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INTRODUCTION

Introducing the theme and its context:

The current research attempts to explore into the history of evolution of a rich literary culture
in early medieval Bengal through a study of inscriptions. The study is also designed to throw
light on a juncture of this history to trace the rise of a literate society. The society comprised
an exclusive yet complex orbit comprising various social and occupational categories from the
common scribe to the prominent writers and the diverse social communities who were its
consumers. The society was emerging under varied state powers and was influenced by
respective dynastic policies at different phases of history. The historical evidence for the
initiation of this literary culture comes from the epigraphic records related to a few ruling
figures whose dynastic affiliations are not clear. For example, we come across records of
Pradyumnabandhu, Gopacandra, Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya, and Samacaradeva group of
rulers whose dynastic and chronological as well as territorial associations remain unclear. The
history progressed further with the records of Sasanka, Bhaskarvarman, and the Khadgas, etc.
The full-fledged efflorescence of a regional literary style begins to take off in epigraphic form
through the inscriptions of the Palas and Candras. We also get glimpses of the cultural
accomplishments through texts of varied genres composed in this phase. Finally, a heightened
level of enrichment was observed in the inscriptions of the Varman and Sena rulers, which bore
the marks of a regional style along with an array of creative literature that came to be composed
in this final phase.

A study of the history of literary culture however, needs to cover the social base for creativity,
the emergent technicalities of the production as well as the nexus between the compositions
and the readers or audience who consumed these products. Some ideas and approaches have
developed worldwide on aspects of literary culture and the interface between literature and
society. For example, writing about Roman literary culture, Elaine Fantham has made certain
observations about the social expanse of a literary culture. This would include the initial
audience or the general public reading or appreciating a creative work as well as large
communities of readers focusing on selected works that were already in vogue.' He had

analyzed each phase of literary culture through different genres and works, their medium of

! Elaine Fantham, Roman Literary Culture: From Plautus to Macrobius, Second Edition,
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013), p.ix.
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writing and speaking, and their intended audience. He had, in fact, considered the Roman
theater as an extension and outreach of the contemporary literary culture. Again William V.
Harris had also traced a sustained literacy through the continuous cultural tradition of the
Greeks and Romans from the invention of the Greek alphabet to the 5™ century CE. ? He
categorized the social demography of literacy into three sections, the literates, the semi-literates
and a section of those outside the literate domain, but functioned on the edge. Traversing the
complex world of literacy in ancient contexts, he observed the lack of mass literacy in the
Greek and Roman world and encounters the limited domains of the ‘craftsmen literacy’ and
‘scribal literacy’. He uses the term ‘cultivated’ for the literatus and refers to the illiterates as
‘uncultured’.® Averil Cameron and Peter Garnsey tracked the rapid and varied cultural change
of the late Roman empire from 337 CE to 425 CE through the diverse and rich literary, artistic
and other forms of creativity and the nature of its audience.* Finally and most significantly, in
all these works, oral communication emerges as a significant mode of transmission for literary
culture.’

In the Indian context, Meera Visvanathan has hinted toward a literate society through a reading
of the early historical evidence. She talked about the development of written culture in the
context of early Brahmi inscriptions from 300 BCE to 250 CE and pointed to the forces that
worked behind to make it happen.® She noticed the social significance of this writing and the
‘different modes of responses’ to interpret the texts. These ‘different modes of responses’
marked the shift from orality to literacy. She had indeed stressed on the significance of oral

transmission of the texts to the common people in an era of limited literacy.

Taking cue from these studies on literary culture in the global and Indian contexts, we attempt
to observe the literary culture and the associated society of early medieval Bengal in a wider
lens mainly through select epigraphic records of the period. Much as Harris had found in his
own context, the diverse society that was observed in the light of early medieval Bengal

inscriptions can be categorized into three sections, the literati, a probable group of literates and

2 William V Haris, Ancient Literacy, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991), p.3.

3 Ibid. p.6.

* Averil Cameron and Peter Garnsey, eds., The Cambridge Ancient History: The Late Empire
A.D. 337-425, Vol. XIII, (UK: Cambridge University Press, 2008), p.665.

3 Ibid. pp. 703 - 704.

® Meera Visvanathan, Writing, Gifting and Identities: Providing Contexts for Early Brahmi
Inscriptions (300 BCE- 250 CE), (New Delhi: Jawaharlal Nehru University, 2009), pp.60-
131.



the large body comprising non-literates. How this society developed is reflected through the
study of various inscriptions of early medieval Bengal.

A vast number of inscriptions are available in the context of early medieval Bengal which can
be mainly categorized as copperplates, eulogies and dedicative and donative inscriptions
engraved on images, rocks and other objects. In early medieval Bengal, the majority of royal
and land related inscriptions were found engraved on copperplates and thus considered the
most important. In most instances, with the rising trends in literary culture we note these
inscriptions to include a poetic section which mainly presents an eulogistic narrative of the
genealogy of the concerned authority or ruler and his dynasty. This prasasti is followed by the
actual business matter, the donative part. While the prasasti part of the inscription was usually
composed in verse, the part about the land grant was in prose. It is this prasasti part that
portrayed the contemporary literary style. The donative part of the inscription recorded the
details of the land grant, including reference to the lay out of the land, identity of the donees,
whether brahmanas or religious institutions, addressees and the issuing authority and the
administrative agents. These records would often neatly document the land sale figures, land
measurement units and land evaluation methods, furnishing information of the developing
stage of practical knowledge related to state matters. The prose part therefore exhibited writing

techniques evolved within the administrative domains of the polities.

In the general context of literary forms, we may point to an important comment made by Van
Buitenen. Talking in connection with the early historic classical literature, he had pointed out
that ‘the distinction between prose and poetry was less sharp’.” Thus, there was a discernible
flow of continuity in emotions and style between the prose and poetry when they featured
consecutively in classical dramas for example. He had also pointed out that the literary prose
‘avoids the trap of over ornamentation’® which is generally found in a verse. On the other
hand, talking about the poetic metres employed in the early historic inscriptions, P.V. Kane
had talked about kavya, the term employed for all kinds of literary forms, and pointed to its
major categories as gadya and padya.’ Kane therefore makes the distinction more obvious.

Perhaps, this is what is most significant when we come to epigraphic compositions. It is in

7 Van Buitenen, Two Plays of Ancient India, (New York: Columbia University Press), 1968,
p.13.

8 Ibid. p.18.

 P.V.Kane, ‘The origin and growth of poetics in Sanskrit’, in An Introduction to Indian
Poetics, ed. V. Raghavan and Nagendra, (Madras: Macmillan and Company Limited, 1970),

p.3.



these compositions that the distinction between gadya and padya gets more sharpened. The two
parts began to get clearly defined in style and form and possibly emanated from distinct groups
of composers, writers and documenters. The trend remained the same in the inscriptions of
early medieval Bengal as all over in South Asian state societies at the time. But we now see it
garnered with increasing degrees of literary embellishments featuring as an index of culture
and highlights the emergence of an overall literary style in our context.

A parallel development of textual literacy is also noted, which actually forms the main focus
of most studies on this period of Bengal’s history. This was especially more evident from the
late 10" - 11" century onward which exhibits the evolved literary style. Nupur Dasgupta’s
study into this development takes us through the different genres of works produced through
the entire period and showcases the evolution through historical phases, which, quite
significantly coincided with the major junctures in the political process.'? These vast resources
of inscriptions offer a window to the emergence of literary characteristics in the use of Sanskrit

as a language and also hint at the evolution of a distinctive literary style.

In the context of ancient India, inscriptions have been found to not only serve as important
administrative devices but also offer excellent means for tracking the emergence of the literate
society. Talking about the initial stages of Sanskrit text compositions, especially the
administrative documents, we may refer to certain ideas offered by Sheldon Pollock. ! His
observations may be taken further to understand that the task of writing invested the writer
with authority, which was not a natural entitlement but gained through skill and knowledge
and brought with it certain socio-political privileges and at the same time imposed some
restrictions on the cultural freedom of this medium of communication. Certain strict parameters
of uses were getting defined gradually. Such developments were necessarily correlated to the
emergence of particular socio-textual communities. In this regard, Barbara Stoler Miller had
observed that the learned audience of this rich, refined, classical language, Sanskrit, was

certainly limited.!? Taking Van Buitenen’s view in this context, it can be said that, Sanskrit

10 Nupur Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature and Technical Treatises’, in The History of
Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives (up to c.1200 CE), eds. Abdul Momin
Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti, vol.2, Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh,2018,
pp-536-80.

!1'Sheldon Pollock, ‘The Cosmopolitan Vernacular’, The Journal of Asian Studies, Vol.57,
No. 1, 1998, p.8.

12 Barbara Stoler Miller, ‘Microcosmos of a complex world: Classical Drama in the Gupta
age’, in Essays on Gupta Culture, ed. Bardwell L. Smith, (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1983),
p.163.



was the language of culture and thus it went through an intense learning process in those
regions where Sanskrit was accepted as a proper cultural conceptualization and experience. '?
All these references allude to a closed community of composers and their intended audience.
Inscriptions from early medieval Bengal can be offered as examples to substantiate this case.
For not only do we see the earliest glimmer of an evolving literacy in physical form in these
inscribed words but also as records of administration this very body of evidence remains geared
to the state and ruling community and as such flourish within an enclosed community to begin
with. The authorship of these inscribed messages thus possibly invested agency of some kind

to its writers. It is through them that the literary style expanded and flourished.

This process was obviously endorsed by a politico-administrative infrastructure that grew and
evolved over time. The epigraphic records not only reveal the complex political history of the
region and the dimensions of dynastic rule in different subregions, but a close scrutiny of the
records also offer an indication of the nature of personnel associated with administration and
agrarian life. We note the emergence of communities of the literate like the Brahmanical
scholars, the vaidyas and karana - kayasthas, whose presence is observed in the upper echelons

of society in the different politico-geographical subregions.

At the same time, we note that this very significant regional literary trend had grown with
deeper roots connected to the emerging pan-Indian Sanskritic cultural trends, visible in the post
Gupta phase. The references made to the gaudi style by Banabhatta and others following him
indicate this phenomenon.'* This gaudi riti, has some special features, such as, gentle albeit
hard words with long compounds, ornate and charming poetry with various ‘upama, drstanta
and unfamiliar words’ and overbearing composition or ‘atiSoyokti’, etc. Although it has been
criticized by several scholars such as Banabhatta (c.7" century CE), Bhamaha (c.7" century
CE) and Dandin (c.8™ century CE) and found to lack finesse, especially in comparison with the
prevailing Vaidarbhi style, yet at the same time this figurative language did not lack in attention

from contemporary and later litterateurs and poets.

13 Buitenen, Two Plays, p.11.
14 Kaginath Pandurang Parab, The Harshacharita of Banabhatta, 4th edition, (Bombay:
Nirnay Sagar Press, 1918), line 7.



Of all these eloquent Sanskrit scholars, Banabhatta was the one who deserves special mention.
He was a Vatsyayana brahmana of the Bhargava lineage in association to Dadhichas. '
Brahmanas of this group who inhabited in eastern India during the early medieval period have
been referred in several early medieval Bengal inscriptions like Irda copperplate of Nayapala,
Barrackpore copperplate of Vijayasena, Govindapur copperplate of Laksmanasena, Madanpur
plate of Ke$avasena and Madanpada plate of Vi$variipasena.'® The genealogical identities of
all these eminent brahmanas are found in these inscriptions. They also emerged as potential
authors of the inscriptions. This may indicate a cultural-genealogical connection with the great
litterateur and could explain the notable influence of Banabhatta's style of writing found in
some of the Bengal inscriptions.

On the other hand, it is very surprising to note that there is no mention of any significant
literature in Bengal as the bearer of the gaudi riti in the 6th and 7th centuries even though
Banabhatta speaks of the riti during that era. In the subsequent times, this riti has also been
discussed specifically in the writings of Bhamaha and Dandin. In view of the lack of any extant
textual sources, we can only cite the 7 century CE Nidhanpur copperplate of Bhaskaravarman,
as a possible example, which bears a mark of early genesis of literary creativity. However, even
with a few glimpses of literary trend evident in some inscriptions of the late 6 — 8" centuries
CE, it is only with the Pala - Candra phase that true efflorescence of literary composition makes
an appearance in inscriptions. Even then we have to admit that barring Chandragomin’s work
on grammar there were no early texts that could lay claim to a regional textual tradition of
literacy in these early days. How then could we explain the problem of the early references to
Gaudi ritt as a distinctive regional literary style made by poetic critics of import and try to
understand the implications of this reference in the context of the wide horizon of pan Indian
Sanskrit studies? We can hypothetically offer the idea that the presence of early epigraphic
compositions in post — Gupta Bengal tentatively indicates the emergence of a regional class of
elite literates, growing familiar with the Sanskrit-based literary culture of the heart-land of Pan-
Indian state society. The composers brought out literary styles by composing the inscriptions.
They composed the eulogy part. Along with the eulogy part, they also provide us with

information about important commercial reports related to land grants through the medium of

15 Vishwambhar Sharan Pathak, Ancient Historians of India; A Study in Historical
Biographies, (Bombay: Asia Publishing House, 1966), p.33.

16 N.G.Majumdar, ‘Irda copperplate of the Kamboja king Nayapaladeva’, Epigraphia Indica,
Vol. XXII, 1933, p.151; N.G. Majumdar, Inscriptions of Bengal, Vol. 111, 1929, pp.63, 96,
125, 137.



copperplate charters. The identity of this group of composers may not have been known at first,
but later they do have a somewhat more transparent identity, which we note especially from
the 10™ century onwards. They flourished further from the 12" century during the reign of the
Varmans and reached an apex in the 13" century during the reign of Laksmanasena. The
composers were obviously addressing a literate society, as indicated in the references to various
royal officials, urban and rural elites, landholding classes, etc. The artisanal groups and other
social classes and sundry residents of rural society could have formed the background of this

socio-cultural fabric.

So, this whole process certainly indicates a potential society, variously situated with the rise
and fall of dynastic rulers in the varied sub-regions of Bengal. The role of the regional states
in their varied orders and orbits had, over time, provided patronage and thus impacted the
direction that literary culture took. For example, one notes that with the emergence of new
political forces during the time of the Senas, the literary efflorescence culminated into a
heightened creativity of the Brahmanical affiliation. And yet, there are indications of a

sustained development of literary culture beyond the scope of a political state.

Secondary literature

The review of secondary literature begins with a focus on the early trend of research on the
growth of literary style in Sanskrit inscriptions in general. The phenomenon of Sanskrit as a
medium of language in epigraphs has been discussed by several eminent experts in epigraphy.
For example, D.C. Sircar had pointed out how in the later part of early historic period Sanskrit
took over Prakrit as the primary language for inscriptions.!” According to Richard Saloman,
Sanskrit inscriptions could be noted on the scene from the end of the pre-Christian era and the
language was used by the Brahmanical elite to exhibit a high classical style in the
administrative realm.'® Pandurang Vaman Kane traced the theory of poetics that had evolved

through the inscriptions, remarkably illuminated in the Junagadh rock inscription of

'7D.C. Sircar, Indian Epigraphy, (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers Private Limited,
1996), p.39.

18 Richard Saloman, Indian Epigraphy, (Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers Pvt.Ltd.,
1998), p.93.



Rudradaman (150 CE) and the Allahabad Pillar inscription of the 4" century CE. These bore
testimony of high quality kavya in Sanskrit inscriptions.'® Debarchana Sarakar has highlighted
the Nandsa Yipa inscription of Krta year 282 to reflect its rich poetic composition. literary
analysis of the Gupta inscriptions by Manabendu Bandyopadhyay illuminated their growing
extensive kavya literature.?® Inspired by these perspectives and theories, we turn our attention
toward searching for a poetic style in the inscriptions of early medieval Bengal. Debarchana
Sarkar has enlightened us about the manifestation of an ornate style of language structure, full
of rhetorical inflexions and complex grammatical formations in the inscriptions of early

medieval Bengal.?!

Looking into the general literary trends in the pan-Indian Sanskritic cultural atmosphere during
the Early Medieval period, we get a few indicators for analysis from S.N. Dasgupta’s, seminal
work. 2 Again, V. Raghavan’s article on Sanskrit Kavya Literature illuminates the
characteristics of the works of eminent poets like Bharavi (c.6™ century CE), Magha (c.7"
century CE) Subandhu (7th century), Banabhatta (c.7" century CE), Bhamaha(c.7" century
CE), and Dandin (c.7"-8" century CE) as the bearers of this pan-Indian Sanskritic trend.??
Arthur Berriedale Keith’s discussions on the tradition of prose kavya’s of Dandin, Subandhu
and Banabhatta, provide the most significant clues to the fountainhead of the regional style in
our context.?* Gaurinath Sastri’s studies on the pan-Indian literary scene during the 8®-9th
century, especially highlights the works of poets like Udbhata (8" century CE), Vamana (end
of the 8" century), Rudrata (first quarter of the 9" century CE), Rajasekhara (10" century CE)

and others who had flourished between the tenth to twelfth century.?

9 P.V.Kane, History of Sanskrit Poetics, 4th ed. (Delhi: Motilala Banarsidass Publishers,
1971), p.336.

20 Dr Manabendu Banerjee, Historical and Social Interpretations of The Gupta Inscriptions,
(Calcutta: Sanskrit Pustak Bhandar), p.323.

2! Debarchana Sarkar, ‘Samskrta Abhilekha Sahitye Upama’, in Sathskrta Sahitye Upama, ed.
Indira Chatterjee, (Kolkata: Rabindra Bharati University, 2014), p.74.

22 SN. Dasgupta, ed., 4 History of Sanskrit Literature, vol.1, (Calcutta: University of
Calcutta, 1947), p.xiv.

23V Raghavan, ‘Sanskrit Kavya Literature; a General Survey’, in The Cultural heritage of
India, ed. Suniti Kumar Chatterji, Vol.V, (Calcutta: The Ramkrishna Mission Institute of
Culture, 1978), pp.216-23.

24 Arthur Berriedale Keith, A4 History of Sanskrit Literature, (Delhi: Motilal

Banarsidass, 1993), p.308.

2> Gaurinath Sastri, ‘Sanskrit Poetics’, in The Cultural heritage of India, ed. Suniti Kumar
Chatterji, Vol.V, (Calcutta: The Ramkrishna Mission Institute of Culture, 1978), pp.297-99.
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We may now turn our attention towards the prior works on Sanskrit literature of Bengal. The
first excellent review was made by S. K. De, whose contribution was pivotal in providing a
detailed list of Sanskrit literature of Bengal, especially during the Pala and Sena rule.?° For the
first time, he brought out all the literary genres together in distinct categories. We may refer to
Siddheswar Chattopadhyay’s work next which emphasized the form and the style of writing
Sanskrit literature in Bengal.?’ In recent times Nupur Dasgupta’s article on a myriad of Sanskrit
literature and technical treatises reveals the cultural flow and evolution in the literature of early
medieval Bengal since the early period.?® Romila Thapar‘s critically historical analysis of
Sandhyakara Nandi’s Ramacarita (c.11"-12" century CE)* offers most significant light on the
work and related history. Daniel H. H. Ingalls’ observations®® on the verses of the anthology
Subhasitaratnakosa (c.11"-12" century CE), especially the uses of distinct traits of Sanskrit
poetry in the verses, different established features like elongated metaphors, moods or rasa,
grammar of imageries helps us in analyzing the poetic characteristics noted in our context.
Barbara Stoler Miller’s deep study of the literary structure of the Gitagovinda (12" century
CE) again is most illuminating and aids in getting at the features of classical ornamentation.>!
Jesse Ross Knutson’s work is a comprehensive one, covering a historical context and its
cultural environs. He observed the grand emergence of ornate and aesthetically high literary

creativity in the court of Laksmanasena between 12-13% centuries.>?

The way in which previous researchers have shown distinctive development of literary
traditions mark a cultural flow that was particularly regional in tone. But this is possibly most
observed in the style of composition met within the inscriptions. This is evident if we review
the early tone of compositions starting with the Nidhanpur Copper Plate inscription up to the

examples from the Sena inscriptions. For example, we note a distinct similarity of literary tone

26 S K.De, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, in The History of Bengal, ed. R.C.Majumdar, Vol. I, (Dacca:
University of Dacca, 1943), pp.304-63.

27 Siddheswar Chattopadhyaya, ‘Bengal’s Sanskrit Literature Through the Ages’ in Culture
of Bengal through the Ages, ed. Bhaskar Chattopadhyaya, (Burdwan: The University of
Burdwan, 1988), pp.65-91.

28 Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, pp.535-36.

29 Romila Thapar, The Past Before Us: Historical Traditions of Early North India,
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2013), pp.496-98.

30 Daniel H.H.Ingalls, ed. and trans., An Anthology of Sanskrit Court Poetry: Vidyakara’s
“Subhasitaratnakosa”, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1965), pp.1-29.

31 Barbara Stoler Miller, ed. & tr., Jayadeva’s Gitagovinda, Love song of the dark Lord,
Oxford, 1978.

32 Jesse Ross Knutson, Into the twilight of Sanskrit court poetry; The Sena Salon of Bengal
and beyond, (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 2014).
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between textual literature of Sena period as highlighted by Knutson and the contemporary
inscriptions. It is the root and course of this phenomenon of a complex, multi-layered regional
literary culture vibrantly exhibited in epigraphic form and its associative sphere of

communication that has been sought in the current research.

In terms of defining the early medieval period of Indian history we have especially derived the
discursive frame offered by Brajadulal Chattopadhyay and Hermann Kulke.* Brajadulal
Chattopadhyay’s minute and deeply nuanced observations on the formation of regional
societies and states at various regional levels provide the most critical clues which we have
used to frame our understanding of this entire historical context.* Within this frame of
reference we turn attention towards the diverse political structures of early medieval Bengal.
In this context, the recent two-volume publication of The History of Bangladesh, edited by
Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Ranbir Chakraborty offers rich and current data-base on the
very complex political history of early medieval Bengal. To go to singular works, Ranbir
Chakraborty focuses on the local state formation in early Bengal from 300-1300 CE reviewing
the political forces and entities characterizing the diverse and layered nature of monarchical
polity in different sub-regions of Bengal. ¥ Ryosuke Furui’s article on ‘Variegated
Adaptations: State Formation in Bengal from the fifth to the seventh century’ has been utilized
to understand the variable process of secondary state formation in Bengal especially in the light
of environmental conditions and different levels of agrarian developments®® Rajat Sanyal’s
study of the dynastic history of the Pala-Sena in terms of their geographical distribution and

their chronological problem comes to much use.>” On the other hand, on a micro level, the

33 Hermann Kulke, ‘The Early and the Imperial Kingdom: A Processual Model of Integrative
State Formation in Early Medieval India’, in Rethinking Early India, Upinder Singh, ed.
(New Delhi, Oxford University Press, 2011); Brajadulal Chattopadhyaya, The Making of
Early Medieval India, (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2010); Chakrabarti, Religious
Process.

3% Chattopadhyaya, The Making of Early Medieval India.

35 Ranabir Chakravarti, ‘State Formation and Polity’, in The History of Bangladesh: Early
Bengal in Regional Perspectives (up to c.1200 CE), eds. Abdul Momin Chowdhury and
Ranabir Chakravarti, Vol.I,, (Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh,2018), pp.857-98.

36 Ryosuke Furui, ‘Variegated Adaptations: State Formation in Bengal from the fifth to the
seventh century’, in State Formation and Social Integration in Pre-modern South and
Southeast Asia: A Comparative Study of Asian Society, eds. Noboru Karashima and Masashi
Hirosue, (Tokyo: The Toyo Bunko, 2017), pp.73-74.

37 Rajat Sanyal, ‘The Pala-Sena and Others’, in Political History and Administration (c. AD
750-1300), History of Ancient India, eds. Dilip K.Chakrabarti and Makkhan Lal, Vol.V,
pp-165-203.
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fascinating study of the sub-regional context of Samatata-Harikela by Suchandra Ghosh offers

valuable input for our research.®

As far as society is concerned, we may first mention Ramesh Chandra Majumdar’s edited
volume, The History of Bengal. This work provides the basic socio- economic and political
framework for the early history Bengal.*® But it is with Nihar Ranjan Ray’s Bangalir Itihas:
Adi parba, that we truly enter into an analytic frame of social history. Ray perceived ancient
Bengal society in a new light, moving away from a narrative of facts to analytic examination
of frameworks of State, polity and economy. He delved deep into understanding the social
structure, social strata, class, language and literature of Bengal. *° This general social structure
refers to a stratified society and its internal world with diverse social classes and functional
communities. Attention may be drawn to the rich work of Brajadulal Chattopadhyaya who
attempted to understand the distribution of early rural settlements in Gupta and post-Gupta
Bengal in the light of inscriptions. Besides, he re-examined the concept of a village community,
the search for hierarchies among village residents, and the changing nature of relationship
between apex political authorities and villages. *' Chitrarekha Gupta had attempted to
understand the position of the kayasthas - as the class of literate writers in a pan — Indian frame
from the 9" century onwards.*? Puspa Niyogi had made an attempt to trace the rise and
development of the brahmanas in early Bengal.* Both these works provide important premises
for our research. In recent times, Ryosuke Furui has made an in-depth study of the social
structure of early medieval Bengal based on the epigraphic records. He wanted to interpret the

early medieval rural society of south Asia through the agricultural text Krsiparasara (c.11™

38 Suchandra Ghosh, ‘The Trans-Meghna Region: Making of a Sub-Regional Identity’,
Journal of Ancient Indian History, Vol. XXVII, 2010-11, pp.220-31; Suchandra Ghosh and
Sayantani Pal, ‘Political Geography and Locational Importance of Samatata-Harikela
Region’, in History, Culture and Coinage of Samatata and Harikela, ed. Jahar Acharjee,
Agartala, 2006, pp. 78-96.

3% R.C. Majumdar, ed. The History of Bengal, Vol.1, (Delhi: B.R.Publishing Corporation,
2003), pp.1-3.

40 Nihar Ranjan Ray, Bangalir Itihas: Adi parba, 7™ ed. (Kolkata: dey’s publishing, 2009),
p.6.

4! Brajadulal Chattopadhyaya, Aspects of Rural Settlements and Rural Society in Early
medieval India, (Calcutta: K P Bagchi & Company, 1990), pp.18-57.

42 Chitrarekha Gupta, The Kayasthas, (Calcutta: K P Bagchi & Company, 1996), pp.1-4.
43 Puspa Niyogi, Brahmanic Settlements in Different Subdivisions of Ancient Bengal,
Calcutta, 1967, p.i.
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century).* He found the rural society of early medieval Bengal to evolve through phases of
agrarian relations from 400 CE to 13™ century CE, and highlighted the hierarchy in power
relations evident in the agrarian structure. He talked about the presence of subordinate rulers,
landed magnets, grassroots cultivators and agrarian laborers.*’ Furui has also thrown deeper
light on rural social networks and integrations highlighting the emergence of regional features
of varna-jati system in early medieval Bengal.*® In the process he has offered important clues
to the emergence of the brahmanas as a social group with clear socio-cultural dominance and
their emergence into influential landholders, having built genealogical networks and links with
both the royal court and local elite clientele, and the wider rural society.*’ In terms of
incorporating the diverse local tradition into the Brahmanical social order, Kunal Chakraborty
has shown how in early medieval times Brahmanical culture integrated the local tradition by
propagating the ideals of the Bengal puranas through dialogic and ritual forms.*® Suchandra
Ghosh and Sayantani Pal illumined the life of elite and non-elite groups and the people of the
lower strata in the varied sub-regions of Bengal up to ¢. 1300 CE.* Sayantani Pal attempted to
understand the movement of the kaivartas from an occupational group to a jati as reflected in
the verses of Ramacarita.”® B.N.S. Yadava has made a significant contribution in interpreting

the term ‘Kutumbin’ in the early medieval period as a peasant householder in terms of

4 Ryosuke Furui, ‘The Rural World of an Agricultural Text: A Study on The Krsiparasara’,
Studies in History, Vol. 21, No. 2, New Delhi/ Thousand Oaks/ London, 2005, 1491f; Furui,
‘Brahmanas’, pp.181-215.

45 Ryosuke Furui, Land and Society in early South Asia (eastern India 400-1250 AD),
(London and New York: Routledge, 2020), pp.1-2.

46 Ryosuke Furui, Rural Society and Social Networks in Early Bengal from the Fifth to the
Thirteenth Century A.D., (New Delhi: Jawaharlal Nehru University, 2007), pp.1-2; Ryosuke
Furui, ‘Social Life: Issues of Varna-jati system’, in The History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal
in Regional Perspectives (up to c¢.1200 CE), eds. Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Ranabir
Chakravarti, vol.2,

(Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh,2018), pp.46-47.

#Ryosuke Furui, ‘Brahmanas in early medieval Bengal: Construction of their Identity,
Networks and Authority’, Indian Historical Review, 2013, p.223.

48 Kunal Chakrabarti, Religious Process: The Puranas and making of a Regional Tradition,
(New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2001, pp.1-35.

49 Suchandra Ghosh and Sayantani Pal, ‘Everyday Life in Early Bengal’, in The History of
Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives (up to c.1200 CE), vol.2, eds. Abdul
Momin Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti, (Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh,2018),
pp.3-6.

30 Sayantani Pal, ‘Revisiting the Kaivartta Revolt Locating the Emergence of a Caste’, in
Early Indian History and Beyond, eds., Osmund Bopearachchi and Suchandra Ghosh, New
Delhi, 2019, pp.502-17.
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explaining social terminologies in early medieval northern inscriptions.>! These works offered
several significant clues, some of which have helped in marking the social orbit of the literary

culture which forms one of the major aspects of the present research.

Research question and methodology

The referred secondary works provide significant clues and theoretical frames for analyses.
However, extensive and focused research on the current theme of research remains absent.
The work, therefore, delved deeper to track the different scopes of investigations into the
primary sources and came up with many hypotheses based on these investigations in order to
frame the findings and provide answers to a hitherto unveiled chapter of cultural history of
early medieval Bengal. The current research has observed its findings within the wider socio-
political frame in order to track deeper into the problems of emergence and sustenance of a
literary culture and society in early medieval Bengal. The evident fact that this culture
continued to grow and evolve led us to wonder and seek for the social and material support
base. Questions on patronage, creativity, consumption and conduits of literary culture have
been sought in epigraphic evidence, which were aligned with the textual sources, and then
found to provide valuable information on these varied aspects.

The specific questions that needed to be addressed were focused on the nature of the society in
general and in the specific scopes of the sub-regions. The major question also revolves around
the matter of the identity of the agents of literate culture and patronage. What was the nature
of influence that worked behind the formation of this social infrastructure and who cultivated
such a rich culture? These questions have been sought and addressed as far as possible with
reference to the primary sources and based on some major hypothetical parameters set in earlier

studies.

Details of methodological parameter

Literary analysis of some select inscriptions by previous epigraphists is significant in

understanding the overall literary culture at this stage. The choice of inscriptions was

IB.N.S.Yadava, “General President’s Address: Historical Investigation into Social
Terminology in Literature: A Problem of the Study of Social Change (Mainly in the Context
of Early Medieval Northern India)”, Proceedings of the Indian History Congress, Vol.53,
1992, pp.5-6.
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determined on the basis of the most voluble and rich contents as the most representative among
the extensive number of epigraphic materials associated with this historical phase. Among the
early epigraphists, Padmanatha Bhattacharya has carefully analyzed the literary traits of the
Nidhanpur copper plate inscription of Bhaskarvarman (seventh century CE).*? He highlighted
the reflection of Banabhatta’s style in this inscription. Radhagovinda Basak illustrated the
characteristics of artificial poetry and a reflection of Banabhatta’s style in the Tipperah
copperplate of Loknatha (middle of the seventh century CE) and in the Kailan Copper Plate
Inscription of Sridharanarata (middle to the last quarter of the 7™ century CE).>> Among the
selected Pala inscriptions, the literary analysis of the Khalimpur inscription of Dharmapala (9
century CE) by F.Kielhorn is significant to observe its eulogistic poetry, with fine expertise in
literary style, handling of language and use of similes, like upama in poetic beauty, alarmkara
and riipaka (metaphor), atisayokti (hyperbole) and play of words or $lesa.>* A meticulous
translation of the Nalanda copperplate inscription of Devapala (9" century CE) by Hirananda
Sastri illuminates the voluble and loaded tone of the prasasti.>> The main point of interest here
is to observe the juxtaposition of praise of military power with the qualities of generous
benevolence and supreme wisdom while praising kings. F. Kielhorn highlighted the literary
merits of the Badal pillar inscription of Guravamisra (855 — 910 CE).*° He indicated the
peculiarities of orthography and grammar in this elegant and rich composition. D.C. Sircar
portrayed the fine literary tone of the Gaya Krsnadvarika temple inscription of Visvaditya in
the eleventh century CE through its poetic charm.®’ Arthur Venis has carefully edited and
translated the Kamauli Copperplate inscription of Vaidyadeva (mid-12th century) where he

52 Vidyavinoda Padmanatha Bhattacharya, ‘Nidhanpur Copper Plates of Bhaskarvarman’,
Epi graphia Indica, Vol XII, 1913, pp.65-79; Padmanatha Bhattacharya, Kamripa
Sasanabali, Rangpur, 1931, pp.1-43.

53 Radhagovinda Basak, ‘Inscriptions: Their Literary Value’, in The Cultural heritage of
India, Vol.V, ed. Suniti Kumar Chatterji, (Calcutta: The Ramkrishna Mission Institute of
Culture, 1978), p.404.

54 F. Kielhorn, ‘Khalimpur Plate of Dharmapaladeva’, Epigraphia Indica, Vol.IV, 1896,
pp.243-54.

>3 Hirananda Sastri, ‘Nalanda Copper plate of Devapala’, Memoirs of the Archaeological
Survey of India, No.66, p.921f; Hirananda Shastri, ‘The Nalanda Copper-plate of
Devapaladeva’, Epigraphia Indica, Vol.XVII, 1924, pp.310-27.

36 F. Kielhorn, ‘Badal Pillar Inscription of the time of Narayanapala’, Epigraphia Indica,
Vol.Il, 1892, pp.160-67.

37 D.C. Sircar, ‘Inscriptions of Two Brahmana Rulers of Gaya’, Epigraphia Indica, Vol.
XXXVI, 1965, pp. 86 — 88.
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illumined an artistic illustration of poetic beauty or alarmmkara in the prasasti part of this
inscription as a mid-12" century style.’® Among the Candra inscriptions, D.C. Sircar carefully
analyzed the literary importance of the Pascimbhag copperplate inscription of Sricandra (935
CE).> He had pointed out that the script reflected the genesis of the gaudi from the
siddhamatrka. Among the inscriptions of the Varman and Sena period, N.G. Majumdar
meticulously analyzed the literary traits of the Bhuvaneswar Prasasti of Bhattabhavadeva and
the Deopara Rock Inscription of Vijayasena.®® Debarchana Sarkar has offered an analytic

discussion of the Bhuvaneswar Pragasti and the Deopara Rock Inscription.®!

Along with the numerous inscriptional sources, we have investigated some contemporary
Sanskrit literature for further reference, for example, the Ramacarita by Sandhyakara Nandi
(c.11™-12" century CE),*? Subhdasitaratnakosa complied by Vidyakara (c.11"-12% century),®

1™ century),** Pavanadiita by Dhoyi (c.12™ century CE),*® Gitagovinda

Krsiparasara (mid-1
by Jayadeva (12" century CE),% Arydsaptasati of Govardhanacarya (c. 12® century), ®’
Sadukti-karnamrta by Sridharadasa (early 13" century).®® These texts represent an array of

literary genres which indicate the richness of literary creativity in the chosen context.

58 Arthur Venis, ‘Copper-plate Grant of Vaidyadeva, King of Kamarupa’, Epigraphia Indica,
Vol .II, pp.347-58.

59 D.C. Sircar, ‘Paschimbhag plate of Sricandra’, Epigraphic Discoveries in East Pakistan,
Calcutta, 1973, pp.19-40, 63-69; D.C. Sircar, ed. ‘Paschimbhag Copper-plate Inscription of
Srichandra (¢.925-75 A.D.)’, Select Inscriptions, Vol.II, 1983, pp.92-100.

60 Majumdar, Inscriptions of Bengal, pp. 25-41, 42-56.

81 Debarchana Sarkar, Nityakaler tui Puratan (Nirbachita sonskrito obhilekhomala),
(Kolkata: Paschimbanga Rajya Pustak Parshat, 2013), pp. 220-36, 237-52.

62 Haraprasad Sastri, ed. ‘Ramacarita by Sandhyakara Nandi’, Revision with English
Translation, Notes and Re-editing by R.G.Basak, Memoirs of the Asiatic society of Bengal,
Vol.III, No.1, (Calcutta: The Asiatic Society, 1969).

63 D.D.Kosambi and V.V.Gokhale, eds. The Subhasitaratnakosa, (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1957).

% Furui, ‘The Rural World of an Agricultural Text’.

85 Srichintaharanchakravartisharmana, Pavanadiitam, Sanskrita sahitya Parishad.
%Jibananda Vidyasagara, ed. Gitagovindamkavyam, Calcutta, 1882; Miller, Jayadeva’s
Gitagovinda.

67 Pandit Durga Prasad, Kasinath Pandurang Parab and Vasudev Laxman Sastri Pansikar,
eds., The Aryasaptasati of Govardhanacarya with the Commentary Vyaijgartha Dipand of
Ananta Pandit, Kavyamala No.1, Bombay, 1934; Pandit Sachal Misra, The Aryasaptasati of
Govardhanacarya with the Commentary Rasapradipika, 1931; Janhabi Kumar Chakraborty,
Aryasaptasati o Gaudabanga, Kolkata, 1971.

68 Ramavatara Sharma, ed. Saduktikarnamrta by Sridharadasa, Calcutta, 1912; S. C Banerji
ed., Sadukti-karnamrta of Sridharadasa, Calcutta, 1965.

15



To understand the literary style of the textual works of this period we have to rely on the study
and analysis of the literature of this period by previous researchers. Haraprasad Sastri’s edition
of Sandhyakaranandi’s Ramacarita has been revised with English translation and notes by
Radhagovinda Basak.® This has been consulted heavily for our research. Romila Thapar’s
analysis on the Ramacarita and Sandhyakaranandi from a historical perspective’® offers
significant clues. H.H. Daniel Ingalls’s critical introduction and translation of the text
Subhasitaratnakosa illustrates the merits of its poetic appeal and evaluates the anthological
literature as a representation of classical Sanskrit literature as a whole.”! Sures Chandra
Banerji’s edition of the text of Sadukti-karnamrta is the only one available on this important
anthology and therefore invaluable.”? James Mallinson’s meticulous translation of the text of
Pavanadiita helps to understand the literary features of this text.”> A Ph.D. dissertation on
Dhoyi’s Pavanadiita by Tandrima Sarkar throws some light on the literary traits of the text.”
Janhabi Kumar Chakraborty’s translation of the Aryasaptasati in Bengali with Bengali notes

t.”> Barbara Stoler Miller’s excellent analysis

helps to analyze the literary formation of the tex
and edition helps in understanding the classic literary structure of Gitagovinda.”® Dr. M.V.
Krishna Rao meticulously delineated the theme of the Gitagovinda.”” Vicitri Dasi narrated the
substance and actual significance of the text Gitagovinda.”® An interpretation of the literary
principles and method of the text has been portrayed here.

The major source and subject matter of the study are the Sanskrit inscriptions of early medieval
Bengal that exhibited a rich literary style. This trend of development of literary style has
evolved in at a Pan-Indian level for a long time. Even the poets who wrote the inscriptions

mentioned their own work to be poetry. For example, Harisena and Ravikirti had both

presented themselves as poets. Manabendu Bandyopadhyay and Debarchana Sarakar’s earlier

 Sastri, ‘Ramacarita’.

0 Thapar, The Past Before Us, pp. 496-98.

"' Ingalls, An Anthology of Sanskrit Court Poetry, pp. 1-53.

72 Banerji, Sadukti-karnamrta.

73 James Mallinson, trans. ‘Messenger Poems by Kalidasa, Dhoyi & Rupa Gosvamin’, in
Clay Sanskrit Library, eds. Isabelle Onians and Somadeva Vasudeva, New York University
Press and JIC Foundation, 2006.

74 Tandrima Sarkar, 4 study of Dhoyi’s Pavanadiita, (Ph.D. diss., University of Burdwan,
2007).

5 Chakraborty, Aryasaptasati.

76 Miller, Jayadeva’s Gitagovinda.

""M.V Krishna Rao, Gita Govinda of Jayadeva, (Bangalore: Satsangha Seva Samithi, {Date
of publication not found in copy consulted}).

78 Vicitri Dasi, ed. Sr7 Gita Govinda-Sri Jayadeva Gosvami, New Delhi, 2017, first ed. 2005.
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analyses of the literary value of the early historic inscriptions, substantiate the idea that
epigraphic compositions were indeed taking off to a level of heightened literary activity in
many cases. /° Taking cue from this Pan-Indian perspective, our study seeks to establish the
value of epigraphic compositions from early medieval Bengal as a special example of the
phenomenon. In parallel to this we also take a cue from the rich research on textual literature
of early medieval Bengal carried out by S.K. De and in recent times by Nupur Dasgupta to
track the cultural flow and evolutionary paradigm of Sanskrit literature of Bengal. Knutson’s
work makes an important contribution in situating an ultra-rich creative literature within the
domain of courtly culture, thus pointing to the possibilities of envisaging an aspect of the social
domain within which the literary society flourished.

This literary style, communicated through the inscriptions, demonstrated a literary community
and a community who accessed it. Here we can refer to Sheldon Pollock's theory which talks
about inscriptions as representations of literary culture and illustrates how it was cultivated
within a particular socio-textual community.®® It is through this mode of communication that a
literate society emerged. Meera Visvanathan pointed to the existence of ‘different communities
of response to interpreting the same text in different ways’.! In this way, a picture of different
categorizations of a literate society emerges. Nurtured within the domain of social and political
structure of power, the pursuit of Sanskrit ornate literature represents on the one hand the upper
echelons of society. In this regard, Sheldon Pollock stated that ‘Sanskrit inscriptions, typically
issued from the royal courts, were crucial as an expression of the political’.®? Thus, the political
picture that these inscriptions highlight, indicates the prevalence of a grand and visibly
powerful political authority behind the growth of this literate society - possibly a court. Since
we want to delve into this courtly background for the literary paradigm, we are resorting to the
methodology and perspective furnished by Daud Ali.?* According to this research design, the

following chapters will be:

7 Banerjee, Historical and Social Interpretations, pp.323-43.

89 Pollock, ‘The Cosmopolitan Vernacular’, pp.8-9.

81 Visvanathan, Writing, Gifting and Identities, p.90.

82 Ibid. p.10.

8 Daud Ali, Courtly Culture and Political Life in Early Medieval India, (New Delhi:
Cambridge University Press India Pvt. Ltd., 2014), p.4.
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Chapter I
The Historical Frame
Period of Genesis of the regional literary Trend (6™ — 8" century CE)
Chapter 11
The flourishing phase of literary culture (8 — 12 century CE)
Chapter 111
Chapter IV The full efflorescence of regional literary culture (11"- early 13
century CE)
Chapter V The regional socio-cultural matrix (6M-early 13" century CE)

The first chapter discusses the general socio-political framework of Bengal behind the
emergence of a rich literary trend, which flourished predominantly from the 5th-6th century
CE onwards in distinct geo-ecological zones like Pundravardhana, Radha, Vanga and
Samatata-Harikela. The second chapter opens up with a discussion on the first and initial phase
of the history where we begin to observe the genesis of literary works in terms of their available
from in epigraphic records. Besides portraying an administrative-political formation and the
official cadres associated with it, the source materials also delineated to study the structural
transformation of the rural society of early medieval Bengal as the process of historical change.
For this, we can take recourse to the pattern of social structure in rural Bengal of the early
medieval period as portrayed by Ryosuke Furui. References to various social groups who
influenced the society and led to its construction from the 5U-6™ century have also been
reflected here. Finally, a group of literate classes can be traced out of these diverse social
classes through whom this literary culture emerged and developed in early medieval Bengal.
We have begun the discussion on the tentative emergence of literary style in the regional
inscriptions in the second chapter. A thematic analysis of the inscriptions reveals that the
records of each dynasty carried their distinctive features. This process was shaped with the

records related to Pradyumnabandhu, Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya, Gopacandra and
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Samacaradeva, Sasanka, Nathas, Ratas, Khadgas and early Devas. The third chapter deals with
the evolution of compositional quality in some selected inscriptions of the Palas and the
Candras rulers in the phase between 8" and 12" centuries. The choice of inscriptions was
determined on the basis of the most voluble and rich contents as the most representative among
the extensive number of epigraphic materials associated with this historical phase. Along with
this, taking examples from the variegated Sanskrit literature, a number of works composed by
the learned preceptors during this phase may be reviewed illuminating the textual cultural scene
of the region. This is the period when early medieval Bengal witnessed the establishment of
strong dynasties that ruled wider territories covering several sub-regions like Pundra, Radha,
Vanga, Samatata and beyond. Inscriptions belonging to the next phase, between the 12%-13%
centuries may be regarded as an exuberant and matured phase of literary style. This has been
discussed in the fourth chapter. The rich literary trend of this period was initiated with the
Varmans, culminating during the Sena times. The pompous literary treasure consisted of an
extensive number of grandeur inscriptions issued under the Varmans and Senas. Apart from
the inscriptional references, we do have ample evidence of grandiose creative literature, raised
within the courtly circuit of Laksmanasena’s regime. The fifth chapter is devoted to a review
of the literary evolution and tracks the salient features of the social context. The conclusion
reviews the discussions made so far and attempts to summarize trends of convergences of
varied socio-cultural and political factors that have been noted so far to lead to the emergence
of the distinctive culture of Literary Sanskrit and literacy also attempts to project the findings

on the social orbit of this development.

Overall, this whole process certainly indicates a potential society, variously situated with the
rise and fall of dynastic rulers in the varied sub-regions of Bengal. namely, Pundravardhana,
Radha, Vanga, Samatata-Harikela etc. The role of the regional states in their varied orders and
orbits had, over time, provided patronage and thus impacted to a certain extent the direction
that literary culture took. But it was not the royal court that alone could nurture this literary
culture. The answer is to be found in the presence of influential rural communities that emerged

and flourished in the society from the 6th century CE.
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CHAPTER 1

The Historical Frame

The long history of Bengal since the early times is intertwined with the history of the broader
Indian subcontinent and the surrounding regions of south Asia and Southeast Asia. Bengal, located
in the eastern part of the Indian subcontinent at the apex of the Bay of Bengal, was dominated by
the fertile Ganges delta. Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti have provided the
origin of the name Bengal or Bangla or Bangala, which comes from an ethnic group or
geographical entity called Vanga.' This Vanga is located in the Dhaka-Vikrampur-Faidpur region
of Bangladesh.? The southernmost part of Vanga was known as Vangala (ala/ali) due to the
abundance of dams built to prevent heavy rains.? This is probably the origin of the word Bengal,
Bangla, or Bangala. This Bengal was an agglomeration of five sub-regions, which were politically,
socially, and culturally distinct from each other. Different political entities have created a political
environment here by exercising their varying powers. However, this political history of Bengal
has been illuminated in terms of evidence since the fourth-fifth century. Since early times, diverse
ethnic groups and communities have settled here considering it suitable for living. The fertile land
of Bengal at the apex of the Gangetic delta was also favorable for their inhabitation. The cultural
history of the place was also cultivated by the people of these different ethnic groups, a special
reflection of which was the literary culture of the region. The integration of vernacularism from
the tradition of high Sanskritization has elevated Bengal as an independent entity at the pan-Indian
level. A long literary genre became influential in the context of the political, social, and cultural
practices of Bengal.

A literary trend, as a long-standing creation of an overall region, depends on how the social and
political perspectives of the region are based. What kind of political and social environment was
conducive to the development of this creation? A literary ambiance depends on the patronage and

encouragement of the different ruling groups of a region. In that case, inscription as an official

! Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti, eds. History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal
in Regional Perspectives (up to c. 1200 CE), Vol.l, (Dhaka: Asiatic Society of
Bangladesh,2018), p.xxiv.

2 [bid. p.xxiv.

3 Ibid. p.xxiv.
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document has been endorsed by a definite political structure that upholds them. The innumerable
inscriptions of Bengal during and after the 5™-6™ century help us analyze socio-political history
until the end of the 12%-13™ century. Besides, some high-level creative Sanskrit literature in Bengal
also highlights a socio-political picture of the region. But most of its existence can be traced back
to the Sena Varman era and before that, a few examples of this can be found in the time of the
Palas in the Ramacarita of Sandhyakara Nandi and in Subhdasitaratnakosa of Vidyakara which too
dates back to around tenth-eleventh century. However, if this regional literary genre can be
denominated in any way, it can be named after Banabhatta or others referring to gaudi riti. This
has been further mentioned in the Udayasundart Katha of Soddhala, which has found resemblance
in Vaidarbhi to the style of the cuckoo, Gaudi to that of the peacock, Paficali to that of the swan.*
Sivaprasad Bhattacharya who has considered Gaudi ‘as much relishing and charming as
Vaidarbh?’ has elucidated this.®> Thus, this Gaudi riti has been considered a distinct literary style
on the wide horizon of pan-Indian Sanskrit studies and accepted amongst a section in the
contemporary Sanskrit literate world.® An ornate style of language structure, full of rhetorical

inflections, and complex grammatical formations were the common features of gaudi riti.

However, here the question arises about the vividity of the reflection of this gaudi style in the
inscriptions of early medieval Bengal. Where Banabhatta speaks of the ornate gaudi style in the
7th century, there was no impact of it in any other inscription in Bengal at that time except in the
copperplate inscription of Nidhanpur. However, since this gaudi riti originated from the word
Gauda and this was a sub-region of Bengal, this gaudi riti or literary Gauda region is what has to

be understood in a historical frame.

4V.V. Mirashi, Literary and Historical Studies in Indology, (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1975),
p.84.

> Sivaprasad Bhattacharya, ‘The Gaudi Riti in theory and practice’, in Indian Historical
Quaterly, ed. Narendra Natha Law, Vol. 111, 1927, p.378.

% De, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, pp.302 — 303.
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The term Gauda has an ethnic identity. Annapurna Chattopadhyay presumed that Gaudas were
originally mongoloid people.” Broadly speaking, the Gauda is referring to the lower Ganga valley.
Whether Banabhatta has referred to this Gauda as a particular region of Bengal or to the overall
Bengal is something yet to be agreed upon. In the early historical evidence, Gauda has mainly been
a country containing a large tract of area ranging between Benaras and the Bay of Bengal. In the
political scenario, the geographical connotations of Gauda change with time. During the rule of
Sasanka, Gauda embraced the parts of West Bengal including its coasts and north Bengal.
Banabhatta in his Harsacarita referred to Sasanka as the lord of Gauda and referred to him as
‘Gaudadhipa’.® During the 8™-9™ centuries, Gauda denoted the entire Pala kingdom. The
Rastrakiita and Pratihara records identified the Pala rulers as ‘GaudeSvara’, ‘Gaudendra’,
‘Gaudaraja’, etc. The same designations go for the Sena rulers as well. From the external sources
of Bengal, it can be said that outside the so-called geographical boundaries of Bengal, it was mainly
identified as Gauda, whether about a ruler or in terms of location. In this context, Abdul Momin
Chowdhury and Aksadul Alam have stated the geographical connotation of Gauda. They
mentioned that Gauda used to denote the whole of Bengal despite the existence of other
geopolitical entities.” With the increase of its political influence to the peak, the Gaudadesa even
denoted the whole of eastern India at times.'® Sivaprasad Bhattacharya stated that ‘the gaudi took
its name from the style prevailing in the Gauda country’.!! This probably indicates that the people
outside Bengal at that time had considered it familiar with the name Gauda, which includes borders
of Orissa, West Bengal, North Bengal, and extended up to the Vanga. However, it is recognized
that the gaudt riti was a regional literary style named after the Gauda sub-region of Bengal or

broadly eastern India and was adopted as a r1ti in the contemporary Sanskrit literati world.

7 Annapurna Chattopadhyay, ‘A brief note on the Ethno-historical approach to the cities of
ancient Bengal’, Proceedings of the History Congress, Vol.62, 2001, p.68.

8 P.V. Kane, ed. The Harshacarita of Bana Bhatta, Delhi, 1973, p.115.

 Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Aksadul Alam, ‘Historical Geography’, in The History of
Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives (up to c.1200 CE), eds. Abdul Momin
Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti, Vol.I,, (Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh,2018), p.21.
10 1bid. p.21.

! Bhattacharya, ‘The Gaudi Riti’, p.380.
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Bengal was understood to be formed of distinct geo- ecological zones as mentioned in several
references from inscriptions and literature. B.M. Morrison has divided the Bengal delta according
to its principal soil formations. They are the Delatiac plain, the Tippera surface, and the Sylhet
basin, which are made of recent alluvial plain, and the Madhupur and Varendra uplands composed
of the ancient Pleistocene alluvium.!? The deltaic 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 made up of the deposit of Meghna and Padma with Lalmai-Mainamati hills at
its centre and is about 3000 square miles.!# Suchandra Ghosh showed that the east of Meghna was
known as the ‘Trans-Meghna’ region.!> The Sylhet basin is demarcated by the Shillong plateau
in the north, Burmese and Tippera highland on the east and Madhupur Jungle in the south, which
is about 5000 square miles.'® The Madhupur and Varendra uplands are made up of old alluvium

deposits and are distinguished by the deep red oxidized soil.!”

Morrison situated the strategic
location of the principal political centres of early Bengal alongside the rivers. Like the ancient and
medieval capitals, Ramavati and Lakhnauti were situated beside the northern stream of Ganga.'®
Karnasuvarna had access to the Bhagirathi basin.!” Vikrampur, Sonargaon and Dhaka were
situated near the confluence of Padma and Meghna.?’ Pundranagara and Kotivarsa were located
alongside small rivers in the Varendra region.?! These geographical zones of Bengal have been
identified by Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Aksadul Alam in their recent publication of the
History of Bangladesh. They segregated the sub-regions of early Bengal into four major divisions

in the pre-CE 1200 period according to their distinct cultural, economic, and intellectual entity.

They are Pundravardhana, Radha, Vanga and Samatata-Harikela.?? This account may be

12 B.M.Morrison, Political Centres and Cultural Regions in Early Bengal, (Tuscon: The
University of Arizona Press, 1970), p.8.

3 Ibid. p.8.

4 Ibid. p.8.

15 Ghosh, ‘The Trans-Meghna Region’, p.220; Srabani Chakrabarty, ‘River, Water Bodies,
Riverine Ports, Marshy land: The Making of the Trans-meghna Sub-Regional Node of the Early
Medieval Bengal’, Puravritta, Vol.2, 2017, pp. 55-77.

16 Morrison, Political Centres, p.8.

17 Ibid. p.8.

18 Ibid. p.12.

Y9 Ibid. p.12.

20 Ibid. p.12.

2 Ibid. p.12.

22 Chowdhury and Alam, ‘Historical Geography’, p.18.
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juxtaposed with the references drawn by Amitabha Bhattacharya, who was considered a stalwart
scholar in historical geography. He correlated the traditional divisions of Bengal with the physical
divisions based on geographical evidence i.e. Varendra, Gauda, Vanga, Vangala, Samatata, etc.?’
According to Amitabha Bhattacharya, Varendra was an integral portion of Pundravardhana.?*
Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Aksadul Alam manifested that Pundravardhana denotes the
northern portion of Bengal, i.e. Rajshahi-Bogra-Dinajpur areas of Bangladesh and part of the
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northern sector of west Bengal“> and within it, Varendra was bounded by the Ganges on the south

t.2° During the Sena times, Paundravardhanabhukti was comprised of

and the Korotoya on the eas
northern, south-western (‘Khadi’ and ‘Vyaghratati’) and south-eastern parts of Bengal.?’” Radha
denoted the areas to the west of the Bhagirathi which incorporated the districts of Birbhum,
Bankura, Bardhaman, Hooghly, Howrah, and Medinipur.?® It was further divided into Daksina
Radha and Uttara Radha. Gauda, as a sub-unit of Radha, denotes the northern portion in general
and may have been extended in the southwest as far as the Ganjam district of Orissa.?’ It is
comprised of Malda-Murshidabad, Birbhum, and Bardhaman though sometimes it defines the
whole of Bengal or eastern India.*° Vanga denotes the Dhaka-Faridpur- Munshiganj, and Barishal
areas in present Bangladesh.?' Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Aksadul Alam opined that Vangala
as a separate geographical unit from the Vanga denotes the coastal areas of south-eastern Bengal.*?
Samatata denotes the south or southeast Bengal comprising of Noakhali, Comilla, Chittagong, and
adjacent areas in present Bangladesh and some parts of present Tripura in India. >* On its northern

and southern sides, Srihatta and Harikela were denoted as the sub-units of Samatata.>* Harikela,

as another sub-unit of Samatata, formed a separate entity in the coastal tract of Chittagong and its

23 Amitabha Bhattacharya, Historical Geography of Ancient and Early Medieval Bengal,
(Calcutta: Sanskrit Pustak Bhandar, 1977), p.9.

24 Ibid, p.43.

25 Chowdhury and Alam, ‘Historical Geography’, p.18.

26 Bhattacharya, Historical Geography, pp.42-44.

27 Chowdhury and Alam, ‘Historical Geography’, p.18.

28 Ibid. p.20.

2 Bhattacharya, Historical Geography, pp.51-55.

39 Chowdhury and Alam, ‘Historical Geography’, p.22.

31 Bhattacharya, Historical Geography, pp. 56-62; Chowdhury and Alam, ‘Historical
Geography’, p.22.

32 Ihid. p.23.

33 Ibid. pp. 24 — 25.

3 Ihid. p.24.
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neighboring areas.*> Suchandra Ghosh and Sayantani Pal have discussed the locational importance
of Samatata-Harikela region.*® With the growth of political power, it progressively incorporated
the areas of Noakhali, Comilla, Tripura, and Sylhet.>’ Although it is difficult to distinguish
Samatata and Harikela by their geographical location, it is generally held that while the Comilla-
Noakhali area was the core territory of Samatata, the coastal tract of Chittagong was the core area
of Harikela.*® The geographical connotations of these sub-regions had changed along with time
and with the rise of political power. Several Political entities were formed based on these sub-
regions. Sometimes it is seen that the geographical area of a sub-region has expanded and exceeded
its ascertained limits during the reign of a ruler or ruling dynasty. Gauda and Harikela can be taken
as an example here. However, besides the inconsistency of their geographical limitations, it is
generally held that all these janapadas or sub-regions were incorporated into Bengal and outside

the Bengal periphery; it was generally denominated as Gauda from the 7 century CE onwards.

Each of the sub-regions of Bengal carried its own entity and feature. Particularly, there is an
explicit cultural, political, and social distinction between the northern or western Bengal and the
southern or eastern Bengal. South-eastern Bengal had its political-cultural identity. This is
probably because the southern or south-eastern Bengal had been open to south-east Asian
influence. However, under the the expansive rules of the Palas and the Senas for a time all the
sub-regions were brought under a single umbrella of political sovereignty and were interrelated
in some way or other. Thus, despite distinctions, this integrated a unique regionality and cultural
tradition of Bengal before the people outside. In addition to this, it can be said that although each
political dynasty is different from the other, hints to cultural exchanges can be gleaned. Bengal,
as a separate political-cultural entity, has predominantly flourished from the 5™-6" century

onwards after the end of the Gupta rule and flourished into a distinct regional identity.

We now turn our attention towards the political structure of early medieval Bengal since the 6
century CE. Ranbir Chakraborty’s work throws important light on these processes and aids in

our attempt to understand the political history. It mainly focuses on the local state formation in

35 Ibid. p.26.

36 Ghosh and Pal, ‘Political Geography and Locational Importance’, pp. 78-96.
37 Chowdhury and Alam, ‘Historical Geography’, p.26.

38 Ibid. p.26; Ghosh, ‘The Trans-Meghna Region’, p.220.
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early Bengal from 300-1300 CE with diverse and transformed spread of monarchical polity in
different sub-regions of Bengal.** Ryosuke Furui draws attention to the structure and the varied
processes of secondary state formation in Bengal according to the environmental conditions and
different levels of agrarian development in several sub-regions since the fifth century onwards by
adapting the Gupta state system.*’

Abdul Momin Chowdhury has analyzed the emergence of Gauda during the reign of Sasanka as a
threshold of a regional political entity.*' He also throws light on the rise of Palas as a regional
political power across a wide area of Gauda, Radha and Pundra in Bengal and in the sub-regions
of Magadha and Mithila in Bihar through the recent discoveries of numerous Pala inscriptions.*?
Rajat Sanyal highlighted the dynastic history of the Pala-Sena in terms of their geographical
distribution and their chronological problem.** Shariful Islam has studied the emerging political
entities in south-eastern Bengal since the time of Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya, Gopacandra and
Samacaradeva till the time of later Devas in the light of the recent discovery of various inscriptions

and coins.** Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Chitta Ranjan Misra have studied the Sena rule as one

royal parasol which, in a way, opened up the process for the integration of the sub-regions of

39 Chakravarti, ‘State Formation’, pp.857-98.

40 Furui, ‘Variegated Adaptations’, pp.73-74.

4 Abdul Momin Chowdhury, ‘Threshold of Regional Political Identity’, in The History of
Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives (up to c.1200 CE), eds. Abdul Momin
Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti, Vol.I,, (Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh,2018),
pp-529-50.

