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Introduction

The present research aims to understand the processes and features of certain aspects
of Buddhism often termed tantric in the context of early medieval Bengal and its adjacent
regions which we have named — ‘greater Bengal’ for convenience of identification of the
cultural space that forms the spatial context of this research. The term greater Bengal is applied
to the region starting slightly west of the Rajmahal Hills in the west up to the old alluvial plains
of Barind, and Lalmai Hills and the new alluvial plain of the Ganga-Brahmaputra-Meghna
system in the east. The study focuses on the region of greater Bengal as it was arguably a
stronghold of Buddhism in the Indian sub-continent before the medieval times. It is against this
spatial and historical background that we attempt to note the efflorescence of what has been
identified as the tantric orientation within Buddhism and try to trace its roots and understand
its nature and culmination. The religion had undergone certain significant processes of change
in its ideational and ritual practices particularly from the 7™ century CE onward and had
experienced certain new developments in the religious landscape. These developments were
characterized by the rise of distinct ritual, esoteric and mystical practices which lent distinctive
characteristics not only to Buddhism but also to several other Brahmanical religious orders.
This was a characteristic trend that had set in early medieval India in general and was

conspicuously manifest within various sects of Saivism, Saktism, and Vaisnavism.

The existence of tantric Buddhism especially in the context of early medieval Bengal
has often been uncritically accepted without analysing and historicizing the tangible evidence.
This research proposes to address the problem by exploring the varied representations in texts,
images, paintings, and field evidence of early medieval greater Bengal and situate the
phenomenon within its historical premises. The area of our study is greater Bengal, consisting
of south - eastern parts of Bihar. modern West Bengal, and Bangladesh. Buddhism originating
in Magadha made its way into northern Bengal (Pundravardhana) and Tamralipta during the
Mauryan period in the 3™ century BCE.! Centres of Buddhism have been mentioned in the

accounts of Faxian? in the 5™ century CE and later in the 7" century CE accounts of the Chinese

! The fact is supported by the Mahasthangarh Fragmentary Inscription and the Divyavadana. For
details see, B.M. Barua, “The Old Brahmi Inscription of Mahasthan,” Indian Historical Quarterly,
Vol. X, 1934, pp. 57-58. E.B. Cowell and R.E. Neil (tr.), The Divyavadana, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1886, p. 427.

2 Li Ronxi, “The Journey of the Eminent Monk Faxian,” Lives of Great Monks and Nuns, Barkley:
Numata Center for Buddhist Translation and Research, 2002, pp. 157-163.
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pilgrims, Xuanzang® and Yijing.* In the early medieval period, the Buddhist monastical centres
like Nalanda and Vikram$ila were well connected to the Harikela (Chittagong) and Arakan
through a corridor which facilitated the exchange of Buddhist sacred ideas. Under the Pala
reign from 8" century CE onwards the regions of South Bihar and Northern Bengal came under
a common political unit. Thus, a common cultural space had emerged with shared features
throughout the present-day south Bihar, West Bengal, and Bangladesh for which we have
applied the term ‘greater Bengal’ (to be used henceforth).® The early medieval stone and metal
sculptures, paintings, inscriptions (Siddhamatrka script) of south Bihar showed striking
similarity in terms of artistic style, medium and scribing style with those located in West Bengal
and Bangladesh. Therefore, these regions were probably functioning as a somewhat large
cultural corridor in early medieval times. Our discussion of tantric Buddhism covers the

evidence located in this cultural region.

Bengal formed an eastern frontier region in the Buddhist geography in the early period.
The Buddhist Majjhimadesa which extended up to the Kajangal or Rajmahal mountain
according to the Pali Vinaya Pitaka, had extended up to the sub-region of Pundravardhana or
northern Bengal in the Avadana text Divyavadana.® Evidence from early historic and classical
times linking this eastern frontier to the Buddhist circuit have been found in literary and
epigraphic sources. The Divyavadana carried a legend that described the incident of Asoka
having massacred 18,000 Ajivikas of Pundravardhana for downgrading the Buddha in a
painting. Sporadic mention of Buddhism in the same region during the post-Asokan period
might be found from the two votive inscriptions of Sanchi, recording gifts by two inhabitants
from Pundravardhana.” In the Gupta period we come across evidence for land grants made to
the Mahayana congregation of Avaivarttika located in the Southeastern Samatata region during
the reign of Vainyagupta (507 CE). The presence of the Avaivarttika sect was not only confined

to the Southeastern Bengal, but was known also from the Jagajjibanpur Copperplate of

3 Samuel Beal (tr. and ed.), Su-Yu-Ki: Buddhist Record of the Western World Translated from the
Chinese of Hiuen Tsang, Vol. 11, Delhi: Orient Books Reprint Corporation [1884], 1968, p. 195.

4J. Takakusu (tr. and ed.), A Record of the Buddhist Religion as Practiced in India and Malay
Archipelago (AD 671-695), Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1966, p. xxx.

5 Henceforth, wherever the phrase ‘early medieval Bengal® has been used, we have actually implied
this notion of greater Bengal.

8B.C. Law, Geography of Early Buddhism, London: Kegan Paul, 1932, pp. 28-29.

7E.B. Cowell and R.E. Neil, The Divyavadana, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1886, p.
427.



Mahendrapala from 9™ century CE in the Northern Bengal.® Faxian’s record of the Mi-li-kia-
si-kia-po-no or Mrgasthapana vihara in Varendra built by Srigupta provide further evidence

regarding the presence of Buddhism in northern Bengal.’

Buddhism in greater Bengal during the 7™ century CE showed significant trends of
Mahayana Buddhism as recorded by Chinese travelogues of Xuanzang and Yijing. The detailed
recording of the Buddhist sangharamas and their monastic culture left by Xuanzang proves
without doubt that Buddhist viharas conformed to the Mahayana norms. The travelogues of
Yijing and Sheng-chi also attest to the fact that the Vinaya norms were considered to be sacred
and was followed in the monastic complexes in these regions. However, this is also the same
period when Buddhist texts like Guhyasamaja tantra (6™ century CE) and
Aryamaijusrimilakalpa (7" century CE) were composed with a radically different set of ideas
and practices with possible eastern Indian connection. In the Guhyasamaja tantra, the five
transcendental Buddhas were epitomized as the guardians of five skandhas and their female
consorts were introduced.!® In the Aryamafijusrimiilakalpa we come across several complex
mantra, abhiseka and mandala practices which were not compatible with the traditional
Mahayana monastic culture.!! Imprint of these ideas and practices, commonly regarded as
Tantric, was gradually making its presence in the contemporary Buddhist pantheon and
material culture. In the present research we shall make an attempt to enquire into the origin and

development of these processes.
Objective and Scope of Research

The present research seeks to comprehensively define the characteristic trends of tantric
Buddhism in early medieval greater Bengal. The main thrust of the research is on reading a
few early medieval Buddhist texts which can be situated in Bengal and eastern India and which
qualify as the major sources for understanding the ritual and ideological scope of Tantra in
Buddhism of this context. The principal focus will be on tracing the origin and progression of
tantric Buddhism and understanding its various manifestations in the specific regional context

from the 6™ — 12% centuries CE. We shall enquire about the way certain esoteric trends became

8 For details about the avaivarttika sect see, James B. Apple, “The Irreversible Bodhisattva
(avaivartika) in the Lotus Sitra and Avaivartikacakrasitra,” pp. 59-80.

°Li Ronxi, “The Journey of the Eminent Monk Faxian,” Lives of Great Monks and Nuns, Barkley:
Numata Center for Buddhist Translation and Research, 2002, p. 175.

10 Benoytosh Bhattacharyya (ed), Guhyasamaja Tantra or Tathagataguhyaka, Baroda: Oriental
Institute, 1967, pp. Xiv-xv.

T, Ganapati Sastri (ed), The Aryamarjusrimiilakalpa, Trivandrum: The Superintendent Government
Press, 1920 (in three volumes).



apparent in Buddhism, and were adopted and absorbed within the Mahayana practices. The
emergence of tantric Buddhism cannot be seen as an isolated phenomenon, but has to be
observed in the context of the select region’s connections with China, Nepal, Tibet and
Southeast Asia.!? The evidence leads us to ponder on whether the development of tantric
Buddhism was a result of Bengal's geographical location in a cultural crossroads that paved the

way for interactions with Southeast Asia, Tibet, and sub-Himalayan regions.

The principal Buddhist sites in the early historic Bengal were located in
Pundravardhana and Tamralipti which facilitated the overseas exchange with Sri Lanka and
Southeast Asia from 3" century BCE. Faxian also landed in Tamralipti from China in 5%
century CE. From the 6™ century onwards, several other places rose to prominence as sacred
Buddhist sites. The footprint of tantric Buddhism in Bengal may be traced out in the light of a
few sacred places (pitha) of tantric Buddhism mentioned in the Hevajratantra (8" century CE)
referring to the sub-regions of early medieval Bengal like Harikela, and Devikot (Bangarh).!3
Tantric Buddhism’s connection with eastern India may be pointed out, as many of the sacred
sites were also located in the eastern India like Purnagiri (modern Purnea in Bihar), Kamariipa
(Assam), Kalinga (Odisha) and Nagara (identified as Pataliputra). The twenty-four holy sites
mentioned in the Cakrasamvaratantra (8" century CE) indicate that tantric Buddhism was
practiced in a wide connected regions covering South, Southeast and Central Asia. Bengal was
an integral part of it.'* The places of composition of tantric Buddhist texts like the
Cakrasamvaratantra and the Hevajratantra are difficult to determine as they were composed
anonymously and over a long time-period. The Hevajratantra was described as a divine text
ascribing apriori creation but it was stated to have been revealed to the eastern Indian
siddhacarya Saraha.'> Thus one may assume an eastern Indian connection. The extensive
commentarial literature of the Cakrasamvaratantra were composed by the Buddhist masters

of Bengal like Lui pa and Afisa.'® Many of the eighty-four tantric siddhas like Naro pa, Tilo pa

12 The geography of the Buddhist pilgrimage across Asia has been shown by Robert H. Stoddard,
“The Geography of Buddhist Pilgrimage in Asia”, in Adriana Proser (ed), Pilgrimage and Buddhist
Art, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010, pp. 2-4.

13 David Snellgrove (tr.), The Hevajra Tantra: A Critical Study, London: Oxford University Press,
1959, p. 70.

14 Tsunehiko Sugiki, “Book Review: David B. Grey, The Cakrasamvara Tantra (The Discourse of Sri
Heruka): A Study and Annotated Translation,” Journal of Internation Association of Buddhist Studies,
Vol. 31, No. 1, 2008, pp. 527-529.

15 David Snellgrove, The Hevajra Tantra: A Critical Study, p. 12

16 David B. Grey (tr.), The Cakrasamvara Tantra (The Discourse of Sri Heruka): A Study and
Annotated Translation, New York: The American Institute of Buddhist Studies, 2007, p. 124.
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and Kanha pa, who wrote commentaries of these texts, were active in the Buddhist academia
of early medieval Bengal.!” The extensive exegetical and commentarial literature of the tantric
Buddhist texts were evidently connected to the academic community of eastern Indian

Buddhist monasteries like Nalanda, Vikramsila, Sompura, Jagaddala etc.

The rise of the tantric sacred places in early medieval Bengal and eastern India was not
an isolated historical event. This was also the time when Bengal developed a deep-rooted inter-
regional connection with China, Tibet, South-east Asian world and the long-stretch of the
Himalayan - sub-Himalayan belt. In fact, esoteric Buddhism was believed to have first
appeared in China with a different character from India much before 8" century CE.!® Chinese
esoteric Buddhism, as a few recent studies have revealed, was a product of the ritual magic and
performative strategies embedded in the early Mahayana sutras like the Prajaaparamita (1%
century BCE).!” Buddhism in China emerged with close ties with the Northwestern part of the
Indian subcontinent. After the collapse of the Xiongnu Confederation in 55 BCE, the Han
empire expanded in the Pamir region leading to the escalation of interactions between Han
China and northern India. The dynastic history of Hou Han Shu during the second century CE
sheds light on the culture of the Gandhara region and the transmission of Buddhism and
associated culture in China.?’ The Bamiyan Valley in the Hindukush area of central Afghanistan
was acting as a juncture between the Uttarapatha (northern route) and the ancient road in central
Asia.?! From the middle of the second century CE dozens of Buddhist texts began to be
translated into Chinese. The drive to import Indian Buddhist scriptures and knowledge further
gained momentum in the subsequent centuries. This led to the emissary mission of Faxian (51
century CE), Xuanzang and Sheng Chi (7™ century CE), whose itinerary covered Bengal
especially port of Tamralipti which was a port of disembarkation. The travel of Chinese esoteric

Buddhist master Amoghavajra to India and Java during 8" century CE opened a horizon of

17 Fabrizio Torricelli, Tilopa: A Buddhist Yogins of the Tenth Century, p. 65

18 Sorensen has distinguished between esoteric Mahayana and Zhenyan Buddhism in China. To him
the former was an ‘embryonic’ esoterism, while the latter was similar to Indian tantric Buddhism. For
details see, Henrik H. Sorensen, “On Esoteric Buddhism in China: A Working Definition,” in Charles
D. Orzech et. al. (eds), Esoteric Buddhism and the Tantras in East Asia, Leiden: Brill, 2011, p. 157.

1 Ibid, 160.

20 Tansen Sen, India, China and the World: A Connected History, Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, p.
39.

21 Jason Neelis, “Networks for Long-distance Transmission of Buddhism in South Asian Transit
Zones,” in Tansen Sen (ed), Buddhism Across Asia: Networks of Materials, Intellectual and Cultural
Exchange, Vol- 1, New Delhi: Manohar, 2014, p. 6.
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interactive sphere between South Asia, Southeast Asia and Central Asia.?? Tibet and Nepal also
became parts of this network as the Buddhist masters of Nalanda, Vikramsila and Jagaddala set
their feet there to gradually alter the Buddhist landscape of these regions. Initiation of
Buddhism in Tibet by the east Indian pundits ushered in a renaissance in Tibet through the
Himalayan corridor fed by the transmission of Buddhist texts, rituals and ideas.?® Therefore,
the Buddhist populace of the extensive connected regions like China, Tibet, Nepal, Himalayan
region, Malay Peninsula and Java were the carriers of esoteric Buddhism in Asia. Bengal was

an integral part in this network.

A few Buddhist texts like Marijusrimilakalpa, Taramilakalpa, Sadhanamala,
Nispannayogavali, and Carydapada have been studied to understand the characteristic trends of
tantric Buddhism in early medieval Bengal. The texts were largely available from Tibet, Nepal
and Sub Himalayan corridor. On the other hand, the material objects, i.c., the tantra icons in
sculpted and painted forms in illustrated manuscripts, comprise major set of sources for our
understanding of the ideational scope of Tantra rituals and divine conceptions, and hence one
of the chief objects of our study. We shall not go into any full-fledged iconographical study of
these objects from art history perspective. But this study will delve into identification of the
tantra elements in the sculpted and painted icons and draw the comparative conceptual links
with the theoretical and liturgical parameters set down in the given tantra texts. These icons or
objects of worship were found in a wide geography from southern Bihar in the west to Harikela
or Chittagong in the east and from Lower Gangetic Delta in the south to Modern Dinajpur
(West Bengal) — Bogura (Bangladesh) in the north. It is again within this wide geography that
we shall look into the material and extra-material culture of the Buddhist viharas which were
the principal centres of academic learning and religious preaching and which were also the
seats of creation, preservation and transmission of religious culture. The viharas were the
centres where congregations of Buddhist followers were likely to have converged and radiated
from. Continuous influx of the itinerant Buddhist monks from Tibet, Myanmar, Arakan and
Java rendered the viharas a vibrant character, conducive for the growth of complex and shared
culture. Therefore, tracing the histories of the viharas with a perspective on how they were

situated within the matrix of sub-regional life is also imperative.

22 Charles D. Orzech, “Esoteric Buddhism in the Tang: From Atikuta to Amoghavajra (651-780),” in
Charles D. Orzech et. al. (eds), Esoteric Buddhism and the Tantras in East Asia, Leiden: Brill, 2011,
p. 263.

2 Ronald M. Davidson, Tibetan Renaissance: Tantric Buddhism in the Rebirth of Tibetan Culture,
New York: Columbia University Press, 2004, p. 54.
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Tantra and Tantric Buddhism: Mapping the Roots, Theory, and Philosophical Contours

The word ‘tantra’ in the early medieval context was connotatively used to indicate
medical and alchemical knowledge beyond its religious implications. It was evidently used in
the array of early medieval literature as an umbrella term to denote diverse material and
ideological epistemologies. We shall however, focus on its underpinnings in the Buddhist
textual, material and visual culture in the early medieval Bengal. The word ‘tantra’ is
etymologically derived from the root ‘tantri’ meaning any kind of elaboration or knowledge.?*
Considering the root of the word we might surmise that tantra in its original form stood for the
spread of knowledge. The word ‘Tantra’ featured in several first millennium BCE texts like
Atharva Veda, Panini’s Astadhyay1, Katyayana Siitra etc. as pointed out by Monier Monier-
Williams.?* But the word assumed new connotation in early medieval context in the different
parts of the subcontinent. The wider connotation of Tantra might refer to an extended literature,
primarily exegetical and commentarial in nature, dealing with varied streams of knowledge in

theoretical and practical manner.

Several ritualistic and idealistic currents under the rubric of tantra took a consolidated
form in early medieval times and left its imprint in the major religious currents like Saivism,
Saktism, Vaisnavism and Buddhism. There was of course a broad-spectrum conception of
divine forms and ritual practices that were evolving through time and early medieval
Bengal witnessed a mature stage of this phenomena in multiple forms. Bengal, however, was
not the only place that housed the phenomena, as it stood in connection with other regions in
South Asia where such processes unfolded. The earliest tantric manifestation may arguably be
noticed in a particular Saivite tradition known as Atimarga which was practiced by several
ascetic groups like the Pafcarthikas, Lakulas and Somasiddhantins.2® In the 5% century CE, the
Atimarga group gave rise to the Siddhanta or the Mantramarga tradition which was located in

a number of scriptures like the Parames$vara, the Matangaparames$vara, the Kalottara as well as

in several exegetical texts.?” The Saiva Siddhanta group envisaged the Bhairava as an esoteric

24 Shashi Bhusan Dasgupta, An Introduction to Tantric Buddhism, Calcutta: University of Calcutta,
1950, p. 2.

25 Monier Monier-Williams, 4 Sanskrit-English Dictionary: Cognate Indo-European Language
[1899], Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1960, p. 436.

26 Peter C. Bisschop, “From Mantramarga Back to Atimarga: Atimarga as a Self-referential Term,” in
Dominic Goodall et. al (eds), Saivism and the Tantric Traditions: Essays in Honour of Alexis G.J.S.
Sanderson, Leiden: Brill, 2023, pp. 15-30.

27 Alexis Sanderson, “The Saiva Age: The Rise and Dominance of Saivism during the Early Medieval
Period,” in Shingo Einoo (ed), Genesis and Development of Tantrism, Tokyo: Institute of Oriental
Culture, University of Tokyo, 2009, p. 42.



form of the Siva who was represented in consortium with his female companion or Sakti. The
Mantramarga literature like Svacchandatantra celebrated Svacchandabhairava and his consort
Aghore$vari. The rise of Saiva tantra was also integrally linked to the emerging regional state
powers of early medieval India and Southeast Asia, as argued by Alexis Sanderson.?® He has
shown that the Saiva brahmin gurus were playing pivotal role in the royal court by empowering
the monarch by conducting the Saiva initiation rituals. The juxtaposition of the royal
consecration process (rajyabhiseka) and the performance of the mantra rituals was aimed at
conferring the king with supernatural powers to win battles and secure legacy. These tendencies
were not specific to the tantra as such but were increasingly emerging with esoteric symbolism
and associated with rituals that were dipped in shamanic practices, lending the elements of

tantra to the practices of rites distinct from the classical religious rituals.

Along with the ubiquitous presence of Saivism, we may also note that tantra
simultaneously appeared to be a dominant current in a number of Sakta and Vaisnava cults.
Sanderson has argued that the core conceptual and ritual elements of Saktism and Vaisnavism
as well as Buddhism were heavily influenced by the Saiva ritualistic and cultic traditions. The
scriptural corpus of the vidya goddesses including the Jayadrathayamala, Kalikula,
Siddhayogeévarimata, Picumata owed their origin to the Saiva Vidyapitha texts like the
Tantraloka of Abhinavagupta.?’ The later Sakta texts expounding the cult and worship of
Kubjika and Tripurasundari too were believed to have developed by coopting the Saiva rituals.
N.N. Bhattacharyya on the contrary has argued that the appearance of the Sakti goddesses as
the female companion in Saiva and Vaisnava tantra was actually an “indirect triumph of
Saktism.”** The Sakta tradition consolidated its position in Kashmir, Bengal and South India
in the face of the growing rivalry with the existing Saivite creeds adhering to Agama.
Vaisnavism too, especially in South India and Kashmir, from 7" century CE onwards remained
in the shadow of Saivism.?! The tantric ritual foundation of the Vaisnava Paficaratra scriptures
with characteristics like diksa, nyasa, puja etc. evidently postdated the emergence of the Saiva

Mantramarga trends.

The common philosophical idea of tantra prevailing among all the major tantric

traditions like Saivism, Saktism, Vaisnavism and Buddhism, might be grasped by a

28 Alexis Sanderson, “The Saiva Age,” p. 253.

2 Tbid, p. 44.

39 N.N. Bhattacharyya, History of the Sakta Religion, New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1978, p.
100.

31 Alexis Sanderson, “The Saiva Age,” pp. 62-63.



comparative analysis of the tantric tenets. S.B. Dasgupta argues that there seems to be no
essential difference between Brahmanical and Buddhist tantra in regards to a few philosophical
ideas.>? Conceptual and ritual parallel of Brahmanical tantra might be found in the Buddhist
tantra which theorizes the two principal aspects of the universe as Siinyata (voidness) and
Karuna (compassion) manifest in Prajiia and Upaya — the two primary attributes of the Ultimate
Reality. The Prajiia and Upaya of the Buddhist tantra corresponded to the Siva and Sakti of the
Brahmanical tantra. The union of Prajfia and Upaya or the male and female entities represents
the supreme non-dual state which is the final aim of the Tantric Buddhist soteriology. The
philosophical contours of Prajia and Upaya were vividly outlined in the
Prajiiopayaviniscayasiddhi of Anangavajra (7" century CE).* Fragments of Mahayana
schools of philosophy may be found in the un-systematized form in another siddhi text -
Guhyasiddhi (8" - 9" century CE) of Padmavajra, an exegetical text on Guhyasamaja tantra
(5™ — 6 century CE).3* The doctrinal structure of the Guhyasiddhi expounds on the important
Vajrayana idea of reality (tattva), self-experience (svasamvedya), means (upaya) and
expression (carya). Simultaneously the concept of Siinya was equally important in several
Vajrayana texts. It appeared in the core philosophical principle of the early Mahayana schools
like the Madhyamaka, Yogacara and the Vijiianavada.*> The connection between the Yogacara
and the Vajrayana Buddhism might be drawn by the interlude concept of Mahasukhavada
which is the central idea of Indrabhiiti’s Jiianasiddhi.>® The texts stated that the idea of Nirvana
was comprised of three elements: Siinya, Vijiiana and Mahasukha. The idea of the union of the
Bodhi mind and Siinya can be traced back to the mythology of Karandavyiiha regarding

Avalokite$vara Bodhisattva’s renunciation of Nirvana to resolve people’s distress.>’

Scholars have identified the two most productive components of the Buddhist literary
landscape of early medieval period (6™ — 12 centuries CE) namely, the epistemological (texts

on logic) and the tantric literature.’® While the former is characterized by methodological,

32 Shashi Bhusan Dasgupta, Obscure Religious Cult: As Background of Bengali Literature, Calcutta:
University of Calcutta, 1946, p. xxxv.

33 Dasgupta, Obscure Religious Cult, p. 37-41.

3% Julian Schott, “Tattva, Vrata and Carya: On the Relationship between the view and Practice in the
First Chapter of Padmavajra’s Guhyasiddhi,” in Religions, Vol. 15, 2024, pp. 1-3.

35 Benoytosh Bhattacharyya, An Introduction to the Buddhist Esoterism, New Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 1980, p. 26

3¢ Benoytosh Bhattacharyya (ed.), The two Vajrayana Work, Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1929, p. 57
37 Bhattacharyya, An Introduction to Buddhist Esoterism, p. 29

38 Vincent Eltschinger, “Buddhist Esoterism and Epistemology: Two Sixth Century Innovations as
Buddhist Responses to Social and Religio-Political Transformation”, in Eli Franco (ed), Periodization
and Historiography of Indian Philosophy, Budapest: Wein, 2013, p. 172.
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philosophical and logical characteristics, the latter was full of symbolic, ritualistic and esoteric
contents. The Buddhist epistemological writings of late 6™ centuries, especially that of
Dharmakirti and Dignaga, were concerned with the logical reasoning (hetucakra), dialectics
and deduction. The tantric Buddhist literature, on the other hand, introduced a new trend within
Mahayana by creating a new mantra-based soteriological scheme or mantranaya, opposed to
paramitanaya.®” In order to identify the different chronological layers of the tantric Buddhist
literature, the early works have been classified into ‘proto-tantric’ literature which marked a
systematization and reorganization of the Buddhist esoteric ideas.*’ This development,
according to Matsunaga Yukei, was characterized by a process of change from external rituals
to internal meditation.*! Matsunaga contends that by the 7% century CE the dharani siitras which
were transported to China within the ambit of Mahayanistic rituals began to feature elements
like mudra, homa, mandala and abhiseka. These trends became all the more apparent with time
as found in the compositions of Mahavairocanabhisambodhi  sitra  and
Sarvatathagatatattvasamgraha. These two texts marked the full-fledged development of ‘pure

Tantrism’ distinctive from ‘proto-Tantrism’.*?

Outlining the philosophical contours of tantra and tantric Buddhism reveals that from
roughly the 6™ century CE onwards the literary and the ritualistic traditions under Saivism,
Saktism, Vaisnavism and Buddhism indicated the emergence of a mantra and mandala-based
gnomic system. This system was not only directed towards achieving higher spiritual goals like
nirvana or moksa, but was also a complex medium to attain supernatural power. The diverse
manifestations of tantra in the different regions of Indian sub-continent and beyond emerged
in different time-periods. As far as tantric Buddhism is concerned its typical characteristics
evolved through a long time-span from the early Mahayana tradition (late millennium BCE).

This trend will be discussed in the next section.
Tracing the Early Mahayana Precursors of tantric Buddhism

The Proto-tantric elements might be found in the early Mahayana Siitra literature like

Gandavyitha Siitra composed during the first centuries of the Common Era.* The narrative in

39 Eltschinger, “Buddhist Esoterism and Epistemology”, p. 172.

4 1bid, p. 175.

4 Matsunaga Yukei, The Guhyasamaja Tantra, Osaka, 1978, pp. viii, Xi.

42 Jan Willem de Jong, “A New History of Tantric Literature in India,” Acta Indologica 6 (1984), p.
98.

4 Douglas Osto, Power, Wealth and Women in Indian Mahayana Buddhism: The Gandavyuha-sutra,
London: Routledge, 2008.
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the text begins with evoking the Sakyamuni who had been referred to as Vairocana. Then the
story turned towards the interaction between MafijusrT and Sudhana, a merchant banker from
the city of Dhanyakara, identified with Dhanyakataka of south India. Vairocana, the central
figure of the Mahavairocanabhisambodhi Tantra, also featured in the early Mahayana texts
like Dasabhumika along with Gandavyitha. Douglas Osto has shown that a number of passages
from the text narrate scenes describing rituals characterized by tantric Buddhist mandala.**
Though these depictions were not explicitly regarded as mandala, but the visualization of ritual
diagrams described in the narration come close to the tantric mandala and hence can be
considered to be early precursors of mandala. Moreover, presence of kalyanamitra as the
spiritual guide in the soteriological scheme of Gandavyiiha siitra might also correspond to the
adoration for Guru as it evolved in the tantric system. The text projects a devotional path to
obtain enlightenment by showing allegiance to kalyanamitra or good friend. Among the other
proto-tantric characteristics, Gandavyitha Sitra also prescribed the sexual yoga practice, that
occurs when Sudhana met with the courtesan Vasumitra. A group in the royal court praised the
spiritual attainment of Vasumitra and appreciated her as a sexual means to teach dharma.
Therefore, many of the ideas expressed in the text have been regarded as “proto-tantric” tenets

by Douglas Osto.

The foundation of tantric philosophy is believed to have been embedded in another
Mahayana text of first century BCE — CE, the Prajiiaparamita. 1t is inferred that in order to
memorize the Buddha’s teaching, certain mnemonic categories were developed from the
Nikaya tradition.*> The explanation (prajiia) given by the Lord Buddha thus gradually evolved
into a distinct literary tradition called Prajiiaparamita. The early discourse of Prajiiaparamita
highlighted on the perfection (paramita) of Prajiia symbolized by an awakened mind with a
strong cognition power. In the first phase of its development (100 BCE — 100 CE), the
Prajriaparamita was a compendium of 8000 verses, and thus came to be known as
Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita.*® The early version of the text is preserved in the translation of
the Indo-Scythian translator Lokaksema. The recently discovered Gandhari manuscript

belonging to the 1% century CE is also very much identical to the translation of Lokaksema.*’

“ Douglas Osto, “Proto-Tantric Elements in the Gandavyuha Siitra”, in The Journal of Religious
History, Vol. 33, No. 2 (June, 2009), p. 169.

45 James B. Apple, “Prajiiaparamita”, in K.T.S. Sarao and Jeffery D. Long (eds), Buddhism and
Jainism, Encyclopedia of Indian Religion, Dordrecht: Springer, 2017, p. 925.

46 Edward Conze, The Prajiiaparamitd Literature, Tokyo: The Reiyukai, 1978, p. 10.

47 Harry Falk and Seishi Karashima, “A First Century Prajfiaparamita Manuscript from Gandhara —
Parivarta — 1 (Text from Split Collection 1)”, in Arirab, vol. XV (2012), pp. 19-21.
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Karashima argues that the text was first composed in the Gandhari language and then into
Chinese and Sanskrit.*® He also argues that the tradition of the text may have originated in the
Andhra region of south India where the Mahasamghika school had a very visible existence.
From there the tradition was transmitted to the uttarapatha region encompassing the territory
of Mathura, Taxila and Bactria.* From 2™ century CE onward, the text started to be
recomposed into shorter and compact version. Significant reduction of the verses happened till
5 century CE when the summarized version of the text gave birth to a diverse textual tradition
like the Vajracchedika (Diamond Siitra) and the Prajiidparamitahrdaya (Heart Siitra).>® The
earliest Sanskrit manuscript of the Prajiiaparamita datable to second half of the 3™ century CE
is found from the Bamiyan region in Afghanistan, while the text started to be widely translated
in Central Asia and became the dominant Buddhist theological doctrine in China, Khotan,

Sogdian and Tibet.

Edward Conze has shown that the final phase of the development of the Prajriaparamita
literature (600 — 1200 CE) was marked by the advent of the tantric characteristics.>! Under the
latest tradition the text was personified into a female deity of the same name with tantric
attributes. The later recensions like the Prajriaparamitanayasataparicasatika or the 150
methods’ incorporated important tantric terminologies like vajra, guhya and siddhi. The
iconography of the deity first appeared in the sculptural arena of the Pala Art during 7™ century
CE. The deity was conceptualized as an important manifestation of the Buddhist doctrinal ideas
like Stinyata or voidness, Pratityasamutpada or the dependent co-arising and avadya or non-
dichotomous reality. The theological idea of the Prajiaparamita in early medieval period
hypothesized that reality is co-emergent and co-dependent with mind, discarding the
polarization of consciousness and nature. In tantric Buddhist pantheon, Prajiiaparamita was
considered to be a prototype of all the female icons which emerged later. Tantric Buddhist
doctrine envisaged prajia as Nirvana and upaya as samsara. The Ultimate Reality was
conceived by the union of wisdom (prajia) and means (upaya) symbolized by bell and vajra
respectively. Simultaneously, in the Yoga practices too, the female companion of the sadhaka

was idealized as Prajfia or Yogini who represents the highest reality of voidness.

8 Seishi Karashima, “Was the Astasahasrika Prajfiaparamita Compiled in Gandhara in Gandhari?”, in
ARIRAB, vol. XVI (2013), pp. 174-79.

* Tbid, pp. 180-81.

0 Apple, “Prajiaparamita”, p. 929.

1 Conze, The Prajiiaparamita Literature, p. 23.
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Several other Mahayana Sutras under the raksa genre like Manasvi-nagardja-siitra and
Mahamayiri-Vidyarajni-Sitra and Paricaraksa-Sitra contained the earliest germ of tantric
Buddhism. These raksa genre literature was designed by the Buddhist monks to get rid of the
imminent danger of the snakebites and natural disaster in the newly set up Buddhist
monasteries in the unknown adverse environment of Northwestern subcontinent. This literature
was deeply revered by the Buddhist monks as it was believed to have revealed by the Buddha
himself. Some of the earliest manuscripts of raksa literature were discovered from the Kuchar
city by General Bower®?> as well as in Gilgit, Afghanistan recently. The Mahamayiri-
Vidyarajni-Sitra was primarily meant to save the monks and laity from the adversaries of
robbers, fire, water, poison and diseases.>* As the peacock is a natural enemy of the snake, the
Mahamayiiri Dharani was designed to save the monks from snakebites.>* But it also became
instrumental in manipulating power and securing kingship in China.’> Similarly, the
Paiicaraksa-Sitra, widely prevalent in Bengal and in the Newari Buddhism, which contained
invocations to icons possessing protective powers against disease, evil spirits and disaster.>®
The deities under Paficaraksa group like MahamaytirT and Mahasitavati were invoked with a
few sadhanas in the Sadhanamala. Here we may note that that Mahamayiiri’s invocation could
save people from snakebites while the invocation of Mahasitavati protected against smallpox.
The Paficaraksa manuscripts were also widely found in the early medieval Bengal. S.K.
Saraswati has mentioned at least seven dated manuscripts of the Paficaraksa Siitra from the
reign of Nayapala, Ramapala and Govindapala.’” The dharanis of the raksa literature were
apotropaic in nature as they could offer solution to daily mundane yet grave problem faced by
the monks and the monks and the laity. These texts were widely translated in China, Centra

Asia and Southeast Asia.

52 A F. Rudolf Hornel (ed), The Bower Manuscript: Fascimile Leaves, Nagari Transcripts, Romanised
Transliteration, and English Transliteration with Notes, Vol. I-VII, Calcutta: Office of the
Superintendent of Government Printing, 1897.

53 Ibid, Part VII, p. 239.

5% Oskar von Hinubar, “Magic Protection in the Palola Shaht Kingdom: History and Context of the
Raksa Text and Dharants in the 7% century Gilgit, in Claudio Cicuzza (ed), Katd me Rakkha, Katd me
Paritta: Protecting the Protective Texts and Manuscripts, Proceedings of the second International
Pali Studies Week Paris 2016, Bangkok and Lumbini: Fragile Palm Leaver Foundation, 2018, p. 218.
55 Charles D. Orzech, “Metaphor Translation and the Construction of Kingship in the Scripture for
Human Kings and the Mahamayuri-vidyarajiii-sttra,” in Cahiers d’Extreme-Asie, Vol. 13, pp. 55-83.
5¢ Jinah Kim, “A Book of Buddhist Goddesses: Illustrated Manuscripts of the Paficaraksa Sutra and
their Ritual Use,” in Artibus Asiae, Vol. 70, No. 2, p. 261.

57 S K. Saraswati, Pal Juger Chitrakala (in Bengali), Kolkata: Ananda Publisher, 1978, pp. 37-54.
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The Buddhist esoteric doctrine in the early medieval phase underwent a lot of
transformations and resulted in the emergence of a number of tantric Buddhist schools like
Mantrayana, Vajrayana, Kalacakrayana and Sahajayana. Though these schools have been
chronologically ordered by the early scholars like S.B. Dasgupta, the linear development of
such schools is highly unlikely as the composition period of the doctrinal texts often overlap
with each other. The exact connotation of the terms ‘esoteric Buddhism’ and ‘tantric Buddhism’
is still not beyond debate, though they have been widely used as coterminous.>® Neither, do the
terms ‘Vajrayana’ and ‘Mantrayana’ which are often found in the texts, singularly justify the
various array of tantric Buddhism. The term Vajrayana or the adamantine path of enlightenment
first occurs in the seventh century CE. It is also during this time that the term vajra meaning
diamond or thunderbolt was introduced in several texts symbolizing the indestructible power
of the awakened or enlightened. However, Anthony Tribe has warned against uncritically
equating the Vajrayana Buddhism with Tantric Buddhism as the former had the exclusive goal
of speedy attainment of Buddhahood, while the latter embodied a variety of goals and ritual
practices.®® As an idealistic category Vajrayana was preceded by Mantranaya or the ‘path of
mantras’ and Paramitanaya or the ‘path of perfection.” Though Mantranaya constituted an
important ideological framework of the Mahayana Buddhism, it is also believed that because
of its overwhelming emphasize on the mantra practice, it contained the earliest germ of Tantric
Buddhism. Matthew Kapstein has differentiated between the Vajrayana and Mantranaya.¢! For
him the former signifies a developed Tantrism which became prominent during the last few
centuries of Indian Buddhism, while the latter was followed in the monastic universities of
India during the mid-1*" millennium CE. Andrea Acri has argued that Vajrayana and
Mantranaya shared some common features in terms of their ritualistic paradigm and that
Mantranaya as opposed to the exoteric Paramitanaya was characterized by an esoteric salvation
oriented path within Mahayana.®? Even the Tibetan commentator Tson-kha-pa in his Snags rim

chen mo dealing with the stages of Tantra has stated that the Paramita and the Mantra methods

8 Andrea Acri, “Introduction: Esoteric Buddhist Network Along the Maritime Silk Routes, 7% — 13®
century AD,” in Andrea Acri (ed), Esoteric Buddhism in Medieval Maritime Asia. Singapore: ISEAS
Yusof Ishak Institute, 2016, p. 3.

% Paulo William and Anthony Tribe, Buddhist Thought: A Complete Introduction to the Indian
Tradition, London: Routledge, 2000, p. 196.

0 William and Tribe, Buddhist Thought: A Complete Introduction to the Indian Tradition, London:
Routledge, 2000, p. 196.

81 Matthew Kapstein, Reasons Traces, Identity and Interpretation in Indian & Tibetan Buddhist
Thought, Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2001, p. 234.

62 Andrea Acri, “Introduction: Esoteric Buddhist Network,” p. 4.
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which the Kalacakra work Vimalaprabha has termed as cause and effect, were the two divisions
of Mahayana Buddhism.®® The Vajrayana or the diamond vehicle embodied the idea of both
the Prajiiaparamita (the cause) and the Mantranaya concepts (the effect) showing that it was an

offshoot of Mahayana.

Vajrayana or the Diamond Way was popularized as a Buddhist path of salvation when
the Yoga Tantra literature explicitly projected the term as their principal doctrinal tenet. The
earliest evidence of vajra in Buddhism however, is found in the Pali Suttas where the term is
used as the weapon of Vajrapani, Sakyamuni’s Yaksa guardian.®* Vajrapani later assumed the
status of Bodhisattva and became a prominent figure in the Vajrayana text, functioning as the
Buddha’s principal interlocutor. The word vajra also appeared in the 4" century CE text
Vajrasiict alluded to Asvaghosa on dubious grounds. The text, although begins with paying
homage to Mafijughosa, has been characterized as a minor Upanisad as it deals with variety of
precondition to become a brahmana.® Vajra, meaning either diamond or thunderbolt, signified
the unbreakable and indestructible nature of an ideological concept. In the symbolic language
of the Yoga Tantra literature like Sarvatathagatatattvasamgraha (7" century CE), the story of
Sakyamuni’s awakening involves his visualization of an upright vajra in his heart.%® This
visualization aided him in stabilizing and strengthening his awakened mind or bodhicittva
which ultimately resulted in his attainment of Buddhahood and his renaming as Vajradhatu.
Thus, Williams and Tribe have argued that the name Vajradhatu symbolizes the vajraisation of
the important Mahayana concept of dharmadhatu as well as Buddhism as a whole.®” The
awakened mind or the bodhicittva was also rendered a vajraised form, signified by Tathagata
bodhicittvavajra, an important figure of Yoga and Mahayoga Tantra. One can also observe the
proliferation of the vajra names in the Sarvatathagatatattvasamgraha like Vajrapuspa (vajra
flower) and Vajranrtya (vajra dance) as offering goddess, Vajraratna (vajra gem), Vajraraja
(vajra king) and Vajraraga (vajra passion) as bodhisattva, Vajrapasa (vajra noose) and
Vajrankus$a (vajra hook) as the gatekeeper. The two most important figures of Vajrayana texts

are Vajradhara and Vajrasattva who occupied the central position of Buddhist mandalas.

8 Alex Wayman, The Buddhist Tantras: Lights on the Indo-Tibetan Esotericism, New York: Routledge,
1973, p. 4.

 William and Tribe, Buddhist Thought, p. 117.
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Chinese Version, Santiniketan: Visva-Bharati, 1960, pp. vii — xvii.
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Vajrapani and Vajradhara are often mentioned as interchangeable names in the tantric texts. In
the Kriya and Yogini Tantras, vajra in a deity’s name signifies his/her wrathful nature like
Hevajra, Vajravaraht and Vajrayogini. The principal figures of the Guhyasamaja Tantra were
Aksobhyavajra and Manjuvajra based on the well-known bodhisattva figures Aksobhya and
Maiijusri.

The sacred notion of vajra gained so much coinage in the Buddhist parlance of early
medieval period that a lot of Buddhist theological ideas as well as the theoretical texts of
Vajrayana were named with the term. Sacred conceptual terms such as Vajragarbha, Vajragiri,
Vajrajiianaparvata, Vajradaka, Vajratunda, Vajradrdhanetra, Vajradvaja, Vajranabhi,
Vajrapramardin, Vajramandala, Vajramala, Vajramusti etc. occurred regularly in the tantric
Buddhist texts.®® Simultaneously the name of the Buddhist deities like Vajragandhari,
Vajracarcika, Vajrajilanaparvata, Vajradaki, Vajradhara, Vajrapani, Vajrabhaskari, Vajrabhrkuti,
Vajrabhairavi appeared in the rapidly expanding Buddhist pantheon.®” The relevance of the
vajra in the secretive practice of tantric Buddhism might be attested by Anandagarbha’s
commentary entitled Sri-Paramadi-tika. Here, the author has expounded the five secret notions
of esoteric Buddhism essential for initiation of a novice by a vajra guru or Vajracarya-abhiseka.
The concept of five secret has been personified in the five goddesses like Vajrasattva,
Ragavajra, Vajrakilikila, Vajrasmriti and Vajrakames$vari.”® The ritual manuals of Vajrayana
Buddhism also embraced the term vajra as might be gleaned from the Buddhist scholars of
early medieval Bengal like Abhayakaragupta’s Vajravali and Naropa’s Vajra-pada-sara-
samgraha-parijika. Thus, the proliferation of the vajra names has given the Vajrayana
Buddhism a distinctive identity, probably within Mahayana, by proclaiming their affiliation to
a specific Buddhist form.

Subsequent school of tantric Buddhism like Kalacakrayana developed its own
theoretical paradigm and doctrinal position as manifested in some of the commentarial text like
Sekoddesatika by Naropa, a Buddhist master of Bengal.”! The Kalacakra initiation process
gained coinage in Naropa’s commentary which characterized Kalacakra as the immutable and

unchangeable one. Waddell has noted that Kalacakra tantra was characterised by a monstrous

% Franklin Edgerton, Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Grammar and Dictionary, Vol. 11, Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 1985, p. 467.

8 Tbid, pp. 467-68.
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poly-demonist doctrine datable to 10" century CE.”” Kalacakra system has been also
designated as the extreme form of tantric Buddhism, devoid of any philosophy. Its theological
hypothesis attempts to explain the universe and its secret power by the union with the Adi-
Buddha. The reason why the predominance of the demonic Buddha and the terrible gods and
goddesses is there in the Kalacakra fold remained ambiguous. The word Kalacakra might
literally stand for the wheel (cakra) of destruction (kala).”® The text Kalacakra Tantra however
is not entirely devoted to the worship of the demonic and the terrible gods and goddesses. The
text unfolds with the narrative of King Suchandra reaching out to Lord Buddha requesting him
to teach the yoga of Kalacakra which was a mean of salvation for all the people of Kali age.”
In the soteriological scheme of the Kalacakra tantra, body is represented as the medium which
contained every object and localities of the universe as well as the time. The text epitomizes
the concept of Sahaja and its attainment through several sexo-yogic practices principally

through the control of the vital winds (prana and apana).

The most characteristic presence of tantric Buddhism in early medieval Bengal was
connected to the Sahajayana, a later school of tantric Buddhism. Many proponents of the
abstract idealism of Sahajayana were the Buddhist siddhacaryas whose hagiographies
attributed their origin and roots to Bengal.”> Moreover, the proto-Bengali vernacular language
of the Sahajiya text like Caryapada prove it beyond doubt that its tradition was dominant in
Bengal and eastern India. The Sahajiya school is known for its non-conformist nature and
believed to be a direct offshoot of the Vajrayana school. The Sahajiya poets of the Doha and
the songs registered their protest against the formalities of life and religion. The philosophical
position propounded in the Caryapada expressed their dissent against any kind of ritual
activities, severe austerities and scriptural knowledge. The unconventional ideological position
of the Sahajiyas has distinguished them from the doctrinal position of the Vajrayana. The goal
of the Sahajayana school was to realize the ultimate innate (Sahaja) nature of the self and of
the dharma. Lui pa in the first song of the Caryapada propounded that our mind is solely
responsible for the creation of an illusory world. The reason for this unsteady mind is due to

the defiling influence of nature. The world of the human existence is believed to be provisional

2 L. Austine Waddell, Buddhism and Lamaism of Tibet, New Delhi: Gaurav Publishing House, 1978
(Reprint), p. 15.

3 S.B. Dasgupta, An Introduction to Tantric Buddhism, p. 73

" Ibid, p. 74.

> Alaka Chattopadhyay, Churasi Siddher Kahint (A Bengali Translation of the Tibetan Caturasiti-
Siddha-Pravritti), Kolkata: Anustup, 2019, pp. 31-38.
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(samvrti-satya) and the provisional nature of the world is revealed to us when we realise that

everything here is impermanent.

The philosophy and idealism were one of the many characteristics of tantric Buddhism.
It may be noted that tantric Buddhism was also characterized by a peculiar system of psychical,
magical and mysticism practice. It is for this features that most of the modern-day scholars
consider it to be a transgressive, anti-nomian practice. The basic trends of tantric Buddhism
were not only embedded in the intellectual practice of the Buddhist scholars who laid down
doctrinal theology of an esoteric culture. It also grew by embracing some of the extremely
occult ritual and practices. The philosophy and rituals were the two sides of the same coin. The
ritual horizon of tantric Buddhism was replete with mantra dharanT mandala which shall be

discussed in the next section.

Dharani, Mantra and Mandala: The Ritual Paraphernalia of Tantric Buddhism, Magic

and Mysticism

Survey of the philosophical contours of tantric Buddhism alone, cannot do justice to
the understanding of the phenomenon. Ritualism was another strong pillar of tantric Buddhism.
The factors responsible for the rise of an alternative religious system like Tantric Buddhism
were not only rooted in the esoteric emancipatory ideology of certain Indian philosophical
currents, but were also embedded in a number of pre-tantric heterodox practices. The
terminological and functional aspects of these heterodox practices have been designated as
magical, sorcery and witchcraft by a few Indologists. A group of scholars of tantric Buddhism
have expressed their unequivocal support to the elite and intellectual origin of Tantrism.”® The
root of tantra, they argued, were firmly embedded in the wide range of doctrinal and exegetical
literature created by the theologians of the different tantric orders like Saiva, Sakta, Vaisnava,
Buddhist and Jain. The non-literate domain has been entirely disregarded and any endeavor to
consider the non-literate groups to trace the genesis of Tantra has been denounced as fallacious

and inconsequential.”’

The authentic understanding of the Tantra is attributed to the intellectual
literate tradition exclusively. They have focused on the sectarian lineage tradition manifested
in the preceptor-disciple transmission of knowledge and practice. However, gleanings of the

tantric system reveals that ritual practice was a principal pillar of tantric Buddhism which

76 Alexis Sanderson, “Vajrayana: Origin and Function”, in Buddhism into the year 2000, Bangkok:
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evolved by juxtaposing the materialistic rituals with a firm ideological parameter. The ritual
paraphernalia of tantric Buddhism and Tantra as a whole often indicate to a non-literate and
non-intellectual origin of Tantra. Ronald Davidson has argued that in an alternative religious
system like Tantra, the role of the intellectual elites was a ‘second-order phenomenon’ in
rationalizing and crystalizing the scattered heterodox rituals.”® He rather championed the
diffusionist theory, by arguing that we have to consider the multi-nodal roots of Tantra which

was gradually crystalizing in the early medieval period.

The prevalence of magic and mysticism in a religious practice and their integral
relationship with the greater religious worldview have been explained by a number of
sociologists and anthropologists. The sociological approach to religion, rituals and rites gained
coinage in the beginning of the twentieth century with the study of French anthropologist Emile
Durkheim. He convincingly argued that religion is principally a social phenomenon.” Its
inception was rooted in and coincided with the human endeavour to socially organize
themselves. Almost all the religions of present day are governed by the notion of sacred and
profane. While a religious order stands as an ideal representation of sacred, the rituals might
be considered as the rule of conduct conforming to the notion of sacred. Through the sacred
notion of religion people legitimize their social structure and communal ties. Thus, religion
becomes instrumental in forging communal identification. To facilitate the functioning of the
sacred notion of religion in the society, rituals have been designed. Through the observance of
different rituals, a ‘passionate intensity’ is provoked in human beings to rouse the feeling
collective belonging rather than individual entity. Durkheim’s approach however met with
criticism by a few scholars for being ahistorical and overwhelmingly dependent on the societal

relations.®°

Durkheim’s sociological approach was carried forward by the British anthropologist
A.R. Radcliff-Brown who argued that there was a specific pattern of the reciprocation between
religious organization and social structure manifested by the different notion of God for

different social groups.®! He also emphasised on the ahistorical aspect of social structure to

8 Ronald M. Davidson, “Magicians, Sorcerers and Witches: Considering Pretantric Non-sectarian
Sources of Tantric Practices”, in Religions, Vol. 8, No. 188, p. 2.
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of Great Britain and Ireland 75 (1945), pp. 33-43.
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explain the origin of religion. After meticulously studying the ritual culture of Andaman
Islanders and the Arunta group of western Australia, Radcliff-Brown concluded that societal
needs predominantly shape the religious concepts.®? These tribal societies with an oral tradition
lacked any kind of written records. As a result, the social anthropologists studying these
societies ended up in diminishing the historical importance and gave primacy to their social
structure. In regards to the origin of the rituals, Radcliff-Brown contrasted the view of
Durkheim and argued that rites preceded religious belief. In his theoretical paradigm the social
functionalism exercised a profound impact on the ritual life, while affecting little the religious
belief and customs.®® According to him rites essentially embody a ‘regulated symbolic
expression’ which is transmitted through generations, thus constituting the societal customs.
The religious rituals determine a social order by promoting and legitimizing the core social
value repeatedly. He envisaged rituals as a specific mode of expression which create a social

sentiment on the foundation of moral and spiritual power.

Bronislaw Malinowski argues, in contrast to Durkheim, that rituals were practically
designed to address the mundane need of the society like saving people from anxiety, distress,

t.34 He enumerates that religious idea was embedded in the individual idea of

fear and doub
death and might be envisaged as a desperate attempt of intimidated man to get rid of his plight.
Malinowski foregrounded his theory in the individual cognitive process of man and his
practical experience. He contends that a few public rituals can be attributed with social
functionalities. The magical rituals particularly are performed with the aim of alleviating
anxiety, while religious rituals are void of any social purpose and meant for communication
with God. The theories of Malinowski and Radcliff-Brown might be referred to as a
functionalist interpretation of rituals as opposed to a comparative approach where myth and
rituals were viewed in juxtaposition. For the advocates of the functionalist interpretation the

magical rituals are the mediums through which the social order is maintained. The rituals and

religion are therefore designated as a social mechanism to maintain an ordered society.

A ritual action is often distinguished from the other modes of action by its non-
utilitarian and non-rational characteristics. The supposed non-rational base of rituals, as

opposed to scientific mode of acting, has marked a difference between ancient and modern

82 A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, The Andaman Islanders [1922], New York: Free Press, 1964, pp. 229-30.
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Mouton, 1973, vol. 1, p. 591.
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societies and between the notions of profane and sacred.®® Even within the broader ritual
landscape, several dimensions have been identified where subtle difference between religious
rituals and magical rituals has been defined. For example, the worship of a deity for non-
utilitarian purpose has been identified as religious, while the rituals performed for healing or
rainfall are regarded as magical. Therefore, the magical rituals, often performed for achieving
mystical and supernatural goal has been rendered an inferior position than the high religiosity.
The theoretical framework of Tylor and Frazer has drawn a boundary between the higher and
lower mode of Christianity. While the former is characterized by monotheism, morality and
understanding the universal truth, the latter was all about amoral, polytheistic and directed
towards fulfilling personal advantage. For Tylor magic is fundamentally different from religion
and is more similar to science. He has referred to magic as a pseudo-science which might be
distinguished from science by its erroneous method of reasoning. Frazer, on the other hand,

has regarded magic as a “bastard art” which offer a tricky method to fulfil the mundane goal.

The magic, sorcery and witchcraft, noticeable among the many non-literate sections in
the history of the Indian subcontinent, have been often regarded as the ritualistic precursors of
Tantra. The rituals of the Indian sorcerers were probably appropriated by the tantric groups.
The Brahmajalasutta in the Dighanikaya mentions 115 types of different skills including sign
reading and creating illusion, which can be tantamount to the sorcery and witchcraft.?” Through
the description of these peculiar feats, one might anticipate that such behavior was aggravated
among different individuals. The magical rituals of deaths or yatudhanas mentioned in the
Angirasa section of the Atharvaveda Saunakiva is regarded as a form of sorcery. The prefix
yatu in the word yatudhana is considered to be the early term for magic or sorcery. Atharvaveda
mentions six kinds of yatudhana actions like descending from the air, seizing thing from being
obtained etc. In the Chinese translation of the Samyuktanikaya too, the spirits like preta and
yaksa were described as descending from air.®® The vetala rites, associated with the dead,
prescribed in the Bhaisajyaguru-Sitra were connected to the rituals of the raksasa and yaksa.
The ritual object of skull or Kapala, considered to be one of the principal tantric paraphernalia
of the Saiva Kapalikas as well as the tantric Buddhist ascetics, could be traced back among the

several early heterodox sects who popularized the skull as a cult object associated with
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cremation ground.®’ The skull and skull-cups operated as the ritual medium of the spirit world
to communicate with and manipulate the power of yaksa, pisaca bhiitas and raksasa. The
employment of these ritual objects might be traced back in Taittiriyasamhita and Pali Vinaya.
An episode of the Asilakkhana Jataka mentions that the rituals of the iksanika spirit assists a
princess to transcend in the air in order to reach to her beloved prince.’® The Mahavagga section
of the Theravada Vinaya mentions a layman named Mendhaka whose family possessed
miraculous power or iddhanubhava. His father had the power of filling up the granary with the
shower of grain, the son was in possession of an inexhaustible bag of money and his wife has
a never-emptying pot. They acquired the merit by feeding a pratyekabuddha during the time
of a famine. The Buddhist scriptural scheme allocated less honourable position to the wizards
with extraordinary ability like vidyadhara, dakini and yaksini.”' These magical beings,
considered to be semi-divine in nature, inhibited in both the human and non-human sphere in

the social margin.

