicts were valuable in evaluating the historicity
of these stories. Prior to his conversion to Buddhism  in c. 260 BCE, Asoka was nicknam ed by the Buddhists as óAsoka the
W ickedô for his cruel and evil deeds. Theravada Buddhists m aintained that Asoka killed all ninety-nine of his half-brothers,
except his uterine brother Tissa, in the contest for the im perial throne. But this story can not be verified as Asokaôs own
edicts (M ajor RE V) revealed that his brothers, sisters, and relatives were still living thirteen years after the alleged m urders
of his brothers. The Theravadins also stated that Asokaôs uterine brother Tissa was the fam ous m onk M oggaliputa Tissa
who was the presiding head of Third Buddhist Council; M ahendra and Sangham itra, Asokaôs son and daughter, reportedly
traveled to Sri Lanka after this council to convert that island to Buddhism . Though the edicts did not specifically confirm
these m issionaries to Sri Lanka, Buddhist m issionaries, which were prim arily adm inistered by the Dharm a M aham atras
(M inisters of M oralities) appointed by Asoka, had actually been sent throughout the world as recorded in his edicts.
M ahayana Buddhists, like the Theravadins, also presented the sam e evil im age about Asoka in the Asokavadana in which
Asoka allegedly cut off the heads of 500 m inisters, burnt 500 wom en alive, and built hellish prisons to torture the inm ates
{Strong 1983: 210-219}. The im age of Asoka as an evil em peror in Buddhist literature could not be historically confirm ed
since it was custom ary for the Buddhists to dram atize the m oral story between evil (the wicked Asoka before his
conversion to Buddhism ) and good (the benevolent Asoka after his conversion to Buddhism ) to inculcate m orality in the
devotees, as also popularized in the jatakas. Asoka was certainly not a benevolent em peror before his Buddhist conversion
as told in his own words from  the edicts; he ordered, with m uch rem orse later, the fam ous conquest of Kalinga in c. 262
BCE that cost hundreds of thousand lives and 150,000 deported (M ajor RE XIII) {Hultzsch 1969: 47-49}. Curiously, for
whatever reasons, the Pali scriptures were notably silent about this infam ous war by Asoka as if it never existed to them .
Historical evidence m akes clear that Asoka, prior to his conversion to Buddhism , was a powerful ruler with aggressive
policies toward his neighbors and people had m uch to fear and obey to his authority.

Asokaôs wicked im age began to change after his conversion to Buddhism  in c. 260 BCE when he m ade a pilgrim age to
the M ahabodhi Tem ple in Bodhgaya [7.6-7.11, 8.3-8.4] to pay hom age to the spot where Buddha attained
Enlightenm ent (M ajor RE VIII) {Hultzsch 1969: 15}. He also m ade num erous pilgrim ages to other sites associated with
Buddhaôs life in Nepal [8.1-8.2] and India [8.5-8.10]. This turning point in Asokaôs life happened two years after the
Kalinga war; the m ass slaughter and destruction of the Kalingas, according to the em perorôs own confessions, led to his
decision to renounce violence and converted to Buddhism  and he swore to perm anently replace arm ed conquest with the
conquest of m orality (dharm avijaya) (M ajor RE XIII) {Hultzsch 1969: 47-49}. In the rem aining years of his life, Asoka
actively involved in the affairs of the Sangha (Sanchi, Sarnath, and Kausam bi PEs), erected num erous stone pillars, and
enlarged a few existing Buddhist stupas (Rum m indei and Nigali Sagar PEs) {Hultzsch 1969: 159-165}. Asokaôs concern with
m oral ethics had induced him  to issue im perial edicts to be engraved in stone; these were his rescripts on proper m oral
conducts to be addressed to his subjects throughout the em pire. The em peror also established the Dharm a M aham atra
(M inistry of M orality) to oversee religious and m oral affairs of his people as well as dissem inate m issionaries throughout the
world (M ajor RE V) {Hultzsch 1969: 10}. The key issue rem ains whether Asokaôs edicts on m orality or dharm a were
actually inspired by Buddhaôs Dharm a; som e scholars have alleged that the dharm a on Asokaôs edicts was too general and
could have belonged to any of the contem porary religions. As one scholar observed {Chowdhury 1997: 78}:

 
ñThe general code of ethics and rules of behaviour as defined by Asoka are certainly fam iliar to Buddhist

teaching and occur in Buddhist scripture. However, it needs to be kept in m ind that such ideas are not unknown to
Jaina teaching nor to various other sram anic sects which were popular during that periodé The Asoka dham m a not
only addressed itself to a large spectrum  of opinion but drew its inspiration from  an equally large body of ethical
doctrine.ò

 
It has been well established that Asoka was an im partial ruler and, though as an ardent Buddhist, he also valued and

respected all religions by showering them  with gifts (M ajor RE VIII, XII / M ajor PE VII) {Hultzsch 1969: 15, 21-22, 133-
137}; these would be expected of an enlightened and secular ruler and a devout Buddhist, a tradition which continued in
later Indian em perors. However, m any of his edicts on m orality are definitely Buddhistic in tone such as the ban of anim al



sacrifice (M ajor RE I), the protection of anim als from  being hunted or killed (M ajor PE V), the prohibition of festivals
involving the slaughter of anim als (M ajor RE I), m edical treatm ents for hum ans and anim als (M ajor RE II), the conquest
by m orality rather than arm ed conquest (M ajor RE XIII), etc. A few rem aining edicts on m orality were on proper behaviors
toward fellow hum ans which also had Buddhist overtones; the im plicit endorsem ent of vegetarianism  was also bordering on
an im perial policy (M ajor RE I). Hindu Brahm anism  was undoubtedly the m ost to suffer from  such extrem e m easures by
Asoka while the Buddhists were obviously the m ost benefited. Thus there is no evidence suggesting a Buddhist em peror
like Asoka to have derived inspirations from  non-Buddhist sources for his m oral proclam ations since these could also be
found in Buddhaôs Dharm a and Asoka was certainly very knowledgeable on Buddhist scriptures (M ajor RE III). How did the
traditional Buddhist accounts on Asokaôs life after his conversion differ from  those on the edicts? The Theravadins told the
story of Asoka being converted by a novice Buddhist m onk nam ed Nigrodha after hearing the latterôs serm on and
M oggaliputa Tissa was his preceptor. After the conversion, the story went on to say that the pious em peror im m ediately
withdrew his patronage to other non-Buddhist sects and transferred his benefactions (donations, construction projects,
etc.) exclusively to the Buddhists {Chowdhury 1997: 44}. The M ahayanists m aintained a sim ilar position on Asokaôs service
to Buddhism  with m inor differences; in the Asokavadana, Sam udra was the m onk who converted Asoka and Upagupta was
his senior teacher and it too credited the em peror for building 84,000 stupas and caityas for the Buddhists throughout his
em pire. Asoka was also described as a strong protector of the Sangha who showed no m ercy to those who offended the
Buddhists; it has been said that Asoka killed 18,000 Ajivikas and burnt the whole fam ily of the offenders inside their houses
for ridiculing Buddha {Strong 1983: 214-221, 232}. The stories about Nigrodha and M oggaliputa Tissa in the Theravada
and their equivalents Sam udra and Upagupta in the M ahayana are certainly sectarian in nature; these m onks m ight have
actually existed but their specific nam es are irrelevant in this context. The stories about Asokaôs constructions of stupas,
caityas, and sangharam as are certainly true as recorded in his edicts but the 84,000 num ber given by the Buddhists could
be an exaggeration. W hat about Asokaôs killings of non-Buddhist offenders to defend his religion? This m ight be factual but
from  his edicts and his generosity toward the Ajivikas (the Sudam a and Visvakarm a caves on the Barabar hills in Bihar
were his donations to this non-Buddhist sect) rendered these wicked stories as pure fabrication and sectarian in nature.

There are several im portant issues that need clarifications: W hy did Asoka choose Buddhism ? To what extend was he
devoted to the Buddhist cause? O ne m ight easily be m isled to the conclusion that Asoka converted to Buddhism  because
of his rem orse after the Kalinga conquest but this is just a part of the whole picture as a m ighty em peror like Asoka would
not have blindly professed his faith to a religion sim ply because he was feeling guilty. The Jains and Ajivikas, the latterôs
founder was M akkhali Gosala and a pupil of the Jain founder Nigantha Nataputtra, were naked ascetics and their religious
observances of non-injury to living things were often taken to the extrem e; the Jain founder fasted to death as a gesture
of com plete detachm ent from  m aterialism . M oreover Hindu Brahm anism  was certainly an exclusive belief where m ost
social and religious powers were hereditary vested in the privileged brahm ins who considered them selves superior even to
the ksatryas; Asoka, and Buddha, was a ksatrya and certainly would not find the brahm ins favorable. Brahm anism
em phasized purified cleansing, external rituals, and anim al sacrifices while the caste system  rem ained inflexible and served
only the powerful elites, particularly the brahm ins; these clearly stood in contrast with Buddhaôs teachings and Asokaôs
equality and secularism  as reflected in his edicts. B. M . Barua m ade this perceptive com parison between Brahm anism  and
Buddhism  {Barua 1968: 323}:

 
ñThe m ain points of difference between secular Brahm inism  on the one hand and Buddhism  on the other were

that one was sacerdotal, the other rational in form ; one clannish, the other universal in spirit; the com m itm ent of one
was to form s and procedures, that of the other to the inner essence of the thing; that one sought to base dom estic
and social relations on caste basis, the other on that of m orality and piety. Thus no other form  of governm ent than
m onarchical found favor in Brahm anical rajadharm a, while in Buddhaôs view the form , whether m onarchical,
oligarchical or dem ocratic, was im m aterial, if the state in any form  had fulfilled all its m ain obligations.ò

 
Buddhism  is a rational, non-violent, tolerant, ethical, egalitarian, non-ascetic, and certainly non-exclusive religion;

therefore Asoka m ight have found it to be worthy of conversion by him , his people, and the world beyond; it is a religion
seem ingly im bued with universal hum anistic principles which would deem  acceptable anywhere com pared to other Indian
religions. Although Buddhism  was Asokaôs personal religion, nowhere in his edicts that he desired his subjects to be
converted to Buddhism ; in fact he m aintained his generosity toward all religions and this m ade him  a rem arkably im partial
and secular leader. And nowhere did he adm it that his edicts on m orality had been inspired or instructed by the Buddhists;
the Buddhistsô inflated claim s about Asokaôs selfless generosity toward them  have evidently been discredited in his edicts.
The Rum m indei Edict reveals that even Lum bini, the place of Buddhaôs nativity, was still required to pay óan eighth share of
the produce;ô this edict clearly contradicts the Buddhistsô claim  in the Divyavadana that Asoka spent 100,000 gold pieces on
the Lum bini visit {Hultzsch 1969: 164-165}. It is obvious that Asoka was not an em peror who would foolishly squander his
treasury for the cause of any religion, including his own Buddhism . W hile m any Asoka pillars have also been erected within
Buddhist localities, this does not conclusively prove Asokaôs subm ission to Buddhism  and Asokaôs m orality edicts, though
clearly inspired by Buddhist ethics, m ention no such Buddhist affiliation. There m ight be other ulterior m otives for Asokaôs



erections of these pillars and edicts in Buddhist establishm ents as suggested by Niharranjan Ray that ñthe Sarnath
quadripartite is on the other hand an exhibition of im perial pom p, power, and authority before the Buddhist m onks of
Sarnathéò {Ray 1975: 28}. The ban of certain festivals, the rescripts of m orality, and the establishm ent of the Dharm a
M aham atra to oversee proper behaviors of his subjects all over the em pire, though appearing for the good of his people
on the surface, can be likened to censorships and spies to silence his critics in order to ensure the stability of his throne and
extend the lifespan of the M aurya Dynasty. In addition to the incessant inspection tours on m orality throughout his em pire,
the em peror also required his edicts to be read in public three tim es a year, not to m ention they had already been carved
on pillars and boulders in every corner of his em pire. This kind of benevolent control was necessary after repeated revolts
in the northwestern frontier city of Taxila in Gandhara (Pakistan) and the devastating war with the Kalingas; the em perorôs
real intentions could have been to assim ilate the peoples in the conquered territories into the Indian schem es. Asoka also
had this m essage to the people in the conquered and vassal territories (Dhauli RE II):

 
ñM y only intention is that they live without fear of m e, that they m ay trust m e and that they I m ay give them

happiness, not sorrow. Furtherm ore, they should understand that the king will forgive those who can be forgiven,
and that he wishes to encourage them  to practice Dham m a so that they m ay attain happiness in this world and the
next.ò

 
W ho and what could be forgiven were up to the em perorôs will as his gentle m essage was accom panied with an im plicit

threat of punishm ent to those who disobeyed him ; the edicts also openly endorsed Buddhaôs Dharm a but they apparently
did not enforce a full conversion on his subjects. It is clear that the em peror did not com pletely abandon his im perial
am bitions and duties even after he becam e a Buddhist. Those who violated his m oral decrees would be punished as
recorded in one of his Aram aic edicts (Laghm an RE I-II) {M ukherjee 1984: 12, 14}:

 
ñIn the year 16, King Priyadarsi dispersed and pushed out of the prosperous population the lovers of what is

hunting of creatures and fishes and that which is worthless work.ò
 
This edict in Afghanistan published in Asokaôs sixteenth regnal year (c. 253 BCE) also found sim ilar echoes in the Delhi-

Topra PE V about ten years later (c. 243 BCE); it showed how extrem e m easures had been taken to punish those who
violated Asokaôs rules on m orality. It is unclear if these edicts, such as anim al hunting and m orality rescripts in general,
m ight have been exploited as an excuse to punish non-Indian people in the northwestern frontier whose repeated revolts
were docum ented in Buddhist literature; the edict also reveals that Asokaôs religious zeal was bordered on fanaticism .    

From  the analyses above a clear im age of Asoka begins to em erge that Asoka had been an am bitious and aggressive
ruler prior to his conversion to Buddhism ; after the conversion, the destructive side of his personality would be channeled
into m ore positive endeavors and Buddhism  was no doubt a big factor in this change. His aspirations were effectively
dedicated to higher purposes; his eternal words in the edicts, his m onum ental pillars and extensive construction program s,
and his generous donations to the various religions are tangible testam ents to the constructive side of his personality. He
was indeed the first secular ruler and a m odel for later Indian m onarchs who were generally im partial toward all religions like
Asoka before them . O n the other hand, his overbearing and powerful personality rem ained strong long after his conversion
to Buddhism ; indeed he was the m an in control of his religion and all religions rather than the other way around. Asokaôs
replacem ent of m ilitary conquests with cultural assim ilation of his subjects throughout the em pire has proven to be the
least costly and m ost glorious of all his conquests. His adm inistration was certainly secular but m any of his m orality edicts
revealed a passionately religious side of his personality which m ight not be pragm atic at tim es; without a doubt religion,
particular Buddhism , played an im portant role behind m any of his im perial policies. 

 
B.    Em peror Asokaôs Edicts

 
The following discussions will delve into the classification, chronology, and circum stances in which these edicts were

originally issued as well as their relations to the pillars and rock surfaces upon which they were engraved. Asokaôs edicts
were dissem inated throughout his vast em pire and hence several languages had been em ployed in the inscriptions so that
the local population could read and understand his im perial policies. All Asokaôs known rock and pillar edicts and cave
inscriptions were issued after his conversion to Buddhism  in c. 260 BCE. The m ajority of the edicts were written in Brahm i
(India, Nepal) with a few in Kharosthi (Pakistan), Aram aic and Greek (Afghanistan, Pakistan); the Brahm i script is
apparently not related to the Harappan script since there was over a m illennium  tim e lapse between them . These Asoka
edicts have been carved on stone pillars, rock surfaces, and a rare stone tablet so that, in Asokaôs own words, they m ight
be of ólong durationô and endured óas long as the m oon and the sun shall shine.ô Asoka also desired his words to last like
Buddhaôs Dharm a (Rupnath, Calcutta-Bairat, Delhi-Topra Edict VII) and hence his choice of stone was perfect for this
purpose. Finally, the M aski RE m akes it clear that these edicts have been issued by him  since he identified him self in the
inscription as óDevanam priya Asokaô (the Beloved of the Gods Asoka). The Asoka edicts can be classified into three



categories {Hultzsch 1969: liv-lv}{Chowdhury 1997: 49-61}:
1.     M orality Edicts

These are rescripts issued to his subjects on proper m oral and religious conducts.
(a) Rupnath, Sahasram , Bairat, Calcutta-Bairat, M aski, Erragudi, Gavim ath, Palkigundu, Rajula-M andagiri,

Gujarra, Ahraura, Bahapur, Panguraria, Nittur, and Udegolam  M inor REs (c. 255 BCE / four edicts / Brahm i): Asokaôs
initial reflections on his religious progress and involvem ent with Buddhism  prior to the issue of the m orality edicts. 

(b) Brahm agiri, Siddapura, Jatinga-Ram esvara, Erragudi, Sannati M inor REs (c. 255 BCE / one edict / Brahm i):
Asokaôs first edicts on basic m oral conducts. 

(c) Girnar, Kalsi, Shahbazgarhi, M ansehra, Dhauli, Jaugada, Bom bay-Sopara, Erragudi, Sannati, and Rajula-
M andagiri M ajor REs (c. 255-243 BCE / sixteen edicts / Brahm i, Kharosthi): Elaborations on m oralilty already issued in
(1b); Shahbazgarhi and M ansehra (Gandhara) were written in Kharosthi.

(d) Laghm an, Pul-i-Darunta, Shar-i-Kuna, and Kandahar M inor REs (c. 253 BCE / six edicts / Aram aic, Greek):
M orality edicts like (1b-1c) with special rescripts on the ban of anim al hunting.

(e) Taxila M inor PE (c. 253 BCE / one edict / Aram aic): M orality edict like (1d).
(f) Delhi-Topra, Delhi-M irath, Lauriya Araraj, Lauriya Nandangarh [3.2], Ram purva 1, and Allahabad-Kausam bi

M ajor PEs (c. 243-242 BCE / seven edicts / Brahm i): Asokaôs reflections on the edicts in (1b-1c) in the early years
with further elaborations on the contents and definitions of m orality.
2.     Buddhist Edicts

These confirm  Asokaôs conversion and patronage of Buddhism .
(a) Rum m indei PE (c. 249 BCE / one edict / Brahm i): Asokaôs visit to the historical Sakyam uni Buddhaôs nativity

in Lum bini [8.1-8.2] in his twentieth regnal year; the town is now in Nepal but certainly within Asokaôs em pire then.
(b) Nigali Sagar PE (c. 249 BCE / one edict / Brahm i): Asokaôs visit and enlargem ent of the stupa of

Konakam uni Buddha also in his twentieth regnal year; the location, like Lum bini, is also in Nepal.
(c) Allahabad-Kausam bi, Sanchi [6.3], and Sarnath [3.3, 3.6] PEs (c. 247-242 BCE / three edicts / Brahm i):

Asokaôs threat of expelling Buddhist m onks who disrupted or caused schism  in the Sangha.
3.     Donative Edicts and Inscriptions

These confirm ed Asokaôs generous donations to non-Buddhist sects despite his conversion to Buddhism  and they
evidently dem onstrated his im partiality, hence his secularism , toward all Indian religions.

(a) Barabar caves inscriptions (c. 257 BCE, c. 250 BCE / three inscriptions / Brahm i): Asokaôs donations of the
Sudam a and Visvakarm a caves to the Ajivika sect.

(b) Allahabad-Kausam bi PE (c. 247-242 BCE / one edict / Brahm i): Under Asokaôs order all donations m ade by
Q ueen Kaluvati (Q ueen Edict), obviously his queen, to be credited to her nam e.

Close scrutiny of Asokaôs edicts has shed som e light on the chronology and progress of their contents; in all Asoka had
issued a total of forty-one different edicts and three distinct inscriptions throughout his em pire. In m any cases one edict
has been found in several locations and these are proofs that som e surfaces were im m ediately carved after the edicts had
been issued while the others m ight have been carved at a later tim e on previously blank surfaces; all rock edicts in (1a-1b)
were apparently the first to be engraved in c. 255 BCE with (1a Rupnath) was the earliest of them  all. The contents of the
edicts were the am algam ation of previous paper and verbal rescripts first ordered by Asoka in c. 258 BCE and
contem porary edicts; (1c-1e) were next to be issued and engraved while the PEs (1f) were the last to be engraved. The
com bined contents of (1a-1b) suggest that Asokaôs m orality edicts could have certainly been inspired by Buddhism ; they
also share sim ilar contents, circum stances, and tim elines and appear to have been issued in an uncoordinated and
spontaneous m anner. They show Asokaôs initial inexperience on how to proceed and execute the transition from  paper and
verbal rescripts to actually engrave them  on perm anent stone surfaces as edicts; he seem ed to be recalling from  his past
m em ories and then ordered his m en to engrave them  on stone as edicts. (1a Rupnath) also reveals Asokaôs first order to
engrave his edicts on rocks and stone pillars (c. 255 BCE) ñwherever there are stone pillarsò in his realm . This m ight im ply,
as m any scholars have argued, that som e of Asoka pillars could have actually existed before this edict but without the
engravings on them  and therefore these pillars m ight or m ight not be of Asokaôs own creations. However Asoka clearly
stated in later edicts (Delhi-Topra PE VII in c. 242 BCE) that the ódharm a pillars,ô as he called these stone m onum ents, had
been erected by him ; this issue will be discussed later. (1d Pul-i-Darunta) is a rare edict engraved on a stone tablet which
also satisfied Asokaôs original requirem ents (Delhi-Topra PE VII) that the edicts should be carved on perm anent m aterials.
W hile the Asoka pillars serve as the ultim ate im perial sym bol the edicts them selves, m ost of which bear no relationship to
the pillars upon which they have been engraved, carry im portant im perial sanctions to the em perorôs subjects; apparently
his aspirations for authority and enduring fam e in history were the prim ary m otives behind the creation of these
m onum ental pillars. The subjects of Asokaôs edicts, like the pillars them selves, are not without controversies as m any
scholars would like to connect them  with Achaem enid Persia, which they believed to be the inspiration behind the Asoka
edicts. Niharranjan Ray stated his view that {Ray 1975: 15-16}:

 
ñThe fact rem ains that the inscription them selves indicate the extent to which Asoka was indebted to his great



Achaem enian predecessor Darius, not only for the idea of m aking his royal edicts known throughout his em pire but
also for the form  and style of the inscriptions them selves.ò     

 
In fact there are substantial parallels between earlier Achaem enid Persia and M aurya India as they once shared a

com m on border; indeed com m unications and exchanges have been recorded between the two countries from  the earliest
tim es. Both had highly centralized governm ents and religions also played an im portant role in their em pires while im perial
arts and architecture were also very prom inent in both countries; both governed vast em pires and recognized m any official
languages {Ghirshm an 1964: 128-241}. However, these are only superficial sim ilarities as one m ight as well argue that a
strong centralized governm ent would be vital for Indiaôs survival after the Greek invasions by Alexander the Great between
c. 327-325 BCE. It was also absolutely necessary to have m ultiple languages to ensure proper and uniform ed
understanding of the im perial policies throughout the vast em pire. The decision to publicize Asokaôs edicts was also due to
his own am bitions and intim ate associations with the Buddhists after his conversion to Buddhism ; there were absolutely no
equivalence between the form s and contents of Asokaôs edicts, particularly his fam ous dharm avijaya, with Dariusôs
inscriptions. It is also significant that inscriptions on perm anent surfaces have also been found in abundance throughout the
Indus Civilization but it was Asoka who carried this deep-rooted Indian tradition to the m onum ental scale. Following Asokaôs
lead, later kings, artisans, artists, and sculptors have also left inscriptive m arks on their m onum ents as testam ents to their
existence and am bition in Indian history. O n the other hand, there are m inor elem ents in Indian arts and architecture that
m ay be qualified as Persian and Near Eastern origins such as the lion, honeysuckle m otif, winged anim als, etc.; however,
these were easily recognized as foreign in the Indian context and would subsequently be assim ilated or replaced with
indigenous elem ents. It is appropriate at this point to begin the discussions on the m onum ental stone pillars which were the
m ost representative of M aurya im perial arts and architecture and undoubtedly of Asokaôs creations.         

 
C.    Asoka Pillars

       
Since first reported by the British in the eighteenth century CE and subsequent decipherm ent of the Brahm i script,

these pillars have attracted m uch scholarly debates about them ; these Brits, however, were not the first to notice these
m onum ental pillars. O ther prom inent Buddhist pilgrim s visited India in the past, m ost fam ously the Chinese m onks Fa-hsien
(in India between 399-414 CE) and Hsuan-tsang (in India between 629-645 CE), also wrote extensively in their travelogues
on these m assive stone m onum ents. The pillars, like the rocky outcrops, served as surfaces on which the edicts would
ultim ately be engraved; unlike the rock edicts, which have been found as far as Afghanistan, all pillars and their edicts can
only be found in North India in Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and M adhya Pradesh in the heart of the M aurya Em pire. Besides
carrying Asokaôs rescripts, these inscribed boulders and conspicuous pillars could also serve to dem arcate the cultural and
political borders between India and its im m ediate neighbors. These m assive m onolithic pillars, the heaviest weighting over
fifty tons, are in fine-grained sandstone sunk deep into the ground with the heights of their exposed portions between 20ô-
70ô above the ground. All pillars have the characteristic glistening polish that is the hallm ark of Asoka and M aurya arts;
these freestanding and im posing pillars no doubt left deep im pressions on the m inds of those who saw them  in the past. At
the present, only two pillars are intact at Vaishali [3.1, 3.4] and Lauriya Nandangarh while the m ajority is either broken or
m issing capitals; another three pillars at Allahabad-Kausam bi, Delhi-Topra, and Delhi-M irath have been relocated to different
locations in the past. 

A typical pillar is divided into three com ponents: the footing, the shaft, and the capital [3.3]; m ost pillars have a
consistent and slight taper of one degree with an estim ated proportion of the individual parts to the whole pillar is one
(capital), one (below ground shaft), and four (above ground shaft). The exposed segm ent of the shaft above ground
typically has a glistening polish and serves as the surface for engraving the edicts while the one below ground is dressed
roughly, except for the pillars of Kum rahar Hall and Gotihawa which were sm oothened, for enhanced friction and better
anchoring with the surrounding ground. Depending on the strength of the soil and the weight of the pillar, it m ight rest
directly on bedrock or com pacted soil without the need for a footing slab (Sanchi, Allahabad-Kausam bi, Kausam bi,
Ram purva 2, and Sankisa); other pillars were provided with thick stone slab footings to prevent sinking (Lauriya
Nandangargh, Sarnath, Delhi-Topra, Ram purva 1, Gotihawa, etc.). If the underground soil had been deem ed unstable, the
footing slab would be reinforced around its perim eter with deep wood pilings for further stability (Lauriya Nandangargh). In
the case of the heavy Vaishali pillar, a stepped footing carved out of a single stone slab would be em ployed to effectively
dissipate the load of the shaft, provide better anchoring, and stabilize the surrounding soil; high com pressive strength bricks
and clay slabs had also been used as footings for the stone pillars of Kum rahar Hall. After the erection of the pillar, the
excavation pit would be filled with com pacted soil while brick and clay foundation walls were som etim es built around them
for further reinforcem ent (Sarnath, Sanchi); the ground surface were usually paved with bricks or stone. The capital has
three m ain com ponents: the lotiform  bell, the abacus, and the crowned anim al; there are several echinus rings between
the bell and the abacus and between the abacus and the shaft. The capital and the shaft were typically m ortised and
joined together at the center by a m etal dowel as found in the Ram purva 1 pillar. Sculpting the shaft and the capital
separately and erecting them  jointly at the construction site would obviously reduce the added weight, length, and possible



dam age to the pillar during its transportation. M oreover, it is evidently m ore feasible and econom ical to work on individual
sections separately and join them  together than sculpting and erecting a giant m onolithic pillar in one piece since a
dam aged section could be speedily replaced without having to recarve an entirely new pillar.

 

3.1 Vaishali pillar
c. 258 BCE

Basarh Bakhira- India
 



3.2 Lauriya Nandangargh pillar
c. 245 BCE

Lauriya Nandangargh- India
 



3.3 Sarnath pillar (restored)
c. 241-233 BCE
Sarnath- India

 



3.4 Vaishali capital
c. 258 BCE

Basarh Bakhira- India
 



3.5 Ram purva 2 capital
c. 250 BCE

Ram purva- India
National M useum , Delhi- India

 



3.6 Sarnath capital
c. 241-233 BCE
Sarnath- India

Sarnath M useum , Sarnath- India
 
The following survey docum ents the extant pillars and their capitals that have been discovered up to the present tim e

and there m ay be m ore to be uncovered in the future; the edicts engraved on som e of these pillars have already been
discussed in the previous section {Nagar 1992: 19-55}{Pandey 1982: 47-62}{Ray 1975: 19-26}{Gupta 1980: 19-51, 79-
136, 237-246}{Singh 2003: 246-247}:

* Delhi-Topra (pillar m issing capital, seven Asoka edicts): M ost Asoka pillars have six PEs but only this one has
an additional PE VII. The pillar originally stood in Topra but was rem oved to Delhi by Sultan Feroz Shah in the
fourteenth century CE using a ó42-wheel cartô on land and óa num ber of large boats tied togetherô to float the pillar
down the river; this m ethod m ight have also been em ployed in Asokaôs tim e to transport these enorm ous pillars from



the quarry at Chunar to their erection sites.      
* Delhi-M irath (pillar m issing capital, six Asoka edicts): This pillar was also rem oved from  its original location at

M irath (M eerut) to Delhi by Sultan Feroz Shah. 
* Lauriya Araraj (pillar m issing capital, six Asoka edicts): The m issing capital of this pillar was believed by som e

scholars to have been crowned with a garuda, a winged bird-hum an and vehicle of the Hindu god Visnu; but others
speculated that the original crown had been replaced by a garuda during the Gupta Dynasty (320-647 CE). Could the
crown anim al be a winged lion or griffin, as also appeared on the abacus of the Udaigiri-Vidisa capital, instead of a
garuda? Even the winged bird-hum an in Asokaôs tim e certainly did not have the sam e religious m eanings as the
garuda in later Hinduism ; in the sam e token the bull, which also crowned m any Asoka pillars, certainly could not be
equated with the bull Nandi of Siva. The anim als on the crowns of the Asoka pillars did not appear to have religious
sym bolism s since even a cam el, which is scarcely considered as a religious sym bol, had also been depicted on the
Udaigiri-Vidisa abacus. M oreover why would Asoka, a known secular Buddhist king, want to crown a well-known Hindu
sym bol on his pillars? M y conclusion is that the garuda could not have crowned this particular pillar.          

* Nigali Sagar (pillar m issing capital, one Asoka edict): This pillar carries an Asoka edict recorded his visit and
enlargem ent of the stupa of Konakam uni Buddha in his twentieth regnal year (c. 249 BCE), which was also the sam e
erection date for the Rum m indei (Lum bini) pillar; the location of the stupa and the capital of this pillar have not been
found. This pillar, together with the Rum m indei and Gotihawa pillars, were discovered in the Nepalese Terai
apparently within the form er territory of the ancient Sakya Republic and Buddhaôs hom eland. The Gotihawa pillar,
which has no edicts and presum ably com m em orated the birthplace of Krakucchanda Buddha, is also sim ilar in
m aterial and design as the pillars at the ruined Kum rahar Hall; hence these alongwith the Nigali Sagar and Lum bini
pillars were likely erected by Asoka around c. 249 BCE.

* Rum m indei (pillar m issing capital, one Asoka edict) [8.2]: This pillar was also erected in the sam e year as
Nigali Sagar, and possibly also Gotihawa, in c. 249 BCE to com m em orate Asokaôs pilgrim age to Lum bini, the nativity
of Sakyam uni Buddha and the historical founder of Buddhism . The usual bell-shaped capital has been recovered
showing óthe usual festoons in the face of the big cym aô {Rijal 1996: 117} but the horse, which Hsuan-tsang
m entioned to have once crowned its capital, can not be traced.

* Allahabad-Kausam bi (pillar and an abacus, eight Asoka edicts): This pillar contains six M ajor PEs, one Q ueen
Edict, and a Schism  Edict; it m ight have been m oved from  its original location in Kausam bi to Allahabad by Em peror
Akbar in the sixteenth century CE to com m em orate the founding of this city. Another broken pillar without a capital
still stands in its original location at Kausam bi but it contains no edicts; thus the Kausam bi and relocated Allahabad-
Kausam bi pillar could have originally been a pair like the Ram purva pillars. The capital of the Allahabad-Kausam bi pillar,
as one m ay expect its usual lotiform  bell shape like all other Asoka capitals, is m issing but it m ight have been
m ounted by a lion. O nly its round abacus has been found which is decorated with honeysuckles alternating with
stylized lotuses and sm all rosettes with the bead-and-reel patterns below; this abacus is alm ost identical with that of
the Sankisa capital and hence they appear to be close in erection date. 

* Ram purva 1 (pillar and a capital, six Asoka edicts): This pillar and Ram purva 2 were discovered together and
they could have been a pair but only this one has Asoka edicts. The top segm ent of the shaft has a protruding
tenon with a m ortised hole in the center to receive a 4ò-diam eter copper dowel of about 2ô long in order to secure
the capital to the shaft below. The capital is the usual bell-shaped lotiform  having plum p bulging and crowned with a
sejant lion; the round abacus is decorated with pairs of pecking geese facing each other and alternated with single
geese. The double echinus rings between the abacus and the bell lotiform  alongwith the bottom  two astragals joining
the shaft are all plain.           

* Sanchi (pillar and a capital, one Asoka edict) [6.3]: O nly the stum p of this 42ô high pillar in front of Sanchi
Stupa I rem ains and it also bears a Schism  Edict on its shaft; the capital is of the usual bell-shaped lotiform  of
graceful bulging which is crowned with quadruple addorsed lions while its round abacus is decorated with pairs pecking
geese facing each other and alternated with honeysuckle m otifs. O ne of the double echinus rings between the
abacus and the bell lotiform  is plain while the other has a rope m otif; the bottom  two astragals joining the shaft are
plain. According to John M arshall, it was originally not m ounted with a dharm acakra (wheel of dharm a or Dharm a) like
the Sarnath capital and hence stylistically it is of a transitional design {M arshall 1983: 25-26}; however, in m y opinion
the dharm acakra likely surm ounted this capital.

* Sarnath (pillar and a capital, one Asoka edict) [3.3, 3.6]: This pillar only has an Asoka Schism  Edict like the
Sanchi pillar; it is considered the highest artistic achievem ent of all Asoka pillars. Its glistening capital is of the usual
bell-shaped lotiform  with graceful bulging; it is crowned with quadruple addorsed lions and likely surm ounted with a
dharm acakra since Hsuan-tsang once saw sim ilar dharm acakra m ounts at the eastern gate of the Jetavana
M onastery in Sravasti. The round abacus is decorated with four popular and probably sacred anim als, nam ely the
lion, elephant, horse, and bull that are alternated with four dharm acakras in between; the anim als are depicted in
clockwise m ovem ent as in the direction of the pradaksina path. The double echinus rings between the abacus and
the bell lotiform  alongwith the bottom  two astragals joining the shaft are all plain. 



* Lauriya Nandangarh (pillar intact, six Asoka edicts) [3.2]: This pillar and the Vaishali pillar are the only two
pillars rem aining virtually intact to this day but only this one has Asoka edicts. The capital also has the usual bell-
shaped lotiform  with plum p bulging and it is crowned with a sejant lion with its rear end projecting beyond the edge of
the round abacus; the latter is decorated with pecking geese walking gracefully in clockwise procession. A single
echinus ring between the abacus and the bell lotiform  is decorated with the rope m otif; one of the bottom  two
astragals joining the shaft has a bead-and-reel pattern while the other is of the rope design.      

* Ram purva 2 (pillar and a capital, no edicts) [3.5]: This pillar and Ram purva 1 were originally a pair but this
one has no Asoka edicts and one m ay postulate that only a set of engraved edicts on Ram purva 1 would have been
enough for the purpose; in the top center of the shaft is a socket to receive the copper dowel to join the capital with
the shaft below as in the Ram purva 1 pillar. The capital is of the usual bell-shaped lotiform  with plum p bulging that is
crowned with a standing bull; this pillar is sim ilar to the one at the eastern gate of the Jetavana M onastery as
described by Hsuan-tsang. The design m otifs on its round abacus are honeysuckles alternated with stylized
palm ettes and sm all rosettes derived from  the Greek anthem ion and palm ette, which ultim ately originated in Assyrian
arts {Frankfort 1970: fg. 152}{Curl 2005: 24}. A single echinus ring between the abacus and the bell lotiform  is
decorated with the rope m otif; the bottom  two astragals joining the shaft are all plain. The naturalistic carving style
of the bull reveals a strong continuity with the Indus tradition nearly two m illennia earlier.

* Vaishali (pillar intact and a capital, no edicts) [3.1, 3.4]: This pillar bears no Asoka edicts but it is certainly the
m ost com plete of all pillars besides the Lauriya Nandangarh pillar; it is also the m ost bulky, short, and least decorated
com pared to the other pillars which are generally slender, tall, and lavishly decorated. The capital is of the usual bell-
shaped lotiform  with plum p bulging and crowned with a sejant lion; this pillar is stylistically unique and also the m ost
controversial am ong the pillars as its abacus is uncharacteristically rectangular and plain. The bulging of the lotiform
bell is m ore pronounced at the bottom  in contrast to the graceful óSô bulging in the other capitals. A single echinus ring
between the abacus and the bell lotiform  is decorated with the rope m otif; one of the bottom  two astragals joining
the shaft has a bead-and-reel pattern while the other is of the rope pattern.   

* Sankisa (capital): The round abacus of this capital is nearly identical to the Allahabad-Kausam bi abacus. The
decorative m otifs in both cases are honeysuckles alternated with stylized lotuses and sm all rosettes alongwith the
bead-and-reel patterns below; however, the rosettes on this capital are bigger. The capital is crowned with an
elephant with stylized carvings of lotus leaves below its belly; a single echinus ring between the abacus and the bell
lotiform  is decorated with the rope m otif and one of the bottom  two astragals joining the shaft has a bead-and-reel
m otif while the other has a rope pattern.  

* Kesariya (capital): This capital was found by Captain M arkham  Kittoe in 1862 CE at Kesariya Stupa [6.12]
reportedly having a design identical with the Lauriya Nandangarh pillar except for the hind legs of its sejant lion, which
did not protrude beyond the abacus. 

* Udaigiri-Vidisa (capital): The capital is of the usual bell-shaped lotiform  having graceful bulging and crowned with
a sejant lion swinging the tail around its thigh; like the Sarnath capital, its round abacus is also decorated with four
different anim als, including the winged lion, elephant, horse, and cam el all m oving in the clockwise direction. O ne of
the double echinus rings between the abacus and the bell lotiform  is plain while the other has a rope m otif; the
bottom  two astragals joining the shaft are plain.     

* Patna (capital): This capital is crowned with four addorsed bulls having a socket in the center which serves the
receptacle for a m etal dowel to secure the dharm acakra to the shaft as in the Sarnath pillar.   

There are other fragm entary pieces of pillars and capitals found at Gotihawa, Kausam bi, Gaya (now m oved to
Bodhgaya), Prahladpur, Fatehabad, Bhopal, Sadargali, Udaigiri-Vidisa, Kushinagar, M asadh, Basti, Bhikana Pahari,
Bulandibagh, Sandalpu, and five others while another broken pillar at Bhairon have been destroyed in 1908 CE during a riot;
all these fragm ents reportedly did not contain any Asoka edicts on them . Fa-hsien and Hsuan-tsang also wrote in their
journals as having seen num erous Asoka pillars in India and som e have subsequently been identified by archaeologists;
however m any no longer exist today as in the cases of Kushinagar, the two pillars at the Jetavana M onastery in Sravasti,
Rajagriha, and M ahasala. It is im portant to keep in m ind that these celebrated m onks were Buddhist pilgrim s not art
historians so their im pressionistic observations have now and then been proven to be unreliable; thus they m ight have
m istaken the im itative Gupta pillars for the Asoka ones. O verall there are over forty-one pillars, if counting the individual
capitals as pillars, including those m entioned in historical literature. The dharm acakras and anim als are the m ost popular
types to have crowned the capitals of the Asoka pillars; am ong the extant anim al capitals are the lion (6), bull (2), elephant
(1), horse (1), and the dharm acakra (2). Depictions on the abaci also include other anim als, in addition to the ones already
m entioned, such as geese, a cam el, and a winged lion; floral and foliate m otifs are also very popular particularly in the early
pillars. O f all the m onum ents erected during the M aurya Dynasty, only the Nigali Sagar and Rum m indei pillars alongwith
several Barabar caves are definitely of Asokaôs creations as clearly stated in the inscriptions on them . As already
m entioned, all pillars are situated in the Indian heartland and generally around Pataliputra, the capital of the M aurya
Dynasty. From  their locations, it is clear that these pillars and their edicts were prim arily m eant for the Indian audience as
also corroborated by the use of Brahm i in the m ajority of the inscriptions.    