42 Abdul Momin Chowdhury, ‘Pala Realm: Making of a regional political power’, in The History
of Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives (up to c.1200 CE), eds. Abdul Momin
Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti, Vol.I,, (Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh,2018),
pp.691-816.

43 Sanyal, ‘The Pala-Sena’, pp.165-203.

4 Shariful Islam, ‘Emerging Political entities in south-east Bengal (Vanga-Samatata-Harikela)’,
in The History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives (up to c.1200 CE), eds.
Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti, Vol.I,, (Dhaka: Asiatic Society of
Bangladesh,2018), pp.551-671.
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western (parts of Pundra, Gauda and Radha) and eastern (Vanga, Samatata and Harikela) Bengal.*’

The sub-regional identity of Samatata-Harikela has been highlighted by Suchandra Ghosh.*®

We may now turn our attention toward the prior literature on the trends of studying the social
structure of early medieval Bengal. Here, the first mention may be made of Ramesh Chandra
Majumdar who has edited the first volume of The History of Bengal. This work may be borrowed
to structure the general socio-economic-political framework of Bengal since the early times.*’
Nihar Ranjan Ray’s Bangalir Itihas: Adi parba threw light on an overall framework about the
State, polity and economy; social structure, social strata, the elite class, their language and
literature of Bengal from very early times. *® Ryosuke Furui has further highlighted the social
structure of Bengal. He framed the rural society of early medieval Bengal into four layers from
400 CE to 13" century CE, determined by the power relations depending on control over land by
the king, his subordinate rulers, the landed magnets and the cultivators.*’ Ryosuke Furui has again
interpreted some aspects of rural society, social networks and integration and their internal

relationship in early medieval Bengal from the 5th to the 13th century.>

Authors do have different takes on various social issues. Suchandra Ghosh and Sayantani Pal threw
light on everyday life in early Bengal up to c. 1300 CE. They illumined the life of elite, non-elite
groups and the people of the lower strata of the society according to the varied sub-regions of

Bengal.>!

Ryosuke Furui has highlighted the regional features of varna-jati system in Bengal
during 5™-13" century from epigraphic and textual sources and connected the process with

agrarian expansion and the emergence of state-polity at regional and local levels.>?

4 Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Chitta Ranjan Misra, ‘The Sena Rule: Towards the integration
of sub-regions’, in The History of Bangladesh: Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives (up to
¢.1200 CE), eds. Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Ranabir Chakravarti, Vol.l,, (Dhaka: Asiatic
Society of Bangladesh,2018), pp. 833-56.

46 Ghosh, ‘The Trans-Meghna Region’, pp.220-31; Ghosh and Pal, ‘Political Geography and
Locational Importance’, pp.78-96.

47 Majumdar, The History of Bengal, pp.1-3.

8 Ray, Bangalir Itihas, p.6.

4 Furui, Land and Society, pp.1-2.
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Society is usually determined by the variable position of people and their relationships and
interaction in the social sphere. Thus, various social communities and their stratification according
to the different sub-regions of Bengal as well as their modified forms have been discussed by
several scholars. Among them, Chitrarekha Gupta attempted to understand the position and
development of the kayasthas- as an evolution of the writers’ class from the 9™ century onwards.>?
Dr. Puspa Niyogi attempted to construct the rise and developments of the brahmanas in early
Bengal from the early times to the early medieval period.>* Reference may be made to Ryosuke
Furui who has studied the brahmanas & how they acquired a clearer identity as a social group
through network building and established their authority in the royal court and rural society.*
From this overall social structure, we may borrow the position of various social communities to

understand the concerned literate society and the people associated with it.

Political ambiance since the 5"-6'"-century C.E:

From the first half of the fifth century, the umpteen inscriptions of Kumaragupta I and his
successors attested the Gupta rule in Pundravardhana.>® Before that, it was assumed that during
the reign of Samudragupta and Candragupta II, the Gupta rule expanded in western Bengal and

towards the coastal areas of Bengal afterward as evidenced by the Susuniya rock inscription of

53 Gupta, The Kayasthas, pp.1-4.
>4 Niyogi, Brahmanic Settlements, p. i.

55 Furui, ‘Brahmanas in early medieval Bengal’, p. 223.

56 Radhagovinda Basak, ‘Dhanaidaha copper plate Inscription of the time of Kumaragupta I: the
year 113°, Epigraphia Indica, vol.XVII, 1923, pp.345-351; Niradbandhu Sanyal, ‘Sultanpur
Copper plate Inscription’, Epigraphia Indica, 1955, Vol. XXXI, pp.57-66; Niradbandhu Sanyal,
“The Five Damodarpur copper plate Inscriptions of the Gupta period’, Epigraphia Indica, vol.
XV, 1982, pp.129-141; D.C. Sircar, ‘Jagadishpur Plate, Gupta year 128°, Epigraphic Discoveries
in East Pakistan, Calcutta, 1973, pp.61-63; D.C. Sircar, ‘Baigram copper plate Inscription of the
Gupta year 128°, Epigraphia Indica, vol.XXI, 1931, pp.78-83; Arlo Griffiths, ‘Conflicting Land
Transactions in the Kuddalakhata Settlement: A Copperplate Inscription of the Gupta year 159°,
Pratna Samiksha, Vol.6, Kolkata, 2015, pp.15-38; K.N. Dikshit, ‘Paharpur copper plate grant of
the Gupta year 159°, Epigraphia Indica, vol. XX, 1983, pp.56-67; N.G. Majumdar, ‘Nandapur
copper plate of the Gupta year 169°, Epigraphia Indica, vol.23, 1940, pp.54-55.
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Candravarman and Mehrauli iron pillar inscription.®” Under the successors of Candragupta II,
northern Bengal and parts of West Bengal (Radha and Gauda) were under the firm control of the
Guptas.’® Meanwhile, in Samatata the copperplate grant of maharaja mahe$vara Nathacandra as a
subordinate king under the Guptas, dated 91 GE attests to the rise of political power there which
grew into a semi-independent rule under Vainyagupta as evidenced from the copied grant of
maharaja Nathacandra by the latter and his Gunaighar copperplate.”® However, after the Gupta
rule, small-scale rulers emerged in Bengal who spread across the whole region with their localized
territories. These rulers include Pradyumnabandhu, Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya, Gopacandra and
Samacaradeva, Sasanka, Nathas, Ratas, Khadgas and early Devas. Following the trend of the
Gupta administrative policy, these sub-regional governing rulers adapted their state policy in
diverse forms in their small territorial realm. Due to the lack of adequate sources, it is difficult to
determine their chronological order. Yet, through the inscriptions and coins published in recent
times, we get a fairly clear idea about their geographical locations and administrative divisions.
Gradually, from the 8" century onwards, Bengal saw the rise of large-scale dynasties who built
their kingdom across a large area of Bengal. They include the Palas, Candras, Senas, Varmans,
Devas, etc. They developed their individuality in their political framework. Even if they build their

wide range of bureaucracy, their structural model is identically formed since the 6 century C.E.

7 D.C. Sircar, ‘Susuniya rock inscription of Candravarman’, Select Inscriptions, Vol. 1, 1942,
pp.341-42; D.C. Sircar, ‘Mehrauli Iron pillar inscription of Chandra’, Select Inscriptions, Vol. 1,
1942, pp.275-77.

58 Abdul Momin Chowdhury, ‘Bengal and the Gupta realm’, in The History of Bangladesh:
Early Bengal in Regional Perspectives (up to c.1200 CE), eds. Abdul Momin Chowdhury and
Ranabir Chakravarti, Vol.I,, (Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh,2018), p.518.

% Ryosuke Furui, ‘Ajivikas, Manibhadra and Early History of Eastern Bengal: A New Copper-
plate Inscription of Vainyagupta and its Implications’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society,
September 2015, pp.1-25; Dinesh Chandra Bhattacharya, ‘A Newly discovered copper-plate
from Tippera’, Indian Historical Quarterly, Vol.VI1, 1930, pp.45-60; Dines Chandra Sircar, ed.,
‘Gunaighar copper plate Inscription of Vainyagupta’, Select Inscriptions, Vol. I, 1942, pp.331-
334.
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Pradyumnabandhu:

A previously unrecorded king maharajadhiraja Pradyumnabandhu ruled in Pundravardhana

between 550- 650 CE as recorded in a new copperplate inscription found there.
Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya, Gopacandra and Samacaradeva:

Mention may be made of Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya, Gopacandra and Samacaradeva group of
rulers. Their extension of political authority from the second quarter of the 6 century CE to the
latter half of the 6™ century was reflected in their copperplates. Three copperplates have been
discovered from Kotalipara in the present Gopalganj district of Bangladesh.®! Among those three,
two copper plates have been issued under the name of Dharmaditya and the other one was issued
under the name of Gopacandra.®®> Gopacandra’s copperplates have also been found at Jayarampur
village of Balasore district and Mallasarul of the Burdwan district.> Two of his gold coins have
been found at Samatata bearing the legend ‘gopa’.%* Another copperplate was discovered from

Ramashila village under Kotalipara police station in Gopalganj district under the name of

%0 Arlo Griffiths, ‘Sale deed of the village Mastaka$vabhra issued under Pradyumnabadhu, regnal
year 5°, Pratna Samiksha, Vol.6, 2015, pp.27-38.

61 Islam, ‘Emerging Political entities’, p.563.

82 F E. Pargiter, ‘Three copper plate Grants from East Bengal: Grant of the time of Dharmaditya’,
The Indian Antiquary, vol. XXXIX, 1985, pp.193-205; Dines Chandra Sircar, ed., “Faridpur
Copper Plate Inscription of Dharmaditya- Regnal year 37, Select Inscriptions, Vol.I, 1942, pp.350-
53.

F.E. Pargiter, ‘Second Grant of the time of Dharmaditya,” The Indian Antiquary, Vol. XXXIX,
1985, pp.199-202; Dines Chandra Sircar, ed., ‘Faridpur Copper-plate Inscription of the time of
Dharmaditya’, Select Inscriptions, Vol.I, 1942, pp.354-56.

F.E. Pargiter, ‘Grant of the time of Gopacandra: the year 19°, The Indian Antiquary, vol.
XXXIX, 1985, pp.203-05; Dines Chandra Sircar, ed., ‘The Faridpur Copper Plate Inscription of
the time of Gopacandra- Regnal year 18°, Select Inscriptions, Vol.l, 1942, pp.370-72.
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‘Maharajadhiaraja Sri- Dvadasaditya ®. Some gold coins have also been issued by him.* Three
Gupta imitation gold coins-two under the name of Sudhanya and one under the name of
Sudhanyaditya have also been preserved at the British Museum.®’” Apart from this, some gold coins
have been discovered in Sabhar, Dhaka, Kotalipara, Faridpur, and Comilla districts.®® Another
copper plate discovered in Ghugrahati, a village under the Kotalipara police station of Gopalgan;j
district was issued under the name of Samacaradeva®. Another of his unpublished copperplate
was found at Kurapala, a village in the Faridpur district.”’ The provenances of these copperplates
and coins evidenced their rule mainly over the Vanga region which according to Amitabha

Bhattacharya comprised eastern Bengal.”!

Among these rulers, Gopacandra had a wider extent of
the political domain. He extended his territory in Vardhamana bhukti and Dandabhukti of Radha.
Odisha and Samatata were also possibly included within his kingdom as evidenced by the

provenance of his copperplates and coins.

The chronology and political affiliations of these rulers are difficult to determine. In this case, with
the reference to Shariful Islam, it can be said that Dvadasaditya and Dharmaditya’s copperplates
were very similar according to their writing style, a common source in Kotalipara, the common
royal seal of Gajalaksmi, a common legend of Varakamandala-visayadhikaranasya and so many
other aspects.”> Hence, according to recent studies, Dvada$aditya and Dharmaditya were kings of
a single group and Sudhanyaditya was also considered to be in the same line of rulers because of

the common name ending ‘Aditya’.”® Samacaradeva has generally been accepted as the last king

65 Shariful Islam, ‘Kotalipada Copper-plate of Dvadasaditya’, Journal of the Asiatic Society of
Bangladesh, Vol.53, 2011, pp.72-82; Ryosuke Furui, ‘The Kotalipada Copper-plate Inscription of
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of this line.”* Gopacandra on the other hand was ascertained to be in a different lineage of a king
because of the dissimilarities in writing style between his copperplate and the plates of
Dvadasaditya and Dharmaditya.”> He was the most powerful among the post-Gupta rulers who
probably came after Dharmaditya and before Samacaradeva.”®

Sasanka:

Sasanka emerged as an independent ruler in Gauda and Magadha in the first quarter of the 7" c.
CE, which marked the beginning of the independent political identity of Bengal as a region. His
sovereign rise was attested by textual references as well as inscriptions and coins.”’” He had started
his career as a feudatory under the later Gupta ruler Mahasenagupta and by taking advantage of
the weakness of the later Guptas, he declared independence and started his reign as the ruler of
Gauda before 606 CE.”® Sasanka of Gauda defines his close association with Gauda. The perimeter
of Sasanka's rule meant Gauda. Banabhatta in his Harsacarita referred to Sasanka as ‘Gaudadhipa’
and castigated him as ‘Gaudabhujanga’.”® Gauda was mainly meant to refer to West Bengal, which
originally comprised Murshidabad and Birbhum. Burdwan district was later included in it.

Amitabha Bhattacharya evinced that during Sasanka’s reign, Gauda extended its territorial limit
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up to north Bengal (Pundra), parts of Magadha and in the southwest as far as the Ganjam district
in Orissa.®® Gauda came under Sasanka’s dominion by the last quarter of the 6™ century CE. Two
Midnapore copper plates and one Egra copperplate inscription of Sasanka evidenced his rule in
the district of Midnapore.®' His two feudatories’ Subhakirti and Somadatta’s rule in the sub-region
of Dandabhukti and Utkala stretched Sasanka’s rule up to Vardhamana bhukti, northern and
southern Orissa (Dandabhukti and Kangoda).®?

Abdul Momin Chowdhury stated that feudatory Jayanaga, a probable successor of Sasanka, can
be traced back sometime between 550 and 650 CE.** He was a resident of Karnasuvarna and the
land granted in his copper plate was a village Vappaghosavata.’* Both were located in the
Murshidabad district. It has been suggested by scholars that Jayanaga ruled between Sasanka’s

reign and Bhaskarvarman’s conquest of Karnasuvarna.

After Sasanka, possibly Karnasuvarna witnessed the reign of Bhaskarvarman for a short period, as
evidenced from his Nidhanpur copper plate.3’ According to Shariful Islam, Bhaskaravarman
occupied south-eastern Bengal and stretched his rule up to Karnasuvarna.’® Hence, he was

considered the overlord of the Rata and Natha rulers.®’

Ratas:

Southeastern Bengal saw the emergence of some synchronous line of rulers. Among them, the
Nathas and the Ratas were subordinate rulers of the Varmans. Their overlord was apparently

Bhaskaravarman as mentioned above. The Ratas established their supremacy during the middle to
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the last quarter of the 7 century CE. Two of their copperplates have been discovered so far.®® The
Kailan copperplate was discovered in the village Kalian of the present Comilla district (former
Tippera) of Bangladesh.® The Udi$vara Copper plate is a newly discovered copper plate found in
Udisvara village of the Comilla district issued by the king Sridharana Rata®. Apart from this, some
Gupta archer-type gold coins bearing the legend ‘Sri-Jiva’ has been found which have been
attributed to Jivadharana Rata, who captured Samatata and issued these coins as an independent
ruler.”! Sridharanarata’s gold coins, found in the Vanga, Srihatta and Tippera, extended the Rata
rule in a widespread area of south-eastern Bengal. They were the lord of Samatata as evidenced
by the epithet ‘Samatate$vara Jivadharanarata bhattarakasya’ used in the Kailan copperplate.®?
Shariful Islam’s view is that Jivadharaparata was a contemporary and possible rival of Loknatha
and the first ruler of this dynasty.”® Jivadharanarata is believed to have established himself as a
sovereign ruler by repudiating the overlordship of the Varmans. He subjugated a group of powerful
feudal kings because of which he was referred to as ‘Prataponotosamantacakrasya’.”* The most
familiar and renowned ruler of this dynasty was Sridharanarata. Another member of this royal

family was Baladharana Rata, mentioned as a yuvaraja or crown prince.”’

Nathas:

The Natha realm has been unveiled from the discovery of two copper plates.”® A list of Natha

rulers has been portrayed in the Tippera copperplate. The fourth ruler of this dynasty Lokanatha
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belonged to the middle of the seventh century CE. According to Shariful Islam, he was considered
a powerful feudal lord.”” It is generally considered that Jivadharanarata fought against him but was
not able to defeat him.”® His rule has been located in the Tipperah district which falls in the
geographical division of Samatata. Marundanatha was considered as one of the rulers of the
Natha’s realm. The provenance of his Kalapur copper plate in the village Kalapur under the
jurisdiction of Srimangal police station in the Maulavi Bazar sub-division of the Sylhet district
indicates his rule in the Sylhet region.”® Although he was a member of this royal family, the exact

relationship between Lokanatha and him was obscure.

Khadgas:

It is believed that the Khadgas had displaced the Ratas from their dominion. The political history
of the Khadgas is conceivable from the discovery of two Ashrafpur copperplates found in the
Ashrafpur village of Dacca district'® and copperplates found at Salban Vihara in Mainamati.'"!
Some gold and silver coins of the Khadga dynasty have also been discovered in Mainamati and
Comilla region.!” The Ashrafpur copperplates were issued from the place called

Jayakarmantavasaka.'®® Shariful Islam asserted that Karmanta was a place situated somewhere

near Devaparvata of Samatata region.'® The Khadgas also ruled in the area of the Dacca district
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of East Bengal. This Dacca division falls into the Vanga region. Some parts of Srihatta, Tippera,
Sabhar, Kotalipara, Noakhali, Comilla and Kamriipa were also included in their reign as is
evidenced from their coins found in those places.!*> Khadgodyama was the first ruler and founder
of this dynasty. The other rulers were Jatakhadga, Devakhadga, and Rajaraja. Devaparvata was the
capital of Devakhadga as evidenced by his copperplates. It was believed that there were three other
rulers of this dynasty-Balabhata, Prthubhata, and Sarbabhata.!*® The Khadgas have ruled from the
beginning of the 7™ century CE to the first half of the 8" century.!?’

Early Devas:

By displacing the Khadgas, the Devas came to power at the end of the 8" century and the first half
of the 9" century CE.'®® The history of the early devas has been revealed from two copperplates
of Bhavadeva and Anandadeva,'®” gold coins, terracotta sealings, and archaeological remains.!!°
Their copperplates and gold coins have been found in Vanga-Samatata regions. The early Deva
rulers were Santideva, Viradeva, Anandadeva, and Bhavadeva. Anandadeva, being the most
popular among them, shifted his capital from Devaparvata to Vasantapura.'!'! He was a sovereign
ruler as reflected in his epithets ‘Parame$vara, Paramabhattaraka, Maharajadhiraja and Vangala-
mrganka’.!'? Later, Bhavadeva again shifted his capital to Devaparvata as evidenced by his
copperplate issued from Devaparvata on the kshiroda river.!'”> The royal epithet
‘Abhinavamrganka’ had been attached to his name. They protected their kingdom from external

attack and during their rule, the prosperity of Samatata had reached its highest peak.
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Palas:

Bengal, during the anarchical state of law, witnessed the rise of Gopala, chosen by the feudal lords,
and the emergence of the extensive Pala kingdom.''* They established their supremacy in Gauda,
Radha, and Pundra in Bengal and the sub-regions of Magadha and Mithila in Bihar. They also
claimed to have ruled over Vanga and Samatata. However, this cannot be proved beyond
reasonable doubt as their contemporaries in Vanga, Samatata and Harikela ruled independently.
Gopala established his rule in the north and north-western Bengal. Magadha had also been added
to his realm. Regarding Dharmapala, his copperplates locate the provenance of his ruling zone.
The Khalimpur copperplate of Dharmapala was discovered in the village Khalimpur, near Gauda
in the Malda district.!'® This charter records the grant of four villages within the Pundravardhana-
bhukti. His Indian Museum copperplate was found in the place Karnasuvarna and was issued from
Jayskandhavara at Mudgagiri (Munger in Bihar) to grant land in Kotivarsa Visaya within
Pundravardhana bhukti.!'® The Nalanda copperplate of Dharmapala was unearthed at Nalanda, in
Patna district.!!” This records the grant of village Uttarama near the village of Nigiiha in the Gaya
visaya of the Nagara bhukti within the Jambiinadi Vithi. This nagara bhukti has been identified
with modern Patna. Dharmapala, for the time being, succeeded in pushing forward his influence
as far as Kanauj by involving himself in the tripartite struggle with the Rastrakiitas and Pratiharas.
During the time of Devapala, Utkala, Pragjyotisa of Kamartipa (Assam), Nepal and Kamboja in
the north-west had come under his control as evidenced by his Munger copperplate.!!® In terms of
Utkala, Abdul Momin Chowdhury stated that Devapala invaded and conquered Odisha.'"
Pragjyotisa also accepted the Pala suzerainty. His control over Nepal and Kamboja in the northwest

implied his steady conflict with Tibet.'?° Besides, his copperplates also portrayed the position of
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his reigning area. His Nalanda copperplate was issued from Mudgagiri (modern Monghyr in
Bihar).!?! This charter records the grant of five villages in Gaya Visaya. Varanasi became a part
of the Pala Empire during his reign. The Ramganj copperplate of I$varaghosa during the reign of
Devapala was issued from the place called DhekkarT.'?? This place was identified with a place in
Goalpara and Kamariipa of Assam.!?* Dharmapala and Devapala both consolidated their position
in the north and north-western Bengal and Bihar. During the reign of Devapala’s son
Mahendrapala, he was able to sustain the Pala kingdom in north Bengal and parts of Bihar. His
Jagajjibanpur Copper Plate, as the most significant evidence of the Pala Empire, was discovered
in the village of Jagajjibanpur in Habibpur police Station in Sadar sub-division of Malda district
in West Bengal.'>* His own brother Siirapala established his separate reign in parts of Bihar and
the eastern part of Uttar Pradesh. The Mirzapur copperplate of Siirapala was found in Mirzapur,
Uttar Pradesh, and records the grant of some villages in Varanasi.'?® Afterward, Narayanapala had
possession of the whole Pala Empire in Bengal and Bihar mostly concentrated in Magadha (Patna
and Gaya districts) including Anga (Munger and Bhagalpur districts) and northern Bengal.!'?® His
Bhagalpur copperplate was found at Bhagalpur and was issued from Mudgagiri.!*’ During
Narayanapala’s reign, he was not powerful enough to hold the entire Pala Empire. After this,
during the weak reign of Gopala III and Vigrahapala II, the Kambojas carved out for themselves
an independent kingdom in portions of northwestern and northern Bengal.!?® The eroded territories
had been recaptured by Mahipala the first, son of 2" Vigrahapala in northern Bengal and the
northern portion of western Bengal along with the prepossessed Magadha. He recovered northern

Radha and northern Bengal from the kambojas. After Mahipala I, Nayapala ruled in the areas of
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northern and western Bengal and southern Bihar. During Vigrahapala the 3%’s realm, many feudal
lords started to emerge as independent rulers and some independent clans developed. Several
expeditions were sent to the centres of the Pala regime. Abdul Momin Chowdhury interpreted that
Kalacuri king Laksmikarna invaded Pala Empire and entered into a marriage alliance by marrying
his daughter to Vigrahapala.'?’ Calukya king Vikramaditya the 6™ of Kalyana made an expedition
during his reign.'* Orissa’s king Udyatake$ar and Mahasivagupta made a campaign in the Gauda-
Radha-Vanga.'! The Varmans also established their independent realm in eastern Bengal. In this
fragile state of the kingdom, during the reign of Mahipala II, Pala Empire was confined to parts of
Bihar and Northern Bengal. This is the period when Kaivarta king Divya captured Varendra and
dethroned the king. It is believed that this was a concerted effort by some important chieftains in
North Bengal to overthrow the weak Pala power.'?? In this case, Ryosuke Furui had tried to depict
the switching model of a land grant by the Pala ruler behind this outrage.'3* The way in which the
land donations were made on the petition of subordinate rulers was an indirect indicator of their
social status. This land grant process was changed and was then exclusively granted to the
Brahmins directly. This aggravated status of the subordinate rulers and enhanced demand of the
brahmanas was possibly the reason behind their revolt. His brother Rampala united the
independent feudals of Bengal against the contemporary Kaivarta king Bhima and dethroned him
from Varendra. He recaptured some parts of Orissa, won Kamartpa, and at the same time accepted
the adherence of Varman king Harivarman and Cola king Kulattunga. The success did not last
long as Kumarapala lost the sovereignty of Kamartipa at the hands of his commander Vaidyadeva.
‘Parame$vara Paramabhattaraka Maharajadhiraja’ Vaidyadeva issued the Kamauli copperplate
inscription, which records the grant of two villages in Pragjyotisa Bhukti of Kamariipa Mandala.'**
The last known king of the Pala kingdom was Madanapala who usurped the throne after the 2™
regal year of Gopala IV. They had a simultaneous reign for about 15 years and after that,

Madanapala continued for a few more years as evidenced by the Rajibpur copperplate inscription
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of Gopala IV and Madanapala.!*> He integrated his royal power by his 8 reigning year with the
domain of south-eastern Bihar (Munger and parts of Nalanda-Bhagalpur district) and parts of
Pundravardhana Bhukti as evidenced by his Manhali grant.!3® Finally, the small realm of the Palas
had been seized by the Gahadvalas in Bihar and by the Senas in Radha-Vanga-Varendri in
Bengal.'¥” Only a part of northern Bengal was held by the Palas.

Candras:

After the Khadgas and Devas, eastern Bengal witnessed the emergence of Candras as a supreme
power from the first half of the 10™ century to 2™ half of the 11™ century CE. They supplanted the
early Deva rulers from their territorial zone. They established their rule in Vanga. Many

inscriptions have been discovered so far to understand the political history of the Candras.!*
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Besides, one coin had been published in the name of Kalyanacandra.'3° Pirnacandra was the first
ruler of this dynasty. His political centre was located in Rohitagiri which was identified by Shariful
Islam with a place somewhere between Candradvipa and Chittagong, located in the Harikela
region. ¥’ Maharajadhiraja Trailokyocandra was the first sovereign king of this dynasty. He ruled
in Vanga-Samatata region. Sricandra’s Paschimbhag copper plate ascertain Trailokyacandra’s rule
in Harikela and Srihatta-Comilla-Noakhali of Samatata region. It is said that Akara kings of
Harikela were subordinate allies of Trailokyacandra.'*! He was contemporary to the kambojas who
ruled in north Bengal during the 10" century until the restoration of the territory by Mahipala I.'4?
The most significant reign among the Candra rulers was Sricandra’s. His copperplates have been
found in the Dhaka-Faridpur region. The provenance of his Paschimbhag copperplate was in the
village of Paschimbhag in the Sylhet district of East Pakistan.'** Sricandra had also donated lands
in Srihatta mandala.'** Mymensingh division was also included within his kingdom.'* He
transferred his capital from Devaparvata to Vikramapura, perhaps for a better system of
governance. ¢ He sent successful expeditions against the rulers of Gauda and Kamariipa. He led
a successful military campaign against the Kamboja king of Gauda.'*” He also provided military
help to Gopala III to retrieve his lost territories.'*® During Sricandra’s son Kalyanacandra’s reign,
he defeated the Kamboja king, which helped in the restoration of the Pala kingdom by Mahipala
I.'% Ladahacandra and Govindacandra were the last two kings of this dynasty. Three copper plates
have been found in Mainamati, one of which belongs to Govindacandra and the other two belong
to Ladahacandra. The widespread Candra dynasty established their large kingdom in the Vanga-

Samatata region.
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Varmans:

Around the 2™ half of the 11" century CE, the Varmans established their supremacy in the south-
eastern and eastern Bengal after the Candras. The Varman history can be revealed from their
copperplates'® and two manuscripts: the Astasahasrikaprafijaparamiti and  the
Laghukaldcakratika.">' They hailed from Sithhapura which was located in Kalinga.'>* Kalacuri
ruler Karna invaded Kalinga and the Varmans became their active servant.!>3 Hence, the Varmans
came to Bengal during Kalacuri’s invasion as their subordinate chief. Jatavarman, son of
Vajravarman, was the first king of this dynasty. He confederated in a marriage alliance with
Kalacuri king Karna by marrying his daughter Vira$ri.'>* In this connection, Jatavarman and
Vigrahapala III, both of them became the son-in-law of Laksmikarna by marrying his two
daughters. Hence, they maintained a healthy relationship with the Palas. Jatavarman defeated the
Kaivarta ruler Divya and saved his kingdom from their ambush.!>> He took the control of Anga.
He claimed to vanquish Kamartipa. Less is known about the next two rulers of this dynasty
Harivarman and Samalavarman because of their corroded copperplates. The provenances of these
copperplates situate their rule in the Vanga region. Among these rulers, Samalavarman is
particularly memorable because he claims that the first settlement in Bengal of the Vedic Brahmins

from Madhyade$a took place during his reign.!*® Samalavarman’s son Bhojavarmana was the last
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known king of this dynasty. His political center was in Vikramapura of the Dacca district. The
provenance of his Belava copperplate was at the village of Belava in the Naraingunj sub-division
of the Dacca district. His Sujanagara stone inscription was found at Sujanagara village in
Munshigan;j district, the region in which Vikramapura, capital of Varmanas was located. The
political power of the Varmans was mainly limited to Vanga and some parts of Samatata. The

Varman kingdom spread up to Bhagirathi on the east and Meghna on the west.

Senas:

The illustrious Sena rule had commenced around the end of the 11™ century CE. They supplanted
the Varmans from Vanga and Samatata in south-eastern Bengal and pushed out the Palas from
Pundra and Gauda in northern and western Bengal. An umpteen of literary and inscriptional
evidence has been found which unfolds the history of the Senas. From the outset, they firmly
established their position in Gauda and Radha. They belong to the Karnata clan of the south who
were included in the list of royal officials in the Pala inscriptions from the time of Devapala to
Madanapala.'”” The valiant Samantasena’s son Hemantasena raised himself as a feudatory
subordinate ruler in Radha. He was a trusted lieutenant of a king (‘Rajaraksasudaksah’).!*® His son
Vijayasena was the first independent being of this dynasty. By marrying Siira king Ranasira’s
daughter, he gained the sovereignty of Radha.!>® He established his realm in Gauda and Kamariipa
(possibly by defeating the ruler Vaidyadeva, minister of Kumarapala), and claimed to have
defeated many feudal kings such as the Kalingas, Vira (the ruler of Kotatavi, belonged to the
samantacakra of Ramapala), Nanya (KarnatachiefNanyadeva of Mithila), Raghava (son of Utkala
king Anantavarman Codaganga) and Vardhanas (feudatory Dvoropovardhanaor Govardhana of
Kausambi).'®® He ousted ‘Guadapati’ Madanapala from Varendra. By the middle of the 12"
century, he was strong enough to supplant the Varmans. He established his ‘Jayaskandhavara’ in
Vikramapura as evidenced by his Barrackpur copperplate.'®" This was previously the capital of

the Varmans. His Deopara inscription was found near the village of Deopara in police station
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Godagari of the Rajshahi district of Bengal.'®®> He brought the whole of Bengal under one canopy.
Next to him was Vallalasena, who dethroned the Palas from Magadha and campaigned against
Mithila. Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Chitta Ranjan Misra stated that Vijayasena possibly
extended his kingdom up to Harikela region.'®* His Naihati copperplate was issued from his camp
of victory at Vikramapura, which falls in the Vanga region.!®* His son Laksmanasena exercised
his political authority over Gauda and extended his power to Bihar,'®> which was reflected in his
grants. His copperplates has been issued from the victorious camp (‘jaya-skandhavara’) situated
at Vikramapura, Dhaka.'®® His Rajvadi and Madhainagar copperplates were issued from some
‘Dharyya-grama’.'®’ This place was somewhere near south-eastern Bengal. Apart from this, Abdul
Momin Chowdhury and Chitta Ranjan Misra said that Kamarupa, Kalinga and Kasi were also
conquered by him, as evidenced by his records.!®® During the time of Laksmanasena, because of
the weak administrative policies, some individuals rose to power as independent chiefs under the
Sena regime like Dommanapala of Sundarban and Ranavankamalla Harikaladeva of Comilla
region.'® During the last years of Laksmanasena’s reign, his rule was confined to south-eastern
Bengal. Ever since Laksmanasena, the Sena regime was losing its splendor, though copper plates
of his son Siiryasena and Visvariipasena found in eastern Bengal evidenced the existence of their
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However, towards the end of the Sena reign, they were narrowed down surrounding the south-
eastern Bengal. Despite their confined power, the Sena kings retained the use of high-ranking titles

like ‘Gaudesvara’ as a symbol of their valor and excellence.
Political situation in Harikela:

Shariful Islam showed that the Harikela region was located near the Arakan region and was
generally comprised of Chittagong and its adjoining areas.!”! Gradually, with the growth of
political power, Noakhali, Tripura, Comilla and Sylhet regions also got included here. Suchandra
Ghosh highlighted the sub-regional entity of Harikela.!”* Several rulers ruled in this region since
the early days. Devatideva was one of them who claimed to have originated from the non-aryan
khasa tribe as a provider of royal service.'”> A metal vase inscription is reported to have come
from Chittagong.!” The ruler mentioned here was ‘Devatideva Bhattaraka’. His kingdom

contained the areas of Chittagong and Tipperah-Arakan hilly region.!”

Another independent ruler Kantideva ruled around the last half of the 9" century CE. A copperplate

inscription of Kantideva has been discovered in an old temple at Chittagong.'”® Kantideva was
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entitled ‘Paramasaugata’, ‘Parame$vara’ and ‘Maharajadhiraja’.!”” Thus, he was an independent
ruler. He issued this plate from the capital city of Vardhamanapura which was identified by
Shariful Islam with a small independent kingdom located in the Chittagong-Tippera hilly areas,

adjacent to Samatata.'”®

Akara dynasty ruled in Chittagong and Tippera-Arakan regions. Attakaradeva was evidently an
independent ruler of that lineage. He issued a silver coin where he used the epithet ‘Samara-
mrganka’.!”® He originated from the Arakan region which was reflected in his name.'®" They were
contemporary to the Candras and had a friendly relation with them. Earlier, the ancestors of
Trailokyacandra were probably employed as feudal chiefs under the Akara kings.!'®! During the
Varman rule in Vanga, they still had a steady reign in Harikela and its adjacent areas. Later,
possibly Vallalasena extended his kingdom in the Harikela region and supplanted the Akaras.

Finally, the later Devas ousted the Senas and captured Harikela.

Later Devas:

During the weakness of the Senas, in the last quarter of the 12" century and first half of the 13"
century CE, later Devas emanated as a sovereign power in the eastern and south-eastern Bengal.
There were two lines of rulers whose names ended with ‘Deva’. One line of rulers occupied
Harikela, Samatata and Pattikera sub-regions and seized Vanga ousting the Senas. Their several

copperplates have been discovered so far.!'®> Madhusifidanadeva, son of Purusottomadeva, was the
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first acknowledged feudal king of this dynasty. After that, Vasudeva and Damodaradeva came into
power. Damodaradeva, as the most courageous king of this dynasty, established his rule in
Tipperah, Comilla, and Chattagram region. He possibly fought against the king of Kamartipa and
the Senas of Vanga.!®? He expanded his kingdom towards Vanga by defeating the Senas. It is
reflected in his use of royal epithets like ‘Ariraja-Canura-Madhava’ following the Sena kings.'%*
Next to him was Dasarathadeva. He possessed the Sena kingdom in south-east Bengal. He possibly
captured the ‘Gaude$vara’ Senas from their kingdom in Gauda.'®*> He emplaced his political centre
in Vikramapura. Later, he shifted his capital from Vikramapura to Sonargaon for its strategic
position.'®® There was another ruler named SriViradharadeva, who was possibly a local Hindu
king who ruled during the second half of the 13" century CE. Shariful Islam thinks that he possibly

came after Dagarathadeva and ruled near Samatata and adjoining areas of Devaparvata.'®’

There was one Harikaladeva whose copperplate has been found at Mainamati.'® He was the ruler
of an ancient kingdom Pattikera which was situated on the western border of the Burma
kingdom.'® Pattikera developed as a semi-independent kingdom at Samatata and amalgamated
with the kingdom of Varmans, Senas and later Devas.!”® Pattikera had a Burmese origin, which
was reflected in their names ending with ‘eba’.'®! Harikaladeva’s copperplate refers to Sri-Dhadi-
eba as the donor of the charter. His father’s name was Hedi-eba. The composer of the charter was

Medini-eba. Pattikera developed a relationship with Arakan and consequently, some Burmese
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families started settling down in Comilla district.'®* Perhaps this was the reflection of the person’s

Burmese origin mentioned in this charter.

Another line of Deva rulers ruled in the Srihatta region, developed around the middle of the 13%
century.'”® Two of their copperplates have been discovered'** Navagirvvan was the first king of
this dynasty. Ke$avadeva was a semi-independent powerful ruler among them. His copper plate
was discovered in a mound called Itertillah in the village Bhatera, about 20 miles from Sylhet.'*?
Shariful Islam showed that after the fall of the Sena kings, he held their titles to prove his
prowess.'?® His son and successor I$anadeva issued a copperplate from the same place. They had

a very small political realm surrounding the Srihatta region.

It turns out that the rulers in Harikela and the Later Devas had a close connection with the Arakan
region. Consequently, they continue to influence each other culturally which was also revealed by
the distinct structure of the Harikela and Later deva inscriptions. Mention of some different kinds
of terms and political designations in their inscriptions build their separate political entity. A

consecutive Arakanese influence emanated from their political-cultural ethos.
Polity, administration and the epigraphic records

The larger political history of Bengal is mainly obtained from the inscriptions issued by the
different rulers, dynasties, subordinate powers from the 5 - 6™ centuries onward. The inscriptions
were overwhelmingly records connected to land transactions, gifts, grants, etc. sometimes with
effusive eulogies dedicated to political potentates and influential personages. Those who were
directly involved in the management and recording of inscriptions comprised a large group of
varied status, including the record keeper or pustapala, the draft writer, the engraver and the

composer. Among the innumerable inscriptions, majority were inscribed on copperplates. They
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represented administrative documents, which carried detailed and specific administrative
messages. The position and responsibilities of various influential people, cultivators and other
residents of the rural society, the significance of the urban elite, literate and clerical groups get
reflected through these records. The copperplate charters usually list a number of officials, often
marked by their hierarchical gradations. The numbers increased with time. Information on
‘Jayaskandhavara’ (victory camps) or the places from where the copperplates have been issued
help in locating the particular ruler’s political domain. The land grants introduce us to the location
of the donated land and the administrative cadres associated with that donation as well as the
geographical and social base and identity of the donees. The area of the donated land reflects the
political domain of the king who issued the copperplate. The drawing up of such land charters
reflect a whole process of structuring revenue administration, the very basis of polities in early
medieval Bengal. The eulogical parts in these records indicate the perception of the ruler’s or
dynasty’s political might, their political aspirations and the general socio-cultural condition. The
rock and image inscriptions also bear important testimony to the religious affiliation and social-

political status of donors, their lineage, their administrative designations, occupational status etc.

Since the inscriptions were documents issued by the royal court or issued under the name of the
reigning king, they also bear a reflection of the courtly culture. But, in this case, it can be said that
the society of Bengal was overwhelmingly agrarian and rural. The geographical and ecological
conditions in ancient Pundra Radha and Vanga were favorable for agriculture as were the tracts in
Samatata and Harikela, which were gradually incorporated into the state formation processes and
agrarian economy through landgrants reflecting increasing attempts at land reclamation and
creation of settlements. In that case, the historical processes through which the royal court emerged
in the agrarian society of Bengal remains an important part of early medieval Bengal’s history.
Ryosuke Furui’s intensive study into the epigraphic sources on land administration indicates the
process to a large extent!®” while other scholars like Suchandra Ghosh have looked into socio-

economic processes'® and B.D. Chattopadhayya indicates the rise of urban culture.!*”
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Although early medieval Bengal was mainly characterized by an agrarian society, urban centers
had emerged in Bengal based on surplus production and distribution since the early periods. There
were centers like Kotivarsa as a visaya in Pundravardhana bhukti, Vikramapura in Dacca district,
Karnasuvarna in the Murshidabad District, Mahasthan in Pundravardhana (13 km north of modern
-day Bogra city), Bangarh in the south Dinajpur district of West Bengal, Jagjivanpur as a
settlement complex in Malda district of West Bengal, Laksmanavati in the Malda district,
Mainamati and Devaparvata in Samatata, etc. These urban centers functioning as administrative
and economic nodes witnessed cultural convergences through contacts with the wider Pan-Indian
culture. However, despite the existence of these few urban centers, it can be said that Bengal was
mostly rural from the beginning to the end. How then do we account for the literary culture that
seems to have flourished here from the early medieval times? We have to note here that the polities
that arose in our context from the 6™ century CE onward were based on a hierarchically organized
rural society with economic power bases as evident from the inscriptions.?”® Although there are
significant references to the urban elite groups, the influence of the rural inhabitants is evident
throughout the time in the inscriptions. Among the rural inhabitants, the brahmanas became visible
agents from the 5"-6™ century onwards and later took important roles in the royal court from the
time of the Palas. Ryosuke Furui showed the process of their development and established
authority in rural society and royal court from the 5"-13" century CE.?°! It was through the
aristocratic and learned Brahmins that educational exchange and cultural connections developed
in early medieval Bengal and into the wider platform of pan-Indian level. These cultural
connections led to Sanskritization of the regional culture. In the process however, the region saw
a distinctive style of literary culture, which is found to flourish in the form of ornate compositions
in the regional inscriptions from quite early times since the 6 — 7 centuries CE. The process was
facilitated through political and administrative agency from the Gupta period onwards and
emerged with complex characteristics within the socio-cultural sphere as time went on. A survey

of the agents who nurtured the culture of literacy and literary creativity would provide the social
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context and frame. They came from administrative circuit of the different sub — regional and

dynastic contexts and also from the privileged social categories.
Administrative personnel

The administrative offices functioned in different local revenue units and consisted of rural and
urban influential members, who were assigned designations of some authority that determined
their status in the given society. Designations and official portfolios changed with time and with
the enlargement of territorial holds since the Gupta times. Not only that, the patterns also evolved
differently in different sub-regional contexts under different political frames. This is noted in
Samatata where the situation arose differently from that prevailing in Pundravardhana for example,

or we may point out the difference in administrative scene between Pundra and Vanga regions.
Pundravardhana

Under the Gupta administration, uparika or uparika maharaja was the highest official of
Pundravardhanabhukti.?> According to Ryosuke Furui, the uparikas held a hereditary position,
and either belonged to a local influential lineage or established themselves through nomination.?%
The Bhuktis were sub-divided into units called Visaya or Vithi. Among the visayas, some have
been continued as an administrative division till the Pala reign; such as Kotivarsavisaya which was
referred to in the Bangarh and Biyala copperplate of Mahipala in the late 10" century, Bogra
copperplate of Vigrahapala III in the mid-11" century, Manhali and Rajibpur copperplates of
Madanapala in the late 12" century. The Kuddalakhatavisaya was also referred as an
administrative unit right from the Gupta record of 159 GE till the Pala records in 11" century
CE.?* The governor of the Visayas was kumaramatya. Variation is seen in the case of the officers
of different visayas under Pundravardhanabhukti. While administrators appointed by uparika
governed Kotivarsavisaya, Paficanagarivisaya and Srngaveravithi were administered by the
officials selected by the king.?%> This difference is also seen in the case of different levels of

administration or adhikaranas in varied localities. Adhikarana was the local administrative body

of different visayas and vithi. Such as Adhisthanadhikarana of Kotivarsavisaya was a regular
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organization, constituted of urban influential members like an eminent merchant (‘Sresthin’),
caravan trader (‘Sarthavaha’), chief artisan (‘Prathamakulika’), and chief scribe
(‘Prathamakayastha’). On the other hand, Vithyadhikarana of Srngaveravithi was constituted of
peasant householders called Kutumbins and their upper section named Mahattaras.?%
Astakuladhikarana or Gramastakuladhikarana at the village level was constituted of Kutumbins
and Mabhattaras. A new copperplate inscription of Maharajadhiraja Pradyumnabandhu, dated
between 550 and 650 CE recorded that the Ghonadvipakavisaya of Pundravardhanabhukti was
governed by mahapratihara Avadhiita. Its adhikarana was constituted by visayadhikaranikas,
karanika Sambudatta and pustapala Krsnadatta and others.?’” All the adhikaranas were responsible
for deciding on the petition for land purchase. This was further verified by the record keeper or
pustapalas referred to in the inscriptions. Thus, a large body of administrative cadres mediated in
the interest of both rural society and royal benefit and facilitated the land donation process. Such
complex processes indicated the dependence of the state on these influential people and officials
who formed the very basis of power in the local areas. With the rise of the Palas, these local agents
seem to have enhanced their position in the society. References may be drawn from the early Pala
charters which mention the local eminent groups like the Visayavyavaharins. The adhikaranas
comprised of local residents like Jyesthakayastha, Mahattaras, Mahamahattaras, Dasagramika,
etc,?%®. The rise of some local powerful personages as samanta have been noted in epigraphic
records of the period. For example, Ryosuke Furui refers to the Indian Museum copperplate of
Dharmapala which informs about mahasamanta Bhadranaga who belonged to the family of
caravan traders.?” In the Bangladesh National Museum inscription of Pahila, the predecessors of
subordinate ruler Pahila held the titles like Adhipa and Nayaka as local chiefs of Bhattala Mandala
or deda, located in the southeastern corner of Varendra.?!® In the Jagajjibanpur copperplate of
Mahendrapala, the royal messenger of the charter Mahasenapati Vajradeva’s father Narayanadeva

was an appointed ruler (‘adhipati’) of Dardarandi mandala under king Dharmapala.?!! Vajradeva
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297 Griffiths, ‘Sale deed of the village Mastakasvabhra’, pp.29-30.
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299 Ryosuke Furui, ‘Subordinate rulers under the Palas: Their diverse origin and shifting power
relation with the king’, The Indian economy and social history review, 54, 3, 2017, p.341.
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upgraded his position to that of the trusted chief military officer who was also a royal messenger
of the grant. The eulogistic description of his lineage indicates the esteemed status that some of
these officials and members of important families enjoyed. The Badal pillar inscription of
Guravamisra records the panegyric of his family which served the Pala kings for six generations.?'?
They were mentioned as brahmanas of Sandilya gotra. We get the names of his ancestors,
Viradeva, Paficala, Garga, Darbhapani, Some$vara, Kedaramisra, and Guravamiéra.?!®> Garga was
a minister under Dharmapala. Darbhapani worked under Devapala. Kedaramisra was the advisor
of Surapala. His son Guravamisra was associated with Gopala II and Narayanapala and was the
royal messenger under the latter ruler. According to the Bhaturia inscription of Yasodasa,
Yasodasa was a member of a non-brahmana literate family, who were hereditarily in the service
of the Pala kings.?'* Yasodasa had been appointed as a mantrin and then promoted to
Tantradhikarin, an officer in charge of administration by king Rajyapala. Local chiefs and notables
had also served under the Pala kings, like the Rastrakiitas of Anga, Atavikas of the forest region
etc. The Pala kings seem to have had to rely heavily on the samantas even after the samanta revolt
led by the kaivartas. During the reign of Ramapala, a subordinate ruler called A$vapati helped him
in a battle.?!> Mahasandhivigrahika Bhimadeva, the messenger of the two Rajibpur plates and
Manhali plate of Madanapala, restored the eroded kingdom of Gauda-Varendra under the Palas.?'®
Under the reign of Kumarapala, subordinate ruler Vaidyadeva was appointed as the ruler of
Kamariipa who enjoyed titles like ‘maharajadhiraja’, ‘parame$vara’, and ‘paramabhattaraka’.?!”
Ultimately, Vijayasena, one of the samantas, ousted the Palas from Varendra sometime after 1165
CE. During the Sena rule, the power of the subordinates happened to be much limited. The only
exception was seen regarding Dommanapala who issued the Rakshaskhali grant. He was the son

of a mahamandalika.?!'® This was because the conditions of the Sena rulers were not one that they
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could wield authority over smaller polities and chiefs. The simultaneously ruling Varmans supply
the evidence of the limited power the Senas enjoyed.

The elaborate list of royal functionaries in the Pala and Candra inscriptions (‘rajapadopajivin’)?!’
indicate greater statal organization incidental to the rise of the political rule of these dynasties. The
Pala rule in their heydays reached a supra-regional status and the impact of these political
developments were also felt within the region. Pundravardhanabhukti or Paundravardhanabhukti
got expanded as the largest administrative division and incorporated the areas of Vanga, Srihatta,
Samatata and Harikela.??°. The visayas were merged to structure an extended unit. Such
restructuring of administrative divisions is evident from the Candra and Pala charters.??! In the
Pala records we observe that units of vitht and visaya had been amalgamated together as a singular
administrative unit.??? Similar restructuring and reshuffling of units and their geographical extents
were evident throughout the entire period in Pundravardhanabhukti and Vanga - Samatata.?** What
such reorganization indicated was a changing rural scene with shifts in local administrative

structure, and status of the rural society as well as administrative agents.

219 Furui, Land and society, p.133.

220 Chakravarti, ‘State Formation and Polity’, p.889.

221 For the Candra example, see Sircar, ‘Paschimbhag plate’, p.30

222 Chakravarti, ‘State Formation and Polity’, p.891.

223 For example, Khandala had emerged as a local unit under Mandala as reflected in the Belava
copperplate of Bhojavarman in the mid-12" century. This plate referred to Kausambi-
astagacchakhandala in the Adhahpattana Mandala of the Paundrabhukti.?>* The Mehar
copperplate of Damodaradeva of the 13" century mentioned Vayisagramakhandala of the
Samatata mandala within Paundravardhanabhukti. Later, in the Sena period, Pataka has also
emerged as a sub-division of mandalas reflected from the references of Dapaniyapataka in the
Madhainagar copperplate of Laksmanasena, Talapadapataka in the Idilpur copperplate and
Ramasiddhipataka, Ajikulapataka and Ghagharakattipataka in the Sahityaparishad copperplate of
Vidvartipasena. The fact that Pundravardhanabukti included other sub-regions in his territorial
zone is evident from the land grants of these Sena charters. Here, the granted land
Talapadapataka in the Idilpur copperplate within Vikramapura in Vanga belonged to the
Paundravardhanabhukti. The Ramasiddhipataka and Ajikulapataka of the Vangiya Sahitya
Parishad copperplate of Visvartipasena were situated in Vanga within the Pundravardhanabukti.
For references see Majumdar, ‘Belava Copper-plate’, p.15; Barua and Chakravarty, ‘Mehar
Plate’, p.185; Majumdar, ‘Edilpur Copper-plate’, p.130; and Majumdar, ‘Calcutta Sahitya-
Parishat Copper Plate’, p.141.
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Radha:

We come to be informed of the two administrative divisions of Vardhamanabhukti and
Dandabhukti of Radha from the Jayarampur and Mallasarul copperplates of Gopacandra. Ryosuke
Furui interpreted that Vakkattakavitht of Vardhamanabhukti and Svetavalikavithi of Dandabhukti
constituted of the following social categories, kayasthas, karanikas Mahattaras and other landed
magnets, separately mentioned with their village names.?** The in-charge of Dandabhukti and
Svetavalikavithi were mahasamantamaharaja and kumaramatyarajanaka as referred to in the
Jayarampur copperplate of Gopacandra.??> On the other hand, Vardhamanabhukti was constituted
of various functionaries of the provincial administration under the authority of a subordinate ruler
(mahardja Vijayasena) which was evident from the Mallasarul copperplate.??® Later during the 7
century diversities have been seen among the local administrators and their powers under Sasanka
and Jayanaga. Gauda had emerged as central to their polities. The landed magnets seem to have
held significant status in the vithi administration. Dandabhukti had emerged as an important
administrative division ruled by governors with brahmanas and pradhanas functioning as
responsible office-bearers.?”’” But shortly we also note the rise of local level units of visaya and

samantas were found to be active.??®

Later, during the 10™ century, forest chieftains appeared in Radha as reflected in the
Ramacarita.® During the 11" century, Dandabhukti of Radha got included within
Vardhamanabhukti as a mandala as evidenced by the Irda copperplate of the Kamboja ruler
Nayapala.?** During the Sena rule, patakas appeared as a sub-unit of Radha mandala?! and the

Kankagramabhukti formed a distinct bhukti to the west of the Bhagiratht.>*

Vanga:
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Vanga was under a continued political experience from the time of the Gupta rulers. During the
rule of Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya, Samacaradeva, and Gopacandra, organized with local to sub—
regional units of administration as evident by their copperplate grants.?** The division of
Navyavakasika was ruled by the governor appointed by the king who held the titles like maharaja,
mahasamanta,  mahapratthara, uparika, etc.  (‘mahapratihdroparika-nagadevasya’).?**
Varakamandalavisaya was a sub-unit within Navyavakasika.?*®> Presence of royal officials like
rajanaka, visayapati, vyaparakarandaya and viniyuktaka in the local visayas is also quite apparent,
along with prominent representations of scribes. An elder scribe (‘jyesthakayastha Nayasena’),
other kayasthas and karanikas constituted the adhikarana of Varakamandalavisaya. According to
Furui subordinate rulers were employed as administrators in Vanga.?*® Later, Vanga, as an

administrative division had been incorporated within Pundravardhanabukti.

Samatata:

Contemporary Samatata also witnessed some other types of officials who were involved at the
local administrative level. Mandala emerged as the major administrative division as referred to in
a new copperplate inscription of Vainyagupta dated 502-03 CE and his Gunaighar plate dated 188
Gupta era.”*’ Vainyagupta was a subordinate ruler under an overlord which is reflected in the use
of titles like paficadhikaranoparika, mahapratihara and maharaja.>*® Later, his enhanced position
was reflected in the mention of subordinate rulers who functioned under him. For example,
maharaja Rudradatta who served under him and diitaka Vijayasena who held the titles of
mahapratthara, mahapilupati, paficadhikaranoparika, patyuparika, purapaloparika, maharaja and

mahasamanta.?*’

The rise of superior political functionaries is evident. For example, the
copperplate inscription of Vainyagupta dated 502-03 CE mentions one Madhavadatta who had

held the titles of mahasandhivigrahika and kumaramatya. In Samatata thus we see the subordinate
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rulers mostly dominating the local administration as state functionaries, while local people did not

feature as representatives in local administration unlike the situation in Pundravardhana.

The semi-independent status of the Rata and Natha rulers, is reflected in their use of the title
‘praptapaficamahasabda’ held by Sridharanarata.’*® Although they were semi-independent rulers,
they issued the copperplates in their own name while acknowledging their overlord. Subordinate
rulers were also appointed under these local rulers. kumaramatya, mahasamanta and
mahasandhivigrahika were subordinate rulers who made the grants.?*! They were involved in the
administrative matters of visaya. The importance of visaya as administrative unit under the
visayapati and transactions of land administration in the visayadhikaranas gets reflected in
Ananadadeva and Bhavadeva’s copperplates of the 8" century and Mainamati copperplates of
Ladahacandra of the 11".24> Power of the local rulers grew in Samatata and their control over the
subordinates increased during the Khadga rule and later under the Devas. Later, however, Samatata

and Srihatta, has also got incorporated as a mandala into the Pundravardhanabhukti.
Harikela:

In the trans-Meghna sub-region of Harikela, we note the first evidence of organized administration
from the 8™ century onward in the copper vase inscription of Devatideva. It mentions the chief
administrator (mahapradhana) and chief minister (mantrimukhya) along with a list of royal officers
like kumaramatya, mahabaladhikrta, mahamahattara, dharmapatha, sandhivigrahika, mudrapala,
kayastha and mahavarika.?** This charter records the grant of a village Chandrabhattarikagrama
situated in Khasa-maka belonging to Harikela. Interestingly, we get the hint of the ethnic
communities of khasa and maka in connection to a local division, which indicates them as the
primary and distinctive residents of the sub-region. We come to know of other potentates from the

region of Harikela-mandala in the 10" century CE?*

The above survey illuminates the complex and dynamic political-administrative history of Bengal
since the 5Mcentury CE. This history is characterized by the rise and fall of various political powers

and the empowerment of high- and - low ranks ruling groups. We have noted the continuous shifts
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in the political and administrative structures and reshuffling of various administrative divisions

and the functionaries in each sub - region.

Social scene:

This rich and complex history also bore impact on social life, not only in the upper structure of
political states or polities but down to the level of the rural and producing society and the peripheral
society of the autochthonous people. We do not have much evidence to track the history of the
latter but we shall discuss a few aspects of the royal, administrative orders of society as well as the
rural society. Here we note that the social matrix had evolved in the different sub-regions in
different ways. According to Ryosuke Furui, this complex society was structured on the basis of
power relations and control over the land, starting with the sovereign king, his subordinate rulers
and the landed magnets, to the cultivators and laboring classes.?** Society was also undergoing the
proliferation of caste which arose out of incorporation of new social groups, especially the hitherto
non-sedentary and autochthonous people. Furui has observed four historical phases through which
this complex social structure emerged in rural Bengal in the early medieval period. Each phase
witnessed evident regional variations in the processes of social formation. In the first phase ranging
between 400-550 CE the power relations surrounding the basic unit of local administration, the
adhikarana especially in the Pundravardhana witnessed the kutumbins as peasant householders
playing important role in the agrarian world. The adhikaranas as the administrative office of the
different visayas or vithis of Pundravardhanabhukti were functioning on the basis of mutual
relations, and cooperation between the dominant kutumbins, the urban elite, the scribal elites,
karana or kayasthas, the local influential persons or other rural groups of the society. A different
scene of state formation and agricultural growth was emerging in contemporary Samatata.’*® A
less stratified landholding society was emerging in the rural society of Samatata, which was
apparently a developing agricultural domain in the riverine tracts, under smaller polities. Here the
political power and the religious institutions patronized by them were gaining ground. The period
between 550-800 CE saw social change unfurling differently in two different locales. The

situations were alike in the sub-regions of Vanga, Radha, and Pundravardhana in comparison with

24 Furui, Land and society, pp.1-2.
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what was happening in the sub-regions of Samatata, Srihatta, and Harikela. In the first cluster of
sub-regions, we find that the control of the landed magnet, the mahattaras continued to prevail
over the affairs of the adhikarana. Simultaneously however, we also note the emergence of
samantas or subordinate rulers in larger units. Thus Vanga, Radha, and Pundravardhana witnessed
the extended power of subordinate rulers and officials over rural society on one hand and the
collaboration between the landed magnets and literate groups on rural level matters on the other.
The sub-regions of Samatata, Srihatta, and Harikela saw the rise of widespread landholders
emerging as a result of religious land grants with royal patronage, which unfurled the process of
incorporating large forest tracts into the agrarian circle.?*” In the next and the fourth phase between
9" and the 12%/13th centuries CE, the regional powers extended over several sub-regions, with
subordinate rulers strengthening their power through negotiation with their king. The state
machinery was getting enlarged with numerous royal officials and functionaries on the rise.
Brahmanical networks were established and cooperation between agricultural development and
rural commercialization gave rise to new occupation groups. The expansion of state control over
the rural society and resulting social stratification among the rural residents was reflected clearly
in the epigraphic records of various dynasties. Lands were increasingly being donated to individual
brahmanas which paved the way for building strong networks and Brahmanical centers, especially
in Radha and Varendra. In these two subregions in fact, we note some mobility and economic
growth based on the surplus wealth acquired from the land possessed by the landed magnets,
subordinate rulers, Brahmins and other influential people. Demand for commodities from outside
the local and subregional units paved the way for rural commercialization. With the changing
pattern of the land transaction from the 10" century onwards and with rising royal monopoly over
rural society, the power of the subordinates got weakened. Furui has pointed out how land donation
to highly qualified brahmanas and their increasingly dominant position and encroachment into
rural areas might have been accompanied by social tension which paved the way for the revolt of
samantas against the Palas in late 11™ and early 12% centuries CE.?*® According to him the

rebellion by the subordinate kaivartas had turned out into a popular uprising.?** Amidst the raging
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24 This part of Bengal’s history has raised attention from a number of stalwart historians like
R.S. Sharma who considered it as a popular uprising, while Romila Thapar also put it as a
peasant rebellion. Newer studies like that of Furui lends more substance to this while presenting
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debate over the nature of this revolt or uprising, we can tease out the important fact about the rising
power of the subordinate rulers or the samantas. The resistance of the samantas and the increasing
dependence of the Palas on them paved the way for the rise of the subordinate Sena as a political
force. On the other hand, the limited availability of land plots in the sub-regions of Vanga,
Samatata and Srihatta indicate the constrictions in agrarian development here. However, the
inclusion of merchants as rural residents in these areas indicates some level of
commercialization.?>® The assessment of land plots in a uniform currency unit over all of Bengal
from the 12" century CE indicates the progress in the spread of monetary transactions and
commercialization of the rural economy which gave rise to various occupational groups. Apart
from the samantas rising at the higher strata of political power and control over rural production,
we also note that this changing power relation between king and subordinate rulers, led to the
enhancement of the position of the already emerging brahmanas both in royal courts and rural
society. Their role in the legitimization of political authority had been an important factor in this
setting but more than that their presence as dominant rural residents facilitated political control
leading to social stratification and systematization of varnasarkara in different sub-regions in this
phase.?! It is within this socio-political context that we need to look into the social scene more

particularly to locate the peripheries of the outreach which the inscribed words attained.

a more nuanced reading and deeper interpretations of the historical processes operating behind
the event. Furui’s perspective may be put alongside those of Kunal Chakravarti and Sayantani
Pal in whose opinion the factor of the Kaivarta social mobility and their political contestation
might have been more significant factors. Chakrabarti sees it as a samanta uprising and Pal reads
it as a political uprising. R.S. Sharma, Early Medieval Indian Society, (Kolkata: Orient
Longman, 2001), pp. 224 — 225; Romila Thapar, Early India: From the Origins to AD 1300,
(Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2002), p. 410; Kunal Chakrabarti,
‘Brhmanical Hegemony and the Oppressed Social Groups: Rethinking the Kaivartta Revolt’, in
Early Indian History and Beyond, eds. Osmund Bopearachchi and Suchandra Ghosh, (Delhi:
Primus Books, 2019), pp. 477 — 501; Pal, ‘Revisiting the Kaivartta Revolt’, in Bopearachchi and
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Various social groups:

Society is usually determined by the variable position of people and their relationships and
interactions in the social sphere. We observe primarily a rural society based on agriculture to have
evolved in Bengal in the early medieval times. The social frame of Bengal was built on the dynamic
process of developments in landholding patterns and changing power relations between the king,
the subordinate rulers, the local influential groups and the primary producing people. We have
observed some aspects of this history above. The relations in our context were centered on land
rights and these were emerging differently in different sub-regions, as we have seen. It is through
this process that different social classes emerged and the possibilities of their changing position
centered on land rights, were set in motion. Later, in connection with the development of
agriculture, various professional groups emerged through rural commercialization. These
processes led to the formation of hierarchical order and the proliferation of the castes at the base

reflected in the puranic structure of varnasarnkara.