One of the curious ritual traditions of Tantric Buddhism was dharani, commonly
regarded as the strings of unintelligible words with magical power. The dharanis are coded
phrases which were representative of the coded teaching of a scripture or the entire canon. The
earliest specimen of dharani might be noted in the writings of the Gandhara region. They were
designed to replicate the alphabets of a-ra-pa-ca-na in the northwestern region.’? The dharanis
in their earliest form were non-referential mantra phrases meant for apotropaic purpose and
later came to denote the encoded scripture and doctrine. By the employment of dharant the
Buddhist authority was taking an endeavour to deconstruct the tie between word and object.
Some of the Mahayana literatures contends that, as the dharanis are non-referential and literally
means nothing, it signifies the nature of emptiness. Thus, the dharanis embodied the important
doctrinal idea of $tinya in the Mahayana Buddhism. The pragmatics of dharani, Davidson has
argued, essentially was impacted by the linguistic aspect of the Vedic school.”® Nevertheless,

the early mythological reference to the dharanis were certainly Buddhist. How the dharanis of
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the Mahayana Buddhism of 5" and 6™ centuries gradually percolated in the Tantric Buddhism
from 7" century CE onwards is rather ambiguous. The Mahayana texts of the 6 century CE
that were being translated into Chinese showed the curious presence of different tantric
elements like scattered mandala, mudra, mantra and the initiation rituals. The
Amoghapasahrdaya and Mahadharmadipadharanisitra translated by Jiianagupta in the second
half of the 6™ century CE never made any distinction between the esoteric and the exoteric
practice of the dharani rituals.®* Atikuta’s Dharanisamgraha (7" century CE) is arguably
considered to be the earliest work of tantra that prescribed the practice of homa (fire ritual),
bali (sacrificial ritual), mantra, mandala and dharanT must be kept secret from the uninitiated

candidates.”’

Scholars of Indian Buddhist literature and religion have described dharant from various
aspects like an advanced intellectual exercise, showcasing Buddhist spells, embodiment of
mnemonic aides for memorization of scriptures, summery of specific ideas of the Buddhist
doctrine etc.’® However, a holistic assessment of the early dharanis reveals that they not only
served as the mnemonic device to codify the abstract doctrinal ideas, but also applied for non-
intellectual purposes. Its principal characteristic was that it was incomprehensible to the readers
of the Sanskrit texts. The Mahaprabhavadharani-sitra contains 18 unintelligible forms of the
four truths that were originally composed in the language from beyond the Indian

.7 The early medieval period witnessed an expansion in the horizon of the dharani

subcontinent
which was giving space to the rising Buddhist theology beyond the orthodox Mahayana
doctrine. For example, the ye dharma formula inscribed in the pedestal of the early medieval
Buddhist sculptures was transformed into the pratityasamutpada dharant in the early medieval
Buddhist texts. The formula signified the important Buddhist idea of dependent origination.
Nevertheless, considering the incipient nature of the dharani we might surmise that they
reflected the semantic values of the Buddhist Siitras.’® The dharanis were the reservoirs of the
early Mahayana experience of mastering the doctrine. Beyond its meaningless utterance, it had

the capability of storing the scripture in memory and transmitting the knowledge through

generations. It was considered to be virtually efficacious as it played a pivotal role in the ritual
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landscape of tantric Buddhism. Considering its simultaneous miraculous role in the tantric

Buddhism, dharan has been also considered as reflective of pragmatic historical experience.”’

Mantra in the ritualistic landscape of esoteric Buddhism must be differentiated from
dharani, although they both appear very identical. The ubiquitous presence of mantra in the

190 Mantra in the esoteric

South Asian traditions predated the emergence of Buddhism.
Buddhism is used for incantation, invoking a deity and performing miraculous or mundane
deeds. Mantra in the tantric Buddhism is consisted of short strings of syllable, not more than
one or two lines, in contrast to dharant which is longer. Mantra might be found in the Vinaya,
though absent in the Pali works.!! In the early medieval context mantra and dharani
conceptually overlap with each other. In many cases mantra appears to be a subset of dharani,
though it never signified a coded scripture. Unlike the mnemonic strategy embedded in the
dharani, mantra is principally chanted for an enigmatic result. The mantras of different deities
have been classified hierarchically in the Kriya, yoga and anuttarayoga tantras. A few mantras
are considered to be extremely powerful and meant to be secretly practiced by the initiated,
while other were of relatively low status. The mantra is often prescribed to be ideally practiced
before a ritual diagram known as mandala. The mandalas are envisaged as cosmic diagram,
often circular or rectangular in shape. Tantric Buddhist literature from 7™ century CE onwards
contained abundance of mandala diagram, prescribed to be drawn on the earth or a piece of
cloth known as pata.'”” Each of the five paficatathagata figures like Aksobhya, Amitabha,
Vairocana, Amoghasiddhi and Ratnasambhaba was assigned a mandala. Thus, the mandalas
were deified and became the embodiment of the Buddhist deities. Generally, the principal
figure is placed in the middle of the mandala and the subsidiary deity and the doorkeepers were
placed in the outer circle. During the late tantric Buddhism in 9" — 10" centuries, the demi-
Gods and the wrathful deities like Hevajra and Hayagriva were dedicated mandala too. The
esoteric rituals were often prescribed to be performed in front of the mandala.
Abhayakaragupta’s Nispannayogavali (12" century CE) prescribed twenty-four mandalas for
the different Buddhist divinities.
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The earliest antecedents of the mantra and dharant comes from the recent discovery of
the palm-leaf manuscript from the Gandhara region, especially the Bajaur district in
Afghanistan. The manuscripts, mostly written in Sanskrit and Gandhart language using Brahm1
and Kharosthi script can be dated between 1% century BCE — 2" century CE.'” The
manuscripts contained mostly commentarial and scholastic works like the early Mahayana
avadana and siitra literature, which is believed to have been composed in the region itself. After
the analysis of the philosophical undercurrent of these texts, experts have suggested that they
belonged to the Buddhist Sarvastivadin community.'** The most spectacular type of literature
in the Bajaur manuscripts was the raksa genre literature like MahamayiirT Sttra and Manasvi-
nagardja-Sitra. Peter skilling has argued that this special genre of literature is meant to bestow
magical power.!% Some of these texts were contemporary to the Buddha, while a few had been
composed after his demise. The Theravada Buddhist often regarded these texts as paritta
(savior) which safeguards the monks from several evil and misery. After studying the
preponderance of mantra in the Manasvi-nagaraja-siitra, Ingo Strauch has shown that the
magical formula was introduced to safeguard the monks living in the remote and dangerous
environment.!’ The magical power of the mantra is meant to confer the monks with protective
power. This power could be accessed by the monks, nuns as well as the laity. These mantras
were also inserted in the Sanskrit Mahayana Siitra literature in the form of a passage and came
to be regarded as mantrapada.'?” The prevalence of mantra and dharani can be also found in
the Saddharmapundarika-sutra  which uses the term mantrapadadharant and
dharanimantrapada. The protective mantras were often distinguished from the spiritual

mantras meant for attainment of Nirvana.

Therefore, the early elements of tantric Buddhist rituals like mantra, dharani and
mandala may be may be referred back to some of the early historic Mahayana literature. The

primary reason to design these magical spells seems to be the apotropaic purposes to avert
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danger or evil forces. The rituals can be regarded as the obvious response of the Buddhist

literary and monkish community to the social anxiety caused by the mundane problem.
Review of the Secondary Literature

The subject of Tantric Buddhism has been widely written on in the last one and a half
centuries by a wide range of scholars across the world. The early literature on the matter was
produced by the European colonisers who were awestruck to perceive the enigmatic cult of
tantric Buddhism in Tibet and Himalayan belt. They keenly noticed that this particular
Buddhism, by the merit of its peculiar ritualism and esoterism, was different from the
traditional Buddhism that has been preached in the Pali canon. The early writers of the late 19
century like Emil Schlagintweit,'® C.F. Koppen,'” L. Austine Waddell''® and W.W.
Rockhill'!! referred to it as Lamaism after the priests of the Tibetan Buddhism. Narratives and
records left by the visitors in Tibet like Giorgi, Vasiliev, Schiefner, Foucaux Eitel, Pander and
Sarat Chandra Das'!? proved to be extremely helpful for the study of Tibetan Buddhism.'!?
Their studies mostly concentrated on the enigmatic religious culture of Tibet. Waddell for the
first time endeavoured to give a comprehensive picture of the Tibetan Buddhism by
highlighting its doctrine, mythology, Gods, ritual, sorcery, festivals and play. He pointed out
that the foundation of Lamaism in Tibet can be credited to Guru Padmasambhaba or Rin-po-
che, the resident monk of Nalanda, who visited Tibet in 747 CE at the request of the king Thi-
sron-Detsan.!'* As the Indian Tantric Buddhism was little known to Waddell, he noted,
“Primitive Lamaism may therefore be defined as a priestly mixture of Sivaite mysticism, magic

and Indo-Tibetan demonolatry overlaid by a thin varnish of Mahayana Buddhism.”!!®

A vast body of literature on Indian tantric Buddhism started to unfold from the second

decade of the 20'" century after the finding of a few manuscripts of the Sanskrit Buddhist texts
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of Indic origin. It caught the attention of Indian and western academia from 1920s onwards
particularly after the edition and translation of a few tantric Buddhist texts like —
Guhyasamajatantra,"'® Sadhanamala,'"’ Nispannayogavali,''® Prajiiopayoviniscayasiddhi
and  Jianasiddhi,''  Marfjusrimiilakalpa,'®®  Sekoddesatika,'*' and Hevajratantra.'*

Subsequently, the continuous edition and translation of the other Tantric Buddhist texts like

3 4

Cakrasamvaratantra'® and Caryameldapakapradipa'** added significantly to our hitherto
limited knowledge on this obscure subject. Each of these texts and their translation has unveiled
the significant aspects of the tantric Buddhist tenets and practice. The dominant impression of
the early scholars on the subjects was that it was a degenerative practice that transgressed in
and polluted the orthodox Buddhist ideology. Rajendralal Mitra noted that the ritual practice
prescribed in the tantric manuscripts can be “best treated as ravings of madmen.”!?* At the same

time, he also acknowledged that these was considered to be sacred by millions.

So far, the study of tantra and tantric Buddhism has been overwhelmingly dedicated to
the philosophical aspect, with little attempt to illuminate its historical development. In this
present work, we are attempting to make a foray into the historical understanding of the subject.
The Buddhist images of the early medieval Bengal have been mostly discussed from the
iconographical and artistic points of view. We propose to survey the images to understand the

material culture and physical presence of tantric Buddhism in Bengal. The previous literature
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has focused on four different aspects - the aspects of the overall philosophical affairs of tantra,
its particular manifestation in Bengal, studies in the archaeology of Buddhist monuments, and

studies in Buddhist images.

(a) The studies in the textual and philosophical aspect

The huge potential of the field was first brought to the notice of academia by Benoytosh
Bhattacharyya, a fine scholar of Sanskrit language. He started editing and publishing the
Tantric texts like Sadhanamald (volume 1 in 1925 and volume II in 1927),
Prajriapayaviniscayasiddhi and Jiiasiddhi under the title of “Two Vajrayana Work” (1929),
Guhyasamajatantra (1931), Nispannayogavali (1949) from Oriental Institute of Baroda. While
editing the texts Bhattacharyya gathered extensive knowledge about Tantric culture reflected
in them which he utilized to understand the evolution of the cult. Bhattacharyya deals with its
prescribed form in different texts like Marjusrimulakalpa, Guhyasamajatantra,
Nispannayogavali and Sadhanamala and constituted his discourse on the theological evolution
and practice of Tantric Buddhism. According to him the earliest trace of Tantra can be found in
the time of Buddha who recognized rddhi or super natural power and mentioned four
iddhipadas'*® conducive to the attainment of supernatural power. He has suggested that the
factor responsible for the development of magic and mysticism in Buddhism were — a)
enforcement of strict discipline among the monks, b) the gradual changes in the conception of
emancipation in the different schools of Buddhism, c) the enormous growth of Buddhist
literature and d) the introduction of altruistic philosophy of Mahayana etc.'?” He argued that

the rise of extreme heretical tendencies in the Vajrayana Buddhism ultimately led to its decline.

Nurturing the metaphysical basis of the Tantra further continued with the study by
Shashi Bhusan Dasgupta.'?® Dasgupta has mainly conducted textual studies and sought to find
whether the rise of Tantra can be attributed to the loosely defined Mahayanic practice of 81
century CE or in other minor forms. He has discussed extensively several schools of Tantric
Buddhism like Kalacakrayana, Sahajayana, Nathism etc. and then like Bhattacharyya drew the
philosophical roots of Tantra from the later Mahayana schools like Madhyamaka and

Yogacaravada.'?’ He also argues that the basic tenet of Tantric Buddhism was imbued with the

126 The four iddhipadas -chando, viriyam, cittam and vimainsa have been cited by B. Bhattacharyya
from the Dictionary of Pali language by R.C. Childers in ‘Tantrika Cultures Among the Buddhist’ in
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conceptualization of Prajiia and Upaya, representing the female and male entity respectively

within a human being and their union.

The quest to find the origin of Tantra was then carried on by Chintaharan Chakravarti.'*°

Chakravarti argues that Tantra originated among the low class non-Aryan people and gradually
appropriated by the Buddhist and the Hindus.'*! He even suggested that Tantrism was present
in the Atharva Veda, Dharmasastra, Puranas and Buddhist and Jain literature.'3> As far as
Buddhist Tantra is concerned, Chakravarti argues that the beginning can be placed in the first
century CE. According to him the Dharanis may be looked upon as the precursor of Tantras
and the Suramgama-Siitra mentioned by Faxian contained the most complete list of dharanis.'*?
He also argues that Tantra was known and magical power was possessed by the Buddhist
monks who had attained Nirvana but they always kept it in secret as Buddha did not sanction
the exhibition of such power in public sphere. But later this cult came to the fore and magical
and mystic power gained validation to be openly practiced. P.C. Bagchi also argues that
“Tantras emerged out of the Vedic religion and were then developed as a distinct type of esoteric
knowledge.”'** He placed the origin of Buddhist Tantra in the 7 century CE and traced the
philosophical roots of Tantra in the Madhyamaka and Yogacara school of Buddhism.'* It has
also been argued by P.C. Bagchi that Buddhist Tantra is an import from China. The foreign
elements in Tantra have been brought to the light by P.C. Bagchi after analyzing the Kubjika
Tantra, Sammoha Tantra and Sadhanamala. P.C. Bagchi argues that Cina-Tara came from
Mahacina or China and that the goddess is identical to Buddhist deity Ekajata discovered by
Siddha Nagarjuna in the country of Bhota.'® Vajrayana Buddhism has generally been
conceptualized as a later variant of Mahayana but some of its notion and rituals had hardly any
affinity with the tenets of basic Mahayana Buddhism. This divergence might indicate the
influence of a magical, psychic and ritualistic cult that was becoming prominent in this period

and mainstream religious foundations responded to it with an assimilative orientation.
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Both Bhattacharyya and Dasgupta have endeavoured to link the tenets of Tantrism with
the concept of Stinya formulated by the Madhyamaka and Yogacara schools. The primary goal
of the Sadhana in Tantric Buddhism was realizing the true nature of Stinya but at the same time
the rise of new deities like Heruka, Kurukulla, Vajravarahi etc. and the rituals involving sex
and peculiar eating habit can hardly be traced in any earlier Mahayana school. The Tantric
practice has been envisaged by them as a discursive heretic theological discipline emerged in
6 or 7" century CE, ultimately leading to the overall degeneration of Buddhism. They have
regarded the magical and mystical psychic practice as synonymous to Tantra and thus sought
to trace its origin in every mystical practice and rituals that we come across from Veda or
Dharmasastra or Purana. Chintaharan Chakravarti and P.C. Bagchi have looked at the magical
practices in the Atharva Veda and tried to trace the origin of Tantra in them without assessing
the early medieval context in which they emerged. Performance of magic and esoteric tendency
is commonly found in every ancient culture but equating all of them uncritically involves some
flaw. The metaphysical differences between the occult and their different socio-political

background should also be evaluated to understand their exclusive nature.

S.C. Banerji in his study'®’” on the Tantra in Bengal has noted that the Buddhist tantra
had similar philosophical correspondence to the Hindu tantra. For example, the Buddhist ideas
of prajiia and updya were the Hindu counterpart of the Siva and Sakti. Considering the date of
composition of some of the early tantric Buddhist texts like Guhyasamajatantra and
Marijusrimiilakalpa, Banerji argues that none of the Buddhist tantric text can be dated before
650 CE and therefore they were probably modelled after the Hindu tantra with a much earlier
origin.'*® He is also of opinion that the homeland of tantra was situated in Bengal, Kashmir and
Deccan as these regions produced some of the early tantric texts. The causes of composition of
Tantra, he argues was that the Vedic rituals with rigorous discipline and meticulous power
“failed to satisfy the craving of the people preoccupied with various worldly matter.”!*
Banerji’s work seeks to give a holistic picture of Tantra in Bengal including, Saiva, Sakta,
Vaisnava and Buddhist tantra. He, however paid little attention to historically contextualize the
Buddhist tantra and its literature in particular in the region of Bengal. His work is more focused

on the key philosophical ideas of the different tantric school of Bengal, rather than its historical

development. Thus, we note that earlier scholars like Banerji, Bhattacharyya, Dasgupta,

137'S.C. Banerji, Tantra in Bengal: A Study in its Origin, Development and Influence, Kolkata: Naya
Prakash, 1978.

138 Tbid, p. 28.

139 Tbid, p. 4.

30



Chakravarti and Bagchi were mostly engaged with the theoretical practice and evolution of
Tantra and its different ritualistic characteristics. Little attention has been devoted on its social

implication and the historical factors that have prepared the ground for Tantrism in Bengal.

More recently, Christian k. Wedemeyer and Geoffrey Samuels have made different
approaches in the understanding of this obscure cult. Wedemeyer on the other hand has
denounced all the previous efforts to analyze the Tantric Buddhism by Benoytosh
Bhattacharyya, Shashi Bhusan Dasgupta and others by pointing out the flaw of understanding
the nature of a religious phenomenon in terms of its origin.'*’ He instead offers a fresh method
to understand the phenomenon by using semiology as a methodological instrument. He argues
that the antinomian behaviours found in the tantric literature should not be taken by their literal
meaning.'*! He observed that the ritual practices like eating flesh etc. which may be seen as
transgressive behaviour, were designed to reject the established classical norms of Buddhism.
These practices moreover were not preached by the marginal teacher, but by the learned
Buddhist scholars of the early medieval viharas.'** Such rituals were designed to challenge the
ideas of scriptural Buddhism and by extension the Brahmanical Dharmasastra tradition.
However, Wedemeyer’s account failed to explain the historical situation in which the tantric
writers felt the need to challenge both the established Buddhist norms and Brahmanical
hegemony. He also did not address the early medieval socio-political situation, which needs to
be reviewed within specific and given socio-political contexts and cannot be perceived as a
common generic scene for the emergence of tantra. Considering the incorrect grammar and
syntax encountered in many of the texts, scholars have also raised objection against placing
these texts in an elite literary tradition. Therefore, there are grounds to review Wedemeyer’s

opinion.

Geoffrey Samuels’s study focuses on the origin of Saiva, Vaisnava and Buddhist Tantra
in general. He argues that the Buddhist Mandala model was progressively adopted by the
incorporation of the wild goddesses.'** They were initially offered a place at the edges of the
Mandala as guardians and protectors but later they assumed as major figure as can be seen in

the Hevajra Mandala. He has suggested three phases of the development of the Tantric
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Buddhism to show how the fierce deities gradually assumed principal place in a mandala. In
first phase (4™ century CE) the fierce male deities like Vajrapani and Yaksa were identified and
conceptualized. In the second phase (7 century CE) the basic five Tathagata mandalas are
generally expanded in the texts of this period. The consort of the fierce deities (krodha-
vighnantaka) found place in the secondary Mandala of the principal deities (Bodhisattvas or
Tathagatas). In the third phase from the late tenth century CE the fierce deities started to appear

with or without a female consort at the centre of the mandala.

The recent studies have limited its scope to understand the theological evolution of
tantric Buddhism by studying a few Sanskrit Buddhist texts. Very few have tried to investigate
the relationship between the emergence of Tantra and the historical process as a background.
Besides, little effort has been made to map the sacred space of tantric Buddhism on the basis
of specific socio-cultural features. Recently, the texts like Cakrasamvaratantra and
Hevajratantra'** are being analysed to trace the root of Tantra in the light of Yogini and Dakini
cult. Yet it is virtually impossible to understand the genesis of Tantra holistically by studying a
few hagiographies or texts of iconography or method of worship. The huge pantheon along
with a number of rituals and concepts like dharani and mandala obfuscate any homogeneous
understanding of a magical religious system like Tantric Buddhism. Rather, we can try to
identify the social background which prepared the ground for the cultural exchange between
different ‘obscure religious cult’ and mainstream religious orders, the result of which made

Tantra becoming apparent.
(b) The studies on tantrism in the context of South Asia and Bengal

R.S. Sharma, the leading figure in the study of early medieval Indian society argues
that setting up of Buddhist monastery in new areas has brought it in close connection with the
aboriginals of the concerned area.'*> The aboriginals were assimilated in the Buddhist social
order by the recognition of their non-Buddhist deities and rituals and thus Tantra became visible
in contemporary religious orders. R.S. Sharma has emphasized on the land grant process as the
central factor why tantra became prevalent in the major religious orders. He argues that that
the land grant to the Brahmanas and the Buddhist institutions paved the way for the rise of

tantra by bringing them close to the aboriginals of the subcontinent outside of the
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Madhyadesa.'*® Sharma also noted that the institutional aspect of Tantrism was an integral part
of the early medieval economic and social systems. The tantric mathas, temples and teachers
were supported by land grants. This also inextricably foregrounded the rise of tantra in a feudal
set up. The tantric monastic organization and the divine pantheons were modelled after the
social and administrative hierarchy of the feudal system in the 8" century CE.!*’ Being a
Marxist historian R.S. Sharma has given overwhelming weightage to the economic and social
factors responsible for the rise of tantra rather than the psycho-sexual and spiritual factors that
have been attributed by some scholars as the main reason. Tantrism was deemed as a binary
opposite of the Brahmanism and Sharma contends that tantrism travelled from outlying regions
to Madhyadesa through the brahmans. The social and religious adjustments made by the
brahmanas in the outer regions was considered to have initiated a deviation from the orthodox
path. In Magadha, Orissa, Bengal and Assam the existing Buddhist background gave rise to the
Vajrayana tantrism which accommodated new people and modified the hierarchical Mahayana

Buddhism in favour of women and other lower order.

Niharranjan Roy also argues with the same tone that the lower strata of both
Brahmanism and Buddhism were populated by the aboriginals who had kin-based/tribal
society. The mainstream religious orders like Brahmanism and Buddhism adopted some of their
beliefs and customs after filtering them according to their necessity.!*® B.N.S. Yadava also
argued that the feudal character of early medieval India facilitated the spread of Tantrism while
Tantric Buddhism, Tantric Saivism and Tantric Saktism had made the position of
varnashramadharma critical in Bengal and adjoining region.'*’ Taking the cue from the non-
conformist siddhacaryas of the Buddhist Sahajayana, N.N. Bhattacharyya had also advocated
for an aboriginal origin of tantra and argued that Tantric Buddhism was a religion of mass,
deriving its constituent elements from the Lokayata tradition.!>° By highlighting the low-caste
origin of some of the Buddhist Siddhacaryas, Bhattacharyya argued that their religious ideas
were characterized by the free-floating ideas of the lower order of the society. He however,

uncritically accepted the fact that they envisioned the idea of Siinya from a different

146 Sharma, Early Medieval Indian Society, p. 246.

147 bid, p. 250.

148 Niharranjan Ray, Bangaleer Itihas Aadi Parba (in Bengali) [1949], Kolkata: Dey’s Publishing,
2013, p. 529.

49 B.N.S. Yadava, Society and Culture in Northern India: In the Twelfth Century, Allahabad: Central
Book Depot, 1973, p. 380.

150'N.N. Bhattacharyya, History of the Tantric Religion, p. 262-265.

33



perspective. Moreover, the early tantric epistemology delineated in the Sanskrit Buddhist texts

signified the theological shaping of the tantric tenets from a high intellectual tradition.

The silence about the different reciprocal dynamics and cultural interactions between
Buddhism and the aboriginal cults in the works of Sharma, Ray, and Yadava is inevitable as
the sources on this matter are scanty and inadequate. However, by focusing on a common
pattern of tantric processes from a social perspective these pioneers on early medieval Indian
history have opened the windows to further possibilities for historical probes. Their narratives
mostly seem to have emanated from the notion that the major religious orders in the early
medieval society were going through a crisis due to which they came in contact with and
absorbed several low cults and adopted elements from them. All the new ritualistic and
theological features along with change and expansion in Buddhist pantheon were
homogeneously asserted to be ‘tantric’ in nature. However, what was bracketed off as tantric
contained complex ideas and cultic practices. Not all the early medieval grassroots mother
goddess cults can be identified as tantric. The notion of tantra indeed was itself complex as

discussed above.

B.D Chattopadhyaya on the other hand has critiqued the tendency to understand Tantra
as proceeding from the ‘degeneration’ into which the Indian ‘feudal society’ had sunk. He
argued that as far as appropriation and integration of a cult was concerned the process was not
one of ‘harmonious syncretism’ but it came through the formation of a structure comprising
heterogeneous cultic beliefs which were transformed in the process of fusion where some
elements emerged as dominant, imparting new shape to the finally emerging cult.!>!
Chattopadhyaya contended that the religious practices in the post-classical context had their
roots embedded in the pre-classical and classical phases. But they underwent such a complex
process in terms of emergence of iconography and rituals that one is tempted to view the total
situation as a ‘process of segmentation.’!>> However, these new phenomena continued to
harbour the earlier and classical ideals of the religions in newer forms. In the instance of early
medieval Buddhism in the given context for example, the different tiers of Vajrayana or

Mantrayana deities which emerged distinctively, did continue to sustain the classical Buddhist

ideas like karuna, stinyata and maitri. On the other hand, the contrary is noted if we draw a
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comparison between early medieval Buddhism and Natha developments. The Natha preceptors
like Matsyendranath and Goraksanath, despite having resemblance with the dhyani-buddhas of
Vajrayana maintained their unique yogic practice and monastic and temple bases. At the same
time the force of cultic rivalry between such emerging sects were also apparent and led to
conspicuous projection of their divergence by the practitioners themselves. B.D.
Chattopadhyaya had noted that by the means of affiliation and adherence, the different sectarian
groups were looking for hegemony through textual propaganda and control of sacred sites. !>
Thus, he drew attention to the multiplicity of sectarianism and the kind of plural ethnic and
religious co-existence that such developments indicated.!** These historical approaches can be
posed in the context of early medieval Bengal to understand the emergence of the complex
cultic scene which saw efflorescence in the medieval period and thus help in situating Buddhist

tantra within emerging matrices of religious practices and beliefs.

Writers of the general religious history of Buddhism in Bengal like Puspa Niyogi,!’
Gayatri Sen Majumdar,'>® and Rama Chatterjee'*’ focused on the patronage of the imperial
Pala rulers that has been instrumental in the resurrection of Buddhism in Bengal. They have
focused on Buddhist antiquities including the stone and metal images and the Buddhist Viharas.
Sarita Khetry has outlined the characteristics of the history of Buddhism in Bengal from the
earliest time to the 12" century CE.'*® She has pointed out that after the beginning of the Pala
regime, Mahayana Buddhism in Bengal gave birth to several schools like Vajrayana,
Kalacakrayana and Sahajayana. She has pointed out that the images of the Dhyani Buddha in
the Pala sculpture were the most visible feature of Vajrayana as they have been vividly
described in the tantric Buddhist text Guhyasamajatantra. Though they have described
Buddhism of the concerned period as Tantric and pointed out some general characteristics of
magic and mysticism, they did not analyse either the root of this religious culture or several
layers within it. Therefore, a need for microanalysis is required for understanding tantric

Buddhism in Bengal in more comprehensive terms.

153 B.D. Chattopadhyaya, “Passages from the Classical towards the Medieval”, p. lvi.

154 Tbid, p. lvii.

155 Puspa Niyogi, Buddhism in Ancient Bengal, Kolkata: Jijnasa, 1980.

156 Gayatri Sen Majumder, Buddhism in Ancient Bengal, Kolkata: Navana, 1983.

157 Rama Chatterjee, Religion in Bengal during the Pala and Sena Times, Kolkata: Punthi Pustak, p.
1985.

158 Sarita Khettry, “Buddhism,” in Abdul M. Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds), History of
Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspective (up to c. 1200 CE), Vol. 11, Dhaka: Asiatic Society
of Bangladesh, 2018, p. 306.

35



A lot of studies have focused on the cultural genesis of tantric Buddhism. Majority of
the scholars are of opinion that it originated from a non-sectarian popular religious practice.'>
By the late 8 century CE, the Indian Buddhist authors began producing a genre of Tantric
Buddhist scriptures which departed radically from the early Buddhist textual models and in
these scriptures, we come across these esoteric practices. Some of the earliest Tantric texts like
Yoginitantra deal with the rituals and method of worship of some deities like Heruka and
Vajravarahi whose metaphysical base was fundamentally different from the Mahayana
Buddhism. The root of the Yogini and Dakini cult, a typical character of Buddhism in the
concerned period, has been traced by some scholars in the ancient Indic goddesses known as
maitys.'%° These matrs were popular deities in ancient India whose identities and worship cannot
be attributed to any single religious traditions like Buddhism or emergent theistic sects. The
similarity of some early Buddhist Tantric texts with Saiva Tantra has been highlighted by some
recent studies which claim that the former was heavily influenced by the latter.!! The
Hevajratantra and Cakrasamvaratantra which refers to itself at the end of its each chapter as
the discourse of Sri Heruka (Sriherukabhidhana), argues Sandarson, that they are much similar
to the Saiva Tantric texts like Vidyapitha, Jayadrathayamala Tantra, the Picumata, the
Tantrasadbhavatantra and Siddhayogesvarimata and they have adopted the rituals therein. !¢
David Gray also agrees with Sanderson regarding the texts’ Saiva roots and argues that they
have composed by the quasi-heretical sect called the Kapalikas.'® Gray further pointed out that
Cakrasamvaratantra in its initial stage of development was composed outside the “normative
monastic Buddhist institutional settings.” Johannes Bronkhrost also argued in the same line
that Buddhism in the early medieval period was being increasingly brahmanized.!** Both
Sanderson and Bronkhrost have been challenged by Ronald Davidson who argues that this is a

problematic reasoning of textual transmission.'®®
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The significant study in the Indian esoteric Buddhism by Ronald M. Davidson argued
that Buddhist esoterism of the 7™ century CE was a result of increasing adoption of the early
medieval feudal power structure in the sacred ideas of Buddhism.'®® The subtle account of
Davidson recognized the fact that the proto-Tantric ritual and meditative elements were already
there in the Buddhist religious arena before 7™ century CE. It only became apparent and
crystalized in the context of early medieval complex matrix of political, social and economic
factors. According to Davidson the basic political structure in the early medieval period can be
called samanta-feudalism which was characterized by a changing subordinated relation
between the core and peripheral areas in the subcontinent. The different tantric practices
indicated a new Buddhist language where early medieval metaphor of assuming kingship was
adopted in the abhiseka ceremony where the new initiates ended up being the cakravarti or
rajadhiraja in the mandala. The master-disciple relationship too, Davidson contends, was

replicating the consecration process of the king.

For the Buddhist institutions the situation was challenging in the sense that it lost its
symbiotic relationship with the erstwhile tradesmen and merchants. With the fall of the Guptas,
the guilds were destabilized and the dominant trade routes shifted to the central Asia. Under
the new circumstances, the Buddhist institutions were leaning towards the political powers in
the different peripheral regions as they were controlling the resource base.'¢” This is somewhat
apparent from the early epigraphic records in the 6" — 7™ centuries. Substantial epigraphic
evidence recording the land grants to the Buddhist viharas can be furnished till the 9" centuries
CE. The Jagajjivanpur Copperplate of Mahendrapala, Indian Museum Copperplate of
Dharmapala and Nalanda Copperplate of Devpala are a few to mention.'®® However, we note
that such links with the statal powers become less evident in later centuries in greater Bengal.
Indeed, it is difficult to draw conclusion about steady and solid patronage from either the state
or the community directly from epigraphic sources for the later centuries. Therefore, the
resilience of Buddhist tantra in our context has to be explored in a different light. The huge
number of physical remnants in the nature of viharas and images throughout the select region
present us with significant proof for popularity and sustenance of the religion up to the 111

century and in a lesser degree till the beginning of the 13™ century.
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(c) Studies in the archaeology of the Buddhist monuments in Bengal

Archaeological findings form a major resource for this research and the reports as well
as analyses of field findings and images comprise the primary sources for this work. Extensive
survey work on the Buddhist monuments of India by Debala Mitra constitute the primary
sources for this research. Her work covered a wide range of Buddhist stupas, shrines, and
viharas all over India since ancient times and the select area of this study also formed a part of
findings. Mitra quite early brought into focus the antiquities like the Hevajra-Sakti image of

Paharpur'® and dharani tablets of Mainamati'”

and indicated the presence of tantric Buddhism
at these sites. Her work in many ways paved the way to understanding Buddhism in Bengal.

Other such field reports have been discussed in the section on primary sources.

A few scholars have thrown light on the history and social processes around the Viharas
in the given area. Among them notable are Umakant Misra, B.N. Prasad, Ryosuke Furui and
Suchandra Ghosh. Umakant Mishra has focused on the Carya or Yoga Tantra-based landscape
of Buddhist vihdras is noticed in Udaygiri, Ratnagiri, and Lalitgiri of early medieval Orissa.'”!
By suggesting that these were mandalavihara, he argued that the insertion of dharma cetiya
such as pratitya-samutpadadharant and vimalosnisadharanti is the typical feature of this tantric
landscape. From the 7th century CE onwards, these dharanis substituted the body relic and
became the symbol of Tathagata centering on which a stupa can be made.'”? In the 8th century
CE, the construction of a stupa in the Udaygiri area was modelled on garbhadhatumandala of
Mahavairocana Sitra. The structural activities throughout this period also bear the evidence
of restricted access to the public as the number of votive stupas is significantly less, which
Umakant Mishra argues is due to the tantra-based landscape. This proposition might be
reviewed in the light of early medieval Buddhist viharas of Bengal as the central shrine of the

Paharpur monastery also has been identified as symbolically representing

garvadhatumandala.'

B.N. Prasad has argued after examining the dedicatory inscriptions of the Buddhist sites

like Kurkihar, Vikramsila, and Bodh Gaya, that the monks as well as the lay followers belonged
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to the Mahayana creed. For example, the title paramopdsaka and paramopasika signified a
layman and a woman respectively who were Mahayana worshippers, while Sakyabhiksu and
Sakyabhiksuni signified a monk and nun affiliated to Mahayana Buddhism.!”* However, the
sites also produced images of Siddhaikavira, Vagi§vara, Parnasabari, Vasudhara, and Hariti,
meant to fulfil the mundane (laukika) need. These laukika deities were incorporated into the
orbit of Vajrayana/tantric Buddhism later, as attested by the Buddhist text Sadhanamala.
Therefore, in the context of the contemporary textual reference to these deities, the monastic

centers must be reviewed from different perspectives.

Based upon the epigraphic evidence of the early medieval Buddhist viharas, Ryosuke
Furui has done an excellent study of the organizational base of the Buddhist monastic
institutions.!”> He has argued that from the sixth century CE till the 10" century CE the
Buddhist viharas consolidated their material base by accumulation of landholdings. Yijing’s
record also offers us insight into the administrative organization of the Buddhist vihara and the
reverence for the Vinaya norms. The early medieval viharas of Bengal were also a part of the
local power relations and agrarian economy. Their heavy dependence on the temporal power
was essential for their flourishment and the loss of political patronage led to a weaker
organizational base. Suchandra Ghosh has shown that the basic nature of the patronage pattern
was not only religious in nature but was greatly political, creating a network of complex power
relation. In the case of the monasteries of eastern India she has pointed out four principal groups
of patrons or benefactors viz. (a) the rulers and their families, (b) the subordinate rulers or

officials, (c) the eminent monks of the monastic communities and the (d) laities.'”®

The studies on the Buddhist viharas have mostly focused on the archaeological and
antiquarian evidence with emphasise on the patronage base of the viharas. The epigraphical
evidence has been emphasised to cull out the complex relationship of the Buddhist viharas with
the agrarian economy, local power relation and material base. Juxtaposing the archaeological
evidence with the academic practice and the tradition created by the community of Buddhist

scholars may provide us further ground to investigate their tantric significance. The textual
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record of the early medieval Buddhist vihara, especially in the Tibetan record may aid us in

contextualizing the viharas in a broader sacred tantric landscape.

(b) The studies in the images of tantric Buddhism

The study of the Tantric Buddhist images has been overwhelmingly occupied by the
quest to learn the iconographic details and to understand the artistic pattern. The first such
endeavour came from the first curator of Indian Museum John Anderson!’”” and then from
Theodor Bloch.!” Both of them presented a rough account of the Buddhist images of Indian
Museum, hardly discussing the sculptures in historical manner. They also did not mention the
distinctive school of Pala art as an overarching feature of these images. In 1919 Radha Govinda
Basak and Dinesh Chandra Bhattacharya published a book covering the images of the Varendra
Research society.!”” But this again appeared to be a very isolated work failing to contextualize
the images within the broader spectrum of artistic style and regional feature. The next
significant work came from Nalini Kanta Bhattasali, the curator of Dhaka Museum in 1929.!80
Bhattasali for the first time made an effort to accord the images with the iconography prescribed
in the Sadhannmala (for this task he depended on the work of Foucher) and also provided short
introduction to the role of gods and goddess in Buddhist pantheon before discussing the
sculpture. Bhattasali’s work therefore is a wonderful combination of literary and archaeological
source. But Huntington argues that he neglected the relationship with the contemporaneous
school of art flourishing in Nalanda and Bodh Gaya.'8! The metal and stone sculpture belonging
to the Pala-Sena period in Bihar and Bengal have been extensively reviewed by Huntington
who showed distinctive markers in their chronological development, regional and local trends,
and sectarian preferences. She concluded that the artistic centres shifted from western to eastern
Bengal as time progressed and the abundance of Brahmanical images gradually replaced the

number of Buddhist images portraying the former’s domination in artistic medium. 2
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Stella Kramrisch!®® added significant contribution to the field by exploring Pala and
Sena sculpture but did not establish a chronological basis upon which Pala and Sena period can
be dated. Rakhal Das Banerjee!® also devoted a significant amount of research in the field
during 1930s. But like Bhattasali, he too depended on the palacographic sources for the dating
of the images. It is to be mentioned that the inscriptions on the images are not necessarily
incised at the time of curving the sculpture and might appear on them later. The older works on
this field is therefore limited by the method of conventional dating and the limitation has been

sought to resolve in the work by Huntington and others.

Debala Mitra was the pioneer scholar who contributed to the study of the Buddhist
bronze images found from the Jhewari area of Chittagong.'®> Mitra has surveyed about 61
bronze images along with other antiquarian remains to shed light on the kind of Buddhist
culture that flourished in the Chittagong area. Apart from studying the iconographies of the
images she has historicized them in the Buddhist past of Chittagong in the light of the Tibetan
records, narrative of Lama Taranatha and S.C. Das. She alluded to Taranatha’s account to show
that Chittagong came under the rule of Govindachandra and Vimalachanadra who were
converted by siddha Jalandhari pa and Krsnacarya. Her study brought to the fore the diverse
corpus of Buddhist images especially of the Dhyani Buddha Aksobhya, Amitabha, Vairocana,
and Ratnasambhaba. She also noted the features of Vasudhara, Jambhala and Tara. Her study

greatly influenced many of the later studies on the Buddhist art of early medieval Bengal.

S.K. Saraswati undertook a venture to throw light on the Tantrayana art by describing
the stylistic differences between the iconographies of various images.!®¢ He was the first
scholar to specifically term the Buddhist art of the Pala-Sena period as Tantrayana art. He has
observed that the rise of Tantra in eastern India was coinciding with the Eastern India School
of Art (8" — 12 centuries) and argued that the school gave an impetus to the flourishing of
Tantrayana Art.'8” His concept of tantric Buddhist art was primarily shaped by the
iconographical description, family wise division and ritualistic worship methods of the
Buddhist deities as prescribed in the Sanskrit Buddhist texts of early medieval India like

Aryamaiijusrimiilakalpa, Guhyasamdja Tantra, Hevajra Tantra etc. He has shown that the

183 Stella Kramrisch, Pala and Sena Sculpture, Rupam, XL (October, 1929), 107-26

184 Rakhal Das Banerjee, Eastern Indian School of Medieval Sculpture, ASI, XLVII (Delhi, 1933)
185 Debala Mitra, Bronzes from Bangladesh: a study of Buddhist images from District Chittagong,
Delhi: Agam Kala Prakashan, 1982, p. 15.

186 S K. Saraswati, Tantrayana Art: An Album, Kolkata: The Asiatic Society, 1977.

187 Tbid, p, I11-XI.
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various forms of the Bodhisattva figures like Mafijusr and Avalokite$vara appearing in the
sculptural horizon of Bengal and North India actually indicated their tantric attributes. For
example, different forms of Mafijusri like Vak, Vagisvara, Arapacana and Siddhaikavira were

aggravating as the Tantrayana form of the deity was being dominant.

Gouriswar Bhattacharya extensively surveyed many Buddhist images of early medieval
Bengal and pointed out their artistic idioms. He, in most cases explained the complex
iconography of specific images like Paficatathagata,'®® Pretasantarpita-Loke$vara,'®® Buddha
Sakyamuni'®® and Vajrapani'®' by matching their iconographical description in Sadhanamala
and Nispannayogavali. He underlined the tantric significance of the Buddhist images of early
medieval Bengal by noticing their special artistic form in specific regions. His studies are
mostly devoted to the explanation of the complex iconographical details. He has shown that
the division of the whole Buddhist pantheon among the five families of Paficatathagatas was

the key feature of the tantric Buddhist art.

Recently, Claudine Bautze-Picron and GJR Mevissen have endeavored to conduct
micro analysis of the massive corpus of Buddhist images in terms of their regional specificities,
production and transportation. Mevissen particularly focused on the curious presence of the
Astral deities like graha and dikpala in the sacred Buddhist sites.!®> Simultaneously he also
devoted his studies in bearing out the iconographical implication of specific deities like
Marici'® and Mahapratisara.'® Bautze-Picron has argued that the centre of the mass

production of Buddhist stone sculpture was based in Kurkihar, while the production of the

188 Gouriswar Bhattacharya, “Buddha Sakyamuni and Pafica-tathagatas: Dilemma in Bihar-Bengal,”
in Karen Frifelt and Per Sorensen (eds), South Asian Archaeology 1985: Papers from the Eighth
International Conference of South Asian Archaeologists in Western Europe, held at Moesgaard
Museum, 1-5 July, 1985, London: Curzon Press, 1985, pp. 350-371.

189 Gouriswar Bhattacharya, “Pretasantarpita-Loke$vara,” Journal of Bengal Art, Vol. 6, 2001, pp. 21-
44,

19 Gouriswar Bhattacharya, “Buddha Sakyamuni under the Mango Tree,” Oriental Art, Vol. 36.1, pp.
31-34.

1 Gouriswar Bhattachrya, “The Buddhist deity Vajrapani,” Silk Road Art and Archaeology, Vol. 4,
1995-96, pp. 323-354.

192 GJR Mevissen, “Images of Buddhist Goddesses Accompanied by Astral Deities,” in Gouriswar
Bhattacharya (ed), Studies in Art, Iconography, Architecture and Archaeology of India and
Bangladesh: Professor Enamul Haque Felicitation Volume, New Delhi: Kaveri Books, 2007.

193 GJIR Mevissen, “Two Unpublished Marichi Sculpture in the Khulna Museum, Bangladesh, and
Related Images from Mainamati,” Devangana Desai and Arundhati Banerji (eds), Kaladarpan: The
Mirror of Indian Art, Essays in memory of Shri Krishna Deva, New Delhi: Aryan Book International,
2009, pp. 273-284.

194 GJR Mevissen, “Images of Mahapratisara in Bengal: Their Iconographic Links with Javanese,
Central Asian and East Asian Images,” Journal of Bengal Art, Vol. 4, 1999, pp. 99-129.
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metal sculpture was based in Mainamati region of Comilla district, Bangladesh.!®®> The images
after being produced were transported and circulated in large number not only within Bengal
region but also outside in Suvarnadvipa and Arakan. Overwhelming emphasis on the
iconographic details has limited the scope of their study in the social and anthropological
context. She has also shown that Buddhist images of devotion and power emerged at a juncture
when Bengal formed a network of transmission with Myanmar and Java. !¢ The cult of specific
Buddhist deities of power and protection, especially of Mahakala and Yamantaka, became a

ubiquitous phenomenon in the medieval kingdoms of Southeast Asia and Tibet.
Research Question

The previous studies, focusing on the philosophical and artistic aspects of the tantric
Buddhism has paid little attention to its historical development. A significant research gap may
be noted in juxtaposing the literary and material evidence together to understand the tantric
Buddhism holistically. A few works highlighting on the historical aspect have been done in the
broader context of the sub-continent, often talking about the different tantric orders like Saiva,
Sakta, Vaisnava and Buddhist as a whole. The specificity of tantric Buddhism in early medieval
Bengal, which was situated in a cultural crossroads, requires further investigation to trace out
the distinct characteristic trends of the enigmatic cult. The region-specific study of tantric
Buddhism may also facilitate the understanding of the processes of dissemination and track the
nature of interactions between the elements of tantric Buddhism in the South, Southeast, East
and Central Asia. Therefore, the scope for analysing the historical development of Tantric
Buddhism in the specific context of early medieval Bengal emerges from the survey of the

secondary literature.

Any enquiry into the origin and development of Tantric Buddhism in early medieval
Bengal from 6™ — 12 centuries essentially encompass a plethora of historical issues. We shall
track the origin of tantric Buddhism from two aspects. Firstly, we shall focus on the spatial
origin from the point of view of the early precursor of tantric Buddhism appearing in different
geographical locations and their linkages with early medieval Bengal. Secondly, we shall track

its theological roots in the Mahayana siitra literature and its reflection and modification in the

195 Claudine Bautze-Picron, “Moving Images Between Bihar and Bengal in the Ninth and Tenth
Centuries,” in Pratnatattva, Vol. 22, June, 2016, pp. 85-91.
1% Claudine Bautze-Picron, “Images of Devotion and Power in South and Southeast Bengal,” in

Andrea Acri (ed), Esoteric Buddhism in Medieval Maritime Asia, Singapore: ISEAS Press, 2016, p.
164.
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textual and material culture of early medieval Bengal. Here, we shall look into whether the
different sources of Tantric Buddhism in early medieval Bengal like text, sculptures, paintings
and remains of the vihara, bear out the varied layers of Tantric Buddhism. The present research
will try to address the problem of tracing the origin and development of tantric Buddhism in

comprehensive terms, particularly in the spacio-temporal context of Bengal.

Even within the region of Bengal, a complex enigmatic religious culture like tantric
Buddhism showed some contradictory idealistic trends and contesting situations. The supposed
paradox of the orthodox and non-conformist ideas, both being projected by the Buddhist
siddhacaryas in different texts possess one of the greatest conundrums of the subject. Similarly,
the resident monks of the Buddhist viharas, writing about the antinomian abhiseka rituals
involving sex also leaves ground for scepticism regarding the observance of the Vinaya rule in
the monastery. Moreover, one may also wonder about the compatibility of the peculiar esoteric
practices prescribed in the texts with the Buddhist normative ideas of asceticism. Further
enquiry is also required to understand in what context did the abstract idea of Nagarjuna was
juxtaposed with the tantric meditative and ritualistic practices. The present research is devoted
to understanding how in the context of cultural interaction in early medieval Bengal, can we
situate the rise of a host of cults within Buddhism. Simultaneously, we will also enquire into
the development of the tantric Buddhism by the strategic co-option of heterogenous cult
prevailing outside the purview of monastic Buddhism. We shall also investigate whether the
different layers of tantric Buddhism like Vajrayana, Mantrayana, Kalacakrayana and

Sahajayana were existing simultaneously under any common influence.

The research primarily deals with the problem of tracing the origin of the Buddhist
esoteric cults within the broader spectrum of tantra in early medieval Bengal like Saiva and
Sakta. We have tried to understand how the different characteristics of tantric Buddhism were
intermingling with the erstwhile Mahayana ideas. Could we safely assign the entire rise of
tantric elements to the peripheral/marginal cults or there was already a long tradition of vajra-
based ideas in early Buddhism that gradually took the form of Vajrayana and Mantrayana under
specific circumstances? We have also endeavoured to answer the question of the gradual
disappearance of tantric Buddhism from Bengal and whether it came to be absorbed into the

mystical trends of Sakta, Baul, or Islamic Sufi.

In what ways the early medieval Buddhist vihara of Bengal and Bihar like Mainamati,

Jagajjivanpur, Nalanda, Vikramsila, Odantapuri, Sompura, and Jagaddala can be
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contextualized in contemporary tantric Buddhism? If the material remains of the viharas and
their architectural pattern speak for any correspondence with the Tantric Buddhist ideas.
Looking beyond the material culture of the Buddhist viharas and taking into account their
cultural depiction in the texts may provide a ground to speculate their tantric implications.!®’
Whether we can identify the specific cultural zone of Tantric Buddhism by mapping the
provenance of the Buddhist images? To what extent can we consider the specific
iconographical markers of certain Buddhist deities as tantric? What were the ritual and social
implications of the compassionate bodhisattva figures like Aksobhya, Avalokite$vara, and
different forms of Tara as well as the demonic wrathful deities like Heruka, Yamantaka,
Parnasavari, Janguli, and Kurukualla? Does the particular mundane purpose of the laukika
deities like anti-epidemic, protector of the stiipa, destroyer of the enemy, etc. indicate the social

anxiety that tantric Buddhism was attempting to address?
Survey of the Primary Sources

In the present study, for the purpose of understanding the emergence and development
of Tantric Buddhism in early medieval Bengal, we have taken into account a range of primary
sources like a few Sanskrit and vernacular Buddhist texts from the region concerned as well as
the archaeological evidence like Buddhist images, paintings and excavated remains of the
Buddhist viharas. The primary literary sources might be divided into two categories for the
purpose of the understanding the layers of tantric development in Buddhism. On the one hand
there were travelogues by the Chinese pilgrims like Xuanzang (7" century CE), Yijing (8"
century), Sheng-chi (8" century CE) and Lama Taranatha (1608 CE) who recorded their first-
hand experience or facts they came to know from the contemporary sources. On the other hand,
there were several tantric Buddhist texts and anthologies composed anonymously or by reputed
Buddhist scholars from early medieval Bengal. The Chinese travelers visiting to the different
sub-regions of Bengal in different times left a vivid description of the Buddhist culture and
practice thereof. By considering their records we might understand the monastic culture of
Buddhism and identify the overall condition of Buddhism in different subregions of Bengal

during 7" — 8" centuries.

The huge corpus of tantric Buddhist texts that can be dated roughly from 7% century

CE onwards and can be presumably placed in eastern India are mostly known from the Tibetan

197 The academic culture of the Buddhist vihara has been worked upon by a few scholars. For details
see Hartmut Scharfe, Education in Ancient India, Leiden: Brill, 2020.
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catalogue Bstan-gyur. It is the second collection of Buddhist tantra in Tibet, along with Bka-
gyur which is the first collection containing Buddha Vacana or canonical texts.'”® Though
originally written in Hybrid Buddhist Sanskrit these texts are mostly lost in their original form
and can be retrieved along with their numerous commentaries from Tibetan corpus. On the
basis of the esoteric doctrines, rites and practices in a hybridized language, the whole body of
Sanskrit Buddhist literature is divided into two groups: Rgyud or Tantra and Mdo or Buddhist
Sttra. Among the rgyud or Tantra category itself the texts deal with a varied number of matters
like stotras, sangitt, mudrd, mandala, dharant and mantras of Tara, Avalokite$vara, Mafijusri
and other deities of Buddhist pantheon, Sadhanas or worship method of esoteric devotion,
doctrines and practices etc. Apart from the Tibetan Bstan-guyr, mention of the tantric authors
and their writings and practices could be also found in Pag Sam Jon Zang (18™ century) by
Sumpa Mkhanpo and Taranatha’s (16™ century) account.'® A glance at the Rgyud or Tantra
section of Bstan-gyur shows that varied and large number of Tantric texts were composed
throughout the early medieval period. Most of the cults overlap in time period as well as in
terms of doctrines and practice. The arrangement of Tibetan Tantra was done using a strategy
called doxography.?*’ To avoid difficulties in identifying the Tantra they were arranged into a
series of hierarchical order. There was a sharp distinction between the classification of Tantra
in Indian and Tibetan tradition. While the Indian Buddhist Tantras during 8% to 12" centuries,
were divided largely based on rituals, the Tibetan preferred organizing Tantras under different

doctrines or philosophical schools.

The tantric Buddhist texts of early medieval Bengal under survey showed a mixture of
diverse literary features like prose and verse. For example, Marjusrimilakalpa and
Taramilakalpa, the two Kriya tantra texts, were composed in both prose and verse. The
language they used is known as hybrid Buddhist Sanskrit which was a mixture of Sanskrit and
some form of middle-Indic language. The Sanskrit is sometimes unsophisticated and

t.201

grammatically incorrec We have also taken into account the vernacular text like the

198 Nupur Dasgupta, “Sanskrit Literature and Technical Treatises,” in Abdul M. Chowdhury and
Ranabir Chakravarti (eds), History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives (up to c.
1200 CE), Vol. 11, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2018, p. 546.

99 Tbid, p. 546

200 Jacob Dalton, “A Crisis of Doxography: How Tibetans Organized Tantra During the 8 — 12
centuries,” in Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies, Vol. 28, No. 1, 2005, p.
115

201 For details of this particular form of hybrid Sanskrit see, Franklin Edgerton, Buddhist Hybrid
Sanskrit Grammar and Dictionary, Vol. I and 11, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1985.
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Caryapada, a musical anthology composed towards the beginning of the 12" centuries.?’? The
caryas of the Caryapada were originally sung with specific musical notation assigned to them.
The verses were probably free-floating maxims composed at a much earlier date, probably
during the 10" century CE. As far as the texts under survey are concerned, almost all of them
have been composed anonymously, except the Nispannayogavali of Abhayakaragupta. The
anonymous texts like Maiijusrimilakalpa and Taramiilakalpa®®? were the products of a long
textual tradition from 8" century CE onwards, with the addition and reductions of multiple
sections.?®* With the progression of the textual traditions, they became further replete with
complex rituals. So, alongside the obvious ambiguous authorship of these texts we may also
reasonably infer that they were not the work of a singular author, and must be seen as the carrier
of a long literary and cultic traditions. Same applies for the anthologies under survey like
Sadhanamala and Caryapada, which mentioned the names of multiple authors. Moreover, for
the same reason dating these texts is also very problematic affair which is elaborately discussed
in the chapter three. Thus, the anthologies too reflect a composite culture characterized by
heterogenous ideas and rituals propagated by a large community of Buddhist masters. In this
regard we may also note that the composers of the sadhanas and carydas did not come from a

common region as their hagiographies projected.

There were multiple manuscripts of each of these texts discovered from different parts
of the subcontinent and presently preserved at different libraries like The Asiatic Society of
Bengal, Cambridge University Library, royal libraries of the Maharaja of Travancore, Baroda
and Nepal. The manuscripts were obviously of later dates with mismatch with each other and
missing sections. One also finds it immensely difficult to locate a place of composition of the
texts under survey except Nispannayogavali which was composed by Abhayakaragupta at the
Vikramsila Mahavihara at present-day Antichak, Bihar. Nevertheless, based on the extensive
mention of certain names of the places we may anticipate their intimate connection to early
medieval Bengal. For example, the Marijusrimiilakalpa is believed to be associated with

Bengal by a lot of scholars.?®> The composition of the text can be geographically situated in

202 Syed Mahammad Shahed, “Caryapada”, in Abdul M. Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds),
History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives (up to c. 1200 CE), Vol. 11, Dhaka:
Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2018, p. 592.

203 Sysan A. Landesman, The Tara Tantra: Tara’s Fundamental Ritual Text (Tard-mila-kalpa),
Somerville: Wisdom Publication, 2007, pp. 3-7.