Available evidence overwhelm ingly suggests that Asoka was the ultim ate author of all these soaring stone m onum ents;
the m ajority of the pillars are found near Buddhist stupas, Buddhist settlem ents, or places associated with Buddhaôs life like
Nigali Sagar, Rum m indei, Gotihawa, Kausam bi, Sarnath, Vaishali, Sankisa, Bodhgaya, Kushinagar, Sravasti, Sanchi, etc.
These are definite proofs that Asoka, who was a Buddhist em peror, erected these pillars to dem onstrate his Buddhist
affiliation on the personal level and his im perial authority on the public level. As already stated, the REs were the first to be
engraved in c. 255 BCE, the Nigali Sagar and Lum bini pillars were definitely erected in c. 249 BCE from  their inscriptions,
and finally the PEs were issued between c. 243-242 BCE. The Rupnath RE (c. 255 BCE), the earliest edict which
inaugurated the practice of engraving im perial rescripts on perm anent stone surfaces, revealed Asokaôs specific instructions
{Hultzsch 1969: 169}:

 
ñAnd cause ye this m atter to be engraved on rocks where an occasion presents itself. And (wherever) there are

stone pillars here, it m ust be caused to be engraved on stone pillars.ò  
 
The Delhi-Topra PE VII (c. 242 BCE), the very last of all Asoka and pillar edicts, revealed essentially the sam e

m essage {Hultzsch 1969: 137}:
 

ñThis rescript m orality m ust be engraved there, where either stone pillars or stone slabs are (available), in order
that this m ay be of long duration.ò

 
Based on these edicts, m any scholars have interpreted that the pillars m ight have already existed long before the

em peror ordered the edicts to be engraved on them  and Asoka m ight not be their author; and so the theory of pre-Asoka
and Asoka pillars has been born. Benjam in Rowland, a proponent of the pre-Asoka theory, had this to say on the m atter
{Rowland 1977: 67}:

 
ñIt m ay well be, as is suggested by the words of Asokaôs first and last edicts enjoining the carving of such

inscriptions on rock or on pillars already standing, that m any of the so-called Asokan colum ns, originally set up be an
earlier M aurya em peror, were taken over and their sym bolism , Brahm anical or zodiacal, syncretically reinterpreted for
Buddhist usage.ò   

 
Indeed the edicts engraved on existing pillars belonged to Asoka but to postulate that they were originally set up by an

earlier M aurya em peror would be hasty. If there were existing pillars at the tim e of the issuance of the Rupnath RE they
would have already been engraved as per Asokaôs specific instructions; but none of the rock edicts have been found on
the pillars and this clearly m eans that the pillars were erected after the rock edicts. M oreover the Arthasastra, a political
treatise written by Kautilya Vishnugupta the political adviser and m inister under Chandragupta, m entioned no such
conspicuous and m assive stone pillars within the M aurya dom ain. M egasthenes, the Greek am bassador to Chandraguptaôs
court who had written extensively in his book óIndikaô about the contem porary Indian life, also did not report these
conspicuous stone pillars {Gupta 1980: 289}. W ith such a powerful charism a and am bition like Asoka, who else could have
had the wealth and religious devotion to undertake such enorm ous construction projects? Benjam in Rowlandôs assertions
that the sym bolism s of the Asoka pillars were óBrahm anical or zodiacalô and that they were ósyncretically reinterpreted for
Buddhist usageô are also far-fetched conclusions since these pillars and their crown anim als did not yet acquire sectarian
affiliation and religious sym bolism s in this early stage of Indian arts and architecture. Ultim ately in the Delhi-Topra PE VII,
Asoka proudly declared that the stone pillars were his creations and he called them  óM orality Pillarsô (dharm a stam bha)
{Hultzsch 1969: 134}:

 
ñDevanam priya Priyadarsin speaks thus. Having in view this very (m atter), I have set up pillars of m orality,

appointed M aham atras of m orality, (and) issued [proclam ations] on m orality.ò
 
From  the passage the em peror apparently initiated three tasks sim ultaneously in the earlier years: erected the pillars,

created the Dharm a M aham atra, and published the m orality rescripts; engraving the edicts on these pillars at a later tim e
seem ed to be his afterthoughts. O ne m ay also question as why som e Asoka pillars (Kausam bi, Ram purva 2, and Vaishali)
do not have edicts if they belonged to Asoka; S. P. Gupta m ight have som e answers for this m atter {Gupta 1980: 39,
42}:        

 
ñThe pillars of Asoka went side by side with the holy structures erected by him  and they together form ed an

architectural schem eé If that is so, it is easily understandable that to fulfill their function the pillars need not
necessarily have to be inscribedé As at Rum purva, it m ay be elsewhere also, for som e reason or other two pillars
had been set up near each other, and therefore it was thought proper to have only one inscribed.ò  

 



Since the Kausam bi and Ram purva pillars were originally erected as pairs close to each other so that only one set of
edicts engraved on one pillar would be enough to convey the m essages; it is also possible that the early pillars had been
left unengraved as the practice was still in its infancy and it m ight initially deem  unaesthetic to engrave texts on these
pillars. M oreover, only edicts containing new m orality rescripts would be chosen for engraving on several pillars; this is why
the Rupnath RE and the Delhi-Topra PE VII are not found elsewhere. The ravages of tim e, hum an vandalism , and
redecoration have also erased som e of the edicts as, for instance, parts of the Sarnath edict have been obliterated by
new Buddhist inscriptions at a later tim e; the unengraved Vaishali pillar m ay also be explained according to the reasons
given above.

The evaluation of architectural and artistic evidences also supports the view that Asoka was the sole creator of all these
pillars. The Rum m indei and Nigali Sagar pillars alongwith som e Barabar caves are confirm ed donations by Asoka as they all
display the characteristic glistening polish and carved in sandstone like the other Asoka pillars. The pillars share a stylistic
consistency and identical configurations suggesting that they were all erected during Asokaôs forty-year long reign.
M oreover if the Barabar caves were rendered into stone from  tim ber prototypes within a short tim efram e and so why it
should not be the case for the Asoka pillars; Asoka and his em pire certainly had the wealth, m anpower, and technical
expertise to com plete the tasks relatively quickly. Stylistic analyses of the pillars also suggest their construction dates within
Asokaôs reign with the Lum bini pillar, which was erected in the twentieth regnal year of Asokaôs reign in c. 249 BCE, serving
as the stylistic reference point. From  a stylistic and technological viewpoint, the definite starting point m ust be the Vaishali
pillar, then Sankisa, Allahabad-Kausam bi, Ram purva 2, Rum m indei, Lauriya Nandangarh, Kesariya, Ram purva 1, Sanchi,
Udaigiri-Vidisa, Patna, and Sarnath. The starting Vaishali pillar is short, heavy, and static with an incongruous square abacus
that visually does not appear to harm onize or sm oothly integrate with the round shaft below; the latest Sarnath pillar, on
the other hand, is tall, elegant, and dynam ic with a seem ingly self-rotating circular abacus. The capitals have also been
subjected to sim plification, particularly the decorative m otifs on the echinus rings, by gradually elim inating distracting
elem ents such as the rope and bead-and-reel patterns altogether. The profuse carvings of the foliate and floral m otifs on
the abaci in the earlier period would be com pletely replaced with anim als in the later capitals, a design m odification which is
unquestionably com plem entary to the crowning anim als above them . The anim als in the earlier crowns are stiff, artificial,
and hieratic while the anim als in the later crowns are m ore graceful and natural with the lion as the leading crowning anim al.
The lion was no doubt a param ount sym bol of Asokaôs reign and im perial confidence as the sculptorôs technical proficiency
and realistic depiction certainly played a big part in this achievem ent. Artistic and technological advancem ent in the later
pillars is apparent from  the four addorsed anim als crowning their capitals with the dharm acakra superim posed on top as the
testam ent to the increasing fusion of secular and religious sym bolism s. The m ost com plicated capitals have four addorsed
anim als surm ounted by the dharm acakra which were definitely reserved for special places, secular or religious, like Patna
(the capital of the M aurya Dynasty), Sanchi (where stupas containing relics of Buddhaôs chief disciples M audgalyayana and
Sariputra were interred), and Sarnath (the place where Buddha preached the first serm on).

W hile m yths, legends, and sym bolism s are im portant in arts and architecture, they m ight not be the sole reasons for
its creations; functional requirem ents and patronôs personal aspirations ultim ately played the m ost decisive roles in the
process. Thus the Asoka pillars reflected the em perorôs am bitions to im pose his own ideology and m orality throughout his
em pire to regulate his subjectsô daily behaviors; the intention was to instill deference and obeisance to his im perial authority.
It appears that the pillars, though m any had been erected at Buddhist stupas and m ain thoroughfares, were not originally
erected specifically to be worshiped as religious m onum ents like the stupas. These were óm orality pillarsô erected to sanctify
and spread Asokaôs m oral ideals and bore witness to his Buddhist conversion; they were therefore authoritative and
com m em orative edifices; however, their im posing scales and Buddhist associations were captivating enough to stir up the
religious devotions even in Asokaôs days. The anim als on these pillars did not appear to have any religious connotations and
they m ight not be considered as sacred anim als in the contem porary religious m ilieu; the cam el was certainly not a sacred
anim al but it appeared on the Udaigiri-Vidisa capital. So only popular decorative m otifs and im portant anim als had been
depicted by the sculptors and probably personally authorized by Asoka. Horse-drawn chariots were vital com ponents of the
M aurya arm y and daily transportation and this could be why the horse and wheel are found on m any pillars; the religious
significance of the wheel, or precisely the dharm acakra, will be discussed later. Anim als like the lion, bull, and elephant can
also be found in India and it com es to no surprise that they have crowned m any Asoka capitals. Still there are scholars
who relied upon unfounded speculations to explain the sym bolism s of these pillars and the Sarnath pillar will serve as an
illustration. Afred Foucher believed the four anim als on its abacus representing the Four Events in Buddhaôs life, with the
elephant (M ayadeviôs conception of Buddha), horse (Buddhaôs Great Renunciation), lion (Buddha as Lion of the Sakyas),
and bull (the vigorous power of Buddhism ) {Pandey 1982: 74}. First of all, the correct Four Events of Buddhaôs life should
be Nativity, Enlightenm ent, First Serm on, and Decease and these m ight or m ight not correspond to the four anim als on
the abacus. Stylistically, the m anner of depicting anim als alternated with four wheels in between also perpetuate an earlier
artistic convention as seen in the Ram purva 2 and Sanchi capitals, which also display sim ilar alternated m otifs. The latest
capitals (Sanchi, Sarnath, and Patna) are crowned with four addorsed anim als surm ounted by a wheel in the center; the
four addorsed anim als have clearly been designed to secure the wheel and this was certainly a latest artistic and technical
innovation. In any case, the wheel was certainly an im perial and religious em blem  since it exclusively surm ounted the four



addorsed anim al capitals. Vincent Sm ith held the view that the four anim als representing guardians of the four quarters,
nam ely the elephant (East), horse (South), bull (W est), and Lion (North) {Pandey 1982: 74-75}. Now if the horse was the
guardian of the South, why was it erected in the western quarter at Lum bini? Sim ilarly, the lion pillar at Sarnath should have
been erected in the northern quarter but instead it is located in the western side. Now had the four anim als been the
guardians of the four quarters, it should m ake m ore sense sym bolically to erect the pillars with their anim al crowns at the
four proper quarters of the shrine; instead typically only one pillar had been erected per site. M y view is that the pillars and
their anim al crowns were Asokaôs personal preference and they prim arily carried artistic and architectural convention and
probably less on the religious sym bolism s. The alleged connection between the Asoka pillars and the Vedic yupa (sacrificial
post) also deserves a m ore careful review. The latter had typically been carved from  a single sacred tree and finally
shaped into an octagonal (top portion) and square shape (below) to which sacrificial item s like anim als would be fastened
as offerings to the gods; the yupa was thus a religious m edium  facilitating the com m unication between the hum an and
divine world in Vedic Hinduism  {Dallapiccola 1980: 13-15, 260-61}. However, its m aterial (wood) and shape (octagon and
square) apparently have nothing in com m on with the round m onum ental stone Asoka pillars with their unique anim al
crowns; the oldest stone yupa dated in the second century BCE, a century and half after the first Asoka pillars. M oreover
the idea of erecting a yupa, which involved sacrificial rites to the gods, would be clearly unacceptable to Buddha and he
certainly would not endorse any Buddhists, including Asoka, to construct such yupas and conduct sacrifices anywhere near
Buddhist establishm ents. O n the other hand, the m ajority of the Indians could have already exposed to such religious
yupas in the past and Asoka sim ply transform ed the idea of a religious pillar into his pillars for the purpose of spreading his
dharm a or Dharm a as well as com m em orating his visits to the holy Buddhist sites. There are two im portant accounts that
further facilitate the com prehension of the sym bolism s of the wheel on the Asoka pillars. First, Sarnath was the place
where Buddha first turned the W heel of Dharm a, that is preaching the first serm on, and Dharm a collectively referred to his
teachings, which were also m etaphorically denoted as óLionôs Roar.ô Second, the Cakkavatti-sihanada-sutta in the Digha-
nikaya, a canonical Buddhist literature likely dated before Asokaôs tim e, told the story of a righteous king nam ed Dalhanem i
ruling a golden age in India. The wheel was the em blem  of his righteousness and sovereignty which had guided him  to the
peaceful conquests in all directions, East, W est, North, and South. Due to his righteousness, all kings subm itted to him  and
after the victories the wheel rem ained suspended in the sky above his palace until the end of his life as a sym bol of his
shining and everlasting virtue; this righteous m onarch was accordingly nam ed a wheel-turning king (cakravartin) {Strong
1983: 44-56}{W alshe 1995: 395-405}. Thus according to these two versions, the sym bolism s of the wheel can both be
applied to Buddha and Em peror Asoka with the form er as the óem perorô of the religious and the latter of the secular world.
In the case of Buddha, the sym bolism  of the wheel surm ounted the four addorsed lions probably represents the
propagation of his Dharm a, his óLionôs Roar,ô to the four corners of the world; historically Buddhist m issionaries had also
been sent throughout the known world as recorded in the Asoka edicts. The association of the wheel with Buddha is
palpable from  the fact that pillars of this type are m ostly found in Buddhist sites; thus the wheel, which represents
Buddhaôs Dharm a, is a sym bolic religious vehicle that transports Buddhist practitioners to Nirvana. In the case of Asoka, his
life also precisely m atched the second description; his pre-Buddhist aggressions, his subsequent Buddhist conversion and
replacem ent with dharm avijaya, alongwith his pillars and edicts all evidently support the view that he em ulated or aspired to
be a cakravartin. Accordingly the wheel was his royal insignia while the four addorsed lions sym bolized the em anation of his
im perial power and righteousness in the four directions. The exem plary Asoka wheel on the Sarnath capital would
subsequently be adopted by the Indian governm ent on its national flag and the four addorsed lions as the official em blem
of India in 22nd July 1947 CE.                    

Am ong M aurya arts and architecture, the Asoka pillars have been a controversial topic for scholars since the day of
their discovery as they seem  to have suddenly appeared without historical antecedents. There are three m ain theories
regarding the sources and origins of these pillars.

a.     Near Eastern O rigin
The Near East historically and culturally was the region encom passing Persia, M esopotam ia, Egypt, Asia M inor, and to a

lesser extent Greece due to the heavy com m ercial, cultural, and political interactions between them ; it is not surprising to
see the arts and architecture of one country occurring in the others and tracing their sources is beyond the scope of this
book. India was historically in contact with the Near East m ostly via Persia and Greece; the latter country, led by Alexander
the Great of M acedonia, com pleted the conquest of Persia and subsequently invaded northwestern India. The colonial
Greeks later founded their kingdom  in Bactria in northern Afghanistan and som e scholars suggested that the pillars had
been executed with the help of these Bactrian Greeks {M arshall 1983 Volum e I: 89-92}. In fact, their kingdom  in Bactria
and its capital at Ai-khanum  have been excavated with unm istakably Hellenized arts and architecture {Tissot 2006: 23-48};
thus the theory of the Bactrian Greeksô involvem ent in the carvings of these pillars, particularly their superb realism ,
certainly has its m erits. M oreover, one can also notice the striking sim ilarities between the architectural form s of the Asoka
pillars and the Persian colum ns at Persepolis and the royal tom bs of the Persian kings Artaxerxes and Darius, for exam ples
the bell-shaped lotiform  capitals with crowning anim als, the tapering and sm ooth shaft of the Persian colum ns, etc. The
fundam ental difference is that these Persian colum ns are structural while the Asokasô pillars are freestanding and
independent m onum ents. The crowning lions on the Asoka pillars are also sim ilar to the Persian lions with its tongue



protruding out of the open m outh between large canine teeth. M oreover, the Kum rahar palace capital dated in the M aurya
Dynasty in the Patna M useum  also shows definite Near Eastern influences such as its row of repeating rosettes on the
abacus, the stylized ovolo, the bead-and-reel pattern, the wave-like scrolls, and the rosette-inscribed volutes. A bulk of the
floral and foliate m otifs on the abaci of early Asoka pillars (Allahabad-Kausam bi, Sankisa, Ram purva 2) such as the
honeysuckles, palm ettes, and stylized lotuses likely originated in the Greek anthem ion and Near Eastern arts. The Vaishali
pillar, which is bulky and short with a large rectangular abacus slab, strongly resem bles the Greek Doric order while later
Asoka pillars, which are generally graceful and tall, are com parable to the Greek Ionic and Corinthian orders. The m anner
of depicting anim als parading clockwise around the abaci also has antecedents in the Near East; the hieratic realism  of the
lions, with their visible veins and m uscles, also suggests the Greek sculptural technique. Depiction of the addorsed anim als
on the pillars already occurred in Egyptian architecture while the Asoka pillars can also be thought of as the Indian version
of the Egyptian obelisk.         

b.     Indian O rigin
W hile som e of the architectural features and decorative m otifs m ight have originated in the Near East, other elem ents

however are definitely Indian. The idea of erecting m assive pillars engraved with edicts for secular and religious purposes
was entirely an Indian conception; it had been a natural evolution from  inscribing the edicts on rock surfaces in the earlier
years to actually engrave them  on pillars in the later years and this m ight have been inspired by the idea of the Vedic
yupa. All crowning anim als on the Asoka pillars, including the lion, can also be found in India; the lion is the m ost com m on
anim al which could reflect Asokaôs own preference and m ight not have been influenced by the Near Eastern convention.
M any scholars have pondered if wooden prototypes for the pillars m ight have once existed, as in the case for the Barabar
caves; however no one has proven this since none of the tim ber exam ples from  early Indian architecture survive. The
Indian sculptorsô m astery of naturalistic m odeling is clearly evident in the depiction of the crowning anim als; though
separated nearly two m illennia apart, the Asoka bull is strikingly rem iniscent of the Harappa bull. Realism  in sculptural
m odeling was not the sole dom ain of the Greeks as the Harappans had already displayed such technique thousands of
years before. The Indian sculptors seem ed to prefer naturalism , which im parts inner spirituality in the form , over the
Greeksô penchant for realism  and form ality. Together the terracotta sculptures of the dancing girls from  Bulandibagh (third-
second centuries BCE) and the Barabar caves clearly dem onstrate that Indian sculptors were entirely capable of naturalistic
m odeling {Gupta 1980: 157-171, pl. 73-81}. Even the m irror-like polish of the Asoka pillars, which was once believed to be
an im port from  Near East, m ight also be traced back to the Son Bhandar caves; the superb Didarganj Yaksi (first century
CE) also had an identical glistening polish. Another com m on m isconception is that Indian arts and architecture only took off
after the Greeksô contacts with India during the M aurya Dynasty or m ore precisely in Asokaôs reign. The fallacy of this view
is that Indian architecture, with surviving m onum ents like Piprahwa Stupa [6.1-6.2], certainly had a deep-rooted tradition
long before the M aurya Dynasty. Finally, the Indus Civilization is the testam ent that South Asia already had a lengthy and
independent artistic tradition of its own long before its blossom ing contacts with the Near East in the fourth century BCE.    

c.     A Com bination of Near Eastern and Indian O rigins
From  the previous analyses, m y proposition about the Asoka pillars is that they contain and fuse elem ents from  both

Indian and Near Eastern traditions. Their conception and workm anship are principally Indian with a few form al features and
decorative patterns borrowed from  the Near East; however, these foreign elem ents would im m ediately be subjected to
Indianization to suit the Indian tradition. The freestanding Asoka pillars becam e a religious and im perial sym bol in India while
their Near Eastern counterparts rem ained as structural colum ns, with the exception of the Egyptian obelisk. In India, the
bell-shaped lotiform  had been m odified into an elegant bulge resem bling a graceful óSô shape and the square abacus
transform ed into a circular form  which perfectly blended to round shaft below. The four addorsed anim als surm ounted with
crowning wheels of these Asoka pillars were fully im bued with native Indian sym bolism s and pregnant with religious and
im perial glory which had no equivalents in the Near East.

Em peror Asoka, as the greatest m onarch of the M aurya Dynasty, was able to consolidate his em pire and took it to
the highest pinnacle of adm inistrative and artistic successes; his m ajestic pillars not only reflected his brilliant im perial
achievem ents and am bitions but it was also the em blem  and em bodim ent of his im perial and religious ideals and the
ultim ate sym bol of his people. Though no previous precursors of these stone pillars could be traced to with certainty, they
had undeniably been created by the indigenous and experienced hands of the Indian sculptors and engineers with the
incorporation of a few elem ents from  the Near East. In spite of foreign borrowings, there was a strong artistic tradition in
India to be able to absorb the artistic infiltration from  the west; in the hands of the Indian sculptors, the Asoka pillars were
uniquely Indian and had no contem porary equivalents anywhere else. Surprising enough, one m ight expect the
extraordinary refinem ent of these pillars would ensure their survival in the subsequent periods; however, they seem ed to
have m ysteriously disappeared with the fall of the M aurya Dynasty. Above all M aurya arts and architecture, especially the
polished Asoka pillars, had been created and sanctioned by the im perial court and without the im perial patronage they
would naturally wither away. O n the other hand, the stupa arts and architecture in the subsequent periods were m ainly the
product of the com m on people reflecting the rise of popular religions like Buddhism , that was prim arily financed by the
wealthy m erchant class. W ithout the im perial power to enforce its own artistic param eters, the folkish arts of the
com m oners began to flourish. Furtherm ore without sufficient im perial patronage the arts and architecture of the im perial



fam ily, as exem plified in the glistening Asoka pillars, could not survive due to the high labor costs and longer tim e to
com plete the projects whilst the ostentatious m irror polish was too costly duplicate and probably inappropriate for com m on
religious purposes. The pillars, with their characteristic anim al crowns, subsequently m etam orphosed architecturally as the
torana colum ns in Buddhist stupas [6.4, 6.7] or as freestanding and structural pillars in m any Buddhist caves [5.9]. The
Barabar caves, forem ost am ong these is the Lom as Risi cave [5.1-5.2] attributed to Asoka, subsequently becom e the
m odel for later Buddhist caityagrihas in the Deccan [5.3] (Chapter 5). The gleam ing polish of the Asoka pillars also
appeared sporadically in later tim es, for instance in the celebrated Didarganj Yaksi sculpture. Distant rem iniscence of the
Asoka pillars could also be found as far as China in the Xiao Jing tom b of Southern Liang Dynasty (502-557 CE); its
freestanding fluted stone pillar with a lotus-pedaled capital are also crowned with a lion and accom panied by a royal
inscription on the placard on the pillar shaft in the m anner of its Indian counterpart {Steinhardt 2002: fg. 3.11-3.12}.



Chapter 4. M onastery

 
M onasticism  began from  the earliest days of Buddhism  as m onasteries were constructed for the congregation of

m onks and nuns and for the causes and services of the religion. From  the tim e of its com m encem ent, the architectural
program  of a m onastic establishm ent specified that its location ought not to be too far or too near a town and m ight be
high above ground or in a park-like setting; generally it needed to be close to water and hum an resources, which were key
requirem ents for the survival and spiritual advancem ent of the inm ates. Alm ost all Buddhist m onasteries had been
designed with an inward orientation and enclosed within a high boundary wall to dem arcate from  the outside world; individual
buildings could be single or m ulti-storied having different form s of roofs and walls as determ ined by its context and
program . A continuous gallery often surrounded a centrally hypaethral courtyard and there m ight be chapels, tem ples, or
stupas to fulfill the various religious needs of the occupants. Architectural form s, m aterials, and construction system s in a
Buddhist m onastery prim arily falls into three distinct groups. The Indian group generally em ploys perm anent m aterials such
as brick and stone, the Chinese group often selects perishable m aterials like tim ber, and the Tibetan group typically prefers
adobe construction in com bination with rubble and wood where feasible; these are of course a function of cultural and
environm ental factors. The quadrangular m onastery has undoubtedly been the m ost com m on of all Buddhist m onastic
plans in Asia; the reason was prim arily due to Buddhist m onasticism  which em phasized on m editation and self-discipline in
the Theravada and scholasticism  in the M ahayana; it dem anded designs that could shelter the inm ates from  the outside
world and secure a contem plative lifestyle. In the subsequent centuries after the com m encem ent of Buddhist
m onasticism , the focus of the m onastic life within a m onastery would shift from  the em phases on withdrawn m editation of
the Theravada to scholasticism , im age worship, and devotionalism  of the M ahayana, and lastly the com plex Tantric rituals
of the Vajrayana; as a result of these changes the Buddhist m onastery also incorporated stupas and im age chapels into its
plan in response to the diverse religious needs. The developm ent of the Buddhist m onastery can chronologically be divided
into several stages and types:

(a) Com m unal m onastery without the stupa, as in Jivakavanaram a [4.1].
(b) O rganic or unplanned m onastery centering on a m ajor stupa, such as Sanchi [6.3] in India, Dharm arajika

[6.13] in Gandhara, and Ruvenvali in Sri Lanka.
(c) Rock-hewn cave m onastery (Chapter 5), for exam ples Bhaja [5.4, 5.6] in India, Bam iyan [5.14-5.16] in

Afghanistan, Kizil [5.18] in Turkistan, and M ogao [5.20, 5.22] in China.
(d) Planned quadrangular m onastery with viharas, stupas, and im age chapels located in the sam e site, for

exam ples Takht-i-bahi [4.2] in Gandhara, Nalanda [4.4] in India, and Som apura [4.8] in Bangladesh.
(e) M onastic university or m ahavihara devoted to the religious and scholastic pursuits of Theravada, M ahayana,

and Vajrayana subjects, for exam ples Nalanda [4.4] in India and Som apura [4.8] in Bangladesh.
(f) M onastery with separate precincts for the viharas and worship areas, such as Horyuji [4.5] in Japan,

Indrapura [4.11] in Cham pa, and Alchi [4.13] in Ladakh.
(g) M onastery with a centrally sacred precinct consisting of several functionally different structures, a central

tem ple, stupa, or stupa-tem ple, for exam ples Som apura [4.8] in Bangladesh and Vijayaram a [4.9] Sri Lanka.
(h) Fortress and/or hiltop m onastery, for exam ples Drepung in Tibet and Tikse in Ladakh.

 
1.     Jivakavanaram a (c. 530-400 BCE) - India

 
Buddhism  historically began in c. 532 BCE when Buddha preached the first serm on in Isipatana near Varanasi and

founded the Sangha; the first five m onk-disciples (bhiksu) were converted during this m om entous occasion while the order
of nuns (bhiksuni) would later be founded in c. 527 BCE in Vaishali. The life of a bhiksu or bhiksuni since the earliest days of
Buddhism , as epitom ized in Buddhaôs life, was that of a wandering m endicant which strictly adhered to the vows of poverty
and renunciation as apt for spiritual em ancipation and the pursuit of higher knowledge of reality. The itinerant bhiksus often
traveled from  place to place without a perm anent abode and they would rest or spend the night at suitable shelters away
from  dangers and annoyances like rain, wild beasts, insects, noise, etc. A well-known passage in the Cullavagga described
vividly the wandering life of a Buddhist m endicant before the advent of perm anent m onasteries {Sarkar 1966: 8}: 

 
ñSo the bhiksus dwelt now here, now there - in the woods, at the foot of trees, on hill-sides, in grottos, in

m ountain caves, in cem eteries, in forests, in open plains, and in heaps of straw.ò
 
O ne of the m ost favorite spots frequented by Buddha was the natural caves on the Gijjhakuta (Vulture Peak) in

Rajagriha, Bihar {Fergusson and Burgess 1969: 51-52}. The bhiksusô annual calendar also involved spending nine m onths



of the dry season wandering about and settled down during the rem aining three m onths of the m onsoon called a
vassavasa (rain retreat) when traveling was especially treacherous; this practice gradually led to the cessation of the
wandering life and the beginning of Buddhist m onasticism . The vassavasa witnessed im portant activities and cerem onies
such as the uposatha (recital of the m onastic rules or pattim okkha) , upasam pada (bhiksu ordinations), pavarana
(confessional observances), kathina (distribution or offering of robes), discussion of Buddhaôs teachings, etc. It was also a
special occasion to see bhiksus from  the four corners of the country congregating in one place for a com m on religious
purpose which consequently resulted in the heightening the spirit and cohesion of the Sangha and the com m unal
consciousness of the noble m onkish fraternity {Schum ann 1989: 170}; the observance of the vassavasa continues to this
day in Buddhist Asia. The places in which the m onks spent their vassavasas soon becam e the first perm anent Buddhist
m onasteries in India while these m onastic retreats also provided a golden opportunity for the interactions am ong the
m em bers of the Sangha and between the m onks and the laity; expectedly these would gradually develop into im portant
centers of Buddhist learning. O n the other hand, settling down in different m onasteries and hosting the rain retreats in
different regions also led to the regionalization of Buddhism  and sectarianism  that could cause schism atic tendency in the
Sangha.

The shelters for the inm ates during the vassavasa had been stipulated as either: (a) Tem porary (avasa) erected by
the bhiksus them selves and to be taken down at the conclusion of the vassavasa and these were generally rudim entary
structures like sim ple huts or (b) perm anent (aram a) as donated and m aintained by wealthy lay patrons with the property
vested to the Sangha for the óbhiksus of four quarters now and in the future,ô hence the word sangharam a or m onastery.
At the height of Buddhist influences in India in the seventh century CE, 200 villages were donated to the great Nalanda
m onastery for its upkeep {Dutt 1962: 331}; the transference of wealth to the Sangha also led to the increasing clout of
the m onasteries over the local population and worldly affairs and politics. The account of the founding of the first Indian
Buddhist m onastery Veluvanaram a in c. 531 BCE is well-known in Buddhist scriptures; it was originally a royal park or
garden (avana) in Rajagriha belonging to the M agadha King Bim bisara which was donated to the Sangha. W hen inquired by
Bim bisara about a suitable location for constructing a residence for Buddha, he replied {Chaudhury 1969: 100}:

 
ñNot too far from  the town, not too near, suitable for com ing and going, easily accessible to all people, by day

not too crowded, by night not exposed to noise and clam our, clean of the sm ell of the people, and hidden from
m en.ò

 
Such ideal places m ight be located in the suburb, near stream s, or on the hills overlooking the city as in the case of

m any Gandhara m onasteries; a m onastery should obviously be within the walking distant to the city center where alm s
could easily obtained but far enough from  the bustle and hustle where m onks could retire peacefully at night. In addition to
Veluvanaram a, other im portant sangharam as founded during Buddhaôs tim e were Ghositaram a (c. 531 BCE) in Kausam bi
donated by Ghosita the m erchant and banker, Jetavanaram a (c. 530 BCE) in Sravasti donated for the usage of Buddha
and the Sangha by the generous banker Anathapindika, and Jivakavanaram a (c. 530 BCE) [4.1] in Rajagriha donated by
the royal physician Jivaka. Besides the elliptical plan of Jivakavanaram a, the foundational rem ains of the contem porary
Ghositaram a and Jetavanaram a also have a sim ilar plan. Ghositaram a probably survived until the fifth century CE and
Jetavanaram a lasted the longest to the very end of Buddhism  in India in c. 1200 CE as probably also Veluvanaram a. In all,
there were eight im portant sangharam as reportedly donated to Buddhaôs Sangha not counting m any insignificant ones
{Dutt 1962: 60-65}{Sarkar 1966: 19-21}. Buddhaôs forty-five-year itinerant m issionaries had been confined within the
boundary of northern India (Bihar and eastern Uttar Pradesh) and the Nepalese Terai and expectedly the earliest
m onasteries were also located in these regions. O verall he spent six vassavasas in Rajagriha (c. 531-528 BCE, c. 516 BCE,
c. 513 BCE in Veluvanaram a and probably also Jivakavanaram a) and twenty-five vassavasas in Sravasti (c. 519 BCE, c.
512-489 BCE with nineteen in Jetavanaram a and six in Pubbaram a); these were no doubt the celebrated m onasteries in
those days {Schum ann 1989: 172}. It is also apparent that later in Buddhaôs life, the Jetavanaram a becam e his
perm anent hom e and this undoubtedly set a precedent for the eventual cessation of the wandering m endicant lifestyle and
further endorsed the establishm ent of perm anent m onasteries. 

Ancient Buddhist scriptures contained a wealth of inform ation about the designs and constructions of these earliest
m onasteries, in particular Veluvanaram a and Jetavanaram a {Chaudhury 1969: 72-75, 100-102}{Barua 1969: 17-18}.
Veluvanaram a was a bam boo (velu) grove enclosed by a high wall with a m ain gateway and towers that ensured the
seclusion for the m onks from  city dwellers; inside there was a large reservoir as the m ain water source of the m onastery
for service and hygiene. A structure on the side of the m ain building in the m onastery, the Am balatthika, was a hall for
Buddhaôs disciples who practiced austerities and possibly also for m editation; there were reportedly two stupas, one
containing the relics of Sariputra and M audgalyayana and the other of Ajnata-Kaundinya, at the gate of this m onastery.
Jetavanaram a also had sim ilar features of a garden-setting m onastery like Veluvanaram a though on a grander scale since
Buddha spent nineteen vassavasas here; it was enclosed within a boundary wall, a gateway with a cham ber or a pavilion
over it alongwith wells and ponds. W ithin its walls there were dwelling room s (vihara) and cells (parivena) for m onks, store
room s and closets (kotthana), service halls such as refectory and kitchen (agnisala), gated cham bers, fireplace halls,



cloisters for walking m editation (cankam anasala), m editation halls, bathroom s including hot baths (jantagriha), sheds,
pavilions, well-house (udapanasala), drug store (kappiyakuti), etc. The description also included detached buildings of
various functions like privies, conference room s, and possibly guest halls for the laity; there were also specialized structures
like the uposathagriha and upatthanasala or m eeting halls for perform ing im portant cerem onies like the uposatha,
upasam pada, pavarana, and kathina. Together these early freestanding dwellings com prised the five types of structures
perm itted by Buddha: (a) Vihara (private residence), (b) addhyayoga (house with turned-up eaves like a garuda bird), (c)
pasada (m ansion of m ore than two stories), (d) ham m iya (pillared first story with a loft on top or a pillared pavilion), and
(e) guha (rock-hewn cave) {Dutt 1962: 92-97}{Sarkar 1966: 8-14}; with the exception of the guha all others were
freestanding types. These early buildings have all been destroyed over the centuries but their form s are better preserved
am ong the surviving stupa reliefs [6.5, 7.4-7.6]. The developm ent of the guha, which subsequently evolved into the
rock-hewn cave m onasteries that were chronologically positioned between the earliest m onasteries and later Gandhara
m onasteries, will be explored in Chapter 5. Since the vihara was a private dwelling for m onks, it was popularly and
interchangeably synonym ous with the sangharam a; it and the guha becam e the m ost com m on types of dwellings for
m onks and nuns. W hat were the form s and m aterials for these early Buddhist m onasteries? Architecturally, they were
likely sim ple elongated and vaulted elliptical huts of bent bam boos or wooden m em bers form ing a ribbed structure having a
roof covered in leaves or m ats [4.1]; these were evidently m ore suited as the avasas. Bhiksu Dhaniya, who had previous
experience as a potter, attem pted to build a solid adobe hut for him self by firing and harden the clay in the interior but
Buddha ordered such perm anent edifice to be destroyed since a durable structure m ight violate the m onastic rules for an
avasa, which should not be perm anent {Schum ann 1989: 173-174}. The situation would certainly be different for a
sangharam a since perm anent m aterials could be used and this was likely the case for Veluvanaram a and Jetavanaram a.
As recorded in scriptures, Buddha perm itted five types of m aterial to be used in the construction of the roof including brick,
stone, stucco, grass, and leaves {Sarkar 1966: 13}; these or their com binations and tim ber could also be used for
foundations and walls, the latter of which could be of reinforced m ud or wattle-and-daub construction. The aforesaid adobe
structure built by Bhiksu Dhaniya was an exam ple of the wattle-and-daub construction which was certainly very com m on in
contem porary architecture; m oreover the citizens of Nadika, a town near Vaishali, also reportedly constructed a brick hall
for Buddha {Chaudhury 1969: 60}. Furtherm ore, Buddha also reportedly perm itted interior decorations such as m urals
painted on plaster surfaces; the them es would be lim ited to the floral and foliate designs {Sarkar 1966: 13}. Clearly early
Buddhist builders borrowed and transform ed a great deal of contem porary secular architecture into the designs and
constructions of their sangharam as; however, their plans were functions of the m onastic program s that reflected
contem porary social, econom ic, and religious conditions. Also there were m onks who functioned like architects to assist and
instruct builders and craftsm en in the process of visualization and com pletion of the sangharam as {M isra 1998 Volum e I:
39}.   



4.1 Plan
c. 530-400 BCE
Rajir- India

                               
The ruin of Jivakavanaram a [4.1] is am ong the m ost ancient of Indian Buddhist m onasteries associated with Buddha

and early Buddhism . O riginally as a m ango orchard outside the eastern gate of the inner city wall of Rajagriha near the
foot of the Gijjhakuta hill, it was donated to Buddhaôs Sangha by the royal physician Jivaka under King Bim bisara of
M agadha. Jivaka was a well-known figure in his tim e who studied m edicine at the prestigious Taxila University in Gandhara;
he reportedly cured m any including Buddha who was once treated inside this m onastery when he was injured by
Devadatta, Buddhaôs jealous cousin and rival. The m onastery seem s to have been com pleted in two or three phases:

* Phase I (Area A) was probably the construction of the central precinct having two long and parallel elliptical
halls that form  an enclosed courtyard, each about 20ô x 113ô with two entrances. These were likely the com m unal
viharas where m onks ate and slept all within the sam e space as com m on in early Buddhism ; the area was obviously
off-lim it for the laity in those days. The com m unal characteristic of early sangharam as is also evident from  the
conspicuous absence of m onksô private cells in these viharas which were com m on in later cave m onasteries [5.6]
and quadrangular m onasteries of Gandhara [4.2]. The area is enclosed by walls with the m ain entry in the south;
there are several sm aller buildings which m ight be entry pavilion, storage, service room s, or som e other functions. All
buildings were once equipped with wooden doors and latches that have long perished or lost {Barua 1969: 17-18}.
The apparent absence of access between the viharas and the surrounding buildings m ight have been due to
changes in elevation and stairs m ight have been provided to connect the different levels.

* Phase II (Area B) m ight constitute the construction of a rather extrem ely elongated elliptical hall 32ô x 210ô
about 90ô behind Area A. It m ight be a m editation hall or for m onks who practiced austerities like the Am balatthika in



Veluvanaram a; or it could also be used for congregational and cerem onial purposes involving a large num ber of
people such as an assem bly, m eeting, and conference hall or for lecturing, preaching, or perform ing im portant rites
like the uposatha, upasam pada, pavarana, and kathina. This elliptical hall is different than the others as it does not
have an entry doorway; probably the floor was originally at a higher level than the rest of the m onastery and
wooden or earthen staircases would be provided at the entrances which are no longer extant.

* Phase III (Area C) could be the new construction and enlargem ent of the m onastery in its southeastern area
including a large walled-in courtyard, which could be used for walking m editation exercises, and the huge elliptical hall
nearly 33ô x 106ô with a sm all rectangular room  inside that could be a private chapel, storage, or as the head m onkôs
private cell. This hall could also be a reception hall where interactions between the Sangha and the laity took place or
a service area.