Social categories
We shall now briefly review the general fabric of the early medieval society in Bengal and look

into the conditions of the social categories in terms of caste and occupation.

The brahmanas:

The role of the brahmanas in early medieval Bengal was very significant. We have already
observed the gradual processes through which the Brahmins, as a caste group were emerging
significantly on the social scene especially in the rural world. Many were recorded in inscriptions
to have migrated from Madhyade$a, who got incorporated into the rural society and were settled
by land grants and comprised the category of kutumbin. Gradually, they developed into the
position of influential landholders. Their distinct identity as mentioned in the epigraphic records
in terms of their gotra, their affiliation to distinct Vedic lines of scholarship and places of origin
emerged as significant indices for a social and ritual status beyond their power as landed magnates.

This phenomenon was very evidently developing in the sub-regions of Pundravardhana, Vanga
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and Radha during the 6™ to 7" century CE.?*? During the Pala phase, they were found to have been
in enhanced position as royal subordinates and officials providing various services and in exalted
court positions. Thus, they had gained entry into the nodal sectors and royal orbits on the one hand
and were mentioned as the foremost member of the rural society, on the other.?>*> Again, the sub-
regions of Srihatta and the fringes of Samatata witnessed the emergence of a large number of
brahmanas as landholders in the 7" century. Subsequently, the emergence of new settlements by
the brahmanas was reflected in the various copperplate charters of the Candras during the 10™-11%
centuries CE.?* From the 10" century onwards, acknowledging brahmanas of high qualifications
as superiors in both the courtly and rural worlds had become the overall trend. In the sub-regions
of Vanga, Samatata and Srihatta, lands were also given to brahmanas as a reward by political
potentates for the ritual services they rendered.?>> Suchandra Ghosh and Sayantani Pal have also
seen how they had become indispensable in everyday life in the common man’s society too. 2
By the 12 century CE, especially under the Varman and Sena rulers, the brahmanas had gained
high status and the Brahmanical culture was seen to flourish with royal favour. They had also
consolidated their position in rural society by developing strong networks. They sought to impose
and acculture the regional society in the well-known and set Brahmanical traditions by composing
various dharmanibandhas, ritual texts and upapuranas.?’ Their journey from the rural society to
the royal court is indicative of the growing power they increasingly wielded through the strong
economic base they enjoyed, their ritual functions and scholarly accomplishments, literary

activities emerging as a prominent function.

Kayasthas:
Kayasthas were found to have been an important social and occupational group in the urban and

rural worlds of early medieval Bengal. They were mentioned as draft writers in several
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inscriptions. In addition, they were mentioned as key figures in administration during all the phases
but especially in the earlier ones. It has been pointed out that as an occupational category, the
kayasthas had been emerging on the scene from the Gupta period as skilled literate officials in
local and provincial administration.?*® Their powers increased over time, as they negotiated the
intermediate functional spaces, conducting intellectual and administrative matters side by side with
the merchants, brahmanas, and high officials.”>® Some records from early medieval Bengal
mention the two designations of karana-kayastha in the same breath. In this regard Chitrarekha
Gupta pointed out that kayastha and karana were interchangeable designations.?® The
phenomenon of their rise in politico-administrative affairs is indicated in an epigraphic record from
Samatata, viz., the Tipperah copperplate of Lokanatha. Although a lone example, the hint that this
record carries has led to deeper analysis about the growing status of this occupation — caste. Here
Lokanatha, although born in a brahmana family, was referred as a karana and held the status of
kumaramatya at the time that this record was posted. It has been surmised that Lokanatha had risen
to be a provincial lord from the position of a karana. It is also important to note that Lokanatha
was praised for his sharp intellect in this record. Based on all these facts it was pointed out that
karanas had indeed possessed the potential for gaining higher positions and that individuals from

brahmana lineage chose to enter this profession.?¢!

A Kayastha was first mentioned in an early inscription as a petitioner along with a kulika and
pustapala in the Srigaveravithi of Pundravardhanabhukti.?> A similar scenario is attested in a
copperplate inscription of maharajadhiraja Pradyumnabandhu dated between 550-650 CE.?%* The
adhikarana of ghonadvipakavisaya of Pundravardhanabhukti comprised of the karanika
Sambudatta and the pustapala Krsnadatta. The reference to jyestha (elder) kayastha implied the
prevalence of guilds or organizations of scribes and their representational function in local
administrative body. In this instance, the jyestha kayastha was functioning as the head of the

visayadhikarana of Varakamandalavisaya under Navyavakasika division in Vanga as evident from
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261 Gupta, The Kayasthas, p. 55.

262 Sanyal, ‘Sultanpur Copper plate’.

263 Griffiths, ‘Sale deed of the village Mastaka$vabhra’.
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the Faridpur copperplates of Dharmaditya and Gopacandra and Ghugrahati copperplate of
Samacaradeva.?®* They were the custodians of accounts. The rest of the clerical members of the
visayadhikarana, located outside the rural society had worked under this elderly supervision. Large
groups of such functionaries like the kayasthas (kayata), karanikas, pustapalas and sthayipalas
were constituents of adhikaranas in the visayas and vithis of Radha during the time of Gopacandra
and Sasanka.’®® Hence, it is evident that the kayasthas were the main constituents of the
adhikaranas of Pundravardhana, Vanga and Radha during the 6"-7" century.

During the Pala period the designation of jyesthakayastha has been mentioned as an important
participant in administrative procedures among the rural residents along with the mahattaras and
kutumbins as a constituent of visayavyavaharins. By the 10 century, they had acquired a distinct
hereditary identity or status. Sandhyakaranandin, the author of Ramacarita came from this social
group or caste. He was the son of an exalted royal functionary, designated as sandhivigrahika
karana Prajapati. It is clear from Sandhyakaranandi’s example, that not only as clerical figures,
they had also grown as scholars and authors in society. A section of this literate group, engaged in
engraving the copperplates, were distinctly identified with reference to their origin from the other
sub-regions ranging from Varendra to Samatata, which indicates their migration from distant
homes. This geographical mobility may have been based on demand. Kayasthas were indeed
proficient as both scribes and administrators. Thus, there is ample indication of how this
occupation — caste had been rising in importance through their skill and learning as important and

indispensable functionaries in royal affairs and literate culture.

The pustapalas:

The pustapalas as a record — keepers were members of the royal court and their range of operation
extended to local administration in connection with revenue administration. As such, they featured
like the other officers of state as mediators between the state and the rural society. They were
associated with the kayasthas as both were having a clerical position, but were assigned with

different functional jobs.?®® Their role in land record keeping and transactional procedures

264 pPargiter, ‘Second Grant of the time of Dharmaditya’, line 7, p.200; Pargiter, ‘Grant of the
time of Gopacandra’, line 6, p.204; Bhattasali, ‘The Ghugrahati Copper Plate’, lines 5-6, p.76.
25 Furui, Land and Society, p.88.

266 Gupta, The Kayasthas, p.70.
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7 in collaboration with the other

included verification of the petitions of land sale and donation?®
occupational groups like kulika and kayasthas. This is quite apparent from the early land records
connected to the Srngaveravithi of Pundravardhanabhukti.?*® They were also privy to record and
control price of the land following the local custom of the area. The role of the Pustapalas were so
important that in order to stop malpractices sometimes two or three pustapalas were appointed for
approving the same transaction. For example, during the 5" century CE in Kotivarsa three
pustapalas were appointed.?®” They were mentioned along with sthayipalas, karanas and kayasthas
as part of clerical groups or members of adhikaranas in Radha during the 6™-7"century as
mentioned in the Jayrampur copperplate of Gopacandra and Panchrol copperplate of Sasanka.>”
Clerical groups like kayastha and pustapala also constituted the visayadhikarana of
Pundravardhana during the 6th-7th century. We incorporate them into the broader range of literates
as a group of especially skilled officials who had been, since early historical times, invested with
the business of recording the administrative information and maintaining the books, perhaps both
fiscal accounts as well as revenue and other documents for the state. In the early phases on the
history of our context the pustapalas continued appearance seems to have derived from the
traditions of administration set down by the Gupta rule. However, the importance of pustapalas in

terms of land-related issues gradually began to reduce, which is evident from their absence in the

later epigraphic records. They were supplanted probably by the kayasthas.

Kulikas:

We encounter the kulikas in the Kalaikuri plate acted as a petitioner in the Sragaveravithi of
Pundravardhanabhukti. The Jagadishpur plate mentioned kulika Bhima as a cashier, receiving
money from the petitioner in the same vithi of Pundravardhanabhukti.?’! They have always
incorporated the kayasthas and karanas in terms of land transaction procedures and other matters.
No further mention was made of the kulikas as such. Later in the mid-12th century, there was a

reference to paiicakulika HasT in Sujanagar stone inscription of Bhojavarman.?’? He was a member

267 Ibid. p.26; Sanyal, ‘Sultanpur Copper plate’.

268 Ibid. lines 3-4, p.63.

299 Ibid. p.70.

270 Tripathy, ‘Jayrampur copper plate’; Furui, ‘Panchrol (Egra) Copper-plate’.
2" Sircar, ‘Jagadishpur Plate’, line 16, p.62.

272 Islam, ‘Unpublished Stone Inscription’, lines 3-4, p.117.
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of an urban administrative organization named paficakula situated within Vanga. This organization

was constituted of urban influential members in charge of documentary works and custom houses.

Vaidyas:

As an occupation caste category, the vaidyas, emerged as a significant professional group,
doubling as a scribe and as medical practitioner. Their emergence as a literate group is also
evident from various Pala inscriptions. We come to know about vaji-vaidya Sahadeva, who had
composed the wonderful prasasti of Gaya Krsnadvarika Temple Inscription of Nayapala,
whereas the Gaya Gadadhar Temple rock inscription of Nayapala was composed by vaidya
Vajrapani.®” It is clear from these evidences that vaidyas were engaged in literary activity and

were definitely a part of the literate class.

Mercantile groups:

The presence of mercantile, artisanal and scribal groups in urban settlements in Vanga-
Pundravardhana sub-regions is evident from the Damodarpur copperplates of the post-Gupta
phase. Eminent urban merchant (nagarasresthin), caravan trader (sarthavaha), chief artisan
(prathamakulika) and chief scribe (prathamakayastha) were the members of adhisthanadhikarana
of Kotivarsavisaya. They were involved in the administrative matters of this visaya as members of
this local body and were part of the urban society. Interactions between these professional groups
appears to have been regular for the purposes of their respective professional requirements.?’*
There is a reference to aryanagarasresthin as members of adhisthanadhikarana in
daksinams$akavithi of Pundravardhanabhukti in Paharpur plate of 159 GE.?”> They collaborated
with the governor of the vithi Ayuktaka to issue the grant. From the 6 century onwards, however,
the categories of $resthi and kulika were absent from the epigraphic records. There are possible

clues to some members of the mercantile class shifting to the rural world in some image

inscriptions of the time of the Pala rule. R.D. Banerji cited the Chandimau image inscription of

23 D.C. Sircar, ‘Inscriptions of Two Brahmana Rulers of Gaya’, Epigraphia Indica,

Vol. XXXVI, 1965, pp.84, 86.

27 Furui, Land and Society, p. 48.

275 Dines Chandra Sircar, ed., ‘Paharpur copper plate grant of the Gupta year 159°, Select
Inscriptions, Vol.I, 1942, line 1, p.346.
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Rampala, referring to sadhu Saharana who hailed originally from Rajagrha and settled down in a
rural space called Etrahagrama.?’® The reference to vaniggrama in the Rajbhita stone inscription
of Mahipala I indicates organizations of merchant groups or mercantile centres.?’” The connotation
of the terms has been explored by Ranabir Chakravarti*>’® and Ryosuke Furui and tentatively
suggests the existence of an important association of merchants projecting their collective interest.
They were associated with different categories of markets or hattas, identified with localities to
which they belonged and to functional aspects. Hattas were frequently referred to in epigraphic
records of Bengal from the 9 century as pointed out by Furui. The term clearly denoted village
level local markets or exchange centres.

In the context of Samatata we come across another evidence in the form of the Baghaura narayana
image which refers to a merchant, vanika Lokadatta as the resident of the village Bilakindaka.?”’
The Mandhuk image inscription from Samatata again refers to a vrddhasartha (a senior trader) the
donor. This is a record that was palacographically dated to the 10" century CE by D.C. Sircar.?°
Furui finds the evidence from the later period to indicate a gradual ruralization of the merchants
and their activities where we come hereditary identity of the vanikakiila. We may not be wrong to
assume hereditary occupational groups of merchants prevailing in the regions from Bihar to Bengal
between the 9™ and 12™ centuries. Shifting status and identities became regular in the case of the
merchant communities in this later context of Bengal’s history. For example. we note that some of
the sarthavaha merchants were upgraded to subordinate rulers. Furui points to the Sujanagar stone
inscription of Bhojavarman, which records land donation by mahasamanta Aviudeva who could

have belonged to a merchant family.?8! However, the social status of specific merchant categories

got gradually degraded. As Furui mentions, restrictions were imposed upon the suvarnavanikas

276 R.D. Banerji, ‘The Palas of Bengal’, Memoirs of Asiatic Society of Bengal, Vol. V, Calcutta,
1917, pp.93-94.

277 Ryosuke Furui, ‘Merchant groups in early medieval Bengal: with special reference to the
Rajbhita stone inscription of the time of Mahipala I, year 33°, Bulletin of the school of oriental
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during the 12" century.?®? The final outcome came during the time of Vallala Sena. According to
Abdul Momin Chowdhury and Chitta Ranjan Misra, during his reign, the merchants were forced

to migrate away from Bengal .3

Artisanal groups:

The artisans who were engaged in engraving copperplates were often identified by the artisanal
centres they hailed from. In the Pala period, many artisans who worked as engravers hailed from
Posaligrama situated within Bardhaman district during the reign of Mahipala I and Vigrahapala
I11. Furui notice that this was a centre of artisans with special skills and literacy.?®* This trend was
further noticeable during the reign of the Senas. But now the centre seems to have shifted. Ranaka
Stilapani, the engraver of the Deopara inscription of Vijayasena was lauded as the crest jewel of
the $ilpigosthi of Varendra. Besides the literate community of the engravers, there were many
artisanal groups who featured in the different kinds of sources, epigraphic and literary. We hear of
the tailika (oil presser), kumbhakara (potter), carmakara (leather worker), suvarnakara (goldsmith)
and $aundika (distiller and vendor of liquid) during the Pala reign. They could be primarily located
within the rural society. Various communities of artisans with distinct identities were referred to
as service providers for the matha which was the grantee in the Paschimbhag copperplate of
Sricandra. They comprised of malakaras (garland makers), tailikas, kumbhakaras, and siitradharas
(carpenters). A class of highly skilled literate artisan would be the sthapatis (architect). Besides,
there were the specialist service providers and performers like ganaka, kahalikas (kahala drum
player), $ankhavadakas (conch blowers), nata (dancer), cettikas (female servants) etc.?® Everyday
service providers at the end of the ladder were further present in the Bhatera plate of Kesavadeva
dated 13™ century CE. Here we come across the indispensable napita (barber), rajaka (washerman)
and also a luxury item maker, the dantavara or dantakara (ivory worker) who were mentioned as

occupational groups. %

282 Furui, ‘Social Life’, p.62.
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Cultivators and farm labourers:

Among the rural residents, stratifications were also seen among the cultivators, which was
reflected in the verses depicting rural life compiled in the anthologies like the Saduktikarnamrta
and the Subhasitaratnokosa. 1t is discernible here that the halikas were the peasant
householders.?®” Pamaras were agricultural labors working under the halikas. Pamaras were
stated to be different than the other cultivators (karsakajana).?®® Furui showed that the
karsakajana was a term that could indicate labourers employed as subordinates to peasant

householders or the halikas.?®

Other degraded classes:

The continuation of social perception is observable in how the age - old conventional categories
of candala, dom, $abara, were still mentioned as peripheral in the rural society repeatedly in the
early medieval Bengal land charters. Medas and andhras are encountered in the early medieval
Bengal inscriptions during the Pala period and they were mentioned in the same bracket with the
candalas, at the end of the list of addressees, among the rural residents in Varendra and Magadha.
Clearly, they represented the rear end of the rural society who were still important to address
formally and legally, for them to heed to the instructions, although in the classical prescriptions
they were kept out of the village.?®® Among this enclave of lower categories, however, each of
them, the candala, dom, $abara, meda, andhra represented completely distinct social categories
and the indications speak for a progressive recognition of them as a part of the rural society,
although degraded and untouchable in the Brahmanical parlance. This was evident also from the
Caryagitis, where the domba women appeared to be recognized as a part of the rural society,

291

selling loom products and bamboo baskets, and working as ferry women. They got
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immortalized as symbols of divine power in the dohas of the siddhacaryas, but, in reality, remained
beyond the pale of even the conventional world rural life.

There are references to various social groups which influenced society and clues to the processes
of construction of categories and their identities in the early medieval times since the 5"-61
century. Since the society of Bengal was based on agricultural growth, the rural society was the
most important and major part of the social fabric and their involvement in the land acquisition
and land management system had a significant impact on processes of state formation. Diversity
in agricultural patterns and statal management of land produce and its distribution had led to major
changes not only in the socio - economic but also political and cultural life in various sub-regions
of Bengal throughout our timeframe. These dynamics were felt strongly in the rise and fall of
various social groups and their status in society. Among them, the brahmanas were seen to rise
steadily to the positions of eminence in social and economic terms, with a steady influence of the
Brahmanical culture, which got more crystallized in the 12 century. This facilitated not only the
formation and deepening of monarchical polities but also unfurled social processes which led to
the imposition of the varnasamkara custom and the proliferation of jati. Internal stratifications
within the broader social groups were also perceivable. Socio-political hierarchy operated not only
economic and political but deep social terms.

Out of these diverse social classes emerged a group of literates who contributed to the development
of the regional literary culture. This development in a sense highlights the intense build —up of the
state authority, state patronage and rise of higher classes and castes under the umbrella of state. At
another end, this literary efflorescence also glaringly brought alive the gulf between the literate
and the non — literate. From a caste angle, the reference to brahmanas, kayasthas, and vaidyas
among the former privileged enclave are significantly dominant. Among them especially the
brahmanas flourished as eminent composers. The kayasthas, appointed to important administrative
positions and mentioned as a group, gradually gained a literati status. In the beginning, only a
group of scribes were found responsible for the drafting of the inscriptions. But later the reference
to some eminent composers provides pointers to this history of literary culture, which we shall

attempt to trace through these inscribed words in the later chapters.
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CHAPTER 1T
Period of Genesis of the regional literary trend (6™ — 8" century CE)

The general political trends in early medieval Bengal since the 6 century CE can be gauged only
from epigraphic references, which, however, provide substantial information. They can be
categorized as copperplate land charters, eulogies, votive and image inscriptions. Copperplate
inscriptions, considered the most important among them, comprise two parts- the prasasti and the
donative details. These were usually composed in a specific format. The prasasti part portrays the
charming delicacy of literary style. It contains the genealogical descriptions of the ruling authority.
The donative part of the inscription records the details of the land grant to eminent brahmanas or
religious institutions, issued either by the local body of administration called adhikarana or by the
kings or subordinate rulers. The changing power relation between the issuing authorities can be
delineated through the land assessment process. The eulogies record the pious deeds of kings,
subordinate rulers or eminent individuals in lengthy embellished verses. Though small, the
dedicative and donative inscriptions engraved on images, rocks and other objects portray a very

precise and subtle description of the donors, reigning kings and various social groups.

The politico, administrative and social picture of early medieval Bengal has emerged with distinct
sub-regional variations, glimpses of which can be traced from the Gupta rule in Bengal.
The Guptas were visible in the Pundravardhana during the reign of Kumaragupta I and his
successors from the first half of the fifth century CE. Subsequently, Bengal witnessed the formation
of various local kingdoms on the remnants of the Gupta rule, evident from a series of copper-plate
inscriptions.' Vanga, for example, saw the rise of petty local rulers like Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya,

Gopacandra and Samacaradeva during the 6™ century CE. Amongst them, Gopacandra’s political

! Pargiter, ‘Grant of the time of Dharmaditya’, pp.193-198; Pargiter, ‘Second Grant of the time of
Dharmaditya’, pp.199-202; Islam, ‘Kotalipada Copper-plate’, pp.72-82; Pargiter, ‘Grant of the time
of Gopacandra’, pp.203-05; Tripathy, ‘Jayrampur copper plate’, pp.174-79; Majumdar, ‘Mallasarul
copper plate’, pp.155-61; Bhattasali, ‘The Ghugrahati Copper Plate’, pp.74-86.
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domain possibly had a wider extent covering the Vardhamana bhukti and the Dandabhukti of Radha.
Again, a copperplate inscription indicates the reign of one Maharajadhiraja Pradyumnabandhu in
Pundravardhana during the 6th century CE.? The first clear indication of an independent ruler in
early medieval Bengal came with the rise of Sasanka in power, attested by textual references as well
as inscriptions and coins.® His monarchical rule was firmly established in the first quarter of the 7™
century CE in northern Radha - Gauda. The Medinipur and Egra copperplates bear evidence of his
rule in the district of Midnapore. Feudatory Jayanaga, a probable successor of Sasanka, can be traced
back sometime between 550 and 650 CE.* After Sasanka, Karnasuvarna possibly witnessed the
reign of Bhaskarvarman, the king of Kamartipa for a short period, as indicated in the Nidhanpur

copper plate.’

Subordinate rulers under the Guptas seem to have already emerged in Samatata and Srihatta from
earlier times culminating into the rise of a semi-independent polity under Vainyagupta from the
early 6™ century CE as evident from his copperplates.® This was a localized phenomenon. Later,
close to the middle of the 7" century CE, Bhaskaravarman seems to have extended control over

Srihatta as well as the Karnasuvarna area.” His Nidhanpur copperplate referred him as the overlord

2 Griffiths, ‘Sale deed of the village Mastakasvabhra’, pp. 27-38.

3 Beal, Si-Yu-Ki; Beal, The Life of Hiuen Tsiang; Watters, On Yuan Chwang’s Travels; Devahuti,
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Majumdar, ‘Two Copper Plates of Sasanka: Text No.II”, pp.1-9 ; Sircar, ‘Egra Plate’, p.38; Sircar,
‘Sasanker Sasanakalin Egra Tamrapatra’, pp.59-64; Furui, ‘Panchrol (Egra) Copper-plate’, pp.119-
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of the Rata and Natha rulers, who were sub-regional chiefs. Yet, we find the Nathas and Ratas
issuing their own grants almost at the same time (middle of the seventh century CE), which might
indicate their local autonomy.® Again, during the middle of the same century, records indicate the
Khadgas ruling in eastern Vanga and Samatata, and the Devas in Samatata during the eighth century
CE.” They seem to have emerged as locally autonomous rulers. It appears that, in spite of
exaggerated claims to overarching authority by many, a number of political houses were
simultaneously wielding power in certain pockets of the Vanga, Samatata and Srihatta areas. On the
other hand, a bronze vase inscription of Devatideva indicates the emergence of a small polity in the
sub-region of Harikela during the eighth century CE.!° State formation or the rise of polities was a

process which was in a state of some fluidity and would eventually crystallize in later times.

We have to note that this history of early medieval Bengal has to be studied primarily through the
epigraphic sources as literary works are rather scanty. The inscriptions seem to have evolved through
phases of development in their literary and informative forms and as D.C. Sircar pointed out, these
mostly followed a somewhat standardized format, only varying according to the issuing authority.!!
The style of writing, poetic tradition, paleographic and orthographic features, political-social and
cultural records of the inscriptions as a whole display a literary cultural milieu in early medieval
Bengal. The medium of these inscriptions being Sanskrit, we may refer to the comment of Van
Buitenen who had declared Sanskrit to be the language of culture requiring an intense cultivation

and learning process.'? A survey of the regional epigraphic sources alongside the varied Sanskrit

8 Basak, ‘Tipperah Copper Plate’, pp.301-315; Gupta, CopperPlates of Sylhet, pp.68-80; Law, ‘The
Kailan Copper plate’, pp.221-41; Islam, ‘Udisvara Copper-plate’, pp.61-72.

% Laskar, ‘Ashrafpur Copper Plate’, pp.85-91; Rashid, 'The Mainamati Inscriptions', pp.201-02;
Sircar, ‘Copper-plate Inscription of king Bhavadeva’, pp.83-95; Gupta, ‘Mainamati copper-plate’,
pp.145-48.

10 Bhattacharya, ‘A preliminary report’, pp.237-47; Furui, ‘Bangladesh national museum’, pp.46-
47.

" Sircar, Indian Epigraphy, pp.120-50.
12 Buitenen, Two Plays, p.11.
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literature in texts in early medieval Bengal indicates that a class of people had grown to be proficient
in this language in early medieval Bengal. This class would have comprised of layers of literate and
intellectual communities who had formed the upper echelons of the society, including the
brahmanas, the kayasthas, other eminent and influential residents of the rural society etc. We
encounter them as composers of ‘inscriptional kavya’, creative literature in texts, other literary

works, scribes, addressees and issuers of the inscriptions in several places.

Creative literary texts are found to have been composed from the 11

century CE and we can refer
to the magnificent works like Ramacarita of Sandhyakara Nandi (11%-12"% century C.E.),
Subhasitaratnakosa of Vidyakara (c.11%-12" century), Saduktikarnamrta by Sridharadasa (1205
CE), Aryasaptasati of Govardhanacarya (c. 12" century CE), Pavanadiita by Dhoyi (c.12™ century
CE), and Gitagovinda by Jayadeva (12 century CE) etc. However, it was mainly through the
inscribed words that one can draw some inference of what the literary style of this whole period was
like and especially how it progressed and matured along historical time. The overwhelming majority
of the inscriptions are royal records or administrative documents. This trend of documenting royal
records or inscriptions was initiated in the late Gupta period. The late Gupta copperplates such as
the Dhanaidaha, Kalaikuri-Sultanpur, Damodarpur, Jagadishpur, Baigram, Raktamala, Paharpur,
Nandapur and Gunaighar furnish the earliest evidence for the emergence of Sanskrit in Bengal as a
literary medium. However, we get actual glimpses of literary creativity in inscriptions only from the
6™ century CE onward and this trend reached its highest watermark of excellence during the 12"
13" centuries CE. The inscriptions of this period may be divided into three distinct phases through
which this literary evolution may be noted. The first phase begins with the post Gupta times in the
6" century CE and goes up to the 8" century CE. This marks the phase of the origin and initial
development of the literary formations, including the incipient rise of a poetic genre and literary
innovation. The next phase between the 8" and the 10™ centuries could be regarded as the major
phase which witnessed the real efflorescence of a literary flourish in epigraphic compositions when
literary creativity was truly formed and moved towards greater developments. The last phase is

rounded off with the inscriptions of the 11" century to the first decade of the 13™ century. However,
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this was not a phase marking a dissolution or decline, an idea which is usually understood to define
the last phase in the evolution of any phenomenon. In fact, on the other hand, this phase may be

regarded as one of exuberance and maturity in literary style.

The inscriptions of all the phases reflect the mark of the pan-Indian Sanskrit literary style and form.
The Sanskrit literary trend, in general, took a somewhat artificial turn from the 6 century onwards
with the features of verbal stentorian, long compounds and atisayokti.'* The works of eminent poets
who followed in the footsteps of Kalidasa introduced more exaggerated and elaborate forms and
devices of writing. V. Raghavan points to the eminent poets, the bearers of this pan-Indian Sanskritic
trend. The names of Bharavi (c. 6™ century CE), Magha (c.7" century CE) Subandhu (7th century),
Banabhatta (c.7" century CE), Bhamaha (c.7" century CE), and Dandin (c.7"-8" century CE) are
significant among them. The tradition of classical poetry was somewhat sustained by poets like
Bharavi and Magha in their poems the Kiratarjuniya and the Sisupalavadha.'* Subandhu,
Banabhatta and Dandin were renowned for their prose - kavyas like the Vasavadatta, Kadmabarr
and Harsacarita, Avantisundarikatha or the Dasakumdracarita respectively.'® Early medieval
Bengal also developed a regional literary trend by following these poetic styles. It has particularly
been influenced by Banabhatta's style, his use of §lesa, long compounds, sonorous passages and
grand cadences. The genealogical identity of Banabhatta has been found among the brahmanas of
eastern India during the early medieval period. The reference to brahmanas belonging to the
Vatsyayana gotra and Bhargava lineage have been found in several early medieval Bengal
inscriptions like the Irda copperplate of Nayapala, the Barrackpore copperplate of Vijayasena, the
Govindapur copperplate of Laksmanasena, the Madanpur plate of Ke$avasena and Madanpada plate

of Vi$variipasena.'®

13 Dasgupta, 4 History of Sanskrit Literature, p.Xiv.
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In the context of understanding the literary style of early medieval Bengal, the reference to Gaudi
riti by Banabhatta can be highlighted here. Gaudi riti had the features of gentle and hard words with
long compounds, adorning and charming poetry with various ‘upama, drstanta and unfamiliar
words’, overbearing composition or ‘atisayokti’.!” However, as a pattern of literary expression, it
has come up as a ‘literary criticism’ as compared to the prevailing Vaidarbhi style. Scholars such as
Banabhatta, Bhamaha and Dandin have criticized the gaudi rit1 as clumsy, pompous or pretentious
with the unreasonable excessiveness of ‘verbal jingles and alliteration’, lack of all the gunas and an
inferior style as compared to the vaidarbhi style.'® In the background of criticism, gaudi riti has
come up as a challenging way of literary expression. It has such a charming nature that several
authors have followed this style in their writings. It may be surmised that this style of composition
was also followed in early medieval Bengal, Gauda being a term which was generally taken as
eponymous of the cultural and politically visible Bengal as a whole, although it actually denoted
only the northern part of Bengal. The term seems to have been used in a cultural sense in the post-
Gupta pan - Indian literary world.!” Here we encounter a point of significance and a matter of a
puzzle, especially in our context. This is raised because although Banabhatta speaks of this gaudi
11t1 in the sixth or seventh century, we seem to find no remnants of such literary activity in Bengal
either earlier or at that time.?° The only exception in this context was the Nidhanpur copperplate
which bears a mark of the early genesis of literary creativity. Yet, it is possible that a class of literary
writings had been in vogue which has left no traceable vestiges. In the absence of such evidence,

we shall track a few possible clues in the epigraphic records of the first phase of our study and also

17 Bhattacharya, ‘The Gaudi Riti’, p.385.

18 Ibid. p.380.

19 R.C. Majumdar, History of Ancient Bengal, (Calcutta: G. Bhardwaj & Co., 1971), pp. 6 — 8;
Rakhaldas Bandopadhyay, Bangalar Itihas, (in Bengali), (Calcutta: Sri Haridas Chattopadhyaya,
1330, Bengali year), p. 104.

20 parab, The Harshacharita, line 7.
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try to relate this evidence to the clues they provide for the existence of a social world as a possible

background to this incipient cultural phenomenon.

Although there is no such previous work on the literary style of this period in Bengal, the work of
Nupur Dasgupta can be referred in this context. She showed how the rise of Sanskrit literary culture
in Bengal was first noticed in the inscriptions.?! At the same time, she also mentioned some literature
as a medium of this culture. In this connection, Ryosuke Furui's writings provide an indication of
the society within which this literary style was practiced, i.e., the author and the addressed
community. He showed two different contours of social change during this period between the sub-
regions of Vanga, Radha, and Pundravardhana and the sub-regions of Samatata, Srihatta, and
Harikela.?? On one hand, in the sub-regions of Vanga, Radha, and Pundravardhana, the landed
magnets like mahattaras and literate groups like kayasthas authorized over rural society and land
transaction procedures. On the other hand, Samatata- Srihatta sub-region witnessed the rise of
widespread landholders under the authorization of kingship and the emergence of Brahmanical
settlements. The brahmanas, as the most emergent social being of this period, have been highlighted
by Furui. He observed the distinct social identity of brahmana donee and donors and their rise as a

landholder in the rural society.??

Inscriptions as literary creations: The genesis

The first bud of literary creation may be traced in inscribed texts from the 6™ century onwards. Each
dynasty had executed individuality in the light of inscriptions. Especially during the 61-8™ century

when there was a lack of literature, the inscription was the sole dependency. Only the two

2! Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, pp.536-38.
22 Furui, Land and Society, pp.85-129.
23 Furui, ‘Brahmanas in early medieval Bengal’, pp. 224-29.
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grammatical works of this period, the Gaudapada Karika (c. 50-6" century CE)** and Candra-
Vydkarana (c.4"-5" centuries CE)* of Candragomin, can be mentioned as literature. Among these,
Nupur Dasgupta mentioned that Candra-Vyakarana was considered ‘the refreshed exposition of
Sanskrit grammar on the lines of Paninian tradition’.?® Although this was not regarded as the
concerned genre of literary creation, it made a great impact on the post-Patafijali phase of Sanskrit
grammar. The central element of this stage, however, was the inscriptional resources of various sub-
regional kingdoms. The Medinipur copperplate inscriptions of Sasanka and the Nidhanpur
copperplate of Bhaskaravarman, among them, were observed as the landmark of literary genesis.
The Tipperah copperplate of Loknatha and the Kailan copperplate of SridharanaRata also bear
testimony to this literary trend as reflected in their rhetorical expressions. It is evident that these

inscriptions were mostly inspired by Banabhatta's style of writing.

A noted feature of this time is that most of the inscriptions were copperplates. Those who wrote
them must have been admired and paid in the royal court as poets. Apparently, these court poets
were also capable of constructing literature that may not have been copied or circulated outside
Bengal or may have remained as court poetries. However, in the absence of literature, the composers
brought out literary styles by composing the inscriptions. In terms of the writers of the inscriptions,
Meera Visvanathan portrayed different kinds of writers in the context of early Brahmi inscriptions
from 300 BCE to 250 CE. One is the author who portrayed his ideology in the text and the other is
the scribe who writes down the draft, and finally the engraver who inscribes the record.?” However,
the inscriptions in this particular phase referred to the scribes in most cases. For example, the

Jayrampur copper plate inscription of Gopacandra referred to kayastha Manadatta as the writer

24 Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, p.542.

25 Ibid. p. 540.

26 Ibid. p.539.

27 Visvanathan, Writing, Gifting and Identities, p.82.
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(‘likhitarh kayasthamanadatteneti’).?® Yet, we get another interesting piece of evidence from the
Mallasarul copper plate inscription. Here, a sandhivigrahika (a Minister of Peace and War) named
Bhogacandra was mentioned as the writer of this text.?’ The Tipperah copperplate of Lokanatha was
documented by sandhivigrahika Prasantadeva.’® The Ashrafpur copperplate inscriptions of
Devakhadga were written by Piiradasa.’! Most interestingly, we also do have references to diitakas
who played the role of a conveyor. For example, the Mallasarul copperplate recorded Subhadatta as
the diitaka.*? Laksminatha, the son of Lokanatha was the diitaka of the Tipperah copperplate.* The
Devaparvata copperplate inscription of Bhavadeva referred to the dutaka, the chief

mahasamantadhipati Nandadhara.3*

Citing Sheldon Pollock’s view, it can be said that these inscriptions addressed or were associated
with particular socio-textual communities.>> Although the existence of an intended audience was
obscure in this period, the issuer, petitioner, donor etc. as mentioned in the inscriptions hinted at
some social classes who were aware of the literary tones and expressions used here. However, they
varied according to different sub-regions of Bengal. Literary analysis of the inscriptions is
significant in understanding this overall literary culture at this stage. The political history
background was provided by small dynastic rules in different sub-regions of Bengal, marked by the

records of maharajadhiraja Pradyumnabandhu in Pundravardhana, Faridpur copper plate

28 Tripathy, ‘Jayrampur copper plate’, line 50, p.178.

29 Majumdar, ‘Mallasarul copper plate’, lines 24-25, p.161.

30 Basak, ‘Tipperah Copper Plate’, line 55, p.309.

31 Laskar, ‘Ashrafpur Copper Plate’, pp.88-89.

32 Majumdar, ‘Mallasarul copper plate’, lines 24-25, p.161.

33 Basak, ‘Tipperah Copper Plate’, line 17, p.307.

34 Sircar, ‘Copper-plate Inscription of Bhavadeva Abhinavamrganka’, p. 744.
35 Pollock, ‘The Cosmopolitan Vernacular’, p.8.
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Inscriptions of Dharmaditya, Gopacandra and Samacaradeva, the Kotalipada copperplate of
Dvadasaditya in Vanga and the Mallasarul copperplate of Gopacandra in Radha. The inscriptions
which testify to this political scene also bore the evidence for the beginnings of a process of literary

creativity.
The copperplate inscription of Pradyumnabandhu:

This copperplate inscription recorded a previously unrecorded king named maharajadhiraja
Pradyumnabandhu who ruled in Pundravardhana in between 550-650 CE. Arlo Griffiths has given
a detailed description and translation of this text. The script of the copperplate is a variety of late
eastern brahmi which is assigned to about 6" century CE.® In terms of orthography, in many cases,
it is similar to the text of Kotalipada copperplate of Dvadasaditya. Being only a land grant document,
it bears no trace of any literary style. Rather, clean documentation of some technical facts, for
example, land measurement, land sale price etc. is reflected here. This copperplate records the
donation of a village Mastakasvabhra to the Brahmin Jayadeva, belonging to katyayana gotra,
student of the vajasaneya and son of Bhogadeva.?’ References to the administrative head and
functionaries of Pundravardhana are somewhat apparent in this inscription. Cellaka was the uparika
of Pundravardhanabhukti, appointed by maharajadhiraja Pradyumnabandhu.®® Mahapratihara
Avadhiita was the governor of Ghonadvipakavisaya, the administrative division of
Pundravardhanabhukti.’® He was the petitioner of the grant. He requested for the purchase of land
to the notables of the village. Among them, Sambudatta and Krsnadatta were the visayadhikaranikas

(district councilors).*® They were also referred as the karanika (scribe) and pustapala (record

36 Griffiths, ‘Sale deed of the village Mastaka$vabhra’, p. 29.
37 Ibid. lines 14-16, p.30.

38 Ibid. lines 1-2, p.29.

39 Ibid. line 2, pp.29-30.

40 Ipid. line 9, p.30.
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keeper).*! Hence, the visayadhikaranikas are to be considered the draft writer of this inscription. It
is to be noted here that this charter is simply a land deed that the visayadhikaranikas themselves

have drafted and inscribed.
Inscriptions of Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya, Gopacandra and Samacaradeva:

These inscriptions attest to the contemporaneous reign of Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya,
Samacaradeva and Gopacandra in the sub-region of Vanga and the reign of Gopacandra in Radha
during the 6 century. The script of these inscriptions was considered as reflecting the eastern Indian
development of late brahmi script.*> Thus, we find the initial tendency toward an eastern style of
script in these early days. But in terms of literary signs, these copperplates portrayed similar use of
upama and drstantas as noted in the earlier Gupta inscriptions. According to the provenance, style
and contents of the inscriptions, the Faridpur plates of Dharmaditya and Gopacandra, Kotalipada
copperplate of Dvadasaditya and The Ghugrahati Copper Plate of Samacaradeva were very much
similar. On the other side, the Jayrampur and Mallasarul copperplate of Gopacandra were distinct
due to their provenances in Radha. The sub-regional diversity, therefore, determined the distinct
style of writing. However, it is noted that the Sanskrit language used here contains grammatical
errors. These inscriptions were significant for providing an insight of knowledge regarding the
amount of crop plantation on a plot, the inferred measurement of the land and accordingly the

determined price of the land.

Faridpur plates of Dharmaditya and Gopacandra, Kotalipada copperplate of Dvadasaditya

and the Ghugrahati copper Plate of Samacaradeva:

These compositions were mostly prose writing except for the Faridpur copper plate of Dharmaditya
which is regarded as poetry-based. Many new words have been added to the vocabulary through

these inscriptions which might have some literary-material value. In the Faridpur copperplate

41 Ibid. line 18, p.30.
42 Pargiter, ‘Grant of the time of Dharmaditya’, p.194.
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Inscription of Dharmaditya, new words got added to the vocabulary such as sadhanika, apavificya,
kseni, karandaya, vijiapa, mrddha etc.*’ vyaparandya occurred as a new word in the Faridpur
copperplate Inscription of Gopacandra.** Some of the Sanskrit terms derived from Prakrt such as
laddha and jarhma appeared in the Second Faridpur copperplate of Dharmaditya.*> Some words had
a different meaning in some of the inscriptions; viz. dandaka meant a ship as referred to in the
Faridpur copper plate Inscription of Dharmaditya.*® The word kulavara meant a chosen man of good

family as reflected in the Faridpur copper plate Inscription of Gopacandra.*’

When we come to the literary aspect of these inscriptions, it has been found that different analogies
have been used for the local rulers as reflected in the inscriptions of Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya,
Gopacandra and Samacaradeva. The local kings had been compared to those who were generally
considered Hindu mythological kings. For example, in the Faridpur copperplate Inscription of
Dharmaditya, the supreme king of great kings Sri-Dharmaditya is compared to the loyal and
dedicated Yayati, Nrga, Naghusa and Ambarisa. (‘svasty-Asyam-prbhivyam-apratirathe Nrga-
Naghusa-Yayaty-Ambarisa-sama-dhrtau maharajadhiraja- Sri- Dharmmaditya -bhattaraka-
rajye’).*® The same analogies have been reflected in the copperplates of Dvadasaditya, Gopacandra

and Samacaradeva.

The appearance of various literary terms is noteworthy if we look into the land donative portions.

Faridpur grant of Dharmaditya referred to a custom duty supervisor Brahmin Vasudeva svamin.*

43 Ibid. p.194; Pargiter, ‘Second Grant of the time of Dharmaditya,’, lines 1-2, p.200.
4 Pargiter, ‘Grant of the time of Gopacandra’, p.203.

4 Pargiter, ‘Second Grant of the time of Dharmaditya’, lines 3, 18, pp. 200-201.

4 Jbid. lines 1-2, p.354.

47 Pargiter, ‘Grant of the time of Gopacandra’, p.205.

8 Pargiter, ‘Second Grant of the time of Dharmaditya’, lines 1-2, p.200.

4 Ibid. line 6, p.200.
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He donated the land to brahmana Somasvamin belonging to lauhitya gotra and Kanva-Vajasaneya
school. In the Faridpur copper plate Inscription of Dharmaditya, the donor sadhanika Vatabhoga
purchased a triple kulya sowing area of cultivated land from the local government and bestowed the
land to Candrasvamin who is a vajasaneya and belonged to bharadvaja lineage.>® The Kotalipada
copperplate of Dvadasaditya referred to a donation of land by rajanaka Viviktasoma to fourteen or
more noble brahmanas of various school, gotra, asceticism, Veda, Vedanga etc.>! Another reference
can be drawn from the Faridpur copperplate of Gopacandra. Here the donor Vatsapala svamin who
was apparently a brahmana, bestowed one kulyavapa of cultivated land to kanva-lauhitya brahmana

bhatta Gomidatta Svamin.>?

As land grant charters, these inscriptions record the process of land transactions. It is notable, that
the names of the authors are obscure in these copperplates. However, local influential people in the
rural society and administrative heads and functionaries engaged in each administrative layer of the
sub-region of Vanga have been portrayed here. They were involved in the whole process of
documenting the inscriptions. Uparika Nagadeva (‘mahapratiharoparika-nagadevasya’) and uparika
Jivadatta were entrusted as governors of Navyavakasika, the local administrative body of Vanga.*
Visayapati Jajava, vyaparakarandaya Gopalasvamin, viniyuktaka Vatsapalasvamin, rajanaka
Ksasama and visayapati Pavitraka were the governors of Varakamandalavisaya, an administrative
unit under Navyavakasika.’* They collaborated with the adhikaranas of Varakamandalavisaya,

which was constituted by the influential peoples of the rural society. They were elder scribe

50 Pargiter, ‘Grant of the time of Dharmaditya’, lines 16-19, p.196.
3! Furui, ‘The Kotalipada Copper-plate’, lines 20-24, p.92.
52 Pargiter, ‘Grant of the time of Gopacandra’, lines 5-13, p.204.

53 Pargiter, ‘Grant of the time of Dharmaditya’, lines 3-4, p.195, Pargiter, ‘Grant of the time of
Gopacandra’, lines 3-4, p.204; Bhattasali, ‘The Ghugrahati Copper Plate’, line 4, p.76.

>4 Pargiter, ‘Grant of the time of Dharmaditya’, lines 3-4, p.195, Pargiter, ‘Second Grant of the time
of Dharmaditya’, line 5, p.200, Pargiter, ‘Grant of the time of Gopacandra’, line 5, p.204; Furui,
‘The Kotalipada Copper-plate’, line 3, p.90; Bhattasali, ‘The Ghugrahati Copper Plate’, lines 4-5,
p.76.
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(jyesthakayastha Nayasena), kayasthas and karanikas. Landed magnets like mahattaras,
visayamahattaras, pradhana, vyavaharins etc. referred to the existence of notable people of the rural
society who were involved in the land transaction process. The Faridpur copper plate Inscription of
Dharmaditya referred to visayamahattaras Itita, Kulacandra, Garuda, Vrhacatta, Kulasvamin, Aluka,
Anacara, Bhasaitya, Subhadeva, Ghosacandra, Kalasakha, Durlabha, Satyacandra, Arjuna, Bappa,
Kundalipta, Animitra and Gunacandra.> Pustapala Vinayasena was mentioned as the keeper of the
record.>® The oldest kayastha Nayasena as the chief and leading men of the district was referred to
as the constituent of adhikarana in another Faridpur copper plate Inscription of Dharmaditya.>’
Mahattaras of visayas accompanied by mahattara Somaghosa, mahattara Thoda or Thodasa have
been mentioned here as the notable people of the rural society.>® Mahattara Thoda was the owner of
a particular land plot. In the Kotalipada copperplate inscription of Dvadasaditya, reference to
visayamahattaras, mahattaras, phalkas and one yajfiiya laid out the same scenario.>*The Ghugrahati
copperplate of Samacaradeva referred to the members of adhikarana headed by jyesthadhikaranika
Damuka, and local influentials like visayamahattara, mahattaras and many other pradhana
vyavaharins.®® The adhikaranikajana in the Faridpur copperplate of Gopacandra and the karanika
Nayanaga, Kesava and others in the Ghugrahati copperplate was appointed as arbitrators (kulavaras)
by the adhikarana executing things like land measurement.®! It is also apparent that the distinct
identity of brahmanas as donee became clearer in this period. Titles ending with svamin or prefixed

with bhatta attest to their distinct identity. The brahmanas were referred to separately by their gotra,

53 Pargiter, ‘Grant of the time of Dharmaditya’, lines 4-5, p.195.

%6 Ibid. lines 9-10, p.195.

37 Pargiter, ‘Second Grant of the time of Dharmaditya’, line 7, p.200.
38 Ibid. lines 7-8, 17, pp.200-201.

59 Furui, ‘The Kotalipada Copper-plate’, p.92.

%0 Bhattasali, ‘The Ghugrahati Copper Plate’, lines 5-9, p.76.

61 Pargiter, ‘Grant of the time of Gopacandra’, line 18, p. 204; Bhattasali, ‘The Ghugrahati Copper
Plate’, line 15, p.77.
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lineage, Vedic school etc. Possibly, they even have a kinship relation between each other having
same gotra, school and lineage. As Ryosuke Furui mentioned that distinct social identities have been
claimed by the brahmana donee and donors.%? A tendency had developed between these donees and
donors that the donee brahmanas were settled by the donor brahmanas which paved the path for
their network-building, particularly in Varakamandalavisaya of Vanga where these land grants had

been issued.
The Mallasarul and Jayarampur copperplate of Gopacandra:

The Mallasarul and Jayarampur copperplate of Gopacandra attest to the reign of Gopacandra in
Vardhamana bhukti and Dandabhukti of Radha in the 6™ century. The characters of both the
copperplates belong to the eastern variety of late brahmi script, palacographically datable to 6%
century CE. With the exception of two verses in arya metre at the beginning and eight other verses
relating to land grant, the Mallasarul copperplate was composed in prose.®* The Jayrampur
copperplate, was also a prose composition throughout except the usual imprecatory and benedictory
verses at the end which were in anustubh and puspitagra metres.®* The orthographic features were
almost same as the Faridpur plates and the Kotalipada plate. The well-known features of the Gupta
inscription have been followed here such as the excessive addition of suffix ka in dattaka as
evidenced from the Mallasarul copperplate of Gopacandra.®> However, these inscriptions contain
many literary, linguistic and orthographical errors, grammatical mistakes such as irregularity of

sandhi etc.

The donative portions have the usual descriptions of land grants. In Jayrampur copper plate

Inscription of Gopacandra, the feudatory ruler mahasamanta maharaja Acyuta purchased the village

62 Furui, ‘Brahmanas in early medieval Bengal’, p.227.
63 Majumdar, ‘Mallasarul copper plate’, p.156.

8 Tripathy, ‘Jayarampur Copper Plate grant’, p.174.

65 Majumdar, ‘Mallasarul copper plate’, line 12, p.160.
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named Svetavalika under the province Dandabhukti of Radha, and granted it to the arya-sarhgha for
building a vihara and an image of arya Avolokite$vara at the mahavihara Bodhipodraka.®¢
Simultaneously, the Mallasarul copperplate of Gopacandra records the grant of land by maharaja
Vijayasena in the village Vettragartta within Vakkattaka vithi of the Vardhamana bhukti of Radha
to a Brahmin named Vatsasvamin of the kaundinya gotra, belonging to the Bahvricha $akha of the

Rgveda.?’

Reference to the scribes is apparent here. The Jayrampur copperplate of Gopacandra was written by
kayastha Manadatta (‘likhitarh kdyasthamanadatteneti’) and heated by pustapala Bhogadatta.®® The
Mallasarul copperplate referred to sandhivigrahika Bhogacandra as the draft writer. This charter
also records Subhadatta as the diitaka, and pustapala Jayadasa as the person assigned to heat the
copperplate (‘ditakah Subhadatto likhitarh sandhivigrahika Bhogacandrena tapitarh pustapala

Jayadasena’).®’

The issuers, petitioners of the inscriptions and other influential people involved in the overall land
donation process are evident here. The Jayrampur copperplate of Gopacandra referred to
mahasamantamaharaja Acyuta as the in-charge of Dandabhukti. kumaramatyarajanaka
Vijayavarman was the in-charge of Svetavalikavithi, an administrative unit of Dandabhukti.”® This
plate further referred to mahattaras and other notables of the rural society, kayasthas, karanikas and
pustapalas. The Mallasarul copperplate of Gopacandra referred to various functionaries of the
provincial administration under the authority of a subordinate ruler (Maharaja Vijayasena) within
the administrative division Vakkattakavithi of Vardhamanabhukti. Those are karttakrtika,

kumaramatya, chauroddharanika, uparika, audrangika, agraharika, aurnasthanika, bhogapatika,

% Tripathy, ‘Jayarampur Copper Plate grant’, p.178.

7 Majumdar, ‘Mallasarul copper plate’, p.157.

% Tripathy, ‘Jayarampur Copper Plate grant’, line 50, p.178.

9 Majumdar, ‘Mallasarul copper plate’, lines 24-25, p.161.

70 Tripathy, ‘Jayarampur Copper Plate grant’, lines 23-24, p.176.
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visayapati, tadayuktaka, hiranyasamudayika, pattalaka, avasthika, devadroni etc’!.Their official
designations were sought to be identified by Nihararanjan Ray.’> According to him, karttakrtika was
probably considered as a craft master or a Royal East Division Officer; kumaramatya was
genealogically appointed royal officer directly employed by the king or prince; chauroddharanika
was in charge of collecting taxes from the tenants to protect them from thieves; audrangika collected
a tax named udranga from the permanent subjects; agraharika was the supervisor-observer of the
dharmadeya- brahmadeya land; aurnasthanika was probably a regulatory governor of silk clothing
craft; devadronisammandha was the supervisor and observer of the temple, pilgrimages etc.,
bhogapatika was probably a tax collector of a tax named bhoga; tadayuktaka was probably an officer
appointed by the uparika and similar to visayapati, hiranyasamudayika was the governor of the tax
collection, collected in coins; avasthika was the governor of the royal palace, royal house and rest
house.”? Pattalaka was entrusted with the area called Pattala. Other than the appointed functionaries,
there were references to mahattaras, khadgi and vahanayaka as notable landholders of the rural

society.

Inscriptions of Sasanka and Jayanaga:

The efflorescence of literary style had evolved to a somewhat enhanced form since the seventh
century. With the possession of Sasanka 's throne, elevated royal power and status were embedded
in Bengal. As far as the inscriptions are concerned, they gleamed high exaggerated terms and

eloquent words. The two Medinipur Copper Plate Inscriptions of Sasanka portrays the same. They

"I Majumdar, ‘Mallasarul copper plate’, lines 3-4, p.159.

2 Ray, Bangalir Itihas, p.322.

73 Note that D.C. Sircar had discussed in some details many of these designations mentioned also in
the copper plate charter issued by Visnusena, a sub — regional/feudatorial ruler from the region of
Gujarat, possibly ruling under the Maitrakas of Valabhi. See D.C. Sircar, ‘Charter of Visnusena,
Samvat 649°, Epigraphia Indica, Vol 30, 1987 (rpt.), pp. 163 — 181.
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were verse compositions and written in anustubh metre.”* The first glimpse of a high literary tone
is found in these inscriptions. These were adorned with literary traits like metaphor (riipaka), similes
(upama) and ornate tones or dhvani. In the Medinipur Copper Plate Inscription of Somadatta,
Sasanka has been highly praised. It has been said that Sasanka’s body has been encircled by the four
oceans (‘Sri-Sasanke mahirh-pati catur-jaladhi-mekhalam’).”> The use of high metaphor can be
illuminated in the verse ‘Visnoh pottr-agra-viksepa-ksanabha (vita-sadhvasam) $esa-Siro-
madhyam=adhyasina-maha-tanurh Kam-arati-$iro-bhrasta (gangaugha-dhvasta-kalmasam’.”® By
the radiance of Sasanka, his feudatory, Somadatta has been glorified (‘tasya pada-nakha- jyotsna-
vibhiisita- $iro- manau- Sri- samanta- maharaja- Somadatte- gunadhike’).”” He had the morality of
truth, honesty, and command over arms, learning skills that were individually acquired by the
Pandavas (‘Somadatte gunadhike sagama- otsanna- kaleya- dhvanta- samhatau- sahitam= Utkala-
desena- Dandabhuktirh prasasati- satya- Saurya- krtastratva- riipa- vidyadayah prthak pandavesu
sthitah santi yasminn ekattra te gunah’).”® His minister Prakirnnadasa was daily worshipped by the

brahmanas for the expertise of his actions.”

The inscriptions of Sasanka and Jayanaga belong to the type of north-east Indian alphabet of about
6"-7" century CE. Lexically, in the Vappaghosavata copper plate of Jayanaga, timpra patta meant
‘an estate granted under a warrant engraved on copper plate’ and ganginika which actually means

‘dry river bed’, meant to be a particular river in here.’’ As far as the donative portions of the

74 Majumdar, ‘Two Copper Plates of Sasanka’, p.2.

75 Majumdar, ‘Two Copper Plates of Sasanka: Text No.I’, line 3, p.7.
76 Ibid. lines 1- 3, p.7.

7 Ibid. lines 3-4, pp.7-8.

78 Ibid. lines 4- 6. p.8.

7 Ibid. verse 6, p.8.

80 Barnett, ‘Vappaghoshavata Grant’, lines 1-2, p.63.
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inscriptions are concerned, it is evident that all the charters record the land donation to eminent
brahmanas belonging to particular gotra and §akha. Examples are the Medinipur copperplate of
Subhakirti which records the grant of 40 dronas of land and one dronavapa of homestead land in the
village Kumbharapadraka within the Tavira adhikarana of the Dandabhukti province to the

intelligent brahmana Damyasvami of bharadvaja gotra and Madhyandina $akha.®!

The Panchrol copperplate of Sasarnka also referred to the donation of land to bhatta Damasvamin of
kausika gotra.®? Vappaghosavata copperplate of Jayanaga records the grant of a village named
Vappaghosavata to the brahmana bhatta Brahmavira Svamin belonged to kasyapa gotra and
colleague of chhandogas.®* The Panchrol copperplate of Sasanka referred to the officers associated
with Ekatakakavisaya, as an administrative unit of Radha.®* These officers were kartakrtika,
uparika, bhuktipattalaka, kumaramatya, visayapati and bhandagara (officials of treasury).®> This
plate further referred to mahamahattaras, mahattaras, mahapradhanas, and pradhanas as local landed
magnets and karanika, pustapala and sthayipala as the clerical group of the visaya. The clerical
group seems to have been the member of the adhikarana. Reference to bhatta Dhanapala, bhatta
Gopaladeva and Raithisvamin hinted to the existence of brahmanas as landholders.®® Two
Midnapore copper plate of Sasanka referred to Mahapratihara Subhakirti and Maharaja Somadatta
as the governor of Dandabhukti. Brahmanas and pradhanas were responsible office bearers of Tavira

adhikarana under the authority of Mahapratihara Subhakirti.?” They, as landed magnets, were

81 Majumdar, “Two Copper Plates of Sasanka: Text No.II’, lines 9-11, p.9.
82 Furui, ‘Panchrol (Egra) Copper-plate’, lines 19-20, p.122.

83 Barnett, ‘Vappaghoshavata Grant’, lines 4-6, p.63.

8% Furui, ‘Panchrol (Egra) Copper-plate’, lines 5-6, p.121.

85 Ibid. lines 6-7, p.121.

8 Ibid. lines 13-14, p.122.

87 Majumdar, ‘Two Copper Plates of Sasanka: Text No.II’, lines 7-8, p.9.
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involved in the process of land sale and donation. While in another Medinipur copperplate, the

governor of Dandabhukti Maharaja Somadatta made the grant independently.

It is evident that the inscriptions of Sasanka were more appealing in terms of literary
embellishments. This was probably due to his involvement in North Indian political arena. He
emerged as a powerful samanta in Bihar under the sovereignty of Later Gupta king
Mahasenagupta.®® His involvement in struggles with two powerful enemies of northern India, the
Maukharis of Kanauj and the Pusyabhiitis of Sthanvisvara and his conflict with Harsavardhana,
influenced the reconstruction of north Indian political history of 7 century CE. Although he did not
have a very positive image in North Indian literature because of their partisan nature, he was
certainly influenced by the rich culture of North India which is reflected in his inscriptions to some
extent. Moreover, the rise of monarchism in Bengal was first seen in the reign of Sasanka as a
sovereign ruler, which is evident in his inscriptions. However, the most splendiferous example of

the literary style at this phase can be seen in the Nidhanpur copperplate of Bhaskarvarman.
Nidhanpur copperplate of Bhaskarvarman:

Bhaskarvarman, the king of Kamariipa extended his control over Srihatta and its adjacent areas in
early seventh century. He was likely to be considered the overlord of the early Rata and Natha rulers.
He had a political alliance with Harsavardhana against Sasanka. After the demise of Sasanka, maybe
for a while, the reign of Bhaskarvarman was established in Karnasuvarna, which was evidenced by
his Nidhanpur copper plate. This copperplate symbolizes his successful reign in Gauda for a short
period of time. This plate was issued from the victorious camp at Karnasuvarna. It is especially
inspired by Banabhatta's writing style, who adorned the court of Harsa. For the pompous diction
and the excellence and elegance of the composition, it has appeared as a landmark of literary creation

in Bengal.