204 Glenn Wallis, Meditating the Power of Buddhas: Rituals in the Masijusrimilakalpa, New York:
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Gauda and Magadha region as the author pays great attention to these regions.?’® The
Sadhanamala and the Caryapada mentioned some of their composers like Saroha, Tilopa and
Naropa who can be located in early medieval Bengal by the hagiography of eighty-four
mahasiddha called Caturasiti-Siddha-Pravrtti.*®’ Thus, the texts under survey have been taken

up to understand the varied manifestation of tantric Buddhism in early medieval Bengal.

Apart from the textual source, the present research also considers a host of
archaeological evidence as the key elements to understand the tantric Buddhist ritual and
culture in early medieval Bengal. We have consulted the archaeological reports of the
excavated Buddhist monasteries of early medieval Bengal. These sites were the premier
institutions of the Buddhist academia with ample literary evidence confirming influx of
Buddhist monks and pilgrimages from Tibet and Southeast Asia. Beyond the written records
of the Chinese pilgrims like Xuanzang and Yijing and the Tibetan chronicles left by the itinerant
monks, we have considered the material remains of the viharas to tease out their possible
relevance in the sacred space of tantric Buddhism. We have taken into account the excavation
reports of the Buddhist monasteries like Paharpur,>*® Mainamati,?®® Savar,?!° Nalanda,?!! and
Vikrams$ila.?!? Some of these Buddhist sites were further excavated in recent times along with

several newly excavated sites like Jagaddala,?!® Jagajjivanpur,>'* Telhara,?!® Krimila,?'® Bharat
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Bhyna,?!” Jhurijhara,?'® etc. These sites yielded numerous Buddhist figures, votive stupas,
coins, seals, terracotta plaques and other artifacts which shed light on their patronage pattern,
functional dimension and ritual culture. However, we shall only review the different

archaeological artefacts in the light of its connection to the tantric Buddhist ritual and culture.

On the one hand the viharas were the centers of vibrant academic practice of early
medieval Buddhism, where the Buddhist pundits composed several commentaries and
exegetical tantric post-literatures. On the other hand, they were the most sacred space where
the daily ritual practice was performed around the central shrines/stupas and image chambers.
New feature in the architectural pattern and ground plan of the Buddhist viharas became a
standard phenomenon in the Buddhist sacred landscape of early medieval Bengal and Bihar.
The central temple/stupa was built on a cruciform plan with a central and four surrounded
chambers housing Buddhist deities like Vairocana, Aksobhya, Mainjusri. The ritual implication
of the Buddhist cruciform stupa, especially its similarity with the Vajradhatu mandala of the
Sarvatathagatatattvasamgraha contextualizes it in the tantric Buddhist landscape. The similar
structures of the mandala-stupa are to be found in a number of Southeast Asian Buddhist
structures like Borobudur and Himalayan monastery like Tabo. Moreover, the finding of the
dharani inscribed stone slab from Paharpur and Nalanda implies that new ritual cultural

elements were making their way into the monastic ambience.

Unlike the textual corpora which is extremely difficult to contextualize in a spatial-
temporal frame, the Buddhist sculptures and material remains prove to be the most formidable
and durable evidence for the study of tantric Buddhism in Bengal. Select Buddhist sculptures
of early medieval Bengal may serve as the most remarkable physical remains of tantric
Buddhism. The visual culture of esoteric Buddhism, along with its ritual significance,
transcended through the regional boundaries and reached the different regions of Southeast
Asia, Nepal and Tibet. Overwhelming dependency on the texts and weaving together all kind
of textual evidence to understand the nature and definition of esoteric Buddhism may lead to

‘productive ambiguity’ as argued by Kim and Linrothe.?!” The texts describing the paiicakula

27 M.A. Musa, A Consolidated Archaeological Excavation Report on Bharat Bhayna Mound, Session
1997-98, Unpublished Excavation Report, Khulna Region, Department of Archaeology, 1998.
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(five family system) pantheon of Buddhist deities, are best supplemented by the Buddhist
images which improve our understanding of early and later phases of esoteric Buddhism. The
sculptural corpus of eastern India with its fine artistic craftsmanship from 7% — 8 century CE
onwards was indicative of a distinctive school of art in the region. Often termed as “Eastern
Indian School of Art” or “Pala Art”, this school grabbed the attention of art historians since
1920s.2%° The establishment of such school is often credited to the sculptors named Dhiman
and Bitopal, the father-son duo residing in the Varendra region during the reign of Dharmapala
and Devapala.??! The information is drawn from the account of Taranatha (1608 CE), though

the later date of his account may provide ground for scepticism.

S.K. Saraswati has observed that the rise of Tantra in eastern India was coinciding with
the Eastern India School of Art (8 — 12" centuries) and argued that the school gave an impetus
to the flourishing of Tantrayana Art.??’ Images of specific Buddhist deities and their
iconographical details in personal collection and obscure provenance have been published by
art historians like Debala Mitra,??* Claudine Bautze-Picron,??* GIR Mevissen®* and Gouriswar
Bhattacharya.?”® Most of the Buddhist deities were Bodhisattva figures like Sakyamuni,
Buddha in earth-touching gesture, Avalokite§vara, Mafjusri, Tara etc. However, there were
Buddhist deities of esoteric characters like Hevajra, Yamantaka etc. which requires special
attention.??’ Our study will not engage in the iconographical details and the artistic style of the

Buddhist deities, but their possible significance in the tantric Buddhist parlance of early

220 Stella Kramsish, “Pala and Sena Sculpture”, Rupam XL, (1929). Rakhal Das Banerji, Eastern
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medieval Bengal. Apart from the published images we have also taken into consideration the
catalogues of the Buddhist sculptures preserved in different museums in India.??® There are
also extensive collection of Buddhist images in the museums of abroad like Berlin,?** San
Francisco,?*’ New York,?*! Nepal?*? etc. The makers of the catalogues of the Dhaka Museum
and the Indian Museum like Nalini Kanta Bhattasali and Theodor Bloch have mainly done their
works in the aspects of collection, cataloguing, describing iconographical features and

categorizing the images into Buddhist, Brahmanical and Jain sections.

We have also utilized a few epigraphic records. These records are the most effective
sources for the study of the dynastic history as well the social hierarchy. The inscriptions in the
early medieval Bengal were written in Sanskrit. Generally engraved on copperplates, they
mainly recorded land grants. Generally, a typical Pala inscription can be divided into five
sections — the first is a verse invoking the Buddha, the second is a verse providing the genealogy
and eulogy of the supreme king, the third is a prose recording geographical and administrative
details, the fourth recording a benedictory verse and the fifth records the names and description
of the emissary or the dutaka and the engraver. The inscriptions were read by a range of

epigraphic experts like D.C. Sircar,”®* R.G. Basak,?** Nalini Kanta Bhattasali,>**> Gouriswar

228 Nalini Kanta Bhattasali, Iconography of Buddhist and Brahmanical Sculptures in the Dacca
Museum, Dhaka: Dhaka Museum Committee, 1929. Mukhlesur Rahaman, Sculptures in the Varendra
Research Museum: A Descriptive Catalogue, Rajshshi: Varendra Research Museum, 1998. Gautam
Sengupta, Sharmila Saha, Vibrant Rocks: A Catalogue of Stone Sculpture in the State Archaeological
Museum, West Bengal, Kolkata: Government of West Bengal, 2014. Theodor Bloch, Supplementary
Catalogue of the Archaeological Collections of the Indian Museum Calcutta: Baptist Mission Press,
1911.

22 Claudine Bautze-Picron, The Art of Eastern India in the Collection of the Museum fur Indische
Kunst, Berlin: Stone and Terracotta Sculptures, Berlin: Dietrich Reimar Verlag, 1998.

230 Claudine Bautze-Picron, “The Art of Eastern India in the Avery Brundage Collection, Asian Art
Museum of San Francisco,” Art of Asia, San Francisco, 1995.

21 Kurt Behrendt, Tibet and India: Buddhist Traditions and Transformation, New York: The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2014.

232 Pratapaditya Pal, Art of Nepal: A Catalogue of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art Collection,
Barkley: University of California Press, 1985.

23 D.C. Sircar (ed), Select Inscriptions Bearing on Indian History and Civilization Vol. 1: From the
Sixth Century B.C. to the Sixth Century A.D., Calcutta: University of Calcutta, 1965, pp. 340-345

24 R.G. Basak, ‘Tippera Copper plate Grant of Lokanatha’, in Epigraphia Indica, Vol. XV, pp. 301-
315

23 N.K. Bhattasali, “Badaganga Rock Inscription of Bhutivarman”, in Epigraphia Indica, Vol.
XXVII, 1947-48, pp. 18-23.
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Bhattacharya,?* Ryosuke Furui,>’ Arlo Griffith,*® Shariful Islam,*° and Rajat Sanyal.>*
Their readings offer a glimpse into the religious congregation, social hierarchy, structure of
polity, local power relations, agrarian economy and various aspects of society and politics of
early medieval Bengal. These records and the image inscriptions have been used in the present
study principally to understand the patronage pattern of the Buddhist viharas and the social
background of the Buddhist donors and laity. Epigraphic records of different ruling houses
rarely present any comprehensive information regarding tantric Buddhism. Nevertheless, their
statement regarding the purpose of the construction of the Buddhist viharas included a few
matters like copying and worshipping of manuscripts which shed light on the internal affairs

of the monasteries.
Methodology

The perspective of the present research is to look at the historical process of Buddhism
within which tantra arises in the context of early medieval greater Bengal. Buddhism in Bengal
from an ancient time had a deeper connection and earlier roots with some parts of Bihar which
witnessed the rise of vibrant Buddhist epicenters like Nalanda and Vikramsila. During the early
Pala reign (8" — 9™ centuries) extensive regions of Magadha and northern Bengal was
functioning as a common unit under the suzerainty of the Pala monarchs. Moreover, in terms
of the artistic style, epigraphical script and manuscript writings, these regions seemed to form
a common cultural unit. The perspective of the present research is to understand a particular
religious trend within Buddhism within this wider scope of early medieval Bengal and its
adjacent areas. Hence, we use the notion of the spatial context as ‘greater Bengal’ as already
discussed at the beginning. We propose to do it from three different, yet intimately tied, aspects

in which these specific trends can be traced out. Firstly, we take up a few Buddhist Sanskrit

236 Gouriswar Bhattacharya, “A Preliminary Report on the Inscribed Metal Vase from the National
Museum of Bangladesh,” in Debala Mitra (ed), Explorations in Art and Archaeology of South Asia:
Essays Dedicated to N. G. Majumdar, Calcutta: Directorate of Archaeology and Museums, 1996, pp.
237-247.

237 Ryosuke Furui, “Ajivikas, Manibhadra and Early History of Eastern Bengal: A New Copperplate
Inscription of Vainyagupta and its Implication,” in Journal of Royal Asiatic Society, Series 3, 26, 4
(2016), pp. 657-681.

28 Arlo Griffith, ‘Raktamala Copperplate of GE 159°, in Pratna Samkisha, New Series, vol 6, 2015,
pp. 15-27

239 Shariful Islam, ‘Kotalipada Copperplate of Dvadasaditya’, Journal of the Asiatic Society of
Bangladesh (Humanities), Vol. 53,2011, pp. 72-82.

240 Rajat Sanyal, “Appendix I: Inscribed Sculptures,” in Gautam Sengupta and Sharmila Saha, Vibrant
Rocks: A Catalogue of Stone Sculpture in the State Archaeological Museum, West Bengal, Kolkata:
Government of West Bengal, 2014, pp. 253-76.
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and vernacular texts to understand the transition of tantric ideas from the earlier Mahayana
sitra literature. In the context of early medieval Bengal, we have taken up a few
representational  texts like  Marjusrimilakalpa,  Taramulakalpa,  Sadhanamala,
Nispannayogavali and Caryapada which reflect on distinct ideological and ritualistic trends of
tantric Buddhism. Each of these texts showed varied manifestation of tantric Buddhism in the
spheres of ascetic practice and theological conceptualization. Secondly, we have also surveyed
the archaeological remains of the Buddhist viharas which had their own organic history. To
consider their functional dimension in several non-religious spheres, we have consulted
epigraphic evidence to tease out relevant information on patronage pattern and local power
relations. We have tried to pinpoint certain architectural features and excavated artefacts that
bear the possible imprint of tantric Buddhism. Thirdly, taking into account the limitation of
using literary evidence as they might have emanated from a select community of practitioners,
we have surveyed the material evidence in the form of stone and metal sculptures which are
the most remarkable physical evidence of the phenomenon. The Buddhist images help us to
understand the percolation and translation of the esoteric ideas in the contemporary society
through these material remains. The images were also reflective of the ritual practices. The
icons of tantric Buddhism have not been studied from the point of view of art history or
iconography. Rather, we have studied specific Buddhist images to understand the

representation of the tantric faith and ritual practices in the social context.

The origin and development of tantric Buddhism in early medieval Bengal has been
observed as emerging in a region which lay in a cultural crossroad that traversed through the
coastal regions around the Bay of Bengal. Simultaneously, the hinterlands of Bengal and Malay
Peninsula and Archipelago were also well connected by the extension of the southern Silk route
from Yunnan to Bengal during 6% — 7% century CE. Studying the regional character of
Buddhism in the light of its interregional connectedness has been previously done by a number
of scholars in the context of Buddhism in the Northwestern India in Kushana period (1% century
BCE — 2" century CE).?*! The study of Tansen Sen showed that the spread and growth of
Buddhism in a particular area like Gandhara must not be seen in isolation from the adjacent
areas. Moreover, these areas had deep contact and continuous interactions with far-reaching

areas - with the Hun China through an extended Silk Route.?** The interaction developed out

241 Tansen Sen, Buddhism Diplomacy and Trade: The Realignment of Sino-Indian Relations, 600-
1400, Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2003, pp. 3-6.

242 Tansen Sen, India, China and the World: A Connected History, New York: Rowman and Littlefield,
2017, pp. 111-130.
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of diverse factors like military expedition, trade and cultural exchange and religious
proselytization. These processes contributed to the development of a Buddhist religious
network in varied ways and led to the transmission of Buddhist texts including the versions of
the Prajiiaparamita and Mahayana sitra literature. Sen has shown that the transmission was
not unidirectional and was characterized by multifaceted processes where rituals and ideas
were filtering back to the point of origin of transmission. In the context of Bengal’s connection
with Arakan Suchandra Ghosh has shown that the Samatata sub-region was situated on a
riverine and fluvial network and housed a port town with boats sailing to the hinterland of
Bengal on the west and the Irawaddy network of Arakan in the east.?** The Harikela kingdom,
identified with coastal Chattagrama with its capital at Vardhamanapura was acting as an
intermediate zone between Ganga and Irawaddy plains. Suchandra Ghosh has argued that the
ports of Samandar and Chittagong were serving as entrepots for the long distant traders of Bay
of Bengal. Taking a cue from these studies we looked into the network theory which has
recently gained coinage as a tool to analyze the religious exchange and transitions in ideas and
practices through transmission of ideas emanating from social interconnectedness.’** The
stronger and weaker ties between the different societies determine the degree of diffusion of a
religious idea from one group to another. Tantric Buddhism in early medieval Bengal thus can
be seen emerging with rich hue through continuous cultural interactions with other connected

regions.

To probe into the origin of tantric Buddhism in early medieval Bengal we shall adopt

4 and

the model of socio-religious appropriation that has been studied out by R.S. Sharma?
N.R. Ray.?*® We shall try to find clues which may throw some light on the reciprocal dynamics
of the interaction between Buddhism and the aboriginal cults. We shall focus on the complex
dynamics of cultural exchanges between the lower class/caste and the mainstream religious

institution which penetrated into the aboriginal domain through land grants. We shall survey

243 Suchandra Gosh, “Understanding the Economic Networks and Linkages of an Expanded
Harikela,” in John Deyell and Rila Mukherjee (eds), From Mountain Fastness to Coastal Kingdoms:
Hard Money and ‘Cashless’ Economies in the Medieval Bay of Bengal World, New York: Routledge,
2020, p. 88-90.

24 Anna Collar, “Network Theory and Religious Innovation,” Mediterranean Historical Review, Vol.
22, No. 1, pp. 149-162.

25R.S. Sharma, Early Medieval Indian Society: A Study in Feudalisation, New Delhi: Orient
Longman, 2001, p. 245.

2% Niharranjan Ray, Bangaleer Itihas Aadi Parba (in Bengali) [1949], Kolkata: Dey’s Publishing,
2013, p. 529.
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the literary and material evidence in the specific context of early medieval greater Bengal to

find out whether aboriginal elements were making a space in the Buddhist religious landscape.

The diverse manifestations of tantric Buddhism in literary and visual mediums are
rather difficult to conceptualize, primarily due to the extreme occult nature of the doctrines and
practices. One of the principal constraints that a researcher has to face while dealing with these
sources is the deliberate obfuscation of the language of the text as well as the associative cults
of the deities probably with the objective of keeping the matter secret within a cultic
community. Admittedly, the traditional structure of transmission of tantric knowledge and
practices remained secret for many centuries. The transmission was sometimes strictly
confined within the secret conclaves (guhyasamaja) and only imparted by the preceptor to his
disciple, leading to the rise of close lineage traditions (parampara). It was deemed to be a grave
crime, if a sadhaka reveals his knowledge to an uninitiated lay person. Grasping the core
philosophical notion of tantra therefore remained a difficult task for the commoner, especially
those who were not initiated in the tantric system. The host of bodily and psychic practices
prescribed in the texts and the metaphorical presentation of the subject through cryptic
language created the greatest shield for a novice to comprehend the various nuances of the
ideas and practices of tantric Buddhism. Similarly, the complex ritual practices related to the
images of Buddhist deities of the period in concern also pose the great barrier to understand
their nature and purpose. However, a close reading of the texts and the study of images have
been sought in order to understand general nature and orientation of the Buddhist tantra in the

given context.

Most of the previous studies have either entirely focused on the tantric Buddhist
literature, or separately looked into the Buddhist sculptures and occasionally consulted the
iconographical description from a few texts. The present study seeks to understand the
historical background of the origin and the nature of tantric Buddhism in the select context by
consulting both the textual and archaeological (sculpture, painting and excavated remains of
the vihara) sources in combination, reviewing the evidence within the historical context.
Combined Methodology of the kind proposed by D.D. Kosambi cannot be fully applied here
in view of the lack of relevant ethnographic remnants.?*” However, a combination of varied
kinds of sources may aid us in understanding the characteristic trends of Tantric Buddhism in

the particular spatial-temporal contexts. The images, paintings and excavated remains

247 D.D. Kosambi, “Combined Methods in Indology”, Indo-Iranian Journal, Vol. 6, No. %, 1963, pp.
177-202.
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somewhat illuminate the silence in epigraphic records and the texts devoted to ritual and
esoteric practices bear imprints of the journey of Buddhist tantra in the context. We choose to
look at Tantric Buddhism specifically through those sources that can be contextualized in early
medieval Bengal with some degree of certainty. The Buddhist viharas have been surveyed in
the light of Chinese travelogues and excavation reports to understand their spatial distribution,
architectural features, and phases of development. Epigraphic records have been consulted to
understand the resource base and patronage pattern of the Buddhist viharas. The image
inscriptions have been used to spatially contextualize the images and understand the social base
of the donors. The mention of regnal year in the inscription has been studied in order to

determine the date of the images.

The tantric Buddhist texts have been dealt with by analysing their various editions and
translations, numerous manuscripts, their findspots, their various redactions and recensions.
Their place of composition can be located by tracing the mention of any spatial units. Their
dates of composition have been considered to understand the chronological development of
varied facets of tantric Buddhism. The social background of the authors has been enquired into
to understand the social representation of the textual corpora and roots of a particular tantric
trend. The anthologies which mentioned multiple authors with heterogenous social
background, have been analysed as a long textual tradition gradually taking shape by compiling
the scattered free-floating ideas. The anonymous tantric texts claiming to be directly
transmitted from the Buddha (‘buddhavacana’) are considered to be the earliest (7%- 8™

),2*8 while the commentaries and exegetical texts authored by the famed Buddhist

centuries
siddhacaryas are considered to be of late production (9" — 12 centuries). The use of hybrid
Buddhist Sanskrit, not conforming to the traditional grammatical rule, was probably due to the
fact that it was intermingling with different literary bodies. The writers might be not so well
versed in Sanskrit as many of them came from the vernacular medium. The vernacular language
in a series of tantric Buddhist texts, especially in the Caryapada, may indicate the gradual
assimilation of esoteric theistic ideas into the popular ascetic culture. The deliberate cryptic

and symbolic language of tantric Buddhism however underlines that the tradition was still

being secretly transmitted in the disciple communities of the leading preceptors.

248 These texts, in the Tibetan tradition, are believed to have revealed by Padmasambhava in the 8"
century CE. For details see, Janet Gyatso, “Signs, Memory and History: A Tantric Buddhist Theory of
Scriptural Transmission,” in The Journal of the International Association of the Buddhist Studies, Vol.
9, No. 2, 1986, pp. 1-4.
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The Buddhist images preserved in the different museums of Bangladesh and West
Bengal have been surveyed to understand the presence of a tangible tantric Buddhist culture in
the different sub-regions of early medieval Bengal. The concerned Buddhist sculptures have
been analysed with focus on both iconographic and extra-iconographic features. Weightage
has been given to the socio-religious significance of the icons. We are not in a position to
determine the degree of knowledge that the community of artisans and sculptors possessed
about the iconography of the Buddhist deities presented in texts like the Sadhanamala (11"
century) and the Nispannayogavalt (12" century). Many of the images bearing tantric
characteristics were actually dated much before (8" — 9" centuries CE) the composition and
compilation of these two texts dated in the 11% — 12" centuries. This indicates that the

conceptualization of the icons with defined iconography was already extant.?*’

The images, especially those with laukika affiliations, have been observed with the
possible social and mundane implications in mind. Some icons were conceptualized within the
tantra pantheon with reference to mundane and social phenomena. Thus, some were
specifically meant as protective deities against epidemics, or as the protector of the stupas, or
destroyer of the enemies, etc. Similarly, the paintings in the Buddhist manuscripts, especially
those produced in a particular vihara, have been consulted to understand the religious culture
and ideology of the monastic community. As the miniature metal sculptures and the
manuscripts belonged to the individual monks, these may be studied as objects with personal
affiliation illuminating the nature of personalised devotional relations nurtured within tantric

Buddhism.

The research questions have been addressed in the four chapters of the present research.
The first chapter, Historical Context: Tracing the Background of Buddhist Tantra in Early
Medieval Bengal, deals with the socio-political context in which Tantric Buddhism gained a
foothold in Bengal. The chapter gives a vivid geographical outline of the region of Bengal, its
interconnectedness with Southeast Asia, Tibet and China. This is followed by an account of the
ruling dynasties and their centres of power. We have also reviewed the early medieval state

formation process and social stratification.

249 N.K. Bhattasali and Gouriswar Bhattacarya are of opinion that the sculptors of the Buddhist
images followed the iconography prescribed in the Sadhanamala. For details see, Gouriswar
Bhattacharya, “Iconography of Stone Sculpture,” in Abdul M. Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti
(eds), History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspective (up to c. 12" century CE), Vol. 1,
Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2018, p. 466.
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In the second chapter, The Viharas: Searching for the Sacred Landscape of
Buddhist Tantra, we have tried to understand the possible role of Buddhist monasteries in
projecting tantric ideas. We have mapped the rise of the reputed Buddhist viharas and shrines
like Nalanda, Vikramsila, Sompura, and Mainamati that coincided with the Pala, and Chandra
Deva rule. We have looked at certain architectural features of the Buddhist temples and
monasteries as well as the excavated antiquities which might contextualize the viharas within

the broader ambit of tantric Buddhism.

In the third chapter, Textual Tradition: Understanding the trends of Tantrism in
Buddhism, we have attempted to understand the diverse tradition of tantric Buddhism and its
origin by studying select tantric Buddhist texts. Here we have reviewed the Mafijusrimitlakalpa,
Nispannayogavali, Sadhanamala, and Caryapada. By discussing the diverse ritualistic
traditions of the anthological and iconographical texts like the Sadhanamala,
Nispannayogavali, and Caryapada we have tried to show the heterogenous ritual practices and

ideologies of Tantric Buddhism in Bengal.

The fourth chapter, Buddhist Images: Locating the Visual-Physical Evidence for
Tantrism, deals with the Buddhist stone and metal sculptures as well as the painted
manuscripts. These are representative of significant aspects of the material manifestations of
tantric Buddhist culture in the greater region of early medieval Bengal and southern Bihar. We
have specially focused on the complexities of the ritual method of worship and the various

social functions of the Buddhist deities to understand their socio-cultural aspect.

The present study reveals that Buddhism took a new turn in the select region and
temporal context. Though this phenomenon has been commonly regarded as tantric, we note
the several idealistic variants like Vajrayana, Mantrayana, Kalacakrayana, and Sahajayana each
possessing several idealistic characteristics often divergent from each other. From the analysis
of both the textual and imagery sources, we observe that Tantrism in Buhddhism developed as
a composite culture which on the one hand emerged with deep and internalized ritual
characters, and, on the other hand incorporated free-floating gnomic maxims and aphorisms
into the soteriological scheme of Buddhism. The autochthonous elements were gaining a
foothold in the literary landscape of tantric Buddhism. For example, the verses of Caryapada
composed by the Sahajiya Buddhist sect regarded the domba women (domb1) as a metaphor
for Stinyata or Nairatma, an important goddess in the Hevajratantra and the Sadhanamala. The

outer circle of the mandalas, described in the Nispannayogavalt also accommodated Candalt
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and Matangi as deified Buddhist versions of the lower strata. Such conceptualizations may
indicate absorption of a critical social attitude inverted into a philosophical negation of the rigid
norms of established socio-religious order. The origin of such notions and myriad ritual
practices can be traced to have emanated from the long process of ritual and cultural
reciprocations between Mahayana Buddhism and the already extant occult practices in the
grassroots of the cultural geography that we have selected to observe. This geography emerged
through cultural assimilation not only from within the region itself, but witnessed the cultural
confluence of sub-Himalayan, Tibetan, Nepalese, and southeast Asian traditions. The complex
of Buddhist tantra was created by the constant spiritual influx within and beyond the region.
The resident monks of the Buddhist viharas also travelled to different locations through this
network for preaching and learning and took significant role in integration, adoption and
transmission of the idealsm faiths and practices. The Buddhist viharas of Nalanda, Vikramsila,
Sompura, and Odantapuri became integral part of an esoteric network in the maritime Bay of
Bengal and its multiple Buddhist centres. This not only led to the spread of tantric Buddhism
in Tibet, Nepal, and Southeast Asia but also reshaped the Buddhist culture and practice in early
medieval greater Bengal. The tantric ideas survived, to some extent, in the medieval ecstatic
traditions of Bhakti, Sufi, Baul, and wandering mystics who continued the idea of preceptor-

disciple lineage through their spiritually oriented songs.
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CHAPTER ONE

Historical Context: Tracing the Background of Buddhist Tantra in
Early Medieval Bengal

In this chapter we intend to explore the sociopolitical, and religious background for the
development of Buddhist tantrism in early medieval greater Bengal. The chapter focuses on the
geographical settings of greater Bengal, already defined in the introduction, between the 5™ century
and the 12 century CE. Early medieval Buddhist sacred centers were located in a vast region
beyond the present-day boundary of West Bengal and Bangladesh. The region of south Bihar
adjacent to western Bengal witnessed the rise of monastic centres like Nalanda, Vikramsila and
Kurkihar which began to flourish in the early medieval phase. This sacred orbit orbit of Buddhism
extended to cover the northern, central and southeastern parts of Bengal. We shall look into the
specific sacred sites of Buddhism to understand the spatial distribution and development of the
Buddhist sacred world within this geography and search the evidence which illuminate the patterns
of development under specific political dynasties ruling in the concerned time period. We shall
investigate the political and social backdrop of early medieval greater Bengal which may have

impacted the rise of esoteric cultic practices like tantra.

Although the evidence for patronage to Buddhist tantra and associated cultic practices from
political dynasties of the region is very rare, the social tensions generated by the political process
of integration of non — state, non - varna society into a state society in early medieval Bengal
prepared the ground for the rise of many esoteric religious cults within several major religons like
Saivism, Saktism along with Buddhism.! The development of esoterism can be traced from the
grassroot ideas and faith which came into contact with classical religious practices and ideas as
assumed by R.S. Sharma? and Brajadulal Chattopadhayaya,® although they proposed to see these

processes unfolding in very different frames of regional state formation in the post classical/early

1 Alexis Sanderson, “The Saiva Age: The Rise and Dominance of Saivism during the Early Medieval
Period,” in Shingo Einoo (ed), Genesis and Development of Tantrism, Tokyo: Institute of Oriental
Culture, University of Tokyo, 2009, p. 102.

2R.S. Sharma, Early Medieval Indian Society: A Study in Feudalisation, New Delhi: Orient Longman,
2001, p. 240.

3 B.D Chattopadhyaya, The Making of Early Medieval India, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2012,
pp- 204-6.
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medieval context. The social roots of esoterism may be tracked from a close attention to grassroot
faith in our context. However, such evidence is not very directly available and we have to tease
out the presence of the grassroot ideas from within the evolved tantra trends in Buddhism itself,
which bear certain connections with such primitive indigenous practices. Such grassroot practices
may have borne faith in the magical powers of the supernatural. In a very different context, we
note such a trend to have been present within early Buddhism if we refer to the evidence of tantra
within the Bower Manuscript and other such texts, which have been discussed in this work. The
intimate relation between religion and society has been highlighted by many anthropologists. In
some cases magic and mysticism becomes prominent within a religious system and Malinowski
has argued that these tendencies are due to the practical function of alleviating anxiety, distress,
fear, and doubt and sorrow.* The tantric practices within Buddhism in early medieval Bihar and
Bengal can be considered to have had similar links with everyday social concerns and may be
analysed in the light of these hypotheses as far as possible within the contemporary socio-political

condition.

The societal structure in early medieval India, according to B.D. Chattopadhyaya, had been
undergoing historical process of evolution especially within rural society and economy since the
earlier Gupta phase.’ As he suggests, the political process of the early medieval period must not
be seen in isolation. Rather it has to be observed in conjunction with the economic, social, and
religious processes. Exploing the nuances of the religious processes of the period, Chattopadhyaya
had cited the work of A. Eschmann who conducted pioneering research on the Cult of Jagannath
in Odisha.® He suggested that the religious process in this period was characterized by the
integration of ritual cults and the tradition of sacred centers which assumed a pantheistic supra-
local edifice/structure. The mechanism of integration was conducted through seeking affiliations
with local faiths or deities or a sacred center that had come to acquire supra-local significance.
Kunal Chakrabarti’s research leads to the understanding that the puranic brahmanical culture

(propagated in Bengal especially from the 10" - 13% centuries CE) actually characterized a

4 Bronislaw Malinowski, Magic, Science and Religion, and Other Essays [1925], Boston: Beacon Press,
1948.

3> B.D. Chattopadhyay, “Political Process and the Structure of Polity”, in Hermann Kulke (ed), State in
India, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2012, p. 214.

® A. Eschmann et al (eds), The Cult of Jagannath and the Regional Tradition of Orissa, New Delhi:
Manohar, 1986.
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regionalized version of the sociopolitical ideals and norms of the dharmasastra tradition which
assimilated several regional cults in order to gain currency and dynamism in the regional -
subregional orbits.” These developments saw modification of the original practices and rise of
newer traits within the older ideas. Both Buddhism and Brahmanism, the mainstream religions,
developed the tendency for modifications through the adoption of similar survival strategies to
grapple with the new sociopolitical order consequent upon the processes of regional state
formation. Theories highlighting the relation between the prevailing social condition and the rise
of tantra can be discerned in the argument of Ronald M. Davidson who thinks that esoteric
Buddhism was a direct product of the Buddhist response to feudalization of Indian society in the
early medieval period.® We can argue here that although a starighforward acceptance of the theory
may be fraught with difficultiues, the conception of the dawning of tantra within Buddhism may
be observed against the rising expanse of the agrarian state society within a pre — state indigenous
society. The relations of power that the rising state necessitated led to notions around practices of
servility and dominance within the peasant society, somewhat feudal/tributary in nature. We can
draw parallels between such politico-social relations within the material world with the practice
followed by the monks or ascetics/ yogis or preceptor — disciple in the esoteric systems. The
configuration of such relations can be noted in the metaphors of the Yogi transformed as the

overlord of a mandala of vassals.
1.1 Historical Geography of Early Medieval Greater Bengal

Before going into the discussion about the political and religious background let us discuss
the historical geography of what we define as the early medieval greater Bengal.’ It is difficult to
clearly outline the contour of early medieval Bengal as its boundaries overlapped with the regions
of Magadha and Anga from time to time. In this section we shall discuss the geographical settings

of early medieval Bengal as well as a few parts of the south Bihar. Region or space and its typical

7 Kunal Chakrabarti, Religious Process the Making of a Regional Tradition, New Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 2001, p. 47

8 Ronald M. Davidson, Indian Esoteric Buddhism: A Social History of Tantric Movement, New Y ork:
Columbia University Press, 2002, pp. 2-3

? Henceforth the phrase ‘Early medieval Bengal’ is to be construed as ‘early medieval greater Bengal’ as
explained in the introduction.
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ecological character are the primary determinants that shape human society and culture.!® The
identity of an ancient region takes shape over centuries through its repeated mention in the
literature or inscriptions. A region might be identified by either the people living within that
particular region or by the people outside. In the process of the formation of a regional identity of
ancient Bengal we shall see that different historical sources contributed to the varied identity
formations from ancient time. Later, in the early medieval period it was a better-defined region
with various demarcated sub-regions. The boundaries between several sub-regions became well-

defined primarily by the natural demarcators like rivers and mountains.

B.M. Morrison has divided Bengal into five distinct major geographical regions: the deltaic
plain, the tippera surface and the Syllhet basin which are made of recent alluvial plain and the
Madhupur and Varendra uplands composed of the ancient Pleistocene alluvium.!' The recent
deltaic alluvial plain is made of the deltaic deposit and flood plains of the Ganga, Brahmaputra
and Meghna which is about fifty thousand square miles. The Tippera surface is about 3000 square
miles and made up of the deposit of Meghna and Padma with Lalmai-Mainamati hills at its centre.
The Syllhet basin is 5000 square miles and demarcated by the Shillong plateau in the north, the
Burmese and Tippera highland on the east and Madhupur jungle on the south. The Madhupur
jungle (north of Dhaka) and Varendra region are made of old alluvium deposit and are
distinguished by the deep red oxidized soil. Morrison has showed that the formations of Delta and
their elevation and associated drainage pattern have a correlation with the distribution of
population and the settlement patterns of the villages. Along with the rivers and their alluvial
deposit the monsoonal climate also plays a pivotal role in shaping the human activities. The
principal political centres of the ancient Bengal are situated alongside the river as the strategic
location gave them access to the different geographic areas of the Delta. The ancient and medieval
capitals like Ramavati and Laukhnati were situated beside the northern stream of Ganga where the
river is entering the old delta after clearing the Rajmahal hills. Tamralipta was situated at such a

location from where one could access the sea and the Bhagirathi River system which was also

10 Aksadul Alam and A.M. Chowdhury, “Historical Geography”, in Abdul Momin Chowdhury and
Ranabir Chakravarti (eds), History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives Up to c. 1200
CE, Vol. 1, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2018, p. 2.

' B. M. Morrison, Political Centres and Cultural Regions in Early Bengal, Tucson: The University of
Arizona Press, 1970, pp. 8-12
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connected to Karnasuvarna. Vikrampura, Sonargaon and Dhaka were situated near the confluence
of Padma and Meghna. Pundranagara and Kotivarsa were located alongside small rivers in the
Varendra region. Therefore, the political centres of ancient Bengal and their locations alongside
rivers suggest that control or access to the riverine networks has been a key factor in the history of

the Delta.

The earliest identification of the people of Vanga, roughly corresponding to present-day
western Bengal, occurs in the Aitareya Brahmana which refers to the people living outside the
frontiers of aryandom as dasyus. Pundra has been mentioned in the same text as one of the many
indigenous communities who did not conform to the Vedic norms. Aitareya Aranyaka also gives
us important clues about the people of Bengal by the words Vayamsi Vangavagadhas-Cerapadah
which may be referred to as the people of Vanga and Magadha.'? The Aranyakas also refers to
them as a community of people held guilty of transgression. In the Bauddhdayana Dharmasiitra,
Pundras of North Bengal were among the last of the three categories of ethnic groups of people.
The people of this region were regarded as living outside the ambit of Vedic culture. The
description of different regions of Bengal in the epics seems to have withdrawn its status of
transgressive nature. The Ramdayana mentions a list of people who entered into intimate political
relation with the high-born aristocrats of Ayodhya. The search parties sent to the east to find elixirs
were asked to visit the lands of Pundras and Mandaras (Mandar hills near Bhagalpur). In the
Mahabharata Bhima’s campaign in the east mentions a few places of Bengal like Modagiri
(Monghyr), Pundra, Tamralipta, Karvata and Suhma whose people and king were subjugated by

him.

Glimpses of the ancient geography could be also found from the Jain and Pali Buddhist
texts. The Jain Acharanga Siitra describes the land of Ladhas (Radha) in western Bengal as a
pathless country inhabited by a rude folk who attacked peaceful monks.'* The text divides the land
of Ladha into two parts named Vajjabhumi and Subbabhumi. The former had its capital, as
mentioned by the commentators at Panitabhumi. H.C Raychaudhury has identified Vajjabhumi or

12 H.C. Raychaudhury, ‘Physical and Historical Geography’, in R.C. Majumder (ed), History of Bengal,
Vol. 1, Patna: N.V. Publication (reprint), 1978, p. 8

13 Nupur Dasgupta, “Jainism”, in Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds), History of
Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives Up to c. 1200 CE, Vol. 2, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of
Bangladesh, 2018, p. 314.
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the land of diamond with the sarkar of Madaran in south west Bengal mentioned in Ain-i-Akbari
in which there was a diamond mine.'* This region was primarily comprised of the present day
Birbhum, Bardhaman and Hoogly. The Subbabhumi on the other hand, has been identified by
Raychoudhury as the Suhma region which also finds mention in Buddhist Samyutta Nikaya and
Telapatta Jataka. This territory has been identified with the portion of modern day Medinipur
district. The Milindapaiiho mentions Vanga in a list of maritime countries where ships anchored

for the purpose of trade.

According to the evidence of the Greek historians like Pliny, Ptolemy and many other
classical writers there was a settlement of people in the lower Ganga and its tributaries. The
Periplus, while describing the east coast of India mentions river Ganga and a market town of the
same name on its bank. Ptolemy also mentions the city of Gangei and distinguished it from
Tamalites or Tamralipta. Ptolemy also mentions five confluence points of Ganga and the western
most of it was Kambyson which has been identified with river Kasai by H.C. Raychaudhury.!®> The
largest confluence point has been identified with river Hoogly. Thus, in all the early historical
textual sources - Brahmanical, Jain, Buddhist and Greek different regions along with their
inhabitants were assuming identity from the perspective of the wonderer monks and travelers who
in their description was trying to conceptualize this region. There was sporadic mention of different
constituent regions of Bengal in these sources. But the concept of greater Bengal is absent in all

of them leading us to infer that the region did not form a homogeneous identity yet.

The historical geography in the early medieval time was distinct from the understanding of
the region in the early historic period. It is mostly known from the large number of royal
inscriptions originated from the region itself and texts composed by the writers from within the
region like Sandhyakarnandin and Dhoy1. In these sources we can observe a better understanding
of the regions and its topography with vivid description of the boundaries created by the extensive
river networks. The travelogues of the Chinese pilgrims Xuanzang and Yijing also contributes to
conceptualize the contemporary historical geography. Based on this variety of sources one can be
divide early medieval Bengal into six different sub-regions: Pundravardhana, Radha, Gauda,

Vanga, Samatata and Harikela each having dynamic character of their own. All the land grant

!4 Raychaudhury, ‘Physical and Historical Geography’, p. 9.
15 Tbid, 11.

65



charter from this period shows that the property transfer took place in these four regions of political
and cultural centers. It is important to note that the geographical connotation of these territorial
terms did not remain entirely unchanged through the centuries and sometime are found

overlappings.

Pundravardhana originally consisted of northern part of Bengal, i.e. Rajshahi-Bogra-
Dinajpur areas of Bangladesh and part of northern sector of West Bengal. Geographically it is
constituted by Barind tract and the floodplains of rivers Padma, Mahananda, Punarbhava, Atrai,
Tista and Karatoya. The name of this sub-region is based on the name of an indigenous community
which developed into a territorial unit. The Digvijaya section of the Mahabharata places the
people named Pundra to the east of Monghyr and associates them with the prince who ruled on the
banks of the Kosi. The capital of this sub-region was Pundranagara which has been identified with
fortified area of Mahasthangarh. It is recorded in the accounts of Xuanzang who visited India
during the first half of the 7™ century CE, that from Kajangala (near Rajmahal) he started eastward
journey, crossed the Ganga and after a journey of about 600 li he reached the 'pun-na-fa-tan-na'
(Pundravardhana) country.'® Then he travelled eastward above 900 li and after crossing a large
river he came to 'ka-mo-lu-po' (Kamartpa). Xuanzang's account attests that the boundary of
Pundravardhana bhukti just prior to the 8 century CE may be fixed with a fair degree of certainty:
it comprised the whole region of northern Bengal from the Rajmahal, the Ganga and the Bhagirathi
to the Karatoya. From the examination of the Pala epigraphs it would appear that the
Pundravardhana bhukti should also be taken to connote an area similar to the Gupta records, i.e.,
northern Bengal. However, ‘Paundra’ in the records of the Chandra and the Varman must not be
confused with that of Gupta and Pala records since the former suggests that the area corresponds
to south-eastern Bengal. Finally, from the Sena records it would appear that Pundravardhana
bhukti included northern, south-western and even some parts of south-eastern Bengal. The
Ramacharita of Sandhyakarnandr states that Varendramandala is the best part in the world and

Pundravardhana is its most precious jewels (Varendri-mandala-chudamani)'’. There is detailed

16 Samuel Beal (tr.), Su-Yu-Ki: Buddhist Records of the Western World, vol-2, New Delhi: Oriental Books
Reprint Corporation, 1969, p. 194.
17 Alam and Chowdhury, “Historical Geography”, p. 20.
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description of the geographical denotation, topography, flora and fauna of the Varendra region in

the Ramacharita.

The Radha unit roughly denoted areas to the west of the Bhagirathi, i.e. the present districts
of Birbhum, Bankura, Burdwan, Hughly, Howrah and Medinipur in West Bengal. Geographically
it is constituted by the lateritic old alluvium with a network of rivers like Ajay, Damodar,
Rupnarayan and Kasai. In the west its boundary is formed by Rajmahal and Chotonagpur Hill
tract. Padma and Bhagirathi River demarcated it from the other sub-regions. The Naihati Copper
Plate Inscription of Vallalasena (AD 1160-1178)'® mentions Radha as the ancestral settlement of
the Senas. Whereas, the Bhuvanes$vara Prasasti Inscription of Bhattabhavadeva records that Radha
was a waterless, woody and dry region. Radha is further divided into two parts: Dakkhina Radha
(South) and Uttara Radha (North) with Ajay River as a demarcator.'® The Tirumalai Rock
Inscription of the Chola dynasty clearly mentions two divisions of Radha, the northern (Uttira-
Ladham) and southern (Takkana-Ladham).?® Rupendra K. Chattopadhyaya suggested that the
well-known archaeological sites like Betor (in Howrah district), Saptagram, Garh Mandaran (in
Hughli district), Bharatpur, Mangalkot (in Burdwan district) and possibly Dihar and Puskarana (in
Bankura district) belong to Dakkhina Radha; whereas sites like Rajbadidanga and Gitagram (in
Murshidabad district), Paikor, Batikar, Bahiri, Kagas, Kotasur (in Birbhum district) and Vallala
Rajar Dhibi (in Nadia district) belong to Uttara-Radha.?!

Another sub-unit closely situated to the sub-region of Radha is Gauda. It is situated
between Pundra in the north and north-east and Radha on the south. Bengal, in spite of the other
separate cultural and geographical divisions, was once widely known as Gaudadesa. Sometimes it
denotes the whole of Bengali speaking area. The earliest reference of a country in eastern India
named Gauda might be found in the Arthasdstra and the Kamasiitra of Vatsayana (3" — 4™ century

CE) as pointed out by Suchandra Ghosh.??> The Puranic reference also brought in light the

18 R.D. Banerji, “Naihati Copper-plate of Vallalasena,” Epigraphia Indica, Vol-XIV, 1917, pp. 156-63

19 Amitabha Bhattacharyya, Historical Geography of Ancient and Early Medieval Bengal, Calcutta:
Sanskrit Pustak Bhandar, 1977, p. 51

20 http://shodhganga.inflibnet.ac.in/bitstream/10603/121656/6/06_chapter%202.pdf

2! Rupendra K Chattopadhyaya, 'Radha', Banglapedia: National Encyclopedia of Bangladesh, 2006, http:/
fwww.banglapedia.org/httpdocs/HT /R_0004.HTM

22 Suchandra Ghosh, “Gauda: Viewing Its Political Geography and Writing Traditions”, in Jean Francois
Salles (ed), Sources on the Gauda Period in Bengal: Essays in Archaeology, New Delhi: Primus Books,
2020, p. 45
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geographical idea of Gauda by designating it as a janapada in the eastern quarter. Gauda has been
also mentioned as an identical janapada along with Pundra, Vanga, Samatata and Vardhamana and
Tamralipti in the Brhatsamhita of Varahamihira (6™ century CE). With the rise of Sasanka, the
formidable ruler of Gauda, the political limit of Gauda probably extended further till the southern
coastal area. This inference was supported by the two epigraphic evidence — the Haraha Inscription
of Maukhari ruler Isanavarman (554 CE) and the Gurgi Inscription of Prabodhasiva (11"
century).?? Both the inscriptions affirm that the territory of the Gauda included the coastal area.
The sub-region of Gauda probably constituted a crucial sacred space of Buddhist tantra as the
tantric Buddhist text Manjusrimiilakalpa confirms that the northern limit of Gauda extended to the
Pundravardhana sub-region and was being ruled by Sasanka.’* This information might be
corroborated with the epigraphic reference in the Dubi plates where an acute political struggle was
described between the king of Gauda and the kings of Kamarupa — Bhaskarvarman and
Susthitavarman. When Xuanzang visited Karnasuvarna in 7% century CE, he mentioned Sasanka
as the ruler of Karpasuvarna. But Bana in Harsacharita mentioned Sasanka as Gaudadhipati,
Gauda Bhujanga and Gauda Pasanda. This indicates that in the first part of the 7% century CE,
Gauda and Karnasuvarna were probably used interchangeably. In the Gaudavaho of Vakpatiraja
Magadha was stated to be a part of the Gauda kingdom indicating that the orbit of the Gauda sub-
region continued to expand. According to D.C. Sircar the eastern part of Bengal was known as
Vanga and the western part was known as Gauda. At the beginning it comprised of the regions of
Murshidabad and southern part of the Malda district with Karnasuvarna as its centre. Later, parts
of Birbhum and Bardhaman formed the Gauda janapada. Under the rule of Sasanka the fame of
Gauda spread far wide and its boundary was extended both southward and northward. The Pala
kings were referred to as Gaudesvara, Gaudaraja and Gaudendra in the inscriptions of rulers
outside Bengal like Rastrakiita and Pratihara. The later Sena rulers like Vi$vartpasena and

Kesavasena used the title of Gaudadhipati for themselves.

The Vanga region mainly embodied Dhaka-Faridpur-Munshiganj and Barishal areas in
present Bangladesh. The area surrounded by rivers Bhagirathi, Padma and Meghna constitutes the

main part of this unit, while the boundaries of it have changed time to time. Vanga witnessed the

** Ghosh, “Gauda: Viewing Its Political Geography”, p. 47
24 T. Ganapati Sastri (ed), Aryamanjusrimiilakalpa, Trivandrum: Superintendent Government Press, 1920,
Chapter 53
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rise of an independent kingdom with strong administrative functions and 7 copperplates were
issued in the second and third quarters of the 6th century CE by three monarchs: Gopacandra (525-
540 CE), Dharmaditya (540-560 CE) and Samacaradeva (560 CE). The issuing place and the find
spots of all the 7 copperplates indicate that the kingdom (Vanga) extended over a vast territory
from Baleswar in Odisha, through southern part of West Bengal (Vardhamana-bhukti) to southern
part of Bangladesh (Navyavakasika and Varakamandala). From the 10" to the mid-13"™ century
CE, Vanga was under the rule of the Chandras, the Varmans and finally the Senas. Vanga seems

to have been divided into northern and southern divisions for some time.

The Samatata region roughly corresponded to the region east of the river Meghna, i.e.
Noakhali, Comilla, Chittagong and adjacent areas in the present Bangladesh and some parts of
present Tripura in India, with sub units of Srihatta and Harikela respectively on its northern and
southern sides. It figures in the records of the Chinese pilgrim Xuanzang in the 7™ century CE as
an area where there were many Buddhist monasteries and which was on the sea-side and was low
and moist was more than 3000 li in circuit.’ At the end of the 7" century CE Sheng-Chi mentioned
a king of Samatata called Rajabhata, who was the same person as the Rajarajabhatta of the 7%
century CE Ashrafpur copper plates. These plates were issued from Karmanta-Vasaka, identified
with Badkamta in the Tipperah (present Tripura). Eight kilometers from the west of Comilla town
lies an isolated range of low hills locally called Lalmai-Mainamati. It is with these hills that the
political and cultural centre of the 'Devaparvata' is intimately connected. This territorial sub-unit
has to date yielded 16 copperplate grants. It was a pilgrim spot and a religious and cultural centre
long before it became the political centre of the region. Capital of Samatata was established at
Devaparvata for the first time by Balabhatta, the Khadga ruler, sometime in the latter half of the
7% century CE as is evidenced by Balabhatta's Mainamati Plate.

The Harikela sub-region was situated in the trans-Meghna region separate from Samatata.
The kingdom of Harikela principally included the present-day Chittagong district. It was a separate
political entity in the in the coastal area of Chittagong and its adjacent areas. Vardhamanpura or
the present day Borodhan village of Chittagong was the capital of Harikela kingdom as mentioned

in epigraphic records.?® The growth of political power of the kingdom of Harikela gradually

25 Samuel Beal (tr.), Su-Yi-Ki, p. 199.
26 Chowdhury and Alam, ‘Historical Geography’, p. 26.
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brought the areas of Noakhali, Comilla, Tripura and Sylhet under the suzerainty of the kingdom.
As a result, its boundary was extended up to the hilly tract of Tripura, Cacher and Lushai hills to
the east, and and Jainta hills to the north. Meghna and Surma constituted its western boundary.
However, historians have agreed that it is not possible to make any sharp distinction between the
boundary of Samatata and Harikela. They also suggest that Samatata, Harikela, Vanga, Srihatta
and Pattikera formed one compact geographical region which constituted the whole of south and

south-east Bengal.

Along with the above mentioned six primary sub-divisions of Bengal, we have also taken
into account the areas like Nalanda, Vikramsila Bodhgaya and Kurkihar, which were located in
south of the present-day Indian state of Bihar. These sacred sites also formed a part of the Gupta
and the Pala empire and were well-connected to the Buddhist centers of northern and southeastern
Bengal. Nalanda is situated to 95 Kilometers southeast of Patna. Hirananda Sastri has noted that
Nalanda was a suburb of Rajagrha which was a monsoonal retreet of Mahavira for almost fifteen
years.?’ Faxian’s account also confirmed that Nalanda was situated a yojana southwest of Rajagrha
where Sariputta was born and attained enlightenment. Vikramsila has been identified with the
present-day Antichak village of Bhagalpur district of Bihar. The famous monastery featured
prominently in the accounts of Tibetan monks like Dharmasvamin and Taranatha.?® From the
narrative of the latter, we come to know that the monastery was built in the north of Magadha on
the bank of Ganga on top of a hillock by the Pala king Dharmapala. Dharmasvamin, however,
found it in ruins in 1234 CE. The most sacred Buddhist site under survey is Bodhgaya which is
situated in the Gaya district of Bihar on the bank of Phalgu river. Faxian recorded a tower at this
site of the Buddha’s enlightenment.?® The village of Kurkihar, identified with Kukkutapada vihara
by Cunningham is situated in Wazirgunj district, 27 Kilometers east of Gaya. The inscriptional
data of Kurkihar suggest that it was a Buddhist pilgrimage center. The site yielded a hoard of 226

bronze images and several stone images

%" Hirananda Sastri, Nalanda and its Epigraphic Material, MASI, No. 66, Delhi, 1942, p. 4.

28 Rajat Sanyal, “Antichak,” in in A.M. Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds), History of
Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives Up to c. 1200 CE, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of
Bangladesh, 2018p. 131.

2 Rajat Sanyal, “Bodhgaya,” in A.M. Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds), History of Bangladesh:
Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives Up to c¢. 1200 CE, Vol. 1, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh,
2018, p. 168.
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1.2 Situating early medieval Bengal in the intra-Asian Buddhist cross-culture

Bengal must be seen in its historical interconnectedness with the regions of south-east Asia
and China beyond its strict regional confinements. Situating early medieval Bengal in the context
of intra-Asian linkages may open a new horizon to understand the intermingling of different
regional ritualistic and cultic ideas. From the 1% century BCE, the region developed as a viable
ground of burgeoning cultural interaction with the Greek travellers, and ASokan emisseries sailing
in and out from the port of Tamralipta. The region was situated at an economic and cultural cross-
roads where host of diverse cultural elements met and created a cauldron of interaction and
adoptation. Buddhism as an expanding religion reached Tibet, China and southeast Asia through
the different trade corridors crossing over early medieval Bengal. The entire coastal regions of Bay
of Bengal had already developed interlinks through the different ports and towns in Bengal,
Myanmar, Cambodia, Java and Indonesia. The uplands of Bay of Bengal were well-connected
through the trade networks facilitating the movement of not only trade commodities but also
religious and cultural idea and practices. Conventionally India’s interaction with the southeast
Asian regions through the maritime Bay of Bengal was portrayed by the nationalist historian as
‘Hinduization’ or ‘colonization’ of the latter by the former.>® They have argued that the spread of
the Indian civilization in the southeast Asian region through the Chola invasion led to the
Indianization of the latter. However, recent scholars have highlighted that it was not an
unidirectional process. The local socio-political dimensions and cultural traits of Southeast and

Central Asia were equally shaping the Indian religious and cultural arena.>!

In terms of the regional identity, the regions of upper Burma and Laos were gradually
regarded as an extension of Bengal as Fra Mauro’s 15™ century map identified these regions as
Bangala-Machin (Mahachina).’> From 7™ century CE onwards China started to access the

Buddhist centers of South Asia from the eastern route, bifurcating from its erstwhile Southwestern

30 Rila Mukherjee, India in the Indian Ocean World: From the Earliest Times to the 1800 CE, Singapore:
Springer, 2022, p. 83

31 Tansen Sen, Buddhism, Diplomacy and Trade: The Realignment of Sino-Indian Relations, 600-1400,
Honolulu: University of Hawai Press, 2003, p. 32.

32 Rila Mukherjee, “From Mountain Fastness to Coastal Kingdoms: The Contours of Medieval Bay of
Bengal” in John Deyell and Rila Mukherjee (eds), From Mountain Fastness to Coastal Kingdoms: Hard
Money and ‘Cashless’ Economies in the Medieval Bay of Bengal World, New Y ork: Routledge, 2020, p.
30.
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routs. The Southeast Asia was not merely facilitating the commodity movement from India by
acting as a stopover for the traders and itinerant monks, but it developed its own networks of
exchange with China. The indigenous culture and practice of Southeast Asia and the overseas
activities of its kings and chieftains must not be neglected as it was greatly contributing to the
shaping of knowledge and ideas in India and China. Rila Mukherjee has shown that, despite the
obvious influence of the Indian and Chinese civilization on the Southeast Asian statecraft and
social organization, one cannot deny its independent agency in ideas, ritual, culture and practice.>
The northern Bay of Bengal region seems to be the only place which did justice to the name
Asumudrahimacala or ‘stretching from mountain to sea’ as it connected Southeast Asia and Lanka

though maritime sailing and also had the land routs upto southwest China.