O nly the outlined rubble foundation of this m onastery rem ains today and its floors were likely once paved with
com pacted earth and/or bricks; the walls m ight be of rubble-and-m ud or wattle-and-daub construction while the roof m ight
be covered in thatch {Dutt 1962: 62}. O ne can infer that these elliptical halls had sem icircular barrel-vaulted ceilings with
quadrantal vaults at both apsidal ends while the roofs certainly had dorm ers as shown in a sim ilar exam ple in the Bharhut
relief [7.6]; the roofs of the rectangular buildings would likely be gable. Elliptical and apsidal designs were no doubt
com m on in early Indian secular and religious architecture and extant exam ples can be found in the caves on the Barabar
and Nagarjuni hills like Gopika and Lom as Risi [5.1-5.2].

There are evidences supporting the construction of Jivakavanaram a between c. 530-400 BCE {Sarkar 1966: 16}:
* All later freestanding m onasteries were quadrangular-and-celled type like Gandhara m onasteries [4.2] dated

no earlier than the first century CE. 
* Elliptical apsidal and vaulted structures with side entries without interior colum ns were the hallm arks of the

M aurya caves dated in the late third century BCE at the latest [5.1]; existing foundations of the Jetavanaram a and
Ghositaram a also have sim ilar plans {Sarkar 1966: 19}. This type also popularly occurred in the subsequent
architecture of Gandhara, Kashm ir, and India as in the Ter Tem ple [7.2-7.3] and late Hindu sites like
M am allapuram .

* The conspicuous absence of stupas in or near the m onastery. This feature is typically present in later and
stupa-based m onasteries generally from  Asokaôs reign onward like Sanchi [6.3] and before the quadrangular
m onasteries of Gandhara; this pushes Jivakavanaram a to a pre-M auyra and positively pre-Asoka date.

* The rubble foundation of Jivakavanaram a is another evidence of its early date.
* Archaeological artifacts like iron nails, terracotta balls, anim al figurines, and pottery have also been recovered

from  the site; the find of coarse red potteries have been dated not later than the fifth century BCE {Dutt 1962: 62}
{Sarkar 1966: 16}.

                                               
2.     Takht-i-bahi (first-fifth centuries CE) - Pakistan

 
Today the nam e Gandhara, once the second greatest Buddhist holy land after India, no longer rem ains on the Asian

m ap and only Kandahar in Afghanistan distantly retains the nam e of this fam ous region. At its height between the second-
third centuries CE, the core center of Gandhara encom passed the territory of Pakistan and eastern Afghanistan and
bounded by the Hindu Kush in the west and Karakorum  M ountains in the north with its m ost im portant urban centers in
Taxila (ancient Takshasila) and Peshawar in Pakistan. The early history of Gandhara lies buried below the extensive
rem ains of Taxila where archaeologists have uncovered successive periods of occupation since the sixth century BCE but
apparently no earlier. W hether Taxila had any connections with the Indus Civilization over 300 m iles to the south rem ains
an open question but Bhir M ound, the earliest settlem ent in Taxila, certainly shares m any sim ilarities with the latter. The
layout of its streets, soak-wells, and a pillared hall recall sim ilar features in the Indus city of M ohenjo-daro {M arshall 1951:
11, 87-112}; the Taxilans and Gandharans were obviously aware of these Indus cities since they constructed a m onastery
and stupa on the top stratum  of the Citadel at M ohenjo-daro [1.1]. Gandhara, like Kashm ir, had repeatedly been
subjected to foreign rules and rem ained a contested territory for m uch of its existence; yet during this tim e it continued to
function as an im portant cosm opolitan center that facilitated the exchanges of goods, services, and ideas between India
and other Asian countries as well as western Asia and Rom e. M any fam ous foreigners and invaders of India traversed this
well-known region from  the Aryans, Alexander the Great, to celebrated Buddhist pilgrim s like Fa-hsien and Hsuan-tsang,
and latest the M uslim s; som e have left vivid accounts of the splendor during its heyday and utter ruins in the wake of
foreign invasions. 

The first foreign rule to have subjugated Gandhara was the Achaem enid Persians in the m id sixth century BCE when it
becam e one of Persiaôs eastern satrapies; during the Persian rule (558-326 BCE), Taxila boasted one of the best
universities in Asia. Jivaka, the fam ous royal physician and Buddhaôs disciple under King Bim bisara of M agadha, spent
seven years studying m edicine at Taxila University while King Prasenajit of Kosala, another supporter of Buddha, was also
a student at this fam ous university; Angulim ala, the fearsom e bandit who was converted by Buddha, had reportedly
studied here {Schum ann 1989: 102, 108-109, 126}. The university taught m any academ ic disciplines including laws,



politics, governm ent, m edicine, philosophy, religion, com bat skills, etc. and these were proofs of the cosm opolitan nature of
Gandhara; Perian custom s, arts, architecture, and religions, particularly Zoroastrianism , were undoubtedly fam iliar to the
Taxilans during this tim e. Between c. 326-317 BCE, the possession of Gandhara was transferred to the Greek m ilitary rule
under Alexander the Great who brought the region into direct contacts with western Asia and the W estern W orld.
Alexanderôs arm y eventually withdrew but a few contingents of its troops and no doubt civilian Greeks stayed behind and
m any scholars believe that these isolated pockets of Asian Greeks and their particular branch of W estern arts were the
sources for later Gandhara arts. After the Greeksô rule, Gandhara was in the hands of the Indian M aurya Dynasty (317-
189 BCE) where Asoka and his son Kunala were its territorial governors; the Taxilans were known to have revolted
num erous tim es under their rules. As already noted, Asoka was m ainly responsible for the introduction and expansion of
Buddhism  in Gandhara in the third century BCE and several of his edicts were engraved on the boulders in Afghanistan and
Gandhara at Shahbazgarhi, M ansehra, Laghm an, Pul-i-Darunta, Shar-i-Kuna, and Kandahar; an Asoka edict has also been
found on a pillar in Taxila. These Asoka edicts had been written in m any languages m ainly Aram aic, Greek, and Kharosthi
reflecting the cosm opolitan and m ulti-ethnic nature of the Gandharans; the latter was the official language of Gandhara
between the fourth century BCE-fifth centuries CE {M arshall 1951: 375-376}. W ithout a doubt Buddhism  was on the rise in
Gandhara under Asokaôs reign.    

In the early second century BCE the rem aining Asian Greeks, popularly known as Bactrian Greeks for their kingdom  in
northern Afghanistan, grappled Gandhara from  the Indians after the collapse of the M aurya Dynasty. The Bactrian Greeks
ruled Gandhara between c. 189-90 BCE though the final end of all Greek rules in Asia happened in c. 30 BCE with the death
of Herm aeus; between c. 90-30 BCE the Bactrian Greeks were in constant struggles with the Sakas, also known as the
Scythians or an Iranian-speaking nom adic tribe originated in Central Asia. The Bactrian Greeks m eanwhile m aintained cordial
relations with the Indians under the Shunga Dynasty (184-72 BCE) and in all likelihood continued to adopt a secular policy
toward all religions in the m ulti-cultural and m ulti-ethnic atm osphere of Gandhara; Buddhism , Zoroastrianism , Hinduism , and
Jainism  likely flourished side by side. The powerful Asian Greek king M enander (r. 163-150 BCE), known in Buddhist
literature as M ilinda, was reputedly converted by Thera Nagasena after hearing a convincing serm on by the latter on the
Theravada theory of Non-atm an {Radhakrishnan 1989: 345-346, 390-399}{M arshall 1951: 33}. Perhaps the greatest
legacy of the Bactrian Greeks in Gandhara was the founding of Sirkap in Taxila which continued to be occupied and
expanded by the succeeding Sakas and Parthians until c. 50 CE when the Kushans relocated their new capital to Sirsukh,
also within the vicinity of Taxila. The Sakas, who ruled Gandhara interm ittently between c. 90-30 BCE, finally extinguished
the last of the Greek pockets in c. 30 BCE and their reign after this victory, dubbed Later Sakas, continued until c. 25 CE; it
was during the Later Sakas that Gandhara arts and architecture, though still in its infancy, gradually began to em erge. The
Sakas, whose official religion was probably Zoroastrianism  from  their Iraninan-related origin also tolerated all religions in their
dom ain m uch like their predecessors. Another im portant group of Iranian-speaking peoples, who replaced the Sakas and
ruled Gandhara between c. 25-50 CE, was the Parthians (c. 250 BCE-226 CE); their rule opened Gandhara into direct
com m unications with western Asia and the W estern W orld which further enabled the region to freely and directly borrow
the arts and architecture from  the latter. Conspicuous sym bols of W estern arts and architecture such as Corinthian and
Ionic pilasters and colum ns alongwith W estern-styled sculptures would becom e widespread in Gandhara from  this tim e on.
The zenith of Gandhara m ust be under the Kushans, or the Yueh-chis of the Chinese who m igrated from  Turkistan or
western China, after they ousted the Parthians. The Kushan Dynasty (c. 50-454 CE) founded its new capital at Sirsukh, a
little further north of Sirkap; their long rule was wrecked by several invasions and subjugations from  the Sassanid Dynasty
(c. 226-651 CE) of Iran, the first in c. 241 CE by Shapur I and the second in c. 350 CE by Shapur II. At its zenith, the
vast Kushan Em pire stretched all the way to the Aral Sea (west) and parts of Turkistan (north) to the Indian O cean in
Pakistan (south) and northwestern India (east). The territories included the Central Asian republics, eastern Afghanistan,
m uch of Pakistan, Kashm ir, northwestern India in Gujarat, Rajasthan, and Uttar Pradesh, and the western half of
Turkistan {Frunkin 1970: 49-53}; Kushan influences certainly extended all the way to the Chinese frontier in Dunhuang as
num erous Gandhara-styled m urals, tem ples, and stupas alongwith Kharosthi inscriptions have been discovered in M iran and
Lou-lan. The m ain capital of the Kushans was in Peshawar in northwestern Pakistan with a second capital at Kapisa
(Begram ) in Afghanistan. The religious cosm opolitanism  of the Kushans has well attested as Greek, Iranian, Hindu, and
Buddhist deities were found on m any Kushan coins but the prevailing religion was undoubtedly Buddhism  {Rowland 1974:
80}. In the earlier years of the Kushans, Buddhism , which had rem ained stagnant in the previous centuries, received a
trem endous boost under the patronage of the greatest Kushan King Kanishka (r. 128-151 CE). He sponsored the Fourth
Buddhist Council in Kashm ir, dissem inated m issionaries to Central Asia and China, and founded num erous new m onasteries
and stupas during his illustrious reign; he was clearly following the footsteps of Asoka before him  and undeniably the second
greatest Buddhist king after Asoka thanks to his generous patronage of Buddhism . Under the Kushansô rule, the furthest
western expansion of Buddhism  reached as far as M erv in Turm enistan in the fifth century CE where foundations of
m onasteries and stupas have been uncovered by archaeologists. This was decidedly the m ost glorious period of Gandhara
and in particular Buddhist arts and architecture which radiated its influential reverberation throughout India, Central and East
Asia. The num erous m onasteries and im posing stupas perched on the hillsides of Swat (probably ancient Uddiyana) with
snow-capped m ountains in the background m ust have dazzled the eyes of past pilgrim s and visitors; the m onks could not



have chosen an ideal location for their m onastic life. In Swat alone Fa-hsien, the Chinese m onk-pilgrim , reported m ore than
600 m onasteries and num erous stupas while for the whole Gandhara the num ber m ust be in the thousands; even today
their ruins still dot the Swat landscape. The soaring Kanishka Stupa [6.18] in Peshawar rising over 500ô in height m ust
have m esm erized Buddhist devotees all over Asia. After the eclipse of the Kushans, who had briefly m anaged to
reestablish their rule in Gandhara as the Later or Kidara Kushans (c. 390-454 CE) after the Sassanian rule, Buddhism
gradually declined in the region. The invasion and occupation of Gandhara by the W hite Huns (Hephthalites or Ephthalites)
seriously weakened the Buddhist clout in the region; their anti-Buddhist rule and persecutions, which lasted between c. 454-
552 CE, destroyed m any m onasteries and stupas and even so Buddhism  continued to thrive. After the seventh century
CE, Gandhara was variously ruled by Kashm ir and Hindu dynasties until finally converted to Islam  in 1013 CE.

The Buddhist ruins of Gandhara lied dorm ant for centuries but its form er glories had vividly been preserved in the
passages of Buddhist literature until reawaken in the early nineteenth century CE by the British. Driven by the hunger for
antiquities, these colonial Brits roam ed incessantly throughout the region searching for treasures; they opened and
destroyed m any stupas, looted their precious contents, and brought m any valuable pieces to Britain. The m ost notorious
looter was Horace H. W ilson as openly retold in his book óAriana Antiqua;ô even fam ous scholars like Alfred Foucher also
carried off som e priceless Buddhist statues from  Gandhara back to France. Serious archaeological m issions in the region
began with Alexander Cunningham  who surveyed m any Gandhara ruins; unfortunately m any m onum ents once described
by him  are no longer extant today and they continue to be destroyed by wars, lootings, and M uslim  anti-idolatrous
sentim ents. The next great effort was carried out under John M arshallôs tutelage which greatly accelerated the
understanding Gandhara contribution to Buddhist arts and architecture; his surveys of Taxila and the surrounding
m onasteries have proven extrem ely valuable in resurrecting the splendid heyday of Buddhism  in Gandhara. Spurious
archaeological operations were also carried out by Aurel Stein in the 1930s CE but these were not system atic and lacking in
depth. After the independence of Afghanistan and Pakistan, the French was once again active in Afghanistan while the
Italians were m eticulously digging and docum enting the grounds of Swat under great leaderships like Dom enico Faccenna.
The Great Buddhas of Bam iyan, the only biggest and oldest extant Gandhara-Styled statues in the world, have been
com pletely destroyed in M arch 2001 CE by the M uslim  Talibans for religious (Islam  is an iconoclastic religion) and ethno-
political reasons (the Greco-Rom an-styled Buddhas are the constant rem inder of W estern and Indian hegem ony).
Buddhism  once again becam e the casualty in the struggle for the cultural and ethnic identity that had been going on in this
region since its beginning history.                

The ruins and recovered artifacts from  Gandhara are vast to be adequately covered in a volum e and readers shall also
see Chapter 6 for further discussions on Gandhara architecture; here I will focus on the m onastic rem ains. The
architecture of Gandhara can be divided into two categories and periods: (a) The early period up to the Parthians had
m any non-Buddhist and secular rem ains though a few Buddhist structures were also constructed and (b) the Buddhist
period was generally inaugurated by the Kushans. Great urban centers of Gandhara like Taxila com prise the first category
of rem ains starting with Bhir M ound (sixth-early second centuries BCE), then Sirkap (early second century BCE-m id first
centuries CE), and lastly Sirsukh (m id first-late fiftth centuries CE). At Bhir M ound the streets were irregularly planned with
rubble-walled houses, m any having a second story, organized around central courtyards; their walls and roofs, the latter of
which consisted of tim ber planks and beam s, were coated with several layers of m ud plaster. Sirkap, which was initially
planned by the Bactrian Greeks, was laid out in grids with building blocks bounded by streets intersected at ninety-degree
angles; for defensive purposes the city had a m ain gateway. The construction m aterial was prim arily rubble laid in m ud;
though the houses at Sirkap appeared m ore organized and sym m etrical in plans than those at Bhir M ound, they were
nevertheless very sim ilar in form s. Som e tim es during the Parthian Period, the rubble m asonry would be replaced with the
diaper m asonry as a new m ethod of construction; in the latter type, the spaces between large dressed stones were filled
with rows of sm aller and neatly cut stone pieces. John M arshall theorized that the introduction of this new construction
technology, in particular its em ploym ent of heavy stone blocks, provided better reinforcem ent and protection than rubbles
against the violent shaking of earthquakes {M arshall 1951 Volum e I: 137}; m oreover, the introduction of large stones in
buildings were also vital in defensive purposes. At Sirkap there were num erous im posing religious edifices constructed within
civic and residential blocks, m ost of which had probably been rebuilt in the newly diaper m asonry after the allegedly great
earthquake in c. 25 CE. In c. 50 CE, the Kushans built their new city at Sirsukh which was sm aller than Sirkap though both
shared m any sim ilarities in the architecture; the new features at Sirsukh were the uses of larger stones in the diaper
m asonry while its city walls would be fortified with circular and sem icircular bastions.          

There were num erous religious and secular structures, including Buddhist and non-Buddhist ones, throughout ancient
Gandhara but virtually all have perished over the centuries save for their ruins. Ever since Asoka patronized Buddhism  in
the third century BCE, it probably eclipsed all other faiths in Gandhara from  then on; however a surviving tem ple, the
Jandial Tem ple, suggested that other religions also thrived alongside Buddhism . Its plan obviously im itated a Greek Ionic
tem ple sim ilar to the Tem ple of Apollo Epicurius at Bassae {Fletcher 1975: 220} though it was essentially an Asian Greek
design; John M arshall thought that it had been built for the Zoroastrian religion but its true sectarian affiliation rem ains
unknown. This tem ple had solid rubble walls punctured with rows of windows on the exterior with a flat roof covering the
nave; possibly there was a sikhara towering above the inner sanctum  at the back from  its m assive core and it could be



am ong the earliest known sikharas in the Indian subcontinent. Its Ionic colum ns were also Asian in conception in which the
volutes of their capitals were without the hanging floral m otif as in the Greek Ionic order; their Attic bases and unfluted
shafts were clearly favored by the Rom ans and not Greeks as M arshall believed. Initially M arshall dated this tem ple in the
early Sakas (c. 58 BCE) but he later credited it to the Bactrian Greeks (second century BCE) based on its Greek plan and
coursed rubble m asonry resem bling the walls of Sirkap {M arshall 1951: 222-229}. However overwhelm ing evidences
pointed to a late Saka date (c. 5 CE) based on: (a) The coins of likely Azes II discovered in a sim ilar Ionic tem ple at M ohra
M aliaran, (b) the Ionic colum ns were definitely m ore Rom an than Greek, and (c) its course rubble walls appear neater and
sturdier of a later type. 

There are several Buddhist rem ains before the Kushans; the oldest is a fragm ent of an octagonal m arble pillar at Block
F in Sirkap containing an Aram aic inscription attributed to Asoka (third century BCE). O ther Buddhist structures at Sirkap are
the im posing Apsidal Tem ple (Later Sakas-Parthians or c. 30 BCE-50 CE), Block F Stupa (Later Sakas or c. 0 CE), Block G
Stupa (Later Sakas or c. 25 CE), Block Eô Stupa (Later Sakas-Kushans or c. 30 BCE-150 CE); the huge Apsidal Tem ple was
probably the oldest of its kind in Gandhara which certainly originated in earlier Indian apsidal designs [4.1, 7.2-7.3]. Block
F Stupa, also known as óStupa of Double-headed Eagleô and like Block G Stupa, was faced with precisely cut ashlars, which
is a type of m asonry earlier than the diaper type. The form er stupa was of an earlier date which com bined Greco-Rom an
and Indian elem ents and likely dated in the beginning of the Com m on Era; each stupa had a vedika, anda, and harm ika on
their plinths but the latter also had four tall freestanding colum ns in the four corners like Saidu Sharif Stupa I [6.14]. The
core of Block Eô Stupa is unique in having four intersecting walls likely to support the weight of the dom e; sim ilar exam ples
can also be found in the Nagarjunakonda and Dham arajika stupas [6.13]. Dharm arajika is another preem inent Taxila
stupa with a form  sim ilar to other stupas outside Taxila like M anikyala and Butkara I; the biggest and tallest of all Gandhara
stupas was Kanishka Stupa [6.18]. During the Kushan Dynasty constructions of new Buddhist m onasteries m ushroom ed
all over Gandhara thanks to the generous patronage of King Kanishka; the scales of Gandhara m onasteries grew
trem endously, each usually having a m ain stupa enclosed by an im age chapel area, a votive stupa area, and m onksô
residential quarter. Gandhara m onasteries generally congregated around Taxila, the Peshawar Valley, and Swat which
num bered in the thousands at the height of the Buddhist ascendancy in the region. M oreover, the extension of Gandhara
cultural sphere also encom passed eastern Afghanistan, Central Asia, and Turkistan; unfortunately the m onum ents in these
areas have been thoroughly destroyed beyond recognition over centuries of neglect, dem olition, and constant warfare but
visible outlines of their plans and recovered fragm ents still perm it reliable reconstructions. 

Between the founding of earliest Indian sangharam as, as exem plified in Jivakavanaram a [4.1], and the rise of the
Gandhara quadrangular m onasteries was the developm ent of Indian rock-hewn cave m onasteries, which had been m ainly
constructed in the Deccan between the second century BCE-first centuries CE (Chapter 5). W ith the rising popularity of the
stupa cult first fom ented by Em peror Asoka, isolated structures would begin to congregate random ly around a principal
stupa and the site gradually grew into a m onastic settlem ent as in Sanchi [6.3] in India and Dharm arajika and Butkara I in
Gandhara. These were the unplanned or organic stupa-based m onasteries that arised as a direct result of the stupa cult
and contem porary Buddhist practices since m onks still favored an itinerant lifestyle and had not yet been receptive to the
prospect of settling down a com fortable life in well-built m onasteries with all the am enities provided by wealthy donors. The
situation began to change in the first century CE, which was induced by a new social and religious atm osphere, especially in
Gandhara where it had been under the successive rules of non-Indians since the second century BCE. The Gandharans,
with the Kushans forem ost am ong them , were apparently not bounded by the strict orthodox Buddhist tradition as in India
and willing to experim ent and adopt new ideas that deem ed suitable for their region. The rise of the influential and
progressive M ahayana School could have also contributed to the liberalization of Buddhism  in Gandhara. It was in Kashm ir
where the Fourth Buddhist Council, which was sponsored by King Kanishka, was held and attended by m any M ahayana
pioneers; the Sarvastivada, a Theravada sect with a M ahayana leaning, dom inated this council and also predom inant in
Gandhara at the tim e. Such conditions were ripe for a new epoch in the history of Gandhara Buddhism  in which it m ade
two significant contributions to Buddhist architecture, nam ely the im age tem ple (pratim agriha) and the planned
quadrangular m onastery. As we shall see later that even these creations already had antecedents in India but it was in
Gandhara where they would be crystallized in their final form s and subsequently reintroduced back to India and Asia. The
pratim agriha was a product of M ahayana devotionalism  with its cult of tangible im ages of Buddhas and bodhisattvas that
ultim ately supplanted the relics as the principal em blem  of Buddhism  in the subsequent centuries. Regarding the origin of
the quadrangular m onastery, John M arshall clearly stated his position {M arshall 1951 Volum e I: 233}:

 
ñThe quadrangular, high-walled m onastery or vihara was of still later date than the stupa; for it seem s to have

m ade its first appearance in the sangharam as of the North-W est during the first century A.D., and thence to have
found its way southward and eastward to the rest of India.ò

 
Before going into its evolution, it is first necessary to give a general survey of som e of the m ost im portant

m onasteries in Gandhara that have been discovered by archaeologists over the centuries; earlier foreign pilgrim s also gave
vivid accounts of contem porary Buddhist m onasteries in Gandhara during their visits. In Swat alone Fa-hsien, the Chinese



m onk-pilgrim  who passed through Gandhara in the early fifth century CE, reported m ore than 600 m onasteries while
Hsuan-tsang, another fam ous Chinese m onk-pilgrim  traveling in India in the early seventh century CE, reported over 1,400
m onasteries in Swat and about 1,000 m onasteries in Gandhara but only fifteen were active while the rest were in ruins.
The great persecution of the Hephthalite King M iharakula in the early sixth century CE already destroyed 1,600 stupas and
m onasteries in Gandhara {Sehrai 1982: 52}; the statistics no doubt reflected the strength of Buddhism  in the region before
its decline. Gandhara Buddhists literally em braced Buddhaôs recom m endation ónot too far, not too near from  townô for the
establishm ent of their m onasteries, which were often constructed on low-lying knolls overlooking towns, secluded hillocks
near stream s where water could be obtained, or around m an-m ade wells; the three principal centers for Buddhist
m onasteries in Gandhara were in Taxila, the Peshawar Valley, and Swat. There were other great m onastic centers in the
outlying extensions of Gandhara in Afghanistan, Central Asia, and Turkistan; these were generally constructed later and
heavily influenced by Gandhara m odels and will not be included in this section. The great m onasteries on the hills
surrounding Taxila have been thoroughly excavated by John M arshall between 1913-1934 CE and greatly contributed to
the fundam ental understanding of Gandhara m onastic architecture {M arshall 1951 Volum e I: 230-397}. These include
Dharm arajika (third century BCE-seventh centuries CE) [6.13], Khader M ohra-Akhauri or Chir Tope A-C, D1-D2 (first-
second centuries CE), Jandial A-B (first-third centuries CE), Kalawan (first-fifth centuries CE), Giri (first-fifth cenrury CE),
Kunala-Ghai (first-fifth centuries CE), Pippala (first-fifth centuries CE), M ohra M oradu (second-fifth centuries CE), Jaulian
(second-fifth centuries CE), Lalchak (third-fifth centuries CE), and Bham ala (fourth-fifth centuries CE) [6.17]. In the
Peshawar Valley, som e of the biggest m onasteries in the area include Takht-i-bahi (first-fifth centuries CE) [4.2-4.3],
Jam algarhi (first-fifth centuries CE), and Sahri Bahlol (first-fifth centuries CE). A few im portant m onasteries in Swat that
have been thoroughly studied by Italian archaeologists include Butkara (third century BCE-fifth centuries CE) and Saidu
Sharif (first-fifth cenrury CE) [6.14]. Gandhara m onasteries generally flourished between the first-fifth centuries CE and
m ost had been constructed in the prosperous period between Kanishka (r. 128-151 CE) to Vasudeva I (r. 202-230 CE).
Between c. 241-390 CE Gandhara was under the Iranian control of the Sassanid Dynasty and Buddhist m onasteries were
probably relegated into the background or rem ained stagnant. The resurgence of m onastery constructions between c.
390-454 CE, as docum ented by John M arshall, could be due to the rise of the Later/Kidara Kushans and fresh religious
im petus from  Gupta India. The analyses of Gandhara m onasteries have also shed light on their developm ent over the
centuries: 

* Early organic m onasteries in Gandhara (c. 250 BCE-50 CE) are stupa-based m onastic settlem ents centering
on dom inant stupas as exem plified in Dharm arajika [6.13] and Butkara I. In Dharm arajika, initially a few vihara cells
for m onks were haphazardly constructed to the west and north of the m ain stupa; the next developm ent was the
construction of a ring of im age chapels enclosing the m ain stupa sim ilar to Jam algarhi. These phases dated between
c. 0-150 CE though the core of the stupa itself dated in the second century BCE; the stupa-based plan already had
precursors in India like Sanchi [6.3]. 

* At a slightly later date (c. 50-150 CE), the stupa-based m onastery would be replaced with the characteristic
quadrangular plan of Gandhara. Initially the m ain Gandhara-Styled stupa of a m edium  size like [6.15] was placed
outside the quadrangular vihara with m onksô cells on the three sides and a principal entrance in the rem aining side
(Chir Tope A, C). Next, an assem bly room  and caityagriha chapels would be incorporated into the vihara and a few
pratim agrihas added outside the vihara next to the m ain stupa; the latter was also surrounded with sm aller votive
stupas (Chir Tope B). Eventually the stupa would be enclosed within a wall (Chir Tope D1) and finally placed inside a
quadrangular vihara (Chir Tope D2); all the viharas in these cases still had no verandahs. The Gandhara m onastery
at M ohenjo-daro [1.1] with a stupa in the center of the celled quadrangle m ight be constructed in this phase.

* In the next stage (c. 150-300 CE), all elem ents in the plan like the vihara, the m ain stupa, votive stupas, and
pratim agrihas would be typologically organized into zones to form  a cohesive plan; the m onastery also increased in
size and height. An im portant step in this phase was the replacem ent of the caityagriha chapel inside the vihara with
a pratim agriha concurrent with the rise of im age worship over stupa. In rare instances independent Relic or
Com m em orative stupas, not to be confused with the caityagriha chapels, would also be erected inside the cells in
m em ory of deceased em inent m onks. The vihara height had also been raised to two stories with colonnaded
verandahs on both stories and a flat roof; the m onastery also contained a drainage system  buried underneath the
floor to discharge excess water and wastes away from  the building. The hypaethral and depressed courtyard in the
center of the quadrangle now had a facility for bathing which m ight be constructed of tim ber initially but later replaced
with brick; Kalawan was a typical exam ple of this phase.

* Around the third-fourth centuries CE, further elaboration of the architectural details would be particularly
em phasized such as the addition of im age niches in the vihara and m onksô cells were also provided with private
windows and alcoves; the woodworks were m eticulously carved with reliefs on the verandah walls; the final surfaces
would likely be lavishly painted or gilded. Another im portant developm ent in the fourth-fifth centuries CE was the
incorporation of the service quarter (kitchen, refectory, scullery, etc.) into the quadrangular plan; am ong the earliest
presence of a refectory in a Gandhara m onastery cam e from  a Kanishka inscription (c. 128-151 CE) m entioning its
construction in the Kanishka (Shah-ji-ki-dheri) vihara {Yaldiz and O thers 1987: 79}. Gandhara m onasteries during this



period accum ulated enough wealth so that m onks practically gave up the ancient orthodox tradition of begging for
food as it was now essentially an obsolete custom ; M ohra M oradu was an exem plary m odel of this phase.             

* The final perfection of the Gandhara quadrangular plan was between the fourth-fifth centuries CE in which all
previous elem ents would be organized and standardized into well-conceived and sym m etrical plans; the configuration
of the worship area with the m ain stupa surrounded by im age chapels becam e the typical feature in the plan. There
were also distinct zones within Gandhara m onasteries for specialized activities such as the prom enade for m onksô
walking exercises and relaxation as well m editational cells for m onksô solitude or austerity practice. Jaulian and Takht-i-
bahi [4.2-4.3] reflected these latest trends in the m onastic design and were am ong the finest and archetypical of
all Gandhara m onasteries.

Being at the crossroads of Asia, Gandhara arts and architecture absorbed repeated waves of influences from  western
Asia and the W est as m uch as India. The arch (ogee, pointed, sem icircular, and corbelled) and vaulted constructions were
not Gandhara inventions but they were frequently em ployed in m onastic architecture; with the exception of the sem icircular
arch, which originated in Rom an and Assyrian architecture, the other arches were of Indian origins. Vaulted and dom ed
construction already occurred in Indian architecture at a very early stage as in Jivakavanaram a [4.1] and Bairat Tem ple
[7.1]. The pointed arch and vault can be found in the Indian Sitam arhi cave (c. 214-206 BCE) in Bihar {Fergusson 1910:
133, fg. 57} while the corbelled arch has already occurred in Harappa architecture; the pointed was em ployed in Takht-i-
bahi at least in the second century CE and Indian architecture from  the fifth century CE on {ASIAR 1910-1911: pl. XVII,
XX}{M arshall 1960: fg. 80}. It would not be em ployed in Islam ic architecture until the eighth century CE and Gothic
architecture in the W est until the eleventh century CE. Stucco, an exquisite m aterial em ployed in high-end projects, m ight
have been an im port from  the W est which was com m on in Gandhara sculptures and architecture; Gandhara architecture
principally em ployed, in chronological order, the rubble, diaper, and sem i-ashlar m asonries using m ud or lim e as m ortar.
According to the artifacts recovered from  John M arshallôs excavations, the structure of Gandhara m onasteries consisted of
tim ber m em bers secured by iron bolts and nails; he further opined that the roofs could be ñcovered with a thick layer of
m ud,ò that is a flat roof. This m ay explain the reason for the m assive foundations in these m onasteries, besides
supporting several floors {M arshall 1951 Volum e I: 260-261, 369-371, 378, 382, pl. 55}; however, this does not rule out
the possibilities of pitched or even curved (vaulted) roofs in Gandhara m onasteries.

 



4.2 Plan
First-fifth centuries CE
M ardan- Pakistan

 

4.3 Section at M ain Stupa and Im age Chapels (F) (restored)
Second-third centuries CE
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Takht-i-bahi [4.2-4.3] was not m entioned by Chinese pilgrim s like Fa-hsien, Sung-yun, and Hsuan-tsang between the

fifth-seventh centuries CE; this could be due to its seclusion or lesser prom inence as a Buddhist center com pared to those
in Taxila; m oreover, it m ight have sunk into obscurity after the ferocious Hephthalite persecutions in the early sixth century
CE. Its nam e was probably derived from  the word óTakhtô (seat) and óBahiô (reservoir) on the account of the two large
reservoirs on the hill for the m onastery usage {Sehrai 1982: 55-56}. The site has been known to Europeans as early as
1836 CE when it was m entioned by a French officer working under Ranjit Singh; from  then on it was frequently visited by
treasure collectors gathering ancient artifacts from  the ruins. General M aclagan sent m en here in 1869-1870 CE to collect
sculptures for the Lahore M useum ; m ore item s would be rem oved from  the site by Dr. Leitner in 1870 CE and Lieutenant
Crom pton in 1872 CE. Archaeological surveys of the site began in 1852 CE when it was briefly explored by Lieutenants
Lum sden and Stokes and also described in details by H. W . Bellew in 1864 CE; the first prelim inary excavation was
conducted by Sergeant W ilcher in 1871 CE. Alexander Cunningham  again excavated and m ade surveyed drawings of the
site in 1872-1873 CE followed by David B. Spoonerôs excavations between 1907-1911 CE and H. Hargreavesô between
1910-1913 CE; conservation works on the site began between 1907-1929 CE to secure the site from  further decay {Sehrai
1982: 52-57}. 

The site is situated fifty-two m iles northeast of Peshawar perching on a hill overlooking the Peshawar Valley; its highly
structured plan and an acm e am ong Gandhara m onasteries covers an area of 227ô east-west x 230ô north-south. There
are two m ain approaches to the site from  the southwest (A) and southeast (M ); area (B) once contained six colossal
standing stucco Buddhas of about 20ô high each {ASIAR 1910-1911: 38, pl. XXI} while (G) consists of im age chapels and
stupas outside the central zone that could be reserved for pilgrim s or related facilities. Distinct zones can clearly be
perceived from  the plan with the quadrangular vihara (K) in the north that includes Assem bly (L), Kitchen (I), Refectory
(H), and an outdoor Bath (J). The m editational areas (C-D) in the west include m onksô m editational cells (D) and a
prom enade for relaxation or walking m editation exercises (C); the court of sm all votive stupas (E) lies between the vihara
and the m ain stupa and im age chapels (F). The vihara, which was likely two-storied high of an undeterm ined roof from  the
presence of a staircase north of (I), and the m ain stupa-chapels (F) are higher than the votive stupa court (E); the
ground level of the latter continues in a flat roof spanning over the m editation cells (D). The ground level of the
prom enade (C) and m editation cells (D) is nearly two-storied below the upper m ain level which is dem arcated and
buttressed by a m assive retaining wall (O ) {ASIAR 1910-1911: 33-39}. The m assive solid pier (N) in the southeast with a
stair in the west side m ight once serve as an observation tower like sim ilar cases in the m onasteries of Dharm arajika Court
G and Bham ala. W arnings would be issued to the m onks to flee, or defend their abodes if such scenario really existed in
Buddhism , in the case of im pending dangers from  approaching bandits or hostile forces {M arshall 1951 Volum e I: 281};
the wealth and opulence of Gandhara m onasteries during this tim e could certainly be very tem pting and easy targets for
those with power and weapons. This supposed observation tower could also be used as a bell tower to inform  the inm ates
the transition to different activities, say from  m editation to lunch tim e, in accordance to the daily schedule and m onastic
regulation. A sim ilar procedure was also observed at Nalanda in the seventh century CE by the Chinese pilgrim  I-tsing (683-
727 CE) though a clepsydra or water-clock, drum , conch-shell, and bell were used instead {Dutt 1962: 335-336}. The
vihara (K) of about 79ô x 85ô has cells on four sides, each with its own clerestory windows, and possibly preceded by tim ber
pillared verandahs enclosing the hypaethral courtyard; there is an im age chapel on the side of its stair in the eastern wall
and a large cell in its northwestern corner which m ight be reserved for the abbotôs room  as in Nalanda {M isra 1998 Volum e
III: 196}. According to the estim ate given by Alexander Cunningham , the total num ber of the inm ates in Takht-i-bahi
would am ount to thirty-four if counting all the cells on the two floors of the vihara {ASIAR 1872-1873: 31-32}. The 62ô x
72ô6ò worship court or chapel containing a m ain stupa in the center and im age chapels (F) [4.3] is situated on the highest
ground and certainly the centerpiece of the m onastery. Its design evolved from  earlier precursors in m onasteries like
Dharm arajika, Jam algarhi, Kalawan, and Jaulian which consisted of a principal Gandhara-Styled stupa in the center having
two dim inishing terraces of a 20ô3ò x 29ô7ò base and probably in the range of 30sô high. The original form  of this stupa was
likely very sim ilar to the one in the Indian M useum  Kolkata [6.15], Devnim ori Stupa (fourth-seventh centuries CE) in
Gujarat (India), and M irpurkhas (fifth-tenth centuries CE) in Sindh (Pakistan) {Deva 1995: 9, 28}. Note that its receding
terraces had clearly been described by Alexander Cunningham  {ASIAR 1872-1873: 26} but Percy Brown did not show this
in his conjectured restoration drawing {Brown 1965: Pl. XXXIII}. The stupa in the center is surrounded on three sides by
im age chapels of 4ô8ò x 6ô plans of about 15ô6ò-17ô high and alternated with sm aller ones of 2ô3ò-2ô10ò x 2ô11ò of about
about 7ô5ò high. These chapels are elevated on a continuous 2ô9ò high platform  and which form s evolved from  the earlier
Indian apsidal design [4.1, 7.2-7.3]; the rem aining side is a high retaining wall punctuated by a m ain staircase in the
center with chapels facing Court (E). This stupa-chapel court, like other structures in the m onastery, was constructed of
the diaper and sem i-ashlar m asonry, finished with plaster, and decorated with pseudo-Corinthian pilasters, dentils, and
polychrom e or gilded stucco sculptures. The pointed arch in the vaulted passages in areas (B) and (D), as already stated
above, was am ong the earliest instance of its structural em ploym ent in Gandhara architecture. Besides the architecture,
hundreds of sculptural specim ens have also been recovered from  Takht-i-bahi which can be categorized into three types



{Sehrai 1982: 79-81}: (a) Pre-Classic Gandhara (first century CE) shows m ainly Indian influences including anim al and floral
designs and carved in stone, (b) Classic Gandhara (second-third centuries CE) contain Indian, west Asian, and Greco-
Rom an elem ents; the sculptures are generally based on Theravada them es with Buddhaôs Life Scenes and the jatakas;
schist is the m aterial of choice but stucco has also been used in m odeling, (c) Late Gandhara (fourth-fifth centuries CE)
favors M ahayana im ages of Buddhas and bodhisattvas like M aitreya and Avalokitesvara; stucco would supplant schist as
the prim ary m aterial. John M arshall clearly pointed out the differences between the Classic and late Gandhara schools of
sculptures {M arshall 1951 Volum e I: 254}:

 
ñThis is not the place to discuss the differences between these Gandhara reliefs and the later stucco reliefs of

the Indo-Afghan School, but it m ay be noted in passing that scenes such as these, which are taken from  the life of
the Buddha or from  the Jataka stories, are never illustrated am ong the sculptures of the later school, their place
being taken by endless repetitions of Buddha and Bodhisattva figures with their attendant devas and hum an
devotees.ò 

 
There are two fragm ents of Kharosthi inscriptions rediscovered at Takht-i-bahi that could help in determ ining the

construction date of the m onastery {ASIAR 1910-1911: 34}{M arshall 1951 Volum e I: 58}. The first was written in the
twenty-sixth year of the Parthian King Gondopharesô reign and in the year 103 of Azes Era or c. 45 CE; another inscription
found in (D) is undated and addressed óto the Buddhist (m onks) Com m unity of the four quarters;ô it is also possible to
perceive the construction phases of the m onastery from  studying its plan. The earliest constructions (first century CE)
were likely around the entrances, or (A), (B), (G), and (M ), where isolated vihara cells, a caityagriha chapel, and various
pratim agrihas are located; the rem aining structures in the upper areas were constructed from  the second century CE on
from  their well-organized plans. Like other Gandhara m onasteries, Takht-i-bahi appeared to undergo m ajor restorations and
expansions between the fourth-fifth centuries CE with the installations of new stucco decorations and im ages.

Takht-i-bahi, like other Gandhara m onasteries and Indian cave m onasteries, was functionally not a com m unal
m onastery like Jivakavanaram a [4.1] as a new spirit of individualism  had clearly resonated in its celled quadrangular plan
wherein the cells would be provided for individual m onks. This plan certainly evolved from  earlier Indian cave m onasteries
like Bhaja [5.6] which ultim ately originated in the Indus Civilization like the Great Bath of M ohenjo-daro [1.2-1.3] from
the presence of the cells, verandah, and hypaethral courtyard. Furtherm ore, Greco-Rom an elem ents, which were m ostly
em ployed in the architectural decorations, perm eated Gandhara and profoundly influenced its arts and architecture
between the first-third centuries CE. Having been crystallized in Gandhara for several centuries, the quadrangular plan
would subsequently be reintroduced back to India in celebrated m onasteries like Nalanda [4.4] and Som apura [4.8].
From  Gandhara it was dissem inated to Central Asia, Turkistan, and to a lesser extent East Asia [4.5]; Gandhara
m onasteries with their m ud flat roofs perching on the hills m ight have also inspired the Tibetan hilltop/fortress m onasteries.