88 Chowdhury, ‘Threshold’, p. 532.
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This copperplate has been edited and translated by several scholars.® This plate was discovered on
the eastern fringe of the Sylhet district of Bangladesh in the village of Nidhanpur of Paficakhanda
pargana.”® The script used was the eastern variety of the north Indian brahmi alphabet of the 7
century. The verses were written in metres like, varh$asthavila, arya and anustubh.’! The inscription
exhibits a rich literary style through its elaborate grandiloquent dynastic narrative. The eulogy
portion of 25 verses was followed by 14 lines of prose. The literary style of this inscription was
composed in gaudi riti. It exhibited the literary merits of the gaudi riti, for example, pomp of
syllables-aksara dambara, overemphasized terms or §lesa, rhetorical allusions or use of alamkara
etc. Hence, this is one inscription of this time that we can cite as a piece of evidence in favor of
gaudt riti. It commenced with the panegyric of God. Here, the first ruler Pusyavarman was
considered the lord of the earth (‘devabhilyarh kshiti§varah Pusyavarmma-abhiit’).”? His son
Samudravarman was compared to five oceans (‘pafichama iva hi samudrah Samudravarmmabhava
tasya’).”> King Kalyanvarman was devoid of every kind of flaw.?* King Ganapati was endowed with
innumerable qualities (‘Ganapatim-iva-dana-varsanam-ajasrarn Ganapatim —aganita- guna- ganam-
asiita- kali-hanaye- tanayam’).”> There was one Chandramukhavarman, who as charming and

resplendent as the moon, was the dispeller of all the gloom (‘Chandramukhas-tasya-sutas-chandra

8 Bhattacaharya, ‘Nidhanpur Copper Plates’, pp.65-79; Bhattacharya, ‘Bhaskarbarmar

Tamrasasan’, pp.1-43; Mukunda Madhava Sharma, ‘Nidhanpur copperplates of Bhaskaravarman’,
Inscriptions of Ancient Assam, 1978, pp. 38-81.

% Ibid. p.38.

oV Ibid. p.40.

%2 Bhattacaharya, ‘Nidhanpur Copper Plates’, line 10, p.73; Sharma, ‘Nidhanpur copperplates’, p.41.
%3 Bhattacaharya, ‘Nidhanpur Copper Plates’, line 11, p.73.

% Ibid. verse 10, p.73.

% Ibid. lines 14-15, p.73.
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iva kala-kalapa-ramaniyah’).°® Bhaskaravarman, the main protagonist of this inscription, was like
the sun of innumerable rise.”” He was like a wish-yielding tree and the controller of the universe
(“ity-api sa jagad-uduya-kalpan-astemaya-hetuna bhagavata kamala sambhavena’).”® He ignited the
light of the aryadharma by eliminating the darkness of the Kali age and his prowess was equal to
the strength of his feudatories (‘yathayatham-uchita-kara-nika-vitaran-akulita-kali-timara-
safichaya-tay prakasit-aryadharmmalokah sva-bhuja-vala-tulita-sakala-samanta-chakra-

vikrama).%

This copperplate recorded the donation of unreclaimed agrahara land of Mayurasalamala in
Candrapuri visaya to at least 208 brahmanas.'*® They were mentioned with their gotra, Vedic school
and assigned share of lands. The person who wrote the grant (§asayitri) was Vasuvarnna.'?! Local
notables like the headman of the Candrapuri visaya S1i Ksikunda, nyayakaranika Janardanasvamin,
vyavahari Haradattta and kayastha Dundhunatha have also been referred who were involved in the

land evaluation process.

It is generally considered that this inscription is an imitation of Banabhatta’s style and technique.
Due to Bhaskaravarman's alliance with Harsavardhana, the clear influence of Harsa's poet
Banabhatta's writing style is evident here. Even the verses of the text indicate that Banabhatta was
probably the original composer of this inscription. By analyzing the verses of the text, it can be seen
that there was no mention of Bhaskaravarman's success or his political achievements. Only by

following the style of alarhkarasastra and gaudi riti, the verses were composed in high figurative

% Ibid. verse 15, p.74.

7 Ibid. verse 22, p.74.

%8 Ibid. line 34, pp.74-75.

9 Ibid. lines 36-37, pp.74-75.

100 Sharma, ‘Nidhanpur copperplates’, p.53.

101 Bhattacaharya, ‘Nidhanpur Copper Plates’, lines 45-51, p.79.
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language, rhetoric style and $lesa in praise of the Varman dynasty. Probably under the patronage of
Harsa, Banabhatta wrote the text. In this context, it is notable that the inscription begins with the
hymns of Siva, where Harsavardhana himself was originally a follower of Mahe§wara. All these
hints indicated Banabhatta as the probable author of this inscription. However, the exalted literary
style and kavyalarhkaran of the inscription have placed it as the most significant testimony of the

time. This may be regarded as the trendsetter of the literary style of that time.
Copperplate inscriptions of the Nathas and the Ratas

It is interesting to observe in this context the literary trend that we find to be exhibited in the
copperplate inscriptions issued by some small dynasties in southeastern Bengal for self-
proclamation and for the legitimacy of their rule. Although they were small dynasties, their

copperplates adhered to the style of the contemporary literary genre as a composition.

South eastern Bengal indeed saw the emergence of some synchronous line of rulers. Among them,
the Nathas and the Ratas were subordinate rulers of the Varmans of Kamarupa. Their overlord was
apparently Bhaskarvarmana, as mentioned already. They enjoyed a semi-independent status and
issued their own grants. Among them, the Natha realm has been indicated through the discovery of

102 and Kalapur Copperplate of

two copperplates- Tippera copperplate of Lokanatha
Marundanatha.'% Their reign has been located in the Srihatta region during the middle of the seventh

century CE. The Ratas established their power during the middle to the last quarter of the 7™ century

102 Basak, ‘Tipperah Copper Plate’, pp.301-315; Bhattacharya, ‘A newly discovered copper-plate’,
pp.45-60; Sharma, ‘Sri-Jivadharana of the Tippera Copper plate’, pp.326-27; Sircar, ‘Tipperah
copper plate’, pp.28-35.

103 Gupta, CopperPlates of Sylhet, pp.68-80; Sircar, ‘Kalapur Plate’, pp.14-18.
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104 105

CE. The Kailan copper plate'*® and the Udi$vara Copper-plate of Sridharana Rata'® illuminate their
political history. The Ratas extended their control over Vanga, Srihatta and Tippera region of south-

eastern Bengal.

Among the above-mentioned inscriptions, the ‘Tipperah copperplate’ of Loknatha issued during the
reign of the Nathas in the middle of the seventh century C.E. stands as a testimony to literary
standard, sporting a beautiful composition. It was composed in metres like $ardulavikridita,
sragdhara and vasantatilaka.!® Again, during the middle to the last quarter of the 7 century CE,
the literary layout of the Kailan copperplate of Sridharana Rata presents another fine creation. This
inscription was composed in arya, vasantatilaka and anustubh metres.'?” Except for the imprecatory
and initial verses, these inscriptions were mainly composed in prose. Generally, the characters were
an adaptation of Nagar1 from the Gupta alphabets. On the basis of characteristic features, Narendra
Nath Law placed the Kailan Copper Plate Inscription of Sridharanarata in the second half of the 7
century CE in terms of palacography.!'® He compared the character of the inscription to the time of
Sasanka, Lokanatha, Rajardja and Devakhadga of the Khadga dynasty and Dharmapala of Pala
Dynasty and noticed that this text belongs to some time frame between Sasanka and Dharmapala

and almost contemporary to that of Lokanatha and Khadga rulers. As regards palacography and

104 Law, “The Kailan Copper plate’, pp.221-41; Dinesh Chandra Sircar, ed., ‘Kailan Copper Plate
Inscription of Sridharanarata (c.665-75 AD), Regn:«;ll year 8’, Select Inscriptions, Vol.II, 1983,
pp.36-40; N.K. Bhattasali, ‘The New Kailan Plate of Sridharana Rata’, Indian Historical Quarterly,
September 1946, pp.169-171.

105 Islam, ‘Udisvara Copper-plate’, pp.61-72.

106 Basak, ‘Tipperah Copper Plate’, p.306.

107 Law, ‘The Kailan Copper plate’, p. 237

198 Ibid. p.223.
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orthography, these eastern Indian inscriptions belonging to seventh and eight centuries bear almost

similar features. He observed the style of the composition as gaudiya.'?

These two inscriptions carried the overwrought rhetoric trend of literary art. As Radhagovinda
Basak said, they were composed in gaudi rit1, which exhibited the characteristics of artificial poetry,
for example, use of §lesa, upama, overbearing composition or ati$ayokti etc.!'® He also observed
that the literary expressions used by the poet were a reflection of Banabhatta’s Harsacarita. Like in
the Tipperah copperplate of Loknatha, the literary expression ‘asta-puspika’ used by the poet refers
to the eightfold offering of flowers. This was a literary term borrowed from the work of Banabhatta’s

Harsacarita.'!!

The Tipperah copperplate of Loknatha contains rhetorical subtleties. The use of long compound
words with alliterations was overflowing here. For example, the first king of this dynasty Natha,
was praised for his sanctity and devotion.!'? He was a prominent king who destroyed his earthly
existence and destroyed all his sins. He has used lofty titles like adhi-maharaja (‘muni Bharadvaja-
sad- vansa- jatah- §riman- prakhyata-kirttih prabhavad-adhi-maharaja-savd-adhikarah samsara-
ochchhitti-hetuh prasamita-durito-natho’).!'* His courageous son samanta Srinatha was lauded for

his good deeds (‘prakhyata- virryo- mahan- samanto- yudhi lavdha- paurusha- dhano dharmya

199 1hid. p.223.

110 Basak, ‘Inscriptions’, p.404.

1 Ibid. p.404.

112 Basak, ‘Tipperah Copper Plate’, verse 2, p.306.
13 Ibid. line 5, p.306.
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kriyaik asrayahSrinatho- Bhagavan-iva pratihata’).!'* King Lokanatha was expertise in every facet.

His army was victorious by the intellect of his counselors.!!®

In terms of the donative portion of the inscriptions are concerned, it has been noticed that in the
Tipperah copperplate, forest land plot (‘atavibhiikhanda’) in Suvvunga visaya has been granted to
the matha of the deity Anantanarayana and 192 brahmanas studying the four Vedas. It was petitioned
by mahasamanta Pradoshasarman.!'® The Kalapur copperplate of Marundanatha also depicted the
same picture. It is noteworthy that in Srihatta and in the periphery of Samatata forest tracts have
been donated for agricultural expansion in those areas. Incorporating the forest dwellers within the
sedentary agrarian society through Brahmanical affiliation, was the main purpose here. On the other,
the Kailan Copper plate Inscription of Sridharanarata which belongs to Samatata in the second half
of the seventh century records the donation of well-settled marshy land to a Buddhist samgha and
13 brahmanas. These land plots were held by 150 sons of good families’ who were assumed to be
large number of brahmanas and ‘Malla blacksmiths beginning with Vendhana’ who were the service
providers.!'” After the reclamation of wild tracts, agrarian expansion and settlements developed

here.

Among these two copperplates, the Tipperah copperplate was documented by sandhivigrahika
Prasantadeva.''® These documents were conveyed by the prince or local ruler. Such as,

Laksminatha, the son of Lokanatha was the diitaka of the Tipperah copperplate.'’ Kailan

114 Ibid. lines 6-7, p.306.

1S Ibid. verse 7, p.307.

116 Jbid. lines 21-26, p.307-08.

"7 Law, ‘The Kailan Copper plate’, lines 37-38, p.240.
118 Basak, ‘Tipperah Copper Plate’, line 55, p.309.

19 1bid. line 17, p.307.
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copperplate also referred to yuvaraja $r1 Baladharanarata.'?° Reference to the subordinate rulers,
appointed officials under them, local magnets, brahmanas and other residents is evident here. The
Kailan Copperplate Inscription of Sridharanarata referred to praptapaficamahasabda held by
Sridharanarata which reflects his subordinate status.'?! The Rata and Natha rulers had a subordinate
status under the influence of an overlord, apparently Bhaskarvarman. Although they were
subordinates, they acted as independent rulers as indicated by the title Samatate§vara by Jivadharana
and Sridharanarata. Subordinate rulers were appointed under them; such as, mahasamanta

Pradoshasarman under Lokanatha'??

and mahasandhivigrahadhikrta Jayanatha and samanta Vappa
Simha under Sridharanarata.'>* Kumaramatyas were also appointed under them and the documents
were issued by kumaramatyadhikarana.'?* The subordinate rulers made the grant as local magnets
from the local administrative unit visaya; such as mahasamanta Pradoshasarman of the Tipperah
copperplate made the grant from suvvunga visaya in the forest region. The Kailan Copper plate
Inscription of Sridharanarata also referred to kumaramatyas of Devaparvata, under whose

jurisdiction fell two visayas called Guptinatana and Patalayika. The grant has been made by

mahasandhivigrahadhikrta Jayanatha.
The copperplates of Khadgas and Devas:

In the middle of the seventh century, the Khadgas established their power in eastern Vanga and

Samatata. The political history of the Khadgas is conceivable from the discovery of two copperplates

t125

found in the Ashrafpur village of Dacca district' = and the copperplate inscriptions found at Salban

120 L aw, ‘The Kailan Copper plate’, line 17, p.238.

121 Ibid. line 14, p.238.

122 Basak, ‘Tipperah Copper Plate’, line 21, p.307.

123 Law, ‘The Kailan Copper plate’, line 18, p.238; Islam, ‘Udi$vara Copper-plate’, pp.61-72.
124 Basak, ‘Tipperah Copper Plate’, line 1, p.306; Law, ‘The Kailan Copper plate’, line 4, p.237.
125 Laskar, ‘ Ashrafpur Copper Plate’, pp.85-91.
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Vihara in Mainamati.'*® Following the Khadgas, the Devas rose to power during the eighth and
ninth century CE in Samatata. The copperplates of the early Devas were the Devaparvata
copperplate inscription of Bhavadeva'?” and Salban Vihara Copper Plate Inscription of Anandadeva,

year 39 and Bhavadeva.'?8

Around the eighth century CE, the Ashrafpur copper plate of Devakhadga portrayed the eulogistic
account of the Khadga dynasty in an oratorical tone. Inscriptions of early Deva dynasties of §1-9™
centuries CE have also followed a similar literary intonation. The characters of the Ashrafpur
copperplate inscription of Devakhadga belong to the ‘early Kutila variety’ of the northern alphabets.
Kutila variety means the Magadhan alphabet of the 7™ century. Overemphasized words are
noteworthy in these copperplate inscriptions. Examples can be drawn from the Ashrafpur
copperplate of Devakhadga. Here the great devotee of Lord Sugata, Khadgodyama has been
glorified and admired in the three worlds. To him, religion was a peaceful spirit reachable through
the meditation of the ascetics and a repository of all good qualities.'” Khadgodyama was a
conqueror of this world. His son Sri Jatakhadga exterminated his multiple enemies with his prowess,
as a piece of straw flew away by the wind and as a number of horses were destructed by an

elephant. '

In these inscriptions, it is usually seen that the land donations were made to the Buddhist viharas in

scattered land plots around several settlements. The Ashrafpur grant record the donation of scattered

126 Rashid, 'The Mainamati Inscriptions', p.201; Rashid, "Mainamati Copper-plate’, p.202.

127 Sircar, ‘Copper-plate Inscription of Bhavadeva Abhinavamrganka’, pp. 744-50; Sircar, ‘Copper-
plate Inscription of king Bhavadeva’, pp.83-95.

128 Gupta, ‘Mainamati copper-plate’, pp.145-48; Rashid, "The Mainamati Inscriptions,” pp.212-13.
129 Laskar, ‘ Ashrafpur Copper Plate’, lines 2-5, p.90.
139 1bid. lines 5-6, p.90.
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cultivated lands to the Buddhist viharas.!>! These land plots were mentioned with the tenure of
particular holders. Such as, the Ashrafpur copperplate of Devakhadga records different givers and
enjoyers in different land plots; such as in Markatasipataka, 27 dronavapas of land was enjoyed by
Sulabdha and others and 13 dronavapas was cultivated by Rajadasa and Durggata, in
Vatsanagapataka the whole settlement was given by Brhatparame$vara- an older king, in Navaropya
1 pataka of land was given by a royal member Udirnakhadga and enjoyed by some Sakraka and
finally all the settlements had been given by the king to the viharas of acarya Samghamitra.'*?
Another Ashrafpur copperplate also recorded different tenure holders. Such as at
Talyodyanikatarala, two patakas were enjoyed by queen consort Sri Prabhavati, one pataka enjoyed
by Sarvantara and cultivated by mahattara Sikhara etc.'33 The Devaparvata grant of Bhavadeva
records the donation of 7 and 1/2 patakas of land located in the four settlements of Peranatanavisaya

in favor of the Ratna-Traya to the Buddhist establishment in Vendamativiharika.'**

Reference to the draft writer or scribe comes from the Ashrafpur copperplate inscriptions of
Devakhadga. Both the inscriptions were written by Piiradasa, a pious Buddhist.!** The Devaparvata
CPI of Bhavadeva was written by Brahmadasa.'’® The land grants had conveyed by the
subordinates. Like the Devaparvata copperplate inscription referred to the dutaka, the chief
mahasamantadhipati Nandadhara.'®” The copperplates of Khadgas and Devas have been issued by

the sovereign rulers. Visayapati, the governor of visaya and the employees of visayadhikaranas

B! Furui, Land and Society, p.108.

132 Laskar, ‘Ashrafpur Copper Plate: plate B’, lines 7-17, p.89.

133 Laskar, ‘ Ashrafpur Copper Plate: plate A’, lines 3-10, pp.87-88.

134 Sircar, ‘Copper-plate Inscription of Bhavadeva’, lines 56-59, p.749.
135 Laskar, ‘Ashrafpur Copper Plate: plate B’, pp.88-89.

136 Sircar, ‘Copper-plate Inscription of Bhavadeva’, p.744.

17 Ibid. pp. 744.
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worked under them. These indicate the established authority of the sovereign rulers over their
subordinates. Under the control of the king, the tenure of scattered land plots was given to the royal
people, cultivators and mahattaras. This paved the way for the enriched royal power and integration
of the whole of eastern Bengal, including Vanga and Samatata under the Candras in the tenth-

eleventh centuries.
Inscription of Devatideva:

Around the eighth century CE, Harikela witnessed the formation of a sub-regional kingdom under
the reign of king Devatideva as evidenced by a bronze vase inscription datable to 715 CE.'*® This
inscription records five occasions of land sale grants and donations to a Buddhist vihara called
Haritakadharmasabhavihara or Dharmasabhavihara. The first phase of donation has been issued by
local administrative unit called khasamaka and its adhikarana, accompanied by kumaramatya, four
mahabaladhikrtas, one mahamahattara bhatta, a dharmapatha, three bhattas, a sandhivigrahika, three
elders (jyestha), mudrapala, three kayasthas and two mahavarikas.'* It records that in Khasamaka
by the order of a mahapradhana Saubhagyakirti the members of adhikarana, accompanied by the
visayins and king’s servants (r3jakarmin), issued 25 patakas of land to a vihara of which 22 patakas
were purchased by mahapradhana mantrimukhya Nayaparakramagomin from the people of the
villages and other 3 patakas of land were given by the people of those villages itself.!*’ The land
was also given to the brahmanas. In other cases, the lands were purchased by the residents of
Dharmasabhavihara including bhiksusamghacaryas and karanins from the particular villages of

goldsmiths, pandita Dharmadatta and mahavarikas.'*!

138 Bhattacharya, ‘A preliminary report’, pp.237-47; Furui, ‘Bangladesh national museum’, pp.46-
47.

139 Ibid. pp.44-45.
140 Ibid. pp.46-47.
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The scribe or the author of this inscription has not been mentioned. However, we find reference to
officials engaged in administrative matters related to land transactions. This comprised the
kumaramatya, mahabaladhikrta, dharmapatha, sandhivigrahika, mudrapala and mahapradhana
under the administrative units called khanda and visaya. The reference to mahapradhana,
mahamahattarabhatta indicated the existence of landed magnets. They collaborated with the other
important groups like the bhattas, jyesthas and kayasthas. Mahavarikas were appointed as arbitrators
by these local notables. Artisanal group like the goldsmiths and the brahmanas were also referred to
as landholders. Titles like pandita and bhatta were attached to the brahmanas. The presence of
brahmana landholders and brahmana donee attest to the settlement of brahmanas here which was
evident from the reference to a village named Chandrabhattarikagrama in Khasamaka. The reference
to Khasamaka denoted an area inhabited by a group of tribal people called khasas. According to
Furui, they were organized at the level of chiefdom and were already incorporated into the sedentary
agrarian society.'#? The mention of the adhikarana members of Khasamaka and karana also attest to
their status of authority over land transactions. Most importantly, many of the named communities,
whether officials, local occupation groups, caste and ethnic communities could be assumed to have
formed a part of the literate circle, especially the royal officials of higher status, the brahmanas, the
kayasthas and even the community leaders from the mercantile and artisanal groups. The village of
Chandrabhattarikagrama in Khasamaka area does not only indicate creation of Brahmanical
settlements among zones occupied by ethnic communities but also that pockets of villages of literate
settlers would have penetrated deep into these parts of Bengal in the early part of the early medieval

times.

The literary style that grew throughout this period, portrays an evolution in the format, language as
well as contents of the epigraphic messages. The inscriptions of this phase mainly continued to

reflect the writing style of the Guptas. This was an obvious phenomenon as the Guptas had

42 Furui, Land and society, p. 115.
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penetrated not only Pundravardhana but also Vanga, Radha and Samatata.'** The impact of the
Gupta presence was not only felt in administrative frame and socio-economic life but also in cultural
aspects, which is evident from the epigraphic records. This is reflected in the copperplates of
Pradyumnabandhu in Pundra, those of Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya, Gopacandra and Samacaradeva
in Vanga, and the records of Gopacandra in Radha and Vainyagupta in Samatata. It is noteworthy,
that they reveal a pragmatic employment of the device of the copperplate inscriptions as
administrative records. Therefore, rather than poetic embellishments, they neatly documented the
land sale figures, land measurement units and land evaluation methods, furnishing information of
the developing stage of practical knowledge related to state matters. This reveals a different

compositional aspect of the inscribed records.

It is actually with the seventh century copperplates of Sasanka in Radha that we get the first
reflection of the sense of sovereign domination. The literary expression used here projects royal
glory. The apotheosis of this trend was reached in the Nidhanpur Copperplate. We can cite the
Nidhanpur copperplate as an example reflecting the most ornate and rich literary composition of
this period. In terms of literary developments, the inscription allows us to draw the historical
significance by pointing to Bhaskaravarman's association with Harsavardhana and thus allowing us
to link this beautiful flowering of literary style to that event. Based on that connection, it can be said
that the writing style of Harsa's poet Banabhatta got reflected in this inscription. When we look at
the inscriptions of Rata and Natha in South East Bengal, it is seen that these depict a subtler and
more subdued version of this literary tone. Amongst them, the Tipperah copperplate of Loknatha
and the Kailan copperplate of Sridharana Rata were especially important. Radhagovinda Basak
observed that the literary expressions used here were a reflection of Banabhatta’s Harsacarita.'* In
this context, it may be said that possibly the association of Loknatha and Sridharana Rata with

Bhaskaravarman, acted as a conduit for the influence of Harsavardhana's courtly literary air to reach

143 Devdutta Kakati, ‘The Socio-Cultural and Political Situation in the Easternmost part of the Gupta
Realm: Emergent Samatata’, Proceedings of the Indian History Congress, Vol. 79,2018-19, pp. 75-
77.

144 Basak, ‘Inscriptions’, p.404.
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the literary circuit in their sub-regional court. Although not as rich in poetic ornamentation as the
Nidhanpur copperplate, there is indeed a poetic subtlety that exhibits much beauty of language and
style. These inscriptions also carried the aspirant tone of self-proclamation and political legitimacy
harboured by these emergent sovereign rulers. Even though they were subordinate to
Bhaskaravarman, their autonomous status at the local level gets across in their inscriptions. A
somewhat enhanced form of this is seen in the copperplates of the Khadgas and Devas. These

records bear a subtle precise literary tone.

As we have seen and noted in the introduction, the scope of tracking the origin and development of
the literary culture of early medieval Bengal is best possible through a study of the inscriptions
issued by royal houses since the 6 century CE. In fact, a survey of this source allows us to observe
and draw hypotheses about the roots of development, nature and scope of the literary forms evolving
through phases and gauge at the processes that could be seen to have laid the foundations of a
regional literary culture of early medieval Bengal. However, a fuller development can only be

witnessed from the Pala Candra phase.

The literary form that we observe evolving through this phase, especially in the inscriptions was
mainly transmitted through the scribes. In most cases, the scribes were members of the royal family
or royal officials or members of clerical groups, incorporated within the administrative sphere. The
Kayasthas emerged as a group of literates among administrative personnel. Clearly, they were
appointed through the royal court and transcribed the courtly agenda in connection with the courtly
circuit on the one hand and in collaboration with the rural society on the other hand. The courtly
supervision worked behind their activities which increased over time, as we shall observe during
the later phases. Yet, they would remain a ubiquitous presence in the literate world operating as a
bridge between the royal court and the rural communities. The inscriptions they wrote down
involved the royal officials, local administrative officials, rural influential people, and prominent
Brahmins who formed a circuit of literates and were all aware of the style and content of the

concerned texts.

Lastly, we need to address the question of the economic base functioning behind the epigraphic

literacy. The answer to this is available in the very prose portions recording the details of the land
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grants. The nature of this patronization varied according to the settings of the different sub-regions.
During the 6-8" century CE, this difference was mainly determined on the basis of agricultural
expansion in these sub-regions. While sedentary agriculture had already emerged in the sub-regions
of Pundravardhana-Vanga-Radha in the earlier times under the Gupta rule, further agrarian
expansion and development were observed in the period between the 6th -8th century CE. From the
6 century CE onward the riverine tracts, low lands and forest tracts have been incorporated into
the agricultural circle under brahmana donees which necessitated the mobilization of labor power
and enabled the control of landed magnets like mahattaras, visayamahattaras, pradhana,
vyavaharins, brahmanas, etc. These influential rural residents collaborated with the adhikarana
members, for example, kayasthas and karanikas to execute the land transaction procedure. The neat
documentation of land measurements and land sale units in these copperplates reflect the
administrative skills of these clerical groups and their role as scribes. The furnishing of these pieces
of information also reflects the standard of land management, and agrarian fiscal systems already in
vogue. The inscriptions, therefore, bear witness to emerging knowledge systems related to everyday
life at the rural levels. A prolific body of personnel was involved in local administration. The
adhikaranas of particular visayas were administered by mahapratihara, visayapati,
vyaparakarandaya, viniyuktaka, rajanaka etc. The Mallasarul copperplate of Gopacandra referred to
various functionaries of the provincial administration division of Vakkattakavithi under
Vardhamanabhukti of Radha. A somewhat extended form of this appears in the 7" century CE in
the Radha sub-region. Here under the reign of Sasanka, the governor of Dandabhukti maharaja
Somadatta issued the land grant independently. Urban centres like Karnasuvarna emerged as a
symbol of political power. This is reflected in the rich literary style of inscriptions of Sasanka which
provides glimpses of royal glorification. The best example of this was of course seen in the
Nidhanpur copperplate inscription of Bhaskarvarman. It is not only the poetic part of this inscription
that bears rich evidence for us as to the development of a literary style, but the details of the grant
in prose also furnish significant evidence for the conditions of the literate society under evolution.
The varied inscriptions record the process of state’s expansion and expansion of agriculture along
with settlements of large numbers of brahmanas in Radha, Samatata-Srihatta-Harikela. In the latter
sub regions large forest tracts and unreclaimed lands had been donated to a large number of

brahmanas and religious institutions to bring the forest dwellers under the religious system and
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sedentary agrarian society. In this process of integration, observed most clearly in the Samatata-
Srihatta-Harikela sub-regions, the brahamanas were gradually making their way in facilitating the
emergence of sedentary agrarian society. Political centres like Devaparvata emerged under the
Khadgas and Devas. The process would subsequently pave the way for an extended royal dominance

in the Pala-Candra period.
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CHAPTER III

The flourishing phase of literary culture (8™ — 12" century CE)

Bengal witnessed the establishment of strong dynasties like the Palas and Candras from the second
half of the eighth century to the end of the eleventh century. The rulers of the first of these dynasties
especially wielded authority over far - flung territories as sovereigns and came to rule briefly in
parts of the erstwhile Magadha state in their heydays. The Palas had originated from Varendra,
extended their dominion to Radha and then to eastern Bihar. Historians have variously mulled over
the narration in the earliest record of the dynasty, the Khalimpur copper plate inscription which
provides a brief allusion to their ascendance to power. It states that a political anarchy was brought
to end when with the consent of the people or a group of supporters, styled as “prakrti’, the goddess
of fortune led Gopala to power as the founder of the Pala rule in Bengal. According to D.C. Sircar,
it was around the end of the eighth century, especially during the reign of Dharmapala (c.789-821
CE),' that the dynasty got involved in the north Indian political struggle against the Gurajara-
Pratiharas and the Rastrakiitas for the hegemony over Kanyakubja.? A period of stagnation
followed with the death of the next ruler Devapila (c. 821-860 CE)? which gradually led to decline
and disintegration until Mahipala I (c.997-1045 CE)* rejuvenated the rule of the dynasty in
northern Bengal and the northern portion of western Bengal along with the prepossessed Magadha.
However, they had a continuous conflict with the Gahadavalas and the Kalacuris on the western
front in the following period from around 10" century CE. Eventually the last known ruler of the
Palas, Madanapala retained his power in south-eastern Bihar (Munger and parts of Nalanda-
Bhagalpur district) and parts of Pundravardhanabhukti. Looking toward in eastern Bengal, another
dynasty, that of the Candras emerged as a supreme power after the Khadgas and Devas in the

Vanga-Samatata region. The duration of their rule lasted from the first half of the 10" century to

! Chowdhury, ‘Pala Realm’, p.706.

2 D.C.Sircar, The Kanyakubja-Gauda Struggle from the sixth to the twelfth century A.D.,
(Calcutta: The Asiatic Society, 1985), p.11.

3 Chowdhury, ‘Pala Realm’, p.720.

4 Ibid. p.759.
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the second half of the 11™ century CE. The most significant reign among the Candra rulers was

that of Sricandra (¢.925-975 CE).’

In the same period, the Kamboja Gaudapatis carved out for themselves an independent position in
parts of western and northern Bengal, especially the peripheral areas of southern Radha in the
middle of the 10th century CE. Harikela also witnessed the rise of independent political power on
a smaller scale. An independent ruler named Kantideva formed a small independent kingdom
around the last half of the 9" century located in the Chittagong-Tippera hilly areas, adjacent to
Samatata. Furthermore, a metal vase inscription datable to the early tenth century referred to

rajadhiraja Attakaradeva ruling in Chittagong and Tippera-Arakan region.®

With the crystallization and concentration of the monarchical rule especially under the larger states
like those of the Palas and Candras, the presence of stronger hegemonic rule was felt. This led to
enhanced control over the rural society. Monopolization of control over the resources and society
was not only manifest in political and economic terms but also exhibited in the contents of the
royal charters related to land transactions, an important element of the state authority. The impact
was clearly felt in the compositional aspect of these charters which begin to project a more
elongated and enriched literary style from the late eighth- early ninth centuries onward. The richly
ornate language, full of comparative analogies, similes and metaphors structured in melodious
words in the eulogies evolved with distinctive regional character which is evident from the
Khalimpur inscription of Dharmapala, Badal Rock Pillar Inscription of Guravamisra, Bhaturia
inscription of Yasodasa, Paschimbhag copper plate Inscription of Sricandra and so on. Alongside,
a number of works in the form of literature were visible during this particular phase. As indicated
by Nupur Dasgupta a textual world of compositions was already on the rise in the region which
comprised various genres of Buddhist Sanskrit literature such as a number of works on Tantra and
Sadhanas, works on Brahmanical $astras or Vedic rites, treatises on the science of Jurisprudence,
astrology, medical texts, astronomy and creative Sanskrit literature.” Among the ascertainable
creative compositions, Gauda Abhinanda’s Kddambari-Katha-Sara (9™ century CE), Abhinanda’s

Ramacarita (9" century), Ksemiévara’s drama Candakausika and Naisadhananda, Nitivarman’s

5 Sircar, ‘Paschimbhag Copper-plate Inscription’, p. 92.
® Bhattacharya, ‘An Inscribed Metal Vase’, pp.323-38.
7 Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, pp.546-557.

106



drama Kicaka-vadha (11" century CE) and Sandhyakaranandi’s Ramacarita (c. 11"-12" century
C.E.) were directly and indirectly associated with Bengal.® Poetic anthologies had also emerged
as a significant genre during this phase. Subhasitaratnakosa complied by Vidyakara (c.11%-12%

century) falls into this category. Krsipardsara (midl1®

century) is another Sanskrit text of this
period, considered as an important agricultural manual for the early medieval rural society.
Amongst them, Sandhyakaranandi’s Ramacarita best exemplifies the flourishing literary creativity
in the region. However, the composition of the inscriptions reveals perhaps equally varied and

distinguished literary creativity including a few excellent examples.

This efflorescence was perhaps not an isolated phenomenon and may have drawn inspiration from
other sources. Looking into the contemporary pan-Indian scene of literary activity during the 8-
9'h centuries, we come across eminent poets like Udbhata (8 century CE), Vamana (end of the 8"
century) and Rudrata (first quarter of the 9" century CE) and their exquisite works on alarhkara.’
Among them, rhetorician and poet Udbhata had followed in the line of Bhamaha. He was
acclaimed for his well-known treatise on poetry called Kavyalankara-sangraha or Sara-
sangraha.'® Vamana brought forward a distinct school of poetics by asserting riti as the soul of
poetry in his Kavyalankara-sitra.'"' Rudrata adopted the alankara school of poetics in his
comprehensive work called Kavyalankara.'? Hence, the literary tone of the time incorporated the
style of alarnkarasastra which was manifested in literary embellishments, adornments of speech
etc. This general literary tone appears to have been largely imbibed and internalized by the
contemporary litterateurs of Bengal, who, however, developed their distinctive style too. For
example, the literary style of Sandhyakaranandi’s Ramacarita, and the Subhasitaratnakosa stand
out in their repertoire of expressive innovations. The former especially represents a new dimension
of the carita genre with its dual entendre style and its innovative use of similes with epic narrative.
Haraprasad Sastri’s edition of Sandhyakaranandi’s Ramacarita has been revised with English
translation and notes by Radhagovinda Basak.'? This has been considered a meticulous narration

and translation of the text. Romila Thapar observed the literary traits of Ramacarita and

8 Ibid. pp.558-63.

? Sastri, ‘Sanskrit Poetics’, p.297.
19 Ibid. p.297.

U Ibid. p.297.

12 Ibid. p.298.

13 Sastri, ‘Ramacarita’.
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accordingly Sandhyakaranandi’s literary concepts as an author. She has made a subtle narration of
the text and critical observation of the kavipradasti section.'* H.H. Daniel Ingalls’s critical
introduction and translation of the text Subhdasitaratnakosa illustrates the merits of its poetic appeal
and evaluates the anthology as a representation of classical Sanskrit literature as a whole.'> Nupur
Dasgupta who has observed the process of the literary style of this phase in all genres of literature,
places the Pala Candra phase trend of literary style taking on both the epigraphic compositions and
the literary texts.!® Inscriptions of the times thus must be observed as aligned with this overall

creative efflorescence.

To understand the society of composers and audience, in which the literary culture of this phase
was practiced, some previous works are taken into account. Ryosuke Furui, who looked deeply
into the sub-regional structure of the society, pointed to the process of change in social
stratification in different sub-regions of Bengal during this period and the changing status of the
different sections of the rural society.!” He has investigated the social groups from the addresses
in the Pala inscriptions and copperplates'® and observed the enhanced position of subordinate
rulers under the Palas, as issuers of the inscriptions.'® Furui also traced the evolution of brahmanas
in this process. Land donation to high qualified brahmanas led to their emergence as the most
influential residents of rural society all over Bengal, and to the establishment of Brahmanical
centres in Radha and Varendra through their network-building processes.?’ Their ritual services in
ordinary households have been highlighted by Suchandra Ghosh and Sayantani Pal in their article
on ‘Everyday Life in Early Bengal’.?! The above analytic works afford us clues to the social

environs which nurtured the literary culture of this phase in early medieval Bengal.

14 Thapar, The Past Before Us, pp. 496-98.

15 Ingalls, An Anthology of Sanskrit Court Poetry, pp. 1-53.

16 Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, pp. 545-67.

7 Furui, Land and Society, pp. 130-187.

'8 Ryosuke Furui, ‘Agrarian Society and Social Groups in Early Medieval Bengal from a study
of Inscriptions’, in Inscriptions and Agrarian Issues in Indian History, eds. B.D.Chattopadhyaya,
Suchandra Ghosh and Bishnupriya Basak, (Kolkata: The Asiatic Society, 2017), pp. 168-74.

1 Furui, ‘Subordinate rulers’, pp. 339-59.

20 Furui, ‘Brahmanas’, pp. 184-86; Furui, ‘Brahmanas in early medieval Bengal’, pp. 229-36.

2! Ghosh and Pal, ‘Everyday Life’, p. 12.
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Inscriptions or records of land transaction constitute the major historical source for the entire
period under discussion. The choice of inscriptions as a source for discerning the rising trend of
literary culture in this context was deliberate. This choice was guided not only by the availability
of such volumes of available records but also because these records, emanating from state agency,
would afford us clarity about the role of the polity, the political agents and the attendant society of
creators and consumers of the literary products. Not only do they furnish us with details of
administrative processes especially connected to revenue administration and illuminate the social
sphere of such activities but also throw interesting light on literary practices. No literary text bears
more illuminating information on these aspects of the production of literary creativity. The
inscriptions are also extremely important as they provide us with visible clues to the transformation
of the scripts from early Nagart to Proto NagarT and finally to the Nagari type of characters. This
forms an integral and important aspect of the process of literary evolution pointing to the pattern
of literary accomplishment.

Locating the inscriptions in the context of dynastic rule, it appears clearly that from the Pala-
Candra period onwards the literary tone of the contents of inscribed messages became richer with
pompous diction and exaggeration. The present chapter discusses some select Pala-Candra
inscriptions to arrive at a general idea about the overall modish pattern of the time. The choice of
inscriptions was determined on the basis of the most voluble and rich contents as the most
representative among the extensive number of epigraphic materials associated with this historical
phase. These include, for example, the Khalimpur copperplate inscription of Dharmapala, the
Nalanda copperplate of Devapala, Badal Rock Pillar Inscription of Guravamisra which have been
considered as landmarks in the rising literary trend in the phase. The Paschimbhag copper plate
inscription of Sricandra bears a slightly distinct testimony to a long and meticulous recording of
land-grant evoking a different scenario of knowledge and literary engagements in the sub-regional

context.
Inscriptions of the Palas

The voluminous inscriptions of the Pala phase (8"-12'" century CE) were comprised of land
charters, eulogies, dedicative and donative inscriptions engraved on copper plates, images, rocks,
temples, and other objects. Among them, we get around twenty-five copperplate charters, thirty-
three image inscriptions, fourteen rock inscriptions, four temple inscriptions, one terracotta

plaque inscription and many more. The royal prasastis provide the most illuminating clues to
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literary history. Some prasastis were dedicated to various personalities such as feudal lords,
subordinate rulers, Brahmin advisors, or other religious personages who were politically
associated with the Pala administration. These afford us some idea about the horizon of literary

engagements.
The Khalimpur copper plate of Dharmapala

The Khalimpur copper plate of Dharmapala was the first testimony to an elongated and ornate
composition of the Palas.?? This copperplate bears testimony to the involvement of the Palas in
the north Indian struggle for hegemony over Kanauj against the Gurajara-Prattharas and the
Rastrakitas. It is also significant for its eulogistic poetry, with fine expertise in literary style,
handling of language and use of similes - upama in poetic beauty, alamkara and rtpaka
(metaphor), atisayokti (hyperbole) and play of words or §lesa. Hence, this inscription can be

considered the landmark of this phase's literary genre.

F. Kielhorn has provided a detailed provenance of this text. He stated that this copperplate has
been discovered by Umes Chandra Batavyal in November 1893 at the village of Khalimpur near
Gauda in the Malda district of Bhagalapur division.?* The alphabet of the inscription belongs to
the Magadha variety of the Nagari, which can be considered a ninth-century inscription on
paleographic grounds.?* Apart from the beginning word ‘orh svasti’ which continued with twelve
other eulogical verses, the rest of the text was composed in prose.>® The eulogy portion of the
inscription contains the panegyric description of the Pala family in a fine embellished tone,
commencing with a poetic ornate verse in praise of Lord Sugata (Buddha), whose huge power was
invoked for protection. The ancestral lineage is described in a high tone of praise, beginning with
Dayitavisnu to Gopala. Dayitavisnu has been praised as the source of the dynasty, comparable to

the ocean and the moon, an august progenitor among all the kings

22 Kielhorn, ‘Khalimpur Plate’, pp.243-54; Umes Chandra Batavyal, ‘On a new Copper plate
Grant of Dharmapala’, Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, Vol.LXIII, Part-1, (Calcutta: The
Asiatic Society, 1895), pp.39-63; Dines Chandra Sircar, ed., ‘Khalimpur Copper Plate
Inscription of Dharmapala (c.775-812 AD), Regnal year 32°, Select Inscriptions, Vol. II, 1983,
pp.63-70; Akshay KumarMaitreya, ‘Dharmapaladeva’s Copper-plate Inscription: Khalimpur
Inscription’, Gaudalekhamala, (Kolkata: Sanskrit Pustak Bhandar, 2004), pp.9-28.

23 Kielhorn, ‘Khalimpur Plate’, p.243.

24 Ibid. p.244.

25 Ibid. p. 244.
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(‘Dayitavisnuhsarvvavidyavadatah/ asida sagarad urvvim gurvvibhih kirttibhih krti’).2¢ His son
Vapyata became famous as the destroyer of the enemy.?’ His brilliant son Gopala was of infinite
fame like the glorious mass of moonlight. Next comes the interesting line stating how Gopala
assumed power which was bestowed on him by the people and dispelled anarchism from his
domain (‘Matsya-nyayam-apohituth prakrtibhir- lakshmyah karan-grahitahSri-Gopala- iti
kshiti$a-$irasarh clidamanis-tat-sutah’).?® Dharmapala, the son of Gopala and Deddadevi was the
main admirer of this eulogy.?’ Dharmapala, the master of kings, who alone ruled the whole world,
had been extolled for his achievements.>® When his gravest troop moved forward with unmitigated
joy, the earth rose like a mountain and marched on it (‘yasminn uddama Iila calita valabhare dig-
jayaya pravrtte yantya iSvambharayar calita giri tira$cinatarh tad vasena’).?! Drawing similarities
to mythological characters like Prthu, Rama, Raghu and Nala, who were considered to be the
creators of the Kali age, Dharmapala was raised as a supreme ruler with extensive power over the
whole earth (‘ye-bhiivan Prthu-Rama-Raghava-Nala-Praya dharitribhujas-tan-ekatra-didrksun-
eva nicitan sarvan samam-vedhasa dhvast-a$esa-narendra-mana-mahimasri-Dharmapalah-kalau
lola-$rikarini-niva- bandhana-mahastambhah- samuttambhitah’).?? Further, the overemphasized
similes illuminated the power of Dharmapala in such a way that it is said that Indra and his army
Mandhatri were thrilled to fight with his battalion.** Such poetic embellishments of the rulers as
protagonists in the prasastis was already emerging in the main theatre of northern and central India
as well as in the Deccan around the late 8" century. Bengal seems to have entered the arena of
high Sanskrit poetics at the right moment. Yet, certain distinctness in orthography which reflects
the possibility of local use of Magadha Prakrt and details of local vernacular words for technical

terms in the land grant portion lend a regional character to the whole composition.

The donative portion of the inscription records the grant of the village of Gopippali in

Amrasandikamandala of Sthalikkata-visaya and the villages of Kraufica§vabhra, Madhasammali

26 Ibid. verse 2, p.248.
27 Ibid. verse 3, p.248.
28 Ibid. verse 3, p.248.
2 Ibid. verse 6, p.248.
30 Ibid. verse 6, p.248.
31 Ibid. verse 7, p.248.
32 Ibid. verse 10, p.252.
33 Ibid. verse 11, p.248.
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and Palitaka in the Mahantaprakasa visaya of the Vyaghratati-mandala within the Pundravardhana-
bhukti to the temple of God Nunna-narayana by the king Dharmapala himself.** It was made at
the request of mahasamantadhipati Narayanavarman and conveyed by the diitaka yuvaraja
Tribhuvanapala. Here mahasamantadhipati Narayanavarman petitioned Dharmapala to give four
villages in Subhasthali that possibly lie within his own territory. He dedicated the villages to the
temple of Nannanarayanabhattaraka and to the Lata brahmana priests protecting the deity within
his own territory.>® This grant was addressed to four categories of people. The first was dependents
of the royal favor (rajapadaprasadopajivin) or dependents of the king (rajapadopajivin) which
includes 24 titles of royal officials or subordinate rulers like rajanas, rajanakas, rajaputras,
rajamatyas, senapatis, visyapatis, bhogapatis, shasthadhikrtas, dandasaktis, chauroddharanikas,
dauhsadhasadhinakas, diitas, kholas, gamagamikas, abhitvaramana, tarikas, saulkikas, gaulmikas,
tadayuktakas, viniyuktakas and others.*® The second category includes the catas and bhatas. The
third was visayavyavaharins with karanas which include the influential residents of rural society
like jyesthakayasthas, mahamahattaras, mahattaras, dasagramikas etc. The fourth category was
‘residing  cultivators’  mentioned ~ with  homage to  brahmanas  beforehand
(‘brahmanamananapiirvakam’).?” Hence, the enhanced control of the state and subordinate rulers
in Pundravardhanabhukti under the Palas is evident since the 8th-9th centuries. The declining
power of rural society and growing stratification within it are mentioned in the charter. This
copperplate was regarded as the first testimony to the changing power relation between the state
and the rural society, which bears witness to the increased state power and monarchical rule in
Bengal during this period. So not only from the point of view of a literary ornament but also as a
testimony to the establishment of a monarchical structure, this inscription can be regarded as

marking a landmark in the literary history of the region.

34 Ibid. p.247.

35 Ibid. lines 49-52, p.250.
36 Ibid. line 43, p.253.

37 Ibid. line 43, p.253.
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The Nalanda copperplate of Devapala:

The Nalanda Copper of Devapala (c.821-860 CE)*®, characteristically identical to the Khalimpur
Copperplate, was regarded as another ornate composition.*® The author of this copperplate had not
only praised the Palas, but also elevated another dynasty through his writings. The significance of
this copperplate lies in mentioning the connections between Bengal and south-east Asia during the
reign of Devapala. According to Abdul Momin Chowdhury, it has been claimed that the king of
Suvarnadvipa surrendered to Devapala for the purposes of constructing a temple at Nalanda, within
the realm of Devapala at the time. This king is named as Balaputradeva, the son of Samaragravira
and grandson of Viravairimathana, of the Sailendra dynasty ruling over Indonesia and Malaysia
with their capitals at Srivijaya (Palembang in Sumatra) and Kataha (Kedah near Penang in

Malaysia).*°

The copper plate was found in 1921 at Nalanda by Hirananda Sastri. The characters of this
inscription belong to the type of northern class of alphabets of about the 9" century CE as similar
to the Khalimpur copperplate of Dharmapala, the Munger copperplate of Devapala etc. With the
exception of the introductory ‘or svasti’, this is a verse composition down to the commencement
of the formal part of the grant. The donative part of the inscription is also in verse. The eulogium
account of this charter has two portions- the first portion exhibits the panegyric verses of the Pala
dynasty and the other eulogizes the Sailendra dynasty.*' It commenced with the usual auspicious
‘om svasti’ and was followed by a verse in honor of Lord Buddha and 14 verses in tribute to the
Pala genealogy. Here the first ruler of the Pala dynasty, Gopala was compared to the great mythical
kings like Prthu and Sagara.*’ It has been said that he established his reign all over the Earth

reaching up to the sea (‘vijitya yenajalaghervasundharambimocita moghaporigraha iti/

38 D.C. Sircar, ed. ‘Nalanda Copperplate inscription of Devapala’, Select Inscriptions, Vol. 11,
1983, p. 71.

3 N. G. Majumdar, ‘Nalanda Copper Plate of Devapaladeva’, Monographs of the Varendra
Research Society, No.1, (Calcutta: The Cotton Press, 1926), pp.1-29; Sastri, ‘The Nalanda
Copper-plate’, pp.310-27; Sastri, ‘Nalanda Copper plate’, Memoirs of the Archaeological Survey
of India, No.66, p.92ff; Sircar, ‘Nalanda Copperplate’, pp.71-79.

40 Chowdhury, ‘Pala Realm’, p. 721.

#l Majumdar, ‘Nalanda Copper Plate’, p.4.

42 Ibid. verse 2, p.17.
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sabaspamuddhaspaviloconat punavarnesu vandhundattasurmmatangajah’).** His son Dharmapala
followed the $astras and brought people to the path of righteousness.** At the end of his world
victory, although his ruling regime decimated all his enemies, they upheld his dignity and their
hearts yearned for Dharmapala out of affection as happens to those banished from heaven,
remembering their past existence.*> As a simile and exaggerated praise this ironical sentence
illuminates the voluble and loaded tone that the prasastis of the Pala rulers began to assume. In the
same vein his son Devapaladeva was compared with the precious pearl extracted from the sea
oyster (‘Snaghyaprativratasau muktaratnarh samudrasuktiriva sriDeavapaladevam prasannabakta
sutamasuta’).*® He was compared to Bodhisattva for inheriting the kingdom with his pure mind,
body and considerate speech.*’” The king, as the repository of enlightenment, was able to keep his

1.** The royal camp at Mudgagiri, the place from where the

kingdom away from every turmoi
document was issued has also been glorified here in high rhetorical verses.* It is indeed interesting
to observe the juxtaposing of praise for military might with the traits of benign benevolence and
supreme knowledge while lauding the monarchs, which on the one hand exhibits the literary
potential of the composer and, at the other, projects a sense of the moral embedded in the heart of

the literati of this time, expressing the pacifying sentiments of Buddhism.

The donative part of the inscription recorded the grant of five villages of Srinagara Bhukti in the
Rajagrha Visaya and Palamaka in the Kumudasiitra-vith1 of the Gaya Visaya issued by
parame$vara paramabhattaraka maharajadhiraja Devapaladeva.>® Devapala addressed a number of
parties or stakeholders including those who were described as his dependents
(‘svapadapadmopajivin’) comprising subordinate rulers and an increasing number of royal
officials. Besides there were the lesser agents of the state, the cata bhata and the rural residents
headed by mahattamas and kutumbins, among whom the brahmanas were the foremost, headed by

mahattamas and kutumbins and reaching to medas, andhras and candalas.’! The aforementioned

4 Ibid. verse 3, p.17.

4 Ibid. verse 5, p.17.

4 Ibid. verse 8, p.18.

4 Ibid. verse 11, p.18.

47 Ibid. verse 12, p.18.

8 Ibid. verse 12-13, pp. 18-19.

4 Ibid. verse 15, p.19.

30 Sastri, ‘The Nalanda Copper-plate’, p.311.

5! Majumdar, ‘Nalanda Copper Plate’, lines 24-33, pp. 19-21.
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villages were given for the establishment of a Buddhist vihara at Nalanda by the ruler of
Suvarnnadvipa (Sumatra), maharaja Balaputradeva and for endowing every kind of facility for the
Buddhist community.> The next verse glorifies the royal messenger of the inscription,
Balavarman, who was regarded as the king's right hand and proficient in crushing the forces of the
enemy.>® This part also reveals a modicum of understanding about the Buddhist ritual practices

associated with pious actions.

Part II of the inscription had the panegyric description of the Sailendra family. The praise of the
Sailendra dynasty under the patronage of the Palas was an indirect indication of Devapala’s glory.
It has been penned down here in an enriched literary tone that Viravairimathana was such a
graceful king of Yavabhumi that the lotus leaves of his pedestal were unfolded by the light of the

sparkling jewels adorned by the kings who bowed at his feet.>*

The verse ‘harmya sthalesu
kumudesu mrpalinisu sankhendukundauhinesu padandaghana nih§esadinmukhanirantara labdha
gitth murtteiva yasya bhiivanani jagam kirttth’ was a beauteous illustration of the king’s glory.>®
His son Samaragravira was endowed with a knowledge of the $astras, courage and well-being, and
was admired as that of Yudhisthira, Parasara, Bhimasena, Karnna and Arjuna.* His repute helped
to eradicate the darkness of this world forever.>” Samaragravira and his wife Tara was regarded as
myth pairs like Indra-Paulomi, Siva-Parvati, Visnu-laksmi etc.’® Their son Balaputradeva was
born just as Buddha was born from Maya and Suddhodana and the conqueror of the god of love
or Karttikeya was born from Siva and Uma (‘mayayamiva kamdevavijayiSuddhodanasyatmajah
skando nanditadevabbando hridoyoh§ommorumayamivatasyanto
narendrabbandavinotpadaravindasanahsarvarvapotigarvvakharvvannacanahs$riBalaputaputroyobh

avat’).> Thus the references to epic icons and legends was juxtaposed with the buddhist tradition

which brings out the peculiar tone of the eulogy here. The Sailendra ruler’s devotion to the Buddha

52 Ibid. lines 36-40, p.21; See Sircar, ‘Nalanda Copperplate’, pp. 72, 76 (for the text).
53 Majumdar, ‘Nalanda Copper Plate’, verse 22, p.22.

>4 Ibid. verse 24, p.23.

55 Ibid. verse 25, p.23.

56 Ibid. verse 27, p.23.

57 Ibid. verse 29, p.23.

38 Ibid. verse 30, pp.23-24.

59 Ibid. verse 31, p.24.
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and the Nalanda vihara were mentioned as the chief concern which encouraged him to request the

grant of five villages from Devapala.
Some more royal inscriptions of the Pala Dynasty

As the Pala empire got revived under Mahipala 1 during the 11" century CE, fine literary
compositions flourished once more as noted in the Rangpur, Belwa, Bangarh, and Biyala
copperplates. Among them, the Bangarh copperplate was a very important literary testimony
during the reign of Mahipala.®® According to R.D. Banerji, some characters of this inscription
exhibit well developed Bengali forms of script, while the other were advancing towards the
Bengali alphabet of the 12" century CE.®! The metres used here were vasantatilaka,
sardilavikridita, sragdhara, arya, mandakranta, malini and indravajra.® It is also an important land
grant to a brahmana named Krsnadityasarmman, who was an immigrant of Hastipadagrama of
Sravasti.®* Thus, this copperplate was an indication towards the building up of Brahmanical
network during the 10%-12%" century CE in Varendra. It was incised by the artisan Mahidhara, an
inhabitant of Posali.®* This was regarded a centre of artisans with special skills and literacy during

the Pala period.

The two Rajibpur copperplate inscriptions of Gopala IV and Madanapala issued during the 12%
century CE were discovered in the village Rajibpur of west Dinajpur district within
Pundravardhanabhukti.®® The characters of these inscriptions are in gaudi script of the 12% century
CE. If we notice the eulogistic verses of the Pala kings here, it is seen that there is a similarity with
the verses composed in the earlier Pala records. For example, if we look at the Bharatkala Bhavan
Copperplate of Rajyapala during the first half of the tenth century CE and these two Rajibpur
copperplate Inscriptions of Gopala IV and Madanapala during the middle of the 12% century CE,
we find that the laudatory verses used here were the same for the kings up to Narayanapala. Thus,

they followed a similar pattern of poetic style in laudatory verses. Not only as a prasasti, these

%0 Banerji, ‘The Bangarh Grant’, pp.324-330; Maitreya, Gaudalekhamala, p.91.

61 Banerji, ‘The Bangarh Grant’, p.325.

82 Ibid. p.325.

% Ibid. p.325.

84 Ibid. line 62, p.328.

%5 Furui, ‘Rajibpur Copper-plate’, pp.39-61.
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inscriptions are also considered as two significant land documents. It is notable that the Rajibpur
copperplate inscription of Madanapala has been observed as bearing the indication of tightening
of control over land and its revenue during the later part of the Pala rule, especially under
Madanapala. The grant referred to the donation of land, excluding those that belonged to (‘vrti’)
to Buddhist establishments, kaivartas and carmakaras as well as the royal estates
(‘rajasambhoga’).?® Thus while we talk about continued flourish of literary creativity in the Pala

courtly circuit, the hegemony was on the verge of decline.

Besides the above records, the Jagajjibanpur Copper Plate of Mahendrapala,®” Bhagalapur Copper
Plate of Narayanapala® and other examples all carry a charming portrayal of riipaka, atiSoyokti

and $lesa. Through these inscriptions a steady flow of literary style becomes clear.
Inscriptions related to non — royal personages

As noted, this phase witnessed interesting development in the issuance of a few beautiful
panegyrics. But such compositions were also found to be devoted to diverse personages, especially
of political or religious importance. The protagonists to whom these dedications are made, for
example, comprised a brahmana adviser- officer — courtier and feudatory, a brahmana — turned
Buddhist adherent of high repute, and a feudatory ruler in the eastern borders of the Pala domain,
etc. Such examples, alongside the highly poetic renditions of the royal eulogies and details of land
— grants made by the Pala rulers provide the wide array of literary creativity in the extended Pala
domain. The focus and possibly the source of this creativity were thus not confined to the royal
circle of supreme rulers of the domain but spilled over to other foci of glory and power. A study
of some of these examples would throw light on how a standard of literary excellence was getting

organized, perhaps drawing inspiration from the courtly orbit.

% Jbid. lines 41-49, p.55; Furui, Land and Society, p. 189.

7 Ramesh and lIyer, ‘The Jagjivanpur Copperplate’, pp.6-29; Suresh Chandra Bhattacharya, ‘The
Jagjivanpur Plate of Mahendrapala Comprehensively Re-edited’, Journal of Ancient Indian
History, Vol.XXII, 2005-06, p.61ff.

68 Ramranjan Mukherji and Sachindra Kumar Maity, Corpus of Bengal Inscriptions, (Calcutta:
Firma K.L.Mukhopadhyay, 1987), pp.163-84; Sircar, ‘Bhagalpur Copper-plate’, pp.80-86;
Maitreya, Gaudalekhamalda, p.55 ff.
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The Ghoshrava rock inscription of Devapala

This is a eulogy of a Buddhist named Viradeva datable during the reign of Devapala in the late 9™
or end of 10™ century CE.® Although this stone tablet, inscribed with 16 verses, was carved in the
village of Ghosrava in Bihar, Akshay Kumar Maitreya has noticed the use of many Bengali
characters here.”’ Various embellished similes and allegorical verses are composed here about
Viradeva. The way in which this text is written in ornate language reflects the grandeur of
Devapala's extended rule up to Bihar. A careful reading of the verses brings to the fore the tone of
philosophical and moral aspects of Buddhism as a religion that had lent a distinct ethos and
sentiment. This inscription can be assumed to bear evidence for the prevalence of a Buddhist circle

of affiliated followers.
The Badal rock pillar inscription of Guravamisra: of the time of Narayanapala

The Badal pillar inscription of Guravamisra (dated by D.C. Sircar to 855 — 910 CE)’! records the
deeds of a brahmana family, of which five generations were associated with the six Pala kings by
serving them mostly as political advisors and occasionally as priests or generals.” It is a prasasti
or laudatory account of Guravamisra and his ancestors. These Sandilya gotra born Brahmanas were
respectively Viradeva, Paficala, Garga, Darbhapani, Some$vara, Kedaramisra, and Guravamisra.”
Garga was a minister under the Pala ruler Dharmapala. Darbhapani has worked under the Pala
king Devapala. Kedaramisra was the advisor of Stirapala. His son Guravamisra was associated
with Gopala II and Narayanapala. He was a royal messenger under the latter ruler. This inscription
was also linked to the historical process of the time. It bears witness to the way in which the

subordinate rulers or feudal lords were established in the political background of the Palas at this

% Maitreya, Gaudalekhamala, pp. 45 — 54, especially p. 46; See Hirananda Sastri, Nalanda and
its Epigraphic Material, Memoirs of archaeological Survey of India, No. 66, 1942, pp. 89 —91;
Dr. Ballantine and M. Kittoe, ‘Sanskrit Inscription from Behar’, Journal of the Asiatic Society of
Bengal, Vol.VII, Part I, 1835, pp.492-501; F. Kielhorn, ‘A Buddhist Stone Inscription from
Ghoshrawa’, The Indian Antiquary, Vol.VII, 1984, pp.307-12.

0 Maitreya, Gaudalekhamala, p. 46.

"' Sircar, Select Inscriptions, Vol. 11, p. 87.

72 Kielhorn, ‘Badal Pillar Inscription’, pp.160-67; Dines Candra Sircar, ed., ‘Badal Stone Pillar
Inscription of the time of Narayanapala (c.855-910 A.D)’, Select Inscriptions, Vol.Il, 1983,
pp-87-91.