The earliest archaeological evidence of interconnectedness between the Bay of Bengal and
South China Sea via the Southeast Asian region came from the Khao Sam Kaeo in the late 5™ to
2™ centuries BCE.** It is believed that the South Asian craftsmen carried the Indian tecniques of
crafting to Khao Sam Kaeo. They were probably welcomed by the local elites and eventually gave
birth to a trading polity and a key maritime trade network. The network continued to expand in the
Phu Khao Thong and Bang Kluai Nok as a Sankritized Pali Inscription, datable to 15— 2™ centuries
CE, was found from the region with the reference of a Brahmana sailor. However, from the 4™ to
6™ centuries CE there is a dearth of archaeological evidence to know Bengal’s connection to
Southeast Asia. From Xin Tang Shu, the 10" century CE Chinese chronicles of the Tang dynasty,

1.33 The route ran

we find the reference of a Southwest Silk Route connecting Yunnan to Benga
over the regions of Thailand, Laos, Cambodia traversing through the landscape of land, river and
sea. The route started in Tonkin and reached Magadha in north India via Yunnan, Burma and
Bengal. The riverine network of Bengal and Burma connected the Kingdom of Lan Na in north
Thailand and Ayutthaya in Siam. The maritime linkages were continued through the Southwestern
coastal ports and monasteries like Moghalmari and Tamralipta and their Southeastern counterparts

like Mainamati and Chattagram.

33 Mukherjee, India in the Indian Ocean World, p. 84.

34 Ibid, p. 84.

3% Bin Yang, “Horse, Silver, and Cowries: Yunnan in Global Perspective”, in Journal of World History,
Vol. 15, No. 3, pp. 287-289.
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John Deyell has pointed out that around 1200 CE the silver bullion was transported from
Yunnan to Bengal via Upper Burma through three main land routes, in addition to the maritime
routes.*® The first route went from Yung Chang to the upper Brahmaputra Valley in Assam after
crossing the Irrawaddy River and passing through the Patkai Range. The second route connected
Shweli River and Manipur via Imole Pass. The third route began from Taguang on the bank of
Irrawaddy and reached Arakan via Pagan and Aeng Pass. Under the Sultanate rule, Lakhanauti
(Bengal) developed a good connectivity with Tibet via Kamartp and there was another route from
Kashmir to China via Kumaon mountains, Patkai Hills and Upper Burma.?” The most lucrative
commodity that was imported from Yunnan to Bengal was horse. Bengal in the early medieval
period lacked good-quality warhorses. However with the rise of the powerful political entities like
the Palas and the Senas in eastern India and the continuous warring state of early medieval period
led to the increased demand of war horses. The high value of horses among the Sena rulers is
signified by their title A§vapati (lord of horses) along with Gajapati (lord of elephant) and Marapati
(lord of men).*® Ranabir Chakravarti has noted that Yunnan had a specific kind of hilly horse,
distinctive from the Tibetan hilly horses. Following the account of Marco Polo he has shown that
horses and oxen sold to the merchant reached from Yunnan to Bengal through Pagan after
travelling for forty five days.? Bengal served as a nodal point for horse trade because after arriving
at Bengal the horses were further transported to eastern Deccan and China. Horses were the
costiliest trade commodity exported from Bengal as recorded in the Chinese chronicles. Acording
to him the history of horse trading in Bengal goes back to the third century CE and continued

during post-1200 CE and that they were also an important commodity for the maritime trade.

Apart from horses, silver too became an important trade commodity that was exported from
Tang and Ming China to Bengal. Starting from the early medieval period till the 15" century
Bengal gradually developed a monetization system dependidng on imported silver.*® As Bengal

traditionally did not have any silver deposit, minting and crafting of silver was entirely dependent

3¢ John Deyell, “The China Connection: Problem of Silver Supply in Medieval Bengal,” in Sanjay
Subramanyam (ed), Money and the Market in India 1100-1700, Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1994, p.
128.

37 Yang, “Horses, Silver, and Cowries”, p. 290.

38 Ibid, p. 300.

39 Ranabir Chakravarti, “Early Medieval Bengal and the Trade in Horses: A Note,” in Journal of
Economic and Social History of the Orient, 42, No. 2, 1999, p. 194-211.

40 Yang, “Horses, Silver, and Cowries: Yunnan in Global Perspective”, p. 304.
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on the importation. Both the southeastern and maritime Silk Route played a pivotal role in the
transportation of silver from Yunnan to Bengal via Burma. Similarly, cowries were exported from
Maldives to Bengal, and was in large circulation in India, Arakan, Pegu, Siam, Laos, Burma and
Yunnan. The cowries were generally used for petty transaction of daily life. While metal currency
was used in global market, cowries were used in local markets. Simultaneously, in Ming China
and Dali Kingdom, cowries were used for paying taxes and making donation to the Buddhist
monasteries.*! Both silver and cowrie were important medium of exchange in the Samatata and

Harikela sub-regions bordering the regions of Bengal and Arakan in the southeast.

The Harikela silver coins of Comilla and southern Tripura was instrumental in
consolidating local economy and overseas trade with Arab world.*? The accounts of Marvazi and
Ibn Battuta simultaneously attests to the fact that cowrie was a very popular medium of exchange
in southeast Bengal as well as in the hinterlands in the Pala and Sena domains.*’ Suchandra Ghosh
has shown with ample epigraphic evidence that the Samatata sub-region and its capital city
Devaparvata was situated in a riverine and fluvial network and was acting as a port town with
boats sailing to not only the hinterland of Bengal but to the Irawaddy network of Arakan.** The
Harikela kingdom, identified with coastal Chattagrama with its capital at Vardhamanapura was
acting as an intermediary zone between Ganga and Irawaddy plains. Suchandra Ghosh has argued
that the ports of Samandar and Chittagong were serving as an entrepot for the long distant traders
of Bay of Bengal. The significant Buddhist monastic remains in this sub-region with a much earlier
archaeological proof of human habitation probably indicate that Buddhism was adopting several
cross-cultural elements. The Buddhist text Marijusrimiilakalpa also mentioned Harikela and
Karmaranga (identified with lower Arakan by D.C. Sircar) where Yaksa king Mahabala was a

great patron of goddess Tara.*

Bengal also shared its northern borderlands with Tibet and Nepal serving as an important

transit zone. The northern sub-region of Pundravardhana in the early medieval period was

4'Yang, “Horses, Silver, and Cowries”, p. 308.

42 Suchandra Ghosh, “Understanding the Economic Networks and Linkages of an Expanded Harikela,” in
John Deyell and Rila Mukherjee (eds), From Mountain Fastness to Coastal Kingdoms: Hard Money and
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extended up to the Himalayan foothills. The interaction between the eastern Himalayan belt and
the Bay of Bengal through the corridor of land and river network integrated the Himalayan
economy with the coastal Bay of Bengal.*® The riverine network of northern Bengal connected
with Brahmaputra created important transport channels between Kamrupa, Burma, Yunnan and
China. Given the dynamic character of the cultural units of Bengal, scholars have argued that the
funnel-like coast and fragmented geography created a space for polycentrism. The connected
regional geography enabled diverse conceptions of nature, environment, and rituals to assimilate
with neighboring traditions. Thus a shared cultural paradigm was created between Nepal, Yunnan,
and Bengal where snake in Nepal and Kunming in Yunnan became the central figures in their
foundational myths. Similarly, the legends of Mafijusrt also transmitted from India to China and
then traveled back to Nepal in the 7" century CE. The legends said that Mafijusr saved the people
from ndagas and created a Chinese-type government in Kathmandu with a king named Dharmakara
who was succeded by the Pala king Dharmapala.*’ According to the legends of a contemporary
text, the capital of Yunnan was shifted from Dali to Kunming after the establishment of Buddhist
authority was established in 649 CE.*® Eventually from the capital of Kunming the Chinese esa
was replaced by Indian era in 889 CE. Similarly, Meng Rai’s Lan Na Kingdom in 1259 CE
emerged as a city-state connecting Mekong Basin with northern Laos. Lan Na’s Buddhist
architectural and sculptural style showed striking similarities with Bagan and Pala Bengal.
Looking at the substantial evidence for the extensive maritime and inland trade network we can
assume the prevalence of exchange in Buddhist texts, images, doctrine and cult throught these

networks.

Networks of Buddhist monks and pilgrims started to gradually emerge across different
regions of South and Southeast Asia from 7" century CE onwards. The process was further
proliferated during 8" century CE and became a ‘pan-Asian phenomenon.’* The primary carrier
of this new Buddhist wave was the Buddhist masters who possessed a ‘cosmopolitan vision.’

Andrea Acri has suggested that the flourishment of esoteric Buddhism was possible due to the

46 Mukherjee, “From Mountain Fastness to Coastal Kingdoms™, p. 22.

471bid, p. 21.
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state support extended by the different Asian dynasties like the Palas and Chandras in Bengal,
Bhaumakaras in Odisha, Yarlung in Tibet, Lambakannas in Srilanka, Sailendras in Java and
Esoteric Buddhist Centers around the Bay of Bengal c. 8" — 12 centuries, After Andrea Acri
Sumatra, Tang in China, Silla in Korea and Heian period in Japan. After the first wave in 8™

century CE, the second wave of esoteric Buddhism gained momentum in 11%

century, when tantric
ritual became an effective mean to gain political power in the courtly culture of Jayavarman VII
in Cambodia and Krtanagara in Java and Kublai Khan in China.>® As far as the Indian subcontinent
is concerned the primary activities of the esoteric Buddhist milieu were concentrated in the
northeastern Buddhist sacred places like Nalanda, Vikrams$ila, Somapura and Uddanapura. The
maritime network of Bay of Bengal was equally facilitating the spread of esoteric Buddhism in the
coastal Odisha like Ratnagiri, Udaygiri, and Lalitgiri, alongside the coastal Andhra, Tamilnadu

and Srilanka.

The connection between South Asian and Southeast Asian Buddhism may be drawn from
a number of archaeological and epigraphical evidence. The Sanskrit inscriptions from Arakan,
mostly datable to 7" and 8" centuries, showed significant scriptural similarities with the
inscriptions found in Bengal like Faridpur Copperplate, Damodarpur Copperplates and that of the
obscure king Dharmaditya.’! The linguistic as well as scriptural similarities led Johnston to
propose that they were the products of Arakan’s interaction with eastern Bengal. The inscriptions
were mainly dedicatory and panegyric in nature, recording the affiliation of the laity as well as the
king Anandachandra to Mahayana Buddhism. Based on the similarity of a few letters between the
dedicatory inscription on a bell and that of the scribed brick at Nalanda, Johnston inferred that
Nalanda’s brick owed its origin to Arakan.’? Anandachandra’s inscription on the pillar of
Shitthaung Pagoda also bears striking similarities with king Yasovermadeva’s inscription at
Nalanda.’® A Sinhalese monastery has been found in Central Java while the Srivijayan monasteries
of the Silandra dynasty have been found from Nalanda and Nagapattinam. The Tibetan Canon
recorded that some of the Sanskrit Tantric Texts compiled by Dharmakirti actually originated in

Suvarnadvipa. Buddhist architectural pattern and technology are also belived to have crated a
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commonality between the Himalayan and Southeast Asian Buddhism as the Tabo monastery in
Himachal Pradesh shows striking similarity with that of Borobudur.>* Java and Sumatra developed
an extensive culture of Tara and Mafijusri who were greatly invoked by the seafarers. Along with
the great Buddhist monuments sponsored by the Sailendra rulers in Java like Borobudur, Chandi
Sewu, Plaosan, and Mendut the region also yielded a number of Siddhamatrka inscription of mid-
9 century CE character.> The study of Arlo Griffith in the epigraphic records of the Sumatra and

Indonesia also indicated a Pan-Asian character of Buddhism.>®

Apart from the inscription, the textual transmission between Bengal, Siam and
Suvarnadvipa may be taken into account to understand the cross-cultural aspect of early Medieval
esoteric Buddhism. Considering the continuous reproduction of the text like the Durbodhaloka by
Dharmakirti in several regions of Malay Peninsula, Peter Skilling has observed that in the 11"
century the Malay Peninsula became an integral part of the network of Pala intellectual, ritual and
iconographic world.”” This Sanskrit text, originally composed in the city of Srivijaya of
Suvarnadvipa at the request of king Cudamanivarman, also reached Tibet after Atisa had translated
it into Tibetan between 1042 and 1045 CE. The Vat Sithor Inscription of Kampong Cham in
Cambodia referred to the texts Madhyantavibhdga and Tattvasamgraha, both of which according
to Snellgrove reflected the Pala curriculam.’® The rituals and iconography of tantric deities like
Hevajra and Vajrasattva were also transmitted from India to Southeast Asia. Thus, being an
integral part of the ‘strategic cross-roads’ of mercantile community and political power connecting
an extensive region of maritime South and Southeast Asia, Bengal became a part and parcel of the

larger esoteric Buddhist landscape in Asia.
1.3 The political dynasties and their centers of power in early medieval Bengal

After being a supposed eastern most frontier region of Mauryan Empire in the 3™ century

BCE as attested by the Mahasthangarh Fragmentary Inscription, Bengal again became a frontier
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territory under the Gupta Empire. Part of Bengal came under the suzerainty of the Gupta rulers
who ruled major parts of northern India from 300-600 CE. Among the host of Gupta copperplates
that mentioned the name of Bengal, the earliest was the Allahabad Prasasti of Samudragupta. The
panegyrics mentioned several kings of Aryavarta defeated by the omniscient Samdragupta like
Chandravarman who has been identified with Chandravarman of the Susuniya Rock Inscription.>”
The same inscription mentioned him as the Puskaranadhipa Maharaja Sri Chandravarman, son of
Sri Simhavarman. Puskaranadhipa has been identified with Pokharna in the Bankura district of
West Bengal in the ancient Radha sub-region. Among the other defeated kings there were five
number of the prtyantanrpati (frontier kings) including the kings of Samatata, Devaka, Nepala,
Kamariipa and Kartrpura. These kingdoms were turned into tributary state by the Gupta sovereign
by obliging them to pay tributes and obey orders. So, in the early Gupta rule Bengal was a mere
frontier state contributing to the exchequer of the Gupta empire. A.M. Chowdhury has anticipated
that Samudragupta’s empire was stretched till the Pundra and Vanga sub-regions where the
emperor could exercise direct control while Assam and trans-Meghna regions became the remotely

controlled area.®°

The epigraphic records of Kumaragupta I and his successor from 425-534 CE demonstrates
without any doubt that Northern Bengal formed an integral part of the Gupta Empire with
Pundravardhana bhukti as its administrative headquarter. Wide range of inscriptional corpus
including Dhanaidaha, Kalaikuri-Sultanpur, Baigram, Jagadishpur, Paharpur, Raktamala and five
Damodarpur Copperplates provide ample testimony of the existence of a structured land
administration system in Bengal under the Guptas. There seems to be a controversy regarding the
successor of the Kumaragupta I and the subsequent Gupta line of kings. Inscriptions of
Skandagupta and Budhagupta presenting contradictory genealogies after Kumaragupta I led to an
obscure understanding of the succession of the later Gupta emperors like Skandagupta, Purugupta,
Kumaragupta II and Visnugupta. Budhagupta was probably the last powerful Gupta ruler after
whom three simultaneous rulers came to the scene: Vainyagupta in the south-eastern part of Bengal

(507 CE), Bhanugupta in the eastern Malwa (510 CE) and Narasimhagupta Baladitya (515 CE).®!

% A.M. Chowdhury, ‘Bengal and the Gupta Realm’, in A.M. Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds),
History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives Up to c. 1200 CE, Vol. 1, Dhaka: Asiatic
Society of Bangladesh, 2018, p. 516

6 Ibid, p. 517.

81 Ibid, p. 519.

78



The divided Gupta territory probably signified the decadence of the centralized state and paved
way for the regional state formation. Though there is no direct evidence of Budhagupta’s rule in
Bengal, Arlo Griffith suggested by his reading of the Raktamala Inscription that the titles
Paramabhattaraka and the Paramadeva in the inscription might refer to Budhagupta because the
Gupta Era 159, mentioned in the text, corresponds to his reign (477-488 CE).®? The plate was
issued from the adhikarana (office) of the royal officer of the vithi of Madhyamasandika favoured
by the feet of Paramabhttaraka. The plate also refers to the Kumaramatya of the Raktamala-
agrahara and Mahamatra (royal officer) of Pundravardhana. Based on the reading of Griffith we
can assume that the northern Bengal or Pundravardhana continued to be under the Gupta rule at

least till the 5™ century CE.

The next Gupta ruler or a subordinate of the imperial Guptas was Vainyagupta who is
known from two copperplate inscriptions — Gunaighar Copperplate (507 CE) and another
inscription of obscure origin describing the land grant to an Ajivika congregation. The Gunaighar
plate was issued from the victorious camp of Kripura by Maharaja Vainyagupta, a devotee of God
Mahadeva.® It has been suggested by Furui that Vainyagupta was a subordinate ruler under the
Guptas as he has been referred to as paiichadhikaranoparika, mahapratihara and maharaja instead
of maharajadhiraja.%* His royal emblem was bull, unlike the traditional Gaduda emblem used by
the imperial Gupta rulers. By the recent finding of another plate of obscure provenance, read by
Furui, we come to know about Vainyagupta.®® The plate recorded the grant of land to the samgha
of the Ajivika monks at the abode of venerable Manibhadra in Jayanatana of Purvamandala. The
plate also quotes an earlier ruler named Maharaja Mahe§vara Nathacandra who constructed the
abode of venerable Manibhadra and granted land for its maintenance and benefit of the Ajivika
samgha residing there. Vainyagupta’s re-grant came 93 years after Nathachandra’s grant (411 CE),

affirming the domination of the former in the region held earlier by a ruler of a different dynastic
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identity. Vainyagupata’s name also appeared in a number of gold coins found from the region.
R.C. Majumder pointed out that he granted land and issued gold coins with the title Dvadasaditya.
The research on the Kalighat Hoard of coins indicated that the three British Museum coins bear
the name of Vainyagupta in the obverse and Dvadasaditya in the reverse.®® However, Shariful
Islam, after reading the Dvadasaditya legend in the Kotalipara Copperplate, has put forward an
alternative view that he was a different king.%” He argues that Dvadasaditya might belong to the
same ruling dynasty shared by Dharmaditya and Gopacandra. This temporary line of rulers came

to rule the Vanga region shortly after the Gupta Empire disintegrated.

The period between 300-700 CE marked a threshold time for the Indian politics and society
when several distinctive features became noticeable in a changing socio-economic scenario. This
transitional phase led historian to designate this period as early medieval phase in the history of
Indian subcontinent. Shaping of regional society within a state formation process from local to
supra-local to regional was the characteristic phenomenon during this period as pointed out by
B.D. Chattopadhyaya. After the downfall of imperial Guptas, the whole of northern India was
fragmented into several small states with a number of ruling houses - the Maukharis in the Ganga-
Yamuna doab, the Pusyabhiitis in the upper Ganga valley, the Maitrakas in the western Malwa and
the weakened descendants of the Gupta in the Magadha area. Bengal during this time too (late 6
and early 7" century CE) became divided into two prominent kingdoms: the kingdom of Samatata-
Vanga and the kingdom of Gauda.®® The kingdom of Gauda was comprised of the northern part of
western Bengal and the whole of north Bengal. This was also the region where the imperial Guptas
had stronger hold which continued till the time of Mahasenagupta in the end of the 6 century CE.
Mahasenagupta was a formidable ruler who defeated Susthitavarman, the king of Kamariipa in a
bloody battle on the bank of Louhitya (Brahmaputra River). The Doobi Copperplate of
Bhaskarvarman attests to this invasion by the Gauda army leading us to infer that the valley of

Brahmaputra on the borderlands of Bengal and Assam was a region of continuous contentions.®’
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The power of Mahasengupta was repeatedly challenged from the western frontier by the Chalukya
king Kirtivarmana I, Maukhari king Isanavarman and from the north by the Tibetan king Sron-

bstan-sgam-po in the latter half of the 6™ century CE.

In the beginning of 7 century CE, the existence of the Guptas in the Gauda region was
completely shattered by Sasanka who rose to power from an ordinary sub-feudatory in Bihar and
came to control the better parts of western and northern Bengal along with Magadha. His capital
was Karnasuvarna in the present day Chiruti village of Murshidabad district, West Bengal. Under
whose overlordship was Sasanka acting as a subordinate samanta is a matter of debate with various
historians claiming that he was either under the Maukhar1 king Avantivarman or the Gupta king
Mahasenagupta.’® The two Medinipur Copperplates and Panchrol (Egra) Copperplate confirm that
the feudatory rulers of southwestern coastal region known as dandabhukti admitted his
suzerainty.”! The Ganjam Plate of the Sailodbhava king Madhavaraja (619 CE) found in the
Kongoda area of southern Odisha also acknowledged the superiority of Maharajadhiraja Sasanka,
attesting the expansion of his territory to further south. The four Soro Copperplates found near the
Balasore district of Odisha also indicates that Sasanka gradually expanded his control over Utkala,
presumably by defeating the Mana dynasty of Dudhpani Rock Inscription.”” Sasanka was also
involved in his ambitious north Indian campaign against the Maukharis of Kanauj and the
Pusyabhiitis of Sthanesvara by forming an alliance with Devagupta of Malwa. Bana in the several
passages of the Harsacarita narrated a vivid description of how Gaudadhipati Sasanka harassed
the Pusyabhiiti rulers and treacherously killed Rajyavardhana in a battle in Malwa region.
Sasanka’s campaign in the northern India, particularly against Harsavardhana has also been
described in the Tantric Buddhist text the Aryamafijusrimilakalpa. The text however stated that
Sasanka (King Soma) was defeated by Harsa and was forbidden to move out of his country.
Though, both Aryamaiijusrimilakalpa and Xuanzang depicted Sasanka as a staunch anti-Buddhist
figure, Xuanzang saw many Buddhist viharas near his capital Karnasuvarna in the mid-7™ century
CE. Some historians like B.N. Mukherjee and Jahar Acharjee have suggested that Sasanka’s rule

was extended even to some portion of the southeastern Bengal as a gold coin of the ruler was
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discovered from the Comilla region.” Shariful Islam suggested that the coin was probably issued
after Sasanka annexed Dandabhukti and part of Odisha in his kingdom, though there is no other

source to corroborate it.

After the death of Sasanka, Karnasuvarna, the capital of Gauda fell under the control of
Bhagkarvarman, the king of Kamariipa for a brief period. The Nidhanpur Copperplate of
Bhaskarvarman implies that he captured Samatata and extended his empire up to Karnasuvarna.’
The fact is also corroborated by a large number of gold coins of Bhaskaravarman with Srikumara
legend, found from the southeast Bengal. The Badaganga Rock Inscription of Bhutivarman also
suggests that the Southeastern Bengal came under the sway of the Varmans of Kamariipa.” The
rule of the Varmans did not last too long in the Southeastern part of Bengal and Jivadharana Rata,
probably a feudal king under the Varmans raised his head and established an independent kingdom
in Samatata. The Nathas were also subordinate feudatories under the Varmans. Therefore, we can
assume that after the fall of Sasanka the Samatata sub-region witnessed continuous war between

several ruling dynasties contending for power.

Rise of an independent kingdom in the Vanga region can be observed in the 6™ century CE
after the Gupta supremacy had started to fade away. The kingdom had an obscure line of rulers
including Gopacandra, Dharmaditya and Samacharadeva. Mostly known from the epigraphic
sources like Kotalipada Copperplate Inscription of Dharmaditya and Gopacandra, Jayarampur
Plate of Gopacandra, Mallasarul Copperplate of Vijayasena (mentioning Gopacandra), Gughrahati
Copperplate of Samacharadeva, these rulers posed a great ambiguity in the dynastic history of
Bengal in the post-Gupta context. Greatest number of these inscriptions were found from the
Kotalipara area of the Gopalganj district of Bangladesh, leading us to infer that the Vanga sub-

region was their principal heartland.”® In the light of the absence of any data regarding the
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predecessor or successor of these rulers, it is difficult to grasp the chronology and dynastic identity
of these rulers. Following the discovery of another copperplate from the Ramshila village in
Kotalipara area, the name of another king called Dvadasaditya has come to the light.”” The plate
was issued from the Varakamandala visaya with a Gajalaksmi legend on the top. According to
Shariful Islam, Dvadasaditya, styled as maharajadhiraja, was connected to Dharmaditya’s
genealogy as Ramshila Plate bears striking similarity with the two other Dharmaditya plates. Both
of them assumed the title of maharajadhiraja and paramabhattaraka and compared themselves with
traditional kings — Nrga, Nahusa, Yayati, and Amvarisa. It is interesting to note that another ruler
named Sudhany[aditya] known from the British Museum Gold Coins probably was also connected
to this line of rulers. Shariful Islam suggested that Gopacandra and Samacharadeva hailed from a
ruling dynasty different from the line of Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya and Sudhanyaditya.”®
Numismatic evidence of Gopacandra in the form of gold coins might also be found in the collection
of Bangladesh National Museum, with weight standard common to the Samatata type. The
provenance of his coins and inscriptions found from Mallasarul in Bardhaman district and

Jayarampur in Balasore district suggest that he was ruling over a fairly large territory.”

The Samatata sub-region witnessed the rise of several ruling dynasties throughout the 7%
century CE like the Rata, Natha, Khadgas, the early Devas and the Chandras. Some of these
dynasties ruled independently in the Samatata kingdom while others were ruling under the
suzerainty of a supreme sovereign. Seventh century CE was marked by continuous struggle
between different ruling houses to exercise control in the fluvial plains of southeastern Bengal.
The earliest ruling house to exert their power in the sub-region after the Varmans of Kamariipa
was the Ratas whose lineage is principally known from the two epigraphic evidences: the Kailan
Copperplate and the Udisvara Copperplates. The Kailan Copperplate was issued by Sridharana
Rata and his father Jivadharana Rata.®® The former assumed the titles Samatatesvara (the lord of
Samatata) and Prapta-panica-mahasabda. The Udisvara Copperplates recorded the land grant to
Vappa Simha in the Guptinatana visaya by Sridharana Rata for the purpose of building a Buddhist
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monastery called Udvihara.®' Sridharana Rata has been described as parama-vaisnava and
purusottama indicating his inclination towards Vaisnavism. The name of Jivadharana Rata is also
known from the Tippera Copperplate of Lokanatha and Gupta archer type gold coins issued by the
king himself. The Ratas were probably supplanted by the Nathas after a successful battle recorded
in the Tippera grant.®? The dynasty was founded by Lokanatha followed by Laksminatha, Srinatha
and Bhavanatha. The royal emblem of the Nathas was Gajalaksmi found in both Tippera and
Kalapur Copperplate of Lokanatha and Marundanatha respectively.®® After analyzing the use of
titles like samanta, mahasamanta and nrpa, scholars have suggested that the Nathas were probably

feudal chiefs of Samatata.

The Khadga rulers established power in the Samatata, probably supplanting the Ratas and
the Nathas during the latter half of 7" century CE with a power base at Karmanta (modern
Barkamta in Comilla district) under Devakhadga.®* The information on this lineage is primarily
based on the two Ashrafpur Copper Plate Inscriptions.®* Four copperplates from Salban Vihara,
Mainamati belong to Devakhadga and his son Rajrajabhatta and Balabhatta.?¢ The Khadga lineage
was started by Khadgodyama and followed by Jatakhadga, Devakhadga, Rajabhata and Balabhata.
From the travelogue of Sheng-Chi who visited Samatata during the reign of Rajarajabhatta we
come to know that the king was fervent worshipper of Triratna (three jewels of Buddhism) and
played the part of a great upasaka.®” He used to make hundred thousand statues of Buddha with
clay and used to read hundred thousand §loka from the Mahaprajiiaparamita-Sitra. He also used

to take out procession with the image of Avalokite$vara in the front and make pious gift.

Another ruling dynasty datable later than the Khadga in the mid-8™ century CE were the
early Devas. The lineage of this dynasty is known from a number of inscriptional and numismatic
sources like the three Salban Vihara Copperplate Inscriptions, the two Mainamati Copperplates of

Anandadeva and Bhavadeva and the gold coin hoard found from one of the monastic cells of
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Salban Vihara.®® The lineage was established by Santideva and followed by Viradeva, Anandadeva
and Bhavadeva. Traditionally the capital of the early Deva rulers was situated in the Devaparvata
identified with the Lalmai-Mainamati range. However, Mainamati Grant of Anandadeva informs
that during his reign the capital was transferred to the Vasantapura presumably because of the
imminent threat by the Varmans of Kamariipa referred to as the Mleccha chief.*” Both Anandadeva
and Bhavadeva referred to themselves with the titles of Parame$vara, Paramabhattaraka and
Maharajadhiraja indicating that they were sovereign kings. They also used the Gupta-styled
epithets of Vangala-Mrganka engraved on their coins.’® This might indicate that their rule was

stretched up to the Vanga sub-region.

The genealogy of the Candra can be furnished from the Mainamati inscriptions and they
are believed to have ruled the Samatata region in 7%-8" century CE but with no certain year. The
Candra genealogy is primarily constructed by the epigraphical sources like Edilpur Inscription,
Kedarpur Copperplate of Sricandra, Dhulla Plate of Sricandra, Pashcimbhag Copperplate of
Srichandra, three Mainamati Copperplate of the Chandras. The Candras used Dharmacakra seal
flanked by two deer on the top of their copperplates. They used the epithets like paramesvara,
paramabhattaraka and maharajadhiraja. The early Candra rulers were ruling from the capital of
Rohitgiri identified with different places like Lalmai Hills of Comilla, Tippera-Arakan hilly region
and Harikela region. However, during the reign of Sricandra the capital was shifted to Vikramapura
in the Vanga sub-region from Rohitgiri for a better administrative location of the expanding
Candra territory.’! The genealogy recorded in the copperplates of rulers draws their descent from
Piirpacandra, followed by Suvarnacandra, Trailokyacandra, Sricandra Kalyancandra,
Ladahacandra and Govindacandra. Sricandra is believed to have started the historical lineage.’?
The family was initially Buddhist in affiliation while Ladahacandra was a Vaisnava. Rajat Sanyal

is of the opinion that their original base was at Vikrampura while Srichandra made his presence
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felt in the Southeastern border. Govindacandra, the last member of the Candra dynasty is said to
be defeated by Rajendrachola in the latter’s inscription (1021).%> During the rule of Pala ruler
Rajyapala II, Gopala II and Bigrahapala II the Pala-Chandra conflict in the eastern sector of delta
intensified. The claims in the plates of Srichandra attest that at the end of Gopala II’s reign the
Chandra lineage gained independence in Southeastern region.”* The Devas used to rule between
the late 8" and early 9" centuries. The Deva rulers have been divided into two lines — the early
Devas and the later Devas. We have Anandadeva, Bhabadeva and Kantideva among the early
Devas, while Viradharadeva and Ranavankamalla belonged to the later Deva line.®> Anandadeva
and Bhabadeva were evidently stationed at Devaparvata while Kantideva issued land grant charter

from Vardhamanapura in Harikela.”®

From 8" century CE onwards the dominant political dynasty that came to rule in Magadha
and the Barind region was the Palas. The Pala period was fairly well documented by both
contemporary source as well as subsequent historical accounts. Contemporary sources include the
royal copper plate inscriptions and other inscriptions such as those on the images. The colophons
of the Buddhist manuscripts and various texts like Ramacarita too are important source for Pala
genealogy. Later historical accounts are found in Tibetan and Muslim sources. The abundance of
materials does not mean that the Pala chronology can be asserted without any obscurity, rather
scholars are frequently in disagreement over the readings of inscriptions and in many cases the
data seems to be ambiguous. Some of the main problems of Pala chronology are that there are
different kings by the same names mentioned in different inscriptions in different periods like three
Gopilas, three Vigrahapalas, two Mahipalas and two Siirapalas. The image inscriptions are also
non-specific in their reference.”’” According to Rajat Sanyal the main problems of propetly

reconstructing the Pala genealogy is the method of recording dates in the inscriptions in terms of

% Rajat Sanyal, ‘The Pala-Sena and Others’, in Dilip K. Chakrabarti and Makkhan Lal (eds), History of
Ancient India, Vol. 5: Political History and Administration (c AD. 750—1300), New Delhi: Vivekananda
International Foundation and Aryan Books International, 2014, p. 189

% Ibid, p. 188

% Harunur Rashid, “The Mainamati Inscription”, p. 218

% Rajat Sanyal, “The Pala-Sena and Others”, p. 170

°7 Susan Huntington, The Pala-Sena School of Art, Leiden: Brill, 1984, p. 20.

86



their ruling years instead of any particular system of known reckoning like the Vikrama or the

Saka era.”®

The Pala chronology has been widely researched by a number of scholars since the
beginning of 20" century. Mention might be made of Rajanikanta Chakravarti (1907 & 1909),
Ramaprasad Chanda (1912), Rakhaldas Banerjee (1914), R.C. Majumdar (1943), N.R. Ray (1949),
D.C. Sircar (1975), Abdul Momin Chowdhury (1967), B.M. Morrison (1970). The chronology has
been reshaped radically since the first publication on the subject due to the discoveries of new
inscriptions. Relying on textual sources like the Ramacarita and Aryamaiijusrimiilakalpa for this
purpose has been denounced by the majority of historians since the scientific method of
reconstructing the genealogy through reading and collating different inscriptions was suggested
by D.C. Sircar. Sircar’s method has been accepted by the scholars as a standard mean to determine

the chronology.

The Pala dynasty was founded by Gopala (750-775 CE) after being elected to the throne
by the people who wanted to restore law and order in the society which was suffering from anarchy
(matsanyaya) after the death of Sasanka. Bengal’s division into four kingdom — Pundravardhana,
Karnasuvarna, Tamralipti and Samatata was recorded by Xuanzang who visited immediately after
the death of Sasanka (638 CE). A passage in the Aryamaiijusrimilakalpa referred to the King
Jayanaga who has been identified with the Jayanaga of Vappaghoshavata Copperplate granting
land to a feudatory chief in the Audumbarika visaya from the victorious camp of Karnasuvarna.®’
Coins issued by Jayanaga has also been found from the western Bengal. Other parts of Bengal
were also subjected to the invasion of Varmans of Kamrupa and Pusyabhiitis of the Kanau;.
Vakpatiraja’s Gaudavaho also narrated an incident where the king of the Gauda was defeated and
killed by YasoVarman.'® However, Yashovarman’s victory was short-lived as he was supposedly
defeated by Lalitaditya Muktapida of Kashmir as recorded by Kalhan. Whether Lalitaditya’s direct
rule was established in Bengal is a matter of debate. The Rdjatarangini however mentions that

troops of elephant from the Gauda mandala joined Lalitaditya’s army and the king of Gauda was
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forced to visit Kashmir and was murdered there.!’! Lama Taranatha’s account also suggests that
immediately before Gopala came to power there was no king in the Vamgala for many years and
the people were living in an utter lawlessness. Gopala’s succession to throne has been dated by
D.C. Sircar in 750 CE after studying a number of inscriptions including the Indian Museum Copper
Plate of 26™ ruling year of Dharmapila and the Khalimpur Copper Plate of the same ruler. The
Buddhist Aryamanjusrimiilakalpa of 7" — 8" centuries CE also records a situation of “mutual
distrust, raised weapons and mutual jealousy” after the death of Soma i.e. Sasanka.!%? Despite, all
the evidence of an anarchical situation in Bengal and subsequently Gopala’s ‘election’ to power,
A.M. Chowdhury has critically reexamined all the data and concluded that “such a social contract

origin of the Pala rule is far-fetched and presupposes a political outlook far in advance.”!%

Gopala was succeeded by Dharmapala (775-812 CE) from whose reign the actual political
history started. Dharmapala was succeded by Devapala (812-850 CE) and Siirapala I (850-858
CE), the son and grandson of Dharmapala respectively. They ascended the throne and ruled in
Bihar-Bengal in 9" century CE. After this the line of Dharmapala closes and that of his younger
brother Vakpala begins. The discovery of the Jagajjivanpur Copper Plate of Mahendrapala has
reshaped the Pala genealogy drastically. Mahendrapala, who was earlier regarded as the Gurjara
Pratihara king by R.D. Banerji has been now identified as a Pala ruler. So, Mahendrapala ruled for
fifteen years between Devapala and Siirapala I. The copper plate also brought the name of another
Gopala, son and successor of Sirapala I ruled for at least four years. This Gopala had to be
numbered as Gopala II and son of Rajyapala came to be known as Gopala III who was earlier
considered to be Gopala IL.!%* On the basis of Jagajjivanpur Copper Plate Rajat Sanyal argues that
a) Mahipala II and Sarapala II also have to be included in the list of kings immediately preceding
Ramapala, b) Rajyapala, son and successor of Narayanapala has now to be called Rajyapala II and
¢) Vigrahapala II has to be given the status of a ruling king for no less than 12 years. !> Devapala’s
religious leanings and patronage towards Buddhism is well known from the Ghosrawan Eulogy

which records Devapala’s favour to Viradeva, a Buddhist preceptor and Nalanda Plate which refers
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to a grant of five villages to the monastery at Nalanda constructed by Southeast Asian Sailendra

ruler Balaputradeva.

After Stirapala I the following came to rule — Vigrahapala I (858-860), Narayanapala (860-
917 CE), Rajyapala (917-952 CE), Gopala II (952-972 CE), Vigrahapala II (972-977 CE),
Mabhipala I (977-1027 CE), Nayapala (1027-1043 CE), Vigrahapala I1I (1043-1070 CE), Mahipala
I1 (1070-1071 CE), Sarapala IT (1071-1072 CE), Ramapala (1072-1126 CE), Kumarapala (1126-
1128 CE), Gopala III (1128-1143 CE), Madanapala (1143-1161 CE), Govindapala (1161-1165
CE), and Palapala (1165-1199 CE). Vigrahapala I is considered to be the initiator of the second
line of Pala rulers but some historian is of opinion that Narayanapala started this line.!*® His
copperplate grant in north Bihar proves that he enjoyed dominance over entire Bihar and passed it
on to his son Rajyapala II. The latter’s rule was extended from Magadh to the North Bengal attested

by the Bhaturiya inscription from the Rajshahi district'?’

. Mahipala I’s reign was marked by some
important political events. Firstly, the temporary defeat inflicted on the Palas by Kalachuri
Gangeyadeva was quickly retaliated by Mahipala I and secondly, the inscription of Rajendrachola
dated 1021 CE records uttara Radha’s ruler Mahipala’s defeat at the hand of Rajendrachola. !°® His
son Nayapala ruled for at least fifteen years and his epigraphic documents are spread over western
Bengal to south Bihar. The encounter and negotiations between the Pala and the Kalachuri polities
continued till the time of Nayapala and he is described in the Kalachuri inscription to be defeated
by Gangeyadeva’s son Karna who took over the territory of Gauda and Vanga. Ramapala’s reign
was marked by the Kaivartta rebellion of the varendra region which he subsequently subdued with
the help of his other feudatories. At the same time with rebellion his kingdom was raided by
Rastrakita Sivaraja and the Vanga king Harivarma of eastern Bengal.'” The last known
paramount ruler of the dynasty was Madanapala. The Gahadavala king Govindachandra issued his
Lar Plate from his base at Mudgagiri which shows that the Pala were losing control in the Magadha
region. In Radha region also Vijayasena, the founder of Sena dynasty exerted periodical blow to

the Pala supremacy.
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There were some other contemporary local lineages during the Palas of whom Kamboja
and Varman dynasties/rulers can be mentioned. The Kamboja ruling dynasty is known from the
epigraphic record from the south western Bengal and their base was at a place called Priyangu in

Odisha. Two inscriptions from the Irda and Kalanda of the time of Nayapala in the 11

century
are known and they record donation within Dandabhukti (Present day Dantan). The Varman family
on the other hand started by Harivarman followed by his brothers Samalavarman and Bhojavarman

who ruled during the 11%-12 centuries CE.

The weakening political base of the Palas paved way for the rise of a dynasty in Bengal
with Sena name endings. There are about twelve copperplates of the Sena rulers known till date
belonging to the late 11" to the early 13" centuries. The Deopara eulogy of the Vijayasena is so
far accepted as offering the most comprehensive genealogy of the Senas.!!” The lineage started
with Virasena, followed by Samantasena and Hemanatasena. The first scion of the monarchy was
Vijayasena who was a contemporary of the Pala king Madanapala. They proclaimed themselves
as brahma-kshatriya originating from the south India and Saiva by belief. The military prowess of
the Vijayasena was claimed in the eulogy by his victory over Madanapala of Gauda, Raghava of
the Chodaganga dynasty and several kings of Kamariipa and Kalinga.!'! His son Vallalasena was
credited with the annexation of south Bihar as known from Sanokhar indcription. The
Vallalacharita described that he also occupied Vanga, Varendra and Radha. His son Laksmanasena
assumed the title Gaudes$vara and also erected two pillars of victory at Banaras in the Gahadavala
territory and in Puri after seizing Kalinga. However at the same time the copperplate (1175 CE) of
the Gahadavala king Jayachandra has been discovered near Patna, indicating that the bounadaries
of the two kingdoms probably overlapped. Laksmanasena was succeded by Vi§vartipasena who
fled to eastern Bengal after the Islamic invasion in 1206 CE. The later Sena rulers like Suryasena

and Kesavasena continued their rule for some time in eastern Bengal.
1.3 Condition of Buddhism in early medieval Bengal

To illuminate on the condition of Buddhism prevailing in Bengal in the preceding period

of the Palas we have the travelogues of Chinese pilgrims like Xuanzang and Yijing whose accounts
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are invaluable for writing history of Buddhism during the 7" — 8" centuries CE. Xuangzang
recorded a first-hand experience of almost all the chief centers of Buddhism in Bengal. At
Kajangala near Rajmahal he saw six or seven Buddhist monasteries which contained over three
hundred brethren. At Pundravardhana there were 20 Buddhist monasteries and 3000 brethren who
followed the Mahayana and Theravada.!'? The biggest establishment at about 3 miles west of the
capital city of the Pundravardhana there was the magnificent po-shi-po monastery which had
spacious hall and tall storied chambers. The condition of Budhism in Karnasuvarna, Samatata and
Tamralipta are of no less flourishing. In Samatata there were more than thirty Buddhist monasteries
with about 2000 brethren of the Sthavira school.'’® In Karnasuvarna he observed more than ten
monasteries with about 2000 brethren of Sammatiya school and in Tamralipta more than ten
monasteries with 1000 brethren.!'* Near the capital of Karnasuvarna the pilgrim saw the lo-to-mo-
chi monastery with a magnificent establishment and a resort of illustrious brethren. This monastery
according to Xuanzang was built by a local king to commemorate the memory of a Buddhist
sramana from south India.''> Ta cheng-teng also stayed in Tamralipti for twelve years and
acquired an extensive knowledge about Sanskrit texts.!'® He explained Nidanaéastra by Ullanga

after his return to china. He also became a follower of Sarvastivadin School from here.

Yijing came to Tamralipta in 673 CE and met Ta cheng-teng there in a vihara called po-
lo-ho.!!'” He stayed there for some time and learned Sanskrit and translated the Sanskrit text of
Nagarjuna-bidhisattva-suhrillekha in Chinese. Sheng chi who was present in India about the time
of Khadga ruler Rajarajabhatta (7™ century CE) recorded important piece of evidence on the
condition of Buddhism in Samatata. The king of the country at this time was Rajabhata who used
to take out procession with the image of the Avalokitesvara in the front and make pious gift. In the
city there were more than four thousand monks and nuns in his time. Regarding different schools
of Buddhism Xuanzang tells us that there are both Theravada and Mahayana in Pundravardhana,

Sammatiya School in Karnasuvarna, the Sarvastivadin school in Tamralipta and in the Mahayana
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school in Samatata. Although Yijing tells us that all the four schools i.e. the Mahasamghika,
Sthavira, Sarvastivada and Sammatiya were found in eastern India side by side with other schools,

there is no positive evidence about this.

The seventh century CE description of Xuanzang and Yijing about the major Buddhist
centers of Bengal almost rules out any presence of tantric practices in the Buddhist monasteries or
among the Buddhist monks. Instead, the Buddhist practice and ritual recorded by Xuanzang and
Yijing indicate to the solid foundation of Vinaya rule in the east Indian Buddhist religious sphere.
In the Pundravardhana, Xuanzang recorded that the priests of the sangharamas used to follow little
and great vehicle.!'® The monks of the Bhasu Vihara too followed the rule of the Mahayana. In the
kingdom of Samatata, Xuanzang noticed that the inhabitants of the Sangharama adhered to the
Sthavira school.!'® Some of the professors of Samatata also followed the false doctrine. In
Karpasuvarna too, he noted that the ten sangharamas were following Little Vehicle of Sammatiya
School. However, the Buddhist sacred place in Karnasuvarna was also simultaneously dwelt by a
group of heretics. Xuanzang noted a thrilling account of a debate between such a heretic leader
and a forest dweller sramana who secured a victory and then Buddhist law prevailed in the

country. '

Yijing mentioned a number of important monastic ritual and practice during his visit in
Bengal in the 7™ century CE. These rituals however did not seem to be any transgressive practice
like tantra. Instead the rituals were deeply rooted in the Mahayana norms for the monastic
community. Yijing mentioned five kind of consecrated grounds for the purpose of erection of a
Buddhist monastery. In all the consecration methods, the viksus used to chant a mantra standing
on the ground to be consecrated. These consecration rules were very much similar to the
ceremonies described in the four Nikayas.!?! There were several other rules observed by the monks
in the Buddhist monasteries like the summer retreat, Pravarna Day, custom of salutation etc. With
regards to the ordination process to become a monk in the Buddhist vihara, Yijing mentioned that

such process must be observed in the presence of a teacher.'?? The candidate or the Updasaka was
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not the member of the seven associated assemblies of the vihara. The candidate under the guidance
of the teacher had to shave his hair and take a bath in the private place and then he was offered a
nivasana or under-garment and an upper cloak. After putting on his cloak he received a bowl and
was now given the designation of Pravrajita or homeless priest. Then in the presence of the teacher
or Upadhyaya, the Acarya or the principal imparts to him the ten precepts or $iksapadas. Yijing
also mentioned that there were several layers of novice who wanted ordination like sSramanera, and
sramaner1 whose ordination process involved transgression of the twelve particular set forth in the
Vinaya text. In the case of the Sikshamanas, they were considered to be guilty of they failed to
keep the last five particular of the twelve precepts. However, nowhere in the ordination process
there was any mention of transgressive tantric practice, leading us to believe that the Buddhist

monastic landscape in the 7 century CE was dominated by the Mahayana norms and practice.

The major religious orders were passing through an important phase of transformation in
the early medieval period. This transformation is evident from the composition of large number of
Buddhist Tantra texts like the Guhyasamajatantra, the Cakrasamvaratantra, the Hevajratantra,
the Sadhanamala, the Carydpada etc. from 8™ century CE onwards.'?* This was also an ubiquitous
literary culture noticeable in the early medieval Saiva and Sakta tantric orders. The religious
culture reflected in the Sanskrit Buddhist texts and their ideology and practice were radically
different from Mahayana Buddhism of earlier period. The presence of the ritualistic and esoteric
practices in the huge textual corpus evidently suggests the rise of a culture of tantra in the major
religious orders. The large corpus of Buddhist images coming from different parts of Bengal from
8™ century CE onwards also attests to this trend of religious orientation with new deities like

Hevajra, Kurukulla, Hayagriva appearing on the scene.

The new features of Buddhist tantrism, distinctive from the earlier doctrine of Mahayana
Buddhism of which it was an offshoot, were gradually taking shape. We find substantiation of
this phenomenon in the light of literary and sculptural evidence. But the principal question was to
explore the factors that prepared the ground for the emergence of the ‘obscure religious cult” which
introduced goddess worship, psychic practices, cults of magic, sorcery and necromancy within the

classical religious order that had kept its distance far from such pracrices for long. The question is
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also whether some traits could be observed within the peripheries of the earlier faith and practices.
We must note here that Buddhist tantrism was not only confined to theorizing mysticism or
magical practices for the ascetic sadhakas, but produced prescriptive texts for worshipping the
deities in Tantric method. Some Tantric work of fine scholastic merit travelled all the way from
Bengal to Tibet as the most sacred texts. The physical remains of this complex religious practice
in the form of Buddhist images are also available from different corners of Bengal. It can be
regarded as a complex development where the method of different meditative practices were
formulated which were kept secret within the circle of the preceptor and his disciple. We find the
mention of at least 600 deities in the Nispannayayogavali of Abhayakargupta which also proves
to be an authoritative text on designing of mandalas.'?* Some historians are of opinion that the
phenomenon is a conglomeration between the Mahayana Buddhism and separate esoteric cults,
peripheral in nature, prevailing beyond the fold of mainstream religions like Buddhism. Some
scholars are even eager to identify the tantra cult as part of the original order dating back to the
time of the Buddha. We shall try to trace the theological, philosophical and devotional

developments in the subsequent chapters.

The proliferation of Buddhist activities in eastern India is often credited to the active
patronage of the Pala rulers. However, the Pala rulers’ patronage for Buddhism has been critically
studied recently by a few scholars. The Pala kings called themselves Parama-saugata and the
Buddha was invoked regularly at the beginning of their official records. The Pala inscriptions,

reflective of great literary creativity,'?

were hardly informative about the condtions for the
progress of and patronage for Buddhism. There are at least twenty-four landgrants issued to both
the Brahmanical and Buddhist institutions under the Pala rulers.!*® A considerable amount of the
Pala landgrants, especially those granted to the religious institutions, mentioned the high officials
like mahdasamanta and mahasendapati as the donors. Though the Pala rulers were known to have

erected Buddhist monasteries like Somapura and Vikramasila, none of them directly issued any
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landgrants to the Buddhist institutions. Rather all the Buddhist landgrants were issued by their
subordinates like mahasamanta, mahdsenapati and mahdsainyapati as pointed out by Sayanatani
Pal.!?” The Pala landgrants were primarily concentrated in the Varendra region (Northern part of
Bengal) under the Pundravardhana sub-region. On the other hand, the landgrants of local ruling
dynasties like the Candras, the Devas of Pattikera, Natha, Rata and the Khadgas were all
concentrated in the southeastern part of Bengal under the Samatata sub-region. The Gunaighar
Plate recorded the earliest evidence of landgrant in this region. In western and southwestern parts
of Bengal under Vardhamanabhukti and Dandabhukti sub-regions land grants were issued as early
as 550-625 CE by Gopacandra mentioned in Jayarampur and Mallasarul Copper Plate Inscriptions.
This region also includes the Raktamrittika Mahavihara situated near ancient Karpasuvarna.
Traces of different phases of human settlement in the adjacent mounds like Nilkuthidanga and
Raksasidanga occurred from 2™ century to 7th century C.E.'”® The Murshidabad Plate of
Dharmapala was also collected from Karnasuvarna which mentioned issuance of land to the

Buddhist sarhghas to construct a perfumed chamber (gandhakuti) and a small vihara (viharika).

The Pala rulers sponsored the erection of many Buddhist monasteries like Vikramsila,
Nalanda, Somapura, Odantapuri. These monasteries have been the breeding grounds of early
medieval Buddhist scholarly texts. Students from different parts of India and from Tibet flocked
in large number to these monasteries. P.C. Bagchi had observed that Buddhism in this period seems
to have undergone changes and was very different from what Xuanzang saw. The ancient schools
like Sammatiya and Sarvastivada were no longer spoken of in eastern India.'*” Bagchi further
argued that the Pala inscriptions, apparently invoking the pure form of Mahayana Buddhism, may

not have reflected the actual picture of Buddhist practices of the times.
1.4 Rise of tantra in the context of early medieval state formation in Bengal

The period from 600-1300 CE in the Indian subcontinent was marked by the emergence

and proliferation of several regional powers. The structural changes in the polity of this period are
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believed to have emanated from the absence of a paramount power in the whole of the subcontinent
and prevalence of multiple powers engaged in hostility. To explain the nature of the socio-political
changes in early medieval period, R.S. Sharma has shown the existence of a decentralized polity
with the apex power distributed hierarchically among several feudatory bodies. Due to the
decentralization of the supreme sovereign power, there arose many samantas who assumed power
in different regions.!*® The political dismemberment, according to Sharma was part and parcel of
an acute social crisis known as the Kaliyuga crisis depicted in the contemporary Puranic sources.
The Puranic literature connected the weakening political authority to the degeneration of the
varnasramadharma and the king’s supposed failure to perform the responsibility of the Kshatriya
i.e. maintain law and order and protect personal property. As a result, the coercive authority
(danda) of the king was drastically reduced and he became increasingly dependent on the
Brahmana grantee for collecting revenue. The land endowments to the Brahmanas on the other
hand conferred them with local administrative and judicial rights. The shrinkage of the coins and
currency compelled the king to pay the state officials in landed property. The early medieval polity
also developed an inherent mutually dependent system of Samanta. In the context of Bengal, we
might note that Ramapala of the Pala dynasty had to donate sizable land to a large number of

samanta to recover Varendri from the control of the Kaivartas. 3!

Instead of following the model or perspective which proposes decentralization of supreme
power as a precondition for the rise of regional states and societies, we may observe the early
medieval scenario in Bengal as characterized by steady expansion of monarchical state system
from within the region.!* The growing number of regional powers and rapid increase of land
grants led to the rise of many centres of power controlling a vast hinterland, giving rise to
subregional power centres. The Gupta copperplates from Bengal provide ample evidence of
donation of uncultivable land (khila kshetra) to the Brahmanical and Buddhist communities which
transformed the unsettled areas into settled agrarian society. Epigraphic evidence from the mid-6

century demonstrates the initiation of processes of sub-regional state formation in Vanga, Radha,

130 Sharma argued that Bengal was an example of feudal polity. For details see, R.S. Sharma, Indian
Feudalism c. AD 300-1200, New Delhi, 1980 (2" edition).

131 Ranabir Chakravarti, “State Formation and Polity,” in A.M. Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti
(eds), History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives Up to c. 1200 CE, Vol. 1, Dhaka:
Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2018, p. 877.

132 Chakravarti, “State Formation and Polity,” p. 878.
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Pundravardhana and Samatata. The administrative structures were primarily modelled after the
administrative structure of the Guptas. In the Vanga sub-region we find the existence of a
structured polity under the kingship of Dvadasaditya, Dharmaditya, Gopacandra and
Samacharadeva. Gopachanadra’s rule also extended to the Vardhamanabhukti and Dandabhukti
of Radha as attested by the Mallasarul and Jayarampur Grants. The local administration was using
the adhikarana as a medium to interact with the local people.!** Pundravardhanabhukti continued
to be the highest administrative unit in the sub-region ruled by an uparika appointed by the king.
The governors of the Vardhanamanabhukti and Dandabhukti also enjoyed the position of the
subordinate rulers. The administrative units lower than the bhukti were visaya and vithi
functioning at the supra-village level and managed by the visayapatis. For example, the
Varakamandalavisaya of the Kotalipada Copperplate Inscription was ruled by visayapati
Pavitraka. The authority in charge of the adhikarana functioning under the visaya was known as
Jyestha kayastha or adhikaranika, adhikaranikajana (Faridpur CPI) and karanika (Ghugrahati CPI).
In the Radha sub-region, the administrative units functioning under the bhukti were Vakkattaka
vithi (Mallasarul CPI) and Ekatakakavisaya (Panchrol CPI). The administrators in charge of these
lower units were probably kumaramatya and visayapatis. The clerical groups working as a
recordkeepers in the adhikaranas of the Radgha sub-region were known as pustapala and sthayipala.
The land sale grants from 6™ — 8" centuries show the striking presence of rural landed magnates
known as mahattara who constituted an assembly with the adhikarana. The urban elites known as
kutumbins who played pivotal role in the transaction and featured widely in the earlier land sale
grants were conspicuously absent in the later grants.!>* The nexus between the landed magnets and
the clerical groups of the adhikarana enhanced the power of the latter in the matters of land related

transactions.'3?