 
3.     Nalanda (fifth-thirteenth centuries CE) - India

 
The quadrangular m onastery, which was a natural progression from  the Indian cave m onasteries, evolved into its

highly structured plan in Gandhara that would later be em braced wholeheartedly by the Indian Buddhists during the Gupta
Dynasty (320-647 CE). O n the Indian proper, thanks to the increases in wealth, influence, and fundam ental changes in
Indian Buddhism  itself Indian Buddhists also developed an entirely new concept for the Buddhist m onastery, a m onastic
university, with the Gandhara plan as its architectural m odel. W ith the em ergence of the M ahayana in the early centuries
of the Com m on Era, a newly liberal outlook was perm eating the Buddhist Sangha. There were increasing interactions
between m em bers of the Sangha and between the Sangha with the laity as m onks were burdened with the responsibility of
inculcating the Buddhist doctrines in their followers and fellow m onks. Consequently m onasteries gradually becam e the focal
point of Buddhist learning and som e, like Nalanda, grew into m ajor centers of Buddhist education and great m onastic
universities specializing in higher learning by training and teaching the new generations of Buddhist m onks as well as non-
Buddhists and seculars. The increasingly settled lifestyle of the m onks in conjunction with the religious antagonism  and
com petition am ong fellow Buddhists, particularly between the M ahayana and Theravada, and the com petition from  non-
Buddhist faiths like Hinduism , which challenged the long-lived preem inent status enjoyed by Buddhism , all have contributed
to the rise of the Buddhist m onastic university. As Dutt rightly put it {Dutt 1962: 323}:

 
ñIt m ust have been felt at a certain stage that the m ere óstudy for faithô fell short of the standard set by the

Lord him self for the perfect or accom plished m onk - one who, having m astered the doctrine, is able also to spread it
abroad and confute the doctrines of other faiths. It dem anded the knowledge of óother faithsô and also intellectual
equipm ents to be gained from  other and non-canonical sources.ò

 
These m onastic universities were no typical m onasteries as each com posed of a conglom erate of huge viharas or

m onasteries within a gigantic m onastery as in Nalanda [4.4] m uch like great colleges within a university; the size of each



vihara could com paratively fit a Gandhara m onastery like Takht-i-bahi inside its walls and hence these m onastic universities
were aptly term ed m ahavihara (great m onastery). It is undeniable that these m ahaviharas have contributed greatly to the
overall developm ent of Buddhism  and Buddhist schools, both in India and abroad. Num erous em inent Buddhist m onks and
philosophers as well as secular intellectuals and personalities, Indians and foreigners alike, had spent their m ost illustrious
careers in these great m onastic centers where m issionaries and doctrines would be dissem inated abroad upon their
graduation. Valabhi M ahavihara (sixth-eighth centuries CE) in Sourashtra, Gujarat was a great Theravada center with about
6,000 m onks belonging to the Sam m itya sect, according to Hsuan-tsang who visited it in c. 640 CE {Dutt 1962: 224-232}.
Perhaps the m ost renowned and well-docum ented Indian m ahavihara was Nalanda (fifth-thirteenth centuries CE), a
M ahayana m onastic university in Bihar devoted exclusively to the religious and intellectual quests that prim arily focused on
the studies of Buddhism  and its various schools of thoughts. In fact, Buddhist m onasteries were so com m on in those days
in Bihar so that its nam e, a Bengali word, originated from  óvihara.ô The Theravada School was virtually eclipsed by the
M ahayana, at least in northern India, from  the sixth century CE on and the latter would in turn be supplanted by the
Vajrayana after the tenth century CE. Vajrayana m ahaviharas, which will be discussed later, were architecturally m odeled
after their M ahayana predecessors like Nalanda but the curricula naturally concentrated on Vajrayana subjects. Fam ous
Vajrayana centers in Bihar included O dantapura, Vikram asila, Som apura [4.8], and Jagaddala, all founded and flourished
during the Pala Dynasty (c. 750-1199 CE); other im portant Vajrayana centers like Lalitagiri, Ratnagiri, and Udayagiri in
O rissa thrived between the fifth-thirteenth centuries CE.

The fam e of Nalanda has long been buried below the earth oblivious to the passage of tim e; the descriptions of its
glorious past could only be illum inated through the historical records preserved in the num erous travelogues and accounts
of past celebrated foreign m onk-pilgrim s studied at Nalanda like Hsuan-tsang, I-tsing, and Dharm asvam in. The site is
about 7 1/2 m iles north of Rajir and had been hidden under m ounds of debris for centuries until discovered by the British in
the early nineteenth century CE; the archaeological history of Nalanda has already been covered in great details by M ary
Stewart {Stewart 1989} and here I will only give a brief sum m ary. The first European to have discovered and m ade
prelim inary reports on Nalanda in 1811-1812 CE was the British Francis Buchanan Ham ilton, a physician and surveyor
working for the British East India Com pany. M ajor M arkham  Kittoe was the first to identify the extensive ruins as Nalanda
in the 1847 CE JASB issue. Alexander Cunningham  carried out the first official surveys of the site on the behalf of the ASI
in 1861-1862 CE; he also m ade an attem pt to connect the individual ruins at the site with those m entioned by Hsuan-
tsang. Further archaeological excavations were also carried out by Captain M arshall (1863-1865 CE) and A. M . Broadley
(1871-1872 CE); the latter m ade the first conjectural reconstruction of Caitya 12 in the 1872 CE JASB issue. Nalanda was
placed under the protection of the Indian governm ent in 1904 CE which prevented further vandalism s of the site by
villagers who had been rem oving bricks for their personal use. The ASI finally acquired about forty-eight acres of land for
the site and began the excavations under David B. Spooner (1915-1919 CE), Hiranand Sastri (1919-1921 CE), J. A. Page
(1921-1929 CE), M . Kuraishi (1929-1932 CE), G. C. Chandra (1932-1936 CE), N. Nazim  (1936-1937 CE), and finally
Am alananda Ghosh (1937-1938 CE); about nine successive levels of occupation had been identified and the conservation
of site was initiated. Num erous seal insignias of Nalanda have been recovered from  the site bearing the typical legend óSri
Nalanda M ahavihariyarya Bhikshusanghasyaô (Vernerable Com m unity of M onks at Nalanda M ahavihara). The antiquity and
nam e of Nalanda apparently dated back to Buddhaôs tim e; his two chief disciples Sariputra and M audgalyayana were born
in Nalaka (Nala) and Kolitagam a respectively, all within the walking distance of Nalanda. Buddha also converted Upali, who
was the reciter of the Vinaya in the First Buddhist Council, at Nalanda while the banker Pavarika also built
Pavarikam bavanaram a M onastery for Buddha in Nalanda. However, the latter m onastery was certainly not connected with
the Nalanda M ahavihara of the later Gupta Dynasty as none of Buddhaôs vassavasas had been spent in this obscure
m onastery; Nalanda was then a Jain stronghold and this could be the reason why it rem ained relatively unknown com pared
with other Buddhist sites until the Gupta Dynasty. Fa-hsien (in India between 399-414 CE) stopped by Nala within the
vicinity of Nalanda but did not m ention any great Buddhist centers here. However by the tim e of Hsuan-tsang (in India
between 629-645 CE), who studied at the great Nalanda M ahavihara for several years, Nalanda was then at its peak as a
m ajor international Buddhist center in India; thus its rise to fam e happened som e tim es after Fa-hsienôs sojourn. Hsuan-
tsang specifically m entioned in his travelogue that the Nalanda viharas had been constructed by successive Gupta kings
beginning with Sakraditya, Buddhagupta, Tathagatagupta, Baladitya, and Vajra; Sakraditya has been identified with
Kum aragupta I (r. 415-455 CE) and whose coins, and those of Baladitya, have been found am ong the ruins. Several
inscribed bricks belonging to Phase V of Caitya 3, probably the oldest edifice at Nalanda, have also been dated in the early
sixth century CE; however its core certainly dated earlier than Phase V. The Vajrayana likely began to m ake its first
appearance at Nalanda around the m id seventh century CE but was probably not accepted as a m ainstream  school until
the ninth century CE; there were reports of orthodox Sri Lankan m onks destroying Vajrayana scriptures and im ages in
Buddhist establishm ents {M isra 1998 Volum e I: 185-191, 369}. By the Pala Dynasty, only eastern India (Bihar, Bengal,
O rissa) and Bangladesh rem ained the Buddhist strongholds. M ahayana devotionalism  and Vajrayana Tantricism  m ight
have reduced the lifespan of Buddhism  by blurring the dem arcation line between Buddhism  and Hinduism ; Buddha had
already been deified as the ninth avatar of Visnu while secular and Hindu courses were also taught alongside with Buddhist
ones at Nalanda. The final blow to Indian Buddhism  was around c. 1200 CE when Nalanda and other fam ed m onasteries in



Bihar like O dantapura and Vikram asila were com pletely destroyed or badly dam aged by the Afghan M uslim  invaders led by
Bakhtiyar Khalji. Rem nants of the debilitated Buddhist com m unity at Nalanda continued to struggle on under scarce
resources and supports until c. 1400 CE when Chagalaraja was reportedly the last king to have patronized Nalanda {M isra
1998 Volum e I: 206-213}. 

The sublim e concept of a m onastic university had undoubtedly been the creation of the Buddhists; it was envisioned as
a religious institution for advanced learning that devoted exclusively to religious and secular curricula for the intellectual
developm ent and benefits of Buddhism  and the larger Indian society. Such lofty principles, probably born out of M ahayana
idealism , also reflected the prosperous and tolerant religious atm osphere in contem porary India, which had historically been
the spirit of the Indian heritage since the earliest days. Nalanda certainly contributed a great deal to the developm ent and
propagation of Buddhism  in India and abroad, particularly the M ahayana with Nalanda as its preem inent Indian and
international center. During its long and m em orable lifespan Nalanda, though functioned prim arily as a Buddhist university,
also accom m odated and trained countless individuals from  diverse backgrounds including Buddhist and non-Buddhist, the
novice and wise, the young and aged, the religious and secular, Indians and foreigners alike. Its acclaim  peaked in the
seventh century CE when Hsuan-tsang, who studied here between 637-642 CE, reported several thousand inm ates, or
about 10,000 students and 1,511 teachers according to his biographer, studying at Nalanda. I-tsing, who traveled to India
between 671-695 CE and stayed at Nalanda between 675-685 CE, also reported about 3,500 students; he further stated
that the revenues of 200 villages had been allocated to Nalanda for its m aintenance {M isra 1998 Volum e I: 235-236, 241}.
Every student apparently m ust pass a severe adm ission test to be screened by knowledgeable gatekeepers while foreign
students were probably exem pt due their initial lack of the com prehension of the Indian language. According to Hsuan-
tsang {Dutt 1962: 332}:

 
ñIf m en of other quarter desire to enter and take part in the discussions, the keeper of the gate proposes som e

hard questions; m any are unable to answer, and retire. O ne m ust have studied deeply both old and new (books)
before getting adm ission.ò

 
These gatekeepers were no ordinary door guardians as they were extrem ely knowledgeable pandits, experts, and

specialists in m any fields, including religious and secular subjects, to be able to proficiently screen the candidates; the
adm ission seekers obviously had to be well-educated as in the case of Hsuan-tsang who studied Buddhism  in Kashm ir and
Gandhara for years before attending Nalanda. Naropa was the northern gatekeeper between 1049-1057 CE who taught
Atisa for seven years at Nalanda; the latter was a well-known figure that was responsible for the second transm ission of
the Vajrayana into Tibet. Silabhadhra, a Nalanda abbot and teacher of Hsuan-tsang, had m astered virtually all collections
of Buddhist scriptures apparently from  m em ory. The teacher-pupil pair Vajrabodhi (671-741 CE) and Am oghavajra (705-
774 CE), who brought the Vajrayana to China in the eighth century CE, also spent several years at Nalanda. The duo
em inent m onks Santaraksita and Padm asam bhava, who were especially em inent figures in Tibet for introducing the
Vajrayana into that country in the eighth century CE, were also educated for som e tim es at Nalanda. The m ost poignant
m om ent in Nalanda history was during its final destruction around c. 1200 CE when only five teachers and seventy
students left at the charred ruins of the once teem ing m ahavihara. To escape the M uslim  slaughters Rahulasribhadra, then
a ninety-year old abbot, had to be carried away on the shoulders of his devoted Tibetan student Dharm asvam in who
studied at Nalanda between 1234-1236 CE and from  whom  we cam e to know about its final fate {M isra 1998 Volum e I:
77-78, 209-211, 282-310}. Returning to its academ ic life, Nalanda was a preem inent M ahayana m onastic university with
the m ajority of its students and teachers predictably Buddhists and all its abbots were also Buddhist; the curricula naturally
prim arily concentrated on Buddhist studies. However non-Buddhist courses, including religious and secular subjects, had
also been offered to students as clearly stated by I-tsing {Dutt 1962: 332-333}:

 
ñThe priests, belonging to the convent, or strangers (residing therein)é All study the Great Vehicle (M ahayana),

and also the works belonging to the eighteen sects (Theravada), and not only so, but even ordinary [non-Buddhist
and secular] works, such as the Vedas [Hindu] and other books, the Hetuvidya (Logic), Sabdavidya ([Sanskrit]
Gram m ar and Philology), Cikitsavidya (M edicine), the works on M agic (Atharva Veda), Sankhya (system  of
philosophy); besides these, they thoroughly investigate the m iscellaneous works [probably literature and general
knowledge].ò 

 
Fierce academ ic com petition if not antagonism  certainly existed at Nalanda and indeed in the wider Indian society

between the Buddhist schools, especially between the Theravada and M ahayana, as well as between the Buddhists and
Hindus as vividly told by Hsuan-tsang. The winner in an intellectual challenge would expectedly have to refute his
opponentôs theory with his intelligent logic while the loser suffered in hum iliation and possible conversion to the winnerôs faith;
such open intellectual rivalries already existed in Buddhaôs tim e when he confuted and converted m any heretics though he
did not condone such fruitless behaviors. Dinnaga, a fam ous Buddhist philosopher and founder of m edieval Indian logic,
defeated the Hindu philosopher Supurjaya and converted him  to Buddhism ; Hsuan-tsang also reputedly defeated and



converted Sim harasm i, a fellow m onk, to the Yogacara philosophy; he also com posed the óDestruction of Heresyô and
defeated his Theravada opponents in a grand assem bly lasted for eighteen days {M isra 1998 Volum e I: 258-260, 361-
362}. The title pandit (acarya), or a scholar equivalent to the m odern Doctorate degree, would be conferred upon those of
outstanding academ ic achievem ents and who had m astered the five sciences (vidya), nam ely Sabdavidya (Gram m ar and
Philology), Cikitsavidya (M edicine), Hetuvidya (Logic), Adhyatm avidya (M etaphysics), and Silpasthanavidya (Fine Arts)
{Dutt 1962: 323}; Hsuan-tsang was the only Chinese ever at Nalanda granted the title acarya. Secular individuals, upon
graduation and with proper recom m endations from  Nalanda, would be em ployed in the governm ent or in service of the
king {M isra 1998 Volum e I: 261}; as one could im agine that earning such a prestigious degree from  Nalanda would be an
im m ense honor in contem porary Indian society.

In the foregoing passages I have briefly discussed the historical and religious backgrounds as well as the nature of the
academ ic life at Nalanda, it is now appropriate to explore the rem ains at the site in order to shed light on its arts and
architecture that have been created and left behind during its long existence; but first I want to clarify on the boundary of
Nalanda. It is crucial not to confuse between Nalanda the town versus Nalanda the Buddhist university [4.4]; it has been
a well-established fact that the latter was com m enced, occupied, and adm inistered by the Buddhists and where Buddhist
curricula were m ainly taught. Its im m ense size and influential stature, from  its beginning (Gupta Dynasty) to its end (Pala
Dynasty), as the center of activities in the Nalanda township were well attested historically; thus the Nalanda M ahavihara
will be the focus of the discussions in this section. Bhaskaranatha M isra, in his great volum e óNalanda,ô has m ade som e
controversial claim s in a seem ingly deliberate attem pt to m inim ize the im portance of Nalanda as a Buddhist site by blurring
the distinction between Nalanda the Buddhist university and its surrounding non-Buddhist sites, which include Hindu and Jain
rem ains: 

* The plan of the alleged Hindu Tem ple 2 (not shown on the plan) has always been included on the Nalanda
plan in virtually every scholarly book in the past; however its location is behind M onasteries 7-8, outside of the m ain
Buddhist ground, and faces away from  the site and thus it was obviously not a part of the original Buddhist plan and
therefore I aptly exclude it on the site plan. M oreover, M israôs assertion that Tem ple 2 was Hindu having a
curvilinear sikhara tower m ight also be an overstatem ent; the central tem ple of Som apura, for exam ple, also had
num erous Hindu im ages but it was as Buddhist m onastery. From  the seventh century CE on there were instances of
Hindu-Buddhist syncretism  and hence the presence of non-Buddhist im ages in Buddhist establishm ents, since they
had already been incorporated into the Buddhist pantheon as protectors or supporters of Buddhism , would not be
considered a sacrilege. Susan Huntington was also in the opinion that the Hindu carvings on this tem ple, due to their
incongruous positions, m ight have been collected from  other sites and reused here; she also speculated that Hindu
figures could also represent the m inor deities in the outer circles of a Buddhist m andala as com m on in the Vajrayana
{Huntington 1984: 24}. Thus, the religious affiliation of Tem ple 2 at Nalanda is far from  being settled.

* M isra also widened Nalanda the Buddhist m onastic proper to include num erous peripheral and non-Buddhist
sites such as Badgaon, Begum pur, M ustaphapur, Kapatia, Anandpur, and Sarichak; he further included num erous
Hindu and Jain im ages and tem ples in his discussion of Nalanda and he even chose the im age of a Siva linga found
at Badgaon for the covers of his volum es. His thesis was clearly about Nalanda the Buddhist M ahavihara and
therefore these actions were clearly fraught with historical inaccuracies and distortion. 

* M isra also hailed the Sam udragupta copper plate inscription (c. 325 CE) from  Nalanda as ósignificantô but it had
been found on the upper Devapala (r. 812-850 CE) level; the inscription, which was issued at Anandapura, recorded
a grant of the village Bhadrapushkarakagram a to a Brahm ana Jayabhati. Thus the content of the plate obviously
had nothing to do with Buddhism  or the founding of Nalanda and these villages certainly could not positively be
identified with Nalanda {M isra 1998 Volum e I: 163, 185 / Volum e II: 254-255 / Volum e III: 131-165, 263-267}. 

Returning to the subject of Buddhist arts at Nalanda, m ost recovered sculptures have been dated between the fifth-
twelfth centuries CE; these can be classified as freestanding or decorative com ponents of the architecture and all have
been carved in the Gupta-Sarnath Style and Pala Style. The m aterials are m ainly stone, stucco over the brick core, and
bronze; the latter two categories probably had polychrom e or gilt finishes. The oldest specim ens are the Buddha sculptures
in the Gupta-Sarnath Style and the stucco torso reliefs belonging to Caitya 3-Phase IV (now hidden from  view), all dated in
the fifth century CE; the exposed extant stucco sculptures in the niches of Caitya 3-Phase V have been dated stylistically
and iconographically between the sixth-seventh centuries CE {M isra 1998 Volum e II: 39-195}. The iconography of these
sculptures depicts early and late M ahayana subjects (fifth-eighth centuries CE) prim arily about Buddhaôs Life Scenes,
bodhisattvas, and a rare Dipankara Jataka; the jatakas were conspicuously absent at Nalanda. Vajrayana im ages (ninth-
thirteenth centuries CE) like Tara, Vajrapani, Trilokyavijaya, Yam antaka, Heruka, etc. also appeared at Nalanda reflecting
dim inishing M ahayana influences at the site. Nalanda paintings can also be divided into two categories, nam ely the
illum inated m anuscripts and m urals; the form er were m ostly produced in the Pala Dynasty (c. 750-1199 CE) and greatly
influenced sim ilar exam ples in Nepal. Scanty m ural fragm ents, m ostly in fading conditions, have also been found in Caitya
14 and Sarai M ound Tem ple near the site; these were also painted in the Pala Style and probably dated between the
tenth-eleventh centuries CE {Nath 1983: xx-xxiv, 13-15, 54, 63-69}.   

 



4.4 Site plan
Fifth-thirteenth centuries CE

Nalanda- India
  
The huge site of Nalanda [4.4] nearly 700ô x 1900ô was originally surrounded with num erous ponds evidently for the

occupation of a large population in the m onastery. It com poses m ainly of a row of eleven viharas or m onksô dwellings (1,
1A-1B, 4-11) in the east and south and possibly m ore if excavations were to be continued further north. These face a row
of four caityas or im age tem ples (3, 12-14) on the west directly across an open space of nearly 100ô wide; num erous
stupas of different periods and sizes are clustered around Caityas 3 and 12. It is evident from  the layout of the
architectural rem ains that the plan orientates toward the north where the original entrance to the university has likely been
located; from  the haphazard positions and m odest sizes of the buildings in the southern end, one m ight conclude that the
earliest constructions would be in that area and this has also been corroborated by the archaeological data. The
architectural rem ains at Nalanda can be divided into three categories:

a.     Viharas {M isra 1998 Volum e I: 69, 185-192 / Volum e II: 13 / Volum e III: 195-218, 319-320}
These are Vihara 1, 1A, 1B, 4-11 ranging from  the sm allest 71ô x 100ô (Vihara 1B) to the largest 178ô x 255ô (Vihara

11); the sm all and cruciform -planned building in front of Vihara 1B was probably the earliest vihara or tem ple in Nalanda.
M ost viharas had been rebuilt by successive kings over a long period of tim e upon existing foundations, with Vihara 1
having nine strata of occupation; the m ajority of the ruins on the surface as seen today dated in the Pala Dynasty. These
viharas typically have quadrangular plans like Gandhara m onasteries [4.2] and Ajanta cave viharas [5.12] with a
projecting entry portico and an im age chapel in the back that occasionally has a pradaksina path; the interior typically has
colonnaded verandahs around a hypaethral courtyard which is surrounded by m onk cells on all four sides. Stairs were
provided at the four corners and drains were buried beneath the courtyard floor to discharge water to the back of the
vihara; im age chapels, wells, and hearths were also built in the courtyard while m editation cells, built-in beds, and niches
were also provided in som e of the cells. Service facilities such as kitchen and refectory were reportedly located within these
viharas; I-tsing seem ed to confirm  this arrangem ent when he stated that the viharas could be regarded as óa m onastic
kitchenô and óraw and cooked foodô m ight also be kept in the cells where food could be consum ed {Dutt 1962: 339}. These
viharas of probable several stories high were constructed of brick laid in m ud m ortar and their interior surfaces were
originally covered with plaster and m ight be painted with exquisite m urals, polychrom e, or gilded. The verandah colum ns
were initially tim ber but subsequently converted to stone to support heavier loads due to the increase in the stories and to
prevent the collapse of the superstructure during conflagration. The roofs were probably flat and m ight be covered with
several layers of brick-and-m ud but they could also be pitched and covered with tiles due to the high rain volum e in Bihar;
corbelled and sem icircular vaults have also been reported am ong the Nalanda viharas. Hsuan-tsang m entioned the nam es
of their builders which provide im portant clues to their possible construction dates:

 
ñSakraditya was first to build a m onastery at Nalanda. His son and successor Buddhagupta built a m onastery to

the south of it. To the east of this was built a m onastery by Tathagatagupta. To the northeast of this King
Baladitya added a fourth m onastery. To the west of this m onastery Baladityaôs son and successor Vajra built his
m onastery. To the north of this a king of M id-India afterward erected a large m onasteryé Siladitya constructed a
vihara covered with brass-plates by the side of the Nalanda m onastery about 100ô in height.ò

 
M isra chronologically attached these kings to som e of these viharas and attem pted to link their nam es with the

historical Gupta kings, nam ely Vihara 4 (Sakraditya for Kum aragupta I), Vihara 1B (Buddhagupta for Skandagupta), Vihara
1A (Tathagatagupta for Purugupta), Vihara 1 (Baladitya for Narasim hagupta), Vihara 5 (Vajra for Kum aragupta II), Vihara
6 (M id-India king for Purnavarm an), and Vihara 7 (Siladitya for Harshavardhana). However other scholars have linked Vajra



with Vainyagupta, who was genealogically after Narasim hagupta, since Kum aragupta II was reputedly the predecessor of
Buddhagupta and Narasim hagupta {M ookerji 1947: 108-109}; Hsuan-tsangôs óking of M id-Indiaô has also been identified
with Yasodharm an by som e scholars {Dutt 1962: 330}. In any case, these viharas were undoubtedly constructed
between the fifth-m id seventh centuries CE with a period of construction hiatus in the sixth century CE probably due to the
lack of patronage and the decline of the Gupta Dynasty caused by the Hephthalite invasions; this brilliant dynasty officially
ended in c. 550 CE but som e scholars have included Harshavardhana (r. 606-647 CE) as its extension. However, M israôs
identification of the viharas with these kings did not tally with the order of the vihara locations as given by Hsuan-tsang; for
exam ples Vihara 1B is not south of Vihara 4 and Vihara 5 is not west of Vihara 1. Now if I propose the sm all 41ô x 52ô
vihara in front of Vihara 1B as Sakradityaôs then a better order of identification would em erge that closely m atches that of
Hsuan-tsangôs description; also note that I-tsing m entioned the first vihara at Nalanda, which was built by Sakraditya, was
50ô square and also roughly the sam e dim ension of this sm all vihara. Thus in m y opinion the correct construction
chronology should be: the sm all vihara in front of Vihara 1B (Sakraditya), Vihara 1B (Buddhagupta), Vihara 1A
(Tathagatagupta), Vihara 1 (Baladitya), Vihara 4-ANNEX 5 (Vajra), Vihara 6 (M id-India king), and Vihara 7 (Siladitya). The
position, size, and plan of Vihara 4, as com pared with the other early viharas, also do not fit the profile of the earliest
vihara since the design of these viharas should logically progress from  sm all to large sizes and from  the sim ple to com plex.
The oldest structures at Nalanda, or Caitya 3 and the surrounding votive stupas, are concentrated in the south-southwest
area and it would be natural to build the earliest viharas there; it does not seem  logical to construct the large Vihara 4,
supposedly the earliest, away from  Caitya 3 area and then later built the sm aller Vihara 1B next to the latter and far away
from  the form er. Vihara 8 dated between pre-Pala Dynasty to Devapalaôs reign or between c. 700-850 CE while Vihara 9-
11 were all constructed by Devapala (r. 812-850 CE); Devapala likely constructed new viharas over the ruins of earlier
ones. Num erous archaeological artifacts have been recovered revealing the nam es of som e of the kings and builders of
these viharas; for exam ples a gold coin of Kum aragupata I and Sakradityaôs clay seal were found in Vihara 4 while
num erous inscriptions and clay seals of other Gupta kings like Harshavardhana and Pala kings like Dharm apala (r. 775-812
CE) and Devapala were also discovered in Vihara 1. An 847 CE copper plate inscription was found in Vihara 1 m entioning
Devapalaôs construction of a vihara, possibly also identified with this vihara, on the behalf of the Indonesian King
Balaputradeva.

b.     Caityas {M isra 1998 Volum e I: 185 / Volum e II: 12 / Volum e III: 229-248, 257, 317-318}
These are Caityas 3, 12-14 aligned in a row on the western side of the site opposite of the viharas. Caityas 3, 12 have

quincunxial plans with four sm aller towers in the four corners as in the M ahabodhi Tem ple [7.10-7.11] in which the
central chapel was likely originally surm ounted by a tower; the subsidiary corner towers are conspicuously absent from
Caityas 13-14. Each tem ple is elevated on a low plinth connected by a central stair leading to the inner sanctum , which is
entered via a portico; two beautifully carved 7ô8ò high colum ns still stand in the southeastern corner tower of Caitya 12.
The latter is the biggest tem ple having a 170ô x 194ô plan dated between the sixth-eleventh centuries CE while Caityas 13-
14 both dated between the sixth-thirteenth centuries CE. Caitya 3, which has seven envelopes reflecting seven phases of
construction, was originally a sm all stupa (Phase I-III); it would later be converted to a tem ple due to the ascendancy of
the cult of im ages and tem ples over the worship of relics and stupas. This new caitya (Phase IV-VII) has been dated
between the fifth-eighth centuries CE and what we see today are the ruined four corner turrets of the early sixth century
CE (Phase V) and a centrally pyram idal structure of the eighth century CE at the latest (Phase VII). Am alananda Ghosh
believed the original stupa at the core of this caitya m ust have been laid óat least two centuries earlierô than the Phase V
tem ple or in the fourth century CE; however this view is untenable and m ost likely it would date in the fifth century CE like
the earliest viharas. The central towers of these caityas m ay be visualized from  A. M . Broadleyôs conjectural reconstruction
of Caitya 12 in the 1872 CE JASB issue and the contem porary M ahabodhi Tem ple. Sim ilarities between Caitya 3 (Phase V
tem ple), Caitya 12, and the M ahabodhi Tem ple have already been observed by scholars and also noted by Hsuan-tsang
during his stay at Nalanda:

 
ñTo the north of this was a large tem ple [Caitya 12] above 300ô high built by King Baladitya. In its size and

ornam entation and in its im age of the Buddha this tem ple resem bled the one at the Bodhi Tree [M ahabodhi
Tem ple].ò

 
By verifying the dim ensions of Caitya 12 and the M ahabodhi Tem ple, one can im m ediately recognize that both

structures have sim ilar proportions; thus Hsuan-tsangôs statem ent was credible. Gold coins of Kum aragupta I and
Narasim hagupta have been found in Caitya 3 and a brick inscription (c. 516-517 CE) have also been recovered from  the
sam e ruin; thus the foundation of Caitya 3 could be m ore or less contem porary with the viharas in the fifth century CE.

c.     Stupas {M isra 1998 Volum e III: 252-260}
All stupas congregate densely around Caityas 3 and 12 where the oldest rem ains are located. From  the rem ains it is

evident that Nalanda, being a M ahayana center, favored caityas and im age worship and over stupas since there are no
large stupas at the site. The biggest stupas do not exceed 20ô high and m ost are the Votive type; however the stupa at
the core of Caitya 3 m ight originally contain im portant relics. M any who had studied or resided at Nalanda reportedly died



here over the centuries and m em orial stupas would be raised over their relics. M ost stupas had square plinths above which
would expectedly be a superstructure consisting of the circular drum , dom e, harm ika, and a tim ber or stone yasti-chattra
but these are no longer extant; the dom e typically had caitya-arched niches containing im ages of Buddhas and
bodhisattvas. The finished appearance of these brick stupas, which dated between the fifth-m id eighth centuries CE, could
be covered in stucco and probably painted or gilded; stone stupas at Nalanda were generally com m on in the Pala

Dynasty.    
Below are abridged descriptions of Nalanda architecture as witnessed by Hsuan-tsang, I-tsing, and Dharm asvam in

when they studied here during its heyday and dem ise; the first was by Hsuan-tsang between c. 637-642 CE {Stewart
1989: 205-206}:

 
ñThen all around [Nalanda m onastery] there was built a lofty enclosing [brick] wall with one gate [50ô high]é

[The caitya?] are constructed with extraordinary skills. A three-storied tower is erected at each of the four angles.
The beam s and projecting heads are carved with great skill in different shapes. The doors, windows, and low walls
are painted profusely; the m onksô cells [viharas] are ornam ental on the inside and plain on the outside. In the very
m iddle of the building is the hall, high and wide. These are various storied cham bers and turrets of different height
and shape, without any fixed rule. The doors open towards the east; the royal throne also faces easté [Hsuan-
tsang] took up his residence in the dwelling [vihara?] of Buddhabhadra, having four storiesé ò

 
The next description was by I-tsing between c. 675-685 CE {Stewart 1989: 230-233}:
 

ñ[The first Nalanda vihara] initially had been built by King Sakraditya for the m onk Rajavam sa of North India.
The original perim eter of this tem ple was only fifty paces [125ô] square. Subsequently successive kings in em ulation
built it bigger and bigger [the row of viharas?]é The shape of this m onastery is roughly that of a squareé on the four
sides, the edge of the steep, jutting roof form s long covered galleries which go all around the building. All these
buildings are of brick; they are three stories high, each story being m ore than 10ô high. Traverse beam s are tied
together by planks; a walkway [upper verandah?] has been m ade not of rafters or tiles but of bricksé As for the
living quarters of the m onks, there are nine each side. Each cell has a surface area of about ten square feet. At the
back is a window which goes up to the edge of the roof. Although the doors are high, they are m ade as a single
swinging door so that the m onks can all see each otheré At the top of one of the angles [corners] is a suspended
way [skyway] which perm its com ing and going in the tem ple. At each of the four corners there is a room  built of
brick. These are the cells of the learned and venerable m onksé The gate of the tem ple [viharas] faces west. Its top
floor goes right into the sky, which quite takes oneôs breath away. Its m arvelous sculptures go to the lim its of art
and ornam entation. This gate is attached to the building. It was not originally m ade separately, but two paces [5ô] in
front of it they have put four colum ns [a portico]. Although the gate is not very high, its fram ework is very strongé
Inside the m onastery [viharas] large areas of m ore than 30ô are paved with brick. The sm aller spaces of 5ô-10ô and
all the areas which cover the room s, which are on the roof, in front of the verandah, or in the cells, are paved in the
following way. Brick fragm ents as big as peaches or m angoes are m ixed with a sticky paste, and are crust to the
sam e consistency. The builders m ake a m ixture of fibres of hem p to which they add oil with the residue of the hem p
and rem ains of the old hides. They keep it m oist for three days. Then they spread this m ixture on the place filled
the crushed brick m ixture. The whole thing is covered in green grass. After about three days they look to see if it
has dried. The [dried] surface is rubbed several tim es with polished stones. They sprinkle [the finished floor] with red
earth or a substance sim ilar to sandalwood. Finally, with a greasy m ixture they m ake it sm ooth and clear like a
m irror. All the room s and the steps of the stairs are m ade in this way. W hen it is finished, it will withstand the
tram pling of feet over a period of ten to twenty years without suffering any dam ages. It is not like lim e which flakes
when it becom es wet. They cover the precinct [boundary?] walls with whitewashé There are no less than eight
tem ples [viharas] like this. O n top of all of them  there is a flat terrace [parapet or flat roof] where one can walké O n
one side of each tem ple the m onks have chosen a building [courtyard shrines or rear chapels?], som etim es one-
storied, som etim es three-storied, for holy im ages. O r at a certain distance in front of one east side there has been
constructed an observatory in the form  of a terrace which serves as the room  of the Buddhaé O n the west side of
the tem ple, outside the large enclosure, som e large stupas have been constructed and lots of caityas. There are
100 of them . The sacred relics, too m any to enum erate, are crowded together. Gold and precious stones for a
brilliant ornam entationé W hen one looks at one of the tem ples [viharas] one sees that the seven others are identical
in plan. They all have flat terraces on top where people can com e and go.ò        

 
The latest description was by Dharm asvam in between c. 1234-1236 CE {M isra 1998 Volum e I: 77, 199}:
 

ñNalanda had seven great pinnacles [caityas] in its centeré O n the outside towards the north stood fourteen



lofty pinnacles. O utside of it there were about eighty sm all viharas called A-Ri-Khaé They [viharas] were built of brick
and m any were left undam aged. Two viharas called Dha-Na-Ba and Ghu-Na-Ba were in a serviceable condition. In
general, am ong the eighty-four viharas there were eighty-four hum an dwellings [cells]é A royal vihara containing an
im age of Khasarpana Avalokitesvaraé An im age of Tara was painted on the wall of the eastern side of the vihara.ò

 
The fact that Nalanda arts and architecture were indebted to Gandhara is beyond a doubt; it is apparent that both

Nalanda viharas [4.4] and Takht-i-bahi [4.2] have quadrangular plans with hypaethral courtyards, colonnaded verandahs,
and wells; the Ajanta cave viharas [5.12] were also hewn in this popular plan. The designs of Nalanda Caityas 3, 12 and
the M ahabodhi Tem ple [7.10-7.11], especially their quincunxial plans and corner towers, could be traced back to
Gandhara antecedents [6.14]. Nalanda votive stupas, with their square plans, drum s, and im age niches on the dom es,
also show definite Gandhara influence [6.15]; the extensive use of stucco at Nalanda probably also originated in
Gandhara. The exclusive iconographical preference of Buddhas and bodhisattvas over the jatakas at Nalanda suggests an
inclination toward M ahayana them es and the continuation of later Gandhara tradition; Nalanda took a m ore progressive
step by replacing large relic stupas with im age tem ples (caityas) which effectively ended the stupaôs traditional dom inance.
This tendency was to be further developed in Som apura [4.8] where its central edifice fused the stupa and caitya into a
new architectural concept, the stupa-tem ple. Som apura plan is obviously an enlarged version of the Nalanda quadrangular
vihara though with an addition of a huge edifice in the center of its open courtyard, a unique feature already occurred in
the Gandhara m onastery at M ohenjo-daro [1.1].  

 
4.     Horyuji (623-925 CE) - Japan                         

 
Buddhism  reached Japan in 552 CE from  the Korean kingdom  of Paekche during one of the latterôs m any m issionaries

to the island nation; som e Japanese historical sources have further placed the official Buddhist introduction earlier in 538 CE
{W ashizuka 2003: 25}. Historically Paekche had been instrum ental in the creation of early Buddhist arts and architecture in
Japan; the kingdom  brought to Japan not only m onks but also craftsm en, artists, sculptors, architects, and builders who
would involve in the creation of the first Buddhist sculptures, pagodas, and m onasteries in Japan {W ashizuka 2003: 144-
145}. As in China upon its arrival Buddhism  was im m ediately caught in the power struggle between the two prom inent
factions in the Japanese court, nam ely the pro-Buddhist cam p led by the Soga clan and the anti-Buddhist cam p led by the
M onotobe clan. Soon war broke between them  and the pro-Buddhist Soga clan, which was led by the now revered figure in
Japanese history Prince Regent Shotoku (574-622 CE), won a decisive victory. The outcom es resulted not only in the rise
to prom inence of a foreign religion over the native Shinto cult but also the integration of Chinese, and indirectly Indian,
culture into every aspect of the Japanese society. Shinto is a Japanese indigenous cult of spirit veneration with its own
prim itive arts and architecture which were initially deem ed not at par with those of the highly civilized cultures of China and
India. The continent frequently sent m onks and nuns to ordain new Japanese m em bers into the Sangha alongwith skill
craftsm en and architects to train the Japanese in the art of m aking Buddha im ages and constructing pagodas and
m onasteries. The Japanese im perial house and aristocracy patronized Buddhism  generously and they enthusiastically
m odeled them selves after the continental culture; m issionaries and diplom atic envoys were also dispatched to China to
bring hom e the latest trends that were in vogue on the continent at the tim e. The outcom es of these activities were that
the Japanese culture generally reflected that of the continental Chinese culture with m inor variations due to the fusion with
indigenous elem ents. The assim ilation of Chinese arts and architecture in Japan can generally be divided into three periods:

* Asuka Period (552-645 CE) received the first wave of influences prim arily from  the northern Chinese dynasties
of Northern W ei (386-557 CE), Northern Q i (550-577 CE), Northern Zhou (557-581 CE), and Sui (581-618 CE).

* Hakuho (645-710 CE) and Nara Period (710-784 CE) received the second wave of influences from  the Tang
Dynasty (618-907 CE). The Japanese Heian Period (784-1186 CE) was a period of crystallization of the Japanese
culture though continental ideas continued to flow in uninterrupted.

* Kam akura (1186-1336 CE) and M urom achi Period (1392-1573 CE) received the third wave of influences m ainly
from  the Southern Song Dynasty (1127-1279 CE); this period in Japan was fam ous for its Zen m onasteries and
paintings.

The m ost glorious period in Japanese Buddhism  was around the m id eighth century CE; Em peror Shom u decreed in
740-741 CE that every province in Japan m ust build a m onastery separately for m onks and nuns and each should have a
seven-storied pagoda {Soper 1959: 18}. Again in 752 CE the gigantic Todaiji m onastery was com pleted with its twin
pagodas of 325ô high each; its Great Buddha Hall, the largest and oldest surviving tim ber building in the world, then was
290ô wide x 170ô deep x 156ô high containing the extant 53ô high bronze statue of Vairocana Buddha from  the period
{Soper 1942: 54-55}. Its inaugural cerem ony was a spectacle attended by 10,000 m onks from  m any Buddhist countries
like China and India.     