73 Kielhorn, ‘Badal Pillar Inscription’, p.161.
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time. Hence, it inscribed the prasasti of a feudal family. This inscription is a testament to how the

literary style has evolved in the long history of the Palas.

This stone pillar inscription was discovered in the vicinity of the town of Badal, in the Dinajpur
district of the province of Bengal. The inscription records the installation of a pillar by the
brahmana Rama Guravamisra.’* The palacography of this inscription dates it between the end of
the ninth and beginning of the tenth century CE.”® The inscription is in verse except for the short
29 lines of writing. This portion of the inscription records the name of the engraver, Visnubhadra.
Orthography and grammar indicate peculiarities as discussed by Kielhorn. This panegyric
description of Guravamisra and his predecessor has been considered to be an elegant and rich
composition.’® The inscription commenced with the panegyrics of Garga who was considered the
reason behind the emergence of Dharmapala.”’ Garga’s wife Iccha was comparable to the charm
of the moon (‘patniccha nama tasyasidicchevantarvvivartini nisargga nirmala snighdha
kanti$candra maso yatha’).”® Regarding their son Darbhapani, it has been said that by his policies
the illustrious prince Devapala gifted a natural beauty to the earth where the water of the two
oceans flanked with piles of rocks and whitened mountain peaks with the rising and setting of the
sun.” Darbhapani’s glorious son Somes$vara was like the moon who had sprung from Atri.®" The
verse ‘dhafiajayatulamartijhya vikramata vittanyarthisu varsata stuti giro nodgavvamakarnitah
naivokta madhuramva hupranayinah sambalgitasca $riya yenaivarm
svagunairjjagadvisadusai$cakre satimvismayah’ was an illustration of his unlimited prowess.®!
His relationship with his wife Ralladevi was comparable to Siva-Siva and Hari-Laksmi.?> Their
illustrious son Kedaramisra, shiny as gold, was the finest in every branch of knowledge.®* His

mind made no distinction between his enemy and ally.®* He was remembered for his sacrifices

™ Ibid. pp.160-61.

7> Ibid. pp.160-61.

7 Ibid. p.161.

7 Ibid. verse 2, p.161.
8 Ibid. verse 3, p.161.
" Ibid. verse 5, p.162.
8 Ibid. verse 8, p.162.
81 Ibid. verse 9, p.162.
82 Ibid. verse 10, p.162.
8 Ibid. verse 11, p.162.
84 Ibid. verse 14, pp.163.
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(‘yasye jyasu brhaspati pratikrtehériSirapala nrpah saksadinra iva ksatapriya valo gartaiva bhiiyah
svayarh nanambhonidhi mekhalasya jagatah kalyana sansi ciramsraddhambhah pluto manoso nata
sira jagraha putampayah’).% His wife Vavva bore to him a son, who was famous, compassionate,
and a lord of fortune just as Devaki gave birth to Purusottama.®® He was Guravamisra, born in
Jamadagni’s race and abode of good fortune.®” The Pala king Narayanapala, highly efficient in
discerning qualities, held him in high regard.®® Verses 18 to 28 were entirely devoted to
unrestrained praise of Guravamisra. The encomium portrayed his immeasurable fame and
profound knowledge (‘vacamvai  bhavamagamesvadhigamam niteh  parantisthatam
vedarthanugamadasi ma mahaso vansa sya samvandhitam trasaktinguna kirtanesu
mahatannisnatatam jyotisa yasyanalpamaterameya yasaso dharmmavatarovadat’).’* He was
considered a Valmiki of the Kali age (‘pratilomaharsanesu kaliyuga valmiki janma pisunesu
dharmetihasa parvvasu punyatma yahs$rutirvvyavrnot’).”® Full of poetic beauty and elegance, this
work proves to be an excellent testimony to the literary genre of tenth-century Bengal. Above all,
this inscription bears the witness to the enhanced position of brahmanas as subordinate rulers in

the form of various services and appointments to administrative positions during the Pala phase.

Bhaturia rock inscription of Rajyapala

The Bhaturia Rock Inscription of Rajyapala dated to the 10™ century CE comprises an eulogy of
Yasodasa who was a member of a non-brahmana literate family and was hereditarily in the
service of the Pala kings.’! It is a beautiful stone slab inscription consisting of 20 lines of well-
preserved writing. This prasasti is composed of various metres, for example, sragdhara,
anustubh, $ardiilavikridita, mandakranta, harini, vasantatilaka and upajati.”> As Sircar observed,
the characters of this inscription belonged to the Gaudiya or eastern Indian alphabet of the 10™

century CE.

8 Ibid. verse 15, p.163.

8 Ibid. verse 17, p.163.

87 Ibid. verse 18, p.163.

88 Ibid. verse 19, p.163.

8 Ibid. verse 20, p.163.

0 Ibid. verse 24, p.164.

1 Sircar, ‘Bhaturiya Inscripion’, pp.150-54; Dr. J.Sundaram and Dr. K.M.Bhadri, eds. Uttarkita
Sanskrit Vidya Aranya Epigraphs, Vol.VII, Mysore, 2011, pp.14-19.

% Ihid. p.15.

120



This inscription was very important from a historical point of view. It bore the evidence of the
emergence of local chieftains under the Pala reign and their growing influence as samanta.
Yasodasa, who belonged to a non-brahmana literate family was appointed as a mantrin and then
promoted to the position of Tantradhikarin, an officer in charge of administration by king
Rajyapala. It records the donation of a village Madhusrava to the deity of the Saiva temple built
by Yasodasa on the condition that a certain amount of tax would continue to be paid to the
king.” This inscription portrayed literary traits like riipaka and upama regarding Yasodasa who
had been compared to the lord of speech, Brhaspati.®* This composition was engraved on the

stone slab by the artisan Srinidhana.®
Gaya Krsnadvarika Temple inscription of Visvaditya:

Apart from the inscriptions mentioned above, there were some other Pala inscriptions that
portrayed a fine literary tone through their poetic charm. For example, Nupur Dasgupta observed
the Gaya Krsnadvarika temple inscription of Visvaditya in the eleventh century CE as a testimony
to a beautiful composition and exquisite handling of languages.’® Most importantly, the excellence
of this literary creativity emanated from a non — brahmana, Sahadeva, who belonged to the caste
of veterinarians or horse doctors. Not only that this inscription was from a group of five
inscriptions issued by the local Gaya rulers who seem to have been brahmana by caste. The
location of the inscription is significant since Gaya subregion may be assumed to already emerging
as a centre of Brahmanical practices. The place used to resonate with resounding voices of
brahmanas reciting the Vedic chants. Thus, there were many different sources and venues of
literary efflorescence which converged under the extensive rule of the Pala monarchs in their
heydays (here during the rule of Nayapaladeva) and brought to fruition an evolutionary literary

style.

In continuation with the inscriptions that we have sought to discuss in some details to track the
evolution of the literary style and nature of intellectual culture, that is the inscriptions associated

with non — royal protagonists, we now present another which when put alongside the Ghosrawa

93 Sircar, ‘Bhaturiya Inscription’, lines 14-17, p.154.

% Ibid. verse 5, p. 154.

% Ibid. verse 15, p.154.

% Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, p. 566; Maitreya, Gaudalekhamala, pp. 110 — 120; Sircar,
‘Inscriptions of Two Brahmana Rulers’, pp. 86 — 88.
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and Krsnadvarika inscriptions represent the world of the religious leaders. This is the rare
inscription dedicated to a Saivacharya discovered from the site of Bangarh, the erstwhile capital
of the Guptas in Bengal, located in Gangarampur block of Dakshin Dinajpur District. The
inscription belonged to the time of Nayapaladeva (c. 1045-1060 CE).”’

Saiva inscription from Bangarh: An interesting development

The inscription on a stone slab contains an eulogy of the Saivacharya named Murtisiva, who
belonged to the Durvasa sect of Saiva religion. The dating can be assigned with reference to
Nayapala who has been mentioned.”® It begins with invocation of goddess Carcika and was
composed by the brahmana poet, Srikantha. The verses that follow were composed in different
metres, showcasing the lyrical embellishments achieved at the time. After eulogies of the
goddesses Caricka and Camunda, Nayapala has been mentioned. This is followed by narration of
a mythical legend of the sage Durvasas, followed by an allusion to the great Saiva centre, the
Golaki Matha, originally established possibly in Central India under the domain of the Cedi-
Kalacuri rulers, as discussed by D.C. Sircar. The next part of the inscription describes the Saiva
sages associated with the matha and indicates the expansion of the religion headed by the ascetics
in Varanasi. The most important and relevant part informs us of the dedication of a Siva temple by
Mahipala to the ascetic Indrasiva, including the laudation of the following successive sages and
the august description of this temple. Ritual activities, genealogies of sages and the special
reference to the main protagonist among them performing all the rites make an interesting reading
of the emergence of the religion and a centre manned by Saiva ascetics in and around the subregion
at the time. A number of articles by scholars throw further light on the religious and spatial aspects

drawn from this inscription.”® For us the inscription is significant as it brings to the fore another

7 Chowdhury, ‘Pala Realm’, p.772.

% D.C. Sircar, ‘Bangadh Stone Inscription of the time of Nayapala’, Journal of Ancient Indian
History, Vol. VII, pp. 135 — 158.

% Gauriswar Bhattacharya, ‘Inscribed Image of a Saivacharya from Bengal’, Essays on Buddhist
Hindu, Jain Iconography, Studies in Bengal Art Series, no. 1, pp. 309- 13, (Dhaka: The
International Centre for Study of Bengal Art, 2000); Ranjusri Ghosh, ‘Image of a Saiva Teacher
and an Inscription on Pedestal: New Evidence for Bangarh Saivism’, Pratna Samkisha: A
Journal of Archaeology, New Series, Vol., 1, 2010, pp. 135 — 139; Krishnendu Ray,
‘Mattamayuras in Bengal’, Proceedings of the Indian History Congress , 1998, Vol. 59 (1998),
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source of literary genesis in the present phase of history of the evolution of literary culture in the

region of Bengal.
Kamauli copper Plate of Vaidyadeva

The Kamauli copperplate inscription'® was found in the village of Kamauli, near the confluence
of Varuna and the Ganges at Benaras. It comprises an eulogy in praise of Vaidyadeva, a feudatory
ruler appointed by Kumarapala in the eastern part of the Pala kingdom, possibly in Kamartipa. The
order of the grant is held to have been issued from Kamartipa by Vaidyadeva. It is to be noted, that
although he was a minister of Kumarapala, he had achieved autonomous status, which gets
reflected in the inscription. He is hailed as the supreme ruler, ‘Parame$vara Pramabhattaraka
Maharajadhiraja’. He issued this grant in his 4" year of reign. Thus, it appears that by the time
Vaidyadeva issued this land grant, he had gained autonomy in the Kamartipa area for at least four

years.

The long inscription is an example of mid-12" century style of composition and its palaeography
has been identified with that of the Deopara inscription.'”! The prasasti part of this copperplate
illustrates the poetic artistry of the composition enriched with alarmkara. This inscription
commenced with the eulogy of Vasudeva or Hari (‘orh namo bhagavate vasudevaya svasti
trambara manastammah kummah sansaravija hattayah haridantara mita miurtih kridapotri
harijjayati’).!% Next came the genealogical description and eulogy of the dynasty beginning with
Vigrahapala, who was declared to be born in the solar race, perfect in every accomplishment. %
His son Ramapala, as shining as the moon, wielded the glory of the empire.!® The dynastic praise
was followed by the laudation of Bodhideva, the minister of Ramapala, who was described as
faultless and even an abode of truth.!® From his wife, Pratapadevi, was born the renowned
Vaidyadeva (‘trabhtidamusyantanayotsyavisrutahsriVaidyadeva purayasriyayutah yaducchalat

7).106

kirtti saroborodo padmankurabhahsiva mudharo bhavat Use of similes exhibit fine literary

190 Venis, ‘Copper-plate Grant of Vaidyadeva’, pp.347-58; Maitreya, Gaudalekhamala, pp. 127-
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expression regarding Vaidyadeva that — ‘soyam ramanarendrajasya sacivah samrajya laksmi jusah
prakhyatasya kumarapalanrpate S$rittanurtipobhavat yasyarati kirita hathaka krta prasada
kanothirava grasa trasa vasadappaisyati vidhorbhimbankariipi mrgah’.!®” He was an exemplary
person as regards to his knowledge, -efficiency, agility, coherence, and prosperity
(‘jianairgispatiriirjitaihirnapatih satpouriisaih$ripati dyaiyairrambupatidvanaidvanapatiidvanaih
sa campapatih’).! This inscription is further beautified by the presentation of laudatory verses for
the donee Sridhara. This Sridhara was hailed as the great son of Yudhisthira, born in the lineage
of Kaus$ika. Sridhara, learned in karman and brahman, was the source of all kinds of religious
knowledge (‘karmma brahma vidarh mukhah sarvakara taponidhih$rauta smarta rahasyesu vagisa
iva visrutah’).!% This kind of mixture of epithets that invoke moral stature, wisdom and intellectual
accomplishments of the protagonists was increasingly sought by the composers to project an
enhanced sense of glory. The charter records the grant of two villages named Santipataka and
Mandara in the visaya of Bada, of the Kamartipa mandala within Pragjyotisa bhukti to a brahmana
named Sridhara of the Vi§vamitra gotra.''” Above all, this inscription is significant because it
contains the name Manoratha as the composer and his identity as the son of a brahmana, Rajaguru
Murari and Padma. Most of the Pala and Candra records however, do not mention the name of the
composers.'!! But this reference affords us with two possibilities, first that in the emerging orbit
of the feudatorial ruler was one where the persona of the learned poets/composers was emerging
and second that this class of intellectuals came from the brahmana caste. Thus, here we do have

an inkling about a section of the literati of the times.

Not only that, we also get hints of many quarters of literate activity which were reflected in the
epigraphic postings and compositions and many foci of such compositions which indicate the wide
orbit of literary intent and themes. Moreover, connections drawn with the northern Indian
Vaisnavite tradition or from the emerging Saiva tradition from Central and southern India, throw
light on the convergence of religious-cultural trends and their impact on the growing regional

tradition of culture and knowledge.
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The Candras:

Although the inscriptions of the Candra rulers were not as elaborate as those of the Palas, they
carried an entrancing tone of beauteous literary creativity. A number of copperplate inscriptions
of the Candras have been discovered so far. Their separate political entity in the south-eastern part
of Bengal during the 9™-10™ centuries possibly brought some unique flavour to their inscriptions.

Based on the Candra records, Shariful Islam''?

suggested that the ancestors of Trailokyacandra
were subordinate allies to the Akara kings of Harikela, who originated from the Arakan region,
located in Burma. This raises a point about potential Arakanese influence or vice versa which
might have been reflected in many forms, including in the epigraphic records. Referring to
Gouriswar Bhattacharya in this connection it can be said that king Attakaradeva of the Akara
dynasty was an Arakanese. Suchandra Ghosh highlighted this further in her article ‘Understanding
the Economic Networks and Linkages of an Expanded Harikela’ where she mentioned Harikela's

connection with Arakan.''> Somehow these connections may have been reflected in their

inscriptions.

The Pascimbhag copperplate inscription of Sricandra:

Among the various copperplates issued by Sricandra, the most illustrious ruler of this dynasty, the
Paschimbhag copperplate inscription''* (from Sylhet) bears a rich historical testimony to a
flourishing Sanskritic literary culture in the sub-regions of Vanga-Samatata and possibly Harikela.
The copperplate was discovered at the village of Pascimbhag in the Sylhet district of east
Pakistan.''> The inscription was issued by Sricandra in 935 CE. The charter is mainly a deed of
donation in which Sricandra granted lands to many brahmanas and to nine monasteries in the
Sylhet region, which had perhaps emerged as a major educational centre in the subregion. It
includes an extensive description of the Candra dynasty, their history, information about land
assessment process, rural residents and other aspects of rural society. The 65 lines of beautiful

composition is written in the eastern Indian script of the tenth century CE. D.C. Sircar had pointed

12 Islam, ‘Emerging Political entities’, p. 667.

113 Ghosh, ‘Understanding the Economic Networks’, pp. 91-94.

114 Gupta, ‘Paschimbhag copper-plate’, p.74-94; Chowdhury, ‘Paschimbhag copper-plate’,
p.183; Dani, ‘Sylhet Copper-plate Inscription’; Sircar, ‘Paschimbhag plate’, pp. 19-40, 63-69;
Sircar, ‘Paschimbhag Copper-plate Inscription,” pp. 92-100.

115 Sircar, ‘Paschimbhag plate’, p. 19.
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out that the script reflected the genesis of the gaudi from the siddhamatrka, which was engraved
with lot of care by the engraver, who has been named in the composition.!'® This composition
consisted of both prose and verse. The copperplate commenced with adoration of the Buddhist
trinity- the Jina, Dharma and Sangha.'!” It is followed by the eulogy of Piirnacandra, the progenitor

of the dynasty. It says that
‘Piirnacandra iti $rimanasinnasirajarn rajah yasyapurorayo pirvoma tapatramapatrapah’.''s

His son Suvarnacandra was like pure gold and as beauteous as the moon.!'” His illustrious son

Trailokyacandra has been compared in aureate language

‘tasmadvandi vilocanendu drsadanni syanda candrodayoh koulinatsabhayassabhakamalini suprato
sandhyatapah trsnakcatakamandali navaghanassa prajidyamikah trailokyaprathitartkirttirajani

Trailokyacandra nrpah’.!?°

Verse 7 throws welcome light on Devaparvata, the capital of the Samatata, located on the Ksiroda

River.

‘ksirodam anu Devaparvata iti $§rimat tad etat purarh yatragantu janasya vismaya rasah kamboja

varttadbhutaih’.'?!

These descriptions abound with lyrical references to nature and the actual landscape, something
that distinguishes the tone of the inscription from the earlier panegyrics. It also alludes to many
local practices and aspects of life. Loftier descriptions of the royal figures, however, are
comparable to the Pala tone. The verse 10 for example introduces Sricandra, the son of
Trailokyacandra and his queen Kaicika, as comparable to Indra, who was born on the auspicious
configuration of planets called rajayoga and had brought the earth under his sole umbrella.'??> Some
literary terms used here are not found in any other inscriptions of the tenth and eleventh centuries.
For example, Sricandra propitiated the god of war by his own deeds of valor and brushed off the

patranguli decoration on the breasts of the yavana women, made the cheeks and abdomen of the

16 Ihid. p. 20,

17 Ibid. verse 1, pp. 63-64.
18 Ibid. verse 2, p.64.

19 Ibid. verses 3,4, p.64.
120 1bid. verse 5, p.64.

121 Ibid. verse 7, pp. 64-65.
122 Ibid. verse 10, 11, p.65.
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hiina women covered with the wounds of scarification carried out in grief and put an end to the
fickleness in the glances of the Utkala women intoxicated by toddy (‘santosarh
ranadevatangamayata viyavidanainnijjai rinmrstam yamant payodharatato
patrangulimandanams$okapracchanajarjaram viracitarm htini kopoladaram yenonmilitamutkalt

nayanayostalisura ghurnitari’).'?* These add local flavour to the composition.

The donative part of the copperplate records that maharajadhiraja Sricandradeva passed the order
from the victorious camp at Vikramapura, addressing a host of officials, village potentates and
others about the grant of several plots of land in the visayas of Candrapura, Garala and Pogara
belonging to the Srihatta-mandala at Pundravardhana-bhukti.'?* The list includes the rajfi, ranaka
and rajaputras, the mahasandhivigrahika, mahasainyapati, mahamudradhikrta, mahaksapatalika,
padamilaka, mahapratihara, mahatantradhikrta, mahasarvadhikrta, mahabalahikaranika and
mahavyuhapati, the mandalapati, kottapala, dausadhasadhanika, chauroddharanika,
naubalahastyasvagomahisajavikadivyapritakas, gaulmika, $aulkika, dandika, dandapasika,
dandanayakas, visayapatis and others. Among the addressees were some unnamed officials
(‘adhyaksapracaroktanihakirtitan’), catas and bhatas, and janapadas and cultivators as residents of
rural society of whom brahmanas were foremost (‘janapadan ksetrakarams$ ca brahmanottaran’).
The vast tract was donated to nine mathas and 6000 brahmanas.'?* The first plot of land covering
120 patakas was granted in favor of a matha of Brahma. Among them 73 patakas were assigned to
81 people related to the matha including a grammarian of Candra school, for the maintenance of
ten students, five guest brahmanas and service groups like garland makers, potters, musicians,
servants and so on. The second plot of land covering 280 patakas was granted to four Desantariya
temples and four Vangala temples, each group housing the gods Vai$vanara (Agni), Yoge$vara,
Jaimani and Mahakala. The third plot allotted in equal shares to 6000 brahmanas. The remaining
lands were donated in equal divisions to those brahmanas of whom 37 were unnamed. Finally,
land belonging to a Buddhist establishment (‘ratnatrayabhiimi’) and lands measuring 52 patakas
were excluded from the donated lands. The presence of excluded lands and the existence of
janapadas and cultivators as addressees hinted toward settlements in that area and at the same time

accommodated large number of brahmanas for further agrarian expansion. The service groups

123 Ibid. verse 14, p.6.
124 Ibid. lines 28-33, pp.66-67.
125 Ibid. lines 35-51, pp.67-68.
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referred to in the grant must have already existed in the hierarchically ordered society of these
villages as both B.D. Chattopadhyaya and R. Furui have observed.'?° Sricandra may be understood
to have introduced some reorganization of the erstwhile rural society of the locality through land
grants to the mathas and by settling of the brahmanas in the area. This attests the prevalence of
royal monopoly over the land and indicates the sovereign status of the Candra ruler. The granted

area bore the name of the dynasty, Candrapura — Brahmapura $asana.'?’

Apart from the Pascimbhag copperplate, a few other inscriptions of the Candras further enhanced
the literati cultural scene of the time. Among them, the Dhulla copperplate,'*® Rampal
copperplate,'? Madanpur copperplate of Sricandra, '3’ and the Mainamati copper Plate inscriptions
of Ladahacandra'®! were illuminating manifestations of other creative creations of the Candra

dynasty. Of these we shall briefly discuss two.
The Rampal copper plate inscription of Sricandra

The Rampal Copper Plate Inscription of Sricandra of the end of tenth and beginning of eleventh
century CE, was a significant piece of composition. The character of the script is northern Nagart
of the late 10" and early 11" century CE, a script that was found to be used by the later Pala rulers

1™ century CE.'*? The rajaprasasti part

and was prevalent in eastern India in the late 10" to early 1
of this inscription was composed in verse and the donative part was composed in prose.
Compositional element is noteworthy especially as a variety of metres have been used, for
example, vasantatilaka, $ardiilavikridita, upajati indravajra, puspitagra and anustubh.'®® This

inscription was commenced with the praise of Buddha and the use of Buddha's simile is seen

126 Chattopadhyaya, Aspects of Rural Settlements, p.57; Furui, Land and Society, p.161.
127 Sircar, ‘Paschimbhag Copper-plate Inscription,” p. 93.
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throughout the prasasti section. This copperplate manifests a wonderful combination of ornate
descriptions of Candra genealogy and the mundane details of the grant of a pataka of land by
Sricandra to the §antivarika pitavasaguptasarma at the village of Nehakasthi in the nanyamandala
of Pundravardhanabhukti.'** The combinations reflect the contribution of varied groups of literates
and informants, a phenomenon that is found in every inscription that combines a prasasti and land

grant or charter of endowments. We note the trend quite clearly in the inscriptions of our context.

The Mainamati copper plate inscription of Ladahacandra

Two epigraphic records of Ladahacandra have been discovered in Mainamati in the 10" century
CE. The inscriptions are the illuminating manifestation of literary creativity of the Candra
dynasty. The two plates portray nuanced literary expressions and play of words or $lesa and a
fine mixture of ornate prasasti and donative deeds. The analogical and symbolic verses
embellishing the prasasti bear testimony to the continued impact of the trend of literary genre of
prasasti that emerged in northern India. A curious point mentioned by Sircar in connection with
the Mainamati inscriptions later may be of significance in indicating a local trend. That is the
orthography which reveals a wrong use of the nasal ‘h’ as ‘n’, and use of ‘m’ as ‘na’ in certain
instances.!*> This shows a distinctive use of the nasal notes which could represent the local
pronouciation. The Candra dynasty was hailed as representing the combined power of three
deities flowing from the sage Atri's eyes, and as an impeccable lamp shining on the earth.!'3® The
divine similes were drawn here from puranic Brahmanism reflecting the eclectic tradition while
using poetic metaphors, where the religious affiliations stood blurred. For example,
Ladahacandra’s omnipotence was declared by projecting that the ruler had the goddesses
Saraswati and Laksmi under his control.!*” These examples indicate the emergence of literary
potential in the subregion and the growing domain of culture under the Candra dynasty. While
the Goddess of fortune was a necessary grace for the rulers, the invocation of the goddess of

knowledge indeed strikes as a reference to this latter phenomenon.

134 Sarkar, Nityakaler Tui Puratan, p.199.
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From the above analysis, it is observable that there was an evolution of literary style in Bengal
during the 9M-12" century CE. with some element of distinction in the major subregions. The
inscriptions often exhibited the mark of heightened literary creativity during the reign of some
significant rulers. However, this was not necessarily restricted to the records issued by the supreme
rulers but appeared in other records commissioned or ordered by feudatories, religious personages
and officials. The efflorescent Sanskritic literary style was evident in the fine compositions of these
engravings, which also bear witness to the gradual evolution of a regional script. The two
phenomena perhaps represent a holistic picture of the cultural developments surrounding literary
activities in the phase under discussion. We may now note some of the brilliant examples of
creativity and knowledge from the variegated Sanskrit textual literature of this phase. In fact, a
number of works composed by eminent litterateurs during this phase illuminate the complete scene
of cultural efflorescence in this phase. A few examples from different genres of texts have been

briefly discussed below to bring out the contemporary literary flavour.
The Ramacarita by Sandhyakarnandi:

The finest exemplar of the flourishing literary design of this phase was the Ramacarita of
Sandhyakaranandi. It was a lone composition of c. 111-12" century C.E., through which this rising
culture was best expressed. Haraprasad Sastri’s edition followed by that of Radhagovinda Basak
along with a meticulous English translation and notes provides us with clarity about the
composition.'*®* The work has received attention from many eminent scholars like Sukumari
Bhattacharji'** and Romila Thapar. In fact, Thapar adds it to the list of the examples of the
significant genre of the Caritas alongside Banabhatta’s Harsacarita, as a work closely defining the

writing of history and points to the subtle narration, literary merits, and the style of kaviprasasti.'

Nupur Dasgupta mentioned that although carita kavya had already been introduced and had
crystallized with the brilliant penmanship of Banabhatta, the Ramacarita of Sandhyakaranandi
was probably the best of its kind created in Bengal.'*! The Ramacarita, written in a rare style,

narrates the story of the Ramayana on the one hand and the dynastic history of the Pala rulers,

138 Qastri, ‘Ramacarita’.

139 Sukumari Bhattacharji, History of Classical Sanskrit Literature, (Hyderabad: Orient
Longman, Limited, 1993), pp. 242 — 3.

140 Thapar, The Past Before Us, pp. 496-98.
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from the days of Mahipala II to the time of Madanapala, on the other. The rise of the kaivartas and
their ousting by Ramapala was the main theme of this carita - kavya. Sandhyakaranandi composed
this text in double entendre (with dual meaning/ reference) which was a beautiful amalgamation
of epic story and dynastic narrative. The work consisted of 220 verses arranged in four cantos or
paricchedas.!#? Despite the literary criticism, the skillful use of $lesa and alarhkara, the polished
application of the epic narrative genre and the combination of two different narrative
contents/allusions transforms this text into an extraordinary piece of literary composition — cum -
history. The author Sandhyakaranandi’s karana-kayastha background, his special skill in
vakroktimarga following the trend of Subandhu and Banabhatta and the way he portrayed popular
works like epics in the dynastic history of Bengal, reveals his proficiency in the classical tradition
and writing with reference to the mainstream Sanskritic culture.'*® Simply put, the Ramacarita
presents the glorification of the Pala ruler and his prowess written in the arya metre. The centrality
of this literature was the description of the valor and generosity of the Rampala, in the guise of the
epic narrative of Ramayana, using ostentatious language and literary devices current in the
contemporary prasasti genre. The main protagonist, Rampala, has been acclaimed in such a
rhetorical way that he was endowed with high glory, elegance and good fortune. Here the king's
military might and prowess have been manifested in exaggerated literary expressions. He was a

conqueror and only competent person to offer protection to the world

‘atha tasya Mahipalah Surapalo pi purtsottoma Ramah sfura drSyasmga sambhavita
ripascarii bhagya sampannah jaga dava naikadhurinah samayik maho mahanalo bharatah api

laksmano pi $atrughna laksmano jajfiire tanayah’.'*

King Madanapala has also been praised here in embellished verses. But what is of more
significance is how even though the kaivartas were enemies of the protagonist and were in general
parlance of the lower social rung, they have been admired with poetic subtlety. It has been said

that the kaivarta chief Divya shared royal fortune and rose to a high position.'** Kaivarta king
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Bhima brought peace and prosperity to the whole world and was remembered for his voluntary

charities:

‘ajijivan jagadakhilarh dadhatah pararthya marthino ghanah acyuta pada madhirihma
yasya ca kalpadruma prakrteh’. !4

This nature of the narrative indicates the poet-composer’s perspective as well as the contemporary
political and social frame in Bengal within which the author was putting the details of royal
exploits. The nuanced references evoke the deeper complexities of the situation and did not

constitute a straightforward eulogistic biography.

Sandhyakarnandi has also kept to the tradition of Banabhatta, in projecting a grand portrayal of
the Varendra city and the grandiose garden of the city. The poet has included a kaviprasasti section
where he declares the intent of the composition, that it was his desire to place this composition on
the king’s neck like a garland of pearl. The beauty of the declaration is enhanced by ornaments of

speech, like riipaka and jati or svabhavokti,

‘gau rohitd stu muktavali radhiguna ripa jatya lankara sau priya drsti rasa dhana kala

bhangi ri$a kanthaika gatih’.'4’

Most interestingly, the text delineates the characteristics of the Kaivarta rebellion and the social
changes which occurred around it in Bengal. Ryosuke Furui had tried to tease out the gradual
changes in the land grant practices made by the Pala ruler and alludes to this as the prime factor
behind this outrage.!*® The increasing demands made by the Brahmana donees and pressure of
royal dues as well as evident pressure created by the growing hegemony of the rulers indicated by
the large body of officials encountered in the landgrant charters, would have been oppressive for
the rural society which ignited into a revolt of the samantas led by the kaivartas. On the other hand,
both Furui and Sayantani Pal'*® have also alluded to the phenomenon of social mobility which was
witnessed in the event of the rise of the kaivartyas into landholding community, something which

has also been recorded in inscriptions, which portrays the growth of kaivartas as an important

146 Ibid. Cantos 11, verse 25, p.48.
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caste-group. The resultant possibility of conflict, political as well ritual complexities pertaining to

the conditions of the early medieval polity in Bengal have also been discussed by Pal.

According to Romila Thapar, this text was apparently a play on language. In the kaviprasasti
section, the author has composed the verses through laksmana vyafjana. This means the
application of some expression whose literal meaning differs from its verbal meaning. Since
Sandhyakaranandi’s father was in the position of sandhivigrahika, the minister of peace and war
of Pundravardhana, some of the internal affairs of the state have been disclosed by the poet in his
kavya through $lesa. Romila Thapar and Sukumari Bhattacharji both alluded to the possibilities
that might have plagued the author, i.e., the possibilities of incurring political criticism or wrath
for projecting the recent political activities which were evidently controversial.'*° Thapar also talks
about how the Kaviprasasti section hints at the political topicality and value of the text. Only one
copy of this kavya has been found in Nepal and annotation of the book made by a Buddhist scholar
named Silbhadra was found there. The annotation itself could point to a Buddhist association
stemming from the religious affiliation of the Pala rulers, as Thapar indicates.'*! Evidence that this
work was quite popular at that time can be found in the presentation of its contents in the Kamauli

copperplate of Vaidyadeva.!>?
Subhasitaratnakosa of Vidyakara:

It is quite significant that we note the genesis of a distinct category of texts in this period, especially
from Bengal, these comprise the anthological literature (kosa-kavya) as defined by Visvanatha in
his Sahitya-darpana as ‘a collection of detached verses arranged under different sections’.!** We
are told that anthological literature was composed in order to satisfy the ‘moods’ and ‘literary
taste’ of the common people. thus, we come to the collection of detached verses in anthologies in
which we find the reflection high culture as well as projections of the joys and sorrows of the
common people, their everyday life experiences relating to nature, replenished with the hills,
rivers, trees and the landscape. We also find some verses which reveal deep thoughts of human

beings. Compiling verses regarding moral dicta had become an axiomatic trend from the 100-11%
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centuries in the backdrop of the Sanskrit literary scene. We are also told that there were many poets
who composed important verses, but remained in the shadows, behind the ‘dazzling glow’ of
eminent poets like Kalidasa, Bharavi etc. The compiler compiled the creations of those poets and
produced anthological literature. To this genre belong the Subhasitaratnakosa of Vidyakara
(c.11"-12™ century).!>* The first edition of this book was compiled about 1100 CE and the
expanded edition was about 1130 CE. The compiler Vidyakara hailed from the Jagaddala Vihara,
situated in the present Malda district of East Bengal.!>> He was probably a Pandita of that vihara,

identified closely with Bhimarjunasoma. !¢

H.H. Daniel Ingalls’ critical study of the Subhasitaratnakosa illuminates Vidyakara as an
exemplary compiler and someone with heightened appreciation and knowledge of literature
created in Sanskrit over a long period.'>” He has pointed to how many distinct traits of Sanskrit
poetry have been brought before us through the verses of the Subhdsita. This text was divided into
fifty sections or vrajyas. Among them first six were devoted to divine characters.!*® The seventh
section is dedicated to the sun, who was considered a minor deity.'*® The following sections or
vrajyas contain seasonal matters. From vrajya 14 onwards this text is dedicated to erotic love and
experiences as the main theme of this text.'®® The residual sections are of miscellaneous nature
which deals with courtly flattery, unusual subjects like a dog chasing a cat (1163), quail picking
up seed at the edge of a muddy field (1181), sparrows scratching in plowed furrows (1162), etc.
and rural life and poverty. In the sections of rural life experiences preparation of mustard oil (318),
peasant women’s singing (1178, 1182, 314) are all delineated. The sections on poverty represented
the real-life scenario. They portray this through such utterances as how a single ox may be the only
source of income for a helpless family (1317), or if the children were fed somehow on any day the
mother wishes that night would never pass to bring on fresh worry about food on the following

day (1311), etc.'®! The first section, Sugatavrajya comprised of verses of Buddhist scholars like
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A$vaghosa, Vasuka, Apardjitaraksita, Vasukalpa, etc.'®® The next section Loke$varavrajya
attributed to compositions of Buddhakaragupta and Ratnakirti.'®® The other sections of the text
contain verses of eminent scholars like Kalidasa, Banabhatta, Bhavabhuti, Vakpatiraja,
Rajasekhara, Amarasimha, Purusottamadeva etc.'®* Among the varied list of poets, there were also
monastic scholars who wrote such erotic poetry without the least sense of transgression or
deviation from the puritanical doctrine and ascetic life.'®> Some poets were ascribed to the status
of Pala court poets, such as Yoge$vara, Mahodadhi, Satananda etc. Yoges$vara was a Pala court
poet, perhaps belonging to not later than the ninth century CE. He was proficient in composing the
country scenes.'°® Mahodadhi was a Pala Court poet who probably had a royal patron named
Rajyapala,'¢’ although it cannot be ascertained whether this patron was the same noted Pala ruler.
Satananda was the father of Abhinanda and a Pala court poet.'®® Inspired by Vidyakara's
anthological literature, Sridharadasa and Nandana later compiled works of similar genres in their
own anthologies.'® Govardhanacarya’s, the author of the Aryasaptasati was also stimulated by
this to some extent. Vidyakara’s compilation is considered the oldest general anthology of Sanskrit
verses and its compilation throws light on the literary scene of early medieval Bengal, indicating
the prevalence of a culture of reading and appreciation. According to Ingalls, the exceptional
quality of the Subhasitaratnakosa among the works of classical Sanskrit literature should be
attributed to the inclusion of the poetry of the common composers illuminating the life of

commoners. '
Krsiparasara:

Krsipardasara (c.11" century CE) is a Sanskrit technical treatise of this time exclusively devoted
to explaining the processes of cultivation of rice. In this regard, Ryosuke Furui’s analysis throws

much light as he uses the text to understand the rural scene of early medieval Bengal.!”! This text
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is quite significant as it presents the textual take on the primary rural activity.!”? The mid-eleventh-
century text may be situated in the lowlands of eastern India, from the eastern part of present Bihar
to the Bengal delta.!”® The text consists of 243 Sanskrit §lokas interspersed with verse and prose.!”
It is divided into four parts, comprising of an introduction, followed by sections on the knowledge
of rainfall, general remarks on agriculture, and instructions on each agricultural operation. The
first part contains reference to Parasara as the narrator and states the importance of agriculture as
an activity and knowledge in several verses.!” The second part contains the relevance of rainfall
in agriculture and various theories such as the cloud types seasonal formation, explanation of
annual rainfall, the amount of rainfall etc. !’® The third part contains description of rules and
regulations regarding agriculture and auspicious rituals such as the cattle festival to be held on the
first day of the month Karttika, the procession and leading of cattle into the cowshed etc.!”” The
fourth part referred to various technical aspects connected to agricultural operations such as plough
assemblage, collection and preservation of seeds, sowing of seeds etc.!”® Krsipardsara might have
been employed or regarded as an agricultural manual especially may be within the circles of the
local brahmanas or similar local literate groups with a rural social background who were involved

in land-related matters.

The structure of these elaborate grand writings had become well-established in this phase,
especially within the practices of court poets and among the higher echelons. The question arises
about the identity of the composers who were in the business of advancing such a literary style.
As administrative documents too, they portray valuable details related to land administration and
the people associated with it. Scribes and the engravers were involved into the creation of the
records. The identity of some scribes and authors are known from the inscriptions and literature of

the time.
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Composers

Although the inscriptions of this phase were mostly silent about the original composers except in
a few cases, we do get some information from the 9" century, especially in the inscriptions of
Palas. Brahmanas have been portrayed as eminent composers as evidenced through the Bangarh
Rock Inscription of Nayapala. This eulogy has been composed by the brahmana poet Srikantha
who represents himself as ‘sat-tarkkartha vivecan-oru-sarasi-hamso-ti-nihsima, rasa-rasin, vadi-
diksa-guruh, $uci-vag’ etc.!” Srikantha was the younger brother of the great scholar Srivallabha.
In this regard, the Kamauli copperplate inscription of Vaidyadeva is significant because it contains
the name Manoratha as the composer and his identity as the son of a brahmana, Rajaguru Murari

and Padma.'®

The scribes have been mentioned, who in most cases, were administrative officials or came from
a royal background. As an example, we may refer to the Nalanda Copper Plate of Dharmapala
which mentions Kuladatta as the writer of the copper plate who was the son of Dharmadatta. '8!
Later, some names of the composers had been revealed. The eulogy of Gaya Rock Inscription of
Govindapala was composed by Muktendra and written (scribe) by Ka (Kayastha) Jastyi and
Jayakumara.'®? The Gaya Krsnadvarika Temple Inscription of Nayapala was composed by Vaji-
vaidya Sahadeva.'®® The Gaya Gadadhar Temple Rock Inscription of Nayapala was composed by
Vaidya Vajrapani.'®* The Gaya Fragmentary Inscription of Vi$variipa or Vi$vaditya was composed
by Vaidya Dharmapani.'®® It is clear from these evidences that vaidyas were getting engaged as

literate scribes and even excellent composers and should be considered as part of the literate

society in these contexts.
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The fact that a class of literati existed in the society, especially in Varendra, was evident from the
Ramacarita. Madanapala’s kingdom was considered the birthplace of the poet-laureates as referred
to in the Ramacarita.'®® Here Sandhyakaranandi referred to the existence of learned men in the
state and society who were pleased by unsolicited gifts by the king.'®” Society was adorned by the
excellence of these esteemed personalities.!®® The city Ramavati in Varendri was full of learned

persons as evidenced in the Ramacarita.'®

Sandhyakaranandin himself was foremost of the eminent scholars in Bengal at that time. He
belonged to the karanika-kayastha lineage. He was proficient in many languages, had a good grasp
of literature, and possessed a brilliant art of poetic compositions. He portrayed a wonderful history
of the Pala dynasty with the comparative discussion of epic narrative in his Ramacarita. Gauda
Abhinanda, who originally came from a family of scholars from Gauda, played a very crucial role
who flourished in Kashmir in the 2" half of the 9" century CE.!*° He was the author of Kadambari-
Katha-Sara, an exquisite, rhythmic summary of Banabhatta’s prose kavya.'! There was another
Abhinanda of 9" century CE, the author of Ramacarita. He was under the patronage of
Devapiala.'®> His verses have also been included in the Saduktikarnamrta of Sridharadasa,
Kavindravacana Samuccaya and Suktimuktavali of Bhagadatta Jalhana (1257 CE).'® His literary
prowess was recognized at the pan-Indian level due to the indomitable play of words in his
compositions. He was admired by Soddhala for his efficiency in ‘vagiévaram’.'”* He was also
referred as Aryavilasa as evident from the verses of Saduktikarnamrta.'®> He was the son of
Satananda who was also a composer of verses included in the Saduktikarnamrta and
Kavindravacana Samuccaya."® Thus, it is evident that from this period onwards the kayasthas and

vaidyas became prominent as a class of literati.
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Engravers

Some renowned and officially acknowledged artisans were involved in engraving the inscriptions
as revealed through the text. Such as the eulogistic account of Guravamisra of the Badal Rock
Pillar Inscription was inscribed by siitradhara Visnubhadra. the Bhaturia Rock Inscription of
Rajyapala was engraved by the artisan Srinidhana.'’ In the Pala period many artisans who worked
as engravers, hailed from Posaligrama situated within Bardhaman district during the reign of
Mabhipala I and Vigrahapala I1I. The Bangarh Copper Plate of Mahipala I was incised by the artisan
Mahidhara, an inhabitant of Posali.!”® The engraver of the Biyala Copper plate Inscription of
Mahipala I, artisan Damaditya, had emerged from Posaligrama.!” Again the engraver of the
Amgachi Copper Plate of Vigrahapala III was Sasideva, an inhabitant of Posali.?’" This Sasideva
of Posaligrama has also been mentioned as an engraver in the Bangaon Copper Plate of
Vigrahapala I11.2°! Furui identified this Posaligrama with modern Poshela near about Mangalkot
in Bardhaman district.2> According to him, this was a centre of artisans with special skills and
literacy.?®® There are some examples of engravers from Samatata who have worked on the Pala
inscriptions in a hereditary manner and formed their lineal identity. Such as, Furui evidenced the
Bhagalpur and Jajilpara copperplates where the engravers, respectively Manghadasa and
Vimaladasa were father and son.?** Examples of engravers like Dakkadasa from Samatata had
worked in various inscriptions like Mirzapur plate of Siirapala and Nimdighi stone inscription of
Pahila.?*’ They share the name ending dasa. Furui observed that these engravers from Samatata
worked in a wide geographical region in Varendra stretched from the present Rajshahi district of

Bangladesh to eastern Bihar.2%
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Messenger:

There was an intermediate officer acting as a go-between for the scribe or recorder of the royal
messages and compositional part and the actual engraver of these on copper plate or stone. Usually,
in the case of land deeds, the royal officials or high-ranking councilors can be seen as an envoy of
the text as is seen in Khalimpur copperplate where the diitaka was Yuvaraja Tribhuvanapala.?’’
Once again, the Nalanda Copperplate of Devapala referred to the ruler of Vyaghratati-mandala,
Balavarmma as the messenger of the charter.?% The royal messenger of Jagajjibanpur Copper Plate
of Mahendrapala was Siirapala.’”” The Bangaon Copper Plate of Vigrahapala III referred to the
diitaka mantrin Prahasitaraja, described as the son of the king.?!® Likewise, sandhivigrahika
Bhimadeva was the messenger of the Rajibpur copperplate inscription of Gopala IV and
Madanapala.?!! Thus this was a role of grave significance and generally played by royal members
or high officials of the court. The role was important as the royal order could not be corrupted,
interfered with in any way and were entrusted to high authority of the especially important and
responsible members of the court. For the compositional element of the royal eulogies, the author

would convey to the intended reader his writings in a precise and pure format and hence the carrier

of the message needed to be well-endowed with literacy and knowledge.
Kayasthas, the clerical and literate Group

The kayasthas were referred to as the scribes. They also held important administrative positions.
During the Pala period among the rural residents, jyesthakayastha was mentioned along with the
mahattaras and kutumbins as a constituent of visayavyavaharins. By the 10 century they had
acquired a distinct hereditary identity or status. Not only as clerical figures, but they have also
grown as a literati group in society. Sandhyakaranandin, the author of Ramacarita was the son of

sandhivigrahika karana Prajapati. He was an eminent writer and scholar.
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List of addressees: Administrative cadres

The address of copperplate inscriptions indicated a large number of officers and royal subordinates
associated with’ (‘samupagata’) land plots or villages to be donated.?'? The enhanced presence of
the state is detectable here. Furui observed that an elaborate list of royal functionaries was
obtainable in the Pala inscriptions as dependents of the king (‘rajapadopajivin’) or the dependents
of the royal favor (‘rajapadaprasadoopajivin’).?!* They were enlisted as the first category of the
addressee in these copperplates. Such list ranged from r3ja, rajanaka, rajamatya to kumaramatya,
senapatis, chauroddharanika, sandhivigrahika etc. In Varendra, these subordinates and royal
functionaries are traceable as evidenced by the Khalimpur copperplate of Dharmapala. Here we
get the name of various officials related to the grant. Such as rajans, rajanakas, rajaputras,
rajamatyas, senapatis, visyapatis, bhogapatis, sasthadhikrtas, dandasaktis, dandapasikas,
chauroddharanikas, dauhasadhasadhinakas, dutas, kholas, gamagamikas, abhitvaramanas,
hastyasvagomahisyajavikadhyaksa, naukadhyaksa, baladhyaksa, tarikas, $aulkikas, gaulmikas,
tadayuktakas, viniyuktakas and others.?!* A more or less similar list of officials is noticeable in the
Indian museum copperplate of Dharmapala and in the Jagajjibanpur copperplate of Mahendrapala.
A somewhat modified and extended forms of royal functionaries are evidenced in the Mohipur
copperplate of Gopala II, which enlist raja, rajanaka, rajaputra, rajamatya, mahasamanta,
mahasenapati, mahasandhivigrahika, mahaksapatalika, mahapratthara, mahadandanayaka,
maharajasthaniya, uparika, mahakarttakrtika, mahadaussadhyasadhanika, dandika, dandapasika,
saulkika, gaulmika, ksetrapa, prantapala, kottapala, khandaraksa, tadayuktaka,
viniyuktaka,hastyasvostranaubalavyaprtaka, kisoravadavagomahisyajavikadhyaksa, diita,
presanika, gamagamika, abhitvaramana, visayapati, tarapati, tarika and others.?'® It is evident here
that some designations have been expanded to a higher level such as from kumaramatya to
mahakumaramatya, dauhsadhasadhanika to mahadauhsadhasadhanika etc. as maha denotes a

larger denomination. From the reign of Gopala II in the second half of the 9™ century to the reign
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of Gopala IV and Madanapala in the second half of the 12™ century, more or less a consistent list

of royal functionaries is traceable with the inclusion of $aunakika and angaraksa in it.>'°

More or less a standardized form of administrative posts is traceable in Magadha as is evidenced
in Dharmapala's Nalanda copperplate. Here administrative designations appear as raja, rajanaka,
rajaputra, rajamatya, mahakarttakrtika, mahadandanayaka, mahapratihara, mahasamanta,
mahardja, dauhasadhasadhinaka, pramatri, sarabhanga, kumaramatya, rajasthaniyoparika,
visayapati, dasaparadhika, chauroddharanika, dandika, dandapasika, ksatrapa, prantapala etc.?!’
The Munger and Nalanda copperplate of Devapala also has a similar form of standardized listing

with an increasing number of officials.

The second category of the copperplate grants is the others belonging to catas and bhatas
(‘akirttita’).2!® The Mohipur copperplate of Gopala II referred to cata bhata servants, mentioned
with ethnic levels like gaudas, malavas, khas$as, hiinas, kulikas, karnatas and latas. The Senas were
referred as karnatas among them.?!” Furui mentioned that these cata bhatas were irregular troops
or mercenaries including people from Bengal and the other regions, who were employed for war

or police duty in the rural area and tended to disturb residents.??°

The sub-region of Vanga, Srihatta, Samatata and Harikela were incorporated into the largest
administrative division of Pundravardhanabhukti during this phase. Hence the royal officials and
subordinate rulers in the address of the Candra grants related to Vanga, Samatata and Srihatta do

1™ centuries only with

not show much change throughout the period between the tenth and midl
some irregularities in its numbers. For instance, the Paschimbhag Copper plate of Sricandra
records the administrative officials as rajiil, ranaka, rajaputra, mahasandhivigrahika,
mahasainyapati, mahamudradhikrta, mahaksapatalika, padamiilaka, mahapratihara,
mahatantradhikrta, mahasarvadhikrta, mahabaladhikaranika, mahavyihapati, mandalapati,

kottapalas, dauhssadhasadhanika, cauroddharanika, naubalahastyasvagomahisajavikadivyaprtaka,

gaulmika, $aulkika, dandika, dandapasika, dandanayaka, visayapatis and others.?>! A similar list
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of royal officials is traceable during the time of Ladahacandra as evidenced in his Mainamati
copperplate. Alongside the Madanpur copperplate of Sricandra refers to some different list of
officials such as, rajii, ranaka, rajaputra, rajapurohita, mahasandhivigrahika, mahasenapati,
mahasamanta, mahadharmmadhyaksa, mahasarvadhikrta, mahatantradhyaksa, mahapilupati,
gocchakapati, ardhanauvataka, nauvataka, dauhssadhyaasadhanika, gomahisyajadyadhyaksa and
others undeclared (anyams$ canuktan). Catas and bhatas (catabhatajatiyan) were mentioned as

another category of the addressee.

In Dandabhukti of Radha, the Irda copperplate of Kamboja king Nayapala datable to the second
half of the tenth century addressed his subordinates and future kings of his own lineage (‘agamino
pi nrpatin nijatirthayuktan’).??* The subordinates were sub-divided into seven groups. They are
queen, crown prince and councilor (‘mahisiyuvarajamantrinah’), purohita accompanied by rtvijs
(‘saha rtvigbhir atho purohitam’), niyogins and the ones knowing dharma accompanied by
magistrates (‘dharmmajiiam$ ca samam pradestrbhih’), all officials accompanied by karanas
(‘ahyaksavargam akhilam karanais sametam’), general accompanied by leaders of the corporation
of soldiers (‘senapatiii ca saha sainikasanghamukhyaih’), messengers with secret officials
accompanied by keepers of mantra (‘diitan sagtidhapurusan saha mantrapalair’) and other

subordinates of the king (‘anyan api ksitipater anujivina$ ca’).??

In the early 10" century Harikela the metal vase inscription of Attakaradeva referred to the
addressee of the inscription. They are present and future kings, rajaputras, ranakas and thakkuras
and all the royal officials like aksapatalika in Harikelamandala with homage to brahmanas
beforehand.?**

The assigning duties of the officers was portrayed by Niharranjan Ray.??® From the previous
sources it can be said that if kumaramatya was the omnipotent ruler of the visaya,
mahakumaramatya was the omniscient or supreme head of the kumaramatyas. In that way
mahasandhivigrahika was the highest official in foreign affairs related to war and peace,
mahasenapati was the highest officer related to warfare, mahapratihara was probably a senior royal

official guarding the outskirts of the state, mahadandanayaka was the omnipotent ruler of the
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judiciary, mahaksapatalika was the head of the income-expenditure accounting department,
rajasthaniyo was a high-ranking official and representative appointed by the emperor, ksatrapa was
the highest accountant and observer of arable and cultivable land, pramatri was the departmental
officer of land survey, mahabhogapati was the highest official of the consumer tax collection
department, tarapataka was an observer at the crossing ghat, Saulkika was the head of the customs
department involved in business and trade, dasaparadhika was the head of the department of
judgment and collection of ten types of crimes, gaulmika was the head of the revenue department
from the forest, dandika, dandapasika, dandasaktis were related to peacekeeping department,
sasthadhikrta were in charge of collecting one-sixth of the tenant's grain, kottapalas were the fort
keeper, prantapala was the state border guard, mahavyiihapati was the master of strategies during
the war, abhitvaramana and gamagamika both may have been involved in peacekeeping, foreign
affairs, or the military, or in general public service. Semantically speaking, abhitvaramana was the
one who traveled fast and gamagamika was also an officer involved in traveling. dutapresanika
was the correspondent of the ambassador attached to the central state or foreign department,
sarabhanga was the commander of the archery army or the king's hunting companion, khandaraksa
was either a customs examiner or an employee of the military department or the public works
department, hastyasvostranaubalavyaprtaka and kiSoravadavagomahisyajavikadhyaksa were
princes in charge of navy, army, elephant, horse, cow, buffalo, goat, sheep etc. The necessity of
these ministers in stately affairs was evidenced in the Ramacarita. Here the author mentioned that
Ramapala carefully discussed all pros and cons with his ministers and sons before implying and
authorizing vinaya or discipline to the state.??® These officers possessed a secure position in their

realm which was evidenced by the Ramacarita.**’

Sundry residents of rural settlements

In Varendra, Radha and eastern Vihara, under the reign of the Palas the influential rural residents
became less powerful. They were mentioned only as addresses in various copperplate charters. In
Varendra, the Khalimpur copperplate of Dharmapala refers to jyesthakayastha, mahamabhattara,
mahattara, dasagramikas, karanas etc.?”® Among the rural residents landed magnets such as

mahamahattara and mahattaras were mentioned as a constituent of visayavyavaharins as evidenced
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from the Khalimpur copperplate of Dharmapala.?*’ It has also referred to residing cultivators with
homage to brahmanas beforehand.?*® The Mohipur plate of Gopala II referred to rural residents of
whom brahmanas were foremost, headed by mahattamas and kutumbins reaching to some lowest
strata of the society like medas, andhrakas and candalas.?*! Here mahattaras were replaced by the
mahattamas. The Belwa copperplate of Vigrahapala III also referred to the same.?*? Alongside, in
Magadha, during the reign of the Palas, the existence of mahattamas and kutumbins can be traced
back a long time. The Nalanda plate of Dharmapala refers to rural residents of whom brahmanas

were foremost, headed by mahattamas and kutumbins reaching to medas, andhras and candalas.?*

During the Pala period, among the rural residents in Varendra and Magadha, medas, andhras and
candalas denote social groups placed at the bottom of the society. They were considered mixed
jati who were kept out of the village.?** They were a completely distinct caste as their belongings

were considered separate.

In the Candra grants related to the sub-regions of Vanga, Samatata and Srihatta, the rural residents
were referred as janapadas and general cultivators (ksetrakara) of whom brahmanas were
foremost.?*> The janapadas constituted of scribes, artisans and musicians, may have some
landholdings as reflected in the Paschimbhag copperplate of Sricandra.?*® Landholdings by the
rural residents like supakara (cook), vardhaki (carpenter) and kamsara (brazier) was also witnessed
in Samatata during the 11" century which was evidenced from the Mainamati copperplate of

Ladahacandra.?’

In 10" century during the rule of the Kambojas in Dandabhukti, Radha the rural residents such as
the vyavaharins accompanied by karanas and cultivators accompanied by residents were referred

to in the Irda copperplate of Nayapala.>*® They have been informed about the donation, which
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indicates their strong position in society.?*® Another fact to be noted here is that the Irda
copperplate of Nayapala referred to a village named Brihachattivanna contained 36 caste

groups.?*” This indicates the presence of diverse rural residents in a village.

In Harikela, with the exception of brahmanas the absence of local residents is evident in the address
section of the inscriptions. However, there are some references to the individual residents,
mentioned as landholders. Landholdings of karada Indranatha and bharada Amhela was attested
in the metal vase inscription of rajadhiraja Attakaradeva.’*! Karada and bharada were two
categories of landholders. Apart from this here an individual resident called Nagadatta possessed

a small garden with areca nut trees.>*

Kaivartas: From farmers and fishermen to landholders

Kaivartas were referred to as one of the lowest categories of rural residents along with medas,
andhras and candalas in a copperplate inscription of Gopala 11.%** They held the profession of
fishing. Gradually they emerged as an influential group of people in Bengal during the Pala realm.
Lands have been given to them for their subsistence or some service.?** They upgraded themselves
to the landholding class. Reference to kaivartas in Belwa and Rangpur plates of Mahipala I,
indicate their growth as landholders from fishermen or boatmen. Both the inscriptions pertaining
to the same administrative unit Phanitavithi mention kaivartavrtti (‘Osinnakaivarttavrtti,
Uddhannakaivarttavrttivahikala’) as a place name.?** These place names attest to the settling of
kaivartas as landholders in that particular area. Lands have been given to them for livelihood or
some service. They had a service relation with the Pala kings instead of which they received land.
They possibly received land instead of serving the Pala kings as military servers.2*® The kaivartas
were worthy enough to be upgraded to high administrative positions. It is assumed that Yasodasa

of the Bhaturiya stone inscription was belonged to casi kaivarta class and was raised to the position
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of a subordinate ruler.?*’ Finally, the kaivartas led a joint revolt of the samantas against the palas
and removed them from power for a certain period. Even after the rebellion, their presence as a
social group and landholder was maintained. The Rajibpur copperplate of Gopala IV and

Madanapala referred to the enclosed land of kaivartas included in r3jasambhoga (royal estate).?*3

Artisanal class

Reference to various artisanal groups like tailika (oil presser), kumbhakara (potter), carmakara
(leather worker), suvarnakara (goldsmith) and $aundika (distiller and vendor of liquid) during the
Pala reign attest to their presence in rural society. The Nalanda Inscription of Dharmapala records
a goldsmith (suvarnnakara) named Vajjaka who possibly be conjectured as the constructor of the

miniature votive stupa on which the inscription is engraved.**

Alongside in Srihatta during the reign of the Candras various artisans with distinct identities as
well as several skilled and semi-skilled occupation groups were referred to as service providers for
matha as evidenced by the Paschimbhag copperplate of Sricandra. They included the ganaka,
malakaras (garland makers), tailikas, kumbhakaras, kahalikas (kahala drum player),
sankhavadakas (conch blowers), nata (dancer), siuitradharas (architects/carpenters), sthapatis
(architect), cettikas (female servants) etc.?>’ A few among these groups would be literate to a

certain extent like the sthapati and sttradhara.

The phase of maturity at a glance

As observed in this chapter, with the rise of the hegemonic rule of the pre-eminent Pala and Candra
rulers, the inscriptions began to portray the rich cultural flavour that was on the rise too. If we look
at the literary style of this period, we perceive a flow of creativity which was often reaching great
heights and at other times found lacking in quality, perhaps some of these trends reflect the
historical processes of the times and often these actually pertained to the skill of the composer.
However, generally speaking, the conditions of patronage to literary culture would naturally leave
a great impact on the trend. This trend is evident in the numerous inscriptions of the Palas. For

example, the Khalimpur copper plate of Dharmapala of the ninth century was the first testimony

247 Chowdhury, ‘Pala realm’, p.740.

248 Furui, ‘Rajibpur Copper-plate’, lines 43-44, p.53.

249 S. Subramonia Iyer, ‘Nalanda Inscription of Dharmapaladeva, year 4°, Epigraphia Indica,
Vol. XLII, 1992, line 2, p.105.

230 Sircar, ‘Paschimbhag plate’, lines 36-51, pp. 67-68.
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to an elongated and ornate composition of the Palas, with fine expertise in literary style. This
copperplate is especially significant because it bears testimony to the fact that the Palas got
involved in the north Indian struggle for hegemony over Kanauj against the Gurjara-Prattharas and
the Rastrakiitas. D.C. Sircar held it as an important historical record in this context.?! But it is also
extremely significant in providing a background to the rise of the Pala dynastic rule. The wording
of this ascendance may have been a deliberate ploy to mitigate criticism and adverse sentiments.
Taken as a whole the compositional aspect and content of the record makes for a brilliant example
of royal eulogy, historical record as well as literary merit, leaving a train of brilliance to be

followed.

The inscriptions of Devapala were almost similar to the style of Dharmapala’s inscriptions. They
were also of great historical significance. Amongst them, the Nalanda Copper plate was
particularly notable. It’s connection to the world of Buddhism in its greatest centre of the times,
Nalanda, and with the ruler of the Sailendra dynasty of south-east Asia not only indicate the
outlying connections between Bengal and south-east Asia during the reign of Devapala., but also
hint at the cultural reach of the Pala court at the time. Equally important are other inscriptions of
Devapala, for example, the Munger Copperplate. In addition to these, Jagajjibanpur Copper Plate
of Mahendrapala, Bhagalapur Copper Plate of Narayanapala have also portrayed a rich literary
composition. Some of these have been discussed above. On the other hand, we have noted the most
interesting development in the form of eulogies composed and posted in inscriptions which were
devoted to subordinate officials, feudatories, religious personages, etc. which exemplify the

expanding horizon of literary creativity.