From 8™ century CE onwards the state formation process took a new turn in terms of the
changing local power relations as the ruling dynasties of this period like Palas and Candras enjoyed
monopoly over issuing copperplate grants. The rural influential sections from the Pundra, Vanga

and Radha were no longer the decision makers of land donation during this period.'*® The

133 Ryosuke Furui, Land and Society in Early South Asia: Eastern India 400-1250 AD, New Y ork:
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subordinate rulers, who were exercising authority in land sale process till 7" century CE, virtually
lost their control and became mere petitioners. The Palas inscriptions on the other hand conveyed
all matters related to land transactions directly addressing the royal officials, subordinates and
local residents, thereby signifying an ‘enhanced state control’ over the rural society. The donees
continued to enjoy extensive privilege over the donated land and the incidences of religious
landgrants increased. The donees enjoyed exclusive right over the grass land, pasture and water
bodies which were previously being controlled by the community of local residents. They retained
the right of employment of labour and extraction of production in the granted land. The injunction
imposed by the copperplate charters on the local cultivators compelled them to obey the donee and
offer him share of their production. The income of the donees in the Pala landgrants constituted of
tax (kara), share of agricultural products (bhaga), periodical offerings (bhoga) and taxes in grain
and cash (karahiranya).!’” The early Pala grants like those inscribed on the Indian Museum
Copperplate and the Khalimpur Copperplate mentioned four categories of people as noted by
Furui.'3® They were: (a) dependents of the kings (rajapadopajivin) like raja, rajanaka and rajaputra,
(b) the rogue warriors like catas and bhatas, (c) local administrative agents (visayavyavaharins)
like jyesthakayastha, mahattara, mahamahattara and (d) residing cultivators. Most later Pala grants
like the Mohipur Grant of Gopala II refer to two categories of people. The first was the royal
officials (rajapurusa) like raja, rajanaka, rajaputra, mahasamanta and cata, bhata, and communities
like the Gaudas, Malavas, Khasas etc. The second category was constituted of the Brahmana
mahattamas and kutumbins in the top hierarchy and medas, andhrakas and candalas in the lowest
stratum of the social ladder. Roughly, similar hierarchised categorization of people might also be
noted in the Candra copperplates like the Pashcimbhag Copperplate of Sricandra and Mainamati
Copperplate of Ladahacandra.!*’

The regional state formation was instrumental in creating resource base for the regional
polities. The principal nature of this change was to create a politico-administrative integration as
B.D. Chattopadhyaya had noted. The integration of the non-sedentary polities into state structure

simultaneously created a space for absorption of autochthonous cults into the established dominant

37 Furui, Land and Society in Early South Asia, p. 132.
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religious orders, especially within the Brahmanical socio-religious structure.'*® The phenomenon
might be termed as cult appropriation which also accompanied the proliferation of jati system
resulting into the processes of accommodation of the hitherto untouched aboriginal population
within the state society. The temples and the mathas became the hubs of the sectarian bhakti cult
which constituted the key factor in the consolidation of the Brahmanical rituals accompanying the
ongoing process of local power formation. Evidently, the two principal components of the early
medieval state formation in the subcontinent were the temporal and the sacred domains as pointed
out by B.D. Chattopadhyaya. The two domains developed a complex symbiotic relationship where
the temporal power needed ‘legitimization’ from the spiritual power and the spiritual authority

required sustenance from the temporal power.'*!

Beyond this ‘legitimization’ process,
Chattopadhyaya proposed to look into the intricacy of the ideological dimension of the state which
was not only about the physical protection of the subject but also about the protection of the ideal
social order.'*? The ideal social order determined by the priestly forces was not guided exactly by
the older ideals prescribed in the Dharmasastra but had undergone several stages of development

highlighting the crystallization of the Puranic order and the ascendency of ‘Bhakti ideology’.!*’

Puranic ideas, norms and practices ran parallel with rising forms of tantrism and other
heterodox devotional forms. Deep penetration of tantrism in the religion seems to have established
links with the state formation process. The sheer omnipotence potentially embedded in the tantric
esoteric practices could be found to resonate with the rising regional temporal power.'** This has
been amply demonstrated in the tantric Buddhist text Marijusrimitlakalpa where the text narrates
how the kings secured their rule over their respective kingdoms by performing specific rituals. The
Chakravartin mantra and the Vidyaraja mantra taught by the victors were prescribed to be
performed on auspicious times by the supreme ones for the purpose of securing unchallenged
rulership.'*® King Sagara accomplished the mantra of Sitatapatra, King Dilipa accomplished the

one syllable mantra, Mandhatr accomplished the mantra of Unnatosnisa, King Dhundhumara
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accomplished the mantra of Jayosnisa, King Kandarpa accomplished the mantra of Vijoyasnisa,
his son Prajapati accomplished the mantra of Locana in order to rule their kingdoms and ascend to
heaven.!'*® Thus, a curious relationship between the mantra and attainment of political power was
demonstrated in the Marjusrimiilakalpa. The text thus could be seen to be a product of the rising
scene of regional political formations. There were earlier strains of tantra that could be traced from
the early 5" century CE. Several Buddhist dharani texts composed over the centuries and located
in the different centres of Buddhism, from Gandhara, Gilgit to Tibet contained important rituals,
performed exclusively for the protection of political power or the potentate. The texts like
Suvarnaprabhdsottamasiitra (early 5% century CE), Mahamayavijayavahinidharani and the
Mahasaharsapramardanasiitra (1ate ninth century CE is the earliest date for both) included ritual
instructions for the protection of political authority.'*” These texts often narrated several stories
regarding particular kings, who were able to secure their rule and kingdoms from the attack of
their enemy by reciting the dharani formulae. Complex ritual practices had been prescribed in these
texts to gain the ultimate effect. Protection of political potentates through mantra and rituals was
also projected in the earlier texts like the Bhaisajyagurusiitra (probable date before 7™ century
CE), Prajiiaparamita (6™ — 7" centuries CE)'*, Ratnaketuparivarta (part of the Gilgit manuscripts
of early date translated into Chinese by the 6 — 7 centuries CE)'* etc.!*® These texts promised
attainment of political potency through the magical powers of the tantras and proposed for such
gains as victory in the battlefield, continued control over polity and safety of the kingdom which
were enabled through following the right ritual path. It is clear that the orientation to establishing
political legitimacy had been potentially present in the earlier and early medieval Mahayana sutras

which employed the mode of magic and ritual to impress the importance of the faith.

146 The Aryamanjusrimilakalpa, 53.360
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State formation process in early medieval Bengal created an interactive arena between the
classical religions and the local, indigenous or popular cults. In greater Bengal, the expansion of
the state society into the non-state society initiated the process of brahmanisation during the Gupta
period through the landgrants. Brahmanism was firmly established in the madhyadesa from where
it spread into outlying regions. The interaction between the Brahmanas and the aboriginals in the
peripheral areas led to the incorporation and appropriation of the autochthonous cults.!>! In Bengal,
Odisha and adjoining areas of Madhya Pradesh the state formation process led to close contacts
between the agents of the state and the brahmana donees of landgrants on the one hand and the
Sabaras and other forest dwellers, on the other — whose presence can be sometimes gleaned in the
early medieval inscriptions.'*? The expansion of the statal social order into the tribal belts led to
peasantization, increase in the fold of the Stidra varna and the creation and proliferation of jati.
The processes struck root in the regional and subregional soil through myriad modes of
negotiations. The roots of Tantrism, deemed as a binary opposite of Brahmanism, has often been

sought within these negotiatory processes.

R.S. Sharma had contended that tantrism travelled from outlying regions to the
Madhyades$a through the brahamans.'* The social and religious adjustments made by the
Brahmanas in the outer regions were considered to have initiated a deviation from the orthodox
path. This perhaps led Hemadri, a 13™ century commentator from the Deccan to state that the
brahmanas of Anga, Vanga, Kalinga, Saurastra, Gurjara, Abhira, Konkana, Dravida and Avanti
should be avoided.!>* In Magadha, Odisha, Bengal and Assam the existing Buddhist background
gave rise to the Vajrayana tantrism which accommodated new people and modified the hierarchical
Mahayana Buddhism by embracing the several elements of lower order. The institutions of tantra
like the mathas, temples and preceptors were supported by land grants. This also inextricably
foregrounded the rise of tantra in the regional state formation process. The tantric monastic
organization and the divine pantheons were found by some scholars to have reflected the social
and administrative hierarchy current within the early medieval social and political systems. We

find several graded ranks among the initiated and the texts prescribing the consecration of the
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Acaryas with relations of hierarchy within the order. In the hierarchy of the pantheon of tantrism,
ancient divinities associated with nature were given subordinate positions as vassals, servants,
doorkeepers, dikpalas whereas Siva and Visnu came to the forefront.'>> The hierarchical pantheon

was not confined to the male deities, but also encompassed goddesses like Durga and Tara.

The geographical landscape of the cult of Puranic mother goddess might be attributed to
the eastern part of the subcontinent like Nepal, Assam, Bengal, Odisha and Bihar which were
traditional strongholds of the $aktas. Sharma has noted that this is particularly significant because
these areas were not adequately brahmanised till the 6™ century CE. The concentration of
aboriginal tribes can be observed in Assam, Andhra Pradesh, Tamilnadu, Kerala, eastern part of
Madhya Pradesh, south Bihar and the neighbouring area of Odisha and West Bengal. The locations
of the leading tantric pithas in these regions also indicate the links between aboriginal cults and
the rising early medieval cult of mother goddess. The Kubjikamata Tantra, according to H.P.
Sastri, enumerates five pithas: Odiyana in Odisha, Jala in Jalandhar, Purana in Maharastra,
Matanga in Srisailam and Kamakhya in Assam.'*® The Hevajra Tantra mentions only four holy
pithas: Jalandhar, Oddiyana (swat valley), Paurnagiri and Kamariipa.'>” The list is repeated with
slight variation in the Kalika Purana a work of the 10™ century and also in the 11" centiry Buddhist
anthology, the Sadhanamala. In addition, Hevajra Tantra lists twenty-one other places as the
meeting grounds of yogini. Many of these upapithas, ksetras and upaksetras including Devikota
and Harikela were situated in Bengal while others can be identified in south and south-eastern
India. The traditional number of the Sakta pithas was ten in the initial period and it showed a steady

growth throughout early medieval period eventually numbering 108.

The tantric ritual traditions and the regional polities seem to evolve into symbiotic links
with mutual beneficiary or sustaining networks of relations. Indeed the regional cults emerged
more powerful through successful sociopolitical negotiations. The texts often reflect these

tendencies.
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Many elementary components of the Buddhist tantra rituals were believed to have
originated by borrowing heavily from the Saiva tantra.'>® The parallel of the tantric Saivism might
be found in various tantric Buddhist ceremonies like offering initiation by introduction before a
mandala, the central and subsidiary deities of a Buddhist mandala etc. Apart from attaining
Buddhahood, other supernatural effects of the tantric rituals, like gaining supernatural power
(siddhi), averting of danger ($antih), harming of enemies (abhicarah), control of the rain
(varsapanam) etc. were performed through symbolically appropriating the Saiva rituals. Sanderson
has noted that the Mahavairocanabhisambodhi, the first major tantra in the Carya class, bears the
evidence of absorbing and adapting non-Buddhist elements in the textual body.!® The text
contained a cautious message that the teaching might be challenged by the people of the inferior
faith on the ground that it belongs to the outsider.!*® In the Masijusrimilakalpa too there was an
assimilated version of the cult of vamasrotah where the mantras of Tumburu and his four sisters
were incorporated as the highest secret of all the non-Buddhist mantras.'®" The success of Saivism
in appealing to the royal and elite patrons stemmed from its body of rituals and theories that were
oriented to legitimize, empower and promote the social, political and economic processes of
hierarchization of power in the early medieval period. Sanderson stresses on Saiva order’s ability
to match new religio-political needs by providing the political potentates with a new concrete set
of rituals and socio-religious services. Buddhism initially may have competed with Saivism for
royal patronage in eastern India and imitated the Saiva pattern of divining rituals in order to meet
the new religio-political needs, as we have referred above. Although the early strains of political
elements in Buddhist siitras emerged through long time and in a expansive geography, there was
a gradual concentration of the Mahayana — Mantranaya in the eastern Asia and eastern South Asia
in the early medieval times. The Buddhist Mantranaya system portrayed in the

Krsnasamgrahapaiijika of Kuladatta and Vajravali of Abhayakaragupta, adopted a host of Saiva
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tantric ceremonies for patrons in the public domains like consecration of temple images, the pata

paintings, the manuscript writings, the monasteries and the funerary practices for the monks. '®?

The expanding early medieval states penetrated into the newer territory and created new
urban bases and rural hinterland for revenue expansion leading to an expansion of the agrarian
base. The monarchical polities were based on the brahmanical political ideals of statehood where
the model of varnasramadharma emerged as the theoretical goal promoted. In effect, such polities
promoted or patronized the values of the Brahmanical society and this was quite evident in the
large numbers of landgrants made to brahmana donees and temples. The new class of sovereigns
endeavoured to give material form to the socioreligious institutions by erecting royal temples in
the nuclear area and lesser temples in the peripheral zones, the maintenance of which were secured
by the endowment of lands. The ceremonial repertoire of these temple included special rituals for
the king and for the elites. The endowments made to the Buddhist establishments, although much
less evident in our context, may have sought to fulfill such roles. We have been informed by
Taranatha that the fire ritual was performed by the Vajracarya in the Buddhist monasteries for the
benefit of the political dynasties. Two more texts, the Sarvavajrodaya of Anandagarbha and
Guhyasamajamandalavidhi of Dipankarabhadra at Vikraméila inserted ancillary rites specifically

for averting danger from befalling the monarchs.!®

In the Manjusrimilakalpa and
Sarvadurgatiparisodhanatantra the kings in particular and the royalty in general were envisaged
as the primary initiates, a rite that was an adoption of the Saiva practice of mandala initiation. A
few particular sections of these texts designate the kings as the principal attainees of ritual
consecration with the promised benefits like protection to self and kingdoms and the destruction
of enemies. The influential tantric manual of Sarvavajrodaya by Anandagarbha (9" century CE)
outlined detailed practical guidance for the performance of such initiatory rituals. The author
prescribed the preparation of mandala of different sizes for the initiation of the monarchs,

feudatories (samanta and mahasamanta), merchants ($resthi and sarthavaha), and ordinary tantric

practitioners (sadhaka). The size of the mandala was hierarchically designed for each of the key
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players in the social order, with the largest mandala assigned to the monarch and the smallest to

the ordinary practitioner (sadhakas).!%*

1.5 The social stratification and social characteristics of the Buddhist tantra

After the decline of the Gupta power in the mid-6" century CE the sub-regions of
Pundravardhana, Vanga and Radha witnessed the emergence of sovereign kingships. The most
significant social feature during 6™ century CE onwards was the rise of the landed magnets as
observed by Furui from the extant inscriptions of this period.!%® The most dominant class of landed
magnets were known as mahattaras who along with adhikaranas collectively acted as receiver of
petition for land sale grants. The assembly of landed magnets in the Vanga regions included
visayamahattara, mahattara and phalkas who worked at the varakamandala visaya, an
administrative sub-division. In the Vardhamana bhukti of Radha sub-region also we come across
the presence of mahattara and other local magnets acting with the adhikarana. The similar
dominance of the landed magnets can be observed till early 7 century CE in the Radha region as
attested by the Panchrol Plate during the time of Sasanka. This inscription records the existence of
a candalapuskarini (pond for the candalas) as the demarcating boundary of the donated area. This
is the first epigraphic record in Bengal which mention candala as a social group which acquired
the feature of a jati in 7% century CE Bengal. A separate pond meant for the candala suggests
thatthey were treated as untouchables. The presence of the clerical group of kayasthas and
adhikaranikas who performed the clerical functions in the adhikaranas, can be observed in the
Varakamandalavisaya. The increasing mention of several marginal autochthonous group in the

land grant inscriptions was due to the expansion of the state society in the non-state domain.

The agrarian expansion in the eastern Bengal during 7" century CE showed a different
trend under the hierarchical political structure. The Tippera Plate of Loknatha informs that forest
tracts were turned into agrarian land initiated by the sub-ordinate rulers who constructed
brahmanical temple in the forest.!®® The Nidhanpur plate of Bhaskarvarman also shows that

marshy tract of Srihatta, a peripheral area of the eastern Bengal was donated to more than 208
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Brahmanas. This process must have brought the forest dwellers in close contact with the sedentary
agrarian society which was encroaching on the space of the non-sedentary society. In similar
fashion the Ashrafpur Plate of Devakhadga shows that cultivated land plots of several villages
were being donated to the Buddhist monastery.'¢” The monastery was given the right to actual
cultivation and the power to alienate some portion of the land wielded by the royal family. Furui
has noted that the prominent social groups of these regions and their inter relation showed no sign
of the varna order. Only exception was the Brahmanas who were expressing their identity by

referring to the gotra, pravara and Vedic school they belonged to.

The agrarian social relation in the early medieval Bengal under the Palas was characterised
by the existence of different strata based on land relations as delineated by Furui after extensive
study of the Pala inscription. The system was evidently coercive as we find the mention of Catas
and bhatas, two classes of people whose position was right after the royal officer and who are
described as rogues or soldiers harassing rural population.'%® The social change in early medieval
agrarian society of Bengal, argued by Furui, was two-fold. On the one hand the local notables seem
to have lost their distinguished position in relation to local affairs at the supra-village levels. On
the other hand, the stratification among residents of the rural society intensified and the non-
sedentary groups newly incorporated into the fold of sedentary society were labelled by the
derogatory terms like medas, andhras and candalas.!¢® Several fringe group of the society like the
dombas with the synonyms of matangt and candali were incorporated in the rural agrarian society.
The stratification in the agrarian group is also indicated by the reference to the lower-class
cultivators called pamars. They have been described as being summoned by the halikas and
reluctantly coming to the field which shows the subordinated position of the former to the latter.!”°
This hierarchy and discrimination in terms of both social status and wealth might provide us with
a clue regarding the discontent and anxiety among a large section of people who probably

embraced Tantrism. The evidence that these marginal people were leaning towards Tantra can be
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demonstrated from a verse of Caryapada, composed by the Sahajiya Buddhist sect, where domba
women (dombi) are often referred to as a metaphor of Stinyata or Nairatma, an important goddess

we find in the Sadhanamala.'”

The Brahmanical norms of social stratification were not being strictly followed in the early
medieval society of Bengal as pointed out by Furui from his study of the Bengal inscription. The
ownership of landed property, rather than conventional varna duties, was an important determinant
of the social status in the stratified society. The Khalimpur Copper Plate mentions that landed
magnets like jyesthakayastha, mahamahattara, mahattara and dasagramika used to enjoy higher
power and status than the karsakas (cultivator) and Brahmanas. !’ The inscriptions from 8" century
CE onwards also mentions varied categories of local residents like mahattamas, uttamas,
kutumbins of higher varna and medas, andhrakas and candalas of lower varna who were not
mentioned in the previous inscriptions. This implies the growing stratification of society as
perceived by the state power. The evidence of the presence of 36 varnas, as described in Bengal
Puranas of 13" century, occurs arguably in the Irda Copper Plate of Kamboja king Nayapala which
mentions the donated village of Brihacchattivanna.'”® Taking reference from this particular copper
plate Furui has argued that the term varna and jati were being used interchangeably in Bengal as

the 36 non-brahmanical caste group were being referred to as vanna.

The Candra copper plate inscriptions possibly delineate a less stratified society in Vanga,
Samatata and Srihatta than the Varendra region. The three primary categories mentioned in the
Candra plates are janapadas, ksetrakaras and Brahmanas. The janapada meaning people formed a
separate social group in the rural society distinguished from cultivators or ksetrakaras. The
Pashchimbhag Copper Plate of Sricandra only mentions all of these three categories as local
residents. Nevertheless, the copper plate mentions diverse social groups like kayasthas, ganakas,
vaidyas, who formed the literate social groups and malakaras, tailikas, kumbhakaras, carmakaras,
sutradharas etc. under different professional groups. The size of the plot held by one in the rural
agrarian set up implied one’s actual status in rural society which may not correspond to the ritual

status. In some cases, the size of the plot assigned to a non-Brahmana person is bigger than the

71 Furui, “Agrarian Society and Social Groups”, p. 173.
172 Furui, “Social Life”, p. 55
1 Ibid, p. 57
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plot of a Brahmana.'”* The Pashcimbhag Copper Plate also significantly shows that the non-
Brahmana professionals were assigned plots of land larger than the plot of the allotted to an
individual Brahmana. This indicates, as Furui has argued, that land holding signified one’s actual
status in the rural society which may not correspond to the ritual status in the normative treatises.
The upward mobility of the different lower castes can be attested by the kaivartas. They were
denoted as fishers or boatmen in the earlier prescriptive texts like the Manusmrti. A 9™ century CE
landgrant of the Gopala II from the Varendra region states that they were one of the lowest
categories of the society along with medas, candalas and andhras. Later the Belwa and Rangpur
plates of Mahipala I during 10" century suggest that the kaivartas were becoming land holders to

some extent.!”

The cult of mother goddess assumed an extraordinary character as manifested in both the
Buddhist and Brahmanical texts from 6® century CE onwards. The cults may have originated
mostly among the lower orders of the society. Most of the dominant Sakta deities of Brahmanism
and the Tara cult in Buddhism could be arguably traced back to the aboriginal cults. The names of
the Buddhist mother goddesses like Vetali, Chasmari, Sabari, Candali and Dombini in Hevajra
Tantra, an 8™ century CE text with connection to the eastern India, indicates that the deities were
of aboriginal origin.!”® The same may be traced in the conception of Parnasabari, the Buddhist
goddess of epidemic who probably originated from the §abaras, a forest dwelling community of
eastern India. In a number of Sakta tantric texts we find similar appropriation of aboriginal deities
into the tantric fold like KalT and Parvati who were associated with kols and $abaras in the 8™
century CE text of Gaudavaho.'”” Similarly, the 7™ century CE text Harivamsa propounded that
the goddess was worshipped by the §abara, pulinda and Barbara, all of whom belonged to the lower
and non — caste social arena, later absorbed by the state society. Sakti is identified as MatangT, a
social community of lower candala order as found in the early genres of texts like the epics an the
jatakas and mentioned in an inscription of Madhya Pradesh which shows that originally the

goddess belonged to Matanga tribe.!”® Candali was the other name for her as she was the goddess

174 Furui, “Social Life”, p. 58.

175 bid, p. 60.

176 D L. Snellgrove (ed. and tr.), The Hevajra Tantra, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1959, pp. 14-15.
77 R.S. Sharma, Early Medieval Indian Society: A Study in Feudalisation, New Delhi: Orient Longman,
2001, p. 245.

178 Tbid, p. 245.
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of the candalas. According to the Kularnava Tantra the goddess Sakti is represented by Candali,
Carmakari, Magadhi, Pukkasi, Svana, Khattaki, Kaivarti, Vaisyayositah, Kaundaki, SaundikT etc
each of whom is initiated in tantra, mantra, yoga and mudra and observes the samayacara.'”® These
names and icons along with Tara, Bherunda, Bagala and Camundt were of non-sanskritic origin

and several of them were named after the tribes to which they originally belonged.

Some tantric texts show conspicuous trends which were probably associated with particular
tribes. For example, Matangaparamesvara Tantra was evidently composed to serve the need of
the Matangas living in eastern Madhya Pradesh and Andhra.'®® Some of the Sabara Tantras as
pointed out by Chintaharan Chakravarty contained mantras composed in dialects of regional
languages.'®! R.S. Sharma was of the opinion that the origin of the kula practices prescribed in the
Kularnava Tantra could be attributed to the Kola tribe who inhibited the vast tract from eastern
Madhya Pradesh up to Bengal and Assam.!®? They are presented as a fallen warrior tribe or mixed
caste. R.P. Chanda quoted several passages from the medieval texts to show that the Paficaratras
were originally considered to be a non-Vedic sect by the orthodox sects. By referring to Samba
Purana and the Kiirma Purana, Chanda argued that several categories of tantra were considered to
be practiced by those who had strayed from the classical religions and were affiliated to the cults
popular among the low-caste people.'®® Even though the tribal goddesses were adopted in the
Brahmanical society, they continued to carry the stigma of their origin. Thus, the
Jayadrathayamala Tantra of the 12" century propounds that in order to worship Paramesvari Kali
it was necessary to go to the houses of oilmen and potters and the goddess was to be worshiped in
their company. A lot of the tantric literature was composed to serve the needs of bringing the tribal,
the lower castes and the outcastes into the society under the fold of assimilated cults. This seems

to have happened with the Buddhist Hevajra Tantra which was sanskritized later. '3

17 Sharma, Early Medieval Indian Society, p. 246.

180 Ibid, p. 244.

181 Chintaharan Chakravarti, The Tantras: Studies on their Religion and Literature, Calcutta: Punthi
Pustak, 1963, p. 86.

182 Sharma, Early Medieval Indian Society, p. 249.

183 R.P. Chanda, The Indo-Aryan Races, Rajshahi: Varendra Research Society, 1916, p. 126.

184 R.S. Sharma had argued that it shows serious defects in thythm because it was initially composed in
dialect.
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The reciprocal and interactive spaces within which the religious processes got unfurled in
early medieval Bengal can probably be best understood through a thorough study of the Bengal
upapuranas like Brahmavaivarta, Brhaddharma and Devibhagavata as accomplished by Kunal
Chakrabarti. We can take recourse to his findings to get to a closer understanding of the situation.
He had argued that, “through the codification of these Puranas, the brahmanas attempted to
construct an ideological system which eventually became co-existent with the regional tradition of
Bengal.”!® The Brahmanas were eager to enter into a dialogue with the indigenous population of
the peripheral area like Bengal which had so far been an untouched ground for vedic culture. The
vedic rituals in the Puranas diminished progressively and local rituals gradually found a place
instead. Some of these texts even started to recognize tantric practice at the beginning of the tenth
century. Regarding the composition of eight upapuranas Chakrabarti suggested that they are
regionally identifiable and they were composed in the area peripheral to brahmanical sphere of
influence. Moreover, upapuranas never followed the pasichalaksana in order to adapt the
requirements of local cults and the religious needs of sects other than those already assimilated in
the Mahapuranas. The Puranic literature therefore was a medium of absorption of local cults and

associated practices.

The contemporary tantric Buddhist texts also shows similar imprints of the lower grade of
society. Many of the Buddhist siddhacaryas seem to have hailed from the lower varna background
like Dombi, Sabara, Camari, Tanti, Tilo, Sali, Dhobi, Kambala, Kuthari, Jalandhari, Baguri, Teli
etc. They belonged to the occupation groups — castes of corpse-carrier, leather worker, washermen,
oilmen, tailors, fishermen and so on. A few of them, despite being brahmin like Saraha, became
an outcaste by choice, ridiculed the Brahmanical norms and married lower-caste women. The
Hevajra tantra also regarded everyone as a potential Buddha and did not discriminate against the
lower caste. Many of these siddhacaryas took radical stands against the orthodox notions of
religion. For example, Tilopa in one of his carya forbade the worship of the chief brahmanical
deities like Brahma, Visnu and Mahe$vara or to visit a tirtha which had become epitomic of

devotion.!'®® Instead, he propounded that supreme knowledge was attained by realizing the non-

185 Kunal Chakrabarti, Religious Process: The Puranas and the Making of a Regional Traditions, New
Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2001, p. 8

186 N.N. Bhattacharyya, History of the Tantric Religion: A Historical, Ritualistic and Philosophical Study,
New Delhi: Manohar, 1982, p. 290.

110



dual nature of the universe. Though the tantric religion has often been bracketed as the “religion

of masses”!®’

or “Lokayata”, it simultaneously shows an ambivalence of both orthodox and
heterodox ideas. The paradox of Buddhist tantra therefore might not be unquestionably regarded
as an admixture of marginal regional elements alone. We have tried to trace the origins of Buddhist
tantra far earlier within the more classical arena of Buddhism and tried to tease out the deeper
social and spiritual connections which may have emerged from negotiations with grassroots or the

common social elements and concerns.
Conclusion

During the Gupta and the post-Gupta periods Buddhist ritual and monastic landscape
predominantly showed the currency of Mahayana tendencies as attested by the Chinese
travelogues of Xuanzang and Yijing. However, from the 8" century CE onwards, a few new
Buddhist texts and images with specific characters, linked together in a paradigm designated as
tantra, were gradually making a foothold within Buddhism in our context. The personal religious
leanings or political patronage of the different rulers to the Buddhist congregation however did not
directly favour the rise of tantric element. The religious landgrants indirectly facilitated an
integrative process where the mainstream monastic order came in close contact with the aboriginal
elements. The nomenclature of the Buddhist deities like Parnasabari, Candali and Matangi, etc.
evidently indicates their grassroots links. During the Pala period the nature of Buddhism assumed
a multi-dimensional character. On the one hand there were the Buddhist Viharas which were
sponsored and patronized by the Pala rulers mainly through the subordinate officials, on the other,
new Sanskrit Buddhist texts and anthologies began to be composed and compiled which reflected
the development of mystical features within the main religious order. The visible Buddhist culture
in the royal epigraphs and Buddhist Vihara were more of Mahayanic nature and cannot be regarded
as sole representative of whatever was happening in the wider socio-religious arena. The
possibility of teasing out the rise of tantric elements from a search into the orbits of the viharas

and Buddhist religious edifices will be explored in the next chapter.

187 Bhattacharyya, History of the Tantric Religion, p. 281.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Viharas: Searching for the Sacred Landscape of Buddhist

Tantra

The most obvious visible remains of institutional Buddhism in the region of greater Bengal
were the Buddhist monasteries. The evidence for this is not only drawn from archaeological
investigations but corroborated through the 7" century accounts left by Xuanzang and Yijing. This
would put the history of Buddhist monastic development in the region to early beginnings in
historic times. The remains of the Buddhist monasteries indicate that irrespective of the political
power, patronage and personal faith of the rulers, there was a continuous growth of the Buddhist
viharas, stiipas and temples from 2" century BCE onwards. There were however, several
distinctive phases of the development of the Buddhist religious monuments with their specific
architectural characteristics. A direct connection between the Buddhist religious edifices and
Buddhist tantra is rather difficult to determine. Nevertheless, certain architectural features of the
regional Buddhist monuments as well as the excavated antiquities, provide us with some clues
which indicate the possible manifestation of Buddhist tantra within the broader ambit of the
viharas. Simultaneously, looking beyond the archaeological data of the Buddhist viharas, focusing
on the resident monks and tracing the associated scholarly works retrieved from the connected
orbit of Buddhism in the broader Asian network may also help us to understand the connections
with Buddhist tantra. The present chapter proposes to review the archaeological remains,
epigraphic evidence and Tibetan as well as Chinese accounts to draw clues for the prevalence of

Tantric orientations in Buddhism in the select context.
2.1 Mapping the development of the Buddhist monastic complexes in early medieval Bengal

Archaeological landscape of Buddhism in Bengal has gone through dynamic processes of
change. While the early historic evidence is understood partly from archaeological sites, the
account of Faxian helps us in mapping the Buddhist viharas and monastic culture in the early
historic phase. The account of Xuanzang, coming from the 7" century CE, however, provides the
full picture of efflorescence, through his mid-way eye-witness account of the scene of Buddhist
institutional presence in eastern India, especially in southern Bihar, Jharkhand, Bengal and Odisha.

So far as the literary evidence is concerned therefore, this account forms the cornerstone for
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grasping the basic layout of the Buddhist landscape in our context. Along with this, Yijing’s
account provides details of the life within monastic order, which is partly reviewed to observe
relevant clues. The available archaeological reports and field observation provide the hard
evidence for us to relate to the entire scene of Buddhist monastic presence and practices in the
region. Taken together the evidence indicates multiple phases of development of Buddhist

institutions in different zones, sub-regions etc.
2.1.1 Pundravardhana — Varendra region

The earliest phase of the construction of Buddhist viharas, stiipas and temples could be
attributed to the later and post-Gupta period from 5" — 6 centuries onwards. This period marked
an extraordinary proliferation in the Buddhist institutional architecture which was widely
distributed among the different sub-regions of Bengal including the Varendra, Samatata, Vanga
and Harikela. The excavation of the Franco-Bangladeshi team at the eastern rampart and Mazar
area of the Mahasthangarh unearthed some of the city’s most ancient brick structure that goes back
to 2™ century BCE to 1° century CE. In the eastern rampart area, a brick structure was unearthed,
datable to 3™ — 6 centuries CE. This has been identified as a base of a stiipa.! The adjacent area
of Mahasthangarh is also very rich in terms of the production of Buddhist sculptures as early as 5
century CE. Among the Buddhist antiquities recovered from around Mahasthangarh, we can
mention a standing sandstone Buddha found from the nearby Vashu Vihara, a bronze Manjusri
from Saralpur and a double-sided Buddha from Namuja. All of these can be stylistically dated to
the Gupta period. Sandrine Gill has shown that the sandstone Buddha images of Namuja and
Biharail showing striking affinity with Sarnath art like belted drapery style, wide shoulder and thin
waist, were imported to Bengal.> The Bara Tangra area of Namuja, find place of the sandstone
Buddha, has three mounds with the possibility of the existence of the remains of Buddhist vihara.

The re-carved Buddha of Namuja shows artistic similarities with the Sandstone Buddha in

! Jean Francois Salles, “Mahasthan”, in Abdul M Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds), History of
Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives, Vol. I, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2018,
p. 225.

2 Sandrine Grill, “Notes on Chronology and Style: Evidence from Mahasthan”, in Gautam Sengupta and
Sheena Panja (eds), Archaeology of Eastern India: New Perspectives, Kolkata: Centre for Archaeological
Studies and Training, Eastern India, 2002, p. 42.
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varadamudra from Bhasu Vihara and this due might to be the fact that carving of the two images

by the same artistic school in Pundravardhana.

The most remarkable archaeological remains of the two Buddhist Viharas and a temple in
the vicinity of Mahasthangarh are Bhasu Vihara, Bihar Dhap/Totaram Panditer Bhita and Gokul
Medh. When Xuanzang visited ancient Pundravardhana in 7 century he saw twenty Buddhist
monasteries with 3000 bhiksus practicing the teaching of little and great vehicle. According to the
account of the Chinese pilgrim, about 4 miles west of the city of Pundranagara, there was a
monastery with spacious hall and tall storied chamber known as Po-si-po. He also mentioned the
existence of a temple adjacent to this monastery which had an image of Avalokite$vara.
Cunningham identified this monastery with the ruins of Bhasuvihara, five Kilometres west of
Mahasthangarh. The vihara yielded a number of seals carrying legends which has been read by
B.N. Mukherjee as Basavapura.®> About forty bronze images of various Buddhist divinities like
Aksobhya, Avalokite$vara, Mafijuéri, Prajfiaparamita and Syama Tara and ninety inscribed
terracotta clay sealing have been discovered from Bhasu Vihara. The excavation at the Bhasu

Vihara area has brought to light the two Buddhist monasteries and a small semi-cruciform shrine.

Temple at Bhasu Vihara, Bogra, Photo: present Courtyard of Bhasu Vihara, Bogra, Photo: present

researcher researcher

The excavated ruins of Bihar dhap, also locally known as Totaram Panditer Bhita is situated
six Kilometres north-west of Mahasthangarh. The early trace of human habitation in the monastery

can be dated back to late 6" to early 7" century CE. The site is surrounded on three sides by river

3 Sarita Khetry, “Buddhism”, p. 300
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Nagar, a brunch of river Karatoya. The extensive excavation of the site from 1979-1986 unveiled
a large monastery situated in the western side of the mound.* The monastery contains 37 monastic
cells in its four wings with an entrance hall in the east. It underwent two phases of building
constructions. Apart from the architectural remains the site also produced about five hundred
antiquities including one bronze image of dhyani Buddha, a few terracotta plaques and figurines,

ornamented bricks and some earthen ware.

Monastic Cells of Bihar Dhap, Photo: present Gokul Medh, Bogra, Photo: present researcher

researcher

Situated about 1.5 kilometers south of the fortified Mahasthangarh is a tall circular
structure, locally known as the nuptial bedroom of Behula and Lakshinder of the popular folklore
of medieval Bengal. This structure, better known as Gokul Medh was excavated by the
Archaeological Survey of India during 1934-36. The excavation laid bare a gigantic temple, which
was probably taller in its original form. The building was originally a Buddhist stiipa or shrine
which was later turned into a $aiva temple during the Sena rule. The terracotta plaques and
associated objects discovered from here indicate that the edifice was built in sixth to seventh
centuries CE. Innumerable mounds around the fortified area of Mahasthangarh have been
identified by the archaeologists. A few of these culturally heterogeneous mounds like Godaibari
dhap, Kanai dhap, Mangolkot have unearthed Buddhist antiquities and structures of religious
architecture from early and late Gupta period. The archaeological remains of vihara, however is

absent in any of these mounds.

“ For details of the excavation see Md. Shafiqul Alam et al., Excavation at Bihar Dhap, Bogra 1979-1986,
Dhaka: Department of Archaeology, Govt. of the Peoples Republic of Bangladesh, 2000
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The possible existence of the Buddhist religious buildings and antiquities during Gupta
period has been reported from a number of places in Varendra regions including Biharail, Rajshahi
and Panchgarh district of Northern Bangladesh. K.N. Dikshit visited the site in Rajshahi in 1922-
23 and conducted experimental excavation in the Rajbari Mound of Biharail and hinted the
possible existence of a vihara of 4™ century.’ Similar possibility of the existence of a Buddhist
stiipa has also been reported from Bhitargarh, a site located 16 Kilometres northeast of Panchgarh
town. The site, situated on the channel of River Karatoya was an important nodal point between
Bengal and Tibet. Inside the burnt brick ramparts of the city two innermost mounds revealed one
cruciform temple and a stiipa of seventh century CE.® The Varendra region had another early Gupta
period monastery called Mrgasthapana. When Chinese pilgrim Yijing visited Varendra region he
mentioned that about forty yojanas to the east of Nalanda there was a sanctuary called Mi-li-kia-
si-kia-po-no and a Chinese temple close to it.” Yijing’s account tells us that Gupta king Srigupta
built this temple on the bank of the Ganges and donated 24 villages for the maintenance of the
temple. The name of the Mrgasthapana stiipa of Varendra, first comes to our notice by the label of
a painting in an illustrated manuscript dated 1015 CE at the Cambridge University Library.
Scholars have identified the Mi-li-kia-si-kia-po-no of Yijing with Mrgasthapana Vihara of the

manuscript, though no physical evidence of the vihara has been excavated or identified so far.

The largest Buddhist mahavihara in the Pundravardhana sub-region is Sompura/Paharpur,
situated in the Badalgachi upazila of Naogaon district, Bangladesh. The Pala king Dharmapala is
credited with the construction of this mahavihara in the late 8™ century since a terracotta sealing
bearing his name was found from the debris. The Buddhist structure of Paharpur however was
constructed upon another brick structure, the character of which cannot be precisely determined in
light of the absence of evidence.® The site was earlier known as Paharpur Mound which was

systematically excavated since 1919 till 1932 under the supervision of R.D. Banerji and K.N.

5 Ataur Rahman, “Recent Discovered Archaeological Buddhist Sites in Bangladesh”, in Sanjay Garg (ed),
Archaeology of Buddhism: Recent Discoveries in South Asia, Delhi: Manohar, 2017, p. 30

¢ Birendra Nath Prasad, Archaeology of Religion in South Asia: Buddhist, Brahmanical and Jain
Religious Centres in Bihar and Bengal, New Y ork: Routledge, 2021, p. 153

7J. Takakusu (tr and ed), 4 Record of the Buddhist Religion as Practiced in India and Malay Archipelago
(AD 671-695), Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1966, p. xxx.

8 Swadhin Sen and Md. Shafuqul Alam, “Paharpur”, in Abdul M Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti
(eds), History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives, Vol. I, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of
Bangladesh, 2018, p. 364
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Dikshit. The excavated remains of the Paharpur mahavihara is comprised of 177 cells arranged in
the four arms of the quadrangle structure. The central shrine was built on a cruciform plan with a
massive square block in the centre containing the deep shrine chamber. Broad projection
containing pillared hall were added to each arm of the central block making it a cruciform shrine.

The four-armed projections were surrounded by a circumambulatory passage.

Central Temple, Paharpur, Photo: present Cluster of stiipas, Satyapirer Bhita, Photo: present

researcher researcher

To a few metres west of the Paharpur vihara, there is a complex of Buddhist temple and 132 votive

stiipas, known as Satyapirer Bhita where a stone image of Tara has been recovered.’

From the Naogaon district of Bangladesh, another remain of a Buddhist structure was
found at the village Halud Vihar of Badalgachi Upazilla. The entire village was profusely littered
with ancient potsherds and brick-bats often revealing brick walls in different parts. The excavation
at a high mound during 1993 exposed the remains of a temple complex consisting of a solid
structure, two rectangular rooms, a platform, a staircase and parts of the enclosure walls.!® A solid
structure showing the characteristics of a stlipa has been exposed in the western side of the mound.
The two rectangular rooms in front of the solid structure were probably used for icon worship and
assembly hall. The temple was a single standing rectangular edifice without any trace of

associative sarhgha.

 K.N. Dikshit, Excavation at Paharpur, Bengal: Memoir of Archaeological Survey of India, No. 55,
Delhi: ASI, 1938, p. 84.

10'Md. Abul Hashem Miah et al., 4 Preliminary Report on the Excavation at Halud Vihara, Naogaon,
Dhaka: Department of Archaeology, Bangladesh, 2000, p. 2-4

117



Another Pala period vihara, built by Vajradeva with the sanction of Mahendrapala in the
middle of 9" century is Nandadirghi Vihara, situated on the bank of River Punarbhaba in the
Jagjivanpur village of Malda district of West Bengal state. Excavation between 1993 and 2005,
after a chance discovery of a copperplate inscription by a local farmer has laid bare a brick-built
monastery with two distinct phases of reconstructions.'! The architecture of the monastery, similar
to that of the Vikramsila, is comprised of a 32 number of cells, a staircase, a courtyard made of
rammed bricks, a sanctum complex, an ambulatory passage and four circular bastions. The

antiquities recovered from the ruins include sealings with dharmacakra and deer motifs

Halud Vihar, Naogaon, Photo: present researcher Courtyard, Nandadirghi Vihar, Photo: present

researcher
bearing the name of the monastery and monks, bronze image of Marici, Buddha in bhumisparsa
mudra and 250 terracotta plaques depicting deities of Brahmanical and Buddhist pantheon, daily
lives of people and animals. The site has also several other rich archaeological mounds like
Akhridanga, Mayer Bhita etc. which yielded antiquities like sealing, potsherds and terracotta
object. The vihara was named after a water body called Nandadirght which still stands nearby by
the name of Nander beal. The builder of the monastery, Vajradeva was also referred to in some of
the sealings with the prefix ‘Nanda-$ri Vajra’.!> The discovery of a copperplate inscription from
the Tulabhita mound has helped us to contextualize the excavated ruins in the land grant process

and the nature and functionalities of the monastic community lived here.

' Sheena Panja, “Jagajjivanpur and Bangarh”, in Abdul M Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds),
History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives, Vol. I, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of
Bangladesh, 2018, p. 218

12 Gautam Sengupta, “Nandadirghivihara: An Overview”, in Pragdhara, No. 19, 2008-09, p. 51
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Among the late Pala period vihara greatly celebrated in the Tibtan account was Jagaddala

mahavihara, built by the Pala sovereign Ramapala in late 11%

century. The mahavihara has been
arguably identified with the archaeological ruins of a square brick structure on the west bank of
Kotra River in the Jagaddala village of Dhamuirhat upazilla of Naogaon district, Bangladesh. It
has been argued, by referring to Sandhyakarnandi’s Ramacarita, that the capital city Ramavati
built by Ramapala was situated nearby, probably in the village of Jagatnagar.'® The main entrance
of the vihara was situated in the middle of the eastern wing. The main temple was situated in the
middle of the western wing by a small projection to the western side. The temple is east facing
with a square sanctum and a circumambulatory passage. A giant stone image of Avalokite$vara,
presumably the central deity of the main temple was found during 1996-97 excavation.'* A large

mandapa or pillared hall was there in front of the main temple corroborated by the discovery of

four large sized granite pillars.

Circular bastion, Jagaddala, Photo: present Temple, Jagaddala Mahavihara, Photo: present

researcher researcher

Remains of another Buddhist vihara belonging to 7"- 8% centuries CE was found from the

village Marash of Nawabgunj Upazilla of Dinajpur district, Bangladesh. The vihara, known as

13 Mahbub ul-Alam, “Jadaddala”, in Abdul M Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds), History of
Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives, Vol. I, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2018,
p- 199

4 Ibid, p. 201
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Sitakot vihara is square shaped and had 41 monastic cells connected by a wide veranda and

doorway. !

Sporadic evidence of Buddhist viharas and stiipas showing characteristic feature of 10™ —
12" centuries have been unearthed from extensive regions of north-western Bangladesh. At least
three remains of Buddhist vihara in a cluster have been excavated in Domile of Nawabganj
Upazilla of Dinajpur district. The monastic settlement of Domile, indicated by Swadhin Sen, was
spatially associated with Khairaguni where smaller mounds with temple, shrine and stiipas are
located.'® Evidence of a stiipa shrine has also been found in the Bowalar Mandab Mound in the
Birampur Upazilla on the bank of an abandoned channel of Asuli Nalshisha Rivers. Here, a
Buddhist stiipa-shrine was built upon a raised platform with a cellular architectural style.!” The
exploratory excavation at the Chor Chakrabartir Dhap also shows the evidence of a Buddhist
monastery. Remains of a Buddhist temple and $aririka stiipa has been unearthed by the recent
archaeological excavation at the Itakura Dhibi at Basudevpur village of Bochaganj Upazilla of
Dinajpur district. It has been indicated that the site was associated with Buddhist tantra and was
later converted into Tantric Saivism.'® Swadhin Sen has argued that the discrete location of the
temple at Itakura Dhibi without any associative sangha might hint at the penetration of the tantric
Buddhist tradition among the laity. Similar $aririka stiipas have also been discovered from Bheloya
of the Kaharol Upazilla of the Dinajpur district. This site shows simultaneous evidence of

Buddhist, Jain and Brahmanical traditions.
2.1.2 Vanga

Evidence of Buddhist architecture in the form of stiipa and vihara in the Vanga region lying
north of the river Padma can be dated as early as 6™ — 7" centuries CE. Foremost among the
Buddhist remains of Vanga was Sabhar where a number of archaeological sites with Buddhist

antiquities were found. The geological feature of the region shows that in ancient time it was a

15 Mohammad Abu al Hasan, “Ancient Sites and Settlements”, in Bulbul Ahmed (ed), Buddhist Heritage

of Bangladesh, p. 69

16 Swadhin Sen, “Northwestern Bangladesh: Sites and Settlements”, in Abdul M Chowdhury and Ranabir
Chakravarti (eds), History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives, Vol. I, Dhaka: Asiatic

Society of Bangladesh, 2018, p. 326

17 1bid, p. 327

18 Ibid, 334
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confluence of Bangshi, Turag and Dhaleswari rivers. The region has a vibrant archaeological
profile with gold coins, bronze sculptures, religious buildings, mud-fort, terracotta plaques etc.
Excavation at Raja Harishchandra Badi mound of Sabhar laid bare a square shaped solid brick
stipa with circumambulatory passage and a monastery with 28 cells in the southern side of the
stiipa.'” Archaeologists have noticed that the earliest phase of construction can be dated in 7%
century CE. The cruciform style stiipa was a typical architectural style of Bengal in 71" — 8%
centuries CE shared by another small cruciform stiipa in the vicinity known as Dagar Mura. The
mound also yielded twenty-three bronze images, one stone image and one terracotta image
representing Buddhist deities like Jambhala, Amoghasiddhi, Ratnasambhaba, Aksobhya,
Amitabha, Padmapani, Prajfiaparamita and Tara with Vajrayana feature.?® Based on Palaeography,

the images have been dated between the 9™ — 10™ centuries CE.

Vihara of Raja Harishchanda Badi, Photo: present Square Stiipa, Sabhar, Photo: present researcher

researcher

In the upper Vanga sub-region a comparatively late development of Buddhist buildings
might be observed in the Vikrampur area. It constituted one of the richest Buddhist heritages as
more than fifty per cent of the Buddhist sculptures of the Bangladesh National Museum belonged
to this region. Excavation around the Nateshwar area has laid bare extensive ruins of Buddhist

architecture with sttipa and shrine. Based on the radiocarbon dating the Nateshwar sites have been

1 Md. Mozammel Haque, “Sabhar”, in Abdul M Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds), History of
Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives, Vol. I, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2018,
pp. 388-397
20 Md. Mozammel Haque, “Sabhar,” p. 395
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dated between 780-1223 CE with three distinctive periods of development.?!

The archaeologists
have indicated that the huge central monument probably housed central mandala deity Vairocana
and the depth of its foundation was deeper than the pillared halls.?> Along with the Nateshwar
complex, there was another Buddhist site in Vikrampur known as Raghurampur where the remains
of a Buddhist monastery and a stiipa complex were found. This vihara has been identified with
Vikrampuri vihara as mentioned in the Chinese source.?® Archaeologists have indicated that this
is only partial exposing of the vihara which can be actually of a much larger size — about thousand

square metres. The radio carbon dating has placed the vihara between 990 — 1050 CE,

contemporary to the life time of Atisa Dipamkara Srijiiana who was born here.

Recent excavation at Bharat Bhayna in the south-western Bangladesh has unearthed a
cruciform Buddhist temple of seventh century. The area was first visited by K.N. Dikshit in the
first quarter of 20" century. He anticipated after preliminary survey that it was a stiipa mound
which dates back to the Gupta period between 3™ — 5% centuries CE.2* However the recent
excavation proposes a much later date with three distinctive periods of construction.?®> A square
high brick-built platform was found on the top of the structure. This structure led the archaeologist
to anticipate that there was probably a superstructure on this platform like that of Gokul Medh and
the stiipa shrine at Sandalpur, Dinajpur.?® According to the constructional style of the building, it
can be attributed to 7% century CE. The stand-alone cruciform temple without any monastic
complex poses a curious characteristic of Buddhism with the possibility of catering to the religious
need of the laity. Temple without a vihara might significantly indicate Buddhism’s autonomous

operation in the rural area without a custodian sangha.

Further evidence of Buddhist establishments in the south-western coastal region of

Bangladesh can be found in Jhurijhara mound of Satkhira district and Damdam Pirsthan Dhibi of

21 Sufi Mostafizur Rahman et. al., “Vikrampur”, Abdul M Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds),
History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives, Vol. I, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of
Bangladesh, 2018, p. 443

22 Ibid, p. 454

2 bid, p. 442

24 K.N. Dikshit, Bharat Bhayna, Annual Report of the Archaeological Survey of India, 1921-22, 1924

2 Afroza Khan Mita and AKM Syfur Rahman, “Rethinking the Archaeological Remains of Bharat
Bhayna”, in Abdul M Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds), History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal in
Regional Perspectives, Vol. 1, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2018, p. 417

26 Ibid, p. 418
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Jessore district of Bangladesh. Jhurijhara mound is situated in the floodplains of Kapotakkha-
Bhairav River system. About four periods of rebuilding, starting from 7" century CE, have been
identified by the archaeologist in the early medieval phase.?’” Based on the structure of the building
archaeologist has identified the edifice as a stlipa built in the initial period.?® In later period it was
enlarged and was probably turned into a stiipa temple. The architectural similarity with the several
Buddhist establishments of north-western Bangladesh like Bharat-Bhayna and Damdam Pirsthan

Dhibi of Jessore district has led archaeologist to designate this structure as a Buddhist one.
Lower Gangetic Delta subregion

Buddhist antiquities and possible Buddhist architecture in the coastal region of south-west
Bengal have been found from a few more places like Kankandighi of South 24 Parganas, West
Bengal, India. The earliest traces of Buddhist architecture in this site belonged to the period
between the 6" — 7" centuries CE. Excavation at the Pilkhana mound of Kankandighi unearthed a
brick structure with several phases of reconstructions.?” Whether this structure was the remains of
a Buddhist vihara has not been confirmed yet. However, the excavation yielded Buddhist
antiquities like a terracotta Jambhala sculpture and terracotta plaque with the motif of seated
Buddha. Based on the pottery and sculptural style the site has been dated between 7 — 12

centuries CE.
2.1.3 Radha

The earliest Buddhist antiquity was discovered from Tamluk in the present-day state of
West Bengal, identified with ancient Tamralipti, where a miniature stiipa made of bones was
found, datable to as early as 2™ century CE. The votive stiipa bears an inscription of kharosthi-
Brahmt at its base which, on the basis of Palaeographic feature, has been dated to second century
BCE by B.N. Mukherjee. He also gives the reading of the inscription as ‘chetagotha’ meaning a

meeting place for the intelligent beings or the meeting place for the devotees of the Caitya. The

27 AKM Syfur Rahman et. al., Jhurijhara Dhibi: Pratnatattvik Khananer Prathamik Pratibedan (in
Bengali), Khulna: Department of Archaeology, Ministry of Cultural Affairs, Peoples’ Republic of
Bangladesh, 2020, p. 16

28 Ibid, p. 29

2 Durga Basu, “Early Medieval Material Culture of Coastal Bengal with Special Reference to the Site of
Kankandighi”, in Tilottama Mukherjee and Nupur Dasgupta (eds), Religion, Landscape and Material
Culture in Pre-modern South Asia, London and New York: Routledge, 2023, pp. 242-269
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etymology of the word Caitya derives from Ceta or sect and the inscription might refer to the
meeting place of the followers of a Buddhist sect. Sarita Khetry has shown that it is the earliest
epigraphic reference to Caityaka sect in Tamralipti.*® One cannot completely rule out the
possibility of the miniature stiipa being transported from outside of Tamluk as the place was a
flourishing port where varied groups of sailors, merchants and missionaries halted. Its Buddhist
connection was mainly linked to the city’s position in a major maritime route where merchants

and religious missionaries gathered for sea voyages.>!

The northern Radha sub-region lying south of the river Ganga/Bhagirathi shows the
evidence of Buddhist religious buildings in a few places of Birbhum and Murshidabad districts of
West Bengal. The arid lateritic land tract of Birbhum yielded some curious ruins of brick structures
which have been anticipated by the archaeologists as the remains of a Buddhist monastery. Ruins
of Beluti, 15 Kilometres northeast of Bolpur might be the remnants of a Gupta period Buddhist
monastery as hinted by the archaeologists.*? Inadequate excavation and plundering of the site have

made it difficult to understand what kind of Buddhism was practiced here.

However, the most significant discovery in the northern Radha region is Raktamrttika
mahavihara which has been identified with the excavated ruins of Chiruti village of Murshidabad
district in West Bengal, India. Situated in the close proximity of the mahavihara are the ruins of
the ancient city of Karnasuvarna. Excavation at seventeen mounds like Rajbadidanga,
Nilkuthidanga, Raksashidanga, Dheka, Ugura, Hatpara, Amarkundu, Kiriteswari, Gokarna etc.
resulted in the exposure of a Buddhist monastery, Buddhist antiquities as well as structural
habitation remains of an urban setting. The mound Rajbadidanga, find spot of the Buddhist
monastery, is situated on the western bank of River Bhagirathi on the Barind upland beside a lake
called Nwababer beal. Chinese pilgrim Xuanzang referred to this mahavihara as Lo-to-wei-chi

(Raktaviti) situated in the vicinity of the capital Kie-lo-na-su-fa-la-na (Karnasuvarna). We find the

3Sarita Khetry, “Buddhism”, in Abdul M. Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds), History of
Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives, Vol. 1, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2018,
p- 298

3! Faxian landed in Tamluk during his journey to India. For details, see Li Ronxi, “The Journey of the
Eminent Monk Faxian,” Lives of Great Monks and Nuns, Barkley: Numata Center for Buddhist
Translation and Research, 2002, pp. 157-163.

32 B.N. Prasad, Archaeology of Religion in South Asia: Buddhist, Brahmanical and Jain Religious Centres
in Bihar and Bengal, New York: Routledge, 2021, p. 145
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mention of Karpasuvarna in a number of copperplate inscriptions like Vappaghosavata Grant of
Jayanaga and Nidhanpur copperplate of Bhaskarvarman.’® Excavation at Rajbadidanga mound
under the supervision of S.R Das laid bare the ruins of a Buddhist monastery. He identified three
cultural periods from 2" century CE to 13" century CE with five distinctive phases of structural
reconstructions, mainly based on the findings of terracotta seals.>* The massive edifice of the
monastic building appeared in the third phase with a staircase flanked by two stiipa basements
between 6 — 8 centuries CE.*> Remains of terracotta figurines, iron objects, semi-precious stones
and beads along with Brahmanical and Buddhist broken sculpture were found from the excavation
at Nilkuthidanga and Rakshashidanga mound.’® A grand stone sculpture of Khasarpana
Avalokitesvara from a nearby village called Amarkundu might be referred to in this regard to

highlight the Buddhist culture of the area.