 



4.5 Elevation-section and plan of W orship Area
623-925 CE
Nara- Japan

 



4.6 Pagoda and Golden Hall
623-925 CE
Nara- Japan

 

4.7 Eave brackets of Golden Hall
623 CE

Nara- Japan
 
Horyuji [4.5-4.7, 6.20-6.21] is unquestionably a Japanese national treasure and an East Asian jewel as it is the

oldest extant tim ber structure in the world. The Japanese chronicle Nihon Shoki recorded a total of forty-six tem ples,
m onasteries, and nunneries with 816 m onks and 569 nuns in Japan by the seventh century CE; am ong these, seven



m onasteries had been associated with Prince Shotoku and Horyuji was one of them  {W ashizuka 2003: 157}. The whole
m onastic com plex of Horyuji is divided into the East and W est precincts consisting of diverse building types including
chapels, relic halls, refectories, kitchens, m onk quarters, etc.; they are grouped into zones encom passing the worship
sector, service area, and residential quarters for m onks and nuns. The m ost im portant area and representative of Horyuji
and also the focus of this discussion is the W est Precinct which is the oldest worship sector of the m onastery; it includes:

* The Golden Hall (623 CE) [4.6-4.7]
* The cloistered galleries (670 CE), the M iddle Gate (670 CE), and the five-storied pagoda (670 CE) [6.20-

6.21]
* Sutra and Bell Pavilions (747 CE)
* Lecture Hall (925 CE)   

The history of Horyuji encom passes three m ost im portant dates: (1) 607 CE, the first Horyuji called W akakusadera
was erected to house the Yakushi im age; this m onastery, which was originally located southeast of the current Horyuji,
was com pletely burned down in 670 CE; (2) 623 CE, a year after Prince Shotoku died a m ortuary chapel, presum ably the
Golden Hall, was built to house the Shaka Triad im age; (3) 670 CE, after W akakusadera burned down several new
buildings, m ost im portantly the gallery, pagoda, and m iddle gate, were added to the Golden Hall (the original m ortuary
Shotoku chapel) to com plete the quadrangular precinct {M izuno 1974: 28-34, 88-89}{Paine and Soper 1981: 294-300}.
About 747 CE, the sutra and bell pavilions were also added on both sides of the m ain axis in the im m ediate area outside
the quadrangle in the northern side alongwith a dorm itory probably a little further north on the sam e axis. In 925 CE, this
dorm itory was burned down and replaced by a lecture hall and consequently new sections of cloistered galleries would be
added to connect the sutra pavilion, belfry, and lecture hall with the quadrangle. A part of the original northern galleries was
chopped off as a result of this reconstruction and its m aterials m ight have been salvaged and reused in the new
connecting galleries. Thus the current jogging plan of Horyuji apparently dated in the early tenth century CE; in the
seventeenth century CE struts of dragon carvings were added to the corners of the Golden Hall, and possibly also the
pagoda, to prevent the heavy and wide eaves from  collapsing. Besides these historical structures, Horyuji also houses
num erous treasures as old as the buildings them selves including relics, sm all shrines, sculptures, and paintings. Several relic
containers and a m irror have been discovered below the pagoda dated about the tim e of the construction of the pagoda in
670 CE. The sm all wooden Tam am ushi Shrine m odel with its precious paintings, the oldest in Japan dated around c. 650
CE, show a type of roof construction and brackets sim ilar to the oldest Horyuji buildings, in particular the Golden Hall.
Statues of Yakushi (607 CE), Shaka Triad (623 CE), four lokapalas (c. 650 CE), are also am ong the oldest extant Buddhist
im ages in Japan; the two guardians (dvarapalas) standing in their ferocious gestures on both sides of the M iddle Gate
entrance dated in 711 CE; in addition, the m urals in the High Tang Chinese Style inside the Golden Hall dated around c. 700
CE. Thus the inventory clearly reveals the Golden Hall and the pagoda as the m ost im portant surviving edifices connected
with early Japanese Buddhism , and indeed East Asian Buddhism .

The original Horyuji quadrangle consisting of the M iddle Gate, galleries, pagoda, and Golden Hall had been constructed
about fifty years apart so that their architectural hom ogeneity is im m ediately apparent; the entasis of the colum ns,
protruding lever arm s, and cloud brackets are the com m on features am ong these structures. The Golden Hall is
undoubtedly older than the pagoda in its use of the inverted óVô struts, a feature which is absent in the other structures;
am ong the earliest appearances of the inverted óVô struts can be found in the Chinese Yungang caves dated around c.
460-505 CE. Above all, the architectural sources for Horyuji originated in China where an earliest construction of a Buddhist
m onastery was recorded in a literary description dated around c. 190 CE; it told the story of the warlord Chai Jung building
the first com plete Buddhist m onastery in Jiangsu which was evidently a tim ber one {Soper 1959: 4}:

 
ñHe erected a Buddha shrine, m aking a hum an figure of bronze whose body he coated with gold and clad in

brocades. He hung up nine tiers of bronze plates [yasti-chattra] over a m ulti-storeyed pavilion; his covered galleries
could contain three thousand m en or m ore.ò

 
The passage clearly lists the buildings that are also present in the early plan of Horyuji, nam ely the Buddha im age hall,

pagoda, and cloistered galleries; there is no m entioning of the positions of the im age hall and pagoda relative to the m ain
axis. In Chinese architecture, a m onastery traditionally faces south to m axim ize the sunlight since Chinese tim ber buildings
virtually has no insulation; the design also presum ably satisfies geom antic requirem ents. The quadrangular plan of the
Chinese m onastery usually begins with a m ain gateway in the south, the pagoda in the m iddle, and finally the im age hall in
the north while the bell and drum  pavilions are located on both sides of the north-south axis. The destroyed Yongningsi
M onastery (c. 516 CE) erected during the Northern W ei Dynasty in Luoyang, China is an early exam ple of such plan
{Steinhardt 2002: 83-84, fg. 3.21}{W ashisuka 2003: 160}. An extant exam ple of this plan can be found in Fugongsi
M onastery in Shanxi, China (1056 CE) where the em phasis on axiality, sym m etry, and order are param ount and typical in
Chinese architecture. An engraving (c. 700 CE) from  the Great W ild Goose pagoda also shows a Chinese Tang m onastery
with the im age hall in the center linked with covered galleries on both sides; from  these exam ples, the sim ilarities between a
Chinese m onastic plan and early Horyuji are unm istaken. Num erous early Tang m urals (618-705 CE) in the M ogao caves,



as in Cave 172, 220, 217, also depict Pure Land paradises in elaborate architectural com plexes consisting of covered
galleries, halls, pagodas, etc. am idst the ponds; these were undoubtedly accurate renderings of contem porary Tang
m onasteries. In Korea, the Chinese plan would again be popularly em ployed, for exam ples Kum gangsa (sixth century CE)
in Paekche and Hwangnyongsa (c. 553-645 CE) in Silla; the five-storied pagoda in Kum gangsa also had an identical
structure as the Horyuji pagoda with a tall pillar in the center rising its entire height. Som e Koguryo m onastery plans like
Kum gangsa (early sixth century CE) had a pagoda in the center and surrounded on the three sides by im age halls; this
could well be the distant precursor of Horyuji {W ashisuka 2003: 158-161}. Paekche architects in turn brought the Chinese
plan, or precisely the Sino-Korean óKuduraô (Paekche) plan, to Japan; this continental plan would once again be
im plem ented in the erection of several earliest Asuka m onasteries in Japan including Shintenoji and W akakusadera, the
predecessor of Horyuji. The new Horyuji plan, however, shows clear departure from  the continental plan by placing the
pagoda and im age hall contiguously on both sides of the central axis; it was probably a m odified version of the aforesaid
Kum gangsa plan of Koguryo. According to Alexander Soper in the early stage of Shintenoji when relics were deem ed m ore
im portant than im ages, the pagoda was positioned in front of the im age hall; in the transitional stage in Horyuji, the side-
by-side arrangem ent of the pagoda and the im age hall dem onstrated the parity of both relics and im ages. Still in later
m onasteries of the Nara Period, such as Kofukuji and Todaiji, the pagoda was entirely placed outside of the quadrangle
reflecting the ascendancy of the im age cult {Soper 1942: 29}.

The uprooting of the pagoda from  the quadrangular plan in later Japanese m onasteries also reflected the Gandhara
[4.2] and Indian tradition [4.4] where the stupa, the Indian equivalent of the pagoda, had rarely been placed inside the
m onksô viharas, with the exceptions like M ohenjo-daro [1.1] in Gandhara and later Som apura [4.8] in Bangladesh.
However, there is no proof that the quadrangular plan of Horyuji was derived from  Gandhara since such plan already
existed in Chinese architecture before the arrival of Buddhism . The placem ent of the pagoda in front of the im age hall also
recalled a sim ilar arrangem ent in the Taxila Apsidal Tem ple (c. 30 BCE-50 CE) and Nagarjunakonda (third century CE) in
southern India where a single or twin stupas were positioned in front of twin apsidal tem ples {Huntington 1985: fg. 9.27}.
M oreover the placem ent of the pagoda to the side of the im age hall in Horyuji or outside the quadrangle would also
m aintain visual continuity and visitors no longer have to walk around or through the pagoda in order to reach the im age hall
in the back. There were tendencies in later Buddhist m onasteries to expand the size of the quadrangle to gigantic
proportions alongwith the fusion of the im age tem ple and stupa into a single edifice, a stupa-tem ple, to be positioned in the
center of the plan as in Som apura in Bangladesh.

               
5.     Som apura (c. 775-812 CE) - Bangladesh

 
The earliest people in Bengal, now divided between W est Bengal in India and Bangladesh, were the Pundra and Vanga

tribes whose neighboring territory was Anga (Bhagalpur district of Bihar), a region under M agadhaôs powerful clout in
Buddhaôs tim e. The nam e Bangladesh, or Bangla-desa (Bangla country), was likely derived from  Vanga (seventh-sixth
centuries BCE) and later known as Bangala (fourteenth century CE) or Bangla; Pundra and Vanga regions had been
m entioned in the Vedas as early as the seventh century BCE. Bengal, due to its extrem ely soggy, m arshy, and alluvial
delta drained by the Ganga and Brahm aputra rivers, were not a favorable environm ent for the people of M iddle India; it
was probably not until the fourth century BCE when Bengal and its tribes would be brought under the Indian cultural and
political sphere {Sham sul Alam  1985: 23-25}. A M aurya Brahm i stone inscription in the third century BCE from  M ahasthan
in northern Bangladesh m entioned Pundranagara (M ahasthan) evidently as one of Indiaôs provinces and am ong the earliest
territories in Bengal. East-southeast Bengal or Sam atata (Com illa, Noakhali, parts of Bakerganj and Chittagong) probably
rem ained out of the M aurya control {Sham sul Alam  1984: pl. 1-4}{Sham sul Alam  1985: 30}. Buddhism  was likely
introduced by Asoka to Bengal and as already m entioned he subjugated Kalinga (O rissa), a neighbor of Bengal, in c. 262
BCE. Num erous Shunga terracotta figurines and a sandstone yaksi sculpture have been found throughout Bengal indicating
the Shungasô succession over the M auryas in the area {Sham sul Alam  1984: 8, pl. 5}{Sham sul Alam  1985: 46}. Kushan
coins have also been found in Bengali sites like M ahasthan but the Kushans probably did not rule Bengal directly; W est
Bengal and parts of southwestern Bangladesh between the third-fourth centuries CE belonged to the independent kingdom
of Pushkarna {Sham sul Alam  1985: 30}. However the Kushans alongwith Buddhism , Hinduism , and Jainism  were likely
present in the area from  the discovery of a few m ulti-arm ed Visnu and Surya im ages in the M athura Style in Rajshahi,
Bangladesh {Gupta 1961: 23}{Sham sul Alam  1985: 46-53}. The Buddhist presence did not appear to gain strength until
the rise of the Guptas who definitely assum ed sovereignty over Bengal; Sam atata continued its sem i-independent status
while acknowledging the Guptasô suzerain during which cultural assim ilation from  central India accelerated in the region. Fa-
hsien reportedly sojourned at Tam ralipti (Tam luk) in W est Bengal in the early fifth century CE, which was then the busiest
seaport in northern India for those who planned to em bark the sea journeys to southern India, Sri Lanka, Southeast and
East Asia; the Chinese m onk recorded about twenty-two m onasteries in the area. A late fifth century CE copper-plate
Gupta inscription was found in Som apura [4.8] testifying the Gupta strength in the whole Bengal. The Theravada, as in
India, was likely the earliest Buddhist school in Bengal and followed by the M ahayana; a Gupta inscription (c. 507-508 CE)
from  Sam atata m entioned the grant for the establishm ent of Asram a Vihara. The Khadga (c. 625-705 CE) and Deva kings



(c. 705-900 CE) controlled eastern Bangladesh until succeeded by the Chandras; the latter ruled the territory and
Sam atata between c. 900-1035 CE where they patronized Buddhism  generously with the construction of num erous
m onasteries. M eanwhile southwest Bengal, now W est Bengal in India and then known as Vardham ana, was ruled by the
Hindu Sasanka Dynasty (early seventh century CE) while northern Bengal (Varendra) was incorporated into
Harshavardhanaôs em pire. Hsuan-tsang toured Pundravardhana, Sam atata, and Tam ralipti in the early seventh century CE
where he reported seventy m onasteries in the whole Bengal and thirty m onasteries in Sam atata with about 2,000 m onks;
he also com m ented that the Jains were num erous in the region {Sham sul Alam  1985: 30-33}. The Chinese m onk I-tsing
entered India via the sea route in Tam ralipti where he studied in its fam ed Varaha M onastery for som e tim es before
proceeding to Nalanda. Buddhist Gupta sculptures have been unearthed in Bangladesh though not as num erous as those
in the subsequent Pala Dynasty; these dated between the fifth-seventh centuries CE and carved in the lyrical Gupta-
Sarnath Style with insignificant local variations. These early exam ples had m ostly been sculpted in stone but gilt bronze also
appeared as early as the sixth century CE; the stone reliefs in the base terrace of Som apura m ain tem ple were in the
transitional style dated between the late Gupta and early Pala Dynasty {Sham sul Alam  1985: 55-127}. The m ost illustrious
dynasty in Bengal was the Pala Dynasty (c. 750-1199 CE) which em pire included Bihar, eastern Uttar Pradesh, and possibly
O rissa; they were devout Buddhists who founded num erous m onasteries in Bengal like Som apura and also in Bihar like the
N alanda viharas [4.4] during their long and illustrious reigns. During the Palasô rule, the Vajrayana supplanted the
M ahayana as the dom inant Buddhist school in Bengal as elsewhere in eastern India. The Varm an Dynasty (1035-1150 CE)
eventually replaced the Chandras and took control of Sam atata while the Senas (1096-1230 CE) seized a large area of the
Palasô territory in Varendra {Sham sul Alam  1984: 8}{Sham sul Alam  1985: 36-39}. Under the Hindu dynasties of the
Varm ans and Senas, Buddhism  suffered a decline in patronage and gradually lost their clout in the region; the Palas and
Senas, as well as the whole North India, would finally be succum bed to the M uslim  onslaughts in the early thirteenth
century CE. Bangladesh, with the exception of Chittagong which still retains its Buddhist heritage to this day, eventually
converted to Islam  in the following centuries. Pala arts, and those of the Senas, were pervasive in Bangladesh where
num erous stone and bronze sculptures as well as paintings had been produced; nevertheless indigenous arts also flourished
as evident from  the folkish terracotta plaques on Som apura central tem ple. Due the extrem ely soggy environm ent of
Bengal fragile m aterials like m urals or paintings, which were once certainly abundant in the area, did not survive the
ravages of tim e; Islam ic bigotry also contributed to the destruction of ancient Bangladeshi artistic heritage.     

From  archaeological data, Buddhism  did not appear to have a firm  foothold in Bangladesh until the Gupta Dynasty; the
m ajority of early Buddhist centers in Bangladesh, and those in eastern Indian states like Bihar and O rissa, was initially
M ahayana. In Bihar, there were great M ahayana centers like Nalanda and in O rissa Lalitagiri (third century BCE-thirteenth
centuries CE), Ratnagiri (fifth-thirteenth centuries CE), and Udayagiri (eighth-thirteenth centuries CE); all these centers
gradually absorbed Vajrayana practices and transform ed into great Vajrayana centers from  the seventh century CE on.
The Palas, after establishing their dom inion over eastern India in c. 750 CE, founded new Vajrayana m onasteries based on
the Nalanda m ahavihara m odel; the essential difference with earlier M ahayana m onasteries was that these new Vajrayana
establishm ents m ainly taught Vajrayana curricula, probably excluding the controversial yuganaddha rituals of the
anuttarayoga-tantras. Fam ous Vajrayana centers in Bihar included O dantapura founded by Gopala I (r. 750-775 CE),
Vikram asila founded by Dharm apala (r. 775-812 CE), Jagaddala probably founded by Ram apala (r. 1072-1126 CE) in
Varendra, and Som apura founded by Dharm apala and probably expanded by Devapala (r. 812-850 CE) in Bangladesh
{Dutt 1962: 349-380}. Buddhist m onasteries in Bangladesh tend to be distributed on higher and drier grounds avoiding the
low-lying, frequently flooded, and m arshy areas like the Sunderban delta; they generally dated between the sixth-thirteenth
centuries CE. M any of the better docum ented m onasteries in the region have been found around M ainam ati (Salban
Vihara, Kotila M ura, Ananda Rajar Badi, Charpatra M ura, M ainam ati Ranir Badi), M ahasthan (Som apura, Vasu Vihara,
Ananda Vihara, Sitakot Vihara), and Sam atata (Asram a Vihara). These m onasteries generally have two plan types: (a)
The sm aller viharas, such as Sitakot Vihara, are without a central tem ple and these are alm ost identical in size and plan as
the Nalanda viharas [4.4] and (b) the quadrangular m ahaviharas like Som apura [4.8] and Salban all have m assive
central tem ples, or precisely stupa-tem ples, of a cruciform  plan {Sham sul Alam  1984: 11-12, pl. 15-49}. Plan (b) was
certainly later of the two plans and the m ost popular in Bangladesh but it did not appear to be unique in the region since
Vikram asila in Antichak of the Bhagalpur District in Bihar, India also had this identical plan {Huntington 1984: 126}; the
square quadrangular plan (b) generally had one or two stories with a m ain entrance, cloistered galleries, and latrines on the
back. The Palas, in their grandiose vision to em ulate the m ahavihara m odel of Nalanda, constructed num erous m onastic
universities on even grander scales; these should aptly be term ed as óviharapuraô or m onastic city, hence O danta-pura and
Som a-pura, as town activities would gyrate around these gigantic m onasteries. These were likely royal m onasteries funded
by the state like Nalanda since they had been known to educate scholars and individuals who would later be em ployed by
the governm ent. The fortress-like constructions of these im m ense m onasteries could also be for defensive purposes and
places of refuge in the tim e of war and governm ent soldiers reportedly guarded these m onasteries; during the invasion of
Bihar, Bakhtiyar Khalji led an audacious assault on O dantapura which he m istook it for a fort as this m onastery was then
fiercely defended by Indian soldiers {Dutt 1962: 357}. The concepts of a viharapura and a defensive m onastery in the
Pala Dynasty already had antecedents in Gandhara where there were recurring warfare and nom adic invasions; this type of



a defensive m onastery was followed by the fortress/hilltop m onasteries in Tibet and the Tibetanized countries.

4.8 Plan
c. 775-812 CE

Paharpur- Bangladesh
 
Som apura [4.8] was one of a few Vajrayana m ahaviharas in Bengal and probably best exem plified the concept of a

viharapura. The site was first visited and described by Francis Buchanan Ham ilton between 1807-1812 CE and followed by
Vesey W estm acott in 1875 CE; Alexander Cunningham  carried out som e initial excavations between 1875-1880 CE. D. R.
Bhandarkarôs team  of Calcutta University started prelim inary excavations in 1923 CE and the works were subsequently
taken over by the ASI led by R. D. Banerjee in 1925-1926 CE; these were followed by G. C. Chandra in 1930-1932 and
com pleted by K. N. Dikshit in 1933-1934 CE during which the com plete plan of the m onastery and surrounding areas were
finally exposed {Q adir 1963: 1-2}. It is apparent from  the scale of the m onastery that it had originally been designed for
the occupancy of 400-600 m onks. From  literature and inscriptions, Som apura historically had intim ate connections with



Bihar m onasteries like Nalanda and Vikram asila; Atisa once studied in this great Vajrayana center. The plan is a huge
square of 919ô east-west x 922ô north-south with a m assive stupa-tem ple of 359ô east-west x 395ô north-south in the
center which still stands at 70ôhigh above the ground. There are a total of 177 m onk cells on all four sides, excluding the
m ain entrance hall on the north side and the three huge im age chapels on the other sides. The cells have built-in niches
but probably did not have windows since plenty of light could reach the interior via the vast open courtyard; each cell
averages about 190 square feet which provided am ple space for a single m onk. There are ninety-two cells containing
im age pedestals which had probably been converted into private shrines in later tim es in response to the growing dem ands
for im age worship, the decline in the num ber of inm ates, etc. In front of the cells are 9ô wide verandahs once supported
by brick piers in the earlier phases but later switched to stone ones; the entire m onastery was constructed of kiln-dried
bricks laid in m ud m ortar with the thickness of the back wall between 12ô-16ô. Stone was m ainly for structural use as lintels,
door jam bs, and door sills while iron cram ps were em ployed to join the different m em bers; the floor of the m onastery
could be constructed in the sam e m anner as Nalanda of lim e concrete. The quadrangle is elevated several feet above the
ground level and balustrades would probably be required for the verandahs. The three im age chapels and the m ain entry
hall were likely several feet higher than the quadrangle and several stories in height; vaulted tunnel underpasses were
provided under these chapels to allow uninterrupted flow of traffic through the verandahs. M ost likely the continuous roof
of the quadrangle, as in the Nalanda viharas, was flat and covered with a thick m ud layer spread over a beam -and-plank
structure; this, however, does not rule out the possibility of a pitched roof. The m onastery has a m ain entrance through a
large pillared hall on the northern side and a secondary postern in the northeastern wing; in front of the m ain entry are a
pair of stupas and a sm all im age chapel probably intended for pilgrim s or visitors. From  the dim ensions on the plan, one
can deduce that the m ain entry once had a pair of 4ô wide doors which could be locked by a large tim ber bolt; pockets of
6ò x 7 1/2ò to receive the bolts are still present on both sides of the jam bs. The m ost dom inant feature of the m onastery
is the m assive brick stupa-tem ple in the center of the open courtyard; it has a cruciform  plan with two dim inishing terraces
and above which were once surm ounted by a stupa superstructure. Visitors proceed to the upper levels via an enclosed
courtyard on the northern side having a stupa in its center and another two sym m etrical stupas outside the enclosure; a
pair of stupas also flanks both sides of the m ain staircase. This m assive central edifice consists of four sym m etrically
projecting im age chapels of probably flat roofs constructed around a central block of a hollow core which was once filled
with m ud to reduce the weight of the structure and increase its load-bearing capacities. These chapels likely once had
stone or copper standing Buddha im ages like the one found in situ at the Rupban M ura Vihara and in later Bagan tem ples
of M yanm ar [7.14]; a large bronze torso of a 8ô8ò high Buddha statue has also been recovered from  the site {Sham sul
Alam  1985: 78, 162, fg. 18, 60}. The m issing upper term inus would likely have a tall drum , dom e, solid harm ika, and a
chattravali or a yasti-chattra as in som ewhat contem porary Sri Lankan dagabas [4.10] and recovered votive stupas in
Bangladesh {Sham sul Alam  1984: pl. 39}. The terraces, evidently functioned as pradaksina paths for worshippers to
perform  their religious circum am bulation around the im age chapels, once certainly had solid balustrades to protect visitors
from  falling; a drainage system  of twenty-two scuppers with 1ô6ò wide gargoyle ends had been installed throughout the
terraces for the proper discharge of excess water. These terraces have cornice projections with decorative m otifs like the
stepped m erlons, lotus petals, and round m oldings; their walls are also decorated with stone and terracotta plaques. The
hidden section of the first terrace, which is buried under nearly 5ô of earth, had sixty-three stone plaques m easuring
between 1ô7ò-2ô6ò high x 8ò-2ô3ò wide; these have stylistically been divided into three groups and dated between c. 600-775
CE or late Gupta to pre-Pala Dynasty. The scenes vary from  the sophistication of the Gupta tradition in Group I, to the
transitional style between the Gupta Style and indigenous m ode in Group II, and the naive folkish style in Group III; the
iconography is overwhelm ingly Hindu with over sixty panels depicting Siva, Krishna, Agni, Ganesh, etc. The rem aining
exposed surfaces, or the exposed sections of the first terrace and its balustrades as well as the walls and balustrades of
the second terrace, are decorated with m ore than 2,800 terracotta plaques, of which 2,000 pieces are still in situ but the
rest have fallen down. These plaques average 1ô2ò high x 8.5ò wide which display a downright folkish and lively carving style
but apparently lack sophistication reflecting a local tradition and workm anship. Their iconographies are also equally divided
between Buddhist and Hindu them es in which the form er m ainly depicts M ahayana and Vajrayana subjects like Buddha,
Padm apani, M anjusri, Tara, etc.; local secular folkish scenes are also observed am ong these plaques. Besides the principal
central stupa-tem ple, there are num erous ancillary structures in the courtyard and m ost of which are located in the north,
east, and southeast including a tank, wells, sm aller chapels, votive stupas, adm inistration, supporting staffs, etc. The
service area including a refectory, kitchen, etc. is concentrated in the southeast while the extrem ely long rectangular
structure could be the great dining hall of the whole m onastery; the long extension arm  behind the m onastery in the
southwest corner has been identified as a latrine and washing facility {Gupta 1961: 6-31}{Q adir 1963: 5-26}{Sham sul Alam
1985: 95-127}.

Som apura is a rare exam ple am ong the Buddhist m onum ents in having num erous non-Buddhist and Hindu reliefs on
the walls of its central tem ple; the plinth of Caitya 2 at Nalanda also contains num erous Hindu panels, which apparently
were not a part of the original Buddhist plan of Nalanda. Since syncretism  and m utual tolerance between Hindus and
Buddhists grew increasingly com m on from  the seventh century CE on, it m ight not deem  particularly sacrilegious to
incorporate Hindu sculptures in Buddhist establishm ents. Buddha had already been deified as the ninth avatar of Visnu while



a four-faced M ahadeva (Siva) statue was also dedicated on the ground of the M ahabodhi Tem ple during Dharm apalaôs
reign {Ahir 1994: 64-65}. Another plausible explanation is that since Buddhist m onum ents had been constructed in a region
where non-Buddhist religions, like Hinduism , were deep-rooted and constituted the m ajority of the population, it would
therefore be expected to see non-Buddhist elem ents in these Buddhist establishm ents as also in the cases of Indrapura in
Cham pa [4.11-4.12] and Bayon of Angkor Thom  in Kam puchea [7.16-7.18]. It has been repeatedly suggested that
the hidden stone plaques had been collected from  the surrounding Hindu or Jain tem ples and reinstalled on Som apura. The
suggestion seem s plausible since stone was a precious com m odity in the area; as a token of com prom ise and for the
econom y of m aterials, the rem aining stones would be collected and reused in the Buddhist edifice. M oreover Som apura
m ight have actually been constructed over the site of a Hindu or Jain tem ple; a 479 CE copper-plate inscription found in the
northeast corner of Som apura m entioned a grant of the land, which was purchased by a brahm in couple Nathasarm m a,
for the purposes of the worship and construction of a resthouse for the Jain teacher Guhanandin presiding in a vihara at
Vatagohali {Gupta 1961: 2}, which was probably the site of Som apura. The presence of Hindu stone plaques on the first
terrace of the central tem ple m ay also be explained that the Hindus had probably taken over the original Jain site and built
a tem ple there and the Buddhists in turn constructed their m onastery over it. Scholars like Frederick Asher gave an
alternative interpretation for the plaque inscription as he believed the word ónigranthaô could refer to the Jains but it also
literally m eant óa person without attachm ent to m aterial possessions,ô a description which could apply to the Buddhists as
well {Asher 1980: 15}. In any case, the fact that the Pala King Dharm apala constructed Som apura is beyond a doubt from
the clay seals unearthed from  the site containing the legend óSri Som apure Sri Dharm apaladeva M ahavihariyarya
Bhikshusanghasyaô {Gupta 1961: 3}. The Tibetan historian Taranatha stated that Devapala, Dharm apalaôs son and
successor, was the true founder of Som apura but none of his seals or inscriptions has been found {Dutt 1962: 374-375}.
Recent excavations have also revealed a m onastery of a sim ilar size below Dharm apalaôs m onastery which is believed to
be the original Jain vihara m entioned in the aforesaid inscription {Alam  and Hossain 2004: 14}. I do not accept this
suggestion since the Jains were not known to build large m onasteries of this size this early in the fifth century CE despite
the discovery of a c. 479 CE Jain plaque here; I believe the lower m onastery or stratum  m ight actually be Dharm apalaôs
m onastery while the one above it probably belonged to Devapala who reportedly com pleted or renovated his fatherôs
enorm ous m onastery with slight m odifications. O ther inscriptions related to Som apura include an inscribed im age (tenth
century CE) at M ahabodhi Tem ple dedicated by Viryendrabhadra from  Som apura {Gupta 1961: 4}. Another inscription
from  Nalanda in the reign of M ahipala I (r. 988-1027 CE) m ention Vilulasrim itra who resided at Som apura and where he
erected a Tara tem ple, repaired four cells, and donated a gold ornam ent for the beautification of a Buddha im age. Since
Tara im ages have been found at the m ain tem ple in Satyapir Bhita, a site about 900ô east of Som apura, it is reasonable to
identify this tem ple as Vilulasrim itraôs Tara tem ple {Gupta 1961: 4, 21}. Lastly, som e pillar inscriptions (tenth-twelfth
centuries CE) recorded the donation of several pillars at Som apura by Ajayagarbha, Srigarbha, and Dasabalagarbha for
óthe gratification of the Three Jewels [Triratna] and for the desire of doing good to all good peopleô {Gupta 1961: 4}{Q adir
1963: 30}.

The conceptual program  of a m ahavihara first popularized at Nalanda would be expanded and m etam orphosed into a
viharapura, in which a gigantic m onastery practically becam e the center of a city, in Bengal during the Pala Dynasty. Its
im m ense size and m assive construction seem  to have specifically addressed the security concerns where it would
effectively be transform ed into a great place of refuge in the tim es of war; this im portant aspect m ight also have been
im itated by the Tibetans in the construction of their high-walled and fortress-like m onasteries on the hilltops. The
quadrangular plan of Som apura itself with a central edifice in the center had first been developed in Gandhara, for
exam ples Dharm arajika, Chir Tope D2, M ohenjo-daro [1.1], and Takht-i-bahi [4.2]; it was further refined and enlarged in
Kashm ir as in Harwan, Ushkur, Parihasapura, and M artand, all constructed during the illustrious reign of Lalitaditya (r. 724-
760 CE) {Rowland 1977: 199203}. The plan of Vijayaram a [4.9] som ewhat echoes Som apura with its two terraces and a
long m ain approach in the south; Benjam in Rowland once suggested that Candi Sewu plan [7.12] had been derived from
Som apura {Rowland 1977: 448} but this is only partially true, at least for the cruciform  plans of their central stupa-tem ples.
However, the m ost likely precursors of Candi Sewu were Turkistani stupas like Karakhoja Stupa P and Yarkhoto (Chinese
Jiaohe) dated in the sixth century CE (see {Yam am oto 1990: 206-207}{TNM  1991: 34}). Further developm ent of
Som apura can also be found in the Bayon of Angkor Thom  [7.16] in Kam puchea such as its quadrangular plan with
galleries, projecting chapels in the cardinal points, long-approached entrance, and a m assive cruciform  pyram idal tem ple in
the center. The central stupa-tem ple of Som apura is certainly influential from  an architectural point of view; the origin of its
m ulti-terraced cruciform  plan with im age chapels in the four cardinal points could be traced back to Gandhara in exam ples
like Dharm arajika [6.13] and Bham ala [6.17] and the m ain tem ple of Sarnath [8.5]. Kesariya Stupa [6.12], with its
pyram idal structure and radiating im age chapels, also shares sim ilar features with Som apura central tem ple; Parihasapura
Stupa (c. 725-750 CE) in Kashm ir also has the m ulti-terraced and cruciform  configuration as Som apura {Huntington 1985:
fg. 17.10}. Certain features of Som apura central stupa-tem ple, such as the m assive dim inishing m ulti-terraced structure
decorated with carved plaques, are also the hallm arks of Borobudur [6.28-6.32]; these features would subsequently be
dissem inated to M yanm ar in m onum ents like Shwezigon [6.33-6.34] and Ananda Tem ple [7.14].

 



6.     Vijayaram a (eighth century CE) - Sri Lanka
 
Proto-historical beginning of Sri Lanka, with ancient nam es as Tam bapanna and Sinhala, was in the reign of King

Pandukabhaya (fourth century BCE) in the ancient city Anuradhapura; it would not be until the enthronem ent of his great
grandson Devanam piya Tissa (r. 251-209 BCE) that the island nation inaugurated a new epoch in its history. During this
period, Sri Lanka received the first Buddhist m issionary from  the Indian Em peror Asoka after the Third Buddhist Council in
c. 249 BCE; the head m onk of this council M oggaliputtra Tissa sent M ahendra (M ihinda), Asokaôs son-m onk, and four
other Theravada m onks including Itthiya, Uttiya, Bhaddasala, and Sam bala to convert the island to Buddhism . After their
arrival, Devanam piya Tissa was im m ediately converted by the Indian m issionary at M ihintale, the sam e location where
M ihindraôs ashes would later be interred in the Am basthala Dagaba. O n the outskirt of the royal capital Anuradhapura the
Sri Lankan king converted his fatherôs pleasure garden, the M aham eghavana, into a rest stop for the Indian m onks and
dedicated a portion of the land to the newly founded Sangha for the construction of new structures for the m onks to
perform  their m onastic rites. W ith a rising num ber of natives desiring to join the Sangha, it was advantageous to build
several religious education centers, the Parivenas, to ordain and instruct new Buddhist m onks into the Buddhist way of life.
At the end of the rainy season in the sam e year, Sri Lanka received Buddhaôs relics including his right collar-bone and the
begging bowl which had been bestowed by Asoka to the island. The bowl was then handed to M ahendra and the collar-
bone im m ediately interred in Thuparam a Dagaba [6.26-6.27], the first stupa in Sri Lanka. Several m onths after the
construction of Thuparam a a second m issionary headed by the nun Sangham itra, M ahendraôs sister and Asokaôs
daughter, and eleven other nuns arrived on the island with a sapling of the bodhi-tree taken from  the original one in
Bodhgaya where Buddha attained Enlightenm ent; the precious branch was subsequently planted and protected by a
boundary wall. Sangham itra converted several fem ale m em bers of the royal fam ilies and m any others and in effect
founded the first Buddhist nun order in Sri Lanka. Despite the disappearance of Buddhism  in India, Sri Lanka steadfastly
adhered to the religion of Buddha to the present day; Sinhalese Buddhism  also rem ains the closest to Indian Buddhism  and
it rightly deserves the title as the preserver of original Buddhism  m ore than any other Buddhist countries in Asia.
Succeeding m onarchs after Devanam piya Tissa continued to patronize and propagate Buddhism  throughout the island.
Dutthagam ani (r. 161-137 BCE) built Ruvenvali Dagaba and Vattagam ani (r. 103-77 BCE) constructed Abhayagiri Dagaba
while M ahasena (r. 276-303 CE) erected Jetavana Dagaba, the biggest dom ed stupa in Asia; these colossal edifices are all
located in the ancient city of Anuradhapura. The Anuradhapura Period (c. 249 BCE-993 CE) ended with the Chola invasion
and occupation from  southern India between 907-1053 CE; Vijayabahu I (r. 1058-1114 CE) restored Sri Lanka to its native
rule in 1070 CE and inaugurated the Polonnaruva Period (eleventh-thirteenth centuries CE) with a new capital at
Polonnaruva. Anuradhapura boasted the greatest concentration of excavated Buddhist rem ains in Sri Lanka and it
inaugurated the m ost im portant period in arts and architecture on the island. The various accounts of visiting Buddhists to
Sri Lanka in the fifth century CE, including well-known nam es like the Chinese m onk Fa-hsien and the Indian Buddhist
scholar Buddhaghosa, and the native historical chronicles like the M ahavam sa also testified the flourishing state of
Buddhism  on the island at the tim e. Fa-hsien reported 10,000 m onks and nuns alone residing in Anuradhapura with 3,000
in the M ahavihara M onastery, 5,000 in the Abhayagirivihara M onastery, and 2,000 at M ihintale {Bandaranayake 1974: 7,
92, 288}.      

W ithin 10,000 acres of Anuradhapura, there are rem ains of about 4,000 structures including num erous dagabas and
tem ples; these have left a wealth of inform ation on Buddhist arts and architecture that have been accum ulating for
centuries since the third century BCE. For the m ost parts, no significant exam ples of Sri Lankan Buddhist arts and
architecture can be dated before the first century CE; no doubt m any could have existed earlier in prim itive and tim ber
form s but any rem aining traces had been obliterated by the ensuing renovations, foreign invasions, and neglect. Between
the third century BCE-first centuries CE, the m ost im portant rem ains were the cave residences constructed for m onks and
the m any ancient inscriptions left inside; these inscriptions are in Brahm i and the living proofs of past intim ate connections
between Sri Lanka and India. The Brahm i script in these rock inscriptions is sim ilar to the one on the Asoka pillars, Sanchi,
and Bharhut and their contents are overwhelm ingly Buddhist. About thirty-seven out of forty signs in the Asokaôs Brahm i
edicts also appear in these Sri Lankan Brahm i inscriptions; there are several unexplainable sym bols such as the fish recalling
the undeciphered Harappa script but possible links between them  could not be confirm ed {Paranavitana 1970: xv-xvii, xxiii,
xxv-xxvi}. In the fields of the arts and architecture, the Sri Lankans have dem onstrated their unm istaken indebtedness to
India in the way as Japan has been indebted to continental China. The earliest Sri Lankan arts and architecture were
predictively in tim ber while perm anent m aterials like brick and possibly stone were also em ployed in the construction of the
earliest stupas. It was not until the first century CE that arts and architecture on the island began to take shape; m uch like
India, the oldest extant exam ples are found on the stupas, or dagabas as the Sri Lankans prefer to call them . The
frontispieces or vahalkadas of Kantaka Dagaba (first century CE) at M ihintale and Abhayagiri Dagaba (second century CE)
at Anuradhapura contain som e of the earliest arts and architecture in Sri Lanka; they exhibit a strong resem blance to those
on Sanchi, Bharhut, and Am aravati in India as well as Gandhara. Thus the stele pairs erected on the sides of the
vahalkadas in the four cardinal points, which were crowned with anim als like elephants, lions, etc., recall the Asoka pillars,
Indian toranas, and the ayaka pillars in southern Indian stupas. The faces of these steles are carved with reliefs of



anim als, floral scrolls, honeysuckles, and floral vases (purnaghata) as well as hum an and divine figures like nagas, dwarfs,
yaksas, yaksis, etc; despite their obvious borrowings from  India, they were the im petus for subsequent Sri Lankan arts. Sri
Lankans also began to sculpt Buddha im ages as soon as the first Indian prototypes were available on the island som e
tim es in the third century CE; these first Buddha im ages are unm istakably in the Andhra Style of Am aravati in southern
India while later styles reaching the island from  India were the Gupta Style and Pala Style; Sri Lankan Buddhists typically
prefer their Buddhas in the standing or sitting posture in the dhyana-m udra and rarely deviate from  these m odels. Besides
the sculptures, the rare early m urals executed inside the Sigiri Cave are am ong the extant m asterpieces of Sri Lankan
Buddhist paintings which dated between the sixth-seventh centuries CE; these portray gorgeous celestial fem ale dam sels
with a style strongly akin to the Vakataka m urals of Ajanta in India. M ahayana Buddhism  alongwith its arts and architecture
also perm eated Sri Lanka, a predom inantly Theravada territory, where several bodhisattva im ages of Avalokitesvara had
been sculpted; the layouts of a few Anuradhapura m onasteries were also believed to have been planned by Sri Lankan
M ahayanists {Bandaranayake 1974: 70-73}. However, there are no definite proofs that the M ahayana ever held m uch
esteem  am ong Sri Lankan Buddhists since the Theravada had been deep-rooted on the island since the third century BCE;
Theravada religious orthodoxy and preem inence in Sri Lanka also extended to the fields of the arts and architecture,
particularly the ubiquitously placid im m obility of Sri Lankan sculptures and the austere appearance of its m onum ents. These
stand in contrast with the sum ptuous decorations in m any Indian Buddhist m onum ents, m any of which had been strongly
influenced by the M ahayana especially from  the Gupta Dynasty on.