The records of the Candras from Vanga-Samatata-Srihatta area bear testimony to not only
reorganization of rural groups, and hierarchies but also indicated how the circle of rural residents
came to include learned priestly and monastic communities. Apart from the Pascimbhag
copperplate few other inscriptions of the Candras further portray the enhanced cultural scene of
the time. Among them, the Dhulla copperplate, Rampal copperplate, Madanpur copperplate of
Sricandra, and the Mainamati copper Plate inscriptions of Ladahacandra were illuminating
manifestations of other creative creations of the Candra dynasty. Especially the Mainamati Copper

Plate inscription of Ladahacandra, which is loaded with poetic hyperbolic exaggerations; whereas,

21 Sircar, The Kanyakubja-Gauda Struggle, p.11.
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the Mainamati Copper Plate inscription of Govindacandra was less ornamented in comparison to
the copperplates of Ladahacandra. This may have been due to the loss of patronage as it appears
that Govindacandra may have been the last known ruler of the Candra dynasty, subsequently

overthrown by the Varmans.

From the above analysis, it is observable that there was an evolution of literary style in Bengal
during the 9""-12% century CE. At different phases, it reached heightened literary creativity during
the reign of any significant ruler. Along with this, taking examples from the variegated Sanskrit
literature of this period, we may arrive at the point when the surge of literary accomplishments
appears to have been in its historical moment. The most important aspect to note is that apart from
the main composers and their patrons, the scribes, engravers and messengers were also crucial in
the task of depicting the inscriptions. They held important administrative positions. Several
references indicated the presence of kayasthas and vaidyas as the scribe of the inscriptions. From
this period onwards their identity as a class of literati became prominent. The literary expressions
they engraved were meant to address diverse social classes for example the administrative
officials, influential residents of the rural society like the brahmanas, mahattamas, kutumbins,
jyesthakayastha, and other rural inhabitants like the ksetrakaras, medas, andhrakas and candalas
and various artisanal classes. Thus, the process of literary culture as illuminated in the inscriptions
and literature of this period hints toward a varied social order. Behind the whole process, there is
certainly a hint of royal control, which is reflected in the innumerable land charters of this period.
These indicated an enhanced state control all over the sub-regions. The prosperity of urban centres
like Mahasthan and Bangarh in Pundravardhana and Vikramapura and Devaparvata in Vanga-
Samatata sub-region indicate a convergence of resources and concentration of political and
economic power. An elaborate list of royal functionaries (‘rajapadopajivin’ or
‘rajapadaprasadoopajivin’) in the Pala-Candra inscriptions indicated the royal dominance,
manifest in institutions of the court, the socio-religious orders as well as in the processes of

economic production.
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Chapter 1V

The full efflorescence of regional literary culture (11"- early 13" century CE)

The last decades of the 11" century CE saw the gradual rise of Brahmanical culture along with a
reshuffling of political power in early medieval Bengal. Among the political houses which began
to emerge were the rulers hailing from the Sena dynasty who went on to establish their position in
Gauda and Radha. They claimed origin from a Karnata brahmaksatriya clan and first established
their position as feudatory subordinates under the Palas in Radha. They supplanted the Varmans
from Vanga and Samatata in south-eastern Bengal and pushed out the Palas from Pundra and
Gauda in northern and western Bengal. Almost all the sub-regions of Bengal were united under
their rule for a short period before they lost their western and northern territories to the Turkish
army led by Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khalj1 at the beginning of the 13" century. But their territorial
expanse was gradually narrowed down from the middle of the same century and they were found
confined in the region of south-eastern Bengal. The Varmans had established their supremacy in
the south-eastern and eastern Bengal after the Candras and before the Senas, around the 2™ half of
the 11" century CE. The Varmans who may have originated from Kalinga, established their
stronghold in Vanga and some parts of Samatata for a short period from ¢.1080 to 1150 CE.

Again, the later Devas emerged as a sovereign power in eastern and south-eastern Bengal at a time
when the Sena power was weakening in the last quarter of the 12 century and first half of the 13"
century CE. There were two lines of rulers whose names ended with ‘Deva’. One line of rulers
occupied Harikela, Samatata and Pattikera sub-regions and seized Vanga after ousting the Senas.
Damodaradeva, the most prominent king of the lineage, ruled Samatata in the second quarter of
the 13™ century. Dadarathadeva, his son extended their power to Vanga after the decline of the
Senas. Another line of Deva ruler who ruled in the Srihatta region, emerged around the middle of
the 13™ century. Progenies of this dynasty, Kesavadeva and his son I$anadeva appear to have

enjoyed autonomy.

In fact, a shift took place in the political climate from the late 10%- 11" century onward and this
bore impact for the cultural scene of Bengal. The political domination of the Senas in northern

Bengal and the Varmans in south-eastern Bengal coincided or perhaps directly led to a
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predominance of the Brahmanical culture throughout Bengal. The brahmanas, who had been
notably and repeatedly visible as donees in the land-grant inscriptions in the earlier phase of
history, were on the way to a heightened status, enjoying important position both in royal courts
and rural society. This was more prolific as a result of the expansive networks of patronage and
the familial opportunities that were in the process of getting expanded both with royal benevolence
as well as other jajamanas, especially under the Senas. Such a context increases the tendency
towards a more formal, Brahmanical and Sanskritic tone in the elite literate culture and practices.
This is further reflected in an extensive number of ornate literary works that flourished during this
period, especially from the mid-12™ century. Sometimes the tonal quality reached a pompous,
over—ornate note which truly characterizes the gaudi style with its ‘aksara dambara’ or volubility
of sounds. The true literary quality of some of the creations, however, takes the literary culture of
this phase to a great height of achievement as we shall note in the extensive number of inscriptions
issued under the Senas and Varmans. However, it was actually the textual creative compositions
which truly portray the enhanced quality of the culture of this phase. As noted by Nupur Dasgupta,
Sanskrit as an elite language bloomed amongst the Brahmanical elites and pedagogic circle in this
phase of early medieval Bengal, but this had its links with the pan-Indian trend of literary

developments of the times. !
Literary legacy and lineages

Taking the view of a pan-Indian context S.N. Dasgupta stated that the continued trend of creative
Sanskrit literature decayed from the tenth century, became prone to imitation, and relied on
monotonous and elaborate writing.?> The truly creative epoch of Sanskrit literature had become
exhausted and turned into a repetitive form. He said, ‘The poets of this period were undoubtedly
gifted with literary skill, but they were capable masters as well as unfortunate victims of a rigid
convention’.> Among them, one of the eminent poets of the time was Rajasekhara who emerged
in the first half of the tenth century CE. His Kavya-mimamsa was a unique composition of literary
discipline and tradition. He defined kavya as a literary expression containing gunas and alankaras.*

Kuntaka or Kuntala, who flourished in the middle of the tenth century, had been influenced by

! Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, p.568.

2 Dasgupta, A History of Sanskrit Literature, pp.304.
3 Ibid. p.307.

4 Sastri, ‘Sanskrit Poetics’, p.299.
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Bhamaha, Dandin and Udbhata. He pursued a style with overuse of vakrokti as is evident in his
poetic composition vakrokti jivita.® This reflects another form of overdone literary writing style.
Dhananjaya of the tenth century composed a work called Dasaripaka, which dealt with various
aspects of dramaturgy with the inclusion of rasa theory.® In this line of poets, Sriharsa was a unique
genius who flourished in the twelfth century. He was a ‘monistic dialectician’.” His most
celebrated poetic composition was the Naisadhiya-carita. According to S.N. Dasgupta, the poetry
of this period was ‘a production of high cultivation’, possibly meant for a ‘highly cultivated
audience’® but he also noted that this was due to the ‘universal trend of scholastic activities’.
Although, from a historical point of view this statement seems to defy reality, what was meant was
that a scholastic trend had been set to be followed by the more and more increasing number of
aspirants to a career in literary field. Royal patronage and the courtly culture had led to this
phenomenon as has been pointed out by both Sheldon Pollock and Daud Ali from their different
perspectives. While Pollock observed the ascendance of Sanskrit as the language of the intellectual
and the refined and the powerful, Ali found an expansive courtly circuit to flourish in the cultural
domain in the early medieval times. But the loss of simple classicism in the midst of over-concern
for embellishments and conformity to established rules of poetics was clearly evident in the later
examples and this pertained to the same heightened literary circuit of the regional royal and
feudatorial courts. The kind of kavya produced by the esteemed poets of the time was thus marked
with critical elaboration, formality, and repetitive uses of various literary devices, like similes,
metaphors and syllabic resounding. In inscriptions and literature, this genre was reflected in all
these forms and in the use of more compound sentences and exaggerated literary expressions.’
Yet, in spite of this overdoing of the literary medium, there were a few gems that the composers

from Bengal of this phase created which stand the test of time as classical creations.

The period from the 12 century to the 13% century saw a huge number of charters and panegyrics
in inscriptions of the Senas, the Varmans and the Later Deva rulers. Side by side the literary works

of this stage include numerous works on Sanskrit grammar, lexicons, texts on Brahmanical rites

5 Ibid. p.300.

® Ibid. p.300.

7 Raghavan, ‘Sanskrit Kavya Literature’, p.217.

8 Dasgupta, 4 History of Sanskrit Literature, p.310.
? Bhattacharya, ‘The Gaudi Riti’, p.388.
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and rituals and substantial creative literature, devotional and poetic. Among the creative literature,
the finest use of an exquisite, prolific and ornate literary tone was seen in the verses included in
the anthology of the Sadukti-karnamrta compiled by Sridharadasa (1205 CE), the Aryasaptasati
of Govardhanacarya (c. 12" century CE), Pavanadiita by Dhoyi (c.12" century CE) and lastly, the
most celebrated, the Gitagovinda by Jayadeva (12" century CE).

Historiographical perspectives

To understand the literary style of this period we have to rely on the study and analysis of the
literature of this period by previous researchers. For example, N.G. Majumdar meticulously
analyzed the literary traits of the Bhuvaneswar Prasasti of Bhattabhavadeva and the Deopara Rock
Inscription of Vijayasena.!® Debarchana Sarkar has offered an analytic discussion of the
Bhuvaneswar Praasti and the Deopara Rock Inscription.!! Sures Chandra Banerji’s edition of the
text of Sadukti-karnamrta is the only one available on this important anthology.'?> James
Mallinson’s meticulous translation of the text of Pavanadiita helps to understand the literary
features of this text.!*> A Ph.D. dissertation on Dhoy1’s Pavanadiita by Tandrima Sarkar throws
light on the literary traits of the text.!* Sri Janhabi Kumar Chakraborty’s translation of the
Aryasaptasati in Bengali with Bengali notes helps to analyze the literary formation of the text.'
Barbara Stoler Miller’s excellent analysis and edition helps in understanding the classic literary
structure of Gitagovinda.'® Dr. M.V. Krishna Rao meticulously delineated the theme of the

Gitagovinda."” Vicitri dasi narrated the substance and actual significance of the text Gitagovinda.'®

An interpretation of the literary principles and method of the text has been portrayed here.

Apart from the specific texts some general studies on the literary works of the times were presented

in the articles and chapters by S.K. De, Nihar Ranjan Ray and more recently by Nupur Dasgupta

19 Majumdar, Inscriptions of Bengal, pp. 25-41, 42-56.
"' Sarkar, Nityakaler tui Puratan, pp. 220-36, 237-52.
12 Banerji, Sadukti-karnamrta.

13 Mallinson, ‘Messenger Poems’.

14 Sarkar, 4 study of Dhoyi’s Pavanadiita.

15 Chakraborty, Aryasaptasati.

16 Miller, Jayadeva’s Gitagovinda.

17 Rao, Gita Govinda of Jayadeva.

'8 Dasi, Sr7 Gita Govinda-Sri Jayadeva Gosvam.
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who had traced the evolution of the literary genre of this period by drawing on important literary
analyses and translations of earlier scholars on valuable Sanskrit creative pieces of literature of
this period.!® Jesse Knutson has studied the high degree of the literary style of the kinds of literature

0 A reflection of the social

created in the court of Laksmanasena between 12%-13™ centuries.?
communities in which the advanced literary style of this period was practiced is depicted through
some more researches. For example, Ryosuke Furui has dwelt on the characteristics of the society,
social categories and processes of social formation, with regard to production network, socio-
economic and political interrelations between social and political communities. He has traced the
rise of the brahmanas both in royal courts and in the rural society, and looked into the nature of
social stratification, status of different occupational groups and their incorporation into the order
of state and varna-jati society in different sub-regions.?! Suchandra Ghosh and Sayantani pal’s
article on ‘Everyday Life in Early Bengal’ is an excellent study of the social climate in early
medieval Bengal. They portray the contrasting picture of urban and daily life in the light of the
literary and epigraphic evidence of the Sena period.*

This rich and ornate literary trend is clearly visible in the inscriptions of the Varmans and we note
the culmination during the Sena times. Among the royal inscriptions of the Varmans, the Belava
copperplate of Bhojavarman bore the best expression of the literary approach,?® while it is the
Bhuvaneswar Prasasti of Bhattabhavadeva which exhibits the height of creative beauty.?* The
Varman inscriptions perhaps signify more especially because we can draw their Kalacuri

connection to have been impactful. Historians agree that the Kalacuri ruler Karna had invaded

Kalinga and the Varmans became their active vassals.?> The Varmans came to Bengal during

19 Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, pp. 568-81; De, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, pp.304-63; Ray,
Bangalir Itihas.

20 Knutson, Into the twilight.

2! Furui, ‘Brahmanas’, pp. 184-86; Furui, ‘Brahmanas in early medieval Bengal’, pp. 229-36;
Furui, Land and Society, pp.188- 236; Furui, ‘Social Life’, pp.61-64.

22 Ghosh and Pal, ‘Everyday Life’, pp.36-37.

23 Basak, ‘Belava copper plate’, pp.37-43; Banerji, ‘Belabo Grant’, pp.121-29; Majumdar, ‘Belava
Copper-plate’, pp.14-24.

24 Marshall, ‘Bhuvanesvara Inscription’, pp.88-97; Kielhorn, ‘Bhuvanesvara Inscription’,
pp.203-07; Majumdar, ‘Bhuvanesvara Inscription’, pp.25-41; Sarkar, Nityakaler tui Puratan, pp.
220-36.

25 Islam, ‘Emerging Political Entities’, p.644.
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Kalacuri invasion as their subordinates. Jatavarman, as the first king of this dynasty, had entered
into a marriage alliance by marrying Viraéri, the daughter of Kalacuri king Laksmi Karna.?® It is
in this connection, that Shariful Islam had observed the similarities between the Cedi and Varman
inscriptions, especially, of the Belava copperplate inscription, in respect of citing Puranic legends

and characters.?’
Inscriptions of the Varmans
The Belava copperplate of Bhojavarman:

The Belava Copper-plate of 12" century CE was discovered at the village Belava in the Naraingunj
sub-division of the Dacca district within the sub-region Vanga.?® It is engraved in the traditional
Northern Nagari script of eastern India, which is regarded as somewhat better in quality than the
script of the Rampal copperplate of Sricandra.?’ This inscription was composed in a variety of
metres, for example, anustubh, §ardilavikridita, indravajra, malinT and vasantatilaka.?® With the
exception of the introductory ‘orh siddhih’, up to the end of line 24, this engraving was composed
in verse.>! The verse portion of this inscription contained a beautiful prasasti. An exhaustive
genealogical list of the Varman family of rulers is presented in an ornate literary tone. The prasasti
highlights their prowess, dignity and wisdom in the standard format of the times. Royal virtue was
not limited to the exhibition of military prowess alone but also in moral and intellectual
accomplishments. The author of the Belava copperplate, brahmana Puriisottama for example,
praises the moral quality of Samalvarmadeva, stating that his lord possessed all the eminent

virtues, and not even the slightest evil has taken refuge in him.

‘Virasriyam ajani Samalavarmmadevah $rimaf jagat prathama mangala namadheyah

kimvarnnayamy akhila bhupa gunopapanno doshairmmanag api padar na krtah prabhurmme’.*?

2 Ihid. p.646.

27 Ibid. p.645.

28 Majumdar, ‘Belava Copper-plate’, p.14.
2 Ibid. p.14.

3 Ihid. p.15.

31 Ibid. p.14.

32 Ibid. verse 9, 20.
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The verses of its prasasti section also reflect the growing status of the Pandit brahmanas in the

royal court and the prevalence of an intellectual environment.

The rest of the document was in prose which contained a fine documentation of the entire
procedure of land sale transaction. A special significance of this copperplate is that it contains
certain clues to the inflow of brahmanas from the zones of Brahmanical culture and also the
clusters of Brahmanical settlements that would grow. The family of the donee in this charter, a
brahmana named Ramadevasarmman, is stated to hail from Madhyadesa and settled in
Siddhalagrama.* This Siddhalagrama was considered to have grown into an important
Brahmanical centre during the reign of Varmans. Thus, along with the literary tone of the contents

and dynastic lineage, we also come to know about the growing orbit of literate society.
The Bhubaneswar prasasti of Bhattabhavadeva:

The magnificent overelaborate wordings of the Varmans appear prominently in the Bhubaneswar
prasasti of Bhattabhavadeva.** The record is datable around the late 11% to early 12% century CE.
It includes a glorious panegyric of the family of Bhattabhavadeva, who was employed as a minister
of war and peace under the ruler Harivarman. One of the attractions and significance of this
inscription is that it eulogizes the deeds of an eminent scholar, not of a king or a prince. We have
already noted this trend to be on the rise in the earlier phase. This inscription gives a detailed
account of Bhattabhavadeva and a eulogy of seven generations of his family. The record also gives

a long description of his profound learning in various branches of knowledge.

This prasasti is incised on the western wall of the Ananta Vasudeva temple courtyard at
Bhuvanesvar in Puri district, Orissa. But the original location of this record does not seem to have
been there. Professor Debarchana Sarkar has given a very nice explanation for this.*> In 1810,
General Stuart opened two inscriptions from the Ananta Vasudeva temple and brought them to the
museum of the Asiatic Society of Bengal. This was looked upon as a great sacrilege by the priests

of Bhuvanesvar. When Major Kittoe visited the place in 1837, they complained to him. He then

33 Ibid. lines 43-45, p.21.

34 Marshall, ‘Bhuvanesvara Inscription’, pp.88-97; Kielhorn, ‘Bhuvanesvara Inscription’,
pp.203-07; Majumdar, ‘Bhuvanesvara Inscription’, pp.25-41; Sarkar, Nityakaler tui Puratan, pp.
220-36.

35 Sarkar, Nityakaler tui Puratan, p.223.
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promised to restore the inscriptions and, in agreement with the Asiatic Society, sent the stone
plaques to the Ananta Vasudeva temple in the same year. Those two inscriptions were placed on
the west wall of the temple courtyard, one of which was the Bhubanesvar Prasasti. But an analysis
of this prasasti reveals that the temple built by Bhavadeva as mentioned in the inscription was

located somewhere in Radha.

This inscription was written in a similar northern NagarT script. Debarchana Sarkar observed that
the style of the pradasti was simple.® Most of the verses, however, have a clever application of
$lesa.’’ It was composed by Bhattabhavadeva’s dear friend Vacaspati. N.G. Majumdar observed
that the poet often shows a predilection for certain words and ideas repeated in different forms.>
For example, the synonyms of the words denoting ‘earth’ occur no less than 18 times. A phrase
‘adbhuta $rasta’ meaning creator of wonder has been referred to in verse 20 and the same with a
little modification as ‘adbhuta prasavita’ in verse 21. The inscription which carries 33 verses was
composed in different metres like the vasnatatilaka, $arduilavikridita, arya, sloka, upajati, §ikharini,
vomsosthobil, sragdhara, mandakranta, malini and praharsini, and indicates the poetic proficiency
of the composer, Vacaspati.** The eulogy begins with a homage to Vasudeva and Hari. Each of
the verses contains pompous diction and hyperbolic expressions, characteristic of the regional
propensity for volubility. The central theme of this encomium was Bhavadeva himself, as the
preeminent of the many descendants of the Savarna gotra.*’ The eulogy points to a purely
brahmanical-Vaisnavite religious affiliation as the descriptions of the auspiciousness of the

personage of the protagonist reveal.

The present Bhavadeva came from a family of brahmanas from Radha. The genealogical
description begins with reference to his ancestor, another Bhavadeva. The family had settled in the
growing Brahmanical centre, village Siddhalagrama with landgrants received from royal patrons.
The village of Siddhala in the Northern Radha was praised as an adornment of the land of
Aryavarta. It is described hence:

36 Ihid. p.224.

37 Ibid. p.24.

38 Majumdar, ‘Belava Copper-plate’, p.26.
39 Ibid. p.26.

40 Ibid. verse 3, p.36.
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‘savarnasya munermahijasi kule je jojiiire §rotrija stesam $§asanabhiimaja jonigrhogramah Satam
santu te/ aryavartabhuvam bhiisanamiha khyatastu sarvvagrimo gramah siddhala eva

kevalamalankarosti radhasrijah’.*!

Clearly this linking of Radha with Aryavarta signifies the network of heritage that was sought by
the brahmana settlers in Radha at the time. This was the ideological background to the emergence
of the brahmana centres, which were also seats of Brahmanical learning and literary culture, a little
outside the courtly orbit but connected to it. The lineage of the family has been described in some
detail, which also points to the prevalence of polygamy. The members seem to have been entrusted
with important administrative posts and as mentioned above, he himself enjoyed a high post under
the Varmans. He had attained some scholastic prominence which is illustrated in the inscription
and he is hailed as the crest jewel of the family, as the source of pure enlightenment, and as
comparable to Siva (‘tadvamsottornsamanih phalasya datapi tapanapratimah bhava iva

vidyatattvaprabhavah pravabhiiva bhavadevah’).*?

Keeping to the Vaisnavite tone, the auspiciousness of Bhavadeva’s birth is indicated by the
presence of a lotus mark on his palms and a jewel in his heart, symbolizing his increasing glory
(‘jatpanipranaji dvayarh jalajajoraloksitorn laksmana josyantornihitasti koustubho iti jhiatarh
prokasodajat’).** He is described being endowed with Laksmi on his right hand, Sarasvati on the
tip of his tongue, Garuda in the body of his enemies, and the discus on his feet in order to conceal
his pristine, divine body (‘laksmim daksinadosiii mantravibhave vi§vambharamandalam jihvagre
ca sarasvatim riptanau nagantakarh patrinarh cakramh padatale nive$itavata divyarh tadatmarh
vapuninhoturh nijacinhametadamuna niinarh viparjasitam’).** We also get the tone of moral
excellence as a mark of his worth. Bhavadeva is described as possessing the qualities of self-
dignity, chastity, humility, solemnity and tolerance that were above any kind of verbal
expression.* On the other hand, the qualities invested with political authority and physical power

were also projected in the allusions to Mahagaudi and Candi on the battlefield and Mahalaksmi.

41 Ibid. verse 3, p.33.

42 Ibid. verse 5, p.33.

4 Ibid. verse 14, pp.37-38.
4 Ibid. verse 15, p.34.

4 Ibid. verse 7, p.34.
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the combined power of these three goddesses were said to have unleashed immense power,

elevating him as the paramount lord of the world.*®

The fourth line of distinction and quality, comprised of intellectual and scholarly
accomplishments, which is more important in our context. Bhavadeva was mentioned as the author
and preacher of Horasastra, possessed the knowledge of an unlimited ocean of siddhanta, tantra
and ganita, and was accredited as a composer in different branches of Dharmasastras, Mimarmsa,

Arthasastra and many more.*’

The divine imageries were presented in elaborate and ornate poetic verses. The adorable deity of
Narayana, built by him, meets all the human desires in the earthly world, like the blue markings
of the moon-like face of the eastern horizon, the lotus-ear ornament worn by the earth and the
heavenly trees of the terrestrial world.*® The temple of Visnu, located in the middle of the water
reservoir excavated by Bhavadeva himself, was vibrant and radiant as an emerald.® Its
magnificent garden was built on the outskirts of the temple (‘vyadhita vivudhadhamnah stmni
somsarasaram sa khalu nikhilanetranandanisyandapatram
tribhuvanajajakhinnanangavisramadhama prathitarativibhavasthanamudyanaratnam’).>°
Superfluous metaphors (‘upama’) and allegory (‘riipaka’) add a distinct over-ornate flavor which
resonates with the literary atmosphere of the time as observed earlier. This trend of composition

attained its height under the Sena rulers.

The Sena and Varman domains were geographically contiguous and their inscriptions project a
similar pattern. The grandiloquence of Sena inscriptions can be much attributed to the
predominance of Brahmanical authority at the royal court and their closer association with the
king. Strong Brahmanical networks got established centering around the royal courts at Varendra
and Radha, the core territories of the Sena rulership. This must have influenced the royal
epigraphic compositions. Following Daud Ali, we can also argue for the prevalence of the closely
knit and opulent atmosphere at the royal court at least as having been as important as Brahmanical

influence. One cannot, however, negate the fact that the Sena context in Bengal saw a heightened

4 Ibid. verse 18, p.34.
47 Ibid. verses 21,22,23, p.34.
8 Ibid. verse 27, p.35.
4 Ibid. verse 31, p.35.
50 Ibid. verse 32, p.35.
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Brahmanical activity in textual compositions marking ritual efflorescence as well as the rise of
Puranic culture during the time, attested by the rising numbers of regional Upapuranas. A
combination of these political and social factors would have to be surmised as the background to

this development.
Inscriptions of Sena Dynasty

The epigraphic records of the Senas consisted of 14 copperplate inscriptions, three rock
inscriptions and two image inscriptions. As noted earlier, the literary style reached a kind of
culmination under the Sena rule, when they may be considered to have reached a pinnacle of poetic
grandeur and yet, lacked the classical simplicity, although some compositions indeed had
combined the best of elements and present a truly beauteous state of literary creation. Among them
the Deopara Rock Inscription of Vijayasena, the Naihati copperplate of Vallalasena,
Laksmanasena’s Tarpandighi copperplate, Anulia copperplate, Madhainagar copperplate etc. are
significant. Amongst them, Deopara prasasti carried the deepest nuances of beautiful literary
expression. The eulogistic verses of this inscription also throw important light on the history of the

Sena dynasty, especially of Vijayasena.

Deopara rock inscription of Vijayasena:

In the long history of Bengal’s regional literary style, the Deopara Rock Inscription of Vijayasena
in the 12" century CE probably represents the finest example of writing style.>! The inscription,
incised on a stone slab, was discovered by C.T. Metcalfe in 1865, near the village Deopara in
police station Godagari in the Rajshahi district of Bengal.’?> On the one hand, its historical
significance is unquestionable, and on the other, it is unique in terms of its beautiful poetic nuances.
The composer Umapatidhara, was the court poet under Vijayasena, whom Jayadeva introduced in

his Gitagovinda as ‘Vacah pallavajatyumapatidharah’.>* Jesse Ross Knutson pointed out that he

I F. Kielhorn, ‘Deopara Stone Inscription of Vijayasena’, Epigraphia Indica, vol. I, 1802,
pp.305-15; Dines Chandra Sircar, ed., ‘Deopada Stone Inscription of Vijayasena’, Select
Inscriptions, vol.Il, 1983, pp. 115-22; Majumdar, ‘Deopara Inscription’, pp.42-56; Sarkar,
Nityakaler tui Puratan, pp. 237-52.

52 Majumdar, ‘Deopara Inscription’, p.42.

53 Sarkar, Nityakaler tui Puratan, p.241.
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had the largest number of verses ascribed to him in the Saduktikarnamrta, when compared with
Jayadeva, Sarana and Dhoyf, the other gems in the Sena court.>* His penchant for portraying the
rural communities is reflected in his verses. A fine picture of rural society is found here which
throws light on the ideational background possibly. This rural scene is reflected against the

splendor of the royal court.

This inscription, issued under the rule of king Vijayasena, records the building of an ostentatious
temple of Pradyumnes$vara. Debarchana Sarkar found the script of the engraving to be very fine.*
The engraver has been named as Ranaka Stlapani, hailed as a supreme amongst the guild of
artisans in Varendra, ‘varendraka$ilpigosthictidamoni’.>® His lineage has been briefly cited. The
alphabets of the inscription tend toward the modern Bengali alphabets.>” This variety of northern
alphabet was much-advanced compared to the other parts of northern India. Buhler explains this
in his Indian Palaeography where he termed the characters as a proto-Bengali script, ® which, by
Al Biruni’s testament, may be called gaudi.>® Charming poetic composition puts this text among
the finest of the contemporary literary creations. With the exception of ‘orh o namah $ivaya’, in
the beginning, the whole composition is in verse, written in different metres which were variously
employed by the composers of prasastis at the time, viz. vasantatilaka, §ardulavikridita, sragdhara,

prthvi, mandakranta, malini, $ikharini, indravajra and upajati.®

The text commenced with the overemphasized panegyric verses for different Brahmanical gods
and goddesses. Apart from an almost melodious reference to the consorting divine couples, Siva-
Parvati, (‘baksomsukaharanasaddhvaskrstamoulimalyacchotahataratalajadipabhasah
devyastrapamukulitarh mukhamindubhabi viksyananani hasitani jajanti $ambhoh’), ¢! there were

equally grand descriptions offered on the Pradyumnes$vara and Laksmi. This was known as the

>4 Jesse Ross Knutson, ‘The Political poetic of the Sena Court’, The Journal of Asian Studies,
Vol.69, No.2, 2010, p. 386.

55 Sarkar, Nityakaler tui Puratan, p.241.

56 Majumdar, ‘Deopara Inscription’, verse 29, p.55.

ST Ibid. p.43.

8 G. Buhler, Indian Paleography, (Calcutta: Indian Studies Past & Present, 1959), p.77.

59 BEdward Sachau, Alberuni’s India, Vol. 1, 1914, p. 173. Cited in D.C.Sircar, Studies in the
Geography of Ancient and Medieval India, 2™ Edition, (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1971), p.
127.

60 Majumdar, ‘Deopara Inscription’, p.43.

1 Majumdar, ‘Deopara Inscription’, verse 1, p.46.
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dalliance field of Harihara souls like Visnu and Siva. Verse 3 refers to the origin of the Sena
dynasty in majestic words, alluding to the southern Indian root of the family referring to them as

Brahmaksatriyas.®?

‘jatsihhasanami§varasya kanakaprajam jatamandalam
gangasikaramanjariparikarairjaccamaraprakrija svetotphullophanancalah Sivasirah

sandanadamoroga$cchatrarh jasya jajatyasabacaramo raja sudhadidhitih.” ¢

Exaggerated description of Samantasena’s power was projected, stating that his authority stretched
out from the cities to the villages, from the mountains to the trees and from the forest to the seas.®*
The piety of the king is again expressed stating how, during his old age, he had taken shelter in a

pious hermitage near the banks of the Ganges, filled with smoky sacrificial aroma.%’

The author applied such astounding literary expressions in reference to every king of the dynasty.
The indomitable and enlightened Samantasena’s son Hemantasena was described as an inevitable
warrior, full of virtue and veracity, who also possessed scriptural knowledge

‘abhavadanabosanodbhinnonirniktotattad gunanivahamahimnarh vesma hemantasenah’. %

The great queen Yasodevi, mother of the protagonist king Vijayasena has been equally showered
with high praise. She was described as possessing extraordinary beauty, charm, great devotion,
and a pleasant persona. She held power of ‘tribhuvana’ and gave birth to Vijayasena.®” The name
Vijayasena was mentioned as a fitting attribute for the king, as he was declared to be the conqueror
of the earth bounded by four oceans.®® The literary tone next took on referring to epic allusions,
describing Vijayasena to be comparable to Rama and Krsna. He was lauded as the one who had
acquired the supremacy of the earth encompassed by the seven seas with his mere arm adorned

with the sword.%® He was a vanquisher and a preserver of virtue

82 Ibid. verse 5, p.46.
83 Ibid. verse 3.p.46.
84 Ibid. verse 7, p.47.
8 Ibid. verse 9, p.47.
% Jbid. verse 10, p.47.
7 Ibid. verse 10, p.47.
%8 Jbid. verse 15, p.48.
8 Ibid. verse 17, p.53.
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‘ekaikena giinena jaih parinatarh tesarm vivekadrte kasciddhantyapara$ca raksati srjatyanyasca
krtsnar jagat devojorh tu gunaih krto bohutithairdhiman jaghan dviso brttosthanopusaccakara ca

ripicchedena divyah prajah’.”

The temple that he built for the lord Pradyumne$vara became the next object of praise in
grandiloquent terms. ‘diksakhamulakandam gogonotolomohambodhi modhyantorijorn bhanoh
prakprotyogodristhitimiladudajastasya modhyanhosailam alambastambhamekom
tribhuvanabhavanasyaikasesam girinam sa pradyumne$varasya vyadhita vasumativasavah

soudhamucchaih.” 7!

If the Creator had made a pitcher, thinking of the earth as a mound of earth,
it would have been compared to the auriferous jar placed on the pinnacle of the temple.’? Its
overflowing lake dug out by him marked with the flowers of rays emanating from the crores of
jewel bits on the coronets of serpent ladies — ‘vile$ajavilasintimukutakotiratnankrura
sfuratkiranamanjaricchuritabaripurarh purah.””> A metaphor has been used about the illustrious

king Vijayasena who is said to have been destined to bring the whole world under one umbrella

even though he was considered a beggar.”

The brief details on Ranaka Siilapani’s identity make it evident that an artisanal centre existed in
Varendra. He was regarded as the doyen of artisans in Varendri. The word Ranaka suggests that
Stilapani was probably an eminent person holding an important position in the state. This prasasti,
regarded by many scholars as an outstanding composition could be regarded to represent the
literary epitome created under the Sena dynasty. As Debarchana Sarkar commented, the creation
of this inscription was as complete in all poetic characteristics as a beautiful woman possessing

alarhkara, rasa and guna.”
Naihati copperplate of Vallalasena:

Sequentially, the other inscriptions of the Senas exemplified the literary propensity towards

voluble and rich compositions. Amongst them, Vallalasena’s Naihati copperplate of 12 century

0 Ibid. verse 18, p.53.

" Ibid. verse 26, pp.54-55.

72 Ibid. verse 28, p.55.

3 Ibid. verse 29, p.55.

74 Ibid. verses 30,32, p.56.

75 Sarkar, Nityakaler tui Puratan, p.241.

163



CE bears testimony to exquisite and embellished literary composition.’® It was discovered in the
village of Naihati in the district of Burdwan.”” The characters of this inscription were also
considered the forerunners of modern Bengali characters.”® It displays a beautiful amalgamation
of verse and prose, written in a variety of metres, for example, vasantatilaka, $ardiilavikridita,
sragdhara, mandakranta, arya and $ikharini.” It comprises both a beautiful prasasti of the Sena
kings and a neat documentation of land-related matters. It records the receiving of a village by
donee brahmana vasudevasarman as a reward for his service in Hemasvamahadana ceremony
performed by the king’s mother Vilasadevi.®’ This village was first given (‘utsrsta’) by Vilasadevi
and then donated (‘pradatta’) by the king.3! It was indicative of assigning and reassigning of landed
property by the Sena kings to their own dependents or subordinates in Radha, Vanga and a part of
Varendra. Moreover, we also get glimpses of the ritual sphere of activity and get the hints for the

heightened significance of these matters under the Sena rule.
Copperplate inscriptions of Laksmanasena:

The reign of Laksmanasena was famous for its remarkable literary achievements. It is during his
reign that the literary salon of Bengal reached its apex. The presence of eminent composers like
Umapatidhara, Dhoyi, Govardhanacarya, Jayadeva, etc. is significant at this time. It can be
assumed that the prasasti section of all the inscriptions during this reign was written by one of
these esteemed authors. The way in which the literary expressions have been portrayed regarding
each of the kings of the Sena dynasty through the use of similes, hyperboles and metaphors is
undoubtedly the work of skilled and eminent composers. A number of copperplate charters had

been issued under Laksmanasena, viz. the Govindapur copperplate,®> Tarpandighi copperplate,

76 Majumdar, ‘Naihati Copper plate’, pp. 68-80; R.D. Banerji, ‘The Naihati Grant of Vallalasena’,
Epigraphia Indica, vol. XIV, 1917, pp.159-67.

77 Majumdar, ‘Naihati Copper plate’, p.68.
78 Ibid. p.68.

7 Ibid. p.69.

80 Ibid. lines 44-46, 51-54, p.74.

81 Ibid. lines 52,54, p.74.

82 N.G. Majumdar, ‘Govindapur Copper plate of Laksmanasena’, Inscriptions of Bengal, Vol. 111,
1929, pp. 92-98.

8 Majumdar, ‘Tarpandighi Copper plate’, pp. 99-105; R.D. Banerji, ‘The Tarpandighi Grant of
Laksmanasena’, Epigraphia Indica, vol. XVII, 1913, pp.8-13.
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Sundarban copperplate,® Anulia copperplate,® Saktipur copperplate,®® Rajvadi copperplate,’’
Madhainagar copperplate®® etc. If we look at the geographical distribution of these copperplates,
it is observed, that they were situated within Vanga, Radha and Pundravardhana. The variety of
northern class of alphabets used in these inscriptions belonged to what may be called the precursor
of the modern Bengali script. The engraved compositions appear to have followed a nearly similar
pattern of style with a beautiful intermingling of verse and prose. Beginning with the invocational
verses for the divine beings, the inscriptions narrated details of the origin and genealogy of the
Sena dynasty in rich, flowery compositions. A few select inscriptions from Laksmanasena's time
illuminate the trend. For example, the Anulia copperplate reflected an exquisite and embellished
style of writing. This copperplate was discovered in the village Anulia, in the Nadia district of
Bengal.® It was composed in different metres already popular with the composers, like
vasantatilaka, §ardiilavikridita, arya, $ikharini, puspitagra and anustubh.?® It illustrated the literary
traits of rupaka and $lesa alamkara. Taking an example from the verses, it is portrayed here that
Hemantasena, who grew up in that family and in whom the virtues of the Sena family grew, has
been compared to the ripening of paddy during Hemanta.’! Surrounded by the ripple of the four
great seas, the conqueror Vijayasena was conceived as the husband of the goddess earth.’> The
Tarpandighi copperplate also exhibits a similar pattern of literary style. This copperplate was
discovered in the north of Tarpandighi, in the Dinajpur district. Composed in the usual variety of
metres, like vasantatilaka, $ardiilavikridita, arya, $ikharini, puspitagra and anustubh,®® the prasasti
is similar in tone with the Anulia Copperplate. An interesting piece of evidence of this time was

the Madhainagar copperplate. It was discovered in the village of Madhainagar, in the Sirajgunj

8 Majumdar, ‘Sundarban Copper Plate’, pp. 169-72.

8 N.G. Majumdar, ‘Anulia Copper plate of Laksmanasena’, Inscriptions of Bengal, Vol. 111, 1929,
pp- 81-91.

8 Ganguly, ‘Saktipur Copper Plate’, pp. 211-19.
87 Randle, ‘India office plate’, pp.1-13.

88 Majumdar, ‘Madhainagar Copper plate’, pp. 106-115; Dines Chandra Sircar, ed., ‘Madhainagar
Copper plate Inscription of Laksmanasena’, Select Inscriptions, Vol.Il, 1983, pp. 124-30.

8 Majumdar, ‘Anulia Copper plate’, p.81.

% Ibid. pp.85-87.

oV Ibid. verse 4, pp.88-89.

%2 Ibid. verse 5, p.89.

3 Majumdar, ‘Tarpandighi Copper plate’, p.99.
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sub-division of the Pabna district.”* Engraved in the modern Bengali alphabet of the 12 century
CE, the application of a variety of metres can be seen in this copperplate, like vasantatilaka,
sardilavikridita, puspitagra, sragdhara, malini, upendravajra and anustubh.”® Beginning with the
adoration to Narayana, it starts off with an erotic verse indicating a moment of confluence between
Hari and Gauri. Samantasena the founder, was described as usual as the crown jewel of the
Brahmaksatriyas. N.G. Majumdar observed that some verses of this inscription were similar to that
of the Deopara inscription. Thus, it has been suggested that both the inscriptions were composed
by the same poet, Umapatidhara.’® Besides, the donative portion of these inscriptions also followed
the same pattern in delineating the land sale transaction procedure. Highly qualified brahmanas
were given land for the ritual performance of mahadanas which was regarded as a symbol of
validating the royal power of the ruler. The ornate language of these inscriptions had indeed
become the general trend of literary style during Laksmanasena’s reign. However, if we look at
the later Sena inscriptions, for example, Vi$variipasena’s Madanpada Copper Plate,”” Vangiya
Sahitya-Parishat Copper Plate”® etc., this high stylistic trend of writing does not seem to have
sustained the declining status of the dynasty. Undoubtedly, the weak rule of the later rulers was
the reason for this downward literary style. Similarly, the inscriptions of later Devas in the
Samatata, Srihatta area during the 13" century CE also portray a languishing state of literary
expression. For example, the Nasirabad copperplate Inscription of Damodaradeva projects an
unostentatious tone of literary expression.” The culture of high literary creativity was on the

decline with the loss of patronage and lack of political and economic bases of support.

4 Majumdar, ‘Madhainagar Copper plate’, p.106.
% Ibid. p.107.
% Ibid. p.107.

7 Dines Chandra Sircar, ‘Madanapada plate of Vi§variipasena’, Epigraphia Indica, vol. XXXIII,
1963, pp.315-26; N.G. Majumdar, ‘Madanpada Copper Plate of Vis§varlipasena’, Inscriptions of
Bengal, Vol. 111, 1929, pp.132-39.

%8 Majumdar, ‘Calcutta Sahitya-Parishat Copper Plate’, pp.140-48.
99 Majumdar, ‘Chittagong copper plate’, pp.158-63.
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Sanskrit literature of varied genre

Ample evidence of grandiose creative literature which were composed in this phase point to the
rich development of literary culture both around the courtly circuit of the Varman and Sena regime
as well as in the orbit of the Brahmanical society which was flourishing at the time. The examples
of literary creativity in epigraphs have to be observed in the context of this overall scene. Some of
the finest compositions of literature considered as the epitome of Sanskritic tradition in early
medieval Bengal were created with the patronage of the Sena rulers. Jesse Ross Knutson’s study '
throws much light on this trend of literary style that emerged especially during the turn of the 12
to the13™ century at the court of Laksmanasena. Poets and litterateurs like Umapatidhara, Sarana,
Govardhanacarya, Srutidhara, Jayadeva and DhoyT are stated to have received patronage under the
Sena realm. As Jayadeva mentions in his own kavya, some of them adorned the court of
Laksmanasena. Knutson had considered the Sena period as a time that marked the beginning of
the emergence of a quintessential regional Bengali style of literature, hinting that the phase
provided the basis for transition from Sanskrit to the regional vernacular literary ethos and
compositions.'°! However, this socio-cultural space for literary evolution, as he calls it, had been
prevalent and functional from the beginning of the early medieval times. It is since the seventh
century at least, that we note the first flowering of a regional Sanskrit poetic vocabulary, also
deemed worthy of attention by eminent poetic critics of the times, such as Banabhatta, Bhamaha

and others.
Saduktikarnamrta

The Saduktikarnamrta, an anthological compilation by Sridharadasa has been considered amongst
the finest literary compositions of the phase.!?? The compilation is dated to the early 13" century
CE. Like Vidyakara’s anthology which appeared in the earlier phase, this text also included several
beautiful verses composed by myriad well-known, eminent as well as popular and even hitherto
unknown authors. The compiler Sridharadasa hailed from the court of Laksmanasena. The

collection is divided into five sections or pravahas, each containing specific broad themes. %3

190 Knutson, Into the twilight.

01 Ihid. p.2.

192 Sharma, Saduktikarnamrta; Banerji, Sadukti-karnamrta.
199 Ihid. p. v.
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These sections were further divided into subsections or vici, each dedicated to precise subthemes.
As discussed by Nupur Dasgupta each of these subsections consisted of five different verses
composed by distinct poets. The first major section titled ‘Amarapravaha’ is devoted to panegyrics
of Gods and Goddesses and religious themes such as Saiva, Sakta and Vaisnava and includes 95

* The second section titled ‘Srigara Pravaha’ was dedicated to erotic love and love

vicis. 1
sequences. It manifested a transition from adolescence to adulthood in a woman through its
subsections. The subthemes were titled as Vayahsandhi, Kificitupariyauvana, Yuvati and
Nayikadbhutam. Nayikadbhutam consisted of compositions of eminent authors like Kalidasa,
Bilhana, Pravarasena, Rudrata, Govardhana, Sriharsa etc. An environmental scenario may be
gleaned if we pay attention to the erotic love or sentiments stated in the concerned verses of the
text. This section contains around 179 vicis. The third section titled ‘Catu Pravaha’ includes 54
subsections. This pravaha deals with eulogizing verses and glorious deeds of royal persona,
warriors, events of war and general discourse. The fourth pravaha titled ‘Apadesa Pravaha’ deals
with the ethical aspects on variegated issues like nature, material life, worldly affairs and divine
matters. This section dealt with deities such as Vasudeva, Mahadeva, geographical features like
samudra (ocean), nadnadi (rivers), jewels like marakata (emerald), animals like sinha (lion), gaja
(elephant), mrga (deer), flowers like padma (lotus), ketaki (the screw pine flower), trees like Asoka
(flamboyant tree), birds like kokila (cuckoo), §uka (parrot), cataka (swallo) etc. ‘Apades$a Pravaha’
comprised of 72 vicis. The last major theme contains a general interpretation of people, places and
animals for example, on manusya (human beings), birds like vaka (heron), cakravakaka (curlew)
and other themes like kavi (poet), kavyam (poetry), manasvi (greatmen), daridragrhi (poor
householder), jara (age) vrddha (old man), kala (time)etc. This section titled ‘Uccavaca Pravaha’
comprised 74 subsections. According to S.C. Banerji, Sridharadasa exhibits great devotional fervor
in his anthology by including as many as 475 verses on different deities, reflecting a greater leaning
toward Vaisnavism.'% The anthology contained verses with descriptions of the joys and sorrows
of the common man, the charms of feminine beauty, the flattery of the rich, and the familiar sights
of daily life, like rivers, hills, trees and flowers. It is worth noting that the anthology, includes both
ends of the literary world, including the compositions of stalwarts from early historic to the

contemporary authors in the 12" — 13" century. On the other hand, the collection also offers a

104 Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, pp. 575 - 76.
195 Banerji, Sadukti-karnamrta, p. iv.
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glimpse into the long tradition of literary creativity in Sanskrit including the composition of
eminent legendary literary figures like Bhasa, Kalidasa, Bhamaha, Banabhatta, Bilhana, Bhatrhari,
Rajasekhara, Vakpatiraja and Visakhadatta, the works of regional noted poets and unknown local
writers had also appeared which Sridharadasa compiled very carefully and meticulously in this
book. Among the regional poets, eminent figures like Abhinanda and Gauda Abhinanda, Jayadeva,
Dhoyt and Umapatidhara emblazed the text through their writings. Besides, the literature is also
enriched by the writings of some unknown grassroots writers like Tripuraripala, Tailavatiya
Gangoka, Kevatta Papipa, Kamal Gupta, Ravi Gupta, Yajiiaghosa, Candra Candra Tila Candra,
Ladaha Candra, Divakara Datta, Kalidasa Nandi etc.!® We also have references of verses
compiled under the name of Laksmanasena and Kes$avasena. This text is a collection of an
extensive range of writers. Sridharadasa’s intent may have been to mainly to provide the literate
reader with a taste of the literary works which would serve as a means of relaxation and would suit
varying moods and literary tastes. What is interesting about Vidyakara's compilation of
Subhasitaratnakosa and Sridharadasa’s Saduktikarnamrta is that these anthologies indicate a
necessity for showcasing the Sanskrit literary tradition ranging from the times of Kalidasa- Bhasa
to the early medieval Bengal grass root level and ordinary writers. As Nupur Dasgupta mentioned,
these anthologies reflect the growing tradition of literates as readers serving local needs.!”’
Suchandra Ghosh and Sayanatani Pal have noted how rural Bengal is reflected through the

Saduktikarnamrta.'*®
The Pavanadiita of Dhoyl

The Pavanadiita of Dhoy1 Kaviraja was considered one of the earliest of the Diitakavyas.'? Date
of the work is a little controversial. Chintaharan Chakravarti dated it to the 11" century CE, while
Sternbach dated this to the 13™-14™ century.!'? In this context, mention may be made to Jayadeva

who referred to Dhoy1 as ‘kavi-ksmapati’ in his Gitagovinda which is dated around 12 century

106 Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, p. 576.

97 Ihid. p.576.

108 Ghosh and Pal, ‘Everyday Life’, pp.35-36.

109 Chakravartisharmana, Pavanadiitam; Mallinson, ‘Messenger Poems’; Sarkar, 4 study of
Dhoyi’s Pavanadiita.

19 Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, p.577.
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CE."'! Although it is composed in an imitation of the diitakavya of Kalidasa, the Meghadiita,''*

Dhoy1’s work represents his own novelty and uniqueness.

Pavanadiita was a khandakavya consisting of 104 verses, written in a very elegant and simple
language with a wide range of beautiful quotes. The composition has a dual tone containing verses
eulogizing Laksmanasena as well as a romantic tale. It is also considered an important document
of the political-cultural history of the time and provides geographical details too. The romantic
story is that of Kuvalayavati, a Gandharva maiden from the south who fell in love with king
Laksmanasena during his victory tour of the world.!!® Shattered by the pain of love, she sent her
love message to the king through the wind blowing over the Malaya mountain to Laksmanasena’s
capital Vijayapura.''* Here, the wind conveyed the message of Kuvlayavati's torment to the king

in poetic embellishment. If we take examples from the verses, it is stated

‘dhante saddaratvadupagamitapremalekhabhramarh sa talopotre

priyasahacarikarnapasacyuteyopi.” !

‘$antapraye rajanaisamaye kificidamilitagio prapya svapne kathamapi purakhyamaniproudaraga
$nigyanta sva tanumanupadam priyabuddhatha vala lajjalolarh valayati mukham sa sakhinam

mukhesu.’ !

This simple story had been penned down by the author in an exquisite and beautiful poetic
composition. The verse where the branches of the lotus and the sandalwood powder were offered
as symbols of peace and love resound with lyrical ethos. In this context, Chintaharan Chakravarti
stated that the 31 verses devoted to the love pangs of the heroine could be considered one of the
finest creations in Sanskrit literature.!'” He also praised the elegance of the k@vya for its vivid
expressions made in unadulterated language without the use of jargons.'!® Tandrima Sarkar

observed that in terms of alarhkarasastra, the easy-going language of Pavanadiita should be

" Miller, Jayadeva’s Gitagovinda, verse 1.3, p.129.
112 Chakravartisharmana, Pavanadiitam, p.1.

13 Ihid. p.15.

114 Sarkar, A study of Dhoyi’s Pavanadiita, p.28.
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considered to feature the classical sense of prasddaguna.''® According to her, ‘As regards the
excellence of madhruya, the verses of the poem are replete with sweetness, especially in the
messages of Kuvlayavati’.!?° Verses of Kuvlayavati’s love pangs were composed in mandakranta
metre. Various aspects and interpretations of this kavya came up in the writings of different
scholars, which reflect mixed assessments. This seems inevitable given that it was an otherwise
beautifully styled kavya that is ultimately an imitation in form. As an example, S.K. De observed
it as a stylish but stereotypical kavya.!?! Niharranjan Ray praised the quality of the poetic fantasies
and regarded it as a passionate composition, but criticized its tendency for imitation.'??> According
to Jesse Ross Knutson, Pavanadiita showcases a negative delineating of the love-lorn character of
the heroine as against the splendor of the king’s magnificence. On the other hand, as Knutson
pointed out, although Laksmanasena was the main protagonist of this kavyaq, it is dedicated mostly
to the women, their gestures, feelings, regional characteristics and so on, thus actually depending
on female allure and beauty for beatifying the poetic tone.!?* Could we then consider the
composition to represent a stilted and gendered perspective? In fact, among the entire gamut of
literary creations of the phases under discussion, it is in this composition along with the
Arydsaptasatt where we find a fulsome devotion to representing the female as something other

than divinities, royal wives and queens, whatever the perspective may be.
The Aryasaptasatt

The Aryasaptasati composed by Govardhanacarya is generally assumed to have belonged to the
12" century CE.'?* The provenance of this text has been debated to some extent and opinions differ
on whether Govardhanacarya and his Aryasaptasati belonged to early medieval Bengal or early
medieval Orissa. Regarding this matter, we have a reference to the composer Govardhanacarya in
the work of Jayadeva’s Gitagovinda which seems to situate the author in the court of

Laksmanasena, the last sena ruler of early medieval Bengal in Gauda. Jayadeva further referred to
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Govardhanacarya as a master of the romantic genre or $rigara.'?® Jesse Knutson has studied the
high degree of the literary style portrayed in the verses of the Aryasaptasati of Govardhanacarya,
where he noted the use of contrasting scenarios and sentiments, rural and urban tones, and sparks
of realism in the projections of the mundane, and in contrast the use of myths, etc.'?® Knutson also
observed how these grand literary vibes emanating from the old courtly circle of early medieval

Bengal continued to resonate in the world of medieval Bengal.

The text actually has some significance in the history of creative literature as it represents a
particular genre that has an early beginning in c.2" century CE. Here we are referring to Hala’s
Gathd Saptasati or Gaha Sattasai which is a later Satavahana text composed in Maharastr1 Prakrit.
The composition of Govardhanacarya comes about a thousand years later. Both the texts are
written in the arya metre which was used traditionally both in Sanskrit and Prakrit verses. It may
be assumed that Govardhanacarya had derived the genre and style from the old Gaha sattasai, but
contextualized his narration in the region of Bengal or, broadly, the eastern India. The theme
mainly deals with erotic love or sentiments displayed through portrayals of society in varied
contexts and conditions. Govardhanacarya has projected his empirical observations on society
through realistic thoughts and portrayals. The text falls under the genre of muktaka kavya.'?” Of
the three types of muktaka kavya, it is composed in the $rigara muktaka style.'?

Janhabi Kumar Chakraborty has portrayed a neat sectional division of the text in his Bengali
translation.'?’ The text consists of 756 verses. It has been divided into 34 sections. The $lokas can
be classified by their subjects. The §lokas 1-54 are devoted to narrating the glory and invocation
of various gods and goddesses such as Siva, Visfiu, Candika, Ganapati etc, kings and poets of the
times. About 250 §lokas were concerned depictions of erotic love and sentiments of the people.
Approximately 70 §lokas have been devoted to dedicatory verses to various gods and goddesses.
Approximately 152 $lokas were devoted to describing natural objects like fruits, flowers, plants,
birds and animals. Around 91 $lokas describe seasonal variations experienced in the specific

geographical location where the composition was set. Approximately 150 §lokas were concerned
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with the worldly affairs of the people of the society, their occupations, rituals, games and
amusements, world of learning etc. This composition thus throws light on contemporary society
of both the higher echelons and the commoner society, along with their interactions with the
surroundings. Knutson’s studies into the text has led him to present the author as a realistic poet

who has interpreted both urban and rural environs and sentiments in his literature. '3

Gitagovinda

Jayadeva’s Gitagovinda of c. 12" century CE was of course the finest creation of the entire history
of the region in our period.'' It is a highly ornate lyrical devotional poem highlighting on the
classical saga of love of Krsna, Radha and the gopikas. Surprisingly enough Jayadeva has also
been able to project a poetic yet vernacular ethos into the courtly register of Sanskrit kavya through
his creation. On the one hand, the Gitagovinda is considered one of the prime and foundational
works of medieval Sanskrit literature. On the other, it is also associated with the regional
Vaisnavite tradition of Bengal which was on the rise. Barbara Stoler Miller studied the literary
structure of the text very carefully and pointed to the features of classical ornamentation. Dr. M. V.
Krishna Rao has offered a meticulous reading of the theme of the text. The Hindi edition of Sri
Srimad Bhaktivedanta Narayana Gosvami Maharaja is useful and brings out the significance of

the text.

Barbara Stoller Miller’s studies took her to track Jayadeva’s intention in composing the grandest
poem and she points out that the poet had actually attempted to address a diverse audience through
a double mode of communication touching both the literary instinct and appreciation of a class of
reader and the devotional sentiments of the other audiences.!*? According to M. V. Krishna Rao,
the text portrayed ‘the conception of love, in a transcendental spiritual form’.!3* He said that
Gitagovinda is a text where Jayadeva’s ‘mystic experiences or spiritual exaltations burst into a

flamboyant expression of love and gestures.’!3* The text is into twelve distinct sections, projecting
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on the different qualities and aspects of love.'*> The provenance of this text has been widely
debated and the matter still remains comes up amongst literary critics on whether this belongs to
Orissa or Bengal. It is believed that the book was written in the second half of the 12" century
under the patronage of Anantavarman Codaganga (1078-1147) or Anangabhimadeva II (1178-98)
during the reign of the Codaganga rulers in Orissa. But it is surprising that Jayadeva's writings do
not reflect his Orissa origins. On the other hand, his writings reveal the identities of his
contemporaries in the royal court of ‘Gaudaraja’ Laksmanasena. Tamal Dasgupta has linked
Jayadeva's Gitagovinda to the Vaisnava tradition of Bengal on the basis of philosophical and
ideological trends.!*® On the other hand, some scholars have also placed this book and its author
in the Mithila region on the basis of linguistic similarities with romantic poetry which began to
emerge in medieval Bhagavatism.'*” However, it remains a groundbreaking and innovative work.
The use of lyrical language and the amalgamation of spirituality with romanticism took it to the
pinnacle of excellence. On all counts the poet and his creation may be located on the borders of
Bengal and Orissa in early medieval times, and as such it represents a distinct tradition of literary

creation specific to the eastern region, bearing a glorious testimony of devotion and lyricism.

The above survey of the trend of literary creativity in the epigraphic and textual forms brings us
to the full circle of culmination of the early medieval genre in Bengal. The trend is marked mostly
by exorbitant ornamentation. The use of unnecessary analogies and imaginative allegorical
textures led to an extremely pretentious and grandiose style of representation. Albeit this general
tendency, a few examples of highest merit were also noted. It has been observed that much of the
literary creativity emerged under royal patronage in this phase and some of the eminent composers
were employed in the royal court. But the rise of eminent brahmana scholars has also been

observed, which often indicated literary circuits outside the courtly order.
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The social orbit of literary culture
Composers:

Brahmana scholars and composers were evidently on the rise during the reign of the Varmans. The
eulogy of Bhattabhavadeva Balavalabhi-Bhujanga was the composition of his friend Vacaspati, a
brahmana. The Belava copperplate Inscription of Bhojavarman was composed by brahmana

Puriisottama.

The Sena family patronised eminent scholars and poets. In Rasikapriya, the commentary of the
Gitagovinda, king Kumbha referred ‘iti sat panditasta sya rafijo lassmanasenasya prasiddha iti
rudih’.!*® The six scholars referred here were Umapatidhara, Jayadeva, Sarana, Govardhana,

Srutidhara and Dhoy1, who adorned the Sena court during the reign of Laksmanasena.

A prominent figure was that of the great laureate of the Sena period, Umapatidhara. According to
N.G. Majumdar, Merutunga’s Prabandhacintamani dated in 14" century CE referred to
Umapatidhara as a wise and intelligent minister of Laksmanasena.'* His family had probably
served the Sena rulers for three generations. Although he had been criticized in the Rasamarijarti,
the commentary of Gitagovinda on account of verbosity, his exquisite and well-crafted style
perhaps made him a much-appreciated litterateur in his days.'*’ Knutson pointed out that among
the Sena court poets, including Jayadeva, Sarana and Dhoyf, it was Umapatidhara who has been
named as the composer of the largest number of verses included in the Saduktikarnamrta.'*' He
was also the composer of the Madhainagar copperplate inscription of Laksmanasena.'** According

to Lienhard, he might have composed Candraciidacarita, a poetry of the carita genre.!*?

Dhoy1 was another eminent poet who adorned the circuit of literati during the Sena regime. He
was referred to as ‘Kaviraja’. DhoyT himself refers to him as ‘Sridhoyikavirajaviracitarh’ in the

colophon to his Pavanadita.!** Jayadeva in his Gitagovinda mentioned him as ‘Dhoyi kavi-
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ksmapati’.'* He was renowned for his self-conceit and exaggerated self-acclamation as referred
to in the Rasamafjari, the commentary of Gitagovinda.'*® Despite these critical remarks, the title
of ‘Kaviraja’ was approved by the Sena authorities indicating his status in the royal circuit. The
term ‘Srutidhara’ referred to above in the commentary of Rasikapriya has probably been used as
an adjective of DhoyT by Jayadeva.'*’ This reference was supported by another commentary of
Gitagovinda, Rasamariijari.'*® DhoyT’s writings were also seen in the Saduktikarnamrta as well as
Jalhana’s Suktimuktavali of the middle of the 13™ century and later in the anthological work

Sarngadharapaddhati of 11" or 14™ century.'®

Govardhanacarya, seems to have enjoyed a high position in the royal court of the Senas. But
strong claims have also been made by recent scholars about his affiliation to the court of Odisha.
This cloud of doubt engulfs the question of provenance of both Jayadeva and Govardhanacarya.
However, the epithet of ‘Senakiilatilakabhiipati’!>° applied to Govardhanacarya indicates his close
association with the Sena court'*! and as such he might have enjoyed the patronage of the King
Laksmanasena (c.1179-1206 AD).!*? Govardhanacarya belonged to a culturally rich brahmana
family. His father Nilambara'>® was an expert in the Natyasastra. He was honored as a guru
(scholar) next to Brhaspati (‘yarh ganayanti guroranu’).!’* Govardhanacarya, nurtured in this
environment, seems to have been an erudite scholar with vast knowledge in the epics, Puranas,
Natyasastra, Astrology, Ayurveda, etc. Jayadeva referred to him as an expert in the field of §rngara
genre and his work exhibits his command over erotic compositions. What remains significant

though is the way in which he seems to have turned attention to the life of the common people, as

reflected in the Arydsaptasati.