The Buddhist vihara at Moghalmari demonstrates that the southern portion of Radha sub-
region along the coastal Bengal shows the traces of Buddhism in as early as 6" century CE. The
excavation at Moghalmari exposed a Buddhist monastic structure in the Sakhisonar mound.*” The
site probably belonged to Dandabhukti, a provincial unit of early medieval Bengal. Excavation of
different phases has revealed that the monastic complex underwent at least two structural
rebuilding phases.’® Among the Buddhist antiquities of Moghalmari, most remarkable are the
stucco figure of Jambhala/Kubera seated in pratyalidha attitude, clay tablets bearing Buddhist
creed and the figures of Buddha and sttipa. The comparative study of the Moghalmari clay tablets

and similar tablets from western Deccan and parts of Southeast Asia has led scholars to argue that

33 Somreeta Majumder, “Locating the Monastery in Landscape Context: A Preliminary Study of the
Raktamrittika Mahavihara of Karnasuvarna”, in Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies in Archaeology, 7
(2009), p. 627

3% S.R. Das, Rajbadidanga: 1962 (Chiruti: Jadupur) An Interim Report on Excavations at Rajbadidanga
and Terracotta Seals and Sealings. Kolkata: The Asiatic Society, 1962, p. 42

33 Ibid, pp. 23-43

3¢ B.K. Bandyopadhyay, “Excavation at Nilkuthi Mound, Mouja Chak Chandpara, district Murshidabad,
West Bengal (2005-06)”, in Journal of Bengal Art, Vol. 11-12, pp. 155-169

37 Bhaskar Das et. al., “A Study on the Ruins of the Buddhist Monasteries in West Bengal in the Context
pf Buddhist Tourism Development,” in Indian Journal of Geography and Environment, Vol. 19, 2022, p.
56.

38 Rajat Sanyal, “Moghalmari”, in Abdul M Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds), History of
Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives, Vol. I, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2018,
p, 285
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besides being an esoteric monastic complex, it also was a part of the larger Buddhist network of

south and south-east Asia.>’

Recent excavation in the Bharatpur village on the bank of Damodar in the Bardhaman
district, West Bengal has revealed a stiipa and a Buddhist monastery. The site also yielded Black
and Red Ware from the Chalcolithic period, showing evidence of a continuous human settlement
for a fairly long period.*® The structure of the stiipa consists of a hemispherical dome on a base
and a relic chamber in the middle. There was a circumambulatory passage around the paficaratha
brick structure much similar to the stiipa of Dagar Mura at Savar. The shape is identical to the
cruciform structure with projection at the four side. The remains of a Buddhist monastery with
monastic cells have been discovered near the stiipa. The monastery was built in three phases
between the 7" — 9™ centuries CE.*' Bharatpur is closely situated near Mallasarul area which
yielded the copperplate of Vijayasena (6™ century CE) the information from which indicates a
thriving rural society in the vicinity which may be connected to the orbit of the monastic order. A
few other significant finds in the vicinity in villages like Bera revealed traces indicating the
prevalence of Buddhism in the subregion. An image of the Buddhist deity Marici found from this
village is especially significant for our present research. It sets the expanse of possible tantric

orientation within Buddhism from Jagajjivanpur in Varendra to the Radha subregion.
2.1.4 Samatata and Harikela

Extensive ruins of Buddhist vihara, mahavihara, stiipa, temple and chaitya datable to 6™ -
13" century CE may be found in the Mainamati area of Comilla, the probable ancient capital of
Samatata Kingdom. The sub-region was visited by Chinese pilgrim Xuanzang in 7" century who
saw 30 Buddhist monasteries and 3000 monks in San-mo-ta-ta or Samatata. He informed that the
size of the capital of Samatata is about 20 li or ten Kilometres. Chinese traveller Sheng Chi who
visited the capital of Samatata during the reign of Khadga king Rajabhata (700-715 CE) saw the

king taking out a procession with an image of Avalokite$vara in the front.

39 1bid, p. 288.

40 Rupam Bhowmik, “Unearthing Bharatpur Stupa: A treasure trove of historical and Cultural artefacts”,
https://www.getbengal.com/details/unearthing-bharatpur-stupa-a-treasure-trove-of-historical-and-cultural-
artifacts, accessed on 25" August, 2024.

4 Somreeta Majumder, “Archaeological Landscape of the Buddhist Stupa of Bharatpur”, Arnava, Vol. 9,
No. 3, 2020, pp. 46-47.
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The oldest site of Mainamati was identified with the excavated ruins of Rupban Mura since
a sandstone Buddha showing Gupta period Sarnath style was discovered from the eastern chamber
of the cruciform temple.*> Rupban Mura is located at an approximately middle position of the
Lalmai-Mainamati range. The excavation revealed the structural remains of Buddhist
establishments including a four-faced cruciform temple and a monastery located to the south-east
of the temple. The temple was built over three distinctive rebuilding phases which can be dated
between 7™ and 12" century CE. The temple was built on a cruciform plan with four image
chambers facing the four cardinal directions.*® In the initial period it was a square shaped temple
like that of the Itakhola Mura. The arms of the cross along with the walls of the image chambers
were enlarged during the consecutive reconstruction periods giving it a cruciform shape. The

temple was surrounded by a small portion of ambulatory passage.**

Cruciform shrine of Rupban Mura, Mainamati. Sandstone Buddha (6"
century) (right) found during excavation, Photo: present researcher

A few bronze pieces, probably fragments of the bronze sculptures were found on the pedestal of
northern and southern chambers leading the archaeologists to assume that these chambers housed

the bronze made Buddhist images. The main entrance in the middle of the eastern exterior wall

42 Mokammal H Bhuiyan, “Mainamati”, p. 267

4 Dr. Md. Shafiqul Alam et al., Excavation at Rupban Mura, Mainamati, Comilla, Dhaka: Department of
Archaeology, Ministry of Cultural Affairs, People’s Republic of Bangladesh, 2000, p. 8

“ Ibid, p. 9.
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was flanked by an octagonal stiipa and a square stiipa. The monastery of Rupban Mura complex is
located a few metres south-east of the temple revealing three rebuilding phases corresponding to

the temple.

The simultaneous, yet separate existence of the temple and monastery in a complex is a
typical feature of Mainamati also shared by Itakhola Mura. Among the Buddhist antiquities found
from the Rupban Mura, mention might be made of the colossal sandstone Buddha and Bronze
image of Amitabha and Sitatapatra.*> The debased gold coins of Khadga king Balabhata and the
Buddha image help to date the temple and monastic complex of Rupban Mura to the 7" century
CE.

Sanctum, Itakhola Mura, Photo: present researcher Entrance of Itakhola Temple, Photo: present

researcher

Similar example of the temple and monastic complex separate from each other might be
found in Itakhola Mura situated very close to Rupban Mura. The excavation at Itakhola Mura
between 1986 and 1992 unearthed a Buddhist temple housing a huge stucco image of Aksobhya
in situ in a blind cell so far unknown in eastern India.*® A small cruciform shrine was erected on
the western side of the temple. The temple of Itakhola Mura is enigmatic in the sense that the solid
square structure designated as a stlipa is nowhere known in eastern India. The first foundation of

Itakhola was probably laid in the mid-7™ century CE by an earlier Khadga king than Rajabhata.*’

4 Dr. Md. Shafiqul Alam et al., Excavation at Rupban Mura, pp. 18-25

46 Habibur Rahman, Excavation Report on Itakholamura, Dhaka: Department of Archaeology, Ministry of
Cultural Affairs, People’s Republic of Bangladesh, 1997

47 Abu Imam, Excavation at Mainamati: An Exploratory Study, p. 65
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The most celebrated site in the Mainamati area is the Salban Vihara identified as Sri
Bhavadeva Mahavihara by a three-line inscription in a terracotta sealing. A cruciform central
shrine surrounded by rows of monastic cells in the four directions has been unearthed from here
during the excavation since 1955. It is the second largest monastery in Mainamati with an approach
in the north. The four arms of the quadrangle monastery contain a total of 115 rooms for the
resident monks arranged surrounding a courtyard and an ambulatory passage. There was a spacious

entrance hall flanked by two guard rooms.

Entrance to the central Shrine, Salban Vihar, Monastic cells and votive stiipa of Salban Vihara,
Photo: present researcher Photo: present researcher

The building of this huge structure can be attributed to the Deva king Bhavadeva in the end of 7%
century and beginning of 8" century CE. The antiquities yielded from here include seven
copperplate inscriptions, about 350 silver and gold coins of Gupta and Deva rulers, terracotta
plaques, seals and sealing, and a large number of Bronze and stone images. The central chamber
and each of its chapels probably housed bronze images, the pedestal of which along with damaged
parts has been discovered from a western cell.*® There are also traces of other subsidiary shrines
on the eastern and southern sides of the central shrine. Recent excavation has unearthed a cluster
of two shrines and four stiipas outside the vihara in the northern side. Based on the inscriptions,
coins and sealing found from the excavation the construction of the vihara has been dated between

770-790 CE.*

“8 Imam, Excavation at Mainamati: An Exploratory Study, p. 32
9 Ibid, p. 45
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A rare architecture of triratna stiipa along with caitya halls was found from the Mainamati
area during the excavation in 1956. The site, also known as Kutila Mura yielded a total 12 number
of stiipas, all in the shape of circular drums and hemispherical domes.>’ The three stiipas in a row
of north-south alignments might correspond to the Three Jewels of Buddhism — Buddha, Dhamma
and Sangha. There were three oblong caitya halls attached to the three principal stiipas to their
immediate east. From inside the cells of the middle stiipa, the excavators found hundreds of
miniatures votive stiipas, unbaked clay sealings and soft stone plaques depicting the figures of
Buddha, Bodhisattva and Buddhist goddesses. Based on the Palacography of the Buddhist creed
inscription engraved in the two stone plaques bearing images of Avalokitesvara and Buddha, Abu

Imam has dated them to 7" century CE.>!

Remarkable ruins of Buddhist viharas with central cruciform shrines have been unearthed
from other mounds of Mainamati like Ananda vihara and Bhoj vihara. The largest archaeological
site of Lalmai-Mainamati region is Ananda vihara also locally known as Ananda Rajar Prasad.
From the western arm a stone image of Avalokite§vara, similar to that of the Kutila Mura, was
recovered in an extremely fragile condition during 1979-82 excavation.>? The entrance was at the
centre of the northern wing. The vihara was probably built by Deva king Anandadeva and was
finished by his son Bhavadeva during the late 7" century. In the vicinity of the Ananda Vihara
there is another vihara with a cruciform central shrine known as Bhoja Vihara. The most
remarkable findings of Bhoja Vihara are the gigantic bronze image of Vajrasattva found from the
northern chamber of the shrine and two medium sized soft grey stone plaques depicting Aksobhya

and Amitabha.

Remains of Buddhist architecture has also been unearthed from the Ranir Bunglaow mound
situated in the northern most point of the Lalmai-Mainamati range. The site was earlier thought to
be the remains of a secular structure, but later excavation has revealed a different architectural
character of a Buddhist shrine showing cruciform structure.® The other sites of Mainamati

including Rupban Kanya Mura, Bairagir Mura, Kotbari Mound, Rupbani Mura, Balagazir Mura,

3 Imam, Excavation at Mainamati, p. 48

St bid, p. 53

52 Md. Shafiqul Alam and Md. Abul Hashem Miah, Excavations at Ananda Vihara, Mainamati, Comilla,
1979-82, Dhaka: Department of Archaeology, Bangladesh, 1999, p. 11

53 Mohammad Abu al Hasan, “Ancient Sites and Settlements”, p. 99
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Ghila Mura, Chandi Mura and Army Bunglow Monastery are archaeologically rich with deposit
of antiquities and remains of structures. These sites are either damaged heavily or awaiting to be
exposed fully. The interesting findings from the Rupban Kanya Mura are a huge bronze bell
weighing 370 Kilograms and a fragmentary stone inscription of eight lines in Gaudiya script of

10™ century probably depicting the portion of a Buddhist text.>*

The present-day Indian state of Tripura, adjacent to Comilla district, constituting parts of
Samatata sub-region, also yielded a number of Buddhist antiquities and remains of a Buddhist
vihara. The region was well-connected to Devaparvata, the capital of Samatata, through the river
network of River Khirnai. Pilak is one of the important sites in Tripura, located one Kilometre
away from the river Muhuri. Plenty of Samatata and Harikela coins along with debased Gupta
imitation gold coins were recovered from Pilak.>> It might also be a part of the Kamariipa Kingdom
as the coins bore the name Prthuvula which was the epithet of the grandfather of Bhaskarvarman.
A brick structure was excavated from Pilak resembling the structure of a Buddhist monastery.>® In
the absence of any epigraphical evidence, it is almost impossible to determine the patron of this
vihara, with the possibility of traders or local merchants sponsoring the structure. The excavation
in the adjacent mound called Shyamsundar Tilla laid bare another Buddhist structure. Among the
Buddhist antiquity of Pilak, we may mention a sculpture of the goddess Cunda. Stylistically the
antiquity and the structure can be dated between 9" — 11% centuries CE which corresponded to the
rule of Chandras and Samanta Lokanatha. The area was probably serving as a transit route to

Harikela and Arakan.

The 17" century account of Lama Taranatha mentioned a Buddhist vihara called Pandita
Vihara in the Chittagong area.”’ The vihara has been extensively mentioned in other Tibetan
accounts too. However no archaeological traces of such vihara have been found so far. The region
probably rose as an eminent Buddhist centre around 10" century CE, as neither Xuanzang, nor,
Yijing and Sheng Chi visited Harikela. Taranatha has mentioned that the Buddhist monks of this

vihara used to wear a specific kind of quadrangular hat. The vihara has been mentioned to be a

5% Abu Imam, Excavation at Mainamati: An Exploratory Study, p. 109

55 Ratnabali Ray Sengupta, Art Activities in Tripura: A Study in Iconography, Style and Historical
Context, Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Calcutta, 2018, p. 41.

¢ Ibid, p. 42.

7 Mokammel H. Bhuiyan, “Chattagrame Bouddhadharma: Bibartaner Darpane (Bengali)”, Sougata, Vol.
22,2019, p. 8
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vibrant centre of Buddhist tantra as it was the birthplace of siddha Tilopada who was also a resident
monk of the Pandita vihara.’® His disciple Naropa also was active in the same vihara around the
10" — 11™ century. The Vajrayana scholar Prajiabhadra was also an important resident monk of
the vihara. The area yielded sculptures of the Buddhist deities like Avalokitesvara, Aksobhya,
Mafijuéri and Jambhala which can be dated between 11" — 12" centuries on the basis of

paleography.
2.1.5 South Bihar

In the western part of the greater ancient Bengal, the landscape shared direct relationship
with the different important incidents of the Buddha’s life. Large scale Buddhist monastic and
temple sites in Nalanda, Vikramsila, Bodh Gaya and Kurkihar show traces of Buddhist activities
from 5% century onwards. Nalanda and Vikramsila were the foremost centres of learning attracting
students and monks from Tibet and south-east Asia.>® The Buddhist archaeological ruins of
Nalanda are situated in the Bargaon village of Nalanda district of present-day Indian state of Bihar.
Faxian records in the 5 century that Nala (Nalanda), the birthplace of Sariputta, was situated a
yojana south-west from Rajagriha. The site was first noticed by Alexander Cunningham based on
the account of Xuangzang who noticed that several sanghdrams were built by Sakaraditya and his
successors in Nalanda where ten thousand monks resided. He also mentioned six viharas and

stiipas among the hundreds of relics on the four sides of the main convent.

The site is comprised of several Buddhist temples. The main temple or Temple no. 3 is a
lofty structure enlarged by seven successive rebuilding periods. The site is surrounded by votive
stiipas. The fifth period of reconstruction, contemporary to the Gupta period, shaped it in a large
structure with an image of Buddha placed in a high platform.® The other temples like Temple no.
12, 13 and 14 show several phases of reconstructions with similar raised porch in front of the

sanctum. Among the monasteries of Nalanda most important monastery was the Monastery 1 in

58 Bhuiyan, “Chattagrame Bouddhadharma”, p. 9.

% Chandrani Banerjee Mukherjee, “Nalanda and Vikramshila: Analyzing the Contours of Urbanity in
Ancient India”, in Modern Historical Studies, Vol. 13-14, 2019-20, pp. 22-38.

60 Rajat Sanyal, “Nalanda”, in Abdul M Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti (eds), History of
Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives, Vol. I, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2018,
p- 300.
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the northeast of site 1A with several phases of constructions.®! The monastery yielded two
damaged copperplate inscriptions of the time of Samudragupta and Dharmapala. The other
monasteries of Nalanda show distinct phases of constructions and architectural feature. The
monasteries yielded important artefacts like coin of Kumaragupta (Monastery 4), two sets of
double ovens (Monastery 6 and 9) and wooden lintels (Monastery 8). Nalanda and its vicinity also
produced a large number of stucco images, stone and bronze made Buddhist sculptures like

inscribed images of Avalokitesvara and Mafijusri etc.

The recently discovered archaeological site at Telhara near Nalanda has unearthed another
Buddhist monastery of the Pala period.%? The evidence of continuous settlement history has been
confirmed by the archaeologists from the NBPW (3™ century BCE) to the Pala period (11" century
CE). Xuanzang visited this place in 7™ century and said that the Ti-lo-shi-ka monastery was
situated 300 li southwest from Pataliputra. He saw three courts with three storied hall, lofty terrace
and open passage in the monastery where 1000 Mahayana monks resided. Yijing also noted a
monastery named Ti-lou-cha in the same place at the end of 7 century. Excavation was conducted
in a mound of the modern village of Telhara, recorded by Cunningham as Tillara, in 2009 by the
Directorate of Archaeology, Government of Bihar. The excavation revealed 34 m long brick floor
lined with monastic cells. The site yielded a number of bronze and stone sculptures of Buddhist

and Brahmanical deities, a lot of terracotta clay tablets and sealings bearing inscriptions.

One of the major mahaviharas of the early medieval Bengal, built by the Pala king
Dharmapala was the Vikram$ilamahavihara or Vikrams$iladevavihara mentioned repeatedly in the
account of Lama Taranatha (1608 CE) as well as in a manuscript of Astasahasrika Prajfiaparamita
of the 15" regnal year of Gopala III in the latter half of the 10" century. Taranatha’s account has
credited the making of the Vikramsila monastery to Dharmapala whose reign can be dated in the
second half of the 8" century. He also gave a vivid description of the chronological evolution of
Vikramsila monastery’s institutional organization from the time of Dharmapala till the time of
Ramapala and its condition during the Sena rule.% Systematic excavation from 1960s in the village

of Antichak in the Bhagalpur district of the Indian state of Bihar, has unearthed a huge cruciform
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shrine with circumambulatory passage identified as the ruins of Vikrams$ila mahavihara. The
monastic structure surrounding the central shrine is comprised of the entrance, the veranda, the
courtyard, the monastic cells, the exit and the central shrine.®* The central cruciform shrine at
Antichak is a huge brick-built structure showed three constructional phases. There were provisions
made for four chambers on the four cardinal directions with a sanctum and a pillared hall. The
chambers, with architectural similarity with Paharpur, probably housed images of Buddhist deities.
The whole structure was surrounded by two inner and one outer circumambulatory passage.
Antichak yielded a lot of Buddhist antiquities like terracotta plaques depicting Buddhist deities in
padmasana, Buddhist stone sculpture of Loke$vara, Maijusri, Maitreya, Tara and Jambhala
showing finest specimen of Pala sculptural art. The excavated ruins also yielded a wide range of
armament celts, dagger, knifes, arrowhead, sickle and hammer which probably indicated a steady

defence mechanism of the early medieval monastic institutions.®’

Buddhist edifices, though meagre in number, have been found in Bodh Gaya, considered
to be the holiest place of Buddhism. Here the complex of Mahabodhi temple stands on the west
bank of River Phalgu. The temple, with a tall sikhara, is situated in the centre of the archaeological
complex. To the right of the temple there is a monastic site, while to the left there is an ancient
tank named Buddha pokhar. The temple complex also has a large number of votive stiipas. The
site yielded a lot of art objects including stone and bronze sculptures, however there is hardly any
inscription found from here. The celebrated vajrasana of the Buddha on which he I said to have
attained enlightenment under the bodhi tree is situated at the back of the temple. The throne has
been dated by Cunningham to the Kushana or early Gupta period. Debala Mitra has noted that on
the railing of Bharhut an inscription records the erection of a shrine over vajrasana by a king,

however no trace of it is left.®® Following the stone carved vajrasana the early date of the temple
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has been placed in 1% century BCE.®’But the practice of Buddhism had perhaps faced set backs

during the early medieval phase.

Sixteen miles northeast of the Gaya town is situated another important seat of Buddhist
activities i.e., Kurkihar. A substantial collection of bronze images, 226 in number - have been
retrieved from the site which has been considered to have housed an atelier of sculpture. The hoard
is generally dated between 9™ and 12" centuries CE. It consists of the images of Maifijusri,
Vasudhara and Jambhala among others. A manuscript of Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita was
copied here in the early 12" Century CE.%® Cunningham has identified the place with Kukkutapada
Vihara or Kurak Vihara mentioned by both Faxian and Xuanzang. Located on the foothills of the
three rugged hills, the site was visited by Cunningham who noticed a square basement with littered
brick and brick-bats on the top of the peak. Following major explorations of the site by Kittoe in
1846 and by Cunningham in 1861 and 1879, Kurkihar was visited by S.K. Saraswati and G.C.
Sarkar in 1931. They noticed a 600 square feet mound with 25 feet elevation.®” The mound was
strewn over with brick-bats and broken parts of the stone sculptures. The site yielded a hoard of

bronze images of Buddhist deities.

Recently in the Valgudar village of Lakhisarai district of Bihar, the ruins of a Buddhist
monastery have been found on the bank of Kiul River.”® The antiquarian remains of Lakhisarai
district was surveyed by Beglar, Buchanan and Cunningham who identified a stipa and a temple
at Valgudar, Rajaona, Chowki and Jayanagar. Recent exploration in the region has resulted in the
findings of an image inscription on the pedestal of a bhumisparsa Buddha at Valgudar and Rajaona
suggest the existence of a Buddhist stiipa and monastery. The site yielded a lot of other antiquities

like broken stone pillars with decorative curving and images of Buddhist deity Mahakal. On the
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eastern bank of Kiul River at the modern village Ghosi-Kundi remains of a circular brick structure

have been found on the mountain top. The structure has been identified as the base of a stiipa.”!
2.2 Patronage pattern and monastic organization: Glimpses from the epigraphical evidence

The functional and organizational base of the Buddhist viharas was integrally linked to the
patronage pattern associated with them. The early medieval state formation and agrarian expansion
in Bengal was greatly facilitated by the land grants to the religious institutions. These land grants
not only contributed to the strengthening of material base of the viharas but also initiated
accumulation of power in the forms of revenue collection and enjoyment of land rights by the
subordinate donors. The basic nature of the patronage pattern was therefore not only religious in
nature but was greatly political, creating a network of complex power relation. In the case of the
monasteries of eastern India we can identify four principal groups of patrons or benefactors viz.
(a) the rulers and their families, (b) the subordinate rulers or officials, (¢) the eminent monks of
the monastic communities and the (d) laities.”* The construction of the superstructure of the viharas
and mahaviharas was mostly patronized by the former two groups of patrons while the construction
of votive stiipas and donation of images might be attributed to the latter two groups of patrons.
The principal purpose of the donation was worshipping of Buddha, fulfilling the requirements of
the monks and renovation of the monastic structure. The patronage by the laity was principally
guided by the practice of dana and deyadhamma with the objective of acquiring merit which led
to the creation of a mutually dependent relationship between the monastic institution and lay
population. All the large mahaviharas of early medieval Bengal including, Nalanda, Vikraméila,
Odantapuri, Sompura, Jagaddala, Salban vihara etc. received wide range of collective patronage

from the royal power, subordinate rulers, monks and laity in different forms.

A distinguished patronage pattern of the Buddhist vihara lied in the donation of the
subordinate rulers and officials. Though the Pala rulers were conventionally credited for the
establishment of the large-scale monasteries in early medieval Bengal, their inscriptions, however
provide an alternative picture of indirect patronage. In other words, most of the Pala land grant

charters in favour of the Buddhist viharas, actually recorded the donation of their subordinate

" Kumar, “Krimila”, p. 47.
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Research Encyclopedia, accessed from https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780199340378.013.811

136



rulers. After surveying twenty four Pala inscriptions, Sayantani Pal has shown that it is the
subordinates like mahasamantas, mahasenapatis and mahasainyapatis who petitioned for the
donation of land for the various Buddhist viharas.”® This pattern might be culled out from the
Murshidabad Plate of Dharmapala, Jagajjivanpur Copperplate of Mahendrapala, Mohipur Plate
Gopala II, Nalanda Copperplate of Dharmapala and Nalanda Copperplate of Devapala - all of
which recorded the patronage by the subordinate rulers and officials. It is also noteworthy that all
the Pala land grant charters dedicated to the Buddhist viharas belonged to the early Pala rulers up
to Gopala II, after which the Pala patronage significantly shifted towards the Brahmanical
individuals and institutions. Despite their usage of Buddhist titles like paramasaugata and
paramabhattaraka and the symbol of dharmachakra in the royal emblem, the Pala rulers themselves
hardly donated any lands to the Buddhist establishments. The subordinate rulers and officials
therefore created their own network of patronage aimed at gaining greater political control and

autonomy in their respective regions.

Another group of patrons was comprised of the Buddhist monks who have been the leading
donors of sammgha from the earliest time. Two inscriptions during the Pala reign — Chaprakot
Inscription and Nalanda Inscription of Vipulasrimitra attest to the wealth of the eminent monks
named Mafijusrijiiana and Vipulasrimitra who sponsored erection of a principal door and a viharika
respectively.”* The Nalanda inscription of monk Vipulasrimitra was composed to commemorate
the building of a viharika by the monk himself. This inscription is devoted to eulogizing
Vipulasrimitra’s monastic lineage. It recorded multiple endowment by Vipulasrimitra made at
various places for the purpose of acquiring merit. He was a wealthy monk donating images and
constructing the viharas and viharika in a number of places. Apart from building a vihara at
Nalanda, he also donated a Prajiiaparamita manuscript at the Khasarpana temple and donated four
images at the alms-houses at on a holy occasion.” The inscription also recorded that he built an

Astamahabhaya Tara temple at Somapura with a courtyard, a tank and a group of cells. This can

3 Sayantani Pal, ‘Religious Patronage in the Land Grant Charters of Early Bengal (Fifth-Thirteenth
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be corroborated with the south-facing oblong temple with a sanctum, a pillared mandapa and a

circumambulatory path situated about 300 yards east of the main monastic complex at Paharpur.

The organizational development of Buddhist vihara and their functional aspect in relation
to landholding and agrarian economy can be grasped by the study of the land grant charters of
early medieval Bengal.”® The viharas primarily functioned as the great academic centre of learning
and teaching. However, in connection to its extensive landholdings they developed an
organizational basis to manage the landed property. The material basis of the Buddhist viharas in
early medieval Bengal was closely tied to the foundation, maintenance and the subsistence need
of the resident monks. The land grant process, generating landed property for the Buddhist viharas,
was governed by the complex political power relation between the semi-independent local rulers
and the supreme sovereign. The Buddhist viharas of early medieval Bengal became an integral
part of this politics of land facilitated by the donation of land for the construction of viharas with
the donors aspiring for religious merit and greater political power in exchange. Different phases
of development of this relationship and organizational bases can be grasped by the study of early

medieval inscriptions.

In the sixth century CE, two particular inscriptions i.e. Gunaighar copperplate inscription
of Vainyagupta and Jayrampur copperplate inscription of the time of Gopachandra recorded land
grant for the construction and maintenance of two Buddhist viharas. The Gunaighar copperplate
(507 CE), belonging to the Samatata sub-region records the donation of large sized waste/fallow
land with complete enjoyment and rent-free status petitioned by maharaja Rudradatta, a
subordinate ruler of maharaja Vainyagupta.”” The purpose of this donation were manifold like
offering of perfume, flower, lamp and incense for the Buddha, the enjoyment of robes, alms food,
bedding, seating, medicine for the sick and so on for the bhiksusarhgha and repair of mutilated
parts of the building. Rudradatta took the burden of constructing the vihara in the name of a
Mahayana Sakya monk and scholar named Santideva. The petition of Rudradatta to Maharaja
Vainyagupta requesting donation of land for the purpose of constructing a vihara also represented

a complexity of relation between political actors. The land grant probably was a tool of legitimizing

76 For details see Ryosuke Furui, “Buddhist Vikaras in Early Medieval Bengal: Organizational
Development and Historical Context”, in Buddhism, Law and Society, 7 (2021-2022), pp. 99-142.
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Rudradatta’s power over the local cultivator of the land marking an enhancement of his power by
royal sanction.’® Similar legitimating of power was also intended by the subordinate ruler Acyuta
who petitioned for donation of land to construct a vihara in the Jayarampur plate of the time of
Gopachandra in the second half of sixth century.” Thus, the two sixth century inscriptions from
Samatata and Radha respectively show that the Buddhist viharas were firmly established
institution supported by their landholdings and associated with the power relations between

different political forces.

The seventh and eighth century land grant charters demonstrate further expansion of the
material base and organization of the Buddhist viharas in Bengal. The Kailan copperplate
inscription of Samatate$vara Sridharanarata recorded the donation of 25 patakas of cultivated land
plots both to the Three Jewels (ratnatraya) and the Brahmanas, petitioned by
mahasandhivigrahadhikrta Jayanatha who was a subordinate ruler.®’ The two Ashrafpur plates of
Devakhadga in the western Samatata delineated a change in the material base.! These land grant
charters indicated a reallocation and transfer of the tenure rights of the land from the cultivators to
the Buddhist viharas. The accumulation of these rights enabled the Buddhist viharas to strengthen

their material base.

The two 8" century CE inscriptions of Devatideva of Harikela from present day Chittagong
area attest to the presence of Buddhist viharas in this area. The Harikela copperplate grant of
Devatideva, dated year 12 of his reign, recorded the donation of seven land plots and a large house

with a tax collection right.®?

The purpose of the donation was to worship and offering food to the
Tathagata, enjoying the sammgha of present and future meritorious noble bhiksus and repair of the
shattered parts of the Paficatalavanavihara. The metal vase inscription of Devatideva on the other
hand recorded the five land purchases in the Harikelamandala to a Buddhist vihara called

Dharmasabhavihara.®® During the 7% and 8" centuries CE the Buddhist viharas were not only
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dependent on the patronage of the ruling elites, but ventured themselves to acquire landholdings.
Their material base was further bolstered by their right on the share of the products yielded from

a land.

The two consecutive centuries i.e. ninth and tenth centuries CE witnessed a basic change
in the land grant process towards Brahmanical and Buddhist institutions where the kings of the
two formidable dynasties namely the Pala and the Chandra held monopoly on issuing copperplate
grants. None of the eleven Chandra plates recorded land donations to the Buddhist viharas.
Nonetheless, the Paschimbhag plate of Srichandra indirectly mentioned the landholdings of Three
Jewel which was kept outside the land donated to the Brahmanical mathas and six thousand
brahamanas.®* The Pala inscriptions too show that very few numbers of Buddhist monasteries were
granted land during their reign. The Indian Museum Plate of Dharmapala dated year 26 of his
reign, recorded a donation of a land over several settlements petitioned by mahasamanta
Bhadranaga.®® He requested the king to donate the land plots consisting of different settlements
for the bhiksusammgha residing in a vihara constructed by him in the village Antaravanika. After
analyzing this particular inscription, Furui has shown that the mahavihara complexes of early
medieval Bengal embodied a host of Buddhist institutions like vihara, viharika and gandhakti,

each of which had its own sarhgha with landholdings.

In the Harikela region in tenth century a metal vase inscription can be attribute to
Rajadhiraja Attakaradeva who donated a land tract to venerable elder Dharmadatta for the
construction of a mathika or a small shrine by the petition of mahapratihara Sahadeva for the
worship of lord Manindra or the Buddha.?” The purpose of the donation was to worship of lord
Tathagata, providing of cloth, alms food, bedding, seating for the sarhgha of noble bhiksus attached

to the Velavihara and the repair of the abode of Tathagata. The eminent monk sthavira
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Dharmadatta in this case received the donation on behalf of the sammgha which was benefitted by

the material endowment.

The ninth and tenth century copperplates portrayed a picture where extraordinary power in
relation to the land was conferred upon the subordinate rulers who helped strengthening the
material base of the vihara. The further development of the organizational structure of the vihara
was also underway as this was needed to manage diverse activities like writing or copying of texts,
worshipping the scriptures like the Prajiiaparamita and the associated rituals. From late ninth
century onwards the Pala kings stopped granting lands to the subordinate rulers, probably with an
attempt to counter the encroachment upon royal power. Instead, they started donating more lands
to the Brahmanas who were key players in the emerging social and political network.®® However,
the direct involvement of the Pala rulers in the construction of vihara can be discerned from the
description of Ramacarita which credited Ramapala with the construction of Jagaddala

1™ century.®” The Manhali and the Rajibpur grants of Madanapala in the middle

mahavihara in the 1
of twelfth century recorded that the enclosed land of the Three Jewel included in the royal estate
(rajasambhoga) should be kept outside the boundary of the land donated to the Brahmanas.”® In
the face of the weakening Pala power, political patronage towards the Buddhist religious
institutions continued by the local rulers. Subordinate rulers like Kalyanavardhana established a
mahavihara at Kutumvavilla as recorded in the Chaprakot stone inscription.’! The patronage by
the subordinate rulers can also be observed in the 12" century fragmentary Vajrayogini plate of
Samalavarman.®® The inscription recorded a royal land grant to a Buddhist establishment for the

purpose of worshipping Prajiiaparamita and other Buddhist deities. The Raksaskhali copperplate

of Madommanapala records the grant of the village to Maharanaka Vasudeva who was a student
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of the Kanva school of the Yajurveda in 1196 CE.”® The ruler probably belonged to another Pala
lineage and was ruling from Ayodhya, identified with a place in Diamond Harbour area of South
24 Pargana district. The copperplate mentions the presence of ratna-traya or a Buddhist

establishment, whose landholdings were excluded from the grant.**

The management of the extensive landholdings of the viharas as well as its various other
functionalities can be gleaned from Yijing’s description who visited India in the latter half of the
seventh century. He has recorded the daily lives and activities of the monks at Nalanda mahavihara
and Varahavihara in Tamralipti.”> According to him the monastic rules were principally guided by
the Vinaya which suggested the sarhgha that after the cultivation of paddy field the product must
be shared with the servants and other families. Only one sixth of the crops can be retained by the
vihara. The samgha provided the cultivator with cattle and land, but they themselves never
involved in the cultivation. In Tamralipti he witnessed that the householders gathering the
agricultural produce outside the vihara and after dividing it into three parts they took home two
third of the shares, leaving one third for the sarhgha to consume. Yijing’s account mentioned four
administrative officials in the vihara — shoushi, weina, zhishi and jianjiao.°® The first two have
been identified as the translation of the Sanskrit term karmadana by Ryosuke Furui.”” They were
assigned with different duties like striking the bell, supervising food arrangement for guest monk

and inspecting water of the well every morning.

The glimpses of organizational base of the Buddhist viharas of early medieval Bengal,
especially of Nalanda mahavihara might also be gleaned from the two clay seals found from the
Nalanda excavation, 1863-71. The two clay seals read “sri-Nalanda-catu-[rddisika-samavari]ka-

bhiksu-sanghasya” and “sri-Nalanda-satraka-samavarika-bhiksunam.®® The latter seal might
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indicate the existence of an official who was in the charge of the storehouse of alms food in
Nalanda mahavihara. The term samavarika in the two legends might stand for the functionaries
who worked under the supervision of varika. Another clay seal bears the legends ‘$ri-
$uravi..karma’ who was probably appointed for the management of gandhakuti or the perfumed
chamber. Textual reference of the existence of several managerial posts within the monastic
organization occurs in a ninth century Tibetan text called Mahavyutpatti, a lexical work explaining
the meaning of some Sanskrit and Tibetan terms.’® The text mentions a host of monastic offices
who were responsible for the supervision of different departments. These offices, one can assume,

probably played a pivotal role in the organizational structure of the early medieval vihara.

From late seventh century the Buddhist viharas of greater Bengal was therefore, a key
player in the agrarian economy where the landholdings of the vihara initiated a share-cropping
system in rural Bengal. Despite the ownership of the land the sarmgha or its members did not
participate in the agrarian production and tenancy right was distributed among the servants,
householders and cultivators of the land. The organizational base of the vihara was facilitated by

the presence of several administrative personnel who had distinctive roles to play.
2.3 Locating the viharas within the intra-Asian network of Buddhist tantra

From the hard findings of the archaeological excavation of the Buddhist viharas and
shrines, we can only partially grasp the tantric practices of the monks. Neither do the copperplate
inscriptions mentioning a few details about the monks and sarhgha lead us to conclude the tantric
characteristics therein. However, when corroborated with the contemporary texts, the
archaeological findings and inscriptional data might appear instrumental in understanding the
tantric rituals practice of the viharas and their residents. We may also attempt to understand the
tantric leanings of the Buddhist monasteries by referring to the tantric commentarial and exegetical
texts composed by the Buddhist resident scholar of the viharas. The viharas of early medieval
Bengal can be also contextualized within the broader spectrum of Buddhism in Asia by analyzing
their spatial and ritual characters. The paradigm of inter-regional exchange between the eastern
Indian viharas and the contemporary south-east Asian Buddhist centres may aid us to spatially

locate the viharas within an esoteric network. The ritual landscape, on the other hand, might be
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gleaned by analyzing the viharas’ architectural feature as well as the possible tantric implication

of the ritualistic culture associated with the artefacts yielded by them.

It has been propounded that primarily the early medieval maritime network across the Bay
of Bengal facilitated the efflorescence of esoteric Buddhism across different coastal regions of
south and south-east Asia.'” The Buddhist viharas of the coastal area and hinterlands of Bengal
too formed a part of this esoteric network through which ideas and culture were transmitted. The
mercantile class, enforced by their social and economic power was often credited with the overseas
spreading of esoteric Buddhism. This was also possible due to the dynamic nature of Buddhism as
opposed to the ‘static’ Brahmanism which deemed the overseas travel profane. Not only the
traders, but the lay householders, involved in trade and craft production became important agents
of esoteric Buddhist cult by their pilgrimage, travel and migration.'” However, Andrea Acri has
warned against readily accepting a ‘diffusionist’ theory of the transmission of esoteric Buddhism
from the south Asian ‘heartland’ to east and south-east Asian ‘periphery’. Instead, he contends that
cults were being transmitted through multiple centres rather than a ‘mono-directional’ pattern.'%?
Tantric elements in Buddhism gained momentum in the 8" century CE and eventually became a
‘pan-Asian phenomenon.’ Acri further argues that its expansion was facilitated by a few Buddhist
masters with a cosmopolitan vision and international aspiration. They earned direct sponsor and
recognition by the state and royal powers between the 8" to 12% centuries CE like the Candras and
Palas of eastern India, Bhaumakaras in Odisha, Yarlung dynasty in Tibet, the second Lambakannas
in Sri Lanka, the Sailendras and Srivijayan rulers in Java, Sumatra and Malay Peninsula, the
Chinese Tang dynasties, the later Silla dynasty in Korea and the Japanese imperial dynasty in the
Heian period.'®> While the mid-8" century drive marked the ‘first wave’ of esoteric Buddhist

movement, the ‘second wave’ can be dated in the 11t

century and remained an uninterrupted force
till the 13" century across the maritime Asia supported by kings like Jayavarman VII of Cambodia,

Krtanagara in east Java and Kublai Khan in China. These Asian dynasties actively patronised
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Tantric Buddhist rituals as a mean to achieve political power. The esoteric nature of the early
medieval Buddhist viharas thus become apparent when analyzed in the backdrop of the cultural

interaction through the strategic crossroads of South, South-east and Central Asia.

The Buddhist viharas which became the pioneer centres of learning like, Nalanda and
Vikramsila in eastern India, Abhaygirivihara at Anuradhapura in Sri Lanka and the Buddhist
institution of eminence in Sumatra constituted the diplomatic and commercial network with south-
east Asian kingdoms. This phenomenon can be attested by the existence of a Sailendra monastery
at Nalanda and Nakapattinam, Sinhalese monastic complex at central Java, the survival of the
Sanskrit and vernacular text material of Mantranaya and Vajrayana and the remains of statues and
monuments in the Buddhist centres of south-east Asia.!?* The maritime interconnectedness might
also be grasped by the itinerary of the Atisa Dipamkara (982-1054 CE) who travelled to Indonesia
from eastern India. After being ordained as a Buddhist monk he received teaching from Master
Dharmakirti of Suvarnadvipa, presently Sumatra, from 1012 to 1024 CE. He travelled to Indonesia
on a merchant ship and after completing his studies returned to India to teach at Nalanda and
Vikramsila.!® Nalanda’s tantric connection has been emphasized along with Sompura,
Odantapuri, Vikram$ila and Jagaddala by referring to its reputed Vajrayana teachers. The
inscription of the Maharaja Balaputradeva of Suvarnadvipa also refers to the religious tenets such
as ‘bodhisattvas well-versed in tantras’ and thus implying the tantric practice of the monastery.'%
The worship of the stiipas in all the major Buddhist centres of the eastern India from the 8™ century
CE onwards is attested by the proliferation in the construction of stipas. The kriya and carya

tantras emphatically emphasised on the worship of stiipas as can be seen in the Vajrayana texts. %’

The Chinese pilgrims like Xuanzang and Yijing mentioned in their travelogues a few
masters of the Buddhist monasteries in eastern India. For example, Xuanzang mentioned Acarya
Silabhadra, Dharmapala, Candrapala, Gunamati, Sthiramati, Jinamitra etc. whose academic works

increased the fame of Nalanda.'%® Yijing spoke of Acarya Ratnasimha of Nalanda, along with few
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other scholars already mentioned by Xuanzang. He also mentioned Master Ghianacandra, a master
of law in the Tilodha monastery (Telhara) in Magadha.'® When Tibetan scholars started visiting
Nalanda and Vikraméila during 8™ — 10" centuries CE, the eastern Indian monasteries became
more vibrant centres of Buddhism. Indian scholars from these centres too visited Tibet for religious
proselytization and facilitating the cultural exchange from both the ends.!'® Lama Taranatha has
mentioned the names of the tantric Vajracaryas of Vikramsila like Buddhajfianapada,
Vairaconaraksita, Jetari, Diparmkarabhadra, Lankajayabhadra, Sridhara, Bhavabhadra, Lilavajra,
Durjaychandra etc.!'! The tantric work alluded to Buddhajfianapada in the Tibetan catalogues

12 Vairaconaraksita

includes Sriherukasadhana, Guhyajambhalasadhana, Gativyiha etc.
composed Raktayamarisadhana, Siksakusumamafijarinama etc., while tantric works like
Hevajrasyasekaniscayanama,  Sridasakrodhavidyavishinama, Nathaksobhyasadhana  were
attributed to Jetari.''* The tantric pandits of the Nalanda mahavihara mentioned in the Tibetan
catalogue include Santaraksita, Padmasambhaba, Kamalasila, Buddhakirti, Karnasri etc. Acarya
Santaraksita went to Tibet to spread Buddhism by the invitation of the king Sron-tsan-gampo in
749 CE.!' His disciple Padmasambhaba too went to Tibet in the later part of the 8 century CE
and became authoritative figure of Tibetan esoteric Buddhism. The Jagaddala vihara was the home
of the tantric pandits like Danasila, Subhakara, and Moksagupta who have been attributed to

numerous tantric commentaries. Thus, the cross-cultural exchange between Tibet and eastern

Indian monasteries brings to light the academic practice of tantrism prevalent in the vihara.

The most incisive argument foregrounding the early medieval Buddhist viharas of India in
the esoteric form of Buddhism came from Ronald Davidson who contends that the sarhgha
communities and institution was the result of a ‘complex matrix of medieval force’.!!> By drawing
the metaphor of the consecration process of a junior mantra practitioner who becomes overlord or

rajadhiraja after coronation, he argues that the Mantrayana was a politically infused Buddhist form
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reflecting and adopting the medieval language of power exhibition. This ‘institutional esoterism’
succeeded in most of the Buddhist centres where Buddhist tantra prospered. Buddhist monks of
the early medieval Indian viharas were credited with supporting, performing and interpreting the
scriptures and rituals of institutional esoteric Buddhism.!!® The mantra and mandala practice often
symbolized the central metaphor of the mature esoteric Buddhism where the language of kingship
and dominance were reflected. The monk obtained consecration (abhiseka) from his preceptor
(Vajracarya) and then took pride in his divinity (devatabhimana), followed by his dominance in
the sacred circle (mandala) of different families (kula). Each step of this process might find parallel
with the coronation of a king whose subordinate vassals formed a mandala like structure of

power.!7

One of the primary constituent elements of this esoteric Buddhism was the consecration
process which witnessed a systematic development in rites and rituals by the 8" century CE. The
principal tantric texts outlining the tidbits of consecration process or abhiseka was the Vajrapani-
abhiseka-mahatantra mentioned by Haribhadra during the reign of Dharmapila in the late 8
century CE.!'!8 The text prescribed the occult method of acquiring the magical ability of Vajrapani
by the means of psychic meditation. Vivid description of consecration might also be found in the
Mahavairocanabhisamboshitantra interpreted by the mid-8® century CE commentator
Buddhaguhya who was active in Nalanda around 8" century CE.'" His contemporary
Maijusrimitra, another resident of Nalanda also explained a number of consecratory methods
involving water, crown, vajra and bell. The sacred space for the performance of the consecration
process described in these texts may not always be contextualized in a monastic complex with
certainty, despite monks performing these rites. Moreover, there were different set of rules of
consecration applicable to the monks and the laymen. For example, in the Guhyasiddhi we hardly
come across any reference of the residents in the monastic institution. The text rather delineated

its targeted audience as the ascetics living in the cave and forests coming to town with their alms
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bowl.!?® The rituals of the Guhyasiddha were equally effective for a householder who was advised
to practice it in secrecy in the night. Therefore, both the monk and the non-residential ascetic as
well as the layman enjoyed the right to practice the esoteric rituals which were not exclusively

confined in the monastic boundaries.

The process of making land sacred through the ritual performance has been shown by
Benjamin Fleming after analyzing the Copperplate charters issued by the Chandra rulers of
Southeast Bengal.'?! Though the Chandra Copperplates began with an appeal to the three jewels
(Buddha, Sangha and Dharma), they were mostly dedicated to the Brahmana donees. Fleming has
shown that the Copperplate charters were not merely recording the economic transaction in the
form of land, but possessed broader religious and ritual implications. The Chandra land grant
inscriptions contained the oral, ritual and performative component. The inscriptional literature was
activated with performance of rituals aiming to sanctify the land. Fleming has argued that the land
was like a ceremonial complex where both the king and the Brahmana donees performed rituals
for its purification and protection. The water rite (udakapiirva) and proclaiming rites (bodhdayati)

mentioned in the Chandra plates, were performed by the king and had deep sacred connotation. !>

Conceptualizing the sexual initiation process in the monastic fold has garnered much
interest among the scholars who argued that this was a heterodox practice.!?* Though the monastic
religious organization wanted to employ strict discipline, it was transgressed with several
unconventional practices. The celibacy supposed to be practiced by the monks outlined in the
Vinaya was not compatible with the sexual tantric practice. The kriyasamgrahapanjika of
Kuladatta (11" century) explicitly described the sexual initiation process of a novice student
involving a master and a consort.'?* The prominent Buddhist scholar Abhayakaragupta (late 11
century), resident of Vikrams$ila mahavihara, was credited with the composition of a text named
Vajravali which was an all-purpose ritual manual. In this text Abhayakaragupta has propounded

several theories about tantric initiation practice. He stated that in order to become an eligible
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candidate to perform the kriya and carya tantra, a student must have gone through the six
preliminary initiation steps.'?> The third initiation process involving sexual rites thus constituted
the essential precondition of becoming entitled for higher tantra. He also emphasized on
experiencing the bliss of sahaja or innate reality to be able to discuss it. Abhayakaragupta was
probably deeply influenced by two preceding texts — Tattvaratnavaloka of Vagisvarakirti and
Sujayasrigupta’s Abhisekanirikti which demonstrates that the bliss experienced in sexual union in

the third initiation will guide one to the path of enlightenment. '2°

Prohibition on the monks to take part in higher initiation process came from another famous
Buddhist scholar of Bengal — Atisa Dipamkar, a resident monk of Vikrams§ila. By referring to
Paramadibuddhatantra, a hypothetical root text of the Laghukalacakra, Atisa Dipamkar stated that
a celibate should not take the secret and wisdom initiation.'?” He also warned against observing
this kind of rituals as this would break the vow of an ascetic. The sexual initiation rites were also
designated as a parajika offense which entails expulsion from the sarhgha as outlined in the Vinaya.
Atisa’s Bodhipadapradipa is also a characteristic text eulogizing celibacy which is regarded as the
most excellent virtue of all that has been regulated in the Pratimoksa. In the introductory verses of
the text Atiéa emphasized asceticism and forbade higher initiation.'?® However, Atisa’s other
works like Homavidhi, Paficacaityanirvapanavidhi, Vimalosnisadharanividhi etc. can be attributed
as tantric literature dealing with the esoteric rituals. These manual texts mostly outlined the
different tantric ritualistic paraphernalia of monastic Buddhism of early medieval period. Atisa’s
Sarvakarmavaranavisodhananamamandalavidhi for example explained how to draw a mandala
on the four sides and four gates with a lotus and eight petals in the centre of the mandala and
guardians in the four cardinal directions.'?’ He also prescribed that the great Vajra should be drawn
in the centre of the eight petals. The performer should protect himself by meditating on Vajracarya
and contemplating on the image of Aksobhya. In his Paricacaityanirvapanavidhi he has outlined

the practices involving cleansing one’s body and cloths, drawing mandala and placing five caityas
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on to it."** The mandalas were to be decorated with ribbon of five colours, umbrella and banners
and offering had to be made with water, incense, flower and lamp mention of which also occurs in

the land grant inscription of early medieval Bengal discussed in the next section of this chapter.
2.4 Tracing tantrism in the material culture of the vihara: stipa, mandala and deities

We may note that the tantric consecration was not only meant for the novice student but
also was applicable to the material structures like the stiipas and the images. Though offering to
images and stlipas was in practice long before the rise of Vajrayana, the tantric rituals ushered in
a new dimension to their sacred consecration.'3! The purpose of the consecration as delineated by
Atiéa Dipamkar is to ensure that the dharmadhatu abides in the stiipa or images for a long time. '*2
Atida refers to the images, books and stiipas as the receptacle of body, speech and mind
respectively. In addition to the core ritual of consecration, there were several ancillaries of the
consecration process like ritual bathing of the images and offering of flower, lamp and incense.
Yijing saw the images at the monastery at Tamralipti and Nalanda were being bathed in a particular
time of the day by a designated monk.!'**> The ritual bathing involved a host of complex ritual
practices like ringing the bell, holding the fresh water, offering the scented grain oil, offering of
bark powder, dairy products, grain water, herbal water and chanting mantra.'>* We have already
noted that the inscriptions of early medieval Bengal have mentioned different paraphernalia for
the daily worship of the bodhisattva. The possible tantric implication of these ritual objects has not
been mentioned in the inscriptions. In the Gunaighar Inscription (6™ century CE), Jayarampur plate
(6™ century CE), Kailan Inscription (7" century CE) and Jagajivanpur Inscription (8" century CE)
we find the mention of perfume, flower, lamp, incense, garland and robe each of which could be
regarded as important ritual object needed for tantric consecration.!*® Though presently the

consecration rites are exclusively preserved in Consecration Tantra of the Tibetan Tanjur, these
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rituals could be traced in Hevajra Tantra, Dakarnava, Abhidhanottara as well as in several

commentaries written by Indian master like Atiéa Dipamkar, Advayavajra and Naro pa.'3¢

Though the tradition of stiipa and relic continued in the South Asia from the Mauryan
period, its significance under the esoteric Buddhism experienced a modification in the associated
ritualist culture. Orzech and Sorensen has pointed out that new esoteric ritual technology was
added to the worship of stiipa and relic.!*” Furthermore, the stiipa and the relics were placed in a
‘particular ideological and semiotic matrix’, in accordance to what has been propounded in the
Sarvatathagatatattvasamgraha (7 century CE), a text of the Indic origin belonging to the yoga
tantra class. Many of the 8 — 9™ centuries ritual texts of China, translated by the Buddhist master
Amoghavajra and his guru Vajrabodhi, explicitly outlined the esoteric rituals required for the
consecration of the stiipa and temple. Amoghavajra’s itinerary from the Tang China to the Indian
subcontinent and back may aid us in conceptualizing the network through which this esoteric

tradition was circulating in a wide region of South, Southeast and Central Asia.!*8

The architectural style of the Buddhist vihara and shrine of early medieval Bengal bears
significant characteristics of mandalaic vihara. The cruciform shrine with four image chambers in
the four cardinal directions may be corresponding to the mandala structure delineated in different
tantric texts. From the 8th century CE onwards, the shrines and the viharas such as Paharpur,
Vikrams§ila, Salban, Bhoja, Ananda, Rupban Mura, Bharat Bhyna, etc. started to develop some
features hitherto absent in the Buddhist buildings of the previous period. The architectural
similarity is also widely found in the contemporary Buddhist structures at Udayagiri and Lalitgiri
in Odisha. The structural styling throughout this period was marked by Tantra based landscape as
argued by Umakant Mishra. !> In the 8th century CE, the construction of stiipa in the Udaygiri area
was modeled on garbhadhatumandala of the Mahavairocana Siitra, a 7® century CE text attributed

to eastern India.'*® Around the 8" century CE, a mandala stiipa and a monastery emerged along
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with the shrines of Avalokitesvara and Bhrkiti in the south of the original approach. Various
dharani plaques were also inserted into the stiipa embodying the vajradhatu. Similar mandala
structure of the vihara can also be observed in the Vijayarama vihara at Anuradhapura in Sri Lanka.
The structure of many of these Sri Lankan viharas constructed during 8 century is corresponding
to the architectural style prescribed in the Marijusri Vastuvidyasastra, the only known palm-leaf
manuscript of which written in Sinhalese script is preserved in the National Archive in Colombo. !#!
The text specified the direction in which each of the five Tathagatas i.e. Amitabha, Vairocana,
Aksobhya, Amoghasiddhi and Ratnasambhaba to be placed in the four image chambers
surrounding on a central chamber like a mandala structure. By using the mandalas in the
architectural organization the Buddhists in the peninsular India were creating a new sacred space

and images at the turn of the 8" century CE.

Similar architectural style, the layout of the central shrine of Paharpur monastery also has
been identified as symbolically representing garvadhatumandala.'** R.D. Banerjee has explained
that the main shrine of the Paharpur chamber was probably hollow roofed chamber. S.K. Saraswati
on the other hand argued that the Paharpur temple could be a sarvatobhadra style temple given its
four shrines on the four cardinal sides of a shaft. The main structure of the temple of Paharpur is
comprised of a square hallow shaft in the centre and four rectangular cellas of the four faces of the
central shaft leading to the mandapas. Seema Hoque and M.M. Hoque thus argue that the Paharpur
temple does not show similarities to the Sarvatobhadra temple style except the uninterrupted
gallery around the continuous ambulatory passage.'* Though none of the five Dhyani Buddha has
been found from the Paharpur excavation, it was anticipated by the archaeologists that the shrines
in the centre of the south, east and west wings of cells exhibiting garbhagrha and mandapas
probably housed the images of five Dhyani Buddhas.!'** Projection on the east south and northern
wings of the Temple at Bhasu Vihara complex might also bears the evidence of housing Dhyani

Buddha. Besides, the monastery of Paharpur also yielded a few images of Dikpalas (guardians of
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the directions) like Indra, Vayu, Candra/Soma and Kubera.!*> These deities, described in the
Puranas as the guardians of four cardinal and four intermediate directions of mundane space, bear

the evidence of how spatial directions were conceptualized in a sacred space.