Upon the arrival of the Indian Asoka m issionary a royal garden, the M aham eghavana, was im m ediately set aside for
M ahendra and other m onks which was am ong the earliest Buddhist establishm ents in Sri Lanka; the site subsequently grew
into one of the three largest m onasteries in Anuradhapura, the others being Abhayagiri and Jetavana. O utside
Anuradhapura several m onasteries were also established at M ihintale, the historical birthplace of Buddhism  on the island,
including the M ihintalekanda. Between the third century BCE-first centuries CE the concept of well-organized and perm anent
m onasteries, with their m ulti-functional structures, had yet to be m aterialized. Instead during this period m onks, true to the
spirit of early Buddhism , sheltered them selves in various natural and m an-m ade caves; the best of these m onastic caves,
which were donated by the Buddhist laity, can be found in M ihintale and Vessagiriya. These cave m onasteries are
especially valuable since they contain num erous Brahm i inscriptions, a total of 1,234, revealing the initial successes of
Buddhism  on the island; these, however, are sm all and sim ple caves com pared to contem porary Indian Buddhist caves,
which were larger and m uch m ore elaborate. Early freestanding Sri Lankan m onasteries were typically grouped around a
m ain dagaba as in Anuradhapura m onasteries like M ahavihara, Abhayagiri, and Jetavana; these have been term ed
óorganicô by Bandaranayake for their unplanned and natural expansion around the principal dagabas and hence they
constitute the earliest type of m onastic settlem ents. The rem aining three types of Sri Lankan m onasteries are the
pancayatana parivena (Q uincunxial M onastic College), padhanagriha parivena (Double-platform /M editation-house M onastic
College), and pabbata vihara (M ountain M onastery) {Bandaranayake 1974: 33-133}. The principal edifice in the organic
type is a dagaba with a history usually intim ately connected to early Sinhalese Buddhism ; these Sri Lankan dagabas would
reach m onum ental scales by the second-third centuries CE. The preem inence of the dagaba reflected the universal
preoccupation with relics in early Buddhism  since it, whether with or without the relics inside, represented the sym bolic
invisible presence of Buddha and the em blem  of Buddhism . In addition to the dagaba, the uposathagriha (a religious
observance house) and bodhigriha (bodhi-tree house) are also am ong the m ost im portant buildings in an organic
m onastery {Bandaranayake 1974: 53}. O n the third day of M ahendraôs arrival the M ahaseem a, which was located within
the M aham eghavana, was inaugurated at the request of the Indian m issionaries as the place for m onks to perform
im portant Buddhist rites like the uposatha or an observance of the Vinaya which would be perform ed twice a m onth during
the new and full m oon days. The arrival of Sangham itra and a sapling of the bodhi-tree also necessitated the construction
of a new structure, the bodhigriha, to house and protect the precious bodhi-tree. In the next centuries as the m onksô
lifestyle grew increasingly m ore settled, newer types of buildings em erged such as the upatthanasala (assem bly hall) and
bhojanasala (bath house); the last m ajor building type in an organic plan, the pratim agriha (im age house), had probably
been developed in the second century CE to house Buddha im ages. In the subsequent centuries, buildings catering to the
lay Buddhists were also constructed to accom m odate the increasing interactions between the laity and Buddhist clergy.
The organic plan above all had an early beginning in India in sites like Sanchi [6.3] and Dharm arajika [6.13] in Gandhara.
The next im portant Sri Lankan m onastery plan is the pancayatana parivena in which a group of four or m ore sm aller
buildings is placed sym m etrically around a centrally large building or a pasada. Exam ples of this type include M ahasenaôs
Pavilion M onastery, M onastery B, and Kaparam a all in the Abhayagirivihara; the others are M onastery L in the
Jetavanavihara. This type has a boundary wall to insulate itself from  the outside world with a m ain entrance entered via a
form al gatehouse and a long approach; other ancillary buildings essential to the functioning of the m onastery include
refectories, bathhouses, shrines, ponds, etc. The principal building was probably m ultifunctional for residential and
cerem onial purposes whereas the surrounding four cells were prim arily residential in character; this type has tentatively
been dated between the sixth-eighth centuries CE or late Anuradhapura Period {Bandaranayake 1974: 94, 99} and its
quincunxial plan was com m on outside Sri Lanka in Nalanda [4.4 (#12)] and Gandhara [6.14]. The central plan of the
third padhanagriha parivena type com poses of a walled-in com pound with an im posing building or a pasada behind and



preceded by a large platform ; there is a stone passage linking the platform  and the pasada. Notable exam ples of this type
are the W estern M onasteries A-N attributed to the Pam sukulika Sect of Ritigala constructed in the ninth century CE.
According to Bandaranayake {Bandaranayake 1974: 116}:       

 
ñThe locations of these m onasteries outside of the m ain areas of m onastic and secular building, their rigid

avoidance of all but the sim plest geom etrical ornam ent, the regular practice of their placing their central pasadas on
a rock outcrop surrounded by a m oat, their high enclosure walls and the lack of conspicuous ritual elem ents such
im age-housesé ò

 
Som e unusual features of this type are the construction of a pasada directly on a natural rock prom ontory and the

presence of m any ornate urinals. The hypaethral platform  was probably m eant for outdoor congregational activities or the
conduct of religious rites and certainly com plem entary to the im posing pasada behind, which was prim arily as a residence
for m onks and the head-m onk {Bandaranayake 1974: 131}. The long approach through a form al gateway porch in this
plan resem bles that in the pancayatana parivena; however its highly structured plan and the presence of the m oat suggest
a later date of probably between the eighth-tenth centuries CE but not earlier than the seventh century CE. The fourth
type of m onastery plan or the pabbata vihara [4.9] has m ost of the features in the organic and padhanagriha parivena
plans; these include the dagaba, uposathagriha, bodhigriha, and pratim agriha, which are enclosed within and constitute the
centrally sacred precinct, as well as subsidiary buildings of residential and service functions. The cross-axiality alongwith
several enclosed and distinct precincts, which are organized according to their functions, and the architectural hierarchy are
som e of the dom inant features in this type; the m ost notable m onasteries of this type include Pankuliya, Vijayaram a [4.9-
4.10], Pacinatissapabbata, M agulm ahavihara, Puliyankulam , and Tuluvila. The oldest inscription found in
Pacinatissapabbata dated in the fifth century CE but the overall lifespan of the pabbata vihara can conservatively be dated
between the seventh-tenth centuries CE. In sum m ary the m ost conspicuous feature of the latter three m onastery types,
nam ely the pancayatana parivena, padhanagriha parivena, and pabbata vihara, is the significant decrease in the scale and
im portance of the dagaba, which is a dom inant edifice in the organic plan where ancillary buildings would revolve around it.
The m oat, long approach avenue, m ultiple precincts, and the elevated terraces are definitely late features dated probably
no earlier than the eighth century CE.

 



4.9 Site plan
Eighth century CE

Anuradhapura- Sri Lanka
 



4.10 Dagaba elevation (restored) and top view
Eighth century CE

Anuradhapura- Sri Lanka
 
A typical m onastery of the pabbata vihara type is Vijayaram a [4.9-4.10]; the site is about 1 1/2 m iles north of

Jetavana Dagaba in Anuradhapura which was first visited by Ievers in 16th Novem ber 1884 then already in ruins m uch like
today. The m onastery orientates on the m ain north-south axis and was dem arcated by a large rectangular boundary wall
of about 800ô x 1100ô with a form al entry porch in the south; within this secluded com pound, there are distinct precincts
separated by walls in which the outer precinct is the service quarter and the m iddle one for residential, and the inner or
central one as a sacred and worship zone. The service quarter provided basic daily needs for m onks and included buildings
like the refectory, kitchen, and bathhouse behind the southern entrance on both sides of the long approach avenue; the
others are privies, a well, and probably buildings for the service staffs or areas where m onks could interact with the laity.
The m oat and artificial ponds, besides functioning as water reservoirs, create a natural barrier between the service,



residential, and sacred quarters. Traces of a second wall of about 435ô x 467ô can still be discernable surrounding the
m iddle and central precincts which are raised on terraces; there is a pair of crouching hum ped bulls on pedestals guarding
these precincts. In 1896 CE, W ickrem asinghe uncovered bronze figures of anim als and deities of the four quarters beneath
the four entry porches into the sacred precinct; the positions of the anim als were the lion (north), elephant (east), horse
(south), and bull (west) {Paranavitana 1947: 55} and these anim als already occurred in the Sri Lankan m oonstones and
also the Asoka pillars [3.1-3.6]. The m onksô residential quarter is elevated on a 1ô high low terrace and has twelve
identical square vihara cells of 23ô7 x 23ô9ô each; the two walled-in viharas in the southeast and southwest corners m ight be
residences of the chief-m onk and deputy in charge of the whole m onastery. The centrally sacred precinct is elevated on a
6ô high terrace and enclosed by a continuous wall punctuated by four entry porches in the cardinal points; in the northern
side is a roofed terrace probably reserved for outdoor congregation or the perform ance of religious rites as in the
padhanagriha parivena. W ithin the centrally sacred enclosure of worshiping and ecclesiastical functions are four principal
buildings, nam ely the dagaba (southeast) [4.10], bodhigriha (southwest), pratim agriha (northwest), and uposathagriha
(northeast) with their principal entrances facing south. The 29ô high restored dagaba stands on a 45ô9ò m olded square
plinth with staircases punctuated in the cardinal points; there are four altars for votive offerings. The bodhigriha is a 31ô4ò
square structure surrounded by a 48ô square wall with entrances in the cardinal points; its unpaved center of natural earth
was likely hypaethral from  the presence of a drain pipe beneath it which allowed unim peded growth of the bodhi-tree.
Discovered doorsills and colum ns suggest the existence of a roof {Bandaranayake 1974: 167-169} and there are also four
im age and offering pedestals in front of the hypaethral center. The 35ô5 x 43ô8ò uposathagriha has m ore decorations than
the others; its interior brick floor has a stone basin near the entrance likely for washing and a flat paved area in the back
probably intended for an im age pedestal or the seat of the head m onk. There is an enclosed com partm ent with doors in
its northwestern corner which m ight once house item s for religious rites such as scriptures or sacred objects. The 33ô5ò x
44ô pratim agriha is enclosed within a brick wall having an entrance in the south; the foyer, which has a secondary entrance
in the east, is attached to the m ain cham ber which contains a pedestal for a Buddha im age. It is evident that all buildings
in Vijayaram a were single-storied and probably had tim ber structures supporting tile roofs; their walls were brick and
covered with plaster finishes, with the exception of the dagaba which had a rubble m asonry core faced with brick and
plaster.  

There are several criteria for establishing the construction phases of Vijayaram a: 
(a) An inscription from  Pankuliya, the predecessor of Vijayaram a, dated in the eighth century CE

{Bandaranayake 1974: 81}; the other six inscriptions on the copper plaques found at the Vijayaram a dagaba dated
in the eighth and tenth century CE {Paranavitana 1947: 98}{ASC Fifth Progress Report 1891: 9}.  

(b) The plain guardstones, m oonstones, wingstones, purnaghata, dwarf yaksas, and nagas can be dated
between the seventh-tenth centuries CE {Bandaranayake 1974: 328-341}; the plain guardstones occurred in the
refectory, purnaghata in the dagaba and pratim agriha, dwarf yaksas in the sacred precinct, south porch, and
pratim agriha, and nagas in the uposathagriha and vihara. 

(c) The plinths of all buildings show considerable stylistic hom ogeneity of m ostly torus m oldings, with the
exception of the guarding anim al pedestals having the torus-and-cym a m olding; the latter type dated between the
eighth-ninth centuries CE whereas the form er type was probably a little earlier in the seventh century CE
{Bandaranayake 1974: 313-322}. 

M ost buildings are brick and coated with plaster with the exception of the dagaba which has a rubble m asonry core
faced with brick and plaster that can be dated in the seventh century CE or later {Bandaranayake 1974: 127-130}.
Category (b) is the least reliable m ethod for dating since the degree of ornam entation on a building depended on its status
and patronage; thus the refectory, evidently of lesser im portance, has been given a plain stair whereas prom inent buildings
like the uposathagriha and vihara are appropriately provided with ornate naga m otifs. The dagaba appears to be the
earliest edifice while the uposathagriha, vihara, and guarding anim als are the latest; considering (a), (b), and (c) together,
Vijayaram a can conservatively be dated in the eighth century CE possibly with several renovations after its initial
construction.

It is uncom m on in Sri Lanka to docum ent a com plete quadrangular m onastery like Gandhara [4.2] and India [4.4],
with the exception like Baddhasim apasada in Polonnaruva Period; the closed quadrangular plan is obviously m ore
appropriate in a colder clim ate than tropical Sri Lanka as it prevents m uch needed cross ventilation or cool breezes. The
m ost conspicuous feature of Vijayaram a is the parity in rank between the uposathagriha, bodhigriha, and pratim agriha with
the dagaba; the latter had clearly lost its form er superior position. This is also sim ilar in Horyuji [4.5] wherein its im age hall,
due to the predom inantly M ahayana influence, is positioned contiguously next to the pagoda now essentially reduced to a
sym bolic structure. As already stated, the im m ediate predecessor of Vijayaram a was undoubtedly Pankuliya; the question
rem ains as whether there was the M ahayana involvem ent in the planning of Vijayaram a in a predom inantly Theravada
country {Bandaranayake 1974: 70-81}{Paranavitana 1947: 98}. The plaques discovered in the Vijayaram a dagaba have
invocations of Tara, a well-known late M ahayana and early Vajrayana goddess. The incorporation of the pratim agriha on
the plan concurrent with the decline of the dagaba status seem s to suggest a M ahayana tendency; however, the
presence of the pratim agriha in Vijayaram a does not suggest a link with the M ahayanists since the Theravadins surely



enjoy im age worship as m uch as the form er. Another peculiar feature about the sacred precinct of Vijayaram a is the
apparently haphazard positions of its buildings; this m ight be attributed to the Indian Pallava influences in the seventh
century CE from  sites like M am allapuram ; sim ilar random  or organic plans are also com m on in Cham pa as in Indrapura
M onastery [4.11]. The sym m etrical placem ent of ancillary cells around a centrally sacred precinct in Vijayaram a is also
sim ilar to Candi Sewu [7.12]. To a certain degree, the Khm ers also learned m uch from  the Sri Lankans in the construction
of their m assive m onum ents with an extensive system  of m oats and reservoirs and a central tem ple approached via a
long avenue [7.16]; these features had already been preceded by Sri Lankan exam ples som e centuries earlier, though in
sm aller scales. 

                                       
7.     Indrapura (c. 875 CE) - Cham pa

 
The once independent country of Cham pa, which is now located in m odern Central Vietnam , corresponds roughly to

the coastal strip of land between the eleven to eighteen latitudes or Q uang-Binh Province in the north to Binh-Thuan
Province in the south. North of Q uang-Binh was once the original territory of Vietnam  (now North Vietnam ) with the Hoanh
Son M assif as the natural barrier between the two countries; on the other end of Cham pa south of Binh-Thuan (now
southern Vietnam ) were Funan and Chenla, once the dom ains of the Khm ers (Kam pucheans or Cam bodians). It is difficult
to trace the exact origin of the Cham s but their language belongs to the Autronesian stock akin to M alaysia and Indonesia.
Som e Vietnam ese historians have attem pted to link the Cham s with the ancient people of Sa-Huynh Culture (c. 2000 BCE-
100 CE) but there is no evidence to support such claim  {Cao 1988: 186-188}. The Chinese recorded the existence of Lin-
yi, the first Cham  state, in 192 CE; the Vo-Canh stele inscription found in Nha-Trang, which dated in the second or third
century CE, also m entions the foundation of a state by Sri M ara {Coedes 1968: 40}{Cao 1988: 186}{Chihara 1997: 81}.
Cham pa was the sm allest of the four preem inent Indianized states in Southeast Asia, the others being M yanm ar,
Indonesia, and Kam puchea with Sanskrit as the official language and Hinduism  the state religion. Indian settlers, traders,
and m issionaries likely arrived in the coast of Vietnam  as early as the beginning of the first century CE and who brought
with them  the Indian culture. These Indians probably cam e from  southern India as evident from  the southern Indian
nam es of Cham  cities like Am aravati (Q uang-Nam ), Vijaya (Binh-Dinh), Kauthara (Nha-Trang), and Panduranga (Phan-
Rang); these correspond to historic southern Indian cities in the Krishna River valley in Andhra Pradesh. After its founding,
Cham pa m aintained relations with its southern and northern neighbors, or the Khm ers and the Vietnam ese in the ancient
Chinese colony of North Vietnam  respectively, while constantly engaged in warfare with both. Am ong the first historical
Cham  kings was Bhadravarm an (c. 350-400 CE) whose Sanskrit and Cham  inscription m entioned his capital as Indrapura
which has been identified with Tra-Kieu near Danang. Bhadravarm an erected the first Cham  tem ple at M i-Son in
Am aravati, which becam e the holy land of the Cham s, and also the first Hindu tem ple in Indochina that housed a linga
nam ed Bradresvara dedicated to the god Siva {Groslier 1962: 66}{Chihara 1997: 82}. The succeeding Cham  kings
Sam bhuvarm an (r. 572-629 CE) rebuilt this tem ple and renam ed the linga Sam bhuBradresvara while Prakasadharm a (r.
653-686 CE), who descended from  King Isanavarm an of Chenla, also constructed m ore tem ples at M i-Son {Groslier 1962:
80-82}{Chihara 1997: 82}. Around 758 CE, a new Cham  dynasty was founded in Kauthara and Panduranga that lasted
until 860 CE; the old nam e Lin-yi was accordingly changed to Huan-wang and again renam ed as Cham pa (Chan-cheng in
Chinese) in 808 CE {Chihara 1997: 187}{Tran: 26}. Cham pa had reportedly been raided by the Javanese or probably
invaded by the powerful Sailendra Dynasty of Java in 774 CE and 787 CE. The intim ate relations between the Javanese
and the Cham s have also been well-docum ented as the Cham  royal fam ily was once reported to have gone on a
pilgrim age to Java in 911 CE; m arriages between the Cham  royal fam ilies and the East Javanese M ajapahit Dynasty were
also recorded while Cham  arts and architecture in the tenth century CE have also been influenced by those of the Sailendra
and Second M aratam  Dynasty {Chihara 1997: 182, 188, 190}{Chutiwongs 2002: 292, 294}. In 860 CE, a new Cham
dynasty was founded at Indrapura (Dong-duong), which was not the sam e as Indrapura of the earlier King
Bhadravarm an; shortly thereafter King Indrapura II (r. 875-898 CE) founded Indrapura M onastery [4.11-4.12] in c. 875
CE near his capital, the grandest and m ost im portant Buddhist m onastery in the whole existence of Cham pa. The ninth-
tenth centuries CE were the m ost prosperous period in Cham pa and the classic phase of Cham  arts and architecture; from
the eleventh century CE onward Cham pa went into a long agonizing decline due to the constant pressure from  the newly
independent Vietnam  in 939 CE in the north and Kam puchea in the south and west. O n the southern front, Cham pa was
invaded by the Khm er King Rajendravarm an (r. 944-968 CE) and the Cham  King Harivarm an IV (r. 1074-1080 CE) later
retaliated by invading Kam puchea and destroying Sam bor, the ancient Khm er capital in the seventh century CE. The
Khm ers under Suryavarm an II (r. 1113-1150 CE) eventually succeeded in subjugating Cham pa between 1128-1149 CE but
the Cham s m anaged to regain their independence, sailed up the M ekong River, and sacked Angkor in 1177 CE.
Jayavarm an VII (r. 1181-1218 CE), the founder of Angkor Thom , regained com posure for Kam puchea and waged a
retaliatory cam paign against Cham pa which was effectively annexed between 1203-1220 CE; however, the Khm er Em pire
disintegrated soon after Jayavarm an VIIôs death and the Cham s once again freed them selves from  the Khm ersô yoke
{Groslier 1962: 120, 133, 194, 197}{Chihara 1997: 139-140, 142, 147, 222}. About the sam e tim e as the Cham s were
fighting the Khm ers in the south, they also had to face the form idable Vietnam ese in their northern frontier. The



Vietnam ese under the Early Le Dynasty (980-1009 CE) went on the offensive and destroyed Indrapura in 982 CE so that
the Cham sô capital and their holy land Am aravati had to be abandoned and m oved further south to Vijaya in 1000 CE. The
succeeding Ly Dynasty (1010-1225 CE) again invaded Cham pa in 1044 CE and 1075 CE which resulted in the loss of its
three northern provinces north of the Hai-Van Pass, now Q uang-Binh and Q uang-Tri provinces. There would be m ore
pressures from  the Tran Dynasty (1225-1400 CE) as well as from  the M ongols who invaded both Vietnam  and Cham pa in
1283-1285 CE but were effectively repulsed. Later the m atrim onial alliance between the Vietnam ese Princess Huyen-Tran
and the Cham  King Che-M an (Jaya Sim havarm an III) in 1306 CE, probably out of the fear of the loom ing M ongol threats,
again resulted in the loss of Thua-Thien-Hue Province as a dowry gift to the Vietnam ese. W ar resum ed again between the
Cham s and the Vietnam ese when the great Cham  King Che-Bong-Nga (r. 1360-1390 CE) succeeded in destroying the
Vietnam ese capital Thang-Long several tim es but he later died in the battle; from  then on the fate of Cham pa was sealed.
The Ho Dynasty (1400-1407 CE) again took possession of Q uang-Nam  (Am aravati), where the Cham  holy land and M i-
Son tem ples were located, and Q uang-Nghia provinces in 1402 CE. By 1470 CE, the Vietnam ese under the Later Le
Dynasty (1428-1788 CE) occupied Vijaya while Kauthara was lost in 1611 CE and finally Panduranga in 1697 CE; Cham pa
ceased to exist as a nation from  then on {Tran: 38, 41, 45, 68, 72-75, 78, 136}{Groslier 1962: 133, 197}{Chihara 1997:
222-224}. 

Before the arrival of the Indian religions like Hinduism  and Buddhism  the Cham s were reportedly worshippers of prim itive
faiths like sham anism , anim ism , and ancestral cult in the form  of the kut, or steles venerated as the living m anifestations
of their deceased relatives {M us 1975: 38-42}. The Cham s, Indian settlers, and their descendents soon em braced
Hinduism , which rem ained the dom inant religion of the Cham s until the end of their country, after the founding of Cham pa
as evident from  its inscriptions; like Kam puchea, Sivaism  was the predom inant faith of the Cham s during its existence.
According to Paul M us, ñO f the 128 m ost im portant inscriptions found in Cham pa, 21 are not addressed to any sectarian
deity, 92 invoke Siva or Saivite deities, 3 cite Visnu, 5 Brahm a, and 7 the Buddhaò {M us 1975: 3}. The Cham s, like the
Khm ers, were ardent worshippers of Siva lingas; upon founding a new tem ple, a linga would be installed in its sanctum  and
given a nam e after their living king. For exam ple the Siva linga installed in the first Cham  tem ple at M i-Son was nam ed
Bradresvara after King Bhadravarm an, who was identified with Siva as his living representative on earth. Thus the act of
worshipping the linga ensured the security of the dynasty, the blessing of the ancestors, and the longevity and prosperity
of the country {M us 1975: 30-31, 38, 43-44, 50-51}. From  Cham  inscriptions, Buddhism  was not popular in Cham pa but it
has been credited for the aforesaid Vo-Canh stele which contains the first Cham  inscription dated in second or third century
CE; this clearly confirm s its early presence at least since the founding of the nation {M us 1975: 3}. The sophisticated
bronze Buddha in the Andhra Style of Am aravati found in Indrapura dated between the third-fourth centuries CE testifies
this region as am ong the earliest Buddhist com m unities in Cham pa {Rowland 1977: 364-365}. The Chinese m onk-pilgrim  I-
tsing reported the presence of the Sam m itiya and M ulasarvastivada sects of the Theravada in Cham pa in the late seventh
century CE; the M ahayana, m ainly in the form  of the Lokesvara (Avalokitesvara) cult, later superseded the Theravada
between the eighth-tenth centuries CE from  the findings of num erous Lokesvara im ages dated in this period {Chutiwongs
2002: 289-313}. Apparently it was between 875-960 CE, and in the entire Cham  history, that Buddhism  did m ake som e
noticeable successes. King Indrapura II (r. 875-898 CE), a M ahayana follower, founded Indrapura M onastery in c. 875 CE
and dedicated to the im age of Lakshm indralokesvara; here the king identified him self with Lokesvara and Buddha instead of
Siva like his predecessors. He was one of the first kings in Southeast Asia to have instigated the cult of divinized Buddhist
kings or Buddharaja from  the Lokesvara im age nam ed after him , the Lakshm indralokesvara; his Buddharaja im age was
perhaps the Buddhist counterpart of the Siva linga in Hinduism . Probably in keeping with the popular religion of his people
and predecessors, Indrapura II also included the Siva statue inside the m onastery; he took a posthum ous Buddhist nam e
Param abuddhaloka but declared his royal status as descended from  Siva and thus the M ahayana of the Cham s during this
period was rather a syncretic form  of Buddhism  and Sivaism . Indrapura IIôs successors, probably up to Indrapura III (r.
918-960 CE), also reportedly built m ore M ahayana tem ples and possibly m onasteries dedicated to the Buddharaja cult
further south in Q uang-Binh Province {Groslier 1962: 138}{Chihara 1997: 189}. The conversion of Indravarm an II was not
the result of a sudden conversion since his predecessor, King Bhavavarm an, had also patronized Buddhism  with m onastery
constructions and Cham pa had undoubtedly already been saturated with M ahayana ideas by the eighth century CE. The
m ost probable cause for Cham paôs sudden interest in Buddhism  during this period was m ost likely due to the religious
im pulse pulsating from  the Buddhist Sailendra Dynasty (775-856 CE) in Java or even directly from  O rissa and Pala India.
Buddhism  rapidly faded after Indrapura II and probably reabsorbed into Hinduism ; a Buddha head dated in the twelfth
century CE has been found in Vijaya but this is a rare occurrence {Cao 1988: fg. 178}.

The history of Cham  arts belongs to sculptures and architecture since there are no reports of any paintings or m urals;
as expected the overwhelm ing m ajority of Cham  sculptures is Hindu, particularly Sivaite. There are a few Cham  Buddhist
sculptures and these are m ostly M ahayana im ages like Buddha, Avalokitesvara, and Tara which have prim arily been
m anufactured in the reign of Indrapura II. However, there are earlier Buddhist sculptures in Cham pa such as the fam ed
Dong-duong bronze Buddha (third-fourth centuries CE) and several Avalokitesvaras also in bronze and stone (late eighth
century CE) {Groslier 1962: 83}{Rowland 1977: 364-365}. The m aterials for freestanding Cham  sculptures are m ostly
sandstone while the architectural ornam ents are terracotta plaster (brick); a few Buddhist sculptures have also been casted



in bronze as already m entioned. Cham  sculptures, including Hindu and Buddhist ones, can be divided into several phases or
styles {Groslier 1962: 65-66, 80-84, 133-145, 194-201}{Cao 1988: 196-215, fg. 3-219}:

* M i-Son E1 (c. 650-750 CE)
* Hoa-Lai (c. 800-850 CE)
* Dong-duong (c. 875-900 CE)
* Tra-Kieu (c. 900-1000 CE)
* Binh-Dinh (c. 1100-1275 CE)
* Po Klaung Garai (c. 1275-1700 CE)

M i-Son E1 reveals Indian Gupta influences and to a lesser extent the southern Indian region of Andhra Pradesh; the
Cham  Sleeping Visnu tym panum  at once recalls the sam e subject on the Indian Deogarh Tem ple (c. 500 CE) {Rowland
1977: 224-227}. The flattened arched pedim ent of M i-Son E1 is som ewhat sim ilar to the contem porary Prei Km eng Style in
Kam puchea and its vom iting m akaras also resem bles a sim ilar m otif in the Javanese candis; however the Cham  exam ple
has, in addition to the m akara, a hooded cobra curving inward. Hoa-Lai also shares virtually identical features as the Angkor
tem ple Prasat Dam rei Krap (c. 800 CE) which m ost scholars agreed that it m ust have been constructed by Cham
architects. Dong-duong (Indrapura) is also the site of the rare Cham  Buddhist m onastery and from  which the nam e of the
style has been derived; this Cham  style characterizes in the worm like m otif, heavy ornam ents, thick lips, m oustaches,
eyebrows, etc. The figures display caricatured countenances yet convey a powerful sense of dignified solem nity and
forceful energy. The worm like carving of the Dong-Duong Style has also been suggested by art historians as unique but in
fact it bears a striking resem blance to earlier Indian Buddhist scrollworks from  O rissa sites like Ratnagiri and Udayagiri (c.
750-800 CE) {Donaldson 2001: fg. 427, 432, 459}. This suggests a possibility that the Cham s m ight have had direct
political and cultural contacts with eastern India besides the Sailendras in Java; all these regions had already been at the
peak of their artistic and architectural activities. Returning to Indrapura M onastery, there are num erous Buddhaôs Life
Scenes carved on the im age pedestals from  the site; probably this was only tim e in Cham  arts that narrative scenes had
been decorated in religious sanctuaries. The walls of Cham  tem ples are m ostly relieved with floral and isolated figures which
generally rem ain subordinate to the architecture while those in India, Java, and Kam puchea are lavishly illustrated with
narrative scenes in sculptures and m urals that com plem ent yet com pete with the architecture. The m ain Buddha statue in
Indrapura shows traces of Chinese infiltration while the m enacing dvarapalas holding clubs and the kala (m onster) m asks
share sim ilar dispositions as the Javanese counterparts, which could have certainly inspired the Indrapura exam ples.
Perhaps, it was the brutish appearance of the Dong-duong Style that Benjam in Rowland was referring to when he m ade
this highly unjustifiable and erroneous com m ent {Rowland 1977: 484}:

 
ñThis culture, located in the region of m odern Annam , flourished for nearly 1,000 years until the ninth century A.

D. The architecture and sculpture are a provincial reflection of Cam bodian form s with som e borrowings from  Chinese
sources. The brick tower sanctuaries of M i-son are a prolongation of the isolated sikharas of pre-Khm er tim es. The
sculpture, although cast in Indian and Cam bodian m ould, is characterized by a floridity and barbaric vigour of
decoration, such as often distinguishes the best in folk art.ò

 
M ulti-lim bed deities of m ostly Hindu type occurred from  the ninth century CE on due to the growing Tantric influences

and Pala internationalism  in Cham pa. As already noted the m ajority of Cham  Buddhist im ages, m ost of which depict
Avalokitesvara, appeared between the eighth-tenth centuries CE. These have been either cast in bronze or sculpted in
stone having two to eight arm s and share stylistic and iconographic sim ilarities with those in Dvaravati (Thailand),
Kam puchea, Java, and India; Chinese elem ents m ay also be perceived in the slim  and stylized delineation of the form s
{Chutiwongs 2002: 295-313}. Passing into the Tra-Kieu Style, there seem s to be a com pletely new artistic direction as the
forceful vitality of the previous Dong-duong Style has been replaced with the sensuous grace, sophistication, and warm th
com parable to the Indian Gupta-Sarnath Style; this phase was also the pinnacle of Cham  arts and architecture. The Binh-
Dinh Style shows a slight decline in quality com pared to the Tra-Kieu Style in its exaggerated baroque decorations as also
observed in contem porary East Javanese sculptures. Few works in the subsequent centuries could be com pared to the
earlier glorious periods of Cham  arts when Cham pa was still a strong country; this obviously m irrored the rapid decline of
the country under num erous devastating wars with the Khm ers and the relentless southward advances from  the
Vietnam ese.

The m ost conspicuous sym bol of Cham pa and Cham  architecture is the kalan or religious tem ple; at the first sight, one
could be m istaken it for a Khm er tem ple or a Javanese candi due to their form al sim ilarities and com m on sources in India.
The essential difference between the Cham  kalan, Khm er prasat, and Javanese candi is that all Cham  exam ples are of the
isolated type which has never fully reached gigantic scales as the integrated religious com plex or pyram idal m ountain
tem ple as in Java and Kam puchea. Even in the rare exam ple like Indrapura, its plan is essentially organic consisting of
individual tem ples that have been random ly erected over the centuries within a walled com pound without any logical layout.
Thus in Cham  architecture, there has never been an unrelenting quest for the axial order on the vast scales as in
Kam puchea and Java; the Cham s were apparently content with perfecting their m odest-sized individualistic and isolated



tem ples and this has been their best accom plishm ent. In this m anner, the Cham  kalan rem ains faithful to its Indian
predecessors m uch like the Pallava ratha architecture at M am allapuram  in southern India and North Indian tem ples like
Bhirtagaon and Deogarh; it also shares m any com m onalities with early Javanese candis on the Dieng Plateau and the
Sam bor Prei Kuk tem ples in Kam puchea {Rowland 1977: 299-306}{Chihara 1997: 77-80, 106-108}. O f the once 250 sites
in Cham pa, only twenty are extant today though in badly dam aged conditions; fortunately num erous sculptural and
architectural pieces have been salvaged and scattered in the m useum s of Vietnam , France, and all over the world. Cham
architecture, as its arts, is predom inantly Hindu and especially Sivaite while Indrapura is the best exam ple of Buddhist
architecture and m onastery in the entire Cham  history. Hindu kalans were often royal tem ples erected for the benefits of
the king and his country whilst Buddhist kalans were probably open to the royalty and com m oners alike. Sectarian
differentiation in Cham  architecture, specifically between a Hindu and Buddhist kalan, is typically indicated by the presence
of a Siva linga or a Buddha statue; the plan of a Cham  kalan [4.11] invariably consists of a m ain cella preceded by a
projecting portico. Architecturally, a typical elevation of a Cham  kalan [4.12] has a m ain squarish body elevated on a low
podium  and crowned with a superstructure of three dim inishing tiers like a m ulti-terraced roof; the peak is typically capped
with a ratna-like finial; there are no windows or doors in the upper tiers but false openings are present in the form  of blind
recesses. The m ain body is typically divided into vertical bays by pilasters; above the entry opening is a double caitya-
arched pedim ent with a tym panum  which is the hallm ark of Cham  architecture traceable to the Indian caitya-arch [5.2,
5.8]. Surface ornam entations generally lim it to im age pedestals and pilasters consisting m ainly of m otifs like the popular
floral scrolls originated in India and isolated figures, which are com plem entary yet subordinate to the architecture. Narrative
scenes had been introduced into the Buddhist Indrapura M onastery on its im age pedestals while its walls have been kept
free of the crowding reliefs so often present in Indian, Javanese, and Khm er architecture; m urals have not been
docum ented in any Cham  kalans. All Cham  kalans are constructed of brick with sandstone reserved for structural and
decorative m em bers like the lintels, colum ns, pedestals, tym pana, and im ages; the surfaces are typically coated with a
special kind of clay plaster whereon ornam entations would be directly carved. The corbelled vault is the typical construction
m ethod; the roofs of im portant structures, especially principal tem ples and royal pavilions, are brick and coated with a thick
plaster layer while secondary buildings could be of tim ber fram ing. Po-Hai is the only Cham  building constructed entirely of
brick {Groslier 1962: 66, 136-137}{Cao 1988: 194}{Chihara 1997: 183, 186, 188}. The earliest Cham  architecture and
urban planning can be found in Bhadravarm anôs capital at Indrapura (Tra-Kieu) as recorded in the kingôs own inscription (c.
350-400 CE) and the Chinese annals (c. 500-550 CE); the excavated site reveals a rectangular brick boundary wall of 1640ô
north-south x 5577ô east-west containing som e brick kalans inside {Groslier 1962: 66}{Chihara 1997: 82}. Bhadravarm an
had also erected the first Siva kalan at M i-Son which was expanded by succeeding Cham  kings like Sam bhuvarm an (r. 572-
629 CE) and Prakasadharm a (r. 653-686 CE). The site ultim ately becam e the holy land of the Cham s like Angkor to the
Khm ers and the Kedu Plain to the Javanese; it has been thoroughly docum ented by French archaeologists like Henri
Parm entier and Philippe Stern, all specialists in Cham  and Khm er arts and architecture, in the early twentieth century CE.
The M i-Son com plex has several groups of kalans, each with its own gated boundary wall containing a principal kalan that
houses a linga; this kalan is random ly surrounded by ancillary buildings including m inor shrines, pavilions, shelters, inscription
houses, storehouses, etc. {Chihara 1997: 184-186}. Inventory of extant Cham  kalans, like its arts, can also be
chronologically classified into several architectural styles {Stern 1942: 4}{Groslier 1962: 80-84, 136-145, 195-201}{Chihara
1997: 187-191, 222-225}:

* M i-Son E1 (c. 650-750 CE): M i-Son E1
* Transitional M i-Son E1 to Hoa-Lai (c. 750-800 CE): Po-Hai, Prasat Dam rai Krap (Angkor, Kam puchea), M i-Son

F1
* Hoa-Lai (c. 800-850 CE): Hoa-Lai, Po-Dam , M i-Son Aô1-Aô2, F3, C7
* Dong-duong (c. 875-900 CE): Indrapura M onastery [4.11-4.12], M i-Son B2-4, A10-A13, Aô4, E2-E3, E5   
* M i-Son A1 (c. 900-1000 CE): Khuong M y, M i-Son A1, A8-A9, B3-B8, B11, C1-C5, D1-D2, D4, D6 
* Transitional M i-Son A1 to Binh-Dinh (c. 1000-1100 CE): Chien-Dang, M i-Son E4, Binh-Lam , Silver Towers, Po-

Nagar
* Binh-Dinh (c. 1100-1275 CE): Hung-Thanh, Ivory Towers, Copper Tower, Golden Tower, Thua-Thien 
* Po Klaung Garai (c. 1275-1700 CE): Po Klaung Garai, Po-Rom e

M i-Son E1 is the oldest kalan at M i-Son but its superstructure is no longer extant while Po-Hai is the oldest surviving
kalan in Cham pa built entirely of brick; Prasat Dam rai Krap is the only Khm er building in Angkor (Kam puchea) reputedly to
have been constructed by Cham  architects in the transition to the Hoa-Lai Style. The golden age of Cham  architecture was
between the ninth-tenth centuries CE with the tenth century CE as its apogee. The Dong-duong Style stands in contrast to
the M i-Son A1 Style in its heroic vitality from  its large and assertive double caitya-arches, the elegant and precise
scrollworks suggesting Javanese Sailendra influence, and the well-proportioned body and crown of its kalan. The Binh-Dinh
Style, as exem plified in the Ivory Towers, shows Khm er influences in its distinct tiered and curvilinear crown that term inates
in the Khm er-styled am alaka finial. In the subsequent centuries after M i-Son A1, the Cham  kalan would be increasingly
sim plified and utterly devoid of the refined ornam entations com pared with the earlier kalans and its form s appeared no
m ore than a pile of plain cubical blocks stacking on top of one another. These are not sim ply signs of a wornout style but



sym ptom s of the depletion of the innovative resources and ideas in a dying nation. 
 