145 Miller, Jayadeva’s Gitagovinda, verse 1.3, p.129.
146 Chakravartisharmana, Pavanadiitam, p. 10.

47 Ibid. pp.6-7.

148 Ibid. pp.6-7.

149 Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, p.577.

150 Chakraborty, Arydsaptasati o Gaudabanga, p.2.

1 Ibid. verse 39, p.143.

152 Dr. Dinesh Chandra Sarkar, Pala-Sena Yuger Vamsanucarit, Kolkata, 1982, p.125.
153 Chakraborty, Aryasaptasati o Gaudabariga, verse 38, p.143.

154 Ihid. p.2.

176



Sridharadasa, the complier of Saduktikarnamrta was another gem in the court of Laksmanasena.
As mentioned in the introduction or ‘prastavah’ of Saduktikarnamrta, he was the son of Vatudasa,
who has been identified as Pratiraja and Mulamahasamanta of king Laksmanasena. He was also a

favorite (‘anumpama premapatra’) and friend (‘sakha’) of the king.

Another noted figure during the reign of Laksmanasena was Sarana. According to his
contemporary, Jayadeva, he was well-known for attaining quick mastery over difficult verses
(‘Saranah $lagho duriiha drute’).'"® Twenty verses composed by him were included in the
Saduktikarnamrta. This anthology includes verses by several other poets bearing the same name;
one was Saranadeva, another Saranadatta and a third figure named as Cirantana-Sarana. S.K. De
had referred to one Saranadeva who was a grammarian and the composer of Durghatavrtti dated
in 1173 CE.'* It is doubtful whether they were the same person. But what can be gleaned out of
these medleys of literature and their composers is the proliferation of literary creativity in the phase

discussed here.

The most magnificent and the most talked poet of the phase is of course Jayadeva. He was skilled
in all the gunas and figures of speech as evident in his work of the greatest merit. The commentary
Rasamaiijari of Gitagovinda highlights on these features.'>’ Jayadeva claimed to have knowledge
of ‘Sandharvasuddhi’ which means the skill of sewing or weaving words in proper rhythm and
sequence.'>® There has been a great deal of controversy over his provenance. Arguments have
arisen between Bengal and Odisha regarding his origin. Those who claim the latter, identify the
village of Kindubilva mentioned in Gitagovinda as Kenduli Sasan, located originally in Odisha.
They also point out that the poet was patronized either by Anantavarman Codaganga (1078-1147
CE) or Anangabhimadeva II (1178-98 CE). on the other hand, those who claim a Bengal origin for
Jayadeva have identified village of Kindubilva with the ancient village of Kenduli on the banks of
the river Ajay in Birbhum.'*® The village area has long been associated with Jayadeva in popular

memory and had emerged as a sacred centre for Vaisnavites and Bauls quite early. An annual fair
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is still celebrated at the spot which is named after him.'®° Irrespective of these disputes, Jayadeva's
Gitagovinda projects the ultimate development of the regional literary lyricism as an art in the

form of erotic Bhagavatism.

Besides the stalwarts in the royal courts, there were references to brahmana composers of various
Dharmanibandhas. For example, Bhattabhavadeva composed Prayscittaprakarana and
Sambandhaviveka.'®' Halayudha was the author of Brahmanasarvasva. The regional Upapuranas
which begin to appear from the earlier phase and produced some of the richer versions in this phase
cannot be ascribed to specific composers. But the voluminous narrations categorized into different
sections provide very significant light on the contemporary socio-religious processes and
illuminate the wider orbit of literary activity in these phases. Sections were specifically devoted to
narrations of legends and myths on origin of cults and divinities, genealogies, astrological
pronouncements, ritual prescriptions, and finally social regulations etc.'? These, together with the
nibandhas and commentarial literature indicate the growing environs of brahmanical tradition
which were gradually getting embedded in the regional society. This wider literary orbit thus
appears to have been a rather crowded domain of Brahmanical literary culture with varied

offshoots which would leave trails to be followed in the later times.
Engravers:

The name of engravers is obscure in Varman and Sena inscriptions with the only exception of
Deopara prasati of Vijayasena. Here engraver ranaka Siilapani has been mentioned as the crest
jewel of the $ilpigosthi of Varendra. This may indicate the build — up of communities of specialists
in the art and technique and a possible development of network among the engravers centered on

Varendra. Such groups of engravers can also be traced back to the Pala period.

Messengers:

In most cases, the role of messengers was played by royal officials. Among them, sandhivigrahika

sometimes acted as a royal messenger of the grants as evident in the Govindapur copper plate of
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Laksmanasena. Here the sandhivigrahika Narayanadatta acted as a diita.'®® In the Rajvadi copper
plate of Laksmanasena, the diita of the grant was Sankaradhara, the Gauda-
mahasandhivigrahika.'®* The diita of the Madanpada copperplate of Vi$varupasena was

Kopivisnu, mahasandhivigrahika of Gauda.'®

The dita of the Idilpur copperplate of
Visvarupasena is described as the prime minister of Gauda. But his name is not legible. The term

Gauda here refers to the consolidated area of Bengal under the Senas at the time.

Addressees: Royal subordinates and rural residents

The same listing of categories was seen as addressees in the Varman and Sena grants which portray
the existing reader class. The list of royal subordinates in Varman grants ranged from 19 to 27

officials designated in the Samantasar grant of Harivarman, datable to the end of the 11%

century
or the first half of the 12th century to that of in Belava copperplate of Bhojavarman belonging to
the mid-12" century. Starting from the rajanas, rajanyakas, ranakas, rajaputras, the officers
associated with the Belava grant were the pithikavitta, mahadharmadhyaksa,
mahasandhivigrahika, mahasenapati, mahamudradhikrta, antaranga brhaduparika,
mahaksapatalika, mahapratithara, mahabhogika, mahavyiihapati, mahapilupati, mahaganastha,
daussadhika, chauroddharanika, gaulmikas, dandapasikas, dandanayakas, visayapati and others. !
Niharranjan Ray had offered his opinion regarding the identity and position of these officers. As
an example, pithikavitta was probably responsible for the seating arrangement at the court of the
royal assembly, mahadharmadhyaksa was the Chief Justice, antaranga brhaduparika was probably
a royal physician who was appointed as an honorable bhukti Governor, mahabhogika was the
provincial governor, mahapilupati was the governor of the elephant troops, mahaganastha was
associated with the military department and mahamudradhikrta was apparently responsible for the

royal currency and sealing.'®” Some of these official denomination have been encountered in the

earlier phase and were mentioned in the previous chapter.
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Besides the royal subordinates, some unidentifiable designations (‘adhyaksapracaroktan
ihakirttitan’), and some usual ones like cata bhatas and rural residents had also been included
among the addressees.!'®® The rural residents were mentioned by the terms janapadas, ksetrkaras,

brahmanas and brahmanottaras (highly qualified brahmanas).

A similar list of addresses was found in the Sena grants. For example, the Saktipur copperplate of
Laksmanasena refers to 25 royal subordinates as dependents of the king like raja, rajanyaka, rajii,
ranakas, rajaputra, rajamatya, mahapurohita, mahadharmadhyaksa, mahasandhivigrahika,
mahasenapati, mahamudradhikrta, antaranga, brhaduparika, mahaksapatalika, mahapratihara,
mahabhogika, mahapilupati, mahaganastha, daussadhika, cauroddharanika,
naubalahastyasvagomahisajavikadivyaprtaka, gaulmikas, dandapasikas, dandanayakas, visayapati
and other. Apart from them, the unidentifiable officials (‘adhyaksapracaroktan ihakirttitan’), cata
bhatas and rural residents (janapadas, ksetrakaras, brahmanas and brahmanottaras) have also been
mentioned as addressees of the grant.'® The rural scene in general and the prominent rural
residents like janapadas and mahattaras were referred to as addressees in Samatata and Srihatta

around the 13" century as is evident from the Mehar copperplate of Damodaradeva.'”

Samantas & subordinates:

The samantas were generally speaking less visible in the land documents of Varman and Sena
rulers. The few indications found include the information in the Sujanagar stone inscription of
Bhojavarman, which refers to the presence and activity of a subordinate ruler under the Varman
rule. It records the land donation of mahasamanta Aviideva, the son of paficakulika Hast.!”! Hast
was a member of an urban administrative organization named paficakula situated within Vanga.
This organization was constituted of influential urban members and they were in charge of
documentary works and custom houses.!”? Mahasamanta Aviideva was controlled by an official
adhikrta Jivasena appointed by the king, indicating stronger dominance of the state. The tendency

towards enhanced local control by deployment of administrative apparatus may have occurred
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during the Sena rule. Hence, the appearance of the subordinates was limited to that of tenure
holders in landed property and royal officials of varied kinds were found functioning in local
levels. There was an absence of samantas in the lower part of Bengal under the Senas, the only
exception being noted in the Rakshaskhali grant, where we encounter Dommanapala. He was the
son of a mahamandalika and wielded the title maharajadhirajavipaksasamanta.!'”

In Samatata and Srihatta the subordinate rulers were active around the 13™ century in terms of
land-related issues. Ranavankamalla Harikaladeva’s subordinate ruler mahasvanibandhika
Dadhieva had issued a land grant.!”* At the same time royal court officers were invested with
varied charges. In Samatata records thus, we find the mudradhikarin and saciva (minister)
Gautamadatta mentioned as the petitioner of the Sobharampur plate of Damodaradeva.'” The
chief of elephant troops Gangadharadeva acted as a petitioner in the Mehar plate of
Damodaradeva.'”® Here mahasandhivigrahika Munidasa and mahaksapatalika Dalaeva made the
grant. The Nasirabad plate of Damodaradeva refers to Gunadhara, the sole chief of all the ministers
(‘sarvamatyaikamukhya’), as the conveyer of the royal order.!”” Again in Srihatta, Aksapatalika
Vanamalikara, a rajaputra, was the petitioner of the Bhatera plate of [$anadeva. He belonged to the
lineage of Vaidyas.!”® The Bhatera plate of Kesavadeva refers to one of the treasurers of the grant,
Syahuna as mahasaciido (‘mahasamantactidamani’).!”® Thus, the presence of royal officials,
subordinate local potentates and those in charge of local administration indicates a substantial
courtly community, which may have been oriented to a rural order of polity rather than operating

in urban high enclaves. Gauda, however, remained the nodal administrative centre under the Senas.

The Sena kings were found to assign landed property to their subordinates in Radha, Vanga and
parts of Varendra, indicating reassignment of tenures from one holder to another. Superior land
rights had been assigned to brahmana donees over scattered settlements. The Naihati copperplate

of Vallalasena records the reception of a village in grant by donee brahmana Ovasudevasarman as
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a reward for his service in the Hemasvamahadana ceremony performed by the king’s mother
Vilasadevi. ! This village was first given (‘utsrsta’) by Vilasadevi and then donated (‘pradatta’)
by the king.!®! The Sahitya parishat copperplate of Vi§variipasena records purchase of land plots
by brahmana donee Halayudha, given away by kumara Siryyasena, Purusottamasena and
sandhivigrahika Nafisimha.'®? Three layers of landholdings were attested in this record. The first
was the king who had the highest power over land to convert plots of settlements to $asana land.
Next were the recipients of land tenures who belonged to royal households and were subordinates
of the king. The third stratum comprised the local people, the actual peasants who had the
collective landholdings. The gramapati and nanapati were involved in revenue administration and
collection processes.'®* The local notables formed the lower middle layer in the hierarchical order

of the rural society.

Brahmanas:

This is the period when brahmanas enhanced their presence in the political sphere and as a
dominant group in rural society, as a result of their network building, especially under the
patronage of the Senas. The brahmanas were consolidating their position through ritual services
both in the royal court and rural society from the 12 century CE onward. They were employed
for the ritual performance of mahadanas which was regarded as a symbol of validating the royal
power of the ruler. As noted in the contexts of Varendra and Radha, the brahmanas were rewarded
with land plots for their services in ceremonies like ‘kanakatulapurusamahadana’,
‘hemasvamahadana’ etc.!®* Sometimes, the grants were treated as remuneration to a brahmana
who is responsible for performing any royal ceremony. The Tarpandighi copperplate of
Laksmanasena referred to fees paid to the donee acarya I§varadevasarmman on account of his
service in ‘hema$varathamahadana’ ceremony.'®> In the Govindapur copperplate of

Laksmanasena, the grant was made to upadhyaya Vyasadevasarman on the occasion of the

180 Majumdar, ‘Naihati Copper plate’, lines 44-46, 51-54, p.74.

181 Ibid. lines 52,54, p.74.

182 Majumdar, ‘Calcutta Sahitya-Parishat Copper Plate’, p. 142.

183 Ibid. lines 45,48, p.148.

184 Majumdar, ‘Barrackpur Copper plate’, line 41, p.63; Majumdar, ‘Naihati Copper plate’, line
52, p.74.

185 Majumdar, ‘Tarpandighi Copper plate’, lines 43-46, p.102.
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coronation ceremony (‘rajyabhisekasamaya’) of the king Laksmanasena.!®® The Idilpur
copperplate of Vi§vartipasena was made for the increase of the auspicious year (‘Subhavarsha’)
and for the long life of the king.'®” Santyagarika Krsnadharadevasarmman was also rewarded for
his service as evident in the Sundarban copperplate of Laksmanasena.'$® Santyagarikas were
specialists of $anti rituals.'® The Varman grants referred to titles like $antivarika and

$antyagaradhikrta held by the brahamanas which indicate their ritual services.'”

Apart from performance of rituals, there were other aspects of the roles of brahmanas which
enhanced their prospects at the court and among the well — to — do and literate clientele. Many had
been noted for composing Dharmanibandhas at the Sena and Varman court. For example,
Bhattabhavadeva, the sandhivigrahika of Harivarman, composed Prayscittaprakarana and
Sambandhaviveka.'®' Bhattabhavadeva’s father Govardhana was a brahmana scholar and a well-
known warrior. Govardhana’s father was also employed as a mahamantri and a sandhivigrahika
under a king of Vanga. Bhattabhavadeva's family was hereditarily engaged in the service of the
king. Their status in the Sena royal court is evident from the term ‘vangarajarajyasrivisramasaciba’
used in the Bhuvanesvar pradasti of Bhattabhavadeva.'®> Halayudha was another eminent scholar
of the times. He was the author of Brahmanasarvasva, a commentary of vedic rtuals. He was
appointed to the court of Laksmanasena as dharmadhikara, mahadharmadhyaksa,
mahadharmadhikrta, dharmadhyaksa or dharmadhikrta.!”® It is obvious that knowledge on
brahmanical religio-juridical principles led to the appointment of the nibandhakaras in judicial and
magisterial posts. The significance of this was reflected in the repeated reference of
mahadharmadhyaksa as addressees in the Sena and Varman grants. Thus, the brahmanas had been
gaining in status not only as priests with special skills in performing highly auspicious rituals in

the courtly circuit or royal household, but also as advisors and ministers and in their judicial

186 Majumdar, ‘Govindapur Copper plate’, lines 41-46, p.96.

187 Majumdar, ‘Edilpur copper-plate’, lines 49-50, p.125.

188 Majumdar, ‘Sundarban Copper Plate’ p.171.

189 Furui, Land and Society, p. 203.

190 Bhattasali, ‘Samantasar Copper Plate of Harivarman’, line 13, p.258; Majumdar, ‘Belava
Copper-plate’, line 45, p.21.

91 Majumdar, ‘Bhuvanesvara Inscription’, verse 16, p.38; Furui, Land and Society, p. 203.
192 Sarkar, Nityakaler tui Puratan, p.226.

193 Durgamohan Bhattacharya, ed. Brahmana-Sarvasva: A pre Sayana Vedic commentary by
Halayudha, (Calcutta: Sanskrit Sahitya Parishad, 1960), pp.2, 17, 85, 145,198.
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capacity. On the other hand, the brahmanas had also been increasingly gaining ascendancy in rural
society as recipients of landgrants and their presence was presumably impactful through spread of
varied vedic and more evidently puranic norms, customs and symbols as pointed out by B.D.
Chattopadhyaya, Hermann Kulke and Kunal Chakrabarti in the context of early medieval India in
general and Bengal and Odisha in particular. Chattopadhyaya, however, had also drawn attention
to the tensions within these growing socio-cultural structures and pointed to the other forces which
were operative that led to the emergence of a complex fabric of society.!”* The Puranas in fact
showcases their attempt to reorganize the social groups in a hierarchical order by implementing
varnasamkara. The social groups would be more and more consolidated into jati under the

authority of a Brahmanical institution in the following phases of history.

To go into the empirical details that can be noted through the epigraphic evidence, indications of
strong networks of brahmana functions and agency were evident. Piirvagrama, Siddhalagrama,
Dindisaya and Ke$arakona in Radha and Campahatti in Varendra developed as Brahmanical
centres where the brahmanas settled down. !> The Manhali grant of Madanapala referred to the
settlement of the donee Vatesvarasvamisarman in Campahittt which was identical with Campahattt
in Varendra.'® The Belava copperplate of Bhojavarman referred to a brahmana family originating
from Madhyade$a and settling down in Siddhalagrama.'®” The ancestors of Bhattabhavadeva’s
also settled down in Siddhalagrama. They further migrated to Vanga and received the patronage
of the Varman king. The concentration of Brahmanical networks in Radha and Varendra led to
consolidations of Radhiya and Varendra categories of brahmanas. This reflects the processes of
agrarian expansion and formation of settlement clusters in these sub-regions. The reference to the
term brahmanottara other than the brahmanas as addressees in the Sena and Varman grants
indicates the settling and incorporation of qualified brahmanas into the rural society. Their
enhanced position was also indicated by added privileges and resources conferred on brahmana

donees. They emerged as large-scale landholders with profitable plantation lands in their

194 Kulke, ‘The Early and the Imperial Kingdom’ pp. 91 — 120; Chattopadhyaya, The Making of
Early Medieval India, pp. 29 — 31; Chakrabarti, Religious Process, pp. 114 — 117. Also see
Furui, ‘Brahmanas in Early Medieval Bengal’.

95 Furui, Land and Society, p.205.

196 Vasu, ‘The Manhali Copper-plate’, lines 43-44, p.72.
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possession, as evident in the Sahitya-parishad plate of Vi$varupasena.!'”® Often, the donee
brahmanas were declared as belonging to high lineages. As an example, in the Barrackpur copper
plate of Vijayasena, the donee was Udayakaradevasarman, the great-grandson of
Ratnakaradevasarman who was an inhabitant of Kantijoniga and immigrant from Madhyadesa,
himself the grandson of Rahaskaradevasarman and son of Bhaskaradevasarman belonging to
vatsa-gotra, affiliated to high pravaras and a student of the six angas of the agvalayana §akha of
the Rgveda.!”® The evidence of such exemplary brahmana donees gets rarer with time , especially
with the obscure and corroded documents of later Devas. However, reference to collective
brahmana donees had been evident from the Mehar copperplate Inscription of Damodaradeva. It
records the donation of certain plots of land in the village of Mehar along with the annual income
with a perpetual right of enjoyment to 20 Brahmins of high distinction.?”° One of the Brahmins
among them was distinguished from the rest as grhi-pandita. Apparently, these Grhi- panditas were
engaged in household matters. This reference is indeed extremely significant and bears the clue to
the rural brahmana who would be in constant touch with the rural residents and jajamana and an
ideal source for the propagation of the Puranic values and prescriptions. Thus, we come to the
lowest strata of literates probably through whom the word of the text would percolate to the

grassroots and the common society.

Other Occupational Groups:

As per other occupational groups are concerned, the Sujanagar stone inscription of Bhojavarman
refer to a conch shell worker ($arkhakara).?’! The same inscription records a land donation by
mahasdmanta Aviideva who could have belonged to a merchant family.?°?> The Bhatera grant of
Kesavadeva pertaining to the areas of Srihatta, refer to occupational groups like napita, rajaka,
dantakara or dantavara, gopa, mala, haddiya etc. these particular individuals were owners of houses
(‘grha’) and units of ploughland.?’® The record outlines the social identity of various occupational

groups in rural parts which moved toward social reorganization based on professions and would
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get consolidated in the Puranas. Thus, although the inscriptions do not give a very clear picture of
rigid social stratification, this process was amalgamated into the narrative of Varnasamkara jatis

in 13" century Vrdhharmapurana.***

Coming now to a summary review of the literary trend noted in this phase, we find the conspicuous
features to culminate into the regional trend during the Sena — Varman times. A common feature
of the Sena and Varman inscriptions is that they follow an almost similar pattern. Besides, a notable
feature of this period is the rise of a strong Brahmanical trend in the royal court of Varendra and
Radha. Amongst the Varman inscriptions, the Belava copperplate of Bhojavarman and the
Bhuvaneswar Prasasti of Bhattabhavadeva were the best exemplars of this efflorescence. As noted
earlier, the Kalachuri connection may have lent a richer tone to their inscriptions, with allusions to
Puranic icons and legends.?*> The magnificent overelaborate verses of the Bhubaneswar Prasasti
of Bhattabhavadeva was equally ornate and replete with glorious and voluble praise, and high
sounding upama. This Prasasti also provides clues to the emergence of a strong presence of
Brahmanical socio-religious and intellectual values and culture which would have wielded
increasing impact on the society in early medieval Bengal, especially from the 12" century CE
onwards. The Belava Copper plate offers evidence for a thorough genealogy of the Varmans
narrated with a flourishing literary tone which was balanced with the prosaic narration of the
details of land charter describing the land evaluation process, land measurement and land grant
matters in compact and practical prose format. Bhojavarman's reign being the most important
among the Varmans, his influence is reflected in this elaborate inscription. This stream of literary
style in early medieval Bengal reached its peak under the Sena dynasty. The Deopara Rock
Inscription of Vijayasena, etched with nuances of beautiful literary expression, stands as an
excellent achievement of the court poet. The composer Umapatidhara, the poet of Vijayasena, was
praised by Jayadeva as ‘Vacah pallavajatyumapatidharah’ in his Gitagovinda.**® The fine picture
of rural society found here endowed this composition with remarkable vivacity. His penchant for

portraying the rural communities is also reflected in his anthological verses. The question here is
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why the image of rural society is becoming so important in this inscription. Indeed, even as the
royal court flourished in Bengal during the 12'" to the 13" century, rural society remained its main

and strongest foundation.

The reign of Laksmanasena was especially famous as it witnessed the most remarkable literary
achievements. It is during his reign that the literary creativity reached its crest. Numerous
copperplates had been issued under him, such as the Govindapur, Tarpandighi, Sundarban, Anulia,
Saktipur, Rajvadi, Madhainagar copperplates. All of these bear elaborate and ornate compositions
describing lineage of the dynasty with flowery expression, portions that evidently bore the marks
of the poets and their literary creativity. These were again balanced with the details of land
administration and the business of land grant with land measurement, land sale figures and
donative descriptions, clearly emanating from the scribes and local officials. The literary part of
the epigraphic records bore clear association with the tonal quality of the grandiose textual creative
literature, emerging within the courtly circuit especially during Laksmanasena’s reign. Amongst
these, Arydsaptasati of Govardhanacarya (c. 12" century CE), Pavanadiita by Dhoyi (c.12™"
century CE) and Gitagovinda by Jayadeva (12" century CE) were the kinds of literature that were
considered the finest poetic compositions in early medieval Bengal. Anthologies like the Sadukti-
karnamyta by Sridharadasa (1205 CE) again packed a rich bouquet of literary creation in verses,

some of which were evidently composed by the poets from early medieval Bengal.

However, it is observable that this rich literary style did not carry over into the later days of Sena
rule. This is evident from the more mundane contents of Vis§variipasena’s Madanpada and the
Vangiya Sahitya-Parishat Copper Plates for example. Similarly, the inscriptions of later Devas in
the Samatata, Srihatta area during the 13" century CE also exhibit lacklustre literary expression.
This is undoubtedly due to the weakening rule of the rulers, loss of courtly patronage and

languishing cultural environs.

However, overall, the literary style of this period represents creation of beautified expressions in
embellished language, more often over—ornate and inflated and yet sometimes quite profound. The
skilled projections of the Sena royal lineage and prasasti of individual rulers and personages
characterized with metaphors would often be observed to reach beyond the simple parameters of
classic language and adopt bombastic similes and hyperboles. These feats undoubtedly represented

the work of accomplished composers, who were developing a regional orientation in which they
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preferred to use the Sanskrit language. It is in this context, that the presence of eminent composers
like Umapatidhara, Dhoy1, Govardhanacarya, Jayadeva, etc. is significant during the time of
Laksmanasena. The process carried forward the trends set in earlier phases which has been
surveyed in the last chapter. The wider scene of this literary culture covered a wide range of
participants, starting with the eminent brahmana scholar-authors like Puriisottama,
Bhattabhavadeva flourishing under the Varman rulers and Govardhanacarya, Halayudha, etc.
under the Senas. The peripheries of this cultural orbit comprised of the general communities of
literates, authors and poets. They produced commentaries on grammar, philosophy, and works
delineating religious practices as well as ritual texts and legal nibandhas which were gaining pre-
eminence along with the Puranas. The target audience of these authors was not only limited to the
courtly circuit and royal officials, but also influential villagers like mahattamas, mahattaras and
kutumbinas, percolating orally and in ritual frames to the common artisanal class and dwellers of
the rural society. Within this socio-cultural landscape the inscribed words and textual compositions
represented the hierarchy and helped in extension of political and social control over the
overwhelmingly rural society. This hegemony was not wielded by the dynastic rulers alone but by

varied groups in the upper echelons of the literate society, brahmanas and others.
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CHAPTER V

The regional socio-cultural matrix (6™-early 13" century CE)

The previous chapters cover a review of epigraphic sources of Bengal from the 6™ century CE up
to the beginning of the 13™ Century CE. This study illuminates the literary efflorescence of
regional literary culture which is manifested not only in literary texts produced from the 11-12t
centuries but as we have traced, magnificent illustrations are available also in the inscribed words.
The inscriptions indicate the flowering, maturity and even brilliant ornation in the use of Sanskrit
language. They are mostly land charters in prose and verse, but it is in the prasasti section that we
come across a burst of literary excellence. On the other hand, however, the details of the land
charters in prose also exhibit profound treatment of local practical knowledge at various levels.
The expression of the compositions become more ornate as the dynasties take deeper roots and
wield authority over larger domains. It may not be wrong to propose that this emergence of the
regional literary style is more clearly tractable from the 6™ to 13" century CE only through the
study of the compositional aspects of the inscriptions which highlight how an overall Sanskrit

literary style had emerged in early medieval Bengal and in its wider orbit.

Tracking the evolution of the literary culture:
Chronological evolution:

The literary style that grew throughout this period portrays an evolutionary trend through phases of
the region’s history since the Gupta rule. However, we have tracked the developments, especially
from the 6 century CE. Of these phases, the sixth to eighth century CE was particularly important
marking the initial trends of literary flourish. The records are related to several rulers, political heads
of small political units, whose territorial provenance and lineage are often untraceable. They
comprise rulers like Pradyumnabandhu in Pundra, and Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya, Gopacandra and
Samacaradeva in Vanga, the Ratas, Nathas, Khadgas and Early Devas in Samatata - Srihatta. The
most notable example of this period is the Nidhanpur copperplate inscription of Bhaskarvarman in

the seventh century CE. We can cite this as a reflection of the most adorning and charming literary
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composition of this period. This copperplate bore the historical symbol of the alliance between
Bhaskaravarman with Harsavardhana. As a result, a possible reflection of the writing style of Harsa's
poet Banabhatta can be observed here, which reveals epitomic literary excellence in this
composition. However, the other inscriptions of this period also exhibit different literary facets. For
example, the copperplates of Pradyumnabandhu in Pundra, Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya,
Gopacandra and Samacaradeva in Vanga and the copperplates of Gopacandra in Radgha during the
6" century CE revealed a different kind of knowledge. In terms of analyzing the Maitraka
copperplate charters from the 5"-8" century CE, Annette Schmiedchen observed that while the
prasasti portion of a copperplate was a derivation of Indian classical kavya, the portion belonging
to the land charter portray a different kind of style.! In the case of the above-mentioned land charters
in early medieval Bengal, rather than portraying poetical embellishments, they neatly documented
the land sale figures, land measurement units and land evaluation methods. This reveals a different
aspect of knowledge and literacy. Again, the seventh-century copperplates of Sasanka from the
Radha sub-region were the first to indicate a sense of royal dominion. His rise as the first sovereign
ruler in early medieval Bengal reflected this royal glory in his copperplates. However, the most
enhanced form of this apotheosis during this phase is gleaned in the Nidhanpur Copperplate. On
another plane, a different literary tone can be seen in the inscriptions of Ratas and Nathas in South
Eastern Bengal during the 7" century CE. Amongst them, the Tipperah copperplate of Loknatha and
the Kailan copperplate of Sridharana Rata were especially important. Radhagovinda Basak observed
that the literary expressions used here were a reflection of Banabhatta’s Harsacarita.> In this
context, it may be said that Loknatha and Sridharana Rata were subordinate rulers of
Bhaskaravarman. Hence, the influence of Harsavardhana's courtly literary air was a probable factor.
Although not rich in poetic ornamentation like the Nidhanpur copperplate, they carry much poetic
subtlety. These inscriptions were also an indication of the self-proclamation and legitimacy of the
emergent rulers who issued them. Even though they were subordinate to Bhaskaravarman, their
autonomous status has been reflected here. A somewhat enhanced form of this is seen in the

copperplates of the Khadga and Deva rulers. The subtle precise literary tone used in their

! Annette Schmiedchen, ‘Kings, Authors and Messengers: The Composition of the Maitraka
Copperplate Charters’, in New Horizons in Indology (Prof. H.G.Shastri Commermoration
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inscriptions gives a hint to subregional foci of power in a cultural sense as well as in administrative
authority. This variation in literary styles at the sub-regional levels and temporal layers during the

early phase soon transformed into a uniform style in the later Pala Candra phase.
Literary creativity in the inscriptions of the Palas

With the rise of the monarchical rule of the Palas and Candras, the inscriptions portray a rich
cultural scene not only in language style but also in content. Among them were mostly
copperplates, which depicted a fine mixture of prasasti and land charter. If we look at the literary
style of this period, we perceive a flow of it, which is sometimes upward and sometimes downward
in keeping with the historical process of the time. This trend is evident in the numerous inscriptions
of the Palas. For example, the Khalimpur copper plate of Dharmapala of the ninth century was the
first testimony to an elongated and ornate composition of the Palas, with fine expertise in literary
style. This copperplate bears testimony to the involvement of the Palas in the north Indian struggle
for hegemony over Kanauj against the Gurjara-Prattharas and the Rastrakiitas. In that respect, this
copper plate is undoubtedly of great historical significance. The context of this inscription is
subsequently referred to by D.C. Sircar in The Kanyakubja - Gauda Struggle.’> Here, Gauda is
highlighted considering the importance of this inscription in the North Indian context. Equally,
Devapala's inscriptions were also of great historical significance. They were almost similar to the
style of Dharmapala’s inscriptions. Of these, the Nalanda Copper plate of the 9" century CE was
particularly notable. The composer of this copperplate had not only praised the Palas, but also
elevated the Sailendra dynasty of south-east Asia. The significance of this copperplate lay in the
way it highlights the connections between Bengal and south-east Asia during the reign of
Devapala. According to Abdul Momin Chowdhury’s article on ‘Pala realm’, it has been claimed
that the king of Suvarnadvipa surrendered to Devapala which may be taken to refer to the
construction of a temple at Nalanda, within the realm of Devapala by Balaputradeva of the
Sailendra dynasty ruling over Indonesia and Malaysia.* Equally important are other inscriptions
of Devapala, for example, the Munger Copperplate. From this period the influence of the

subordinate rulers under the Palas in Bengal became noteworthy and accordingly shaped the

3 Sircar, The Kanyakubja-Gauda Struggle, p.11.
* Chowdhury, ‘Pala Realm’, p.721.
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structure of the inscriptions of that time. The increasing influence of the subordinate rulers was
reflected in several inscriptions issued by them. For example, the Ramganj copper plate inscription
of I$varaghosa, Ghosrava rock inscription of Devapala etc. The Jagajjibanpur Copper Plate of
Mahendrapala and the Bhagalapur Copper Plate of Narayanapala have also portrayed a rich literary
composition. It is to be noted, that The Badal pillar inscription of Guravamisra at the beginning of
the tenth century CE was particularly significant among them. This inscription bears witness to
the fact that the dominance of subordinate rulers was established during the reign of the Palas.
Hence, it inscribed the prasasti of a brahmana family, of which five generations were associated
with the six Pala kings by serving them mostly as political advisors and occasionally as priests or
generals. Another such eulogy was the Bhaturia Rock Inscription of Yasodasa in the 10" century
CE. Yasodasa was a member of a non-brahmana literate family, which was hereditarily in the
service of the Pala kings. Yasodasa himself was raised to the position of a subordinate ruler. After
this, during the weak reigns of Gopala III and Vigrahapala II in the late tenth century CE, there
was no such visible spark in the literary styles of the inscriptions. Again, as the Pala empire got
revived under Mahipala I during the 11™ century CE, fine literary compositions flourished once
more as noted in the Rangpur, Belwa, Bangarh, and Biyala copperplates. If we look at the later
Pala copperplates, there is a fairly similar literary expression. For example, if we look at the
Bharatkala Bhavan Copperplate of Rajyapala during the first half of the tenth century CE and the
two Rajibpur copperplate Inscriptions of Gopala IV and Madanapala during the middle of the 12
century CE, we find that the laudatory verses used here are the same for the kings up to
Narayanapala. They followed a similar pattern of poetic style. But the inscriptions of Madanapala,
the last ruler of the Pala dynasty (mid-12" century), for example, the Manhali Copperplate depict
a distinct and interesting literary style. It is noteworthy that the rich literary composition of
Sandhyakaranandi, the Ramacarita was also written during the reign of Madanapala. Besides,
there were some other Pala inscriptions that portrayed a fine literary tone through their poetic
charm. For example, the Gaya Krsnadvarika temple inscription of Visvaditya in the eleventh
century CE was considered a beautiful literary creation. Again, the Kamauli Copperplate of
Vaidyadeva of the 12" century CE was unique in nature. This copperplate was issued from
Kamartpa by Vaidyadeva, a ruler appointed by Kumarapala. It is to be noted, that although he was
a minister of Kumarapala, he had achieved a sovereign status, which is visible in the literary style

of the Kamauli copperplate.
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The Candras and the subregional literary efflorescence

Although the inscriptions of the Candra rulers were not as elaborate and glorious as those of the
Palas, these did reflect an entrancing and beauteous literary creativity. Their separate political
entity in the south-eastern part of Bengal during the 9"-10™ centuries brought uniqueness to their
inscriptions. Moreover, based on the Candra records, Shariful Islam suggested that the ancestors
of Trailokyacandra were subordinate to the Akara kings of Harikela.> According to Gouriswar
Bhattacharya, king Attakaradeva of the Akara dynasty was of Arakanese affiliation. Suchandra
Ghosh also mentions Harikela's connection with Arakan.® Perhaps these connections may have
been reflected in their inscriptions. Among the Candra inscriptions, the Paschimbhag copperplate
inscription of Sricandra in the 10" century CE bears a startling literary testimony. Sricandra’s
influential reign, in particular, was the reason for this efflorescence. It was a unique donative
charter in which Sricandra granted lands to many brahmanas and to nine monasteries. It hinted
toward the reorganization of rural society and settling of brahmanas in Samatata-Srihatta area.
Apart from the Pascimbhag copperplate few other inscriptions of the Candras may project a
probable expansion of literate culture in the subregion. Among the inscriptions, the Dhulla,
Rampal, and Madanpur copperplates of Sricandra, and the Mainamati copper Plate of
Ladahacandra are illuminating examples of the creativity in the literary domain during the rule of
the Candra dynasty. The Mainamati Copper Plate inscription of Ladahacandra (10™ century CE)
is especially loaded with poetic hyperbolic exaggerations; whereas, the Mainamati Copper Plate
inscription of Govindacandra was less ornate by comparison. This may be due to the fact that
Govindacandra was the last known ruler of the Candra dynasty and was subsequently overthrown

by the Varmans to establish their rule.
The Varmans

A rich literary trend was initiated in the next phase by the Varmans from the 12 century CE,
culminating during the Sena times. Amongst the Varman inscriptions, the Belava copperplate of

Bhojavarman and the Bhuvaneswar Prasasti of Bhattabhavadeva are the best exemplars of this

3 Islam, ‘Emerging Political Entities’, p. 667.
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literary efflorescence. A special significance may have been attached to the Varman inscriptions
due to their Kalacuri connection. Shariful Islam suggested that Kalacuri ruler Karna had invaded
Kalinga and the Varmans became their active vassals.” The Varmans came to Bengal during
Kalacuri invasion as their subordinates. Jatavarman, as the first king of this dynasty, had entered
into a marriage alliance by marrying Viraséri, the daughter of Kalacuri king Laksmi Karna.®
Shariful Islam also observed the similarities between the Cedi and Varman inscriptions, especially
in respect of citing Puranic legends and figures. The magnificent overelaborate engravings of the
Varmans are noticed in the Bhubaneswar Prasasti of Bhattabhavadeva. It was a glorious amplitude
of the family of Bhattabhavadeva, who was employed as a minister of war and peace under the
ruler Harivarman. This Prasasti was indicative of a strong Brahmanical network and their
increasing influence in society in early medieval Bengal, especially from the 12" century CE
onwards. It is considered a rich literary engraving of brahmana Bhattabhavadeva and a eulogy of
seven generations of his family. The Belava Copper plate of the 12" century CE portrayed a
thorough list of genealogy of the Varmans with a flourishing literary tone. Along with this, it is
also important for depicting the land evaluation process, land measurement and land grant matters
in wonderful prose format. Bhojavarman's reign being the most important among the Varmans, his
influence is reflected in this elaborate inscription. The flow of literary style in early medieval
Bengal reached its peak during the Sena period. A common feature of the Sena and Varman
inscriptions is that they follow an almost similar pattern, as their geographical locations coincided
with each other. Besides, a notable feature of this period is the rise of a strong Brahmanical trend
in the royal court of Varendra and Radha. But here, we can argue whether Brahmanical influence
worked behind the literary excellence of this period or the grandeur of the royal court prevailed

for its growth. The answer can be found by considering the literary genre of the inscriptions.
Literary flowering under the Sena rulers

Amongst the splendiferous compositions of the Senas, the Deopara Rock Inscription of Vijayasena
in the 12" century CE etched the nuances of beautiful literary expression. The way in which a fine
picture of rural society is found here is what gave this engraving such excellence. Rural society is

reflected in the splendor of the royal court. The rural communities are beautifully depicted here in

7 Islam, ‘Emerging Political Entities’, p.644.
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the author's writing. The creator of this inscription was Umapatidhara, the poet of Vijayasena,
whom Jayadeva introduced in his Gitagovinda as Vacah pallavajatyumapatidharah.® Jesse Ross
Knutson said he had the largest number of verses ascribed to him in the Saduktikarnamrta if
compared to Jayadeva, Sarana and Dhoyi.'® His penchant for portraying the rural communities is
reflected in his verses. The eulogistic verses of this inscription throw important light on the history
of the Sena dynasty, especially of Vijayasena. It carries the example of the finest writing style
throughout early medieval Bengal. The question here is why the image of rural society is becoming
so important in this inscription. Indeed, even as the royal court flourished in Bengal during the 12
to the 13™ century, rural society remained its main and strongest foundation. Sequentially, the
other inscriptions of the Senas have also exemplified a rich literary propensity. For example,
Vallalasena’s Naihati copperplate bears testimony to exquisite and embellished literary
composition. The reign of Laksmanasena during the late 12"-13% century CE was famous for its
remarkable literary achievements. It is during his reign that the literary evolution of early medieval
Bengal reached its crest. Voluminous copperplates had been issued under his reign, for example,
the Govindapur copperplate, Tarpandighi copperplate, Sundarban copperplate, Anulia
copperplate, Saktipur copperplate, Rajvadi copperplate, Madhainagar copperplate etc. Beginning
with the venerated verses intended for the divine being, these copper plates inscribed a detailed
line of descent of the Senas with a flowery expression. Along with that, as copperplates, they have
also depicted the nuances of land measurement, land sale figures and donative descriptions. Apart
from the inscriptional references, we do have ample evidence of grandiose creative literature,
raised within the courtly circuit of Laksmanasena’s regime. Amongst them, the Sadukti-karnamrta
by Sridharadasa (1205 CE), Aryasaptasati of Govardhanacarya (c. 12 century CE), Pavanadiita
by Dhoyi (c.12" century CE) and Gitagovinda by Jayadeva (12" century CE) were the kinds of
literature that were considered the finest poetic compositions in early medieval Bengal. The poetic
amplification and charming literary tone of these compositions carried the rich artistic trend during
Laksmanasena's reign. However, it is observable that this rich literary style did not carry over into
the later Sena inscriptions; for example, Vi$variipasena’s Madanpada Copper Plate, Vangiya

Sahitya-Parishat Copper Plate, etc. Undoubtedly, the weak rule of the later Sena rulers was the

? Sarkar, Nityakaler tui Puratan, p.241.
19 Knutson, ‘The Political Poetic’, p. 386.
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reason for this downward literary style. Similarly, the inscriptions of later Devas in the Samatata,

Srihatta area during the 13™ century CE also portray an oversimplified literary expression.
Thematic evolution of literary style:

Thematically speaking the contents and tone of the inscriptions present rich historical evidence for
the major sociopolitical aspects of history through phases of evolution. For example, some of the
inscriptions were completely devoted to recording clauses of land charters like the copperplates of
Pradyumnabandhu in Pundra, the copperplates of Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya, Gopacandra and
Samacaradeva in Vanga and the copperplates of Gopacandra in Radha during the 6 century CE
where specific and detailed documentation of land sale figures, land measurement units and land
evaluation methods can be seen. This kind of documentation illuminates the reorganization of land
administration and the economic functions of the burgeoning polities in the initial phase of the
early medieval regional history. On the other hand, as a royal prasasti the Nidhanpur copperplate
was a symbol of poetic extravagance. Here, an ornate prasasti is composed to glorify the royal
majesty. Again, the inscriptions of the Rata and Natha rulers were of a different genre in which we
observe stakes made to claim a position as local sovereign rulers. A somewhat extended form of
the same style is seen in the inscriptions of the Khadgas and early Devas. There were some
copperplates where a wonderful combination of prasasti and land charter is observed and these
were on the increase with the dawn of the Pala rule. The Khalimpur copperplate of Dharmapala,
for example, the Nalanda copperplate of Devapala, the Pascimbhag copperplate of Sricandra, the
Belavo copperplate of Bhojavarman, Naihati copperplate of Vallalasena, Govindapur,
Tarpandighi, Anulia and Madhainagar copperplate of Laksmanasena, etc., bear this trend. The
increased influence of the subordinate rulers in Bengal from the time of the Palas is reflected in
some of the voluminous prasastis written for them. For example, the Badal pillar inscription of
Guravamis$ra, Bhaturia Rock Inscription of Yasodasa, the Bhubaneswar Prasasti of
Bhattabhavadeva etc. In this genre also belonged the Kamauli Copperplate of Vaidyadeva, an
appointed ruler of Kumarapala in Kamariipa. The only difference is that here Vaidyadeva also
granted land charters, reflecting his sovereign authority as a ruler. What stood out from all this was
the Deopara Rock Inscription of Vijayasena, which was a royal prasasti and a subtle reflection of

rural society.
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Creators and recipients: The social milieu of the regional literary culture

This variety of literary styles which spanned from the sixth to the thirteenth century CE was
cultivated within a complex society which evolved through time. From a literary perspective, we
can assume the society in early medieval Bengal to have comprised of a class of literati, who were
the composers of this rich literature whether in text or in the inscribed words and also were the
intellectuals and erudite scholars. Besides, there was a literate class who also participated in these
compositional programs as well as being the primary consumers of these creations, whether of the
more literary forms or of the more practical informative literature. Finally, there was the
overwhelmingly numerous non-literate class who were on the periphery of this world of literacy
but who were the recipients of these compositions in an indirect oral form and were impacted by

the order created and valorized by these literary creations.
The literati:

First among the literati comes the eminent group of authors who composed these inscribed words.
We shall try to trace some of those composers. The original composers of the inscriptions of the
first phase (6"-8" century CE) of our study are hard to track. We find the identity of the literary
composers to become more transparent from the time of the Palas. A large section among them was
brahmanas. For example, brahmana poet Srikantha was the composer of Bangarh Rock Inscription
of Nayapala, where he declared himself to be an excellent scholar and mentor.!! Srikantha was the
younger brother of the great scholar Srivallabha. The Kamauli copperplate inscription of
Vaidyadeva is significant because it contains the name Manoratha as the composer and his identity
as the son of a brahmana, Rajaguru Murari and Padma.'? A special mention may be made of Gauda
Abhinanda, the author of Kadambari-Kathd-Sara. His great ancestor Saktisvamin hailed from
Bengal and belonged to Bharadvaja gotra.!> The more prosperous identity of brahmanas as
composers dates back to the Varman and Sena times. Brahmana Puriisottama was the composer of
Belavo copperplate Inscription of Bhojavarman. Govardhanacarya, the author of Arydsaptasati, was
an acarya brahmana and hailed a very prestigious position in the royal court of the Senas. He was

an erudite scholar with vast knowledge in the Ramayana, Mahabharata, Puranas, Natyas$astra,

1 Sircar, ‘Bangadh Stone Inscription, verse 33, p.49.
12 Venis, ‘Copper-plate Grant of Vaidyadeva’, verse 33, p.358.
13 Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, p.558.
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Astrology, Ayurveda etc. Jayadeva referred to him as an expert in the field of §rngara genre. He was
the best in erotic compositions. The brahmanas upgraded their positions by composing
Dharmanibandhas at the Sena and Varman court. For example, Bhattabhavadeva, the
sandhivigrahika of Harivarman and his son, composed Prayscittaprakarana and
Sambandhaviveka.'* Bhattabhavadeva’s father Govardhana was a brahmana scholar and a well-
known warrior. Bhattabhavadeva's family was hereditarily engaged in the service of the king.
Halayudha, the author of Brahmanasarvasva, was appointed to the court of Laksmanasena as
dharmadhikara, mahadharmadhyaksa, mahadharmadhikrta, dharmadhyaksa or dharmadhikrta.'> As
ritual specialists, various Brahmanical norms had been acknowledged through these nibandhakaras
by the royal authority of Sena and Varman reign. Apart from the compilation of various
Dharmanibandhas, they compiled the Puranas to incorporate the local traditions into the fold of
Brahmanical culture. Kunal Chakrabarti observed that the brahmanas, especially in the border areas,
wanted to enter into a dialogue with the indigenous people by composing the Puranas, as the success
of the Brahmanical domination depended on the acceptance of their ideological norms by the local
people and its cultural internalization. '® Kunal Chakrabarti provided a chart of the accepted Bengal
Puranas, written in the early medieval period. These are Brahmavaivarta Purana (10"-16™ century),
Kriyayogasara which is claimed to be associated with Padma Purana (not later than 11™ century),
Brhannaradiya Purana which belonged to eastern Orissa or western Bengal (750-900 CE), Devi
Purana (cannot be placed later than 850 CE), Kalika Purana belonging to either in Assam or the
part of Bengal which is adjacent to Assam (10" or the first half of the 11" century), Mahabhagavata
Purana which belonged to eastern Bengal, close to Assam (10" or 11% century, not later than 12
century), Devibhagavata Purana (11" or 12 century) and Brhaddharma Purdna (later half of the
13 century).!” If we locate these Puranas and the group of composers responsible for their creation
within the matrix of literati of a second category we may be able to argue for a rural sector of priestly
literacy which is eminently supported by the numerous Brahmanical ritual and commentarial texts

that were being composed during the Pala but especially the Sena periods.'®

14 Majumdar, ‘Bhuvanesvara Inscription’, p.203.

15 Bhattacharya, Brahmana-Sarvasva, pp.2, 17, 85, 145,198.
16 Chakrabarti, Religious Process, p.23.

17 Ibid. p.50.

18 Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, pp. 549 — 552.
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Coming back to the composers of ‘inscriptional kavya’, a prominent example of the exuberant
literature of this period is seen in the Deopara Inscription of Vijayasena. This inscription has been
embellished by the great laureate of the Sena period, Umapatidhara. His compositions have also
been found in the Madhainagar copperplate inscription of Laksmanasena. Knutson said he had the
largest number of verses ascribed to him in the Saduktikarnamrta if compared to Jayadeva, Sarana

and Dhoy1.!” He adorned the royal court of the Senas till the time of Laksmanasena.

Dhoy1 was another eminent poet who adorned the circuit of literati during the Sena regime. He
was referred to as Kaviraja. Jayadeva in his Gitagovinda mentioned him as Dhoy1 kavi-ksmapati.*
He was renowned for his self-conceit and exaggerated self-acclamation as referred to in the
Rasamaiijart, the commentary of Gitagovinda.?' Despite these critical remarks about him, it can
be said that the title of Kaviraja was appropriate to him and was approved by the Sena authorities.
Dhoy1’s writings were also seen in the Saduktikarnamrta, Jalhana’s Suktimuktavali of the middle
of the 13" century and the anthological work Sarngadharapaddhati of 11 or 14™ century.??
Sridharadasa, the complier of Saduktikarnamrta was another gem in the court of Laksmanasena.
As mentioned in the introduction or prastavah of Saduktikarnamrta, he was the son of Vatudasa.
Vatudasa was the Pratirdja and Miulamahasamanta of the king Laksmanasena. He was also a
favorite (‘anumpama premapatra’) and a friend (‘sakha’) of the king. Another noted figure during
the reign of Laksmanasena was Sarana. According to his contemporaneous Jayadeva, he could
have mastered difficult verses quickly (‘Saranah §lagho durtiha drute’).?® In Saduktikarnamrta,
twenty verses had been composed by him. Here further reference had been made to one
Saranadeva, Saranadatta and one Cirantana-Sarana and some verses have been compiled in their
names also. S.K.De had referred to one Saranadeva who was a grammarian and the composer of

Durghatavrtti dated in 1173 CE.?* It is doubtful whether they were the same person or not.

Most firm, stalwart, perfect in poetic style, and most talked about and controversial person of this

phase was Jayadeva. He was skilled in all the gunas and figures of speech as evidenced in the

19 Knutson, ‘The Political Poetic’, p. 386.

20 Miller, Jayadeva’s Gitagovinda, verse 1.3, p.129.

2! Chakravartisharmana, Pavanadiitam, p.10.

22 Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, p.577.

2 Miller, Jayadeva’s Gitagovinda, verse 1.3, p.129; Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, p. 577.
24 De, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, p.367.
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25 Jayadeva claimed to have knowledge of

commentary Rasamarijari of Gitagovinda.
Sandharvasuddhi which means the skill of sewing or weaving words in proper rhythm and
sequence.?® There has been a great deal of controversy over his provenance. Arguments have arisen
between Bengal and Orissa regarding his origin. Those who believed his origin in Orissa,
according to them the village of Kindubilva mentioned in Gitagovinda was originally at Kenduli
Sasan in Orissa. Hence, he was patronized either by Anantavarman Codaganga (1078-1147 CE)
or Anangabhimadeva II (1178-98 CE) of the Codaganga rulers. Again, those who agree on the

Bengal origin of Jayadeva have been comparing this village of Kindubilva for a long time with the

village of Kenduli on the banks of the river Ajay in Birbhum.?’

Apart from the composers, eminent scholars and intellectuals from different backgrounds were a
part of the expansive circle of literati during the early medieval phase in Bengal. A large section of
them belonged to the Brahmanical background. Scholarly titles like bhattaputra and upadhyaya were
attached to them. Among them, a large number were Vatsyayana brahmana of the Bhargava lineage
in association with the Dadhichas which was the lineal identity of the eloquent Sanskrit scholar
Banabhatta. In this context, Vishwambhar Sharan Pathak shows how the brahmanas of this linecage
settled in eastern India in the early medieval period, the identity of which is found especially in the
inscriptions of the Senas.?® Highly erudite brahmanas received land donations in the sub-regions of
Pundra, Vanga, Radha and Samatata. They have been identified with their gotra and lineage.
Ryosuke Furui showed how the brahmanas, by the end of the 8" century, made their clearer identity
as donee with scholarly references, especially in Vanga and Radha.?® This category may be
considered within an expansive circle of rural literati and may also be juxtaposed with the
composers/promoters of the Puranas. The Pala inscriptions show some brahmana donees of
Varendra and Radha, who were experts in various subjects. It indicated their academic qualifications
and genealogical origin. The Amgachi Copper Plate of Vigrahapala III records the Brahmin donee
named Khoduladevasarman who was well versed in mimarhsa, vyakarana and tarka-vidya.*° He was

a student of Kauthumi $akha, a Samavedin, a Brahmacarin of the Haricarana, belonged to Sandilya

25 Chakravartisharmana, Pavanadiitam, p.10.

26 Tripathy, ‘Jayadeva’, pp.13-14.

27 Chakravarti, ‘Sanskrit Literature in Bengal’, pp.157-76; Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, p.580.
28 Pathak, Ancient Historians, p.33.

2% Furui, ‘Brahmanas in early medieval Bengal’, p.229.

30 Banerji, ‘The Amgachi Grant’, verse 15, line 40, p.298.
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gotra and Sandilya, Asita and Daivala pravaras.’! His father was mahopadhyaya Arkkadeva and his
grandfather was Padmavanadeva who was well versed in Vedanta philosophy.*? Donees were also
mentioned in the Candra inscriptions with their specific academic qualifications, particular Vedic
school, gotra and pravara, genealogy etc. The Dhulla copperplate of Sricandra records a grant of 19
halas and 6 dronas of land by the king to the brahmana Vyasagangasarman, son of Vibhuganga and
grandson of Nanaganga.>* He belonged to the varddhakausika gotra, the pravara of the three risis

and kanva $akha.**

The reference to the brahmana donee’s village of origin, residence and their donated village in the
Pala, Candra and Kamboja inscriptions indicated the procedure for their network building. Furui
depicts the rise of various Brahmanical centres during the 10%-12" century in Varendra and Radha.
He located these centers through the inscriptions. He identified Sravasti in Varendra as a nodal point
of the establishment of these centres, which is located near the hilly Balurghat area of the present
south-Dinajpur district of West Bengal.>® Tarkari®” or Tharkkarika,*® Krodafica* or Kolafica,*
Hastipadagrama*' were some of the centres of Sravasti. The centre Tarkari or Tharkkarika was
specifically significant. Many arguments have been raised regarding the identification of this place.
With the reference to a Candella grant of 998 CE Swati Datta noticed that brahmana Rudra Sii
Yasodhara immigrated from Tarkkarika and settled down in Diirvvahara grama.** She identified
this Tarkkarika with a place in Uttar Pradesh. According to D.C.Sircar, Tarkari along with Sravasti

was an old habitation area of the brahmanas in U.P. Large number of brahmanas have settled down

31 Ibid. lines 36,37,38, pp.297-98.

32 Ibid. lines 39-40, p.298.

33 Sircar, ‘Dhulla plate’, lines 34-35, p.140.

34 Ibid. p.140.

35 Furui, ‘Brahmanas in early medieval Bengal’, p.234.

36 Ibid. p.234; Sircar, Studies in the Geography, pp.294-98.

37 Radha Govinda Basak, ‘Silimpur Stone-slab Inscription of the time of Jayapaladeva’,
Epigraphia Indica, Vol. XIII, Reprint, 1982, verse 2, p.290.

38 Furui, “Rangpur Copper Plate”, line 43, p.241.

39 Banerji, ‘The Amgachi Grant’, line 39, p.298.

40 Sircar, ‘Bangaon Plate’, line 39, p.56.

41 Banerji, “The Bangarh Grant’, line 48, p.327.

42 Swati Datta, Migrant Brahmanas in Northern India: Their Settlement and General Impact c.
A.D. 475-1030, (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1989), p.53.
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in the hilly balurghat area in North Bengal and named it after their old habitations.** Taking the
view of D.C. Sircar, Ryosuke Furui said that a large number of brahmanas migrated from Sravasti
and settled down in Varendra.** They named their settlements accordingly. It is to be noted that the
brahmanas of Tarkari were highly demanded outside the Bengal region. For example, Swati Datta
mentioned the settling of brahmana Rudra Sri Yasodhara of Tarkkarika in Madhyapradesh during
the reign of the Candellas in the first quarter of the 9™ century CE. Again taking the reference to an
inscription of Kolagallu of 964 CE, Puspa Niyogi said that the composer of this prasasti
Madhusiidana was an immigrant of Tarkari in Varendra.*’ From the early 12% century, Piirvagrama,
Siddhalagrama, Dindisaya and Kesarakona in Radha and Campahatti in Varendra developed as
Brahmanical centres where the brahmanas settled down.* The Manhali grant of Madanapala
referred to the settlement of the donee VateSvarasvamisarman in Campahitti which was identical
with Campahatti in Varendra.*’ The Belavo copperplate of Bhojavarman referred to a brahmana
family originating from Madhyade$a and settling down in Siddhalagrama.*® Eminent nibandhakara
Bhattabhavadeva of the Bhubaneswar Prasasti was also a resident of this Siddhalagrama in the
Northern Radha. Puspa Niyogi said Siddhalagrama was highly reputed for Brahmanic scholarship
and rituals.*” These centres developed as Brahmanical centres of learning by these scholarly
brahmanas, working as nodes of a network among them. In the Samatata- Srihatta sub-region, mass
Brahmanical settlements were developed by large-scale brahmanas as reflected in the Candra
copperplates. For example, the Paschimbhag copperplate of Sricandra referred to 400 patakas of
land donation in the visayas of Candrapura, Garala and Pogara belonging to the Srihatta-mandala in
favor of 6000 brahmanas.”® These brahmanas were mentioned with their gotras, pravaras, and
learning multiple §akhas of the four Vedic schools (‘nana-gotra-pravarebhyah/ catu$-carana-nana-

sakh-adhyayibhyah’).>! Furui opined that although no evidence could be found in Samatata- Srihatta

43 Sircar, Studies in the Geography, p.297.

 Furui, ‘Brahmanas in early medieval Bengal’, p.235.
4 Niyogi, Brahmanic Settlement, p. 25.

4 Furui, Land and Society, pp.204-05.

47 Vasu, ‘The Manhali Copper-plate’, lines 43-44, p.72.
48 Majumdar, ‘Belava Copper-plate’, lines 43-45, p.21.
4 Niyogi, Brahmanic Settlement, p.32.

%0 Sircar, ‘Paschimbhag plate’, pp.30-35.

31 Ibid. line 50, p.68.
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area regarding the development of distinct Brahmanical centres like that of Varendra and Radha,

these land donations to eminent brahmanas indicated towards the making of such centres.>?

Ryosuke Furui’s study has indicated how some of the learned brahmanas were engaged in ritual
services like propitiatory rites (‘santivarika’) to the king. Reference has been made to §antivarika as
evidenced through the two copper plate inscriptions of Gopala II where both the donee bhattaputra
Lilakara and bhattaputra Atthakara were incumbent to the said designation. They were attached to
$antigrha.> Moreover, bhattaputra Atthakara was the son of bhatta purohita Santikara, who was a
purohita of king Siirapala.* The donee Brahman Vyasagangasarman of Dhulla copperplate of
Sricandra and the donee Pitavasaguptasarman of Rampal copperplate of Sricandra were engaged in
ritual service like adbhutasanti and kotihoma.>® Suchandra Ghosh and Sayantani Pal referred to
ritual services like Paficamahayajia, which was regularly performed in ordinary households by the
esteemed brahmanas to bring peace to the house.*® From the 12" century CE, they enhanced their
position in the royal court through ritual services. Brahmanas were employed for the ritual
performance of mahadanas which was regarded as a symbol of validating the royal power of the
ruler. Especially in Varendra and Radha, the brahmanas were rewarded with land plots for their
services in ceremonies like kanakatulapurusamahadana, hema$vamahadana etc.’’ Further, the
Tarpandighi copperplate of Laksmanasena referred to donation as a fee to the donee acarya
I$varadevasarmman on account of his service in hemasvarathamahadana ceremony.>® Sometimes,
the grants were treated as remuneration to a brahmana who was responsible for performing any royal
ceremony. In the Govindapur copperplate of Laksmanasena, the grant was made to upadhyaya
Vyasaedevasarman during the coronation ceremony (‘rajyabhisekasamaya’) of the king

Lakshmanasena.>® The Idilpur copperplate of Vi§variipasena was made to increase the auspicious

52 Furui, ‘Brahmanas in early medieval Bengal’, p.236.
53 Furui, ‘Re-Reading two copper-plate Inscriptions’, pp.320-21.

>4 Ibid. pp.320-21.