The layouts of the Buddhist architectures of the Mainamati in Comilla including the Salvan
Vihara, Bhoja Vihara, Ananda Vihara and Temples of Rupban Mura, Itakhola Mura shows striking
affinity with cruciform structure corresponding to tantric Buddhist mandalas.'#® The ground plan
of the central shrine of Bhoja Vihara is similar to that of Paharpur showing a square shaped shaft
in the centre and cells leading to mandapa in the center of the four wings connected by a
circumambulatory passage. Stone images of Dhyani Buddha Amitabha and Aksobhya and bronze
image of Vajrasattva have been found from the western and northern chamber respectively of the
central shrine. Cruciform central shrines have also been discovered in the monastic complexes of
Ananda Vihara and Salban Vihara yielding images of Bodhisattva Avalokete$vara and Padmapani.
Central square shaft and image chambers at the four cardinal points have also been found in the
Rupban Mura of Mainamati. On the drum of the Kutila Mura or Triratna stiipa there are four large
size niches at the four cardinal points leading some archaeologists to argue that these were meant
for placing the images of Dhyani Buddhas.'*” Cruciform structure of a stiipa also appeared in the
western side of the Itakhola Mura which housed a stucco image of Aksobhya facing east. Bell
shaped bronze votive stiipa in the Salban Vihara depicting four Buddhas in the four cardinal
directions was considered to be the replica of the stiipa structure evolved during the 7™ century
CE. This bhadra type of stiipa also found its stylistic parallel in the Ananda Temple, Pagan in
Burma. This leads archaeologists to argue that due to the remarkable similarity between the
Paharpur and Pagan Temple in terms of their cruciform shape, we might assume that like Pagan,
the Pahapur also housed four dhyani Buddhas in the four cardinal sides in the past.!*® The

cruciform architectural style was not only confined in the northern and south-east Bengal, but was
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standard temple architecture in the south-west Bengal. Reference might be made of the ground

plans of Bharat Bhayna and Jhurijhara which was probably built on a mandalaic structure.

The mandala-based architecture of the Buddhist stiipas became a ubiquitous phenomenon
of the early medieval Buddhist sttipas distributed in the vast connected Buddhist network of South
and Southeast Asia. This has been particularly studied out by Swati Chemburkar in the light of a
comparative analysis of Buddhist sttipas at Tabo (Spiti Valley), Kesariya (Champaran, Bihar) and
Borobudur (central Java).'*” All three of them shared exemplary architectural and antiquarian
similarities. One can unfailingly note the connection between Pala Bengal and Sailendra ruled
Srivijaya in the light of at least six inscriptional evidences.'>* Foremost of these was the Nalanda
Inscription of the Sailendra king Balaputradeva (850 CE) which recorded the establishment of a
Buddhist monastery. In the same monastery an inscribed verse on a miniature stiipa recorded lines
of the Buddhist text Bhadracaripranidhana which also mentioned the reliefs of the Borobudur. !
One of the connecting agents between Bengal, Java and Spiti were itinerant Buddhist masters like
Atisa Diparmkara, who travelled to Java to learn esoteric Buddhism under Dharmakirti in 1012 CE
and then came back to India and went to Tabo in 1042 CE when the monastery was under
renovation.'*? The Vajradhatu mandala of Sarvatathdgatatattvasamgraha, an 7" century yoga
tantra text with possible origin in south India seems to have become the model of architecture of
the Buddhist stiipa and vihara of an extensive South and Southeast Asian regions. East Java yielded
a bronze piece on which there was an inscribed Vajradhatu mandala of 11" century. Similarly,
deities of Vajradhatu mandala and vajra motifs have been found from the Buddhist temple at
Muara Jambi and Candi Gumpung in Sumatra.'** Mantras of Vajradhatu mandala inscribed on the
gold foil has also been unearthed from the Ratu Boko near Prambanan temple during the reign of

Sailendra dynasty.

In the Pala domain the similar architectural pattern might be noticed in the large Buddhist

monasteries like Uddanapura (Bihar Sharif), Vikramsila, and Paharpur. The viharas of Mainamati
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too gradually adopted this stiipa-mandala model.!>* At the center of these monastic structures lied
the cruciform temple or stiipa with four cardinal chambers. The similar stylistic arrangements of
the sacred space in the Buddhist monasteries of contemporary Bengal, Java and Myanmar

undoubtedly portrayed a shared knowledge of Buddhist architecture.

The sculptural reliefs found in many of the viharas discussed also may be considered here
as they indicate a few significant processes of modifications in the orientation of Buddhist
practices in the region. A curious phenomenon that is noted in this regard is the integration of the
brahmanical pantheon in the Buddhist precincts. In the Paharpur mahavihara, for example we find
63 stone sculptures embellished in the niche of the main temple. The images comprise of deities
like Krsna, Siva, and Brahma. Brahmanical deities are also visible in the Buddhist shrine/stipa in
the dharmadhatucaityas of the Kathmandu valley, Nepal. A.J. Gail has argued that the Brahmanical
deities of the Paharpur as well as of Kathmandu valley were conforming to the
Dharmadhatuvagi$§vara mandala of the Nispannayogavali.'> In the said mandala, Mafijuéri
replaced Vairocana as the central deity along with 81 Brahmanical deity in the periphery. Similar
preponderance of Brahmanical deities, mostly depicting Brahma, Indra, Siva, and Visnu have been
found to embellish the exterior wall and seals of the Nalanda monastery no. 2. Debala Mitra
proposed to explain the prevalence of Brahmanical deity in the Paharpur monastery with the idea
that these images were probably removed from Brahmanical structures and installed there. !> K.N.
Dikhsit also found it to be strange that such a large number of Brahmanical deities were installed
in Paharpur.!>” According to A.J. Gail, the figures of Krsna, Brahma, Balarama and astral deities
like Indra, Vayu and Agni in the Paharpur temple were serving as peripheral deities of Buddhist
mandala for protection. Almost similar hypothesis has been proposed by Claudine Bautze-Picron
with regard to the Nalanda monastery no. 2 which housed Brahma, Indra and Siva.'>® B.N. Prasad

has argued that the donation of Brahmanical images to the Buddhist monasteries of the early

154 Geoffrey Samuel, “Ritual Technologies and the State: The Mandala-Form Buddhist Temples of
Bangladesh,” The Journal of Bengal Art, Vol. 7 (2002): 39-56.

155 A J. Gail, “On the Mandalaic Structure of the Paharpur Temple,” Journal of Bengal Art, Vol. 4, 1999,
pp. 131-139.

156 Debala Mitra, Buddhist Monuments, Calcutta: Punthi Pustak, 1971 (reprint), p. 242.

57K N. Dikshit, Excavation at Paharpur, Bengal: Memoirs of Archaeological Survey of India, Delhi:
ASI, 1938, p 38.

158 Claudine Bautze-Picron, “From God to Demon, From Demon to God: Brahma and Other Hindu
Deities in Late Buddhist Art of Eastern India,” Journal of Bengal Art, Vol. 1, 1996, p. 109.
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medieval Magadha induced a mandalaic appropriation of Brahmanical cults. !> These Brahmanical
deities appeared as the laukika deities in the mandalas of the Manjusrimiilakalpa indicating to their
esoteric nature. The terracotta figures of the Nandadirght Vihara of Jagajjivanpur also included
several apotropaic and astral deities like Siva, Agni, Varuna, Rahu, Ketu, Sani, Mina, Karkata and

Vrscika who were protecting the monastery as the guarding raksa deities. '

Carya or Yoga Tantra based landscape of Buddhist vikaras is noticed in the Buddhist
architecture Udaygiri, Ratnagiri and Lalitgiri, as discussed by Umakant Mishra.!¢! By suggesting
that these were mandalavihara, he argued that the insertion of dharma cetiya such as pratitya-
samutpadadharani and vimalosnisadharani is the typical feature of this tantric landscape. From the
7" century CE onwards, these dharanis substituted the body relic and became the symbol of

Tathagata centering on which a stiipa can be made.'®?

Atisa Dipamkar, in his
Vimalosnisadhdaranividhi stated that this dharani saves people from disaster and evils.!®> The
rituals associated with this dharani involves making a square mandala and scattering sandalwood,
saffron or flowers. The small caityas are to be placed on the banquet of the mandala and five kinds
of offerings are placed on each caitya. The detailed description of the subsequent tantric rituals has
been described by Atisa Dipamkar. K.N. Dikshit has reported two sealings during Paharpur
excavation found inside a terracotta plaque from the core of the stiipa.!®* The two sealings bear

Buddhist formula on them which is also found from Nalanda and Bodh Gaya. The sealings read:

Omtrayadhvam sarvva-tathagata hrdaya-guhamjvala dharma drdha-guhamsamhara ayum

samsodhaya papam om sarva-tathagata-samant-oshnisham vimalavisuddhasvaha.

159 B.N. Prasad, “Cultic Relationship between Buddhism and Brahmanism in the ‘Last Stronghold’ of
Indian Buddhism: An Analysis with Particular Reference to Votive Inscriptions on the Brahmanical
Sculptures Donated to Buddhist Religious Centers in Early Medieval Magadha,” in Buddhist Studies
Review, Vol. 30.2. 2013, pp. 181-199.

160 Nicolas Morrissey, “Apotropaic Power and Ritual Efficacy in the Buddhist Art of Medieval Bengal:
Observations on the Terracotta Sculptures of Nandadirghi Vihara,” in Abhisek S. Amar et al. (eds), On
the Regional Development of Early Medieval Buddhist Monasteries in South Asia, Kyoto: CSAS,
Ryukoku University, 2021, pp. 180-183.

161 Umakant Mishra, “Continuity and Change in the Sacred Landscape”, p. 231.

192 Ibid, p. 245.

163 Mochizuki Kaie, “Five Remaining Works on the Esoteric Ritual of Dipamkarasrijiiana”, p. 156.

164 K N. Dikshit, Excavation at Paharpur, p. 84.
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Schopen has argued that this might be a protective formula which has been found in Gilgit
also on a birch bark stripe.!% He is also of opinion that this formula was taken from a single work.
This formula might be the excerpt of a dharani which is referred to in a Tibetan Kanjur text, the
Sanskrit title of which is Sarvaprajiantaparamitasiddhacaitya-nama-dharani.'®® Schopen
however has raised his objection to characterize these dharanis as tantric and rather emphasized
on their Mahayanic nature. Dharani stone plaques bearing the Vajradhatu mandala of
Sarvatathagatatattvasamgraha was also found the chamber of the Abhayagiri stiipa at
Anuradhapura, Sri Lanka.!®” The text, a seminal work of Yoga Tantra class, was probably
composed in south India in the mid-7" century and was well known in eastern India as
Buddhaguhya wrote an excellent commentary on it during the Pala king Dharmapala.!®® All the
mandalas described in the text is the variations of the text’s central mandala — Vajradhatu
mahamandala described in the first chapter. This mandala has placed Vairocana in the centre,
Aksobhya in the east, Ratnasambhaba in the south Amitabha in the west and Amoghasiddhi in the

north.!%°
Conclusion

The overall religious culture reflected in the viharas and the landgrant inscriptions in early
medieval Bengal do not reflect any direct connection with the rise of Buddhist tantra. The
descriptions of Xuanzang and Yijing regarding the monastic culture of the Buddhist viharas in the
7% century CE also do not portray much deviation from the Vinaya rule. It is also difficult to tease
out the evidence for the rise of tantra or the practice of tantra within the monastic orders from the
associated epigraphic data, wherever available. We have made an attempt here to look for newer
avenues of research, going beyond these major categories of sources which dominate historical
research. Taking into account the subtler clues to the nuances of the history of Buddhism in our

context., we find that the Buddhist religious edifices in early medieval Bengal reveal certain late

165 Gregory Schopen, “The Bodhigarbhalankaralaksa and Vimalosnisa Dharants in Indian Inscriptions:
Two Sources for the Practice of Buddhism in Medieval India”, in Figments and Fragments of Mahayana
Buddhism in India: More Collected Papers, Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2005, p. 332

166 Ibid, p. 333

167 Powell, Rituals and Ruins, p. 4

168 Do-Kyun Kwon, Sarva Tathagata Tattva Samgraha: Compendium of All the Tathagatas,; A Study of
Its Origin Structure and Teachings, Unpublished PhD Thesis, SOAS, University of London, 2002, pp.
18-27.

169 Ibid, pp. 41-50.
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architectural and sculptural characteristics like mandala-shaped ground plan which indicates that
a few tantric features were gradually becoming apparent in the architecture of the regional
Buddhist viharas. The art associated with the viharas was also characterized by the figures of the
astral and apotropaic deities which may have been connected to the initiation of a tantric turn in
the sacred space of the vihara. The protective graha and dikpala figures installed in the sacred
edifices of Paharpur, Mainamati, Vikramsila, and Jagajjivanpur indicate such initiation of the
tantra ideals. The dharani inscriptions found on stone and terracotta tablets might also indicate the
turn toward Buddhist tantra. Whether the installation of such features was an indication of the
social anxiety and tension of the contemporary regional monastic community cannot be

ascertained but the questions remain palpable.

The next step is to search within the academic culture of the Buddhist viharas of the region
under consideration to find whether we can trace the initiation and proliferation of the tantra trend.
The phenomenon becomes especially evident from the proliferation of commentaries and
exegetical texts on tantra compositions authored by monastic scholars like Padmasambhaba,
Santaraksita, Abhayakaragupta and Atisa Dipamkar. The monastic complexes therefore seem to
have been a major space in the orbit within which ritual practices and idealistic orientations toward
tantra became gradually manifest. The literary tradition nurtured within the established Buddhist
orbits becomes crucial in locating the rise of tantra orientations within the regional Buddhist
ideology and ritual world. Indeed, a deep study of this textual culture is essential to grasp the
history of the origin and evolution of Buddhist tantra in Bengal. The next chapter, devoted to the
study of a few tantric Buddhist texts of early medieval Bengal, attempts to grasp at the roots and

the routes through which tantrism emerged within Buddhism.
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CHAPTER THREE

Textual Tradition: Understanding the trends of Tantrism in

Buddhism

The present chapter attempts to understand the complex tradition of Buddhist tantrism and
its origin by studying select tantric Buddhist texts which may be connected to the region. These
include the Manjusrimitlakalpa, the Taramiilakalpa, the Nispannayogavali, the Sadhanamala, and
the Caryapada. We shall also look into the earlier literature like the Prajiiaparamita, the
Guhyasamdjatantra and the Hevajratantra to trace the origin of Buddhist tantra. The first series
of texts, though commonly perceived as bearing the characteristics of tantrism, possess complex
characters and cannot be held as oriented to the same genre of esoterism. We shall also try to
briefly review the tradition of transmission of some of these texts within the greater Buddhist orbit

of Tibet, Nepal and Southeast Asia.
3.1 Categorizing the early medieval Buddhist texts of Bengal

Scholars have contended that the Sanskrit Buddhist texts from the 7% century CE onwards
provide the most comprehensive ground in the study of Buddhist tantrism.! The authors, compilers
and the redactors of the texts of Buddhist tantra followed the tradition of ascribing the contents of
these works to the historical Buddha.? Isaacson had argued that the Buddhist tantra texts and their
mss were being transmitted for centuries from India to Tibet and vice-versa. Each of the early texts
created a long tradition of embedded teaching by generating their commentaries, and abundant
exegetical literature. Multiple traditions and theological ideas had emerged in the course of such
transmissions of texts through centuries. The texts reflect the evolution and modifications within
Buddhist tantra which evolved over long time, giving rise to a heterogeneous conglomeration of
different ritual traditions and cults. Therefore, the Buddhist tantra texts of early medieval India
present complex strands of philosophy and ritual practices which underwent interactions and

reciprocations with varied branches of tantra within and beyond Buddhism.

! Harunaga Isaacson, Tantric Buddhism in India (From c. AD 800 to c. AD 1200), p. 1, accessed from
https://www.buddhismuskunde.uni-hamburg.de/pdf/4-publikationen/buddhismus-in-geschichte-und-
gegenwart/bd2-k02isaacson.pdf on 7th February, 2024 at 7 pm.

2 1bid, p. 2.
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To begin with we shall discuss the Tibetan tradition of categorization of the Indian tantra
texts. The Buddhist texts of tantric orientation and Indian origin are mostly known from the Tibetan
canon. The first phase of Tibetan Buddhist textual tradition, the phase of the »Nyng ma (Ancient
Tantra) or the ancient school, extended from the 7™ to mid-9" centuries. The Buddhist literary
tradition of this phase in Tibet was divided by Orna Almogi into three distinctive periods: Indic,
hybrid Indic-Tibetic and Tibetic.? The transmission of scriptures and treatises began from this first
phase. The ancient tantra texts of Indic origin recorded in the Tibetan tradition included esoteric
Indian scriptures in Tibetan translation. Their number is quite small. These are included in the bka-
gyur edition. They have been divided into four classes of Tantra like Kriya, carya, yoga and
anuttarayoga.* The Kriya class is by far the largest one with over 450 works assigned to the Kanjur
catalogue including the Marnjusrimiilakalpa and the Taramiilakalpa. They form a miscellaneous
collection of largely magical texts containing an array of rituals designed to achieve a variety of
worldly (laukika) goals. In contrast to the Kriya, very few texts are standardly assigned to the
Carya Tantra class. The most important Carya text is the Mahavairocana Siitra, also known as the
Mahavairocanabhisambodhi Siitra, which was probably composed during the early to mid-
seventh century.® A significant feature of the Carya tantras is the place accorded to the Vairocana
Buddha. The key text in this class of yoga tantra is the Tattvasamgraha Siitra, also known as the
Sarvatathagatatattvasamgraha  Siutra. Other works in this category include the
Sarvadirgatiparisodhana, the Sarvarahasya, the Vajrasekhara Tantra, and the short but
influential Namasamgiti. In the anuttarayoga tantra or yogini tantra, the employment of sexual and
transgressive elements formed a major part. What is distinctive about the Yogini class is its
incorporation of symbolism, deities, and practices associated with cremation grounds.® The
important text under the anuttara class were the Hevajra tantra, the Cakrasamvara tantra and the
Laghusamvara tantra. Among the texts selected for the present study we can locate a few of these

genres. We shall discuss these features in the respective sections.

3 Orna Almogi, “The Human Behind the Divine: Some Reflection on the Scriptural Evolution of the
Ancient Tantras (*Nying rgyud),” in Volker Caumanns et. al. (eds), Unearthing Himalayan Treasure:
Festschrift for Franz-Karl Ehrhard, Marburg: Indica et Tibetica Verlag, pp. 13 — 21.

4 Paulo William and Anthony Tribe, Buddhist Thought: A Complete Introduction to the Indian Tradition,
London: Routledge, 2000, p. 203.

3 Ibid, p. 207.

® Ibid, p. 214.
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In the context of early medieval Bengal, the Buddhist tantra texts can be put under a
different mode of categorization of the textual genres, like doctrinal, exegetical, hagiographic,
ritual and prescriptive, anthological etc. The texts that the present research proposes to examine
are of different categories like ritual compendium (Marijusrimiillakalpa and Taramilakalpa),
prescriptive (Nispannayogavalr) and anthology (Sadhanamald and Caryapada). However, despite
being in the same category the Marijusrimiilakalpa and the Taramiilakalpa exhibit significant
difference with regard to their description of ritual performance and the political events. While the
former devoted a large number of the stanzas to describing the political situation in Gauda, the

latter is silent about such matters.

Buddhist anthological tradition became a distinctive literary trend in early medieval Bengal
from 11" century CE onwards.”. Beyond the Buddhist anthologies, we come across a wide range
of other anthologies during the same period. For example, the Kavindravacanasamuccaya and the
Subhdsitaratnakosa of Vidyakara may be located in Bengal, particularly in the Jagaddala Vihara
of Varendra region during the Pala rule.® The latter text comprised of 525 verses composed by 111
poets among whom we have the celebrated Buddhist composers like Buddhakaragupta and
Ratnakirti.’ Besides this, we also have the Saduktikarnamrita (13th century CE) of Sridharadasa,
a well-known anthology from Bengal.'° However, Sanskrit was not the only language in which the
verses included in these anthologies were composed. The Caryapada is an excellent example. This
tradition of anthology left its imprint beyond the cultural — spiritual range produced in Sanskrit
language and became an important spiritual as well as vernacular literary tradition. The intellectual
and social drive behind the compositions of the siddhacaryas, revered for their poetic merit and
spiritual message well as the background to the compilation of such creations deserve
comprehensive analysis. The phenomenon has caught attention of many eminent scholars who

have tried to discuss the caryas from philosophical, literary, and mystical perspectives. For our

" Ludwik Sternbach, Subhasita, Gnomic, and Didactic Literature, A History of Indian Literature, Vol. 1V,
Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1974, pp. 1-3.
8 D.D. Kosambi, ‘Introducing Vidyakara’s Subhasitaratnakosa’, in B. D. Chattopadhyay (ed.), D.D.

Kosambi: Combined Methods in Indology and Other Writings, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2005,
pp. 721-49.

 Nupur Dasgupta, “Sanskrit Literature and Technical Treatises,” in Abdul M. Chowdhury and Ranabir
Chakravarti (eds), History of Bangladesh: Bengal in Regional Perspective, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of
Bangladesh, 2018, p. 565.

10 Tbid, p. 564.
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current concern, we shall mainly trace the essential characteristics that the compositions in the
compilation bear toward the understanding of the distinct strand of tantra that they represent. This
would help our perusal of the varied trajectories of development and manifestation of the tantra

genre of Buddhism in the given context.

3.2 General problem of the authorship of the early medieval Buddhist texts in the light of

Tibetan textual Corpus

The question of age, authorship and authenticity of the early medieval Indian Buddhist
texts is complicated by the conflict and confusion of traditions, both Indian and Tibetan. The trace
of the place of origin of the authors and their activity was obliterated by the insufficient and
obscure description in the texts themselves. Nevertheless, based on the occasional mention about
the authors and their place of origin in Tibetan source we can situate a few of them reasonably in
Bengal. For example, the famous tantra writer of Nalanda - Santideva is mentioned in the Tibetan
source as a resident of Zahor which has been identified with Jessore by many scholars.!! It is
believed that many of the tantra authors were the residents of the east Indian Buddhist monasteries
like — Nalanda, Vikrams$ila, Sompura, Odantapuri etc which has been already discussed in second
chapter. There is also possibility that the writers of the vernacular literature might belong to a

sphere beyond the monastic fold of Buddhism.

The problem of age and authorship of the early medieval Buddhist texts lies in the very
process of translation and transmission of the Tibetan corpus from Sanskrit. To discuss the peculiar
characteristics of the transmission process we may look at the gter ma or the Treasure texts which
are also considered to be buddhavachana or the words of Buddha.'? The Treasures are believed to
be the mystical revelation by Padmasambhaba, the resident monk of Nalanda, who played a
leading role in preaching Buddhism in Tibet in 8" century CE. This corpus is comprised of a root
text along with commentaries, sadhanas, rituals and a historical section describing the origin of the

textual rituals, its discoverer and his biography. The historical section gives a glimpse of the

' Nupur Dasgupta, “Sanskrit Literature and Technical Treatises,” p. 547.

12 Janet Gyatso, “Signs, Memory and History: A Tantric Buddhist Theory of Scriptural Transmission,” in
The Journal of the International Association of the Buddhist Studies, Vo. 9, No. 2, 1986, pp. 1-4.
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process of scripture transmission which has three phases.'* The first phase of transmission consists
of the teaching of the primordial Buddha or Adi Buddha like Samantabhadra. The second phase or
the symbolic transmission is attributed to the earliest teachers and students of the »Nying ma school
who were closely associated with late Indian Buddhist tantra. The third phase or the ear
transmission is the verbal conveyance of the texts which Padmasambhaba disseminated to king
Khri srong Ide bstan. Here, in all the three phases of the transmission, memory plays the most
decisive role in maintaining historical authenticity of the scripture.'* The personal memory of the
receiver of the teachings therefore was an important factor to retain the originality of the texts as

well as their authors.

The translation of the Sanskrit Buddhist texts was another important medium of
transmission of the Buddhism in Tibet. A large number of Sanskrit manuscripts were imported
from India to Tibet during 8™ to 12™ centuries. But the process of translating this huge number of
manuscripts was not completely free of error. Wedemeyer has pointed out a few basic grounds
where the translation lost its precision, like multiple manuscripts of a single text and inadequate
knowledge of Sanskrit grammar and idioms.!> The seeming uniformity in the Bka gyur and Bstan
gyur was due to the emergence of a standard process of compiling the revelation. The process of
assembling of the Tibetan translation under two Tibetan catalogues began at a much later period,
i.e. mid-14™ century. So, we can assume that a lot of original translations representing variety of
Indian traditions were transformed and remodeled for this process. The authenticity of the esoteric
scriptures in Tibet was determined by the source of the scriptures - whether these texts produced
by Indians or by Tibetans. The former was considered to be authentic and the latter inauthentic. '®
In Tibet, legitimation from an Indian pandit is considered to be a highest marker of authenticity.

The Indian scholars, who were invited to Tibet to resolve a dispute about a text, generally taught

13 Gyatso, “Signs, Memory and History”, p. 8.

" Ibid, p. 11.

15 Christian K Wedemeyer, “Tantalizing Traces of the Labours of the Lotsawas: Alternative Translation
of the Sanskrit Sources in the Writings of Rje Tsong Kha Pa,” in Ronald M Davidson and Christian K
Wedemeyer (eds), Tibetan Buddhist Literature and Praxis: Studies in its Formative Period, 900-1400,
Boston: Brill, 2006, p. 151-53

16 Ronald M Davidson, “Gsar ma Apocrypha: The Creation of Orthodoxy, Grey Texts, and the New
Revelation,” in Helmut Eimar and David Germano (eds), The Many Canons of Tibetan Buddhism,
Boston: Brill, 2002, p. 203
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the text to the translator. As the Buddhist esoteric texts were commented upon by a number of
Indian scholars, wide variety of a single text was in circulation in Tibet. In the process of the
formation of the canon, a particular translations became normative and commented upon by

Tibetan scholars.!’

The authenticity of a particular text was sometimes determined by a its derivation from a
root text. A lot of the texts from bka gyur canon have validated their authenticity by claiming
origin from the Satasaharika Prajiaparamita Sitra'® which will be discussed with details in the
subsequent section of this chapter. By the 11™ century the Indian scholars adopted the strategy to
claim the traditional origin from a massive root text to prove the authenticity of any tantra text that
they were commenting upon. The tantra writers of Buddhism continued to legitimize their
theological ideas by invoking the massive texts. According to David Grey, this was a central

strategy of an author to legitimize the authority of the particular text. '’
3.3 Tracing the early medieval Buddhist manuscripts in Southeast Asia and Nepal

We have already discussed the cross-cultural aspect of early medieval Buddhism in Bengal
in the first chapter. The eastern India was an integral part of a greater orbit of Buddhism that
connected Bengal with a vast region like Myanmar, Arakan, Siam, Java in the Southeast and Nepal,
Tibet and Himalayan belt in the north and Northwest. The arterial corridors and sea routs,
facilitated the transmission of the Buddhist texts, images, and rituals. The manuscript remnant of
the 11" century Buddhist commentarial literature like Durbodhdloka discovered from the
medieval Siam and Cambodia bear the testimony of the geographical intertextuality between
Bengal and Southeast Asia.?’ Peter Skilling has pointed out in his recent studies that the
Durbodhaloka, composed by Dharmakirti in Suvarnadvipa, was the commentary of
Abhisamayalarmkara — a defining text of Buddhism in the Pala regime. Furthermore, the translation

lth

of the same text in Tibetan by the Bengali scholar Atisa showed that the 11" century Malay

Peninsula and Khmer land formed an intellectual and ritual network with Pala Bengal and Tibet.

17 Davidson, “Gsar ma Apocrypha”, p. 205

18 David Gray, “On the Very Idea of a Tantric Canon, Myth, Politics and the Formation of the Bka Gyur”,
in Journal of the International Association of Tibetan Studies, Issue 5, December, 2009, p. 4

¥ 1bid, p. 14

20 Peter Skilling, “Geographies of Intertextualities: Buddhist Literature in Pre-modern Siam,” in Aseanie,
Vol. 19, 2007, p. 91-94.
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The network of textual transmission also included the Tai Buddhist scholars engaged in the
indefatigable translation of the ritual, ethical and cosmological texts of India. The language of the
textual body was mostly Sanskrit and the script was regional vernacular script like Khom and
Tham script. Skilling has argued that these inter-regional relations were “dialogic”, as it was not
monodirectional from India to South-east Asia. Rather, it was multidirectional as both Indian and
Southeast Asian monks travelled to China, Tibet and Nepal and engaged in the intellectual

exchanges.?!

Nepal too, from the 10" century onwards became a hub of the Buddhist manuscript
production. The basic characteristic of Newari Buddhism has always been Indic. The esoteric
tradition was conveyed to Tibet via Nepal.?? The Newari Buddhism in the medieval period showed
similarities with the esoteric Buddhism of Tibet. The esoteric element in the Newari Buddhism
included tantric initiation rituals dedicated to the tantra deities like Samvara and Hevajra under the
guidance of a Vajracarya or spiritual master. The Sanskrit texts, icons and rituals used by the
Vajracarya of Kathmandu valley for the past thousand years seem to have deeply influenced by
the Pala period Buddhism of Northern and Eastern India. A lot of tantra manuscripts and traditions
were transported to the Kathmandu Valley after the Muslim conquest of the Gangetic plains.>* The
major focus of the Newari Buddhist sarhgha turned towards preserving and copying of manuscript.
Thus, Nepal became a center of copying Buddhist manuscripts. To access the copy of these
manuscripts one had to be initiated under tantra method. Among the copied manuscripts we may
refer to the proto-tantric Mahayana sutra like the Gandavyitha and the Samadhirdja as well as

tantra text like the Guhyasamdajatantra.

The collection and publication of the Newari manuscripts to the modern academia can be
credited to the fieldwork of Brian Hodgson who collected 86 bundles of 170 separate works on
various subjects. These manuscripts contained the works of history, philosophy and rituals of
Buddhism. While editing this magnitude of Nepali literature, R.L. Mitra noted that the manuscripts

mostly contained the Mahayana sutra and Avadana literature.?* There was also a large section of

2! Skilling, “Geographies of Intertextualities”, p. 98

22 Todd T. Lewis, Popular Buddhist Texts from Nepal: Narratives and Rituals of Newar Buddhism, New
York: State University of New York, 2000, p. 13.

2 Lewis, Popular Buddhist Texts from Nepal, p. 15.

24 Rajendralal Mitra, Sanskrit Buddhist Literature of Nepal, Calcutta: Baptist Mission Press, 1882, p. xl.
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dharani literature like the Aparimitayiur dharani, the Maricinamadharani and the Dharani-mantra-
samgraha bearing no author name. The dharani literature invoked the Buddhist deities like Tara,
Vajrasattva and Avalokitesvara which was obviously of later date. The texts of tantra orientation
in the raksa genre like the Mahdasitavati, the Maharaksamantranusarini, the Mahapratisarakalpa,
the Mahdakala-tantra and the Mahamayuri formed a significant body of the manuscript corpus.
R.L. Mitra has identified the Abhidhanottara manuscript as a treaty of the tantra class containing
mystic mantra and direction of the demi-gods.?® The most significant discovery of the Buddhist
tantra manuscript of early medieval Bengal is the discovery of the Caryapada from the Durbar
Library of Nepal by Haraprasad Sastri. Composed in proto-Bengal vernacular language, this
manuscript sheds light on the later tradition of Buddhist tantra in Bengal. The Caca or Carya song,
an embodiment of the realized state of a practitioner, is still an important part of the tantra

performance and rituals of Newari Buddhism.?®

The Newari tradition also yielded the manuscripts of the tantra texts like
Sricakrasamvarasadhana®’ and Dakarnava®® which were connected to the Buddhist tantra traditions
of early medieval Bengal. Sugiki recovered a manuscript of the former from the National Library
of Kathmandu, while the manuscript of the latter was discovered by H.P. Sastri from the Durbar
library. The Sricakrasamvarasadhana was a part of the Cakrasamvara tradition which was
commented upon by the east Indian Buddhist siddhacaryas like Luipa and Ghantapa. Similarly,
the Vajradakatantra and the Dakarnava were also compiled in eastern part of the Indian
subcontinent between late 10™ century to early 12 century as argued by Sugiki.?” The chief deity
of the Dakarnava was Vajradaka who was similar to Hevajra, Heruka, Cakrasamvara and
Candramahorsana whose ceremonial cult gained coinage in Nepal during medieval period. Nepal

as a corridor between India and Tibet can be further delineated by the itinerary of Atisa who halted

25 Mitra, Sanskrit Buddhist Literature of Nepal, p. 1.

26 Shanker Thapa, “Caca Songs and Newar Buddhists: Ritual Singing of Vajrayana Buddhism in Nepal,”
in Andrea Losseries (ed), Sahaja: The Role of Dohd and Caryagiti in the Cultural Indo-Tibetan Interface,
New Delhi: Buddhist World Press, 2015, p. 4.

27 Tsunehiko Sugiki, “Krshnacarya’s Sricakrasamvarasadhana: Critical Edition with Notes,” in Chisan-
Kangaku-Kai, NII-Electronic Library Service, p. 45.

28 Tsunehiko Sugiki, “The Sadhana of the Adamantine Body Mandala: A Critical Edition and Translation
of the Sanskrit Dakarnava,” in Chisan-Kangaku-Kai, NII-Electronic Library Service, p. 45.

2 1bid, p. 46.
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in Nepal on his way to western Tibet from Vikramsila.>* He also founded Tham Vihara in 1040
CE to commemorate the Vikramsila vihara. The surviving Buddhist culture of Nepal with strong
similarity to Tibetan Buddhism may give us a perfect glimpse, through its manuscript remains,

how the Buddhism in early medieval Bengal was being shaped by the cultural exchanges.
3.4 The earliest textual specimen of Buddhist tantrism

The origins of tantra elements in Buddhism remain a subject of significant debate. The
main point of contention has been the identification of specific ritualistic practices as defining
features of tantrism. Given Buddhist tantra's numerous subdivisions, ritualistic diversity, varied
practices, and complex philosophical perspectives, historians face considerable challenges in
establishing its chronological and ideological boundaries. If we consider mantra and dharani to be
representative of early tantra features in Buddhism, then the Prajiiaparamita texts from the 1st
century BCE could be seen as the incipient stage of tantrism in Buddhism. This text's significance
is highlighted by its numerous reproductions in condensed form and its personification as a
goddess. Some scholars trace the origins of the Prajiiaparamita to the Buddhist tradition of the
3rd century BCE, noting its focus on prajia (wisdom) in mnemonic lists used to memorize
Buddha’s teachings.?! James Apple posits that Buddhist discourse, subjected to analytical scrutiny,
evolved into Abhidharma literature and the Prajiiagparamita. He suggests that the Prajiaparamita
practices may trace back to mendicants like Subhuti, who lived simply and avoided conceptual
determinations.’> An early manuscript of this text, closely resembling Lokaksema's translation,
was discovered in the Gandhart language and Kharostht script, dating from the latter half of the
Ist century CE. The original reviewers of this manuscript believed it was a copy of an earlier,
undated version.>* Edward Conze argues that the Prajiaparamita originated among the monastic
communities of mahasamghika in Andhra desa. According to Conze, this tradition likely migrated

northward due to historical or climatic changes, where the text continued to be preserved.>* After

30 David Snellgrove, Indo-Tibetan Buddhism, Indian Buddhist and their Tibetan Successor, Boston,
Sambhala, 2002, p. 377.
31 James B. Apple, ‘Prajfiaparamita’, K.T.S. Sarao, Jeffery D. Long (eds), Buddhism and Jainism, under the

Series: Encyclopedia of Indian Religions, Netherlands: Springer, 2017, pp.925-32.

32 Ibid, p. 926.

33 Harry Falk and Seishi Karashima, ‘A First-century Prajfiaparamita Manuscript from Gandhara — Parivarta
1 (Text from the Split Collection 1)’, p. 19.

34 Edward Conze, The Prajiiaparamita Literature, Tokyo: The Reiyukai, 1978, p. 4.
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moving to the northwestern regions, the text was initially transmitted orally in Prakrit and later,

around the beginning of the Common Era, was transcribed into Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit.

Conze identified four distinct phases in the development of Prajiiaparamita literature: a)
the expansion of the foundational text (100 BCE — 100 CE), b) its further elaboration (100 CE —
300 CE), c) the restatement of its doctrines in brief sutras and versified summaries, and d) the
period of tantra influence and integration into magical practices (600—1200 CE).* During the final
phase, starting around 600 CE, the Prajiiaparamita sutras were increasingly used for invoking
mystical powers, and civil authorities employed them for ritual magic, such as rainmaking and
pest control. The Prajiiaparamita is represented through various bija mantras in tantra texts like
the Sadhanamala.>® Conze noted several versions of the Prajiidparamita composed between 600
and 1200 CE, which often aimed to condense and simplify the original text. One such work,
'"Perfection of Wisdom in a Few Words,' was tailored for those considered less capable, less
meritorious, or less intellectually adept. Additionally, ten other Prajiiaparamita texts were
discovered in the Tibetan Kanjur. By 400 CE, the text began to be personified as a deity and was
featured in the Sadhanamala (11th century CE), which provided details on its iconography and

worship practices.

The early Mahayana Siitras, particularly those in the "raksa" genre, are believed to have
contained the early elements of Buddhist tantra. These texts, such as the Manasvi-nagaraja-siitra,
Mahamayiiri-Vidyarajiii-Siitra, and Paficaraksa-Sttra, were created by Buddhist monks to protect
against dangers like snakebites and natural disasters, especially in the challenging environments
of the Northwestern subcontinent.>” These scriptures, believed to be revealed by the Buddha, were
highly revered and used for protection in various contexts. For instance, the Mahamayiiri-

Vidyarajni-Siitra was used to protect against threats like robbers, fire, and disease, with a specific

35 Conze, The Prajiiaparamita Literature, p. 1.

3¢ Bhattacharyya, The Sadhanamala, Vol. 11, pp. 310-11.

37 For details of these siitras see, A.F. Rudolf Hornel (ed), The Bower Manuscript: Fascimile Leaves,
Nagari Transcripts, Romanised Transliteration, and English Transliteration with Notes, Vol. I-VII,
Calcutta: Office of the Superintendent of Government Printing, 1897. Ingo Strauch, “The evolution of the
Buddhist raksa genre in the Light of New Evidence from Gandhara: The Manasvi-nagaraja-siitra from the
Bajaur collection of Kharosth1 Manuscripts,” in Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies,
University of London, Vol. 77, No. 1, p. 69.
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focus on preventing snakebites, given the peacock’s symbolic connection to this danger. In China,

this text also became associated with securing political power.>

The Paficaraksa-Sttra, prevalent in regions like Bengal and among Newari Buddhists,
invoked protective deities to guard against disease, evil spirits, and disasters.*” Specific deities like
Mahamayiirm and Mahasitavati were associated with protection from snakebites and smallpox,
respectively. These texts were translated and spread across China, Central Asia, and Southeast
Asia, with numerous manuscripts found in early medieval Bengal. The protective nature of these

dharanits (chants or spells) made them integral to both monastic and lay Buddhist practices.

Another text considered by some historians to be central to Buddhist tantra is the
Guhyasamajatantra, datable to the 5 to the 6™ centuries CE.** Alex Wayman categorizes the
Guhyasamdjatantra into two main groups: the revealed text found in the Tibetan Kanjur and the
exegetical literature within the Tibetan Tanjur.*! Among the key revealed works listed in the
Kanjur are the Guhyasamajamiilatantra, the Guhyasamajauttaratantra, and the
Guhyasamdajavyakhyatantra, which cover only specific chapters of the main Sanskrit text. This
text, revealed by Bodhisattva Vajradharma to Indrabhiiti, the king of Uddiyana, introduced a new
approach to salvation by focusing on the ‘satisfaction of all desires’ as central to achieving
enlightenment.*? As a Yoga Tantra text, the Guhyasamdjatantra also addresses Prajfiaviseka in its
18th chapter, which involves a form of initiation including sexual union with Prajiia or Sakti under
the guidance of a teacher.*® There is a noticeable connection between the Guhyasamajatantra and
the Caryapada in their shared emphasis on the intrinsic nature of human beings as a path to
realizing the truth. Similar to the kayasadhana (body practice) in Caryapada, the
Guhyasamajatantra introduces the concept of nirmanakaya, interpreting the body as a material

form alongside speech and mind, which represent spiritual and absolute aspects (sambhoga and

3 Charles D. Orzech, “Metaphor Translation and the Construction of Kingship in the Scripture for Human
Kings and the Mahamayiiri-vidyarajiii-sttra,” in Cahiers d’Extreme-Asie, Vol. 13, pp. 55-83.
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Dharmakaya).** Additionally, the Guhyasamdjatantra is notable for being the first text to
introduce the Pafica Tathagata, or the five Dhyani Buddhas (Amitabha, Aksobhya, Vairocana,

Ratnasambhava, Amoghasiddhi), along with their mantras, mandalas, and Saktis.

The Guhyasamajatantra and many of its key ideas were later consolidated in a number of
the Buddhist tantra texts with possible origin in eastern India. The heterodox sexual initiation
process was further aggravated in the 8" century CE yogini tantra texts like the Hevajratantra (late
8" century CE) and the Cakrasamvaratantra (8" century CE). David Grey has pointed out that the
sixteen verse of the opening chapter of the Cakrasamvaratantra regarding the ritual consumption
of sexual fluids has intertextuality related to a passage in the Guhyasamajatantra.*® The extensive
commentarial literature of the yogini tantra texts like Hevajratantra and Cakrasamvaratantra can
be attributed to the siddhacaryas of early medieval Bengal like Lui pa, Naro pa and Saraha.*® The
tradition of the Hevajratantra even crossed the boundary of India and reached China during the
11" century after the Chinese master Fa-hu or Dharmapala translated it into Chinese.*’ In the
literary landscape tantrism in early medieval Bengal, the precursory texts like the
Guhyasamajatantra had a deep impact. The mandala rituals almost became ubiquitous in the tantra
of yogini class and kriya class (Manjusrimiilakalpa). Moreover, the family of the Paficatathagata
and their respective §aktis came to encompass a huge Buddhist pantheon, whose figures appeared
prominently in the sculptural landscape of early medieval Bengal. In the following section we shall
discuss the varied aspects of tantra element in Buddhism in early medieval Bengal in the light of

a few tantra texts.
3.5 The Maiijusrimiilakalpa

Among the Sanskrit Buddhist texts extant in this period the present research proposes to
take up the Marjusrimiilakalpa as a primary source to analyse the emergence and development of
tantra element in Buddhism in Bengal. The text is believed to be associated with Bengal by a lot

of scholars. The composition of the text can be geographically situated in Gauda and Magadha

“ Fremantle, 4 Critical Study of Guhyasamajatantra, p.15.
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region as the author pays great attention to these regions. In chapter 53 the author gives a historical
account of the Nagas (140 CE), the Guptas (350 CE) and the beginning of the Pala period (750
CE) from the point of view of Gauda, thus showing his familiarity with Gauda and its proximity.
The text mentions that the people of the eastern kingdoms like Paundra, Odra and Kamarupa will
be affected by an earthquake alongside making a political prediction that the king of Vanga will
die.*® It also predicts that the king of Gauda will be incapacitated due to its hostile engagement
with other kingdoms.* It also mentions a city named Vardhamana (bhukti?) where the king of
Gauda named Loka was born who was also devoted to Buddhism.>® The text extensively predicts
the names and initials of the future king of Gauda, some of whom would be devoted to Buddhism
and will sponsor the building of caityas and monasteries. Throughout its futuristic prediction about
the kings of Gauda, the text portrays a picture of political instability before and after Sasanka
(Soma).”! Some of the Gauda kings ruled for a few days to a few weeks before being treacherously
killed. This probably indicates the prevalence of mutual enmity between the powerful sections.
The Sanskrit manuscript also mentions the name of Pala king Mahipala on a few instances.>
However there are claims that the text perhaps originated in Sriparvata and Dhanyakataka in south
India. Though, MacDonald has refuted this claim by pointing out that there are dozens of regions
being mentioned as being conducive to successful practice of mantra.’> These geographical
provinces do not give preference to any one region and thus should not be assumed as any evidence
of provenance. Glenn Wallis has argued that portions of this text may have originated in different
places and eventually was formed into a whole.>* The text bears the evidence of compilation of
different writings of Mafijusri, including earlier sutra tradition or recent ritual tradition, leading to

creation of mulakalpa of Mafijusri or the root text book of the rituals of Mafijusri.

The Marijusrimiilakalpa is an anonymous text gradually assumed the shape of a full text

through the process of compilation and redaction. It is very difficult to determine its date as

8 T. Ganapati Sastri (ed), The Marijusrimilakalpa, Part-I, Trivandrum: The Superintendent Government
Press, 1920, 24.141

4 The Marnjusrimilakalpa, 24.142
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Matsunaga argues that it was not composed with a single design from beginning to end as every
chapter has varying dates of composition.>® Przyluski argues that the Masijusrimiilakalpa contains
two primary historical strata — the older one commencing with chapter 4 and more recent one
consisting of chapters 1-3 and 50-53. The chapter colophon of the Marjusrimiilakalpa chapter 1-
3 read parivartah while those of 4 and on read patalavisarah. The former term being more recent

points to a more recent addition, 11

century to be precise. He also argues that chapter 1-3 were
being composed at a time when tantra elements were becoming more pronounced than the
Mahayana vaipulya elements. That’s why the 11" century Tibetan translation of chapter 1-3 reads
Tantra instead of vaipulya in chapter 4 and on. However, Wallis argues that as we can categorise
the Manjusrimiilakalpa within the identical cultic pattern of Saiva and Vaisnava ritual text, we can
safely date the Mafijusrimiilakalpa between 7" to 9" centuries CE. The Mafijusrimiilakalpa shows

similar intention, function, style and structure as the Saiva texts.>°

The earliest Sanskrit manuscript of the text was found in Manalikkara Mathom near
Padmanabhapuram of the native state Travancore in 1909. This manuscript was edited and
published by Mahamahopadhyaya T. Ganapati Sastri in three volumes; the first of which came up
in 1920. It was a large palm-leaf manuscript containing about 13,000 granthas, written in
Devnagari character. The manuscript was written by Pandita Ravichandra, the head of the
Miilaghosa Vihara who originally belonged to Madhyadesa and migrated out from there.>’ At the
end of the manuscript it is written, ‘here ends the kalpa of Arya Mafijus$rT as is available’. As the
manuscript is an incomplete one, the editor has assumed that the original manuscript from which
the present was copied was also an incomplete one. However, there are at least seven manuscripts

of the Maiijusrimiilakalpa known to us at present as listed by Martin Delhey.®

1. The palm-leaf MS from Trivandrum deposited in the Oriental Research Institute and
Manuscript library in Thiruvanantapuram. This is written in early Devnagari and the scribe

was Pandit Ravichandra of the Mulaghosavihara.

53 Ibid, p. 9.
3¢ Wallis, Meditating the Power of Buddhas, p. 10
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The second one is Tokyo University MS. Material is paper and script is Nepalese.
Palm-leaf MS from National Archives, Kathmandu. The script is Hooked Nepalese.
Bir 45. Material, number of folios and size not specified. Script is Devnagari.

Bir 157. Preserved in National Archives, Kathmandu. Script is latter Nepalese.

Palm-leat MS of IASWR MBB-II-206.

A R

MS preserved at the Chester Beatty Library in Dublin.

Based on these manuscripts Delhey has proposed to review a few remarks of Sastri about
the text, its origin and the date of the oldest manuscript. He suggested that the Palaeographic
feature of the Trivandrum manuscript indicates a much earlier date of production than what has
been suggested by Sastri who placed it in 16" century. He suggested that the manuscript was
produced in 11" century and was written in Nepal before being transported to south India because,
the climatic condition of both north and south India is not conducive to the good preservation of a
palm-leaf manuscripts.’® He also assumed that as Ravichandra, the writer of the manuscript in
question, moved out of Madhyadesa or central India, the text must have been written there or on
his way to south India. However, all of his presumptions may be challenged as there is no strong

evidence to support his views.

The chapter colophons found in the Trivandrum manuscript of the Manjusrimiilakalpa
render the texts a variety of names like Bodhisattvapitaka and Bodhisattvapatalavisara. We also
find discrepancies in the classification of the text in the Sanskrit manuscript and its Tibetan
counterpart. The former has classified the text as a kalpa (manual or rites) or kalparaja or
mantratantra literature, whereas the Tibetan translation has placed the text under kangyur corpus
and referred to it as a tantra literature. The colophons of Tibetan translations states that the
translation was completed by the Indian preceptor and spiritual teacher Kumarakalasa and monk
Sakya Lodro, probably in mid-11" century. The Tibetan translation seems to be incomplete as it
omitted the chapters from 18 to 23 and from 39 to 49. Chapter 53 and 54 have been combined into
a single chapter in Tibetan translation i.e. chapter 36. The term mantratantra has been used
throughout the text and might mean mantra system or method.®® The Maiijusrimilakalpa belongs

to a distinctive genre of literature known as kalpa literature which derived from the root word k/p

% Delhey, “The Textual Source of Mafijusriyamiilakalpa”, p. 58
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meaning to be well ordered or regulated. Jan Gonda points out that the Kalpa as used by the Vedic
Communities stood for instruction to be studied to understand the Vedic texts and to perform the
rites.®! To him the kalpasiitra is a comprehensive term for various ceremonial rites or didactic
manuals for ritual practice. Thus, we can say that the Manjusrimiilakalpa is a manual of ritual
practice under the Buddhist tantra. The principal of this practice is the assumption of the
persistence of Buddha’s power in the world. The aim of the practice is to enable the practitioner

to meditate Buddha’s power and manipulate it for particular purpose.

The rituals of Manjusrimiilakalpa are revealed in a dialogical form between Buddha
Sakyamuni and Maiijuéri. The revelation occurs in the dual manner where Maiijusri also
communicates to Buddha Sakyamuni about the performance of rituals. The teaching takes place
in the Suddhavasopari or above the pure abode and the audience comprises all the Buddhist deities,
the deified saints who once lived on earth and the most prominent divine and semi-divine beings.
Throughout the initiation process described in the first chapter we can see both Buddha Sakyamuni
and Mafjus$ri are entering in different kinds of meditational equilibrium known as Samadhi and
from there an array of light coming out of their forehead and naval to enlighten the assembled
distinguished listeners. The Samadhi plays a pivotal role in realizing the supreme truth and
communicating the mantra and rituals to the assembled audience. In the beginning of the text the
Buddha Sakyamuni is entering into a Samadhi called ‘visuddha visaya jyotirvikarana’.®?
Bodhisattva Maiijusii upon receiving the array of light from Sakyamuni started transmitting the
message to other Bodhisattvas. So, message received in the mantra form transmitted to the
assembled audience through the Bodhisattva Mafijus$ri. In the same chapter Manjusri entered into
another Samadhi called ‘bodhi sattva caryanisyandabodhimanda’.®®> Upon entering this Samadhi
the world sphere of all direction became full with lord buddhas. We find the mention of several
other Samadhis like ‘jyoti ratna pratimandanoddyotanim’®* where Maijusri is travelling from one

terrestrial world to other and building up his own Palace studded with gems and jewels.
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There were a wide array of assembled listeners and deities described and classified in the
text. The list is quite long and it covers all the deities in the pantheon as well as the divine and
semi-divine figures and the notable devotees. Among the assembled listeners there were tathagata
buddhas like: Tathagata Jyotisaumyagandhavabhasasri, Tathagata
Bhaisajyaguruvaidiiryaprabharaja, Subahu, Suratna, Suvrata, Sunetra, Ratnapani, Vajrapani,
Supani, etc.®> The hierarchy of Buddhist deities is also found in the description of mandala in
chapter 2. At the centre of the mandala, it is instructed to the painter, that the Buddha Sakyamuni
should be painted. Then to his right there will be two pratyekabuddhas flanked by two sravakas
below them. To the right of them lies Avalokitesvara white as autumn moon, sitting on a lotus
seat.®® To his right there will be Tara, Bhrkiiti and Pandaravasini. Above them were the
Prajiaparamita, Tathagatalocana and Usnisarajiii. Then came the sixteen Bodhisattvas like
Samantabhadra, Kshitigarbha, Gaganaganja, Maitreya, Vimalavati, Vimaleketu, Sudhana,
Chandraprabha, Vimalakirti etc.5’

Most of the studies on the Marijusrimitlakalpa has focused on the nature of superior ritual
performance (uttamasadhana) with specific cult object like pata or painted cloths and mandala.%®
These studies have principally highlighted how the cult object like pata paintings became a core
medium of ritual practice performed by the sadhaka by gathering, arranging and consecrating. The
rituals, however had multifarious facades and can be studied with different dimensions like the
different purpose of their performance and the hierarchical status assigned to them. The present
essay aims to understand the nature and interplay between the two most prominent types of rituals

viz. laukika or mundane and lokottara or supra mundane.

At the base of the ritual hierarchy in the Manjusrimiilakalpa lies the stratification of goal
for the mantra practitioners. The ultimate purpose of the practitioner of the rituals has been
classified into a threefold system in the fourth chapter — the supreme (uttistha), the middling

(madhyama) and the minor (kanyasa). The goal is dependent on the particular aspiration of the

5 The Marnijusrimilakalpa, 1.36 - 1.41
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practitioner. The supreme goal is the complete awakening or samyaksambodhi and the liberation
of the pratyekabuddhas and the sravakas. The ability to disappear and attainment of higher social
status might be attributed as middling accomplishment. The minor accomplishments on the other
hand were the pleasure experienced by the devas and asuras and the different forms of pacification
(santika), increase (paustika) and expulsion of horrific forces. In regards to the use of a painted
cloth or pata as a ritual cultic object, chapter 4-7 have also classified the patavidhanavisara or ritual
directory of the painted cloth into the supreme, middling and minor classes.® The uttama (chapter
8-10, 26), madhyama (chapter 11-12) and kanyasa (chapter 6) worship method have been also
earmarked in the end of the several chapters. The classification of different rituals and objectives
thus, were arranged into a hierarchical pattern as might be gleaned from the subtle reading of the

text.

This threefold system, however, was not the only hierarchical classification of the
objectives and rituals in the Ma7ijusrimiilakalpa, as we can keenly note another binary scheme of
classification apparent throughout the text, namely the laukika (mundane) and lokottara (supra
mundane). These two classes of rituals might also correspond to the various social aspects in the
ritual landscape of the Marijusrimiilakalpa. The laukika and lokottara scheme of categorization
can be observed in the Buddhist deities, mantra, mandala, mudra and ritual activities. Phyllis
Granoff has noted that the laukika rituals in the Manjusrimitlakalpa were assigned lower status in
the Buddhist scheme and argued that the principal feature of the laukika mantras is that they were
borrowed from the non-Buddhist ritual elements.”® For him the opposition between laukika and
lokottara might correspond to the “Hindu” (laukika) and Buddhist (lokottara) painting of the
mandalas respectively. The laukika mantras, explicitly associated with Vaisnava and Saiva tantras,
are proclaimed by Visnu, Siva, raksasa and kinnara, while the lokottara mantras are dedicated to
the Tathagatas, Amitabha, Sunetra and Suketu. This marked a drive where the Buddhists were
distinguishing themselves from the inferior Brahmanical deities and rituals, the parallel of which
might also be found in the Jain tradition. This hypothesis, however can be reviewed in the light of
the laukika mantra dedicated to the Bodhisattva Mafijusri in the Marijusrimiilakalpa, exemplifying

that laukika domain did not exclusively belong to the non-Buddhist deities. In the following
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discussion, we may also note that the laukika mantra dedicated to Siva and Vishnu were
proclaimed by the Mafijusrt as his original teaching, showing that there were grey boundaries in
the identification of the laukika mantra as exclusively Brahmanical. Moreover, we may also keenly
observe that the subsidiary deities like vidya, kesinT and nalini to whom the laukika mantras were

dedicated might not be unquestionably bracketed as ‘Hindu’ deities.