4.11 Plan of sacred precinct
c. 875 CE. Indrapura- Cham pa

Dong-duong- Vietnam
 

4.12 Grand east entrance elevation (restored)
c. 875 CE. Indrapura- Cham pa

Dong-duong- Vietnam
               
Am ong the oldest known record of the construction of Buddhist m onasteries in Cham pa was during King

Bhavavarm anôs reign, the predecessor of King Indrapura II (r. 875-898 CE), who built the Pram uditalokesvara Vihara for
the m onk Nagapuspa. King Indrapura II, certainly the greatest of all Cham  Buddhist kings, dedicated the huge Indrapura
M onastery [4.11-4.12] in c. 875 CE; he also constructed Dam aresvara M onastery during his reign which he reportedly
m ade donations to it in 889 CE. The succeeding King Jaya Sim havarm an I (r. 898-918? CE) probably built the
Ratnalokesvara in Dai-huu while a royal fam ily m em ber, possibly also under his reign, reportedly constructed two viharas
Devalingesvara and Vrddhalokesvara. An inscription at Kon-klor m entioned the founding of a tem ple or vihara nam ed
M ahindralokesvara in 914 CE by the Cham  prince M ahindravarm an while another m onastery nam ed Indralokesvara was
dedicated in 1088 CE at Tranul by King Jaya Indravarm an II. The occupation of Cham pa by the Buddhist Khm er King
Jayavarm an VII (r. 1181-1218 CE) m ight have resulted in an upsurge in the construction of m ore M ahayana m onasteries
in the country; however no known Buddhist structures of this period have been identified with certainty. O n the other hand
Suryavarm adeva, who was adm inistering Cham pa under the Khm er tutelage and a Sivaite, reportedly restored a building
called Herukaharm ya, evidently a Vajrayana edifice. The nam es of the aforesaid tem ples evidently suggest their
dedications to the cult of divinized kings in the guise of Buddhist im ages, m ostly Lokesvara; m any of these so-called
óm onasteriesô were probably sm all kutis (freestanding cells) built for m onks around the m ain tem ples where the im ages



would actually be housed {Chutiwongs 2002: 291-292}. Returning to Indrapura, it was certainly a preem inent Buddhist and
M ahayana m onastery in Cham pa that best represents the Dong-duong Style; unfortunately it has been com pletely
destroyed during the Vietnam  W ar and over centuries of wars and neglect. An inscription dated in c. 875 CE by King
Indrapura II m entions the construction of a m onastery dedicated to Lakshm indralokesvara, or an im age of deified
Indrapura II in the form  of Lokesvara; it also states that its construction was ófor the usage of the Sangha and for the
achievem ent of the propagation of the Dharm aô {Groslier 1962: 138-141}{Cao 1988: 202-206, fg. 32-54}{Chihara 1997:
186, 189-190}{Chutiwongs 2002: 291}. The m ain m onastery orientates on the east-west axis and is enclosed inside a 509ô
x 1083ô rectangular boundary wall with a m ain gateway (gopura) in the east; one m ust pass through another three
gateways, each of which is guarded by intim idating stone dvarapalas, before reaching the m ain sacred sanctuary in the
westernm ost end. Inside and outside the m onastery there are large ponds to supply water to the inm ates; sm all fountains
in the three enclosed courts probably provided holy water for cerem onial purposes. These three courts shown on the plan
m easures a total of 137ô x 518ô, each with its own enclosing wall and a gateway; the eastern court dim ension is 99ô x 203ô,
the central court 77ô x 120ô, and the western court 109ô x 154ô. In the center of the eastern court is an elevated hall which
was once probably sheltered by a tim ber roof and contained a Buddha im age; it was likely a worship or im age hall in the
m onastery. This court, like the others, is flanked by large and tall brick stupas as well as num erous sm aller stupas not over
20ô high. The grand east entrance pavilion of this court [4.12] is a typical Dong-duong-Styled kalan of about 80ô high that
is flanked on both sides by two 60ô high ringed stupas with traces of Gandhara [6.14] and Chinese features [6.24-
6.25]. In the m iddle court is a rectangular building probably m onksô dwelling quarter (vihara) or an assem bly hall; it is also
flanked by large and sm all brick stupas and probably once had tim ber fram ing to support a thatch or tile roof. The sacred
precinct in the western court encloses the m ain kalan, which once housed an Avalokitesvara im age, which is surrounded by
eighteen ancillary buildings. The organic plan of this court, which contrasts with the strict order of the rest of the
m onastery, is typical of Cham  religious architecture having, besides the m ain kalan in the back center, m inor chapels, royal
pavilions, inscription houses, storehouses, and probably seven sm all m editational cells or ancillary chapels near the
boundary wall. In addition to the m ain im ages of Buddha and Avalokitesvara, other stone Buddhist sculptures found in the
m onastery include Tara, bodhisattvas, and m onks. The rare narrative scenes and hallm ark of the Buddhist sculptures in
Indrapura are carved on the im age pedestals illustrating Buddhaôs Life Scenes including the Great Departure, First
Preaching, Tam ing the Nalagiri Elephant, Parinirvana and Buddhaôs Crem ation, etc. Hindu im ages like Siva have also been
recovered inside this Buddhist m onastery and this should not be surprising since Indrapura was a rare and ephem eral
flowering of Buddhism  in a traditionally and overwhelm ingly Hindu country. Though King Indrapura II had been converted
to Buddhism  for the m om ent, he probably also worshipped Hindu deities as the protecting gods of his people and kingdom ;
this peculiar Hindu-Buddhist syncretic phenom enon has also been observed in the central stupa-tem ple of Som apura in
Bangladesh and the Bayon of Angkor Thom  in Kam puchea. However this does not preclude the possibility of the deliberate
placem ent of these Hindu im ages inside the m onastery after Indrapura IIôs reign when it m ight have been converted into
a Hindu tem ple as in the case for the Bayon of Angkor Thom  in Kam puchea.

There is no evidence to suggest that this m onastery has ever been constructed over any Hindu establishm ent by
Indrapura II; it was a planned Buddhist m onastery constructed within his reign. The sources for this original and rare
Buddhist m onastery in Cham pa have been a puzzle for scholars but the inspirations likely cam e from  within Cham pa and
abroad. Architecturally, the kalans are characteristically Cham , save for the im posing pagoda-like stupas that seem ingly
share features of the Gandhara stupas [6.14] and Chinese pagoda [6.24-6.25]; m oreover, the entrance gateways
flanked by twin edifices already had antecedents in India and Gandhara. Cham  architecture, as already noted, also shows
sim ilarities with Java and Kam puchea, all are descendants of their Indian precursors. The rectangular and triple-entried plan
of the entrance pavilion with its internally linked passages could have been inspired by the Javanese candis like Candi
Plaosan and Candi Sari, which m ight be in turn planned after the Sri Lankan triple-adjoined pasadas. The triple-entried
gopuras of Indrapura seem  to be m ore akin to the Sri Lankan m odel than the Javanese one since the latter only has one
entry. The Indrapura plan evidently com bines Cham , as in the Hindu tem ple com plexes of M i-Son, and foreign sources in
the design of its walled-in enclosure punctuated by gateways and guarded by dvarapalas and anim als; such plans are also
known in Indian Buddhist m onasteries like the northern m onasteries of Sarnath [8.5] and Chinese architecture. The
construction of a new m onastery after the founding of the Cham  capital at Indrapura seem s to have also echoed the Pala
tradition in India and the Indian concept of a viharapura already discussed earlier. O n the other hand the organic plan of
the western enclosure reflects a traditional Cham  plan as at M i-Son, which also com m only occurs in the Indian ratha plan at
M am allapuram  {Huntington 1985: fg. 14.21} and to a certain degree Vijayaram a [4.9] in Sri Lanka. The rem aining plan of
the central and eastern courts with their num erous stupas of various sizes, also have precursors in earlier designs like Candi
Sewu [7.12] in Java as well as Karakhoja Stupa P and Yarkhoto (Chinese Jiaohe) in Turkistan {Yam am oto 1990: 206-
207}{TNM  1991: 34}.    

                                               
8.     Alchi (c. 1175-1300 CE) - Ladakh  

 
In so m any ways the western Him alaya region or Trans-Him alaya, which encom passes the Indian Him alaya, western



Tibet, Ladakh, Zanskar, Lahaul, Spiti, and upper Kinnaur, can be considered as an extension of the Tibetan cultural sphere
since these territories share a com m on Tibetanized history and culture reaching back as early as the seventh century CE;
for the history and discussions on central Tibet see Chapter 6. Before the em ergence of the Tibetan em pire, western
Tibet or Ngari com prised the territory of Zhangzhung, which could extend as far as Ladakh; it was later subjugated by the
powerful central Tibetan King Song-tsen-gam po (r. 629-649 CE). Tibetan control and m igration to the region likely began
since that tim e as m any rock inscriptions (c. 760-840 CE) have been found as far as Alchi in Ladakh containing Tibetan
m ilitary and official titles {Snellgrove and Skorupski 1977-1980 Volum e II: 155-163}. Before the advent of Tibetanization,
the region has long been inhabited by m any indigenous tribes and forem ost am ong these are the Dard (Ladakh), M on
(Zanskar and Lahaul), Kinnar (Kinnaur), and Kirata (Lahaul, Spiti, Kinnaur). They have already been docum ented by Indian
historians in the M ahabharata, Puranas, and Buddhist literature; their com m unities were loosely organized under tribal chiefs
called gyalpo {Handa 2001: 78-89, 100-101}. The earliest official Indian contacts with the Him alaya peoples probably
happened during Asokaôs reign as he reputedly sent a Buddhist m issionary to the Him avanta or probably the Indian
Him alaya region; Kashm ir and the Kullu region in Him achal Pradesh were then under his suzerain {Handa 2001: 21}.
Cultural and political incursions from  Kashm ir and the Indian plain probably did not reach Ladakh, Zanskar, and other Trans-
Him alaya territories until the Early Kushan Dynasty (c. 50-241 CE). Inscriptions in Brahm i and Kharosthi have been
discovered in Khalatse (Ladakh) attributed to the Kushan King Kanishka. A stupa at the Sani Gom pa (Zanskar) is
traditionally attributed to Kanishka but likely of a later construction; the plan of its gom pa (m onastery) indeed has a certain
Kushan feature like the two round bastions on the side walls {Francke 1977: 72}{Handa 2001: 33, 99-100}{Khosla 1979:
95}. The Kushansô vast territories also included Kashm ir and the periphery regions of Kullu and Kangra (Him achal Pradesh);
their power and Buddhism  would certainly be known to the Trans-Him alaya peoples from  then on {Handa 2001: 31-32}.
The Sutlej River basin encom passing Spiti, Kinnaur, Kullu, and probably also Lahaul was ruled by the Sen Dynasty between
the sixth-seventh centuries CE; the control of Spiti was subsequently transferred to the Ladakhis after the fall of this
dynasty in the late seventh century CE {Handa 2001: 101-107}. Ladakh and Zanskar m eanwhile had been ruled by petty
gyalpos until they were subdued by the Tibetan power in the m id seventh century CE, as did the other Trans-Him alaya
territories. Upon the arrival of the Tibetans it can be surm ised that increasing traffics, m ost notably from  Kashm ir and
India, flooded the area alongwith trade, religion, arts, and architecture. Hsuan-tsang casually m entioned Ladakh as M i-lo-
pho, or the Red Land, when he sojourned in Kashm ir in the 630s CE; another Chinese m onk-pilgrim  O u-khong while
stopping in Kashm ir in 757 CE m entioned a route going eastward to Thou-fan (Tibet), which likely crossed over the Zoji-la
and passed through Ladakh {Francke 1977: 75, 77}. The fact that the Trans-Him alaya region was teem ing with activities
from  the seventh century CE on has been confirm ed by the num erous rock reliefs of m ostly Buddhist scattered
throughout Ladakh and Zanskar dated between the eighth-tenth centuries CE {Francke 1977: 63-65}{Snellgrove and
Skorupski 1977-1980 Volum e I: 43, il. 3-5, 109 / Volum e II: il. 2, 7-8, 19}. Thus between the Kushan rule in the first
century CE to the founding of the Tibetan kingdom s in western Tibet and the Indian Him alaya in the tenth century CE,
Buddhism  had certainly been known and practiced am ong the population but it did not yet becom e an established and
predom inant religion. The tenth century CE was the true beginning of the western Him alaya countries and the Tibetan arts
and architecture in the region and also a crucial period in the renaissance of Buddhism  in central Tibet. As m entioned in
Chapter 6, the Yarlung Dynasty in central Tibet ended with the assassination of King Lang-darm a in 842 CE; one of Lang-
darm aôs two great grandsons, Nyim a-gon (r. 900-930 CE), fled to western Tibet and conquered the whole region including
the Indian Him alaya. After his death the territory was divided am ong his three sons, the eldest Pelgyi-gon got Ladakh
(from  Zoji-la in Ladakh to Rutog in western Tibet), Tashi-gon took Guge and Purang (from  M ount Kailash to the Ladakhi
border in Tibet), and Detsu-gon got Zanskar, Spiti, Lahaul, and upper Kinnaur (now in Ladakh and Him achal Pradesh);
though cultural and ethnically Tibetan, these regions rem ained politically autonom ous from  each other. O f the three states,
Guge would play a crucial role in inaugurating the second Buddhist transm ission and resurgence of Buddhism  in Tibet; due
largely to Gugeôs patronage, Buddhism  was finally and firm ly established in the region as the dom inant religion from  then on
until this day. The m ost well-known figure responsible for this Buddhist renaissance was King Yeshe-O  (r. 967-1040 CE),
who was Detsu-gonôs son and Tashi-gonôs nephew; Tashi-gon died without an heir and his nephew Khor-re (Yeshe-O ) from
Zanskar was sum m oned to succeed his throne and the act resulted in the integration of Zanskar, Spiti, and Guge into a
single political entity. Yeshe-O , who ruled from  Guge with its capital at Tholing, soon abdicated the throne around c. 975 CE
and becam e a lam a while passing his throne to several m ore illustrious rulers; som e of his successors also becam e great
lam as. M eanwhile, Yeshe-O  continued to function as the de-facto ruler until his death apparently while he was still a lam a;
he was the certainly the first celebrated lam a-king in the history of Tibet. Som e of the m ajor characteristics and
accom plishm ents of early Guge kings are {Handa 2001: 126-129, 207-224, 266-302}:                                  

* Lam a-kings. M any early Guge kings were lam as who first pioneered a uniquely Tibetan practice of fusing
Buddhism  and politics which effectively transform ed their governm ent into a theocratic institution; it has been well-
known that subsequent Sakyapa and Gelugpa sects were able to com pletely dom inate Tibet.

* The second transm ission and renaissance of Buddhism  in Tibet and the Trans-Him alaya region. This had been
a successful enterprise largely due to the assistance of Yeshe-O ôs m ost accom plished associate, the great m onk-
scholar Rinchen-sangpo (958-1055 CE). The first task was to send Rinchen-sangpo and other students to study



Buddhism  in India who eventually brought back scriptures and thirty Kashm iri craftsm en to Guge to assist in the
constructions and decorations of new m onasteries; all these activities were patronized by Yeshe-O  and his
successors with Tholing as the center during this glorious period. Rinchen-sangpoôs activities included two m issions to
Kashm ir (976-983 CE and 999-1005 CE), one m ission to India (983-989 CE), the founding of new m onasteries (989-
999 CE), and as the abbot and chief translator of Tholing (1005-1055 CE). Tholing was then m odeled after the great
Indian Pala m ahaviharas like Nalanda and Vikram asila which exclusively devoted to Buddhist, and possibly secular,
scholarships; this great m onastery still stands in the isolated stretch of land in western Tibet. The foundations of
another three great m onasteries that could surely be ascribed to Rinchen-sangpo are Nyar-m a (Ladakh), Sum da
(Zanskar), and Tabo (Spiti); Nyar-m a is now in ruins but Sum da and Tabo still survive with its fam ed original
sculptures and m urals. In all, Rinchen-sangpo reportedly founded 108 m onasteries and tem ples all over the western
Him alaya during his tenure; the num ber does not take into account num erous m onasteries not directly founded by
Yeshe-O  and Rinchen-sangpo but associated with the second transm ission like Lam ayuru and Alchi [4.13-4.15]
(Ladakh), Karsha and Phugtal (Zanskar), and Lha-lun (Spiti), etc. 

* The establishm ent of new Buddhist sects in Tibet. This happened after the arrival of the em inent Indian m onk
Dipankara Srijnana or Atisa (982-1054 CE) to Guge between 1042-1045 CE; after the sojourn he proceeded to
central Tibet to resum e his m issionary and where he later died. The inevitable and historic m eeting between Atisa
and Rinchen-sangpo has been described by subsequent Tibetan Buddhist historians a euphoric tone. Before his
arrival, Tibetans were still following the old Nyingm apa sect reputedly founded by Padm asam bhava in the eighth
century CE; after the com plete ópurificationô of the Buddhist religion by Atisa, new Buddhist sects would em erge
including Kadam pa, Kagyupa, Karm apa, Drugpa, Drigungpa, Sakyapa, and later Gelugpa, all had their origins in this
second transm ission. Drigungpa, Drugpa, and Gelugpa becam e popular in Ladakh while Sakyapa and Gelugpa, the
sect of the Dalai Lam a, becam e the religious and political rulers of Tibet; Drugpa is now predom inant in Bhutan.
Atisaôs arrival gave yet another im petus for the Tibetans to construct m ore m onasteries in central Tibet. A special
rem ark on Tibetan Buddhism  is that in the case of Ladakh its kings rem ained secular throughout its history and unlike
Tibet where the lam as usurped political power and established a theocratic state; the Sakyapa and Gelugpa were
able to rule Tibet directly from  their m onasteries. The perpetual warfare between the rival m onasteries, which have
been docum ented in Tibet, did not occur in the western Him alaya region. The form  of Buddhism  that the western
Him alaya countries initially adopted, as in Tibet, was the Vajrayana of the yoga-tantra class; the Guge kings
reportedly found som e anuttarayoga-tantra Tantric practices, like sexual yoga to be too repulsive and they enacted
laws to prohibit them  {Klum burg-Salter 1982: 76-77}. However the anuttarayoga-tantra class, though hardly ever
been officially sanctioned, was believed by later Vajrayanists to be the em bodim ent of the highest Buddhist wisdom ;
its arts and architecture, which often appeared in Gelugpa m onasteries onward, are best exem plified in Tibetan
m onum ents like Kum bum  [6.40-6.41].  

After c. 1100 CE, Guge began to decline while Ladakh would increasingly exert its dom inance over the region; the
M ongols im posed its control over Tibet and the western Him alaya between the thirteenth-fourteenth centuries CE. Kashm ir
and Baltistan would be converted to Islam  in the fourteenth century CE and subsequently launched repeated invasions to
Ladakh but the Ladakhis m anaged to m aintain their independence and the Buddhist faith. The m ost illustrious of the
Ladakhi dynasties was the Nam gyal Dynasty (1500-1842 CE); m eanwhile Zanskar, Spiti, and Guge were reduced to the
status of suzerainty of Ladakh but this was ended when the whole region was conquered and incorporated into Ladakh by
Sengge Nam gyal (r. 1569-1594 CE). The annexation eventually led to the war between Tibet and Ladakh during which the
com bined M ongol-Tibetan arm y invaded Ladakh between 1646-1684 CE; the Ladakhis had to appeal for help from  the
Indian M ughals. The Tibetans were eventually repelled by the M ughal arm y but they succeeded in taking control of Guge
and Rutog from  the Ladakhis, who now lost their grips on Kullu, Lahaul, and Kinnaur to the regional pro-Indian factions;
Zanskar and Spiti retained their sem i-independent status by recognizing the Ladakhisô suprem acy. O n the other hand the
Ladakhis, in repaying the M ughalsô m ilitary rescue, also had to pay tributes and recognize the M ughalsô overlordship over
Ladakh as well as building a m osque in Leh. Between 1834-1842 CE the Sikh general Zorawar Singh working under Raja
Gulab Singh of Jam m u-and-Kashm ir invaded the whole region as far as western Tibet; the final outcom e of these wars was
that the whole western Trans-Him alaya region, with the exception of western Tibet, would be perm anently ceded to India
{Handa 2001: 130-206}. Ladakh and Zanskar were eventually annexed into the Indian state of Jam m u-and-Kashm ir while
Lahaul, Spiti, and upper Kinnaur were incorporated into Him achal Pradesh; however, the region rem ains ethnically,
religiously, and culturally Tibetan until this day as they were in the past. Historically despite Ladakhôs insistence on its
autonom y from  Tibet, it im plicitly continued to recognize Tibetôs religious hegem ony over its people. So often the Ladakhis
would send m onks to study in central Tibet where they m ade num erous generous donations and restorations of its
m onasteries {Francke 1977: 94, 105, 112, 115}; after all, the Ladakhisô ancestors originally cam e from  central Tibet where
the headquarters and parent m onasteries of the m ajor Buddhist sects in Ladakh are located.  

The arts of the western Him alaya region, which consist of chiefly sculptures and m urals, can be divided into three
phases based on the stylistic classification of extant archaeological specim ens:

* Phase I (pre-Tibetan, second-tenth centuries CE): There are num erous rock reliefs scattered throughout



Ladakh and Zanskar; m ost are Buddhist dated between the eighth-tenth centuries CE {Francke 1977: 63-65}
{Snellgrove and Skorupski 1977-1980 Volum e I: 43, il. 3-5, 109 / Volum e II: il. 2, 7-8, 19}. The earliest Buddhist arts
seem  to be concentrated in Lahaul where sculptural specim ens have been found around Keylang dated between the
second-tenth centuries CE {Klum burg-Salter 1982: pl. 85}{Handa 2001: 43-46}. 

* Phase II (Indo-Tibetan, eleventh-fourteenth centuries CE): The arts in this phase were associated with the
Buddhist renaissance in Guge. Initially the artistic sources cam e m ainly from  Kashm ir up to c. 1200 CE; afterward
new elem ents, as in the Alchi m urals, would have been em anated from  Pala India, Nepal, and central Tibet and
stylistically these also have m any com m onalities with som e of the later arts at Chinese sites like M ogao and
Kharakhoto {Snellgrove and Skorupski 1977-1980 Volum e I: 40}{Klim bur-Salter 1982: 88-89, 155-167}{Pal 1988: 20-
23, 44-59}. 

* Phase III (Tibetan, fifteenth century CE on): This phase cam e about after the rise of the Gelugpa in Tibet
and m ost exam ples can be found in m onasteries like Spituk, Phiyang, Tikse, Hem is, etc. {Genoud 1978: 64-65, 68-
70, 76-86}.                  

The m ost conspicuous architectural sym bol in the western Him alaya, Tibet, and other Tibetanized countries (Bhutan,
M ongolia, and Nepal Him alaya or M ustang) is the gom pa or m onastery. Due to the environm ental constraints in the
region, in particular the treeless and dry high-altitude landscape, the adobe, loam , and wattle-and-daub construction in
com bination with the post-and-plank structure are deem ed to be the m ost appropriate m ethod in regional architecture
[4.14-4.15]. Another m ethod is the rubble construction, which is also as popular as the sun-dried m ud bricks; above all
clay and m ud are the key m aterials in both sculptures and architecture while tim ber is a rare com m odity in the region and
reserved for high-end constructions like detailed carvings, load-bearing structural m em bers, or in the upper stories to lighten
the weight of the superstructure {Khosla 1979: 117-119}{Goepper 1996: 23, 275}. There are m inor differences between
the western Him alaya and Tibetan architecture; for exam ple the flat-roofed architecture is exclusively found in the form er
region whereas the tile or gilt pitched roof, which is also known in central Tibet though not as com m on as the com m on flat
roof, is virtually non-existent here. The developm ent of the Tibetanized m onasteries in the western Him alaya can be
divided into three phases or types corresponding to the three artistic phases already listed earlier:

* Phase I (pre-Tibetan, second-tenth centuries CE): W hen Hsuan-tsang visited Kashm ir in the 630s CE he
already counted about 100 m onasteries with 5,000 m onks there and about twenty m onasteries with 1,000 m onks in
Kullu. The earliest m onasteries in the region are concentrated in Lahaul (Keylang, Gandhola/Guru Ghantal) and
Zanskar (Sani) dated to the Kushansô tim e; however none of their original form s survives so it is futile to speculate
on its earlier designs {Klum burg-Salter 1982: pl. 85}{Handa 2001: 21-22, 43-46}.

* Phase II (Indo-Tibetan, eleventh-fourteenth centuries CE): The new architectural renaissance in the western
Him alaya was led by Guge under the sponsorship of Yeshe-O  and m anaged by Rinchen-sangpo; these new
m onasteries, like the fam ed Alchi [4.13-4.15], were generally dedicated to the deities of the yoga-tantra class.
They are typically constructed on the flat grounds with isolated chapels, assem bly halls, Tantric initiation halls, sutra
(Tanjur) halls or libraries, and chortens all enclosed inside a boundary wall whereas the outside belongs to m onksô
dwellings. Architecturally, these ógroundô m onasteries carried on the tradition already developed in earlier Tibetan
m onasteries like Sam ye and Kachu; however decorative treatm ents such as wood carvings, sculptures, and m urals
were the am algam ation of Indian, m ainly Kashim ri, and Tibetan elem ents. The Tibetan plans of these m onasteries
apparently do not have m uch com m onality with the typical quadrangular vihara plan of Gandhara [4.2] and Indian
m onasteries [4.4]. Tholing (c. 975 CE) founded by Yeshe-O  in Guge was the earliest and m ost preem inent of all
m onasteries constructed during this glorious epoch; Yeshe-O ôs protege Rinchen-sangpo also reputedly founded 108
m onasteries and tem ples throughout the western Him alaya but only three m onasteries can surely be credited to
him , nam ely Nyar-m a (c. 1000 CE) in Ladakh, Sum da (c. 1000 CE) in Zanskar, and Tabo (996 CE) in Spiti.
Num erous other m onasteries have also been founded during Rinchen-sangpoôs tim e, which can definitely be indirectly
attributed to him  or his tim e, including W anla (eleventh century CE), Lam ayuru (eleventh century CE), and M ang-
gyu (eleventh century CE) in Ladakh, Karsha (c. 1050-1100 CE), Phugtal (c. 1050-1100 CE), Dzongkul (eleventh
century CE), and Thongde (eleventh century CE) in Zanskar, and Lha-lun (eleventh century CE) in Spiti. M onasteries
would continue to be constructed in line with Rinchen-sangpoôs specifications after his death including Hunder (early
twelfth century CE) and the fam ed Alchi m onastery (c. 1175-1300 CE) in Ladakh {Snellgrove and Skorupski 1977-
1980 Volum e I: 19-80 / Volum e II: 37-69}{Khosla 1979: 29-73}{Goepper 1996}{Handa 2001: 213-217}{Sharm a
2003: 122-123}.

* Phase III (Tibetan, fifteenth century CE on): Another prom inent m onastery type is the im posing
fortress/hilltop m onastery which was likely em anated from  Tibet; this type seem s to be a design response to the
threats from  foreign invasions and internal fighting between rival m onasteries. In the early days of Tibetanization a
fort would usually be constructed where a m onastery was located as in the cases of Alchi, at Shey the ancient capital
of Ladakh, Basgo, and sTing-m o-sgang in Ladakh. Gradually the fort and m onastery m erged into an integrated unit
in response to the political, religious, and m ilitary challenges at the tim e; these resulted in the elaborately planned
m onasteries perching precariously on the hilltop like im posing fortresses. The m ost im portant chapels in these



m onasteries, specifically the dukhang, typically dom inate the surrounding buildings while those of lesser im portance
are located lower down the hill. O ther subsidiary units in these m onasteries are the zim chung (head abbotôs room ),
gonkhang (room  for guardian deities), sutra room , storage, service quarter (kitchen, refectory, scullery, etc.), and
m onksô cells; the chortens are usually erected at the entrance approach in the base of the hill. The buildings are
interconnected via zigzag passages built into the hillside; they are designed to facilitate the integration of the
m onastery into a single self-sufficient unit so that it can easily repel the enem ies and survive longer when attacked or
under a protracted sieged. In the past, these hilltop m onasteries also owned the lands below where the peasants
tilled and portions of the harvest would becom e paym ents to the m onasteries; this m ade them  wealthy and luring
targets for attack and hence their fortress and inaccessible appearance. Thus the fortress/hilltop m onastery was not
only the lifeblood of the town but also the focus of the religious and cultural activities in the com m unity, which
generally occurred in the spacious courtyards of these m onasteries just like the present day. Hilltop m onasteries had
already been prevalent in Gandhara [4.2] while the concept of a viharapura, with the m onastery as the center of
the town, could also be traced back to the Indian m ahaviharas [4.4, 4.8]. M ost likely, the hilltop/fortress
m onastery had first been developed in Tibet at least in the thirteenth century CE and subsequently transm itted to
the western Him alaya in the fifteenth century CE. Som e of the well-known m onasteries of this type in the latter
region include Spituk (fifteenth century CE), Tikse (fifteenth century CE), Likir (fifteenth century CE), Diskit (1420
CE), M a-tho (sixteenth century CE), Phiyang (m id sixteenth century CE), Stakna (late sixteenth century CE), Hem is
(early seventeenth century CE), Chem dey (early seventeenth century CE), Hanle (early seventeenth century CE),
and Ri-dzong (1872 CE) in Ladakh, and Bardan (seventeenth century CE) and Rangdum  (eighteenth century CE) in
Zanskar {Snellgrove and Skorupski 1977-1980 Volum e I: 81-104, 105-133 / Volum e II: 55, 57}{Khosla 1979: 75-
100}{Sharm a 2003: 120-121}.       

 

4.13 Site plan
c. 1175-1300 CE
Alchi- Ladakh

Jam m u and Kashm ir- India
 



4.14 Sum tsek elevation-section
c. 1200 CE
Alchi- Ladakh

Jam m u and Kashm ir- India
 



4.15 Facade of Sum tsek
c. 1200 CE
Alchi- Ladakh

Jam m u and Kashm ir- India
                       
Alchi [4.13-4.15] is a fam ed and historic m onastery in Ladakh constructed during the m ature Phase II of the second

Buddhist renaissance in the western Him alaya; due to its m iraculously preserved conditions dating back to its founding, it is
extrem ely valuable to the study of the evolution of regional Tibetan architecture, Vajrayana iconography, and the extinct
Kashm iri or Indo-Kashm iri Style of Buddhist paintings. The founder of this m onastery was a Buddhist m onk nam ed sKal-
ldan-shes-rab from  his inscription discovered inside the Dukhang or Assem bly Hall (I), which is undoubtedly the oldest
building at the site; the discovered fourteen inscriptions in Alchi have also shed m uch light into its history and founders
{Snellgrove and Skorupski 1977-1980 Volum e II: 119-154}:

 
ñIn that best of continents, southern Jam budvipa [India], at this spot, the herm itage of Alchi in sPu-rgyalôs

Tibet, land of pure ground and high m ountains, I have built a precious tem ple with devoted veneration! To look on
the wood carvings and paintingsé Com posed by the Buddhist m onk sKal-ldan-shes-rab [Inscription 1]

His [sKal-ldan-shes-rab] birthplace is Sum daé His residence is Alchié His lineage [clan] is óBroé He built a tem ple
as a place of m editation and study [Inscription 2]

He [sKal-ldan-shes-rab] studied at Nyar-m a in M ar-yul [Ladakh]é He is wealthyé He built a fort and bridge [at
Alchi]é In pursuance of the request to his father, he built this great vihara here at Alchi [Inscription 3]ò

 
The construction of the Sum tsek Tem ple (II) [4.14-4.15] has been ascribed to another Buddhist m onk Tshul-

khrim sôod, possibly the brother of sKal-ldan-shes-rab as m entioned am ong the inscriptions inside this tem ple.
       

ñThat patron and m onk, Tshul-khrim sôodé [Inscription 6]
In the north part of Jam budvipa [India] is the Land of Snows, the country of sPu-rgyalôs Tibet with its high

m ountains and pure ground, filled with religious practitioners who possess the Thought of Enlightenm ent. The patron
who founded this precious tiered vihara [Sum tsek] here at Alchi of Ladakh, in Lower M ar-yul of Upper Nga-ri



[western Tibet] was the teacher Tshul-khrim sôod. He was of the great and aristocratic óBro lineageôé As the sun and
the m oon together ornam ent the sky, so did the two great óBro brothersô [sKal-ldan-shes-rab and Tshul-khrim sôod
could be brothers] [Inscription 7]ò

 
Som e repairs have already been carried out to the Sum tek during Tashi Nam gyalôs reign (r. 1532-1560 CE)

(Inscription 10); recently discovered inscriptions Num ber 13-14, also written by Tshul-khrim sôod, are crucial in establishing a
m ore accurate chronology for the individual buildings at the site. Num ber 14 found on the south wall m ural on the third
story of the Sum tsek recorded the lineage nam es of nine Indian and Tibetan m onks and specifically m entioned the nam e
of the m onk Jigten Gonpo (1143-1217 CE) who was the founder of the Drigungpa sect {Goepper 1996: 18, 211-212, 216-
217}. Som e scholars believed the nam es on the inscription had been added later to an earlier m ural and thus m aking the
identification and chronology conjectural; however, the date between c. 1175-1200 CE for the construction of the Dukhang
and Sum tsek seem s credible which is also corroborated by the styles of the m urals. The Sum stek was probably erected
around Jigten Gonpoôs tim e whereas the Dukhang was a little earlier based on the style of its m urals and inscriptions.
Anyhow, Drigungpa was presum ably the sect with which Alchi was associated when it was first founded; nowadays the
m onastery is in the custodian of the Gelugpa m onks residing in the nearby Likir M onastery. The rectangular site of Alchi
m easures 160ô x 430ô which is bounded by a m ud wall enclosing encloses the original buildings inside alongwith their
sculptures and m urals. The original buildings include the Dukhang (I), the Sum tsek (II), the attached twin tem ples of
Lotsawa Lhakhang (III) and M anjusri Lhakhang (IV), Som a Lhakhang (V), and Chortens 1-3 (1-3); the other buildings
were of later additions including houses, chortens, shrines, sutra halls, etc. From  the inscriptions and styles of the m urals,
the various dates for the m ost im portant buildings at the site can be established, nam ely the Dukhang (c. 1175 CE),
Sum tsek (c. 1200 CE), Chortens 1-3 (c. 1200 CE), Lotsawa Lhakhang (c. 1200-1250 CE) and m urals (c. 1250-1300 CE),
M anjusri Lhakhang (c. 1200-1250 CE), Som a Lhakhang (c. 1250-1300 CE) and its m urals (c. 1250 CE) {Snellgrove and
Skorupski 1977-1980 Volum e I: 23-80 / Volum e II: il. 82}{Khosla 1979: 54-68}{Pal 1988: 46-62}{Goepper 1997}.

a.     Dukhang
It is certainly the oldest building at the site with a 58ô x 79ô plan m easuring and like the other buildings, with the

exception of the three-floored Sum tsek, it has a single story with a flat roof and a parapet painted in a continuous red
band as in all other buildings; its wooden entry portal is elaborately carved like the Sum tek. The interior contains a single
Vairocana im age inside the niche at the back while the surrounding walls and those in the courtyard are com pletely covered
with m urals of m ostly Buddhist them es and a few secular ones depicting royal banquets. The m ost im portant m urals are
the seven m andalas of Vairocana, M anjusri, and Prajnaparam ita; these are som e of the earliest painted m andalas in the
western Him alaya and Tibet. The oldest extant m andala paintings in the world, which are in the scroll form at, cam e from
the Chinese M ogao caves in Dunhuang and Japan dated in the ninth century CE {Klim burg-Salter and O thers 1982: 115, pl.
68-69}. Above the door of the Dukhang is a m ural of the protecting deity M ahakala as in the other buildings; all deities
depicted in the Dukhang m urals belong to the yoga-tantra class with Vairocana as the principal deity in the center of the
m andala.

b.     Sum tsek [4.14-4.15]
Sum tsek is probably the m ost im portant in term s of its Tantric iconographies and sym bolism s; it is a three-storied

tem ple with a 47ô4ò x 34ô7ò plan about 42ô4ò high. Its highly ornate portico, which also contains m urals but m uch faded due
to exposure, is supported by fluted tim ber colum ns and half-colum ns or pilasters in the Indo-Kashm iri Style that faintly
resem ble the Greek Ionic order and also the Ajanta colum ns [5.10, 5.12]; the triangular trussed-like pedim ents on the
entablature, besides serving as decorative elem ents, also function as braces to strengthen the structure against
earthquakes. The interior, which contains a large chorten of a later date in the center, also em ploys the sam e fluted tim ber
colum ns as the exterior to support the m ud floors. The three niches on the first floor house three huge standing
polychrom e clay and four-arm ed bodhisattvas wearing five-pointed tiaras with the tallest im age of M aitreya in the back,
Avalokitesvara on the left, and M anjusri on the right; their heads reach all the way to the second story where openings are
cut through the walls in front of their faces so they can look out to the second floor. O n the first floor there are m urals on
M aitreyaôs dhoti depicting Sakyam uniôs Life Scenes while those on Avalokitesvaraôs dhoti are quasi-religious and secular
scenes probably of Buddhist pilgrim age centers in Kashm ir and M anjusriôs dhoti contains scenes of the Eighty-four Siddhas.
The surrounding walls are m urals of Akshobya, Am itabha, and M anjusri as well as secular and religious personages including
the royalty, celestial beings, m usicians, etc. The second floor is also com pletely filled with m urals including ten m andalas of
Vairocana, Aksobhya, Am itabha, Am oghasiddhi, Ratnasam bhava, Vajrasattva, and their various m anifestations including
fem ale ones; the others depict paradises of Aksobhya, Am itabha, Am oghasiddhi, and Ratnasam bhava. Above M aitreyaôs
head are m urals of Sakyam uni, above Avalokitesvaraôs is his m ulti-lim bed m anifestation, and above M anjusriôs is the m ulti-
lim bed Prajnaparam ita. The third floor has three m andalas of M anjusri, Sakyam uni, and Prajnaparam ita; the rem aining
m urals are pictorial eulogies to the lineage of Buddhist m onks, both Indian and Tibetan, who were responsible for the
introduction and founding of the various Vajrayana sects in Tibet. Above the doors of each floor are m urals of ferocious
guardian deities with the one on the first floor depicting M ahakala, the second Yam antaka, and the third Acala; these are
the dharm apala deities like the one above the entry doorway of the Dukhang. The ceiling of the top floor is constructed in



the lantern roof com m on in Central Asia [5.16-5.17] whereas the ceilings of the lower floors are com pletely covered in
m urals of decorative patterns and non-religious them es. Thus the architectural and iconographical program  at Sum tsek
appear to represent a sym bolic spiritual progression from  the lower to the higher levels of enlightenm ent and the
M ahayana to the Vajarayana from  the lowest floor to the upper floors. The highest third floor sym bolically consecrates
pilgrim s and Tantric initiates who have com pleted their spiritual journeys by ascending up the floors or literally entering
different m andalas. These sym bolic levels of spiritual enlightenm ent, as em bodied in the arts and architecture, and the
ritualized consecration of the initiates have also been suggested for Borobodur [6.28-6.29] and Kum bum  [6.40-6.41];
these are com m on Vajrayana them es throughout the Buddhist world dated as early as the eighth century CE and certainly
not unique in Alchi. Am ong the earliest cases of the im plem entation of a com bined sculptural and architectural program  to
portray the concept of an architectural m andala occurred in the Elora caves in India (c. 700-730 CE) wherein each of the
three floors of Elora Cave 12 had been conceived as a m andala with bodhisattva sculptures flanking both sides of a central
Buddha {M alandra 1993: 18-19, 75-90}. This m andala arrangem ent would later be repeated in m any western Him alaya
m onasteries like the Tabo dukhang (996 CE) and here in the Sum tsek of Alchi; this concept was subsequently transm itted
to central Tibet where it becam e the im print of Vajrayana rituals in the m ulti-tiered architectural m andala of Kum bum . The
inscriptions at Alchi also suggest such esoteric or Tantric schem es for its buildings {Snellgrove and Skorupski 1977-1980
Volum e II: 147}{Goepper 1997: 271-272}

 
ñThat patron and m onk, Tshul-khrim sôodé set up these reliquaries of Body, Speech, and M ind. In order to

rem ove bodily im purities and obtain a óhum anô Buddha-Body, he set up M anjusri as a body-im age. In order to
rem ove vocal im purities and obtain a ógloriousô Buddha-Body, he set up Avalokitesvara as a speech-im age. In order
to rem ove m ental im purities and obtain an óabsoluteô Buddha-Body, he set up M aitreya as a m ind-im age [Inscription
6]

From  the sky of the non-originated Dharm akaya [Absolute Body] the unobstructed Sam bhogakaya [Celestial
Body] appears like a cloud and the active Nirm anakaya [Physical Body] like incessant rain [Inscription 13]ò

 
M anjusri was associated with Body and óhum anô Buddha-Body, Avalokitesvara with Speech and ógloriousô Buddha-Body,

and M aitreya with M ind and óabsoluteô Buddha-Body; thus the óhum an,ô óglorious,ô and óabsoluteô Buddha-Body can be
equated respectively with Nirm anakaya (Physical Body), Sam bhogakaya (Celestial Body), and Dharm akaya (Absolute
Body).

c.     Lotsawa Lhakhang
This building m easures 24ô6ò x 31ô6ò and shares a com m on wall with M anjusri Lhakhang as both have obviously been

constructed about the sam e tim e and have sim ple porticos. The m ural-filled interior is also supported by fluted tim ber
colum ns like in the Sum tsek with its central bay opens to a loft story above; in the back end is the m ain polychrom e
Sakyam uni statue. The walls contain m urals of Avalokitesvara and Am itabha m andalas, Ringchen-sangpo, Lokesvara,
Am itabha, and M ahakala above the door while the rem aining spaces are painted with repeated rows of the Thousand
Buddhas them e; the iconography of the deities in these m urals belong the yoga-tantra class as in the Dukhang and
Sum tsek.

d.     M anjusri Lhakhang
This chapel m easures 23ô11ò x 31ô6ò and also has a sim ple entry portico like its im m ediate neighbor Lotsawa Lhakhang;

it also has a loft story projecting beyond the roof above the central bay. This bay is elevated on a high plinth and has four
polychrom e clay im ages of M anjusri on the four sides, each of which is painted in gold, white, blue, and red according to
their proper directions. Unfortunately the m urals have been com pletely ruined from  rain seepage and they m ost likely, as
one m ight guess, have sim ilar stylistic and iconographic contents as those in the Lotsawa Lhakhang.

e.     Som a Lhakhang
This so-called ónewô tem ple of a single-storied flat roof m easures 22ô2ò x 22ô6ò and in the center is a chorten probably

added at a later tim e. The m urals on the interior walls are filled with deities of the yoga-tantra and anuttarayoga-tantra
class arranged in rows, a schem e which appears m ore form al and rigid than the m urals in other buildings; the three
m andalas of Am itayus, Sakyam uni, and Vairocana are painted on the left wall alongwith Sakyam uniôs Life Scenes, which
have clearly dim inished in popularity. Historic personalities like Santaraksita and Padm asam bhava are also am ong the
figures in the m urals; M ahakala is once again found above the door as a protecting deity.

f.     Chortens 1-3
Chorten 3 m easures about 23ô8ò square while the com bined dim ension of Chortens 1-2 m easures 20ô11ò x 38ô6ò; the

sm all chortens inside Chortens 1-2 were probably later additions. It has been suggested that these hollow chortens were
originally constructed to fram e the entries into the Dukhang and Sum tsek; however due to their odd positions relative to
the surrounding buildings, this suggestion seem s unconvincing. These chortens are constructed of rubble cores and coated
with several layers of clay; Chorten 3 is unique in having four m iniature chortens in the corners conceptually derived from
Gandhara [6.14] and India [4.4 (#12), 7.10-7.11]. The interiors of these chortens also contain m urals that have
been determ ined to be contem porary with those in the Sum tsek; their iconographies include m andalas, historical figures like



Rinchen-sangpo and Indian Buddhist m asters, the Five Jina Buddhas, rows of chortens sim ilar to those in the Bam iyan
m urals, and decorative m otifs.

The m urals of the Dukhang and Sum tsek are the acm e of the Buddhist Kashm iri or Indo-Kashm iri Style while the style
of their sculptures has also been derived from  Kashm iri bronzes; the Som a Lhakhang m urals have been painted in the
international Indian Pala Style. The Lotsawa Lhakhang m urals, which fuse the Kashm iri and Pala Style, are believed to have
been painted later than those in Som a Lhakhang {Snellgrove and Skorupski 1977-1980 Volum e I: 40}{Klim burg-Salter 1982:
88-89, 155-167}{Pal 1988: 20-23, 44-59}. The Alchi m urals are painted in several m odes with slight shading and
highlighting to render volum e, without shading using lines to define form s, or the com bination of both. The first m ode was
characteristic of the Indian artists at Ajanta whereas the second m ode was favored by the Chinese at M ogao; above all
the Alchi m urals show an eclectic m ixture of different styles rather than the predom inance or preference over any
particular style. Som e of the m ost conspicuous elem ents in the Alchi m urals, such as the lantern roof, m andalas, painted
chortens, pearl m edallions, alongwith the postures and dresses of m any figures, are of Central Asian origins; the
exaggeratedly pinched waists and m annerism s of the paired fem ale dancers also recall the fem ales of the Begram  ivories
from  Afghanistan and Andhra sculptures of Am aravati and Nagarjunakonda. Possible Chinese infiltration from  M ogao m ay
also be surm ised such as the m urals of the pairs of fem ale dancers, the acrobatic dives of the apsaras with feet swinging
awkwardly backward and the Thousand Buddhas them e. The use of pastiglia in the Alchi m urals would subsequently be
em ployed in the Kum bum  m urals in Tibet; the Alchi Style m ight have also influenced later Indian paintings after the
disappearance of Buddhism  in India. The plans of the Dukhang and Sum tsek with their principal im age niches in the back
can be traced back to the classic plan of the Indian M ahayana caves like Ajanta [5.12]. A few architectural elem ents
such as the trefoil triangular pedim ents, the Indo-Kashm iri pseudo-Ionic colum ns, etc. also had earlier Kashm iri precursors.
However, the overall form s of all Alchi buildings conform  to the traditional Tibetan architecture and one m ust also be careful
not to attribute all the woodworks to Kashm ir since wood carving is also the traditional craft of the peoples in the Him alaya
and Tibet. Above all, the concepts of utilizing architecture as a religious instrum ent and m edium  in the process of Tantric
initiation and consecration and an aid to spiritual enlightenm ent are the cornerstone of the Vajrayana as exem plified in the
Indian Elora caves, the Dukhang of Tabo in Spiti, the Sum tsek here at Alchi, and later Kum bum  [6.40-6.41] in Tibet.



Chapter 5. Rock-hew n Cave

 
Buddhist rock-hewn caves, which are essentially m onasteries like their freestanding counterparts, are especially

prevalent along the Silk Road linking India with Central and East Asia; in India m ost caves are concentrated in the Deccan in
M aharashtra and a few earlier ones in Bihar. Buddhist caves are virtually non-existent in southern India and Southeast Asia
with a few exceptions in Sri Lanka but even these are pale in com parison to the sum ptuous grandeur of the Indian caves.
The hum id and rainy conditions in southern Asia provide plenty of tim ber for the construction of freestanding tim ber
structures; probably because of this reason that m an-m ade caves were not popular in the region and m oreover cave
habitation in such a tropical environm ent is certainly not a com fortable experience for m ost. O n the other hand the hot and
dry desert landscapes in northern Asia, where tim ber is a rare and precious com m odity, are perfectly suited for the
construction of caves and preservation of their m urals. Expectedly, the m aterial of choice for the sculptures in Central Asia
and China is m ud or clay plaster reinforced with vegetal m atters as appropriate for the region where hard rocks are
generally scarce while the abundance of perm anent m aterials like stone and brick in South and Southeast Asia is evident in
their sculptures and architecture; caves hewn straight from  hard stone are com m on in India and a single exception of
Seokguram  [5.24-5.25] in Korea. Besides the obvious dissim ilarity and lim itation in the choice of m aterials due to
geographical and environm ental constraints, Indian caves also differ from  Central and East Asian ones in m any aspects.
Indian Buddhist caves are both Aniconic and Iconic types, or som etim es referred to as Theravada and M ahayana
respectively, while the Aniconic type is non-existent in Central and East Asia. The Aniconic caves in India generally phased
out before the first Iconic caves were hewn; the latter type predom inated in Central and East Asia due to the late arrival of
Buddhism  in the region. Indian caves also m anifested early Vajrayana tendencies as early as the sixth century CE;
Vajrayana caves are found num erously in the western Him alaya like Saspol in Ladakh, Dungkar and Piyang in western Tibet
dated in the Guge Period (tenth-sixteenth centuries CE) and a few in China like som e late M ogao and Binglingsi caves.
Architecturally, the Vajrayana caves do not differ m uch from  their Aniconic and Iconic counterparts except for their
iconography which is dedicated to Vajrayana deities {Snellgrove and Skorupski 1977-1980 Volum e II: 74-81}.

Indian caves generally adhered to the long tradition of architectural orthodoxy as observed in the recurrence of the
colonnaded apsidal plan with a stupa in the back or the caityagriha [5.4-5.5] and its characteristic caitya-arched facade
[5.8]. Furtherm ore, cave residences for m onks, or the lena, were always built in the quadrangular vihara plan with cells
surrounding a central hall [5.6] and pillars in later caves [5.12]. Such strict adherence to the Indian m odels in Central and
East Asia has not been the norm  due to geographical lim itations and localization where experim entations with new form s of
artistic and architectural expressions that reflected the local conditions and preferences have probably been deem ed m ore
advantageous. In Central Asia, the octagonal plan and lantern roof [5.14-5.19] were the defining characteristics while in
China traditional Chinese architecture had also been incorporated into its caves [5.25]; thus the further away from  India
the lesser the influences of the Indian designs and Indian Buddhism  upon the local architecture becam e. Nevertheless, a
few Central and East Asian caves have exhibited certain Indian features, particularly the placem ent of im portant devotional
objects like stupas and Buddha im ages in the back of the caves [5.14-5.15, 5.18-5.25]. Regardless of their locations,
m urals generally cover the interior surfaces of Buddhist caves; the iconographical and narrative them es in the m urals and
sculptures began with Aniconic/Theravada (second century BCE-third centuries CE), Iconic/M ahayana (fourth-sixth
centuries CE), and Vajrayana (seventh century CE on). Theravada and M ahayana caves were generally built, besides
utilitarian purposes, for worship; on the other hand Vajrayana caves, like Elora in India, often em ployed sculptures and
paintings alongwith the architecture as an integrated program  in the ritualized consecration and spiritual advancem ent for
the Tantric initiates. The following sections trace the evolution of Buddhist cave architecture in India and its subsequent
transform ations in Central and East Asia.  

 
A.    India

 
The study of rock-hewn caves is crucial not only in the com prehension of the architectural relationships between the

m onolithic stupas in these caves [5.3] versus structural ones like Sanchi [6.3] but also the developm ent of the Buddhist
m onastery in particular. Indian Buddhist caves are essentially freestanding m onasteries, which have already been
discussed in Chapter 4, in principles and configurations which accom m odate and serve the religious needs of the Sangha
and its followers. Both have sim ilar plans, com pare [4.4] and [5.12], in which the essential difference between them  is
that one is a freestanding structure and the other is a cave. The fact that these caves, especially the earlier Aniconic
ones, were faithful replications of contem porary freestanding tim ber architecture is well attested; however due to the
choice of stone in their construction, m ost caves have survived intact while their freestanding tim ber counterparts have
long since perished. The developm ent of rock-hewn architecture has also been deem ed to be a perfect com prom ise



between keeping the ancient ascetic tradition on the one hand and yielding to the com fortable environm ent of a settled
lifestyle in a freestanding m onastery on the other. The perm anence (less prone to earthquake dam ages, vandalism ,
destruction from  wars), ease of m aintenance, security (shelter from  heat, rain, wild beasts), and safety (free from  risk of
fire) of rock-hewn caves are som e of the forem ost factors that contributed to their popularity. In addition to the stupas
(Chapter 6), these caves also contain som e of the earliest Indian and Buddhist arts and architecture; nearly all Indian
caves are concentrated in two m ain areas:

* Area I is in Bihar near Gaya and Rajir which only has a few caves [5.1-5.2]; these all dated in the late
M aurya Period (c. 257-214 BCE) or particularly in the reigns of Asoka and Dasaratha (r. 214-206 BCE).

* Area II is in the Deccan in M aharashtra and near M um bai which has over 1,000 caves [5.3-5.13]; these
were generally com m enced between c. 200 BCE-800 CE. 

M ost caves in Area I were built by Asoka and Dasaratha for the Ajivika sect but a few, like Lom as Risi [5.1-5.2],
could have been constructed for the Buddhists. The caves in Area II generally concentrate along the old trade route
running southwestward from  ancient M agadha, then the seat of the M aurya Em pire; Buddhism  also spread in this direction
as the great Buddhist center at Sanchi lies directly north-northeast of Area II and to the northeast of Sanchi is Bharhut.
The disintegration of the M aurya Em pire and the fall of the pro-Buddhist governm ent first inaugurated by Asoka would be
succeeded by the Shunga Dynasty (184-72 BCE) and which founder Pushyam itra reportedly persecuted Buddhism .
Probably in such adverse conditions in M agadha, Buddhism  found a m ore favorable environm ent in the Deccan concurrent
with the rise of the tolerant Andhra Dynasty (c. 228 BCE-225 CE) in the region; the genealogy of the late Andhra kings can
be found am ong the inscriptions in the Nasik and Karla caves. There was a brief interlude (119-124 CE) when Area II was
under the control of Ksatrapa Nahapana whose inscriptions can also be found alongside with the aforesaid Andhra
inscriptions in the Nasik and Karla caves. The Abhira Dynasty (c. 248-416 CE) held sway over the region for a while and
was succeeded by the Vakataka Dynasty (c. 250-505 CE) in which the latterôs rise to prom inence actually happened in the
fifth century CE; som e of the m ost beautiful caves and m urals in Ajanta had been executed during this enlightened
dynasty. The next dynasty which ruled the area was the Asm aka Dynasty (sixth-seventh centuries CE) and later the
Rashtrakuta Dynasty (c. 735-982 CE) when the last of the great Indian Buddhist caves at Elora was excavated. Cave
construction activities m ostly ended by the ninth century CE with Hinduism  superseding Buddhism  in the area; from  then on
eastern India and Bangladesh, which were ruled by the Pala Dynasty (c. 750-1199 CE), becam e the last prom inent
Buddhist region in the whole India until the dem ise of Buddhism  in c. 1200 CE.

Seventy-five percent of the 1,000 caves in Area II or about 750 caves are Buddhist while the rem aining caves are
Hindu and Jain caves or eighteen percent and seven percent respectively. The Buddhist caves in Area II were generally
hewn between c. 200 BCE-750 CE while Hindu and Jain caves had a late start around c. 500 CE. Som e of the m ost well-
known Hindu caves are Aihole (c. 500-550 CE), Badam i (c. 550-579 CE), and Elora caves (c. 600-725 CE); however, the
Buddhists hewed the first caves at Elora and they continued to build m ore caves alongside with the Hindu and Jain caves in
the sam e site. Som e Hindu sites like M am allapuram  (c. 625-700 CE) in Tam il Nadu and Kailasha Tem ple (c. 725-800 CE) in
Elora are strictly not caves since these are actually freestanding m onolithic tem ples carved directly out of rock and stand in
the open. The Jains also hewed a few caves but these were not as well-known or early as the Buddhist caves; a few
notable exam ples are Indra Sabha (c. 750-800 CE) and Jagannatha (c. 800-850 CE) in Elora. Hindu and Jain caves have
also developed their own characters reflecting their respective faiths; nevertheless they show conspicuous architectural
borrowings from  the Buddhists who had an earlier and influential tradition of rock-hewn cave architecture before the other
faiths. In the Buddhist case owing to the initial patronage from  Em peror Asoka, Buddhism  subsequently becam e
im m ensely popular am ong the population in the Deccan as evident in an overwhelm ing num ber of Buddhist caves here.
The num erous inscriptions in these caves have revealed their donors, sex, social status, and relative positions within the
Buddhist Sangha and the Indian society. O ut of 222 inscriptions, the m erchants top the list of donors with thirty-five
percent (forty-six donations), royalty twenty-three percent (thirty donations), governm ent officials twelve percent (sixteen
donations), Buddhist bhiksus and bhiksunis twelve percent (sixteen donations), farm ers and craftsm en ten percent
(fourteen donations), and even foreigners like the Greeks or Yavana eight percent (ten donations); thirty percent of all
these donations had been m ade by wom en {Nagaraju 1981: 26-27, 32}. 

Buddhist caves were typically hewn straight into the vertical rock faces in secluded and picturesque areas and clustered
in groups, each som etim es is over 100 caves like the 120 caves of Kanheri; som e of the biggest and m ost im portant
caves in Area II are {Nagaraju 1981: 97-325}{Fergusson and Burgess 1969: 109, 367-384}:

* Bhaja (late third century BCE-first centuries CE) [5.4-5.6]
* Junnar-Tuljalena (late third century BCE-first centuries CE)
* Kanheri (second century BCE-third centuries CEé fifth-seventh centuries CE)
* Kondivte (second century BCE-second centuries CEé  fifth-seventh centuries CE) [5.3]
* Ajanta (second century BCE-first centuries CEé  fifth-seventh centuries CE) [5.10-5.13]
* Pitalkhora (second century BCE-second centuries CEé  fifth-seventh centuries CE)
* Kondane (second century BCE-first centuries CE)
* Nasik (second century BCE-third centuries CEé  fifth-seventh centuries CE)



* Bedsa (first century BCE-first centuries CE)
* Karla (first century BCE-second centuries CEé  fifth-seventh centuries CE) [5.7-5.9]
* Kuda (second-third centuries CE)
* Elora (fifth-m id eighth centuries CE)

These Deccan caves generally com m enced in c. 200 BCE or after the last of Dasarathaôs caves in Bihar had been
hewn; Nagaraju m aintained that som e of the earliest rudim entary caves in Bhaja, Jivadan-Virar, Junnar-Tuljalena, and
Kanheri dated as early as c. 250 BCE as if they were an independent developm ent apart from  the Bihar caves {Nagaraju
1981: 309-310, 312-314}. This seem s to be an im possible proposition for if these caves were contem porary with the Bihar
caves then the Deccan cave builders m ust have known about these contem porary M aurya caves and probably already
incorporated the M aurya features into their new caves. But these earliest Deccan caves are apparently crude and
stylistically unrelated to the Bihar caves which could be due to the initial lack of patronage as Buddhism  was still new in the
area. O n the other hand, a com parison between the M aurya caves in Bihar [5.1-5.2] and som e of the earliest Deccan
caves [5.3] will clearly dem onstrate the architectural continuity between them ; new features are evident in the Deccan
caves possibly owing to the increasing patronage and fresh innovations. The lack of the characteristic shiny M aurya polish
in the Deccan caves suggests their later dates and patronage from  the com m oners; thus the c. 200 BCE date would be
m ore plausible for the com m encem ent of the Deccan caves. Cave construction activities in the Deccan did not go on
uninterrupted as there seem s to be a hiatus between the second-fourth centuries CE; this coincided precisely with the rise
in great artistic centers in the Krishna River valley like Am aravati and Gandhara. A few centers like Kanheri and Kuda
rem ained active until the third century CE probably due to the strong m om entum  pulsating from  Am aravati. Hewing
activities resum ed again after the decline of the Krishna River valley centers and Gandhara and concurrent with the
preem inent rise of the Guptas and the Vakatakas in the fifth century CE; Buddhist rock-hewn architecture in India also
reached its peak splendor during this second renaissance. For the convenience of the chronological and stylistic
identification, Buddhist caves are generally divided into two m ain phases: Aniconic (c. 200 BCE-300 CE) and Iconic (c. 400-
750 CE) or Theravada and M ahayana respectively. I prefer the Aniconic-Iconic designation since it also corresponds to the
two phases of Buddhist sculptures and paintings. Aniconic caves depicted Buddha im ages as sym bols whereas Iconic caves
contained num erous im ages of Buddhas and bodhisattvas in anthropom orphic form s. M ore often Aniconic and Iconic caves
were hewn within the sam e site as in Ajanta, Kondivte, Karla, etc. with the tim e lapse between the caves som etim es over
several centuries suggesting their reoccupation or refurbishm ent at a later tim e. It is also incorrect to label all later caves as
M ahayana since caves with Vajrayana m anifestation also appeared late in the scene and it is no longer tenable to consider
the Vajrayana as a part of the M ahayana. No known Indian caves had exclusively been hewn for the Vajrayana but som e
late M ahayana caves like Ajanta (2, 4, 26), Kanheri (14, 41), Elora (8, 11/Do Thal, 12/Tin Thal), and Aurangabad (2, 9)
displayed Vajrayana inclination such as the m ulti-lim bed figures, saktis, m andala-like arrangem ent of the decorative and
architectural program s. Vajrayana tendencies in the late Indian Buddhist caves were likely due to the influences from  early
Hindu caves like Aihole, Badam i, and Udayagiri as well as Hindu Tantricism . The strict division of Buddhist caves into the
Aniconic and Iconic phases has also led to several false im pressions and m yths; the first is that the Aniconic caves had
been m ysteriously abandoned during the transitional ódark periodô between the second-fourth centuries CE. M ost likely
Theravada m onks continued to inhabit their caves but the construction activities would be halted possibly due to the
decrease in patronage and the rise of the renowned Buddhist centers in the Krishna River valley and Gandhara; no doubt
som e Theravada caves m ight have been abandoned and would be reoccupied later by M ahanaya m onks from  the
presence of M ahayana decorations in som e of the earlier caves. The second m yth is that the Iconic caves were reserved
for M ahayana m onks. In reality, Theravada and M ahayana m onks could certainly have lived side by side within the sam e
m onasteries or caves apparently without any sectarian problem s; the presence of Buddha im ages in later M ahayana caves
did not necessarily m ean the absence of Theravada m onks therein since the latter apparently enjoyed im age worship as
m uch as the M ahayanists. The account of the Chinese m onk-pilgrim  I-tsing (683-727 CE) traveling in India in the late
seventh century CE reported Indian m onasteries housing both Theravada and M ahayana m onks; according to him  those
who worshipped the bodhisattvas and read M ahayana sutras were the M ahayanists while those who did not were the
Theravadins. The truth is that probably only the Buddhist caves at Elora are considered as 100 percent M ahayana or early
Vajrayana whereas the m ajority of the other caves are Aniconic/Theravada or about seventy percent of all Buddhist
caves  while the rem aining caves contain a m ixture of both Theravada and M ahayana designs and them es {Nagaraju
1981: 309}.   

Indian Buddhist caves can be divided into three im portant types based on their functions {Nagaraju 1981: 68-71}:
(a)   Caityagriha [5.3-5.5, 5.7-5.11]

It is basically a rectangular hall with a sem icircular apse in the back and a continuous colonnade dividing the interior into
two sym m etrical aisles and a nave in the m iddle; a m onolithic stupa is typically erected in the back. A ubiquitous and
dom inating feature in this cave is the horseshoe caitya-arched facade on the exterior [5.5, 5.8, 5.11]; the interior has a
barrel-vaulted ceiling m erging with the quadrantal apse in the back whilst both aisles have quadrantal vaults. The ceilings
and aisles in som e early caves are flat [5.3] and a few do not have the sem icircular apse but these are exceptions rather
than the rule; som e early caityagrihas like Bhaja 12 [5.4-5.5], Ajanta 10, and Karla 8 [5.7-5.9] have wooden ribs which



have been com pletely replaced with stone ones in the later caves. The stupa, an archetypical feature of the caityagriha,
was the first elem ent to be incorporated into the plan due to the rise in the popularity of its cult; these cave stupas typically
develop in the verticality and have an elongated drum  body due to the lim ited space in the nave. The introduction of
colum ns in the interior, besides im itating tim ber architecture, would transform  the aisles into pradaksina paths for religious
circum am bulation around the stupa while the colum ns them selves were com parable to the vedikas in contem porary
freestanding stupas. It is no coincidence that the plain octagonal pillars in Bhaja 12 and the ground vedika of Sanchi [6.3]
are essentially sim ilar in form s and therefore contem porary. The stupa in the caityagriha m ight have been the Relic type
since relics were discovered in som e caves (Pitalkhora 3, Karla 8) while m ost are the Sym bolic type. Relics had often been
interred in sm aller stupas in a different location outside the caityagriha (Bhaja) but som etim es they were also found inside
the interior colum ns (Karla 8); it is apparent that only relics of em inent m onks would be interred inside the caityagriha
stupas {Nagaraju 1981: 73, 98, 229-230, 285}. Thus the caityagriha, with its stupa sym bolizing Buddhaôs invisible
presence, is indeed a holy chapel and a place of worship for the public and m onks; it was probably in these halls that
im portant and solem n rites and cerem onies would be conducted by m onks and functionally it was the equivalent of the
later M ahayana pratim agriha (im age tem ple). A few rare rock-hewn caityagrihas, such as Bhaja 24/26, Junnar-Tuljalena  3,
Guntupalli, and their freestanding counterparts like Bairat Tem ple [7.1] have circular plans which were direct translations of
contem porary tim ber prototypes. Toward the later years of the Aniconic Phase (c. 100-300 CE), a few caves (Shelarwadi
8) fused the caityagriha and lena plans so that the stupa and m onksô cells were now located in the sam e cave;
contem porary freestanding Gandhara m onasteries also had this plan as in M ohenjo-daro [1.1]. 

(b)   Lena [5.6, 5.12-5.13]
The lena had been referred to as a guha for older caves but eventually the form er began to supplant the latter term ;

it is essentially a rock-hewn cave vihara or a residential dwelling for m onks in which the earliest caves had sim ple single cells
and were gradually enlarged to accom m odate m ore occupants. A fully developed lena in the M ahayana period typically has
a quadrangular plan with cells surrounding a central hall in the interior which is divided into aisles on all four sides by a closed
colonnade. The cells in the Aniconic caves often have built-in stone couches and niches for m onks whereas Iconic caves do
not; virtually all Aniconic/Theravada lenas do not have interior colum ns but Iconic/M ahayana ones typically have colum ns in
the interior. Alm ost all lenas have flat ceilings with the exception of Pitalkhora 4 which has barrel-vaulted ceilings in its cells
and Bhaja 22 has a quadrantal ceiling in its verandah while Bedsa 11 is a unique lena having an apsidal end and a vaulted
ceiling like the caityagriha. Unlike the caityagriha, a lena does not have a caitya-arch on its facade; the open space in the
center of a lena m ight have had dual purposes for the congregation of m onks to discuss religious m atters and possibly
sharing their m eals together. O n the other end of a lena deep inside the cave is a cell or chapel that houses a large
Buddha statue carved straight out of the rock; this is the quintessential feature of the Iconic/M ahayana caves. The
quadrangular colonnaded plan of the lena with a central space is typical of Indian architecture which can be traced back to
the Indus sites like the Great Bath of M ohenjo-daro [1.2-1.3].

(c)   M atapa
These subsidiary caves often have benches running along the back walls and like the lena they have flat ceilings; in the

early days of Buddhism  when m onks were still begging for food these were probably reserved for pilgrim s or lay Buddhists.
Gradually and probably beginning in the Com m on Era, as m onks adopted a m ore sedentary lifestyle with increasing
interactions between the laity and Sangha, these m atapas would also function as the service quarter of the m onastery
encom passing the refectory, kitchen, pilgrim  rest areas, assem bly and m eeting between m onks and the laity, Buddhist
education for the laity, etc. {Nagaraju 1981: 220-221}. M any water cisterns or podhi were also present in these
m onasteries for the occupantsô usage as well as for sanitary and hygienic purposes.

Som e fundam ental chronological and stylistic developm ent in Indian Buddhist rock-hewn caves from  the Aniconic to
Iconic phase can be perceived:

* A caityagriha without a stupa in the interior [5.1-5.2].
* A caityagriha with a stupa in the interior [5.3].
* The great caitya-arch is the defining characteristic of the caityagriha and early Indian Buddhist architecture in

general [5.2, 5.5, 5.8, 5.11].
* The presence of a screen-wall and verandah [5.3, 5.6, 5.12] to block the m onsoon rain, diffuse harsh

tropical sunlight, and prevent outside intrusion.
* The incorporation of colum ns in the interior as a structural precaution due to the gradual increase in the scale

and height of the cave, which varies from  single to m ultiple stories up to three like Elora 11-12, and also as the
decorative com ponents of the architecture [5.4-5.5, 5.7, 5.9, 5.10, 5.12].

* The em bellishm ent of sculptures and m urals in the exterior and interior, especially Buddha and bodhisattva
im ages in the Iconic caves, as decorative treatm ents and com plem entary to the architecture [5.6, 5.8, 5.10,
5.12].

* Projecting porticos generally in Iconic/M ahayana caves [5.10, 5.12].
There are unique features that differentiate between earlier Aniconic and later Iconic caves. Aniconic/Theravada caves

are significantly sm aller than Iconic/M ahayana caves typically having single-storied and their surfaces devoid of Buddha and



bodhisattva im ages; the caityagriha stupas in Aniconic caves have tim ber or stone harm ikas and tim ber yasti-chattras but
these would be com pletely replaced with stone ones in the Iconic caves. Aniconic caves have plain octagonal and pot-
shaped colum ns with sculptured capitals, tim ber and stone ribs on the ceilings or the com bination of both, tim ber and stone
screen-walls or the com bination of both, slanting door jam bs, and built-in benches in the halls and cells. The exterior often
contains decorative m otifs such as brackets, stepped cornices, m erlons, double-crescents, and m oonstones (chandrasila);
the lotus-m edallion vedikas and chandrasilas found in Kanheri 3 and Nasik 3 were late Andhra features dated in the early
second century CE. O n the technologies and construction m ethods for these caves, once a site of sufficiently hard rock
without defects had been selected the m ason with his pick axes and chisels hew the caves from  front to back and top to
bottom  to avoid falling rocks from  above while hewing {Griffiths 1983 Volum e I: 3}{Som athilake 2002: 350-352}. All M aurya
caves like Lom as Risi typically had a m irror-like polish in the interior whereas the interior of the Deccan caves were only
sm oothened or troweled with plaster if the surfaces were to be painted later on {Nagaraju 1981: 66-67}{Gupta 1980: 205-
209}{M itra 1956: 9}. Hewing a cave m ight have taken less tim e and resources than constructing a freestanding stone
tem ple of the sam e size as Fergusson once suggested since stone was plentiful and did not require long distant
transportation {Fergusson and Burgess 1969: 167}. A rock-hewn cave also blended perfectly into the surroundings and
becam e an integral part of the landscape which was ideally suited for the contem plative lifestyle of Buddhist m onks.
M istakes however could be very unforgiving as observed in the large natural cracks inside Lom as Risi; it therefore
dem anded great skills on the part of the m ason and his accurate judgm ents on the structural strength of the rocks before
the com m encem ent of the hewing activities as a successful com pletion of a cave would be an eternal reward that
continues to be prided by Buddhists to this day.

 
1.     Lom as Risi (c. 257-250 BCE)

 
As already stated, the oldest rock-hewn caves in India dated to the tim e of Asoka and his grandson Dasaratha; these

are all located in Bihar with one group on the Barabar and Nagarjuni hills about sixteen m iles north Gaya and the other in
Rajir. These caves have been visited and studied by M ajor M arkham  Kittoe who published his accounts in the M ay 1847
CE ASB issue. The Barabar group, which includes Sudam a, Visvakarm a, Karna Chopar, and Lom as Risi [5.1-5.2], has
Asokaôs inscriptions with the exception of the undated Lom as Risi has also been attributed to Asoka; the Nagarjuni group
includes Gopika, Vadathi, and Vapiya, all have Dasarathaôs inscriptions. The Rajir group consists of Sitam arhi and Son
Bhandar which have no inscriptions but have been tentatively dated in the late M aurya or Dasarathaôs reign from  their
gleam ing polish {Fergusson and Burgess 1969: 45-49}{Gupta 1980: 190}. All these Bihar caves share sim ilar features that
are also characteristics of M aurya cave architecture:

* M ost plans have rectangular antecham bers and with or without the attached circular cham bers in the back. A
variation of this plan in Gopika fuses the rectangular antecham ber with the circular cham ber to create an integrated
plan having an apsidal end as in Jivakavanaram a [4.1]; it was evidently the predecessor of the Deccan caityagrihas
[5.4].

* M ost have barrel vaults in the antecham bers and dom es in the circular cham bers. The apse of Gopika has a
quadrantal vault and Visvakarm a has a flat ceiling while the vaults of Vadathi and Sitam arhi spring directly from  the
floor; Sitam arhi has a pointed arch vault and the oldest of its kind in India.

* All have plain interiors but are com pensated by the glistening polish as in contem porary Asoka pillars and the
characteristic of M aurya architecture.       

* Im itation and translation of contem porary tim ber architecture are evident in the designs of these caves, for
exam ples their hut-like form s, the tim ber-like facade of Lom as Risi [5.1], and the socket holes in the entrance floors
of Visvakarm a and Vadathi suggesting the presence of wooden screen walls and doors.

* All have slanting door jam bs, which are also present in the early Aniconic caves in the Deccan but never in
later M ahayana caves; Son Bhandar is the only exception having a window.

* M ost caves are entered from  the sides but a few have direct frontal entries.  
M any of Barabar and Nagarjuni caves contain inscriptions of Asoka and Dasaratha which are crucial in determ ining

their construction dates and religious affiliations of the occupants {Cunningham  1871: 40-53}{Buhler 1891: 361-365}
{Hultzsch 1969: xxviii, 181-183}{Gupta 1980: 189-202}:

a.     Barabar Group
* Sudam a
ñW hen King Priyadarsin had been anointed twelve years, this Nigoha [Banyan tree] Cave was given to the

Ajivika.ò This cave dated in c. 257 BCE.
* Visvakarm a
ñW hen King Priyadarsin had been anointed twelve years, this cave in the Khalatika M ountain was given to the

Ajivika.ò This cave also dated in c. 257 BCE.
* Karna Chopar
ñW hen King Priyadarsin had been anointed nineteen years, this cave in the very pleasant Khalatika M ountain



was given by m e for [shelter during] the rainy season.ò This inscription also contains sym bols of a swastika and a
dagger in the end; this cave dated in c. 250 BCE.

* Lom as Risi [5.1-5.2]
ñPrince M aukhari Anantavarm an installed a statue of Krishna in this cave in the Pravaragiri.ò This Gupa inscription

dated in the m id fifth century CE; Pravaragiri is evidently the ancient nam e of the Barabar hill.
b.     Nagarjuni Group

* Gopika
ñThe Gopika [M ilkm aid] Cave, an adobe lasting as the Sun and M oon, was caused to be excavated by

Devanam priya [Beloved of the Gods] Dasaratha on his ascension to the throne as a herm itage for the m ost
devoted Ajivika.ò It dated in c. 214 BCE and like Lom as Risi it also contains an Anantavarm an inscription (m id fifth
century CE) recording the installation of the Katyayani statue in the cave.

* Vadathi
Sam e as the Gopika inscription except for the nam e of the cave; it also has an Anantavarm an inscription (m id

fifth century CE) as in Lom as Risi and Gopika.
* Vapiya
Sam e as the Gopika inscription except for the nam e of the cave; Vapiya or W ell Cave probably alludes to the

well in front. 
W ith the exceptions of Karna Chopar and Lom as Risi, all others were definitely constructed for the Ajivikas, a sect

founded by M akkhali Gosala who was a form er disciple of M ahavira the founder of Jainism  and a contem porary of Buddha.
Karna Chopar was donated by Asoka but the received sect was not recorded in the inscription; however the presence of
the swastika, which was often a Buddhist sym bol, and the description of the cave as a shelter for the rainy season
strongly allude to the traditional annual Buddhist vassavasa (rain retreat) and hence these suggest a Buddhist affiliation.
M oreover, Asoka specifically m entioned the Ajivikas in the Sudam a and Visvakarm a inscriptions but not in Karna Chopar
and thus the latter could very well be a Buddhist cave.

 

5.1 Section and plan
c. 257-250 BCE
Gaya- India



 

5.2 Entrance
c. 257-250 BCE
Gaya- India

 
Lom as Risi [5.1-5.2] is architecturally the m ost im portant of the Bihar caves as it exhibits the earliest features and

precursors of the Deccan caityagrihas [5.3]; regrettably it has no M aurya or Asoka inscriptions so that it is not possible to
confirm  its donors or religious affiliation. O therwise its plan is identical with Sudam a and the m ain difference between them  is
the finely chiseled caitya-arched facade on its entrance [5.1]; this grand caitya-arch becam e the defining characteristic of
all Buddhist caityagrihas in the subsequent Deccan caves [5.5, 5.8] and pre-M ahayana architecture [7.1-7.3]. The
dim ension of the antecham ber is 36ô5ò wide x 18ô9ò deep x 11ô2ò high with an entry of about 5ô7ò high; the diam eter of the
circular rear cham ber should have been 17ô9ò in its original plan but it was left to its currently unfinished elliptical shape due
to the incom pletion or abandonm ent of the cave. Lom as Risi also has all the aforesaid features of a M aurya cave such as
the rectangular antecham ber attached to a circular cham ber, barrel and dom e vaults, the lustrous polish interior, slanting
door jam bs, and a side entrance. Im itation of contem porary tim ber architecture m ay also be deduced in the hut-shaped
circular cham ber and the great caitya-arched facade with its slanting posts, exposed rafters, finial, and carved reliefs of
lattice-and-lotuses on the upper arch, and elephants-and-m akaras on the lower arch. The conceptual relationships between
the Lom as Risi facade, Bharhut torana [6.7], Pitalkhora 4 {Dehejia 1972: pl. 25}, and Bhaja 12 [5.5] are evident in the
depiction of anim als m arching toward the center from  both sides and the great caitya-arch. The interior of Lom as Risi was
partially finished and only the walls of its antecham ber was polished shiny while the outer wall of the circular cham ber was
sm oothened but not polished; the rem aining surfaces in the circular cham ber and the floor and ceiling of the antecham ber
were left rough. M ost likely due to its incom plete conditions, Lom as Risi had not been provided with an inscription. Various
theories have been put forward about the incom pletion of the cave from  structural failures due to the large cracks in the
interior {Gupta 1980: 209-211} to the sudden collapse of the M aurya Dynasty in c. 184 BCE that abruptly halted all
constructions {Gupta 1980: 215}. There are suggestions that the cave had initially been hewn in the M aurya Dynasty while
the elaborate caitya-arched facade was carved at a later tim e as late as the Gupta Dynasty {Gupta 1980: 211-215}. This
is clearly a groundless theory since it seem s unreasonable from  an aesthetic viewpoint to carve such an intricate facade
when the interior was already in a ruinous condition with noticeable fissures; m oreover the facade, with a slanted doorway



and a side entrance, stylistically did not belong in the Gupta Dynasty. Fergusson suggested this cave to be a
contem porary of Sudam a and had possibly been donated by Asoka since both had identical designs but without the ornate
facade in Lom as Risi {Fergusson and Burgess 1969: 38}; others, due to the presence of the seem ingly incongruous
facade, gave Lom as Risi a post Dasaratha date {Gupta 1980: 215}. However its plan, the m irror-like polish in the interior,
and the faithful copy of the tim ber eave of the circular cham ber are all identical with Sudam a; thus Lom as Risi m ust be at
least contem porary with Sudam a or slightly later but undoubtedly within Asokaôs reign between c. 257-233 BCE. Another
im portant step in these M aurya caves was the gradual abandonm ent of the fully closed circular cham ber beginning with
Karna Chopar; thus the date for Lom as Risi can be further narrowed down between c. 257-250 BCE. Karna Chopar has
already been attributed to the Buddhists and could Lom as Risi also have been constructed for the Buddhists? W ith the
patronage of a Buddhist em peror like Asoka the Buddhists could certainly have had plenty of wealth to construct Lom as
Risi and its ornate facade. Perhaps one m ay question as why Asoka built Sudam a and Visvakarm a for the Ajivikas earlier
and Lom as Risi and Karna Chopar for the Buddhists at a later tim e. It is well-known from  Asokaôs rock and pillar inscriptions
that he only becam e a zealous Buddhist em peror later in his reign and so Sudam a and Visvakarm a could have been built
before he devoted his full attention to Buddhism ; perhaps he also decided to construct the caves for the Buddhists, just
like he did for the Ajivikas, concurrent with the erection of his pillars. Had the caitya-arch been the special feature of the
Ajivikasô caves, the Buddhists would probably not copy it in their Deccan caityagrihas and in the sam e token no Hindu or
Jain caves copied it because they knew it was a quintessential Buddhist feature; thus Lom as Risi and its celebrated facade
could have been a Buddhist invention. Another curious anom aly in these M aurya caves is the conspicuous absence of the
stupa inside the circular cham ber and apsidal end, a feature which is always present in the Deccan caityagrihas. Fergusson
stated that the circular cham bers in the Bihar caves, which functioned as sacred chapels in the subsequent Deccan caves,
m ight have had óa wooden or m etal dagaba [stupa] or relic shrineô {Fergusson and Burgess 1969: 41-42}. A portable
shrine, though not necessarily containing relics, would be m ore plausible since it was obviously not possible to bring a solid
tim ber or stone stupa through the narrow doorway of the circular cham ber. M y hunch is that the stupa was probably not
present in these M aurya caves since its cult was still in infancy and som e of the earliest Deccan caityagrihas like Bhaja 20,
24 also did not have stupas inside their cham bers; thus the incorporation of the stupa inside Buddhist caves likely
happened at a later tim e starting with the Deccan caves. The M aurya caves appear to be m ulti-functional having the
circular and apsidal ends as sacred shrines while the antecham ber was probably reserved for the com m unal activities of the
occupants like sharing m eals, m editation, etc.

                       
2.     Kondivte (second century BCE-third centuries CEé fifth-seventh centuries CE)

 
The next im portant phase in the evolution of Indian Buddhist caves was com m enced in the Deccan around c. 200

BCE; though Bhaja, Jivadan-Virar, Junnar-Tuljalena, and Kanheri contain the oldest caves in the region, Kondivte [5.3] is
considered the crucial transition between the Bihar and Deccan caves and in particular the developm ent of the caityagriha.
The caityagrihas of Kanheri 2e and Junnar-Tuljalena 3 are also very sim ilar to Kondivte; Nagaraju placed Kanheri 2e and
Junnar-Tuljalena 3 earlier than Kondivte from  the form s of the stupas inside these caves {Nagaraju 1981: 66-67}.
However the conclusion can be m isleading since Kanheri 2e does not have a circular cham ber and Junnar-Tuljalena 3 has a
colonnade, features that are absent in Kondivte and the M aurya caves. There are about twenty caves in the Kondivte
group with only one caityagriha; about five caves belong to the Aniconic/Theravada type and the rem aining caves are
Iconic/M ahayana.

 