The overarching characteristics of the laukika and lokottara might be grasped in one of the
cantos in the seventh chapter where the laukika and lokottara deities were described as worldly
and other-worldly entities. In other words, the laukika and every affair associated with it seem to
be a representation of the world where we live, while the lokottara is related to a sphere which is
beyond the reach of the human beings. This laukika-lokottara scheme was integrally linked to the
Buddhist idea of cosmology and several worldly and other-worldly realms (skandas) which are
ruled by different guardians. In one of the conversations between the Sankusumita Rajendra and
Maiijusri in the first chapter the various kinds of teaching and accomplishments of laukika and
lokottara nature have been outlined. Among the laukika teachings there seems to be a host of
matters like astrology, gemology, knowledge of past, present and future, ability to govern and
make predictions, ability to travel the end of the earth, to become invisible etc. The lokottara
teaching on the other hand is primarily concerned with the attainment of the status of Buddha,
Bodhisattva, Sravaka and Pratyekabuddha.”! The excellent description of the various mantras of
laukika type and their potential result may be found in the second chapter. Here, the laukika mantra
of the principal Bodhisattva Mafijusri as well as his subordinate vidya and deities have been vividly

described with their respective potential effects.

Mantra in the Manjusrimiilakalpa signifies another important ritualistic pattern. The
importance of mantra in the Marijusrimiilakalpa and in Vajrayana Buddhism in broader sense is
analogous to relic or an icon because it represents Buddha or Bodhisattva.’? The mantra is believed
to empower the speaker with various supernatural powers like ability to travel the end of the earth

and to become invisible.”® The one syllable mantra which encompasses the ultimate heart essence

" The Magijusrimilakalpa, 1.10
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of Mafijusri is “Om mam!”’* The three syllable mantra “Om ah hrum” accomplishes the purpose
of summoning, dismissing, pacifying, enriching, and assaulting. It bestows the power to become
invisible, travel through spaces, enter subterranean paradises and walk with great speed.’” The
listeners of the mantra are cautioned not to disobey the mantra and remember it well as it bestows
one the magical power. The root mantra of Noble Mafijusri is “Om ra na! Hum hum phat phat
svaha!” This mantra is associated with a particular mudra called the great five-crested mudra.”®
There is also mention of six mantras with six syllables each which is believed to be of utmost
significance as they originated from Buddha Sakyamuni. These mantras are: “Om vakyarthe jaya,
Om vakyasese svaha, Om vakyeyanayah, Om vyakyanistheya, Om vakyeya namah, Om vakyeda
namah.””” The basic nature of these mantras, as Wallis has argued, is spatial and imaginary where
the text never intends to reveal what actually the mantra is, but it shows the reader what the mantra
does.”® The nature of the mantra thus is confined within the imagination of what the mantra is
capable to do. The basic characteristic of the Marnjusrimiilakalpa literature is that it never makes
any explicit statement about the mantra. The mantras of the Manjusrimiilakalpa can be divided
among a variety of categories like hrdaya mantra, ahvana mantra (invocation), offering mantra,

visarjana mantra (dismissal), vidya mantra and non-Buddhist mantra.

The lowest status of all the mantras were assigned to the laukika mantras as they serve to
the humans and taught by the spirits and cater to one’s greed.”” The text clearly states that the
laukika mantras are the inferior ones in the whole tantra procedure and they generate dubious
benefits.®* To delineate on the infallibility of the mantras and to advice the strict abiding of the
instructions, the author has distinguished between the supreme mantra in contrast to the laukika
mantra.?! The recitation of the laukika mantras, stated the author, would lead to inferior result and
affliction.?? In regards to the activities or karma, it has also been hierarchised between the supreme

and the laukika classes. Different activities and the accumulated karma can result in the range of

"% The Marijusrimilakalpa, 1.17

5 The Marijusrimilakalpa, 2.4

8 The Marijusrimiilakalpa, 2.9

" The Marijusrimiilakalpa, 7.6

8 Wallis, “The Buddha’s Remains”, p. 3
9 The Marnjusrimilakalpa, 33.34

8 The Marjusrimilakalpa, 33.49

8 The Marjusrimilakalpa, 33.115

82 The Marijusrimiilakalpa, 33.120
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qualities and fruition. The karma of ordinary beings is also not devoid of qualities and they take
rebirth based on the basis of their qualities. The karma of supreme nature must be performed in
accordance with the authentic practice of mantras which would yield greater qualities. The laukika

or worldly activities of the people would produce corresponding low qualities.

Apart from prescribing the religious rituals sometimes the text also mentions a few secular
rituals. These rituals are mostly related to taking care of women during their pregnancy or while
giving birth and treating a few regular health hazards. In case of a splinter in the flesh the text
prescribes to drink old ghee incanted one hundred and eight times or smear it over the affected
area leading to eventual coming out of the splinter.® In the case of indigestion with vomiting and
dysentery the text prescribes to incant seven times some sochal salt, sea salt or other type of salt
and eat it. In the case of twofold dysentery or sudden dysentery one should mash the fruits or citron
with water that is free of living organism and has been incanted once or more®*. In the case of a
barren woman, one should cook the root of winter cherry with ghee, blend it with cow milk and
incant it twenty-four times before drinking during her period after bathing.> Then she should unite
with her husband sexually. For female disease such as hypermenorrhoea one should grind the root
of nilika together with milk add to it some root of the indigo plant and incant these one hundred
and eight times. One should then blend it with milk and give it to the patient to drink. Similarly in

the case of fever the patient should be offered to drink milk along with ghee.3¢

The idealistic currents of the Marnjusrimiillakalpa primarily emphasise on the full
awakening or the samyaksambodhi, ultimately leading to liberation. The Dharma teaching of
Maijusri at the end of Chapter 1 provides us with a glance of the idealistic principals of the
Marijusrimiilakalpa. These ideologies are mostly narrated through the prescriptive norms that the
practitioner should follow. The two qualities which enable the Bodhisattva to achieve the power
through uttering mantra are: a) never abandoning the bodhichittva and b) having equanimity to all
sentient beings. The practice will be perfect if he can guard the vows of the bodhichittva discipline
and never abandoning his mantra. The text prescribes six qualities which will complete the purpose

of practicing the mantra. These are: a) not giving up faith in the three jewels, b) not giving up faith

8 The Marijusrimiilakalpa, 9.7
8 The Marijusrimiilakalpa, 9.8
8 The Mariijusrimiilakalpa, 9.9
8 The Marijusrimilakalpa, 9.12.
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in the Bodhisattvas, c) praising both mundane and super mundane mantras, d) perceiving the fear
of phenomena that is free of elaboration, €) not rejecting the sutras that of the great vehicle that
contain profound word and meaning and f) never loosing heart. Thus, the primary emphasis lies in

the fact that one should be always inseparable from the bodhichittva.®’

The Marnjusrimiilakalpa also proves to be an instrumental text to study the notion of sacred
space within Buddhism. The text, instead of offering logical propositions to substantiate its claims
of power and superiority, is concerned with defining spaces and prescribing activity that should
occur in those spaces. A spatial hierarchy in the Buddhist sacred geography was delineated by the
textual description of the ideal place to perform the mantra ritual. The mantras of the lotus, elephant
and jewel families of Bodhisattvas were prescribed to be ideally practiced in the madhyadesa.®
The city of Varanasi, the regions of Anga, Magadha and Kamarupa were ideal for the mantra
practice of Hariti and yaksi Paficika.® The banks of Brahmaputra and the Vanga region were ideal
for the mantra rituals of Jambhala.®® The ocean shores, the islands and the city of Lanka were the
ideal mantra practice of Tara, BhrkiitT and Mahasériya.’! The mantras of the Usnisa kings were
believed to be effective in the regions of Kavisa, Vakhala and Uddiyana.®? The ideal place for
practicing the rituals of the pacifying mantra of the laukika nature, on the other hand, was the
Himalayan foothills.® The ideal place for the mantra practice of Kartikkeya, another laukika deity,
could be a hideout or caves in mountains or the wild forests. The mantra of the asura, preta, matrs,
terrifying grahas, Yama, Siva and Visnu could be ideally practiced in the southern quarter of
Buddhist cosmogony. So, in the Buddhist sacred geography portrayed in the Marijusrimiilakalpa,
the regions of Madhyade$a, Anga, Vanga, Kamariipa, Varanasi, Brahmaputra valley and the
coastal areas constitute the holiest places of Buddhism in the Indian subcontinent, while the
Himalayan foothills, the forest area and mountain hideouts along with the southern quarter of

Buddhist cosmogony were attributed a lower position in the hierarchy of sacred space.

8 The Marijusrimilakalpa, 1.116
8 The Marnjusrimilakalpa, 30.8
8 The Marnjusrimilakalpa, 30.10
0 The Marjusrimilakalpa, 30.11
1 The Marjusrimilakalpa, 30.12
92 The Marjusrimilakalpa, 30.4
9 The Marijusrimilakalpa, 30.7
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3.5 The Taramiilakalpa

The earliest sculptural representation of Tara might be found in the Buddhist caves at
Kanheri in western India dating back to 6™ century CE.** Many scholars suggest that Tara began
to be invoked regularly by the seafarers for a safe journey across the sea. Tara’s alternative names
in Tibet, China, Korea and Japan indicates that she is known for her role in saving the voyagers
from all kind of troubles on water.”> Susan Landesman is also of opinion that “the name Tara
signifies that she who guides or carries others across difficulty, who navigates others across a water
body, and she who protects rescues and liberates.””® As Tara also means star, she might be
compared with a star which guides the maritime travelers across treacherous water under the dark
night sky. Tara’s maritime connection is also implied by her vehicle — a boat. The vehicle of a
deity plays a pivotal role in aiding the worshippers to invoke the desired divinity by providing
them a medium. In the very first chapter of Taramulakalpa we see that a huge assembly is being
held in the grove of Tara’s boat where Sakyamuni and Avalokite$vara are discussing divine
matters. Landesman argues that this scene signifies that the metaphysical vessel of Dharma
teaching and physical vessel of the boat are guiding the sentient beings across the ocean of cyclical

existence or samsara-sagara to reach the shore of liberation.’’

Though majority of the scholar, including Hirananda Sastri®® and Benoytosh
Bhattacharyya®, are of opinion that Tara was essentially Buddhist in origin, an alternative view is
expressed by Dhavalikar who argues that Tara appeared in the early Puranic texts like Brahmanda
Purana and Agni Purana (4" — 5% centuries CE). Highlighting its brahmanical origin, Dhavalikar
pointed out that Brahmanda Purana describes Tara as a mahasakti and refers to her as Taramba or
mother. In the Puranas too she is depicted as the chief of the sailing women controlling the

navigation and she is also revered for suppressing the flooded water. The cult of Tara was later

% M.K. Dhavalikar, ‘The Origin of Tara’, in Bulletin of the Deccan College Post-Graduate and Research
Institute, 1963-64, vol. 24, p. 16

% Ibid, p. 15

% Susan A. Landesman, The Tara Tantra: Tara’s Fundamental Ritual Text (Tara-miila-kalpa),
Somerville: Wisdom Publication, 2007, p. 3

7 Landesman, The Tara Tantra, p. 4

%8 Hirananda Sastri, The Origin and Cult of Tara, MASI, No. 20, Calcutta: Central Publication Brunch,
1925
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transformed into the cult of Parvati and Candt as might be observed in the Markandeya Purana.'%
Despite Dhavalikar’s emphasize on Tara’s Brahmanical root, the dominant view however remains
that Tara was essentially a Buddhist deity, the image of whom always carries a miniature image
of Aksobhya in her head. P.C. Bagchi is of opinion that the Chinese cultural elements played an
important role in shaping the concept of Tara in India. Taking a cue from the Cinacara and
Mahacina Tara he argues that the deity shared notable similarities with Ekajata whose cult was
discovered by Siddha Nagarjuna in the country of Bhota or Tibet.!°! The description of Ekajata in
six different sadhanas of Sadhanamala is strikingly identical to the Sadhanas of Mahacinakrama

Tara, as pointed out by Bagchi.

The Taramiilakalpa is a ritual compendium of the cult of Tara in its formative period in
India. The full Sanskrit title of the Taramiilakalpa is Urdhvajata-mahakalpa-mahabodhisattva-
vikurvanapatala-vistarad-bhagavatyarya-Tara-miila-kalpa-nama or The Fundamental Ritual Text
of Bhagavati Arya Tard from the Extensive Chapter of the Great Bodhisattva’s Magical
Manifestation and the Distinguished Ritual Text of Urdhvajata. The book is enlisted in the tantra
section (rgyud) of the various editions of the Tibetan Canon’s scriptural Collection, the Kangyur.
While translating the text Susan Landesman has consulted three xylograph redactions of Kangyur,

Viz.

1. Stog Palace Kangyur: vol. 107, rhyud ‘bam MA
2. Derge, (sde dge) Kangyur, vols. 93, 94; rgyud ‘bam
3. Peking Kangyur, vol. 165: rgyud ZA

Landesman confirms that the Sanskrit manuscript of the Text is no longer extant and no
commentary of the text is available either.!%? As the Taramiilakalpa is classified as a scripture or
Buddhavacana, its author is of no trace. It is believed that the text is revealed by the Buddha himself
and was passed on orally for centuries before it was finally written down. The text is well
connected to the Indian scholar Atisa (982-1054 CE), a renowned monk from Vikramsila
mahavihara as the Taramiilakalpa’s colophon verses states that the Sanskrit manuscript of the text

belonged to Master Atisa. He arrived in the western Tibet at the age of 60 by the invitation of the

100 Dhavalikar, ‘The Origin of Tara’, p. 17
101 Prabodh Chandra Bagchi, Studies in Tantra, Calcutta: University of Calcutta, 1939, p. 46
192 T andesman, The Tara Tantra, p. 20
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grandson of Byang-chub-od and spent twelve years in Tibet translating extensively the Sanskrit
Buddhist texts. The Taramiilakalpa, however, was translated into Tibetan by Bu-ston Rin-chen-

grub in 1361 after the death of Atisa.

The Taramiilakalpa is historically affiliated with the Marijusrimillakalpa with which it
shares the first thirteen chapters and also carries significant affinity with Vairocana-abhisambodhi
Tantra. Referring to its striking similarities with the Manjusrimiilakalpa Landesman has dated the
text in 7" century CE. She argues that the Taramiilakalpa was composed prior to Candragomin’s
famous commentary Ekavimsati-saddhana which is believed to have been composed in the 8™
century CE in Nalanda. In this text twenty-one form of Tara and their respective sadhanas have
been described. The absence of these twenty-one forms in the Taramiilakalpa indicates that it was
composed prior to the proliferation of Tara’s twenty-one form. The Taramiilakalpa’s dating is also
greatly dependent on the Bhavaviveka’s Tarkajvala (7% century CE). This text contains the ten
syllable vidyas of Tara — om tare tuttare ture svaha which also appears in the Taramiilakalpa.
Analyzing the vidyd and guhya mantra of Taramiilakalpa and Tarkajvala, Landesman has shown
that the two texts were composed in close proximity.!®> The place of composition of
Taramilakalpa is difficult to determine and Landesman have not commented on it. However,
taking cue from 7aramiilakalpa which has repeatedly mentioned the regions of Gauda, Vanga and
Paundra!® we can assume that the Ta@ramiilakalpa might be a composition of the region of Bengal.
The text’s origin is also arguably linked with Bengal as it reached Tibet carried by Atisa who was

well connected to Bengal.

The Taramilakalpa is generally classified as a kriya tantra. However, Landesman has
observed that the book borrows significantly from Maha-vairocana-abhisambodhi Tantra which
is of the nature of carya tantra. She therefore concludes that the text contains mixed contents and
might as well be categorized as a carya tantra.'%’ The text is a compendium of forty-nine chapters
divided into two major sections: a “core text” and “subsequent revelation” or uttaratantra. The core

text consists of fifteen chapters and the subsequent revelation contains thirty-four chapters. After

183 Landesman, The Tara Tantra, p. 23
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analyzing the text Landesmen has identified five distinguished layers based on the style and

content of writings: two belonged to the core text and three belonged to the subsequent revelation.

As a kriya tantra the Taramiilakalpa provides with detailed instruction on observing the
rituals for attainment of magical power or siddhi which leads one to the path of enlightenment.
The text specifies with utmost care the sacred space and time to perform these rituals. One-pointed
concentration or samadhi serves to be an effective method of attaining the goal. The primary rituals
of the Taramiilakalpa include mandalas, painting on cotton cloths (pata) and fire offering (homa).
The fire offering requires special substances like leaves, flowers, fruits, woods, minerals which are
ritually consecrated by the recitations of vidyas and mantras.'% The mandalas and their formation
constitute an important part of the ritual world of the Taramiilakalpa. Ronald M Davidson, who
has endeavored to elucidate on the social aspect of various tantra rituals, has argued that mandalas
explicitly reflect a political structure where the central deity is a rajadhiraja and maintain feudal
like relationship with the subsidiary deities. mandalas might be seen as a metaphor of public life
and reaction to the extant feudal system where the monks after coronation receive explicit authority

in the monastic system.!%’

In the first layer of the Taramiilakalpa, i.e. from chapter 1 to 11 we find at least ten names
of Tara each of which has distinct iconography and vidya. These are Bhagavati Arya Tara,
Mahavidyarajfii, Protectress Ekajati, Urdhvajata, Kurukulla, Goddess Tara, Chintataravati,
Mahasri, Pandaravasini-Bhrkiiti-Drdha and Bodhisattva. Tara’s is most frequently referred to by
the epithet of Bhagavati Arya Tara. Her golden complexion, rich ornamentation and boon granting
gesture suggest that she is a goddess of good fortune and prosperity. She essentially embodies a
composite figure where Khadiravani Tara, Chintamani Tara and Astamahabhaya Tara are
presented in a conglomerated form. Her enlightenment is a result of her understanding of the true
nature of awareness in meditation. There are mention of four vidyas — root vidya (miila vidya),
essence incantation (hrdaya), the near essence incantation (upa hrdaya) and the most concise
essence-incantation (parama hrdaya). The text also specifies the number of times they need to be

recited. The Arya Tara appears in Taramiilakalpa’s first pata rituals where she is situated below

106 L andesman, The Tara Tantra, p. 34
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184



Avalokite$vara in a mountain abode. Pandaravasini is dressed in white, Bhrkiiti with knitted brow,
and Drdha with firmed eyes. The first layer of the Taramiilakalpa depicts two of the Tara’s most
prominent forms — Arya Tara and Ekajatl. Tara is depicted in this layer as a golden goddess,
companion of Avalokite$vara, protector from danger and embodiment of compassion. The root
vidya of Ekajatt describes her with red complexion and she shares features with golden Manjusri

and golden Vairocana.

In the second layer, i.e. chapter 12 and 13, she is depicted as a great white goddess (arya
mahasveta devi), glorious goddess (mahasr1) and earth goddess. Tara’s great white form has been
described in chapter 12 where she is portrayed with Avalokitesvara whose locks are tied up. She
is seated on a lion throne, holding a lotus in on hand, while another hand showing boon granting
gesture. In chapter 13, Tara is depicted as mahasri and earth goddess. In both of these forms she
appears along with Avalokite$vara and protects the practitioner from all danger. In Chapter 12 and
13, the pata rituals are predominantly characterized by the six different coloured-Avalokite$varas
and provide detailed description of his iconographic details. He is depicted in thirteen sadhanas
and his locks are tied up (Urdhajata). The depiction of Tara without bodily colour and bound up
locks point to the importance of Avalokite§vara in this chapter. In the second layer
Avalokite§vara’s companions have been referred to not by the direct name of Tara but by her
different epithets. Landesman argues that the rituals in this layer also was historically important as
these render one the royal power and land. The second layer of the root tantra also shows that
Tara’s iconography and ritual becomes more complex. In one ritual of uttaratantra, Avalokitesvara
is accompanied by “seven Taras” (Sri Devi, Pandaravasini, Candra, Sri Yasovati, Svetd,
Mahasveta, and Bhrkuti) indicating that the later part of the TMK is marked by even more

proliferation in Tara’s number.

Tara in the 4" — 5™ centuries CE emerged as a Mahayana deity who was regularly invoked
by the seafarers for their safety in the water and in the visual she appeared by the side of
Avalokite$vara in the 6™ century CE. With its strong Buddhist root in the inception, Tara was also
accommodated in the Puranic literature as a deity to be invoked by the maritime travelers. From
7" century CE onwards Tara was tantricised with its root or bija mantra appearing in the texts like
the Taramiilakalpa and the Tarkajvala. The Taramilakalpa’s classification in the rgyud or the

tantra section of kangyur affirms that the ritual and culture described in this text was evidently
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oriented to tantrism. Tara in the first layer of the Taramiilakalpa’s core tantra, was depicted
predominantly as Arya Tara and Ekajati with golden complexion. The second layer shows that
Tara’s comparatively independent nature in the previous layer was gradually changing and she
was presented with Avalokite$vara in consortium. The second layer also shows that Tara’s ritual
and iconography were becoming complicated. The divine nature of Tara depicted in the
Taramiilakalpa was primarily characterized as a composite figure where different forms like
Ekajata, Mahasri, Bhrkiti, Kurukulla were embodied in the idea of a common goddess. The 7
century CE was marked by a syncretic culture of Tara under which different deities and cults were

melting in composite form.

The later period, especially from 8" century CE onwards Tara’s different forms and
ritualistic complexities were proliferated further. Chandragomin’s commentary FEkavimsati-
ssadhana indicates that Tara assumed a whole lot of forms for whom twenty-one sadhanas were
dedicated. In the 10™ and 11" centuries the iconographic texts like the Sadhanamala and
Nispannayogavali show that various aspects of Tara was gradually emerging with distinguished
iconography and invocation methods. Kurukulla and Bhrkiiti were placed under the family of
Amitabha, Mahacinatara and Ekajata were placed under the family of Aksobhya, Khadiravani
Tara, Mahasri Tara and Dhanada Tara were placed under the family of Amoghasiddhi and
Vajratara was placed under the family of Ratnasambhaba. The two-armed and one-faced deity in
the Taramiilakalpa was turned into four, six or eight-handed and three or four-faced deity. So, the
different manifestations of Tara assumed independent entity and came to be worshipped with

distinguished worship method.
3.6 The Sadhanamala

The Sadhanamala is a late 11™to early 12 century Sanskrit Buddhist text dealing with the
method of worship of several Buddhist deities. The text is best known for iconographic
descriptions of the Buddhist deities. The text is also known as Sadhanasamuccaya,
Sadhanamalatantra, Sadhanatantra in different manuscripts. There are at least 38 manuscripts

around the world, including the eight used by Benoytosh Bhattacharyya which is till date
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considered as the standard edition of the text.!®® While editing a complicated and erroneous text
like Sadhanamala Benoytosh Bhattacharyya had consulted some old Sanskrit version of the text
left in paper and palm-leaf. The original Sanskrit MSS which Bhattacharyya has analyzed and
utilized in editing the two volumes of Sadhanamala are characterized by mismatch between
themselves and also pose a great deal of grammatical and linguistic errors. There is total eight
MSS which Bhattacharyya names A, B, C, N, Ab, Ba, Na and Nb.'” Among them Na and Nb are
most corrupt and Bhattacharyya has consulted them less than the other MSS while compiling the
whole book. Two of these MSS have been derived from Cambridge University Library; two from
the Durbar Library of Nepal while the rest four from the library of Asiatic Society of Bengal.

A is a complete MS though full of spelling mistakes, omissions and repetition. Spelling
mistakes are ten per line on average and it was found in the library of Asiatic Society of Bengal.
The original text from which B has been copied is dated in 1165 CE. Being old it is in some degree
correct though omission and errors are quite numerous. It is incomplete in the beginning, in the
middle and a few leaves are lost in the end also. It is found in the university library of Cambridge.
C is a paper MS belonging to Cambridge University Library. The date given is 1819. In
arrangement it is similar to A, N and Nb. A and C appear to have derived from common original
source as they commit same kind of mistakes and repetition. N is in palm leaf and in good
preservation, though some leaves at the end have been blurred and erased by constant handling.
This MS of Sadhanamala appears to be written between 1275 and 1300 CE. It was found in the
library of Asiatic Society of Bengal. The original MS of AB is in palm leaf and was found in the
library of Asiatic society of Bengal. The reading in this MS is in disagreement with other MSS in
many respects. It is also not regular in its arrangement. The writing in the MS is more akin to the
triangular variety of Brahmi and the date may be placed somewhere in the beginning of the 12"
century. Bhattacharyya has found two copies of the paper MS of Ba, one in the library of Asiatic
Society and other in the Central Library of Baroda. It is an incomplete MSS and the first and last
page of it is written in a different and in a much later hand. Bhattacharyya has dated the MS 300

years back according to the style of its writing. In arrangement it generally follows the MS A, N

108 Ruriko Sakuma, ‘Sanskrit Manuscripts of the The Sadhanamala’, Nagoya Studies in Indian Culture and
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and C with occasional omissions. The MS mentions its date in 1104 CE but it appears to be the
date of the original text from which it has been copied since its writing belongs to a much later
period. Na is a very defective paper MS and its writing also seem to be very modern. It is full of
errors and omissions. It was found in Durbar library of Nepal and it is dated in 1938. In content it
agrees with A, C and N. Nb is also very defective MS and very incorrect one. It is preserved in the
Durbar library, Nepal. It does not agree with any other MS and contains at the end some portion

of another work.

The MSS A, C and Na distinctly state in the last colophon that the name of the work is
Sadhanamala.!'!? The MS Ba has the letters Sa and Ma on the margin of every page and this appears
to be the abbreviation of the word Sadhanamala. N is also called Sadhanamala in the catalogue of
the library though the last page is faded for constant handling. Only MS Nb mentions that the name
is Sadhanasamucchaya, though in none of the other MSS it is found. MS A, N and Na begin with
the Sadhana of Trisamayaraja while C begins with Vajrasana Sadhana and B and Ba are incomplete
in their beginning. Ab and Nb begin with Vajravarahit Sadhana and their arrangements are
completely different from others. As far as the ending is concerned MSS A, C, N and Na end with
the same Sadhana of Sodasabhuja-MahakalaSadhana.

The eight MSS, as is evident from their arrangement of Sadhanas, language used and the
first and last Sadhana they mentioned, are mostly in disagreement with each other. The last two
MSS i.e. Na and Nb have hardly any resemblance with others. Nevertheless, the subject matter
they deal with and the arrangement of some Sadhanas as well as the beginning and ending indicates
their common predecessor. A, C, N and Nb are found to be similar in the arrangement of Sadhanas
despite their other differences. In the MS B we find that the original text from which it was copied
had been dated in 1165 CE. Though, it is the earliest date that we get from the text itself, many of
the Sadhanas were composed in as early as 4" century since Asanga has been mentioned in the
text as the composer of Sadhana devoted to Prajfiaparamita (No. 159)!''!. The final compilation of

all the Sadhanas probably took place during later 11" or early 12 century.

10 The Sadhanamala, Vol-1, p. XiV
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The authors of the Sadhanamala are numerous and belonged to different times and are
important indicators of the long-time span in which the Sadhanas were composed. Though most
of the Sadhanas out of total 312 are anonymous, some of them mention the name of the authors.
In the introduction of Sadhanamala volume II Bhattacharyya has given a list of total 47 authors
who have been mentioned in the text. Some of them have been mentioned in Tibetan Bstan-ghyur
which also provides their other composition occasionally, while others are new and are known for
the first time from the text. In most of the cases where Bstan-ghyur mentions their names, it also
gives small background of the authors and mentions the names of their Gurus and the monasteries

they belonged to. The following is the list of the authors —

Name of the author Period Sadhanas composed
Abhayakaragupta 1048-1130 CE 295
Advayavajra 978-1030 CE 17,217, 51
Ajitamitra Early 12" century 55
Asanga 270-350 CE 159
Cintamani Dutta - 47
Dharmakaramati - 97,210
Durjayachandra - 250
Garbha - 142
Gunakaragupta - 272
Harihara - 53
Indrabhiiti - 174
Kalyangarbha - 242
Karuna 753 CE 187. 303
Kokadutta 1100 CE 218
Krsnapada - 181
Srikrsnaraja 717 CE 161 (?)
Kukkuripada 693 CE 240
Kula 1100 CE 154
Kumarakaragupta - 293
Kumudakaramati - 1
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Mangalasena - 273

Mafjughosa - 28

Nagarjuna 645 CE 96, 127

Padmakaramati - 14

Prajfiapalita - 28

R N s L R
Ratnakara 1100 CE 73

Ramdlaragupta - HO0CE 228
Ravigupta - 79

Sabam o eTCB s
Sahajavilasa - 183, 231

Sanghadata - 107SCE o dsd
Saraha 633 CE Two Sadhanas of Rakta

Lokesvara

Sarcajfiamitra 1050 CE 109

Sujanabhadra 1100 CE 66, 296

Trailokyavajra 1100 CE 266

Virupaksa - 312

It can be easily surmised that the authors of different Sadhanas ranged from the 4™ century
CE during the time of Asanga to 1150 CE during the time of Abhayakaragupta and they

represented a long Buddhist literary and spiritual culture spanning over several centuries. The
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synopsis of content also makes us believe that it is a heterogeneous collection of work without any
definite plan of the authors. Who then compiled their work in a single book and from when did the
process start is a question whose answer is rather obscure to us. Sadhanamala is therefore not only
the work of multiple authors but also is consisted of writings of eight centuries. The Sadhanas
might be scattered in the other works of the respective authors or just loosely memorized and
practiced by the people before they were compiled in a single book. Now from the earliest MS we
can assume that the process of compilation begun roughly during the middle of 11" century and
then several copies of the book were produced from time to time. Compiling such diverse work
also indicates that a drive was felt by the compilers towards standardizing the tenets of Buddhist

tantra.

Most of the authors belonged to some viharas or mahaviharas of Bengal during their time
and they were mentioned in the Tibetan Bstan-hgyur with the epithets of Pandita, Mahapandita,
Siddhacarya, Acarya and Mahacarya. Some of them like Advayavajra also found mention in
Taranatha’s account.!'? But many authors like Cintamani Dutta (composer of the Sadhana of
Vadirat, Kalyangarbha), Karuna (composer of Sadhana of Kurukulla and Mahakala),
Kumarakaragupta (composer of the Sadhana of Ucchusma Jambhala), Mangalasena (composer of
the Sadhana of Krsnayamari), are not mentioned elsewhere except in the Sadhanamala itself.'!?
Seldom have we found that they are referred with the epithets like Pandita, Mahapandita, Acarya
or Mahacarya. To which social milieu they belonged to is difficult to infer. In this case chances of
incorporation of the work of the grassroot writers beyond the literary fold of Buddhist monasteries

cannot be entirely ruled out.

As far as the language is concerned the text poses yet another difficulty as pointed out by
Benoytosh Bhattacharyya. Though Sadhanamala is written in Sanskrit it is far from what we
understand by the word.!'"* Its vocabulary contains words which are impossible according to
Sanskrit grammar like devati (goddess), parami (perfection), lambdabayeta (should be hung).!! In

the matter of sandhi the language is very loose, especially where the visarga is concerned.

12 The Sadhanamala, vol-II, p. XIiV

13 The Sadhanamala, vol-II, pp. XIV-IXiii
14 The Sadhanamala, vol-1, p. iX

15 The Sadhanamala, vol-1, p. X
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Regarding the orthography none of the MSS of Sadhanamala make any distinction between several
letters or between vowels. The Sadhanamala also changes the gender randomly without following
any rule. In some cases, two vowels are kept in juxtaposition without being joined together by the
rules of sandhi. Such a hybridization in the language of MSS can be caused by two factors. Firstly,
when the text started to be copied and reproduced in large numbers the language started to be
infiltrated with errors. Benoytosh Bhattacharyya has used eight MSS (A, B, C, N, Ab, Ba, Na and
Nb) which has been discussed earlier and we find that the MSS belong to different period and the
hybridization in the language in each of them varies to a great extent. Secondly, the hybridization
in the language might also be indicative of the author’s poor familiarity with the language. In other
words, it can also be a consequence of incorporating the peripheral cults of the authors within the

mainstream Sanskrit Buddhist literature.

Sadhana of a particular deity is followed by mantras and dharanis where vernacular and
Prakrit words are found in abundance. Although in the whole book there is scarcity of vernacular
and Prakrit words, their abundance in the mantras and dharanis appears to be peculiar. This might
render the mantras and dharanis a different character in terms of the time of their composition and
their composers. The mantras or mystic syllables constitutes the base of tantric worship and
Vajrayana. There are innumerable variety of Mantras like — bija, hrdaya, upahrdaya, puja, arghya,
puspa, dhipa, dipa, naiveya, netra, $ikha, astra, raksa and so forth. Though the mantras are
unmeaning words, they represent the imprint of a language unknown. The mantra of Jangult for
example shows considerable fusion of another language. Chanting of meaningless sounds and thus
creating a tempore for mystic experience can be considered as one important dimension of tantra

element in Buddhism.

The text begins with two Sadhanas of Trisamayaraja, who has been identified as
Amoghasiddhi, one of the five Dhyani Buddhas. They are followed by three Sadhanas of Vajrasana
Buddha who has been identified as Dhyant Buddha Aksobhya. In the Sadhanamala it is stated that
the worshipper should meditate himself as Vajrasana who displays the Bhusparsa Mudra in his
right hand while the left rests on the lap. He is dressed in red garments and sits on the Vajra marked
double lotus placed on the four Maras of blue, white, red and green colour. He is peaceful in
appearance and his body is endowed with all major auspicious marks. To the right of the God is

Maitreya Bodhisattva who is white, two-armed and wears Jatamukuta. Similarly to the left of the
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god is Lokesvara of white complexion carrying in his right hand a chowri and in the left hand a

lotus.'!¢

Vajrasana’s Sadhana is followed by 37 Sadhanas of Avalokitesvara (6-43). The sadhanas
were devoted to his various manifestations namely Sadaksari Lokesvara, Lokanatha, Halahala,
Vajradharma, Khasrapana, Simhanada, Padmanaratte§vara, Trailokyavasankara, Nilakantha,
Mayajalakrama Loke$vara and Sugatisandar§ana. Sadaksar1 Loke$vara has been attributed total
four Sadhanas where it is stated that the worshipper should think himself as Loke$vara who is
decked in all sorts of ornaments, white in colour and four-armed, carrying the lotus in the left hand
and rosary in the right.!!'” To the worship of Simhanada four Sadhanas have been attributed. It is
stated that he is of white complexion with three eyes and the Jatamukuta. He is without ornaments,
clad in tiger-skin and sits on a lion with the attitude of princely ease''®. The Sadhana of Khasrapana
Avalokite$vara is rather peculiar than others which states that the rays of crores of moon radiates
from his body. He holds the image of Amitabha on his head and sits on the moon over a double
lotus in the Ardhaparyanka attitude. He is decked in all sorts of ornaments, has a smiling face,
exhibits the Varada pose in the right hand, and holds a lotus with a stem in the left. He resides in
the womb of mount Potalaka, looks beautiful with compassion, is full of sentiment of amour.
Before him is Tara and to the right is Sudhanakumara. To the west of the god is Bhrkiiti and to the

north Hayagriva.!'!’

Avalokite$vara has been attributed with second highest Sadhana after Manjusri. So many
Sadhanas for many manifestations of the deity indicates that he must assumed a significant place
in Buddhist tantra. The wide availability of the stone and metal sculptures of the deity, as will be
seen in the next chapter, also attests the fact that in material sphere too he was a very popular figure
like in the literature. Avalokite$vara has been mentioned by Asanga in as early as 4™ century. From

then onwards he continued to be featuring in several Buddhist texts like Karandavyiiha where he

16 The Sadhanamala, Vol-1, p. 24
"7 The Sadhanamala, Vol-1, p. 27
18 The Sadhanamala, Vol-1, p. 63
9 The Sadhanamala, Vol-1, pp. 39-41
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is said to be reject his hard-earned salvation for the sake of all the people in the world and it is

stated that he had taken an oath to stay in this world until every other person attains bodhi.

The Sadhanas of Avalokitesvara are followed by 41 Sadhanas (44-84) devoted to the
different form of Maijusri, the god of wisdom. His different forms mentioned in Sadhanamala are
Sthiracakra, Vadirat, Mafjughosa, Arapacana, Vajrananga, Dharmadhatuvagi$vara, Vak,
Siddhaikavira, Maharajalila-Mafjusri, Alimanmatha, Vajratikasana, Dharmasankhasamadhi-
Maijusri, Namsangiti and Mafjuvajra. The Vak, also known as Vajraraga Manjusri is two-armed
and one faced and has white colour. His two arms are joined in Samadhi mudra and he is decked
in all princely ornaments, wears the five pieces of monkey like garments.'?’ Maifijusri of
Dharmadhatu-Vagi$vara form is eight-armed, four-faced and reddish white colour. He holds the
bow and the arrow in one pair of hands, the noose and goad in another pair, the Prajiaparamita
manuscript and sword in the third, and the ghanta and the Vajra in the fourth hand.'?! Another
important form of Maijusri is Mafijughosa to whom four Sadhanas have been ascribed. It is stated
that he rides a lion and golden in colour. He is decked in all ornaments and his hands are engaged
in forming the vyakhyana mudra. He displays the night lotus in his left and bears the image of
Aksobhya in his head.!?

In the whole of Sadhanamala the highest numbers of Sadhanas have been attributed to
Maiijusri and his different manifestations and we can assume from here that he has been the most
prominent god in the text. The images of Maijusri hailed from Bihar and Bengal are also plenty
in number and are often found to be concentrated in and surrounding the region of a Buddhist
Mahavihara like Nalanda. Being the god of wisdom and knowledge it is likely that his worship

would be popular among the literate groups inhabiting in the Mahaviharas.

Then follow the Sadhanas for the worship of a long series of female divinities who are
generally designated by the name of Tara though the method of their worship and their physical
appearance differ widely from one another. The Sadhanas from 89 to the end of volume I are

devoted to the worship of these female divinities, namely Khadiravani Tara, Varada Tara, Vasya

120 The Sadhanamala, Vol-1, p. 129
121 The Sadhanamala, Vol-1, p. 128
122 The Sadhanamala, Vol-1, p. 109
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Tara, Vajra Tara, Astamahabhaya Tara, Mahacina Tara, Mrtyuvaficana Tara, Sita Tara,
Sadvujasukla-Tara, Janguli-Tara, Dhanada-Tara, Sragdhara-Tara, Durgottarini-Tara, Visvamata,
Prasanna-Tara, Arya-Tara, Maha$ri-Tara, Vidyujjvalakarali Ekajata, Cunda, Marici,
Prajfiaparamita, Sarasvati and Bhrkiiti. There are different kind of manifestations of each of them
with different form and colour. One striking feature of the Sadhanas of female goddesses is that
they outnumber the male gods and their Sadhanas are also almost equal to the male gods. The cult
of worship of female goddess therefore occupied an important place in Buddhist pantheon as

Sadhanamala reveals.

The Khadiravani Tara has been described as green in colour and bears the image of
Amoghasiddhi on her crown. She shows the Varada Mudra and the Utpala in the right and left
hand respectively. To the right and left of her appear Asokakanta Marici and Ekajata'?’. There is
practically no difference between her form and Vasya Tara.'?* The Sadhana of Sadvuja Sita Tara
ascribes the deity with three faces and six arms. Her right face is yellow and the left blue in colour
and the faces are endowed with three eyes each. Her three right hands show the varada mudra the
rosary and the arrow and the three left carry the Utpala, the lotus and the bow. She sits in
Ardhaparyarnka attitude and shines like a moon, and bears the effigy of Amoghasiddhi on her

crown. Her head is embellished by five severed heads and the crescent moon.'%’

Among all the goddesses of the Sadhanamala, Cunda probably is the oldest according to
Bhattacaryya who argues that the very first mention of her name Candra, which is considered to
be the same as Cunda appears in the Maiijusrimiilakalpa.'® As Cundavajri, she finds mention in
one of the earliest tantra works, the Guhyasamaja (5™ century CE). Cunda is also mentioned in the
Siksasamucchaya of Sintideva in the 7" century. Three Sadhanas in the Sadhanamala have been
designated to the worship of Cunda which describe her attribution in more or less same way. She

is described as having the colour of autumn moon, and four-armed. She shows the varada mudra

123 The Sadhanamala, Vol-1, p. 176
124 Benoytosh Bhattacharya, Indian Buddhist Iconography, p. 229
125 The Sadhanamala, p. Vol-1, 216
126 Benoytosh Bhattacharya, Indian Buddhist Iconography, p. 221
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in the right hand and holds a book on a lotus in the left. The two other hands hold the bowl and

she is decked in all ornaments.'%’

The Sadhanamald has dedicated a great number of sadhanas to the five great protectresses
or Paficamaharaksa deities. These host of sadhanas began with Mahapratisara to whom three
Sadhanas (194-196) were ascribed. She is followed by other protectresses like Mahamayiirt (197),
Mahasahasrapramardini (198), Mahamantranusarani (199) and Mahasitavati (200). The next
Sadhanas (201 to 206) are devoted to Maharaksa deities like Mahapratyangira (202),
Dhvajagrakeyiira (203), Aparajita (204) and Vajragandhari (205). In the S@dhanamald we find that
the direction to worship these goddesses along with their appropriate mantras is given. The worship
of five protectress deities is very popular in Nepal.'?® According to the Sadhanamald when these
Raksa deities are worshipped, they grant long life. They protect kingdoms, villages and meadows.

They also protect man from evil spirits, diseases and famines.

The text devoted a series of Sadhanas to the worship of Heruka, the mightiest god in the
whole pantheon. He is conceived in a variety of form and to each of these forms several Sadhanas
are attributed. Mahamaya or the four —faced and four-armed Heruka has been devoted with two
Sadhanas (239-240). The two-faced Heruka with or without the Sakti has nine Sadhanas (241-249)
while Vajradaka or the three-faced and six-armed Heruka who is also called Saptaksara because
seven syllable mantras have been ascribed to him has the two next Sadhanas (250-251). The next
two Sadhanas (252-253) deal with the process of Bahyapuja (external worship) and Hastapuja
(worship with hand) of Cakrasamvara who is a manifestation of Heruka with the Sakti Vajravarah.
The union of the two is the subject matter of Cakrasamvara Tantra. The next Sadhana (254) is
devoted to the worship of Buddhakalpa who is none but Heruka himself with four arms and
represented as united with his Sakti Citrasena. This is also subject matter of the Buddhakalpa
Tantra. The last Sadhana (255) of Heruka series is devoted to the worship of Cakrasamvara or

Heruka who is united with his Sakti Vajravarah.

3.7 The Nispannayogavall

127 The Sadhanamala, Vol-11, p. 271
128 Benoytosh Bhattacharya, Indian Buddhist Iconography, p. 302
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Unlike the Sadhanamala, the Nispannayogavali is the work of a singular author who can
be placed in a definite time and space. Its author Mahapandita Abhayakaragupta flourished in the
famous Vikramsila Mahavihara founded by the Pala king Dharmapala (775-800 CE). Benoytosh
Bhattacharyya has dated the author in the fourth quarter of the 11" century and the first quarter of
12 century. Besides, being an excellent scholar in Sanskrit Abhayakaragupta was an expert in
Tibetan and translated many of his books into Tibetan by himself. In the Bstan-gyur catalogue of
P. Cordier, twenty-four works including the Nispannayogavali have been attributed to
Abhayakaragupta.'* Such wide range of work truly establishes the fact that he was a Buddhist
scholar of high merit. Bhattacharyya has argued that his prescription of iconography was followed
with reverence in Tibet as many statuettes discovered in the Peiping town of Tibet by Stael

Holstein in 1926 bear significant resemblance with the description of the text. !

The Buddhist pantheon represented in the Nispannayogavali assumed a very complex
character than the Sadhanamala, but it is systematic in nature. Here, the deities are represented
through different mandalas where the direction and colour of each of them played a very important
role. The reference of mandalas or the sacred circular design of a particular deity can be traced
back to the 5" century CE in the Guhyasamajatantra. Twenty-six such mandalas have been
described in the Nispannayogavali in its twenty-six chapters. A large number of these descriptions
are absolutely original and highly informative. Many of the deities described accurately in the
Nispannayogavali are not to be found anywhere in printed literature. The number of varied deities
and their complex physical characteristics presented in the Nispannayogavali is of course more
prolific and extensive than the Sadhanamala. This might be due to the fact that there had been a
continuous process within Buddhist tantra to either incorporate deities of other cult in their
pantheon or creating new ones to recognize new fields of social life. The pantheon being further
complex and larger with the passing time was also an important marker that the religion was not
static and was constantly shaping itself according to the need of their own time by deriving and

incorporating new elements.

129 Benoytosh Bhattacharyya (ed), Nispannayogavali of Mahapandita Abhayakaragupta, Baroda: Oriental
Institute, 1949, p. 9
130 The Nispannayogavali, p. 12
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In the text at least 600 deities have been mentioned and described with their iconographic
details.!*! The Vajrayanist believed that the ultimate cause of the universe is $linya from which
everything originates and into which everything merges. The individual soul or
Bodhisattva/Bodhicittva remains separated from Sinya or universal soul due to ignorance and
impurities. The ignorance and impurities can be removed only by continuous meditation on Sinya.
The deities according to the divine belief emanates from this meditation. According to the
Guhyasamdja when the Bodhicittva secures oneness with Siinya or the Infinite Spirit in the highest
state of meditation its mind is filled with innumerable visions and scenes. This state of mind
continues till the Bodhicittva visualizes letters of the alphabet as germ syllables, which gradually
assumes the shape of deities. The form of these deities initially appears very obscure to the Yogi
but later it transforms into perfect distinct shape which actually represents the embodiment of
infinite. Once the deities are visualized in regular course of meditation, they never leave the ascetic,
but become one with him. The deities also bestow on the ascetic more psychic and supernatural

power.

The Nispannayogavali like other Buddhist work of tantrism gave prominence to the five
Dhyani Buddhas namely Vairocana, Ratnasambhaba, Amitabha, Amoghasiddhi and Aksobhya.
They are the representatives of five elements or skandhas by which the universe is formed. These
skandhas are rupa (form), vedana (sensation), samjiia (name), samskara (conformation) and
vijiiana (consciousness). The deities of the Buddhist pantheon mostly represent these elemental
forces. Each kula or family of deities is an extension of a single Dhyani Buddha idea. The text
very distinctively stated each of their directions, mudras, and vehicles in the
Dharmadhatuvagi§vara Mandala.'*? In Marici Mandala'®? the colour of each of the Dhyani
Buddhas was specified. Aksobhya has been assigned east direction, bhuspar§a mudra, blue colour
and elephant vehicle. Vairocana has been assigned centre direction, Dharmacakra Mudra, white
colour and dragon vehicle. Amitabha has been assigned west direction, samadhi mudra, red colour
and peacock vehicle. Ratnasambhava has been assigned south direction, varada mudra, yellow
colour and horse vehicle. Amoghasiddhi has been assigned north direction, Abhaya Mudra, green

colour and Gaduda vehicle. The text also mentions the name of the families of five Dhyani

131 The Nigpannayogavali, p. 18
132 The Nigpannayogavali, p. 65
133 The Nispannayogavali, p. 41
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Buddhas as dvesa, moha raga, cintamanti and samaya of Aksobhya, Vairocana, Amitabha,

Ratnasambhava and Amoghasiddhi respectively.

Another spectacular contribution of the Nispannayogdavali is that it introduces several new
kulesa or the original familial head of deities appearing in the intermediary corners. So far, the
texts preceding the Nispannayogavali had only mentioned five cardinal corners of five Dhyant
Buddhas. But the Nispannayogavali for the first time introduced four more Kule$a in the
intermediary corners of Agni, Nairrata, Vayu and I$ana in the Dharmadhatuvagi$vara Mandala.'**
It is said that the deities in the Agni corner have Vajrosnisa or Aksobhya as their Kulesa; the deities
in the Nairrata corner have Ratnosnisa or Ratnasambhava as their kulesa; the deities in the Vayu
corner have Padmosnisa or Amitabha as their KuleSa and the deities in the ISana corner have
Visvosnisa or Amoghasiddhi as their Kulesa. The four new Kulesas namely Vajrosnisa,
Ratnosnisa, Padmosnisa and Visvosnisa are stated as the second name of Aksobhya,
Ratnosambhava, Amitabha and Amoghasiddhi respectively. This phenomenon is certainly due to

the overwhelming increase of the number of deities and the drive to assign them under new

Kulesas.

The Nispannayogavali is also characterized by a drive to deify a whole range of spiritual
ideas considered to be sacred in Buddhism. The twelve bhiimis or heavens as acknowledged by
the Vajrayana Buddhists were all deified with a human form, colour, weapon and symbols. These
twelve bhiuimis are: Adhimukticarya, Pramudita, Vimala, Prabhakari, Arcismati, Sudurjaya,
Abhimukhi, Durangama, Acala, Sadhumati, Dharmamegha, and Samantaprabha. Alongside the
bhiimis the author also deified the twelve paramitas which according to Buddhist idea is considered
to be great qualities leading to Buddhahood. All these qualities are deified with heads, hands
weapons and symbols. These paramitas are: Ratna, Dana, Sila, Ksanti, Virya, Dhyana, Prajiia,
Upaya, Pranidhana, Bala, Jiana and Vajrakarma. The author also deified the Dharanis which are
a string of unmeaning words with a distinct sound effect. The Dharanis were usually memorized.
Abhayakaragupta selected twelve principal Dharanis and deifies them with human forms, colour
and weapons. The following dharanis were deified in this category: Sumati, Ratnoloka,

Usnisavijaya, Mari, Parnasabari, Janguli, Anantamukhi, Cunda, Prajhavardhani,

134 The Nispannayogavali, p. 67
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Sarvakarmavaranavisodhani, Aksayajianakaranda and Sarvabuddhadharmakosavati. The Dharani
goddesses like Usnisavijaya, Parnasabari, Janguli and Cunda were widely represented in the stone

and metal images which will be discussed in the next chapter.

The text also responded to Brahmanism in a very antagonistic manner. The noteworthy
thing in the Mandalas of the Nispannayogavali is that a large volume of Brahmanical deities found
place in the Buddhist pantheon, although in a subordinate or sometimes humiliating position. In
the Sadhanamala, Parnasabari and Aparajita were presented as sitting on the Ganesa. The four
Brahmanical gods, Brahma, Visnu, Siva and Indra have been designated uniformly as the four
Maras or wicked beings and several Buddhist gods have been described as trampling them under
their feet. Trailokyavijaya has been represented as trampling upon the prostrate forms of Siva and
Gaurl. The Nispannayogdavali also continued the same attitude towards the Brahmanical deities.

135 the four attendant deities Gauri, Cauri, Vetlali and

While describing the Herukamandala
Ghasmari were made to stand on the chest of Brahma, Mahe§vara, Sadvaktra (Kartikeya), Indra,
Kubera, Yama and Varuna. In the Samvaramandala'®¢ the principal god was made to stand upon
the figures of the Brahmanical deities Bhairava and Kalaratri. In the Yogambaramandala'?’ the
Brahmanical deities like Hari, Brahma, Mahes$vara, Indra, Kubera, Yama and Varuna were given

the position of gatekeeper. Bhattacharyya argues that the principal reason was the intention of the

author to make Buddhism popular amongst the recently incorporated Hindu converts to Buddhism.

The Nispannayogavalt in its several mandalas presented three sets of Bodhisattvas one
headed by Samantabhadra and other two by Maitreya. The Bodhisattva cult in Buddhist tantra
proliferated as several new figures assumed the character of Bodhisattva. Abhayakaragupta has
mentioned sixteen such Bodhisattva and divided them under three categories. These sixteen
Bodhisattvas are Samantabhadra, Aksayamati, Ksitigarbha, Akasagarbha, Gaganagaifija,
Ratnapani, Sagaramati, Vajragarbha, AvalokiteSvara, Mahasthamaprapta, Candraprabha,
Jaliniprabha, Amitaprabha, Pratibhanakuta, Sarvasokatamonirghatamati, and

Sarvanivaranaviskambin. The description of the sixteen Bodhisattvas in the above order can be

133The Nispannayogavali, p. 27
136 The Nigpannayogavali, p. 33
137 The Nispannayogavali, p. 33
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found in the Mandala dedicated to Dharmadhatuvagi$vara.!*® The second list of Bodhisattvas
headed by Maitreya occurred in the Mandala dedicated to Mafijuvajra.'*® The list follows like this
— Maitreya, Mafijusri, Gandhahasti, Jhanaketu, Bhadrapala, Sagaramati, Aksayamati,
Pratibhanakuta, Mahasthamaprapta, Sarvapayanjaha, Sarbasokatamonirghatamati, Jaliniprabha,
Candraprabha, Amitaprabha, Gaganaganja, Sarvanivaranaviskambhin. The third list of sixteen
Bodhisattvas occurs in the Mandala of DiirgatipariSodhana.'*° In this list the following names
occur — Maitreya, Amoghadarsin, Apayanjaha, Sarvasokatamonirghatamati, Gandhahasti,
Surangama, Gaganaganja, Jhanaketu, Amrtaprabha, Candraprabha, Bhadrapala, Jaliniprabha,
Vajragarbha, Aksayamati, Pratibhanakuta, Samantabhadra.

Each of these Bodhisattvas has been described with multiple attributions. It is to be noted
that none of them has assumed any homogeneous form and no strict rule has been followed to
determine their Dhyant Buddha family either. In different Mandalas the Bodhisattvas have been
described as having different colour, number of arms, the objects held by his hands and the Dhyani1
Buddha he is identical with. For example, when Bodhisattva Samantabhadra appears in
Aksobhyamandala he has assumed the form of his Kulesa Vajrasattva with three faces and six
arms. In Vajramandala'*! he has been described as the same form as Amoghasiddhi with Garuda
vehicle and right hand in the Abhayamudra. In the Dharmadhatuvagisvarimandala'#? he has been
described as yellow in colour, showing Varada in the right hand and a sword or lotus in the left.
Again, in the Kalacakramandala'® he is of blue colour and in the right hands he holds the vajra,
knife and parasu and in the left Ghanta, Kapala and severed head of Brahma. Similarly, in the case
of Aksayamati, he is described four times in the text. In one place Aksayamati takes the same form
as Amoghasiddhi with Abhayain the right and the left lying on the lap.!** In another place he is
yellow in colour, wielding sword in the right hand and exhibiting the Abhaya with lotus in the

left.'* In the third place he is described as golden in colour and his clenched left hand is held

138 The Nigpannayogavali, pp. 58-59
139 The Nispannayogavali, p. 50
140 The Nispannayogavali, pp. 66-67
4! The Nigpannayogavali, p. 46
142 The Nispannayogavali, p. 58
'3 The Nigpannayogavali, p. 85
144 The Nigpannayogavali, p. 46
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against the chest with the varada with rosary in the right hand.!*® In the fourth place he is white
and with the two hands holds the bowl with the nectar of knowledge. In the same manner all the
Bodhisattvas have been described in the text from minimum twice to maximum five times and

their form, colour, weapons in the hand and number of arms are different in different mandalas.

Thus, the heterogeneous forms of Bodhisattvas in different mandalas leave us with utter
confusion in order to identify them by a definite iconography. In different mandalas the forms of
the Bodhisattvas changed probably according to the central deity of the respective mandala.
Nevertheless, the sixteen Bodhisattvas in three different categories and their repeated mention in
the text attest to the fact that they occupied a very significant place in the Buddhist pantheon.
Strikingly though Avalokitesvara and Manjuséri, the most important Bodhisattvas in the

Sadhanamald, have been mentioned only twice in the Nispannayogavali. Both Avalokitesvara and

7 8

Mafijusri feature only in Aksobhyamandalam'‘’ and Dharmadhatuvagisvarimandalam.'*
Therefore, these deities for some reason were losing their prominence in Nispannayogavali and

other Bodhisattvas took their place.

The Nispannayogavali is divided in twenty-six Mandalas and in the contents it has been
clearly stated. The Mandala is a circle in which a large number of deities appear in smaller circles
surrounding the principal deities. Generally, the central position is reserved for the principal deity
and his companion appear in well-defined groups surrounding him in four cardinal directions and
intermediary corners. This series is again followed by further circles in the same manner and are
occupied by a group of companion deities. The first Mandala is dedicated to Mafijuvajra while the
last is dedicated to Kalacakra. In some of the Mandalas like Dharmdhatuvagisvari and Kalacakra

a large number of deities appear.

The twenty-six Mandalas are

1. Mafjuvajra Mandala,
2. Aksobhya Mandala,
3. Vajrasattva Mandala,

146 The Nigpannayogavali, p. 50
147 The Nigpannayogavali, p. 6
148 The Nispannayogavali, p. 54
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