55 Sircar, ‘Dhulla plate’, lines 35-36, p.139; Majumdar, ‘The Rampal copper-plate’, lines 28-29,
p-S.

56 Ghosh and Pal, ‘Everyday life’, p.12.

37 Majumdar, ‘Barrackpur Copper plate’, line 41, p.63; N.G. Majumdar, ‘Naihati Copperplate’,
line 52, p.74.

>8 Majumdar, ‘Tarpandighi Copper plate’, lines 43-46, p.102.

59 Majumdar, ‘Govindapur Copper plate’, lines 41-46, p.96.
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year ($ubhavarsha) and for the king's long life.®® Santyagarika Krsnadharadevasarmman was also
rewarded for his service as evidenced in the Sundarban copperplate of Laksmanasena.!
Santyagarikas were specialists of §anti rituals.®> The Varman grants referred to titles like $antivarika

and $antyagaradhikrta wielded by the brahamanas, which indicate their ritual services.®

Probable groups of literates: scribes, engravers, pustapalas, royal officials, urban elites and

rural residents

Apart from the brahmana composers, there were references to eminent scholars who belonged to
the karanika-kayastha and other occupations, integrated into jati lineages. Initially, they were
referred to as scribes or lekhaka of the inscriptions. Chitrarekha Gupta said that the kayasthas held
important administrative positions and were skilled in writing state documents.®* For example,
Kayastha Aryyadasa was referred to as the scribe of the Mahati-Raktamala plate of the Gupta year
159 in Pundravardhana.®® The Jayrampur copper plate inscription of Gopacandra pertaining to the
sub-region Radha in the 6™ century referred to Kayastha Manadatta as the writer (likhitarh
kayasthamanadatteneti).®® The eulogy of Gaya Rock Inscription of Govindapala in the early 12%
century was written (scribe) by Ka (Kayastha) Jasiyi and Jayakumara.®” The first reference to their
literati status may be made of Sandhyakaranandi during the 11" — 12 century, the author of
Ramacarita. His father was appointed to the position of sandhivigrahika during the Pala rule.
Sridharadasa, the complier of Saduktikarnamrta, was the son of Vatudasa. Vatudasa was the
Pratiraja and Milamahasamanta of the king Laksmanasena. Vaidyas have also emerged as esteemed
composers. Vaji-vaidya Sahadeva composed the beautiful composition of the Gaya Krishnadvarika
Temple Inscription of Nayapala datable to the second half of the tenth century in Dandabhukti of
Radha.%® Vaidya Vajrapani was the composer of the Gaya Gadadhar Temple Rock Inscription of

60 Majumdar, ‘Edilpur copper-plate’, lines 49-50, p.125.

61 Majumdar, ‘Sundarban Copper Plate’, p.171.

82 Furui, Land and Society, p.203.

63 Bhattasali, ‘Samantasar Copper Plate’, line 13, p.258; Majumdar, ‘Belava Copper-plate’, line
45, p.21.
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Nayapala.® Vaidya Dharmapani was the composer of the Gaya Fragmentary Inscription of

Viévariipa or Vi$vaditya.’®

How do we situate these creative litterateurs within the context of the emergent regional literary
culture? We may refer to how William V. Haris termed the literatus as ‘cultivated’ and the illiterates
as ‘uncultured’.”’ However, perhaps such watertight cultural binaries would fail to bring out the
complex nature of cultural negotiations that went behind the creation of the phenomenon of literate
tradition at the regional level in our context. The scribes formed an important group of agents in this
process. In terms of early medieval Bengal Nupur Dasgupta observed in the light of early
inscriptions of Bengal that Sanskrit literacy had emerged among the literate scribes.”” Meera
Visvanathan’s brilliant study indicates the vibrant emergence of trained scribes or lekhakas as a
separate entity with the reference to the early historic period.”® According to her, these lekhakas
gradually turned themselves into a jati like kayastha and became a trained group of professionals.
In early medieval Bengal, it is seen that scribes held the position of Kayasthas or were appointed to
important administrative posts. As an example, visayadhikaranika (district councilor) Sambudatta
was referred to as the karanika (scribe) of the copperplate inscription of Pradyumnabandhu
pertaining to Pundravardhana in between 550-650 CE.” We get another interesting piece of
evidence from the Mallasarul copper plate inscription. Here, a Sandhivigrahika (a Minister of Peace
and War) named Bhogacandra was mentioned as the writer of this text.”> The Tipperah copperplate
of Lokanatha was documented by sandhivigrahika Prasantadeva.’® As discussed above, there were
several references to kayasthas as the scribe of the inscriptions. Eventually, these kayasthas raised
themselves into eminent authors. Thus, they were connected as a bridge between the literati and the
literates. Not only the scribes but also the engravers and pustapalas (record keeper) has made out
their separate identity in this literate world of early medieval Bengal. The pustapalas verified the

petition and price of the land following the local custom of the area. Visayadhikaranika Krsnadatta
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was referred to as the pustapala (record keeper) of the copperplate inscription of
Pradyumnabandhu.”” The Jayrampur copperplate of Gopacandra was heated by pustapala
Bhogadatta.”® The Mallasarul copperplate referred to pustapala Jayadasa as the person assigned to
heat the copperplate (‘diitakah Subhadatto likhitarh sandhivigrahika Bhogacandrena tapitarh
pustapala Jayadasena’).” Although the reference to Pustapalas became obscure in the later
inscriptions, the engravers grew up as renowned and officially acknowledged artisans from the Pala
period, especially during the time of the Senas. Some renowned and officially acknowledged
artisans were involved in engraving the inscriptions as revealed through the text. For example, the
eulogistic account of Guravamisra of the Badal Rock Pillar Inscription was inscribed by siitradhara
Visnubhadra, the Bhaturia Rock Inscription of Rajyapala was engraved by the artisan Srinidhana,
etc.®’ In the Pala period, many artisans who worked as engravers, hailed from Posaligrama situated
within the Bardhaman district during the reign of Mahipala I and Vigrahapala III. The Bangarh
Copper Plate of Mahipala I was incised by the artisan Mahidhara, an inhabitant of Posali.®! The
engraver of the Biyala Copperplate Inscription of Mahipala I, artisan Damaditya, had emerged from
Posaligrama.®? Again, the engraver of the Amgachi Copper Plate of Vigrahapala III was Sasideva,
an inhabitant of Posali.®® This Sasideva of Posaligrama has also been mentioned as an engraver in
the Bangaon Copper Plate of Vigrahapala II1.3* This Posaligrama was identified with modern
Poshela near Mangalkot in Bardhaman district.® This was a centre of artisans with special skills
and literacy.® There are some examples of engravers from Samatata who have worked on the Pala
inscriptions in a hereditary manner and formed their lineal identity. Such as Manghadasa and
Vimaladasa, the engravers of Bhagalpur and Jajilpara copperplates, were father and son.®” We also

have the example of engravers like Dakkadasa from Samatata who had worked in various
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inscriptions like Mirzapur plate of Sirapala and Nimdighi stone inscription of Pahila.®® They share
the name ending dasa. These engravers from Samatata worked in a wide geographical region in
Varendra stretching from the present Rajshahi district of Bangladesh to eastern Bihar.®® In the
Deopara prasati of Vijayasena, engraver ranaka Stlapani has been mentioned as the crest jewel of

the $ilpigosthi of Varendra.

The role of the messenger was vital in making an inscription. Usually, in the case of these land
deeds, the royal officials or high-ranking councilors can be seen as an envoy of the text. For example,
Laksminatha, the son of Lokanatha was the diitaka of the Tipperah copperplate.”® Kailan copperplate
also referred to yuvaraja $r1 Baladharanarata as the diitaka.”! The Devaparvata copperplate
inscription witnessed the land grant of Bhavadeva made through the ditaka, the chief
mahasamantadhipati Nandadhara.”> The diitaka of Khalimpur copperplate was Yuvaraja
Tribhuvanapala.”® Once again, the Nalanda Copperplate of Devapala referred to the ruler of
Vyaghratati-mandala, Balavarmma as the messenger of the charter.”* The royal messenger of
Jagajjibanpur Copper Plate of Mahendrapala was Sirapala.”> The Bangaon Copper Plate of
Vigrahapala III referred to the diitaka mantrin Prahasitardja, described as the son of the king.”®
Likewise, sandhivigrahika Bhimadeva was the messenger of the Rajibpur copperplate inscription of
Gopala IV and Madanapala.”” Among the officials, sandhivigrahika sometimes acted as a royal
messenger of the grant as evidenced in the Govindapur copper plate of Laksmanasena. Here the
sandhivigrahika Narayanadatta acted as a diita.”® In the Rajvadi copper plate of Laksmanasena, the

dita of the grant was Sankaradhara, the Gauda-mahasandhivigrahika.”
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Naturally, the social classes mentioned above played an active role in the formation of the
inscriptions. Now it is through the inscriptions that we also get to know the audience for whom they
were written. Barbara Stoler Miller can be mentioned in this context who said, the audience,
cultivated in a rich, refined language like Sanskrit, was undoubtedly limited.!* Now the question is
who were the readers of these Sanskrit inscriptions in early medieval Bengal and to what extent
were they able to read them? In this context, it can be said that the way in which Furui classified the
addressees based on the inscriptions illustrates a stratification of this literacy. Providing those terms,
the first category can be identified as the royal officials and subordinate rulers. They can be included
into this literate category. The royal functionaries were referred to as the first category of addressees
in the copperplates of Palas, Candras, Varmans and Senas pertaining to the areas of Pundra, Vanga,
Radha, Samatata. An elaborate list of royal functionaries was obtainable in these inscriptions as
dependents of the king (‘r3japadopajivin’) or the dependents of the royal favor
(‘rajapadaprasadoopajivin’).!®! Among the subordinate rulers, an instance of Yasodasa as a possible
composer of the Bhaturia inscription, who had been appointed as a mantrin and then promoted to
tantradhikarin under king Rajyapala, can be found. According to this inscription, Yasodasa was a

member of a non-brahmana literate family, who were hereditarily in the service of the Pala kings.'*

Meera Visvanathan said, ‘literacy is a product of urban society’.!” In early medieval Bengal,
during the 5M-6" century CE urban elite classes like $resthin, sarthavaha, prathamakulika and
prathamakayastha were influential people in the urban sector in Pundravardhana who dealt with
the matters of rural areas as administrative agents. Later, kulikas and kayasthas became the only
explicit members of the urban sector. Suchandra Ghosh and Sayantani Pal illumined the life of
elite and non-elite groups. This article reflects with the reference to nagaraka, how the urban elite
people had an advanced level of intellect and had an inclination to share their thoughts with each

other.'%4

During the 6™-8" century CE, landholders like kutumbins have been mentioned as influential rural

residents in the subregions like Pundravardhana, Vanga, Radha etc. Later from the 6 century CE
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onwards, the kutumbins were replaced by mahattaras. The mahattaras became mahattamas from
the Pala period. As influential landholders, they formed a bridge between the literates and non-
literates. Rural residents like jyesthakayastha, mahamahattara, mahattara, dasagramikas, karanas
etc have been referred to as addressees in Varendra, as is evidenced by the Khalimpur copperplate
of Dharmapala.'® In the inscriptions of Palas and Candras, brahmanas were referred to as the
foremost member of rural residents. In the Candra grants related to the sub-regions of Vanga,
Samatata and Srihatta, janapadas have been mentioned as the rural residents to whom the
inscriptions were addressed. The janapadas constituted scribes, artisans and musicians as referred
to in the Paschimbhag copperplate of Sricandra.'’ In Varman and Sena grants, rural residents like
brahmanas and brahmanottaras (highly qualified brahmanas) were mentioned as addressees. They
created their own literate sphere during the early medieval period in Bengal and formed a link

between each category.

There was another social class that got included into this category. They were the Kaivartas. They
came up as another essential social group during the Pala realm. Initially, they were referred to as
one of the lowest categories of rural residents along with medas, andhras and candalas in a
copperplate inscription of Gopala I1.'7 They held the profession of fishing. Gradually, they
upgraded themselves to the landholding class. Furui stated that lands have been given to them for
their subsistence or as a reward for some service.!”® During the Pala reign, they were especially
noticed for the sake of political affairs. They were getting involved in the administration. It is
assumed by Abdul Momin Chowdhury that Yasodasa of the Bhaturiya stone inscription belonged
to Casi Kaivarta class and was raised to the position of a subordinate ruler.'% Finally, the kaivartas
led a joint revolt of the samantas against the Palas and removed them from power for a certain
period. Even after the rebellion, their presence as a social group and landholder was maintained.

During the 110-12% century, Kaivartas were regarded as Kevatta in Bengal. Niharranjan Ray
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observed that some of them have even got engaged in Sanskrit literary studies, and poetry

compositions and got incorporated into the Brahmanical culture and religion. '

The peripheries of literate society: Medas, andhrakas and candalas

Meera Visvanathan has pointed to the existence of ‘different communities of response to
interpreting the same text in different ways.!!! It is in this context that the mention of certain social
classes in the inscriptions gives us the possibility to assume a non-literate class in Bengal during
the early medieval period. The copperplates of early medieval Bengal, in the Pala period, have
been addressed to rural residents of whom brahmanas were foremost, headed by mahattamas and
kutumbins reaching to some lowest strata of the society like medas, andhrakas and candalas. In
Varendra and Magadha, medas, andhrakas, and candalas denoted social groups during the Pala
period. They were placed at the bottom of society and were kept out of the village as mentioned

by Ryosuke Furui.!!?

In the Candra grants, general cultivators (‘ksetrakara’) were included in the list of the addressee.
The Mainamati copperplate of Ladahacandra referred to Rural residents like supakara (cook),
vardhaki (carpenter) and kamsara (brazier) in Samatata during the 11" century CE.!'3 In the 10™
century, during the rule of the Kambojas in Dandabhukti, Radha, the rural residents, for example,
the vyavaharins accompanied by karanas and cultivators accompanied by residents were referred
to as addressee in the Irda copperplate of Nayapala.!!* Landholders like karada and bharada have
been mentioned in the metal vase inscription of rajadhiraja Attakaradeva pertaining to Harikela.'!?
The Varman and Sena grants also mentioned addresses like janapadas, ksetrakaras as rural
residents. There are some social classes among which the chances of literacy were very low like
the ksetrakaras, medas, andhras, candalas and various other artisanal classes. They have been
mentioned as a category of the addressee in the inscriptions. In this case, we can rely on the

information provided by Ryosuke Furui to shed light on the needs of these lower-class people in
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society. According to Furui, in Varendra, in the field of agrarian expansion, they served the need
of agrarian laborers during the reign of the Palas.''® In Samatata-Srihatta area also, ksetrakaras
served the need of agrarian laborers during the reign of the Candras. This scenario was the same
during the Varman and Sena times. But the question here is, how are they addressed and if so, how
could they be aware of the content of the inscriptions in terms of their limited literacy? In this
context, we can cite a verse from Vijayasena's Deopara inscription where women of urban descent
used to identify village women with various precious gems with their familiar objects. Like pearls
with seeds of cotton, emeralds with leaves of §akha, silver coins with bottle gourd flowers, gold
with the blooming flowers of the creepers of pumpkin-gourd etc. (‘muktah
karpasavijairmarkatasakalam $akapatrairalavii puspai rUpyani ratnarmh parinatibhiduraih
kuksibhirdadimanam kusmandivallarinam bikasitakusumaih kaficanam nagaribhih S$iksyante
jatprasadadvahuvibhavajusarh jositoh $rotrijanam’).''” Kunal Chakrabarti suggests that various
professional narrators retold the puranic myths and legends in vernacular so that the native people
can understand them whereas they were written by brahamana authors in incomprehensible
Sanskrit language and were intended for the local clientele.!'® In an all-India context, Meera
Visvanathan showed in the light of early historical evidence during 300 BCE- 250 CE, how in a
time of limited literacy, the common man was made aware of a written culture through an oral
propagation.'’” To take an example from a context historically widely different but culturally
resonating with the process we are discussing here, we may refer to an observation made with
regard to a similar phenomenon from the late Roman empire (CE 337 to CE 425). Averil Cameron
and Peter Garnsey’s work in this historical context brings out the seminal significance of oral
communication as a mode of dissemination of literary culture, creating a bridge between the
literate and the non-literate.'?® It may be surmised that in the early medieval period there was a
similar tendency in Bengal. Here, too, the locals became aware of this literary culture in the

vernacular or through oral dissemination or visual display. As stated in the inscriptions, the
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designation of the messenger (‘diitaka’) had a special significance in this case. The presence of

this term in inscriptions proves that professionals were hired to transmit its content.

The political-economic and cultural context of the efflorescence of literary & literate culture

Overall, the historical sources reveal a complex and layered social structure to have emerged which
hosted the foundations of the literate society composed of various levels of intellectuals, ordinary
knowledgeable persons and also non-literates. In order to be nurtured, this society must have had
strong patronage. Was the society impacted by a courtly culture or any culture that was
predominated by an elitist environment? Here, our surmises may be guided by the theoretical
frames offered by scholars like Sheldon Pollock, Daud Ali and Jesse Ross Knutson to some extent.
According to Pollock, Sanskrit was the appropriate vehicle for expressing royal will. ‘Sanskrit
gave voice to imperial politics not as an actual, material force but as an aesthetic practice, and it
was especially this poetry of politics that gave presence to the Sanskrit cosmopolis’.!?! Daud Ali
said the spread of courtly ethos through the royal prasastis was partly facilitated by the rise of
Sanskrit as a lingua franca for royal courts.!?? Can its reflection be seen in early medieval Bengal?
Is there such a strong courtly influence reflected in the inscriptions and literature? Do these also
reflect a powerful court culture in Bengal? Daud Ali has talked about the aura and affective circuit
of courtly culture and aesthetics and talked about refinement and demonstrations of rasa or emotive
elements as illuminated through the ‘inscriptional kavya’. He observed how the ‘inscriptional
kavya’ points to the existence of an ‘interpretive community’ or a ‘literary public’ and how they
were produced and sustained through the court culture.'* By following these approaches, we can
see how this royal or political influence existed or how strong it was in early medieval Bengal. It
is also to be noted whether this political influence is reflected only from the poetry or prasasti part
of the inscriptions, or is the prose part equally important in this case. In fact, there is no doubt that
the prose section bore the heavy mark of the state authority, whether regional or sub-regional since
it related to the crux of the land charters which emanated from the necessity of land administration,

which was the very basis of state operations.
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Early medieval Bengal's rich inscriptions and literature hinted toward a potential elitist cultural
influence irrespective of its association with rural society or the royal court. The central figure of
this cultural tone, however, was inevitably the king. The king became the main protagonists of the
entire poetic world. As Knutson said, ‘Poetry creates him and he becomes a poetic being, beyond
rationality’.!?* Poetry is enriched by the glory of the king. Thus, whether the poetic orb in early
medieval Bengal reflected the spark of a king-centered, elitist-courtly arena through the numerous
rich inscriptions and literature, is, therefore, the main argument here. Of particular importance is
how this royal majesty or the subtleties of the royal court are illumined, especially through the
inscriptions. Not only the poetic portion, but it is also through the prose portion of the copperplate
inscriptions that the real political impact is reflected. The prose part of the copperplate inscriptions
generally describes the donative portion and reflects the authoritarian power behind the land
valuation. From the middle of the 6" century, in Vanga, Radha and Pundravardhana, this
administrative impact was restricted purely to the rural society only. The local influential people
and landed magnets of the rural society were dominating at that time. Gradually this rural political
impact took the shape of a monarchical form. This has been reflected from the beginning of the 7

century CE, especially in the royal issues of the Palas during the 9"-11™"

century or the royal
documents of the Candras in the 10%-11% centuries. It has further enhanced in the time of Varmans
in the 12" century and reached the apotheosis during the Senas in the 12"-13% century CE.
Reference to ‘rajapadopajivin’ (dependents of the king) or ‘rajapadaprasadoopajivin’ (the
dependents of the royal favor) in the copperplates of Palas, Candras, Varmans, and Senas indicated
the royal dominance. Jesse Ross Knutson chose to study the profound learning of high literature
at the court of king Laksmanasena of Bengal at the end of the twelfth to the thirteenth century CE.
Knutson observed Sena literature as a reflection of political poetic. They dealt with the king’s
military valor, spiritual exercise, and virtues. The same applies to the members of the royal family

as well. We shall briefly trace through the literary devices that illuminate the courtly aura in our

sources and discuss the indications of such manifestations of ‘inscriptional kavya’.

According to Daud Ali, alarhkara was the language of ornament, through which the concepts of

beauty were reflected in an individual’s appearance and speech at court and in his or her
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surroundings to some extent.'? For this reason, he thinks praise in the alarhkrta language was the
source of valor and fame at the court. These alarhkaras were expressed through royal
magnification, praiseworthy idioms, and exaggerated words. Some glimpses of this royal
glorification and flattering expressions were first found in the Radha region during the reign of
Saganka. Sasanka’s rule marked the emergence of monarchical rule in Bengal. His reign hints at a
radiant royal majesty that is evident, albeit somewhat in his inscriptions, in particular in his
Medinipur copperplates. The overemphasized literary expressions hinted toward his royal majesty.
The Nidhanpur copperplate of Bhaskarvarman during the 7" century CE was considered one of
the richest illustrations of royal glorification in early medieval Bengal. This lengthy inscription
provided a narration of detailed Varman lineage and each of the kings has been glorified here in
fancy expressions. They were endowed with innumerable virtues and immense power. The main
protagonist of this text Bhaskarvarman, had been praised in aesthetic expressions emphasizing his
personalized and martial virtues. In the seventh to eighth centuries, some small dynasties in
southeastern Bengal like Nathas and Ratas issued copperplates for self-proclamation and for the
legitimacy of their rule. Reference to their bravery and strength has come up in the context of
Lokanatha and SridharanaRata. The Khadgas and Devas of Samatata also possessed similar
multitudinous qualities as reflected in the ornate expressions used in their inscriptions. Gradually
with the rise of powerful and expansive monarchical dynasties like the Palas from the second half
of the eighth century CE and with the increasing royal control, a balanced, monarchical structure
of state power got evident. The beautiful ornate inscriptions of their rule bear witness to this. The
Khalimpur copperplate of Dharmapala carries the first testimony to this. Here the immense power
possessed by Dharmapala, the protagonist of this text, is evident from the alarhkrta expressions
used here. The Bengal inscriptions thus entered the arena of courtly classicism under the early
Palas ruler and matured into a style in the Pala- Candra phase. Eventually, the Sena period
witnessed the apotheosis of this cultural development around the end of the 11" century CE. This

is the period when Sanskrit poetry reached a profound level of aesthetic expression.

The glory of the royal palace was an emblem of the courtly world. The Nidhanpur copperplate of
the 7™ century CE referred to the royal residence of Karnasuvarna, which was possessed of

splendid ships, elephants, horses and foot soldiers. The existence of pleasure houses inside the
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royal palace is evidenced in the Jagjivanpur copperplate of Mahendrapala during the 9 century
CE. Terms like ‘vilasa bhavanam’, ‘bhavanangana lilayeva’ referred to the same.!?¢ In
Ramacarita, the city Varendr1 was praised in alarhkrta verses. It was decorated with houses and
lines of furrows.!'?” Varendri was considered a land of virtues and purity. Ramapala built the city
of Ramavati, which was resonant with the music of tabor of many varieties that were especially
practiced in Varendri and pervaded by scholars who were devoted to truth.!?® The palace of
Ramavati was grandeur because of the ornaments set with diamonds, lapis lazuli, pearls, emeralds,
rubies and sapphires, charming necklaces with central gems and many other articles made of gold

with fine artistic designs.!?

According to Daud Ali, the concept of service and devotion formed the structure of verbal
expressions and actions in the court. It is in this context that reference can be made to the Munger
copperplate of Devapala where the term ‘bhrtyanam’ hinted at the presence of servants under the
royal power."*° It would ultimately instill a sense of etiquette and decency between individuals.
The interior environment and nature of the then royal court are reflected in these inscriptions. A
reference to a seraglio in the court of Samalvarmadeva during the Varman period was reflected in

the Belava copperplate of Bhojavarman.!3!

The importance of the Brahmanical $astric procedures in the circuit of the royal court is expressed
through these inscriptions. The Badal Pillar inscription of Guravamisra in the 9 century CE under
the Pala reign referred to the attendance of scholarly councils (‘vidvatsabhasu’), among whom a
regular practice of the Sastras was prevalent.'*> Ramacarita referred to the king's discussion of
political affairs with the ministers and princes which was an important part of a royal meeting. '3
The demand for pandit brahmanas in the court and the presence of a learning environment was
evident in the Bhubaneswar Prasasti of Bhattabhavadeva. Cultural accomplishments and

enjoyment of aesthetics and eloquence appear to have become a part of courtly life. Besides regular
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practice of siddhanta, dharmasastra, arthasastra, mimarnsa, Vedic sitras, special knowledge like
tantra, ganita and medical sciences were also prevalent in the court. This inscription mentions the
pleasant cultural atmosphere of listening, reciting and singing in the court. Most of all,
Bhattabhavadeva's Bhubanesvar Prasasti projects how the free expressions of erotica in literary
form might have found a place in this atmosphere. The theme of strong love and embrace comes
up in the opening verses of this prasasti. The Deopara inscription portrays a similar treatment of
eroticism referring to the moment of confluence between Siva- Parvati.'3* Few works of literature
of the Sena period, for example, the Aryasaptasati, Gitagovinda, etc. have also portrayed the same
literary tone of erotica. The Aryasaptasatt mainly dealt with erotic love or sentiments as stated in
the concerned verses of the text.!> On the other hand, the verses of Gitagovinda are considered

simple love chants composed in a classical mode. '
The economic base and urban-rural contexts

Thus, we see that the emergent literary culture of early medieval Bengal, whether in texts or
inscriptions, had been nurtured largely in the orbit of the royal courts, whether of the paramount
kings of important dynasties or those of the subregional or subordinate rulers. Rene Wellek and
Austin Warren have projected in their Theory of Literature that any literature in order to flourish
must have an economic basis and was entangled with its patron upon which it is dependent
financially.'?” Royal eulogies and references to political grandeur in the prasastis of early medieval
Bengal indicate the overwhelming source of patronage and direction of loyalty. We may also refer
to Meera Visvanathan, according to whom literacy is one of the necessities of urban life.!*® Now
looking at the fact that most of the inscriptional kavya from early medieval Bengal derived from
royal patrons, can we then assume the economic base for this literary efflorescence to be urban?
One may assume that the royal political powers in early medieval Bengal in their heydays were
based in urban centres. B.D.Chattopadhyaya had pointed out how the early historic urban centres
in VarendrT continued to flourish in the early medieval times and how at least Mangalkot in Radha

may be looked upon as another important urban node. These urban centres served as centres of
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political power.!3? So, can we hold the economic basis of this literary culture to have been urban-
centric? How strong was this base in the case of early medieval Bengal? Bengal in the early
medieval period was indeed supported profoundly by clusters of rural settlements. Referring to
Karnasuvarna, Brajadulal Chattopadhyaya has said that it was the epicenter of peasant settlements,
mainly represented by Brahmanical settlements which indicated surplus agrarian production.'4?
This is true of all subregions of Bengal in our period. The expansion of the urban centers of early
medieval Bengal was thus founded on this rural production economy. B.D. Chattopadhyay
observed some nodal urban centres in different sub-regions of Bengal surviving in the early
medieval period. Among them, two were located in the Varendra or Pundravardhana. They were
Mahasthan (Bogra district, Bangladesh), located on the right bank of Karatoya and Bangarh (south
Dinajpur district), on the left bank of Punarbhava.'*! Among them, Bangarh was referred to as
Kotivarsavisaya in the Gupta inscriptions. Evidence that it was an urban center can be found here
through Adhisthanadhikarana of Kotivarsavisaya which constituted urban influential members like
an eminent merchant (‘Sresthin’), caravan trader (‘Sarthavaha’), chief artisan (‘Prathamakulika’),
and chief scribe (‘Prathamakayastha’). Sheena Panja accepted this site as an important settlement
and a significant administrative centre because many inscriptions of the Pala period have been
obtained here including the Bangarh grant of Mahipala I, Bangarh Stone Inscription of Nayapala,
Rajibpur Copperplate Inscription of Madanapala etc.'** Both the urban centres had successive
cultural phases since the post-Gupta times and both of them had reached a prosperous level during
the Pala period. Besides, cities like Ramavati have been mentioned in Sandhyakaranandi’s
Ramacarita. Flourishing agricultural settlements in this sub-region pointed to the emergence of
these urban centres. Ryosuke Furui indicated agrarian expansion in the area of Pundravardhana.'#?
Agriculture in this area in riverine lowland with clustering of settlements is evidenced by the

Copperplate inscription of Pradyumnabandhu where the clustering of 14 rural settlements is
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mentioned.'* Furui observed an extensive agrarian development and commercialization of the
rural economy during the 9""-11™ century in the areas of Varendra.'* Agriculture in riverine low
land enabled the process of implementing some artificial water bodies by local magnets as
evidenced by the Khalimpur copperplate, Indian Museum copperplate etc.'*® This expanded
agriculture led to the flourishment of urban centres which can be supported by the observation of
B.D.Chattopadhyaya. He showed the heightened structural activity in Mahasthan or Pundranagara
during the Pala period from 8"/9™- 11%/12" century.'*’ The situation was similar in the case of
Bangarh or kotivarsa visaya. Furui observed the expansion of rural markets (‘hatta’) and
implementation of monetary transactions through currency units like purana, pana and ganda in
the process of rural commercialization.'*® Comparatively, during the 12-13" century, Varendra
witnessed a limitable expansion of agriculture due to the process of kaivarta revolution and their
immediate recovery after it. This resulted in the restricted enrichment of urban centres in Varendra
during that phase. B.D. Chattopadhyaya observed sustainable development of urban centres in
Radha sub-region. Among them, the first was Karnasuvarna, excavated on the right bank of
Bhagirathi in the Murshidabad district.'* This developed as an important political centre in the
post-Gupta period under the rule of Sasanka. Karnasuvarna later became identified as the
archaeological site Rajbadidanga, situated on the west side of the river Bhagirathi.'*° The urban
settlement of Mangalkot, excavated at the confluence of the Kunur and Ajay, in the Burdwan
district was a prominent node in Radha.'>! Agricultural settlements in this area during the 6™-8™
century accelerated the emergence of urban centres there. Ryosuke Furui noticed the clustering of
settlements in elevated lowlands and forest tracts under the sub-region of Radha through agrahara
establishments.'*? Centres like Vikramapura and Devaparvata in Vanga- Samatata sub-region may

have had some urban propensity as they were mentioned as jayaskandhavara in several inscriptions
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of the Candra, Varman and Sena rulers during 10" to 13™ century.!>® It was primarily the
agricultural economy which had facilitated not only the rise of urban administrative centres but

also provided the economic base for the polities at all levels and zones.
The rural scenario:

In the early medieval period in Bengal, urban centers were formed centering on the developed
agro-based settlements in very few places. These urban centers developed as significant political
centers in the early medieval period. Of course, it has to do with court patronage, the glory of
which is reflected in the inscriptions as the medium of this literary culture. This raises the question:
was the rich cultural perspective of Bengal an emblem of an urban culture despite the absence of
any significant urban center and archeological evidence? Although there are references to royal
expressions in inscriptions and literature, it is noteworthy that the courtly reflection in Bengal was
not so strong that it could patronize this rich literary culture and the society formed around it. The
court culture that characterizes the structure of urban elitist society was less influential here. This
is because Bengal was based on rural society from the very beginning. The rural influence was
dominating here. Agriculture was their economic basis. Land was their main recourse. This was
clearly reflected in the prose portions of the copperplate inscriptions of early medieval Bengal
from the very beginning. The various power relations in the society would change and amplify
around the land assessment process. Although this land evaluation process varies according to
different sub-regions, the associated power relations also underwent proportional variation. This
process of land assessment from the Gupta period clearly illustrates the various power relations of
rural society, whose identity is found in the numerous copperplates of that time. In
Pundravardhana, the annexation of khilaksetra (uncultivated wasteland to be converted in
cultivable fallow land) and vastu (uncultivated waste land to be converted in homestead land) into
the agricultural circle gave rise to the kutumbins as the dominant section of landholding class.
From the middle of the 6™ century, in Vanga, Radha and Pundravardhana various kinds of lands
like low lands, riverine tracts, wild forest tracts etc. had been incorporated into the agrarian

sector. This created the possibility of consolidating a large labor force, which resulted in the
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domination of the landed magnets in the rural society like the mahattaras and brahmanas. The
mabhattaras gradually replaced the kutumbins and further to that they had a stratified entity among
them. They collaborated with the local body of administration or adhikarana. The urban elite
groups like kayasthas, kulikas constituted the adhikaranas. The state, although the superior
authority, was, however, less visible in terms of land-related issues then. During the rule of
Saganka in the seventh century, pertaining to Radha, these landed magnets had mainly played the
role of the petitioner under the dominance of the state. Whereas in Samatata, agricultural
development in riverine tracts from the 5" century C.E. gave rise to individual and collective
landholdings by different professional groups. From the seventh century CE onwards, in the areas
of Srihatta and Samatata, during the reign of semi-independent kingdoms like Ratas and Nathas
and independent rulers like Bhaskarvarman, Khadgas and Devas, large forest tracts, unreclaimed
lands had been donated to a large number of brahmanas by the subordinate rulers. The sub-region
of Harikela during the 8" century CE, attested to the appearance of different landholders which
include a mahapradhana, brahmanas, artisanal groups, vihara etc. These local dominants or local
chieftains hereditarily enhanced their position into samantas, as reflected through several rock and
pillar inscriptions issued by subordinate rulers. The increasing influence of the subordinate rulers
over the rural society in the case of land transactions can be noticed during the Pala phase,
pertaining to the areas of Varendra, Radha and eastern Vihara in the 9" century CE. With the
emergence of a wide-ranged monarchical rule in Bengal like the Palas and Candras, the nature of
overlordship transformed into absolute state domination. From the 10" century CE onwards
throughout the Bengal, during the rule of Palas, Candras and Kambojas, the enhanced state control
over the rural society were apparent through the nexus of land donations to highly qualified
brahmanas by the king himself, although Harikela at the same time evidenced some individual
landholdings. This process of enlarged state control was further enhanced during the reign of
Varman and especially of Senas. The king became the superior being. The brahmanas, under the
patronage of these dynasties, especially of the Senas, turned out to be the most important section
of the state and society. By donating lands to highly qualified brahmanas under royal patronization,
the state enhanced its network all over the society. The strong inclination towards Brahmanical
tradition led to social and cultural reorientation. Thus, the establishment of a full-fledged
monarchical authority started predominating in the backdrop of a rural society-centric

administrative sphere.
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Although as an official poetic representation, these inscriptions and literature certainly have some
limitations in describing these local sensibilities; the rural milieu has been illuminated through
poetic expressions of some inscriptions and literature of the time. The Khalimpur copperplate of

Dharmapala delineated the picture of a rural scenario.

‘Gopaih stmni vanecarair vanabhuvi gram opakanthe janaih kridadbhih praticatvaram $isu ganaih
pratyapanam manapaih [11a vesmani pafijarodara $ukair udgitam atma stavarh yasyakarnnayatas

trapa vivalitinamram sadaivananam’.'>*

Hearing his praises sung by the cowherds on the borders, by the foresters in the forests, by the
villagers on the outskirts of villages, by the playing groups of children in every courtyard, in every
market by the elderly people and in the pleasure houses by the parrots in the cages, he always

bashfully turns aside and bows down his face.

A glimpse of a rural level impression is also found reflected from the Bhaturiya rock Inscription

of Yasodasa where it was stated ‘digantara gocara tvarita’. !>

Sometimes the inscriptions show a contrasting picture of the king’s luxuriance and the life of the
rural village people. Their poverty and state manipulation over them are prominent. They even
used familiar fruits and vegetables to identify the precious gold earrings of the riches that clash
with their rustic ornaments of flowers. The Deopara Rock inscription of Vijayasena delineates

such beauteous simile

‘muktah karpasavijairmarkatasakalam $akapatrairalavii puspai riipyani ratnar parinatibhiduraih
kuksibhirdadimanam kusmandivallarinarm bikasitakusumaih kaficanarh nagaribhih $iksyante

jatprasadadvahuvibhavajusarh jositoh $rotrijanam’. !>

Some literary works like the Subhasitaratnakosa and the Krsiparasara belonging to two very
different genres, written especially since the eleventh century portrayed the image of rural society
in a detailed manner. The Subhdsitaratnakosa of Vidyakara (c.11"-12"" century) is a Sanskrit

poetry of village and field. The agricultural text of Krsiparasara has purely dealt with a local and

154 Kielhorn, ‘Khalimpur Plate’, verse 13, pp.248-49.
155 Sircar, ‘Bhaturiya Inscripion’, line 7, p.154.
156 Majumdar, ‘Deopara Inscription’, verse 23, p.48.

221



rural culture viewed from a technical perspective nurtured within the mainstream of Sanskrit

treatises.

This trend of observation culminated during the period of the Senas which we can get a glimpse
of through the lens of some creative Sanskrit literature like Sadukti-karnamrta, Aryasaptasati etc.
Knutson described how the high courtly register of Sena literary salon mutated into a vulgar
intimate register. In addition to this, these were also considered idiosyncratic poems carrying their
provincial aspects. Knutson says, ‘there is an even deeper, slightly impenetrable interior to this
poetry, which verges on a proud provincialism. These poems have a tone and language of their
own. Sanskrit literature demonstrates that it truly had a life of its own at the Sena court. Sanskrit
could begin to affirm the existence of different sizes and shapes in this political context, and in the
process reveal against all odds a new singularity’.'>” So, the Sanskrit cosmopolitan culture we are
talking about here is not only indicative of royal patronage, but also a unique indigenous rural

ambiance of Bengal rising above it.

Knutson observed that, along with the royal flattery (‘catupravaha’), the sena poems were
idiosyncratic in character, as in the collections of the Saduktikarnamrta. The Subhasitaratnakosa,
Saduktikarnamrta and the Aryasaptasati all project the rural in deeply aesthetic yet realistic
descriptions. The figures of speech like svabhavokti and anyokti which were the tools of literary
realism in Sanskrit poetics were employed to project this kind of reflections. In the
Saduktikarnamrta, a section called uccavaca includes subsections on poverty (daridryam), poverty
along with royal flattery (sacatudaridryam), the poor man and woman of the house (‘daridragrht’
and ‘daridragrhini’) and the house of the poor person (‘daridragrham’). According to Knutson,
Govardhanacarya, the author of Aryasaptasati, was regarded as the most realistic author, who has
always registered the tension and contrast between rural and urban.'>® Arydsaptasati is a poetry of
poverty and here gramya world written in a high Sanskrit literary art. The Pavanadiita of Dhoy1 is
a depiction of Laksmanasena’s representation. But it mostly signifies female degradation under
the radiance of the king’s magnificence. Thus, this kind of poetic realism expressed in later-day
compositions of the Sena period marks the entry of a new kind of expression in literary creation

of the region in these times.
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So, even though the royal court was behind the literary culture of Bengal in the early medieval
period, the rural economy was its main basis. The rise of these royal courts under the various sub-
regional dynasties although characterized by the emergence of urban centers as political centers at
times, these were founded on agricultural surplus distribution. Again, it was not the royal court
alone which nurtured this literary culture. We have to track the influential patrons outside the orbit
of the royal court to see other agencies who helped sustain this literary culture along with the
preponderant support of royal courtly patronage. The answer can be found in the presence of
influential rural communities in society since the 6™ century CE. Among them, the name of the
kutumbins comes first in the form of land owners. Later Mahattaras, brahmanas, pradhanas became
prestigious landholders. As landowners, their economic base was strong. Under their auspices,
land charters from the sixth to the eighth century CE are being written. Among the landholding
classes, the brahmanas became particularly influential. A strong Brahmanical network developed
in early medieval Bengal from the 6™ century CE. Their migration from the Madhyade$a and the
acquisition of land as a gift based on various sub-region-based agricultural expansions made their
influential presence in the rural society. The granting of land to brahmanas based on educational
qualifications, gotra and lineal identity, and their establishment as landowners also strengthened
their economic base. From the 10% to the 11% century, Brahmanical centers developed because of
the strong connections of these highly educated aristocratic brahmanas, especially in Varendra and
Radha. Later, in the 12" and 13" centuries, they became influential in the royal court through their
strong connections from the time of Varman and Sena. They bring the local traditions under the
Brahmanical circle by composing dharmanibandhas and various Puranas. This journey from a rural
society to the royal court is indicative of their social prestige, which was associated with their
strong economic base and academic qualifications. It is among this society that the identity of other

categories of patrons of this literary culture may be located.
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CONCLUSION

This research was begun with the intent to trace the history of evolution of the regional literary
culture in early medieval Bengal through a study of the pertinent epigraphic records available
from 6th to the thirteenth century CE. In this regard it is noteworthy that, despite originating
from the pan-Indian trend of the 5% — 6™ centuries, the literary culture reflected in the
inscriptions of early medieval Bengal gradually exhibited a certain kind of regional character.
We generally tend to employ epigraphic records to delve into the details of the historical
conditions and events of a certain context, here we seek to read them to look into the
background of their composition and track the participants in this exercise, including the
issuers, creators, readers and the audience. As a mode of communication, the content and
structure of the compositions inscribed and posted on durable medium bore the footprints of
the language, script and emergent mode of written communication which also developed into
a literary style in the more creative parts of the messages. Altogether these body of evidence
contain significant hints that may be used to understand the intellectual history of the society.
Most importantly we have to note that the entire body of this evidence was created at the behest
of and for the purposes of the polities that were mainly responsible for their issuance. In the
context of the early medieval Bengal, this society was variously connected with the rise and
fall of dynastic rulers in the varied sub-regions of Bengal, namely, Pundravardhana, Radha,
Vanga, Samatata- Harikela etc. Although the picture was not very evident between the 6th and
8th centuries, but from the beginning of the 9th century CE a somewhat clear emergence of
literary efflorescence could be observed. This phenomenon was largely supported by agrarian
and secondary economy which provided the base for political and administrative organisations
in the various sub-regions of Bengal throughout the early medieval times. The role of the
regional polities in their varied orders and orbits had, over time, provided patronage and thus
impacted the direction of this literary culture. Although primarily important, patronage to this
culture was not solely emanating from the royal orbit or the political powers. A larger social
world of the writing culture has been pointed out by Meera Visvanathan, which was beyond
the monopoly of the royal or priestly aristocracy.! Our study also tends to reveal a similar

situation.

We have begun with a review of the pan-Indian trends of literary culture. It is in this regard

that reference has been made to the concept of ‘gaudi riti’ first discussed by Banabhatta in the

'Visvanathan, Writing, Gifting and Identities, p.74.
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7% century CE, and reiterated by other eminent literary figures and experts in poetics like
Bhamaha, Dandin and Rajasekhara between the 7" and the 10" centuries CE. However, there
is little extant evidence to account for the prevalence of a regional literary style as early as this
time in Bengal except for a few regional land charters and the Nidhanpur copperplate
inscription of Bhaskarvarman. This last inscription provides a glimpse of the kind of style that
Banabhatta had been probably referring to, and which exhibits the features of the gaud riti.
The riti has been typified with certain especial characteristics, not all very appreciated by the
exalted poets and composers of the time. For example, they talked about the use of high literary
tone, overbearing exaggerations and volubility or ‘atisayokti’, and over endowed with similes
and metaphors or ‘upama’. It was truly from the 9" century CE that we can locate the regular
exhibition of worded compositions in epigraphic form first and then gradually in the literary
texts, which were extant and have come down to us. This last category can be dated to the late
10" to 11™ century CE at the earliest. Again, our choice of inscriptions as the source to trace
the history affords us the wonderful opportunity to observe the evolution of a regional style in
script, which was turning into a proto-Bengali script by the 12 century CE. This observation
of course is derived completely from our reading of secondary works penned by stalwarts in
palaeographic and epigraphic studies. In this light we get to understand that an eastern variety
of late brahm script was used in the inscriptions of Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya, Samacaradeva
and Gopacandra during the 6th century CE which transformed into the Magadha variety of the
NagarT script in the Khalimpur inscription of the 9th century. This finally culminated into the
proto-Bengali alphabet during the 12% century CE, as observed in the Deopara rock inscription
during the Sena rule. We took recourse to the seminal works of Georg Buhler?, Kielhorn® and
Rakhaldas Banerji* to understand about this transition to a proto-Bengali script. The parallel
developments of the language style, literary trend and progression of regionality in the form of
the script, put together, afford us with a clear perspective on the theme of our research. Our
study also turned towards the observation of the regional social matrix and attempted to chart
the processes through which these identities evolved. This was important for our research since
it targets to understand the social background for the history of the evolution of the regional

literary culture.

2 Buhler, Indian Paleography, p.77.
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84.
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Tracing the evolution of literary style through the inscriptions of early medieval Bengal we
note a consistently evolving trend, if not in terms of overall quality but certainly in terms of the
regional style and quantity. Nupur Dasgupta had observed a trend of evolution in the creation
of literary works in Bengal from the early part of our context to the end of the early medieval
phase. She has tracked the processes of composition, and the thrust on different genres of
literature, including Brahmanical and Buddhist scholarly literature, religious, philosophical,
commentarial and technical treatises, etc., which evolved with each passing phase of history.
These phases again were curiously observed to have coincided approximately with the
processes of state formation. A similar evolutionary pattern has been observed here in the light
of early medieval Bengal inscriptions and therefore we have discussed this history within the
frames of these phases.® The compositions, which were in majority inscribed on copperplates,
and combined verse and prose, offered information and clues of many kinds, all of which
offered us great clarity about the progression of literary culture and the world in which it was
developing.

Thematically speaking, the inscriptions can be classified according to their contents and tone.
For example, the early inscriptions were completely devoted to recording clauses of land
charters like the copperplates of Pradyumnabandhu in Pundra, the copperplates of
Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya, Gopacandra and Samacaradeva in Vanga and the copperplates of
Gopacandra in Radha during the 6 century CE. The first glimpse of courtly presence can be
observed in Saanka's inscriptions in the seventh century CE. The most enhanced form of
literary representation of the sovereign authority was reflected in the Nidhanpur Copperplate.
Here we see the example of derivations from the classical Indian form prasasti which had
gained currency among the royal orbit. A more flourishing form of this is seen with the rise of
monarchical rule in the Pala Candra phase. Royal documents of this period were a charming
combination of ornate prasastis and minutely detailed formal declarations of land charters. The
prasastis were dedicated to the grandeur dynastic narratives of the Pala and Candra kings.
Among these one may consider a few like Dharmapala’s Khalimpur copperplate inscription,
Devapala’s Nalanda and Munger copperplate and later Mahipala I’s Rangpur, Belwa, Bangarh
copperplates, Madanapala’s Rajibpur, Manhali copperplate inscriptions, etc. Again, during the
Candra rule, Sricandra’s Pascimbhag copperplate, Rampal copperplate, Ladahacandra’s
Mainamati Copper Plate inscription, etc. are significant to the understanding of the history of

this literary culture. This trend got further embellished during the reign of the Varmans and

5 Dasgupta, ‘Sanskrit Literature’, pp.536-80.
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Senas, as seen in the Belava copperplate of Bhojavarman, Naihati copperplate of Vallalasena,
Govindapur, Tarpandighi, Anulia, Madhainagar copperplates of Laksmanasena etc. The
prasasti featuring in the Deopara Rock Inscription of Vijayasena stands out in its ornate poetic
glory and in the subtle reflection that it carries of the impressions of the contemporary rural
society.

Besides the royal charters, we have noted the most interesting development in the form of
eulogies which were devoted to subordinate officials, feudatories, religious personages, etc.
which exemplify the expanding horizon of literary creativity. To this genre belonged the
Ghosrava rock inscription of Devapala, Badal pillar inscription of Guravamisra, Bhaturia Rock
Inscription of Yasodasa, Saiva Inscription from Bangarh, Kamauli Copperplate of Vaidyadeva,
the Bhubaneswar Prasasti of Bhattabhavadeva etc.

The socio — cultural aspects of the first phase ranging from the sixth to eighth century CE
emerged as the most interesting. This phase was characterized by a varied and rather ambiguous
political condition. From the very beginning of this period, i.e., in the inscriptions of the early
6™ century CE we note thorough and skillful documentation of land measurements, land sale
figures etc. in the copperplates of Pradyumnabandhu in Pundra, Dharmaditya, Dvadasaditya,
Gopacandra and Samacaradeva in Vanga and of Gopacandra in Radha. The grand
manifestation of literary creativity in the form of royal eulogy found in the Nidhanpur
inscription bore a reflection of association with the uttarapatha culture. As a result, we get a
glimpse of derivations from Banabhatta’s style here. Again, in the 7" century CE, the
inscriptions of the subordinate Rata and Natha rulers from Samatata-Srihatta also portray the
influence of Banabhatta’s style. On the other hand, the inscriptions of Khadga and early Devas,
issued during the 7"-8" centuries CE depicts regional contexts of polity, religion and socio-
economic life. Subsequently, if we locate the inscriptions dynastically, we can see that,
especially from the Pala-Candra period onwards, the inscriptions took an affluent format as is
evident from the Khalimpur inscription of Dharmapala, Nalanda inscription of Devapala, Badal
Inscription of Guravamisra, Kamauli inscription of Vaidyadeva, Paschimbhag inscription of
Sricandra. The historical significance of these inscriptions is also undeniable. For example, the
Khalimpur and Nalanda copperplates of Dharmapala and Devapala of the 9" century CE testify
to their important historical achievements. On the other hand, the Badal pillar inscription of
Guravamisra and the Bhaturia Rock Inscription of Yasodasa in the 10" century CE symbolized
the rise of subordinate rulers under the Palas. A significant example was seen in the Kamauli
inscription of Vaidyadeva in Kamartipa during the 12th century CE. We note the tendency to

commission and the ornate flowery compositions created to uphold the authority of these
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subordinate rulers. The records thus offer distinct dimensions to the shifting dynamics of power
and patronage, which have to be read into the social history of the literary culture too. Similarly,
we have to note how from the 10" century CE onwards, the instances of literary creativity was
found to be floundering. The only exception was noted in those issued during Mahipala I (late
10" to early 11" century CE) and Madanapala’s (early 11" to mid -12™ century CE) reigns.
Again, this was obvious since their times saw brief spurts of resurgence of Pala power and
reconnection with the northern India. Madanapala's reign may be considered as having been a
rich juncture in the literary history of the region. Some very important literary works were
composed during this time. For example, we can cite Sandhyakaranandi’s Ramacarita and
Vidyakara’s anthology, the Subhasitaratnakosa. On the other hand, a possible Arakanese
association may be observed in the context of the Candra rule, although how much of this is
reflected in their inscriptions remains a matter of consideration. It is clear however, that the
tonal quality and form of presentation noted in the Candra inscriptions were different from
those of the Palas. The most important of these is the Paschimbhag copperplate inscription of
Sricandra.  As an important land deed donated to many brahmanas, it depicted the
reconstruction of rural society in the Samatata-Srihatta area. Apart from this, the Dhulla,
Rampal and Madanpur copperplates of Sricandra, and the Mainamati inscriptions of
Ladahacandra further represent the sub regional cultural scene.

With the next phase of history, we note the rise in over-ornate style of composition and this is
well reflected in the inscription of the Varmans. We may consider the possibility of the
influence of the Kalacuris of Cedi in this instance. A notable example of this emerging style is
observed in the Belava copperplate of Bhojavarman. It is a beauteous literary record of the
genealogical eulogy of the Varman kings along with land-related matters. But the culmination
of stylistic trend is observed in the Bhubaneswar Prasasti, one of the most significant
inscriptions of early medieval Bengal. Narration of the rise of a brahmana family centered on
the powerful Brahmanical center of Siddhalagrama in Radha offers the evidence of
compositional paradigm of the times and also throws light on the background of the emergent
culture. This evolutionary trend is noted to culminate under the Senas. The Deopara inscription
probably bears the imprint of the finest example of writing style in the long history of literary
culture in early medieval Bengal. The variety of a proto-Bengali alphabet used in this
inscription was considered much advanced too. The nuanced literary representation of the rural
society and social communities leaves one wondering about the emotional and evocative
aspects of compositions of the times. In fact, in the Laksmanasena's reign was the most

significant in terms of literary achievements during the Sena period. This is equally evident
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from the several copperplates of his reign, for example, the Govindapur, Tarpandighi,
Sundarban, Anulia, Madhainagar etc. which, if not matching in poetic excellence with the
Deopara example, reflected the prolific environs of literary activity. Along with this, some
grandiose creative kinds of literature of his times comprise of the Sadukti-karnamrta,
Aryasaptasati, Pavanadiita and the most magnificent, the Gitagovinda.® However, it is
noticeable that this high stylistic trend of writing does not seem to have sustained the declining
status of the dynasty. The weakening of political patronage was perhaps evident in the decline
noted in the literary tone of their inscriptions. We have to consider the fact that our sources are
actually by their very nature aligned with political processes, as devices of state administration.
Hence tracking the history of literary culture through epigraphic records inevitably binds us
with the fate of polities. Although, we have to accept that historically speaking, all kinds of
literary endeavours in early medieval times were, to a large extent, dependent on state

patronage.

The overall orbit of literary culture flourished in a wide and complex society as we note in the
context of early medieval Bengal. From a literary perspective, we can assume this society to
have comprised of the Literati, the society of the literates and the most numerous sections, the
non - literates. The literati comprised the composers who styled the inscribed words as well as
authored the numerous creative works of literature and scholarly writings on different subjects.
This intellectual domain again was increasingly nurtured and styled within the Brahmanical
framework, while as we know the Buddhist treatises on philosophy and ritualistic texts were
generally composed in the cultural milieu of the regional monastic world. Since the present
work mainly dwells on the general trends of literary culture, we have focused on the former
scene associated with the court, the laity and the mundane life of early medieval Bengal.
Drawing attention to this orbit of the literature we can look for the qualities and functions the
literati brought into the domain of the writing culture. We observe that in these early societies
the skill of writing imparted a specific kind of authority.” Those who were invested with the
task of writing the state documents naturally gained access to significant social status and
represented high culture.® Skilled in the courtly language, they were proficient in various

literary disciplines. ? The light that the sources throw on the identity of some of the illustrious

6 See for example, Knutson, Into the twilight.

7 Also see Pollock, ‘The Cosmopolitan Vernacular’, p. 8.

8 Also see Visvanathan, Writing, Gifting and Identities, p. 79.
? See, for example, Buitenen, Two Plays, p.11.
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composers of the period, reveals that a large section of them belonged to the Brahmanical
background. Amongst them were Srikantha, Gauda Abhinanda from the Pala- Candra phase
and Purtsottama, Govardhanacarya, etc. during the Varman — Sena times. Many had penned
the dharmanibandhas at the Sena and Varman courts, including Bhattabhavadeva and
Halayudha. Myriad others had been employed in incorporating Brahmanical rituals, divine
myths and popular epic legend along with the local traditions into the fold of the puranas. '

There were others, however, whose social identities were obscure. They included perhaps the
most esteemed creative writers like Umapatidhara, Jayadeva, Sarana, Srutidhara, DhoyT etc.
Thirdly we have Sandhyakarnandi, and Sridharadasa among the karana occupation and vajt
vaidya Sahadeva, Vaidya Vajrapani and vaidya Dharmapani.!' They arose in the backdrop of
the royal courts and sub-regional polities. This offers a small window to the world of the literati

where the literary merit of the scholar emerged as the primary factor beyond varna identity.

But the culture of literates was nurtured overwhelmingly within the brahmana circuit. There
was the expansive circle of the literates which included eminent scholars and intellectuals from
different parts of the region, who mostly belonged to the rural Brahmanical scene. Their
influence in rural society grew with land grants on one hand and on the other hand with
employment in the royal court and administrative circuits as literate personnel. They developed
their own networks which led to the rise of various Brahmanical centres in Varendra and Radha
during the 10™-12% century. D.C. Sircar and Ryosuke Furui indicated the rise of these centres,
in places named in the records, like Tarkari or Tharkkarika, Krodafica or Kolafica,
Hastipadagraima in Varendra during the 10" century CE, Piirvagrama, Siddhalagrama,
Dindisaya and Ke$arakona in Radha and Campahatti in Varendra during the 12% century CE.'?
It is from within these circles that the tradition of priestly culture evolved and spread in distant
sub regional parts in association with the normative, puranic and ritualistic literature.

On the other hand, the karana-kayasthas and the vaidyas had naturally emerged within the
higher fold of the literates. The latter were also prominently authoring medical texts, besides
contributing to scholarship and administrative functions. But it was the occupation group of

the kayasthas, initially employed as draft writers holding important administrative positions,

10 Chakrabarti, Religious Process.

' The last three composed the Gaya Krsnadvarika, Gaya Gadadhara and Gaya fragmentary
inscriptions.

12 Furui, ‘Brahmanas in early medieval Bengal’, p.234; Sircar, Studies in the Geography,
pp-294-98.
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who were much notable. They were later to grow into literary eminence like Sandhyakaranandi
and Sridharadasa. This bridge of transition from the literate to the literati is indicative of the
expansions that took place in the intellectual domain of early medieval Bengal in the high
points of its history. Nonetheless, we also have to note, that the cultural high points were not
bound within the ups and downs of the dynastic politics, as exemplified by the flourish noted
in the cultural environs in Laksmanasena’s court, at a time when the power of the Senas was
much curtailed.

Apart from scribes, there were other occupational categories, for example, the pustapalas,
engravers, and messengers, who were involved in the writing, documenting and preserving of
the state records. The royal officials and subordinate rulers, urban elite people and influential
rural residents also fall within this category as knowledgeable personnel and administrative
functionaries. It is in this connection that we can refer to Sheldon Pollock who said that
literature addressed particular socio-textual communities.'* This society of addressees has been
sought by us through the works of historians, who looked deeply into the sub-regional structure
of the society.'* As rural influential landholders and possessors of adequate knowledge of land
assessment procedures, the kutumbins, mahattaras and mahattamas, built a bridge between the
literates and non-literates. Another kind of cultural mobility between the circles of literates and
non-literates can be seen in the case of Kaivartas. From the profession of fishing, they upgraded
themselves to the landholding class and attained high political role.'> Quite interestingly one
comes across verses composed by poets who identified themselves as kevatta or kaivartta in
the Saduktikarnamrta, which led Niharranjan Ray to suggest their entry into the fold of higher
Brahmanical culture and religion. !¢

Finally, there was the largest section of the non-literates. It is historically evident that the
chances of literacy would have been very low indeed among the lower social classes and castes
in these days. This would include the ksetrakaras, medas, andhras, candalas and various other
artisanal communities. In the circumstances of their limited literacy or absence of it, the
officials of the state like the diitakas would have been responsible for transmitting the contents
of the land charters and other state messages to them. It is in this context that, with the reference
to the puranas, Kunal Chakrabarti had suggested that it was consumed by the indigenous people

either through oral propaganda by Brahmanical agents or through annotated commentaries in

13 Pollock, ‘The Cosmopolitan Vernacular’, p.8.

4 Furui, Land and Society; Ghosh and Pal, ‘Everyday life’.

15 See Furui, ‘Characteristics of Kaivarta’, p.96; Pal, ‘Revisiting the Kaivartta Revolt’, p.509.
16 Ray, Bangalir Itihas, p.229.
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the local language composed by professional narrators which were read during ritual
functions.!’

Indeed, a rich literary culture had emerged and developed within this complex society, where
participants represented varied social categories, socio-political nexus and interrelations. The
socio-economic base of the patrons and creators would naturally bear immense impact on the
cultural product that was created, in this case literary works and literary style.!'® This base of
patronage was variably offered by the different polities at different historical junctures in our
context. They wielded different degrees of power and possessed varied structurers of authority
in different geographical and ecological contexts. The fluctuating fate of these patrons also
bore down on the fate of those they patronized. However, the final sustenance for both the
polities and the cultural personnel came from the agrarian base and wider rural economy,
including artisanal and mercantile. Surplus economy led to urban developments in certain areas
in Varendra, Radha, Vanga and Samatata.'® These urban centres developed as strong political
centres in the early medieval period under respective ruling dynasties like the Palas, Candras,
Varmans and Senas. Courts under these royal authorities nurtured this literary culture to a very
large extent but the environs of this courtly culture 2° in early medieval Bengal was neither
uniform nor universally central. Although in certain contexts we observe a supreme king, the
royal household, the court and political processes bearing down with profound impact on
Sanskrit literary culture in our context, there were other, provincial, sub-regional and
feudatorial orbits of power and patronage as well. Finally, there was the rural world of the
landed magnates. This is the evidence that we have been able observe through our study in the
inscriptions of early medieval Bengal. In this context, Sheldon Pollock?' suggested that
Sanskrit literacy arose from the centres of authority and tentatively points to it as the poetry of
politics that gave life to the Sanskrit cosmopolis. But the instance of early medieval Bengal,
offers us the more complex dynamics of literary creativity in a wider domain, outside the royal
and stately circuit. We find the answer in the presence of influential rural communities in

society since the 6 century CE.?? The rural kutumbins, mahattaras, brahmanas, and pradhanas

17 Chakrabarti, Religious Process, pp.23-26.

18 Discussed by Ingalls, An Anthology of Sanskrit Court Poetry, p.51.

1 Chattopadhyaya, Studying Early India, p.88.

20 See discussions in Ali, Courtly Culture.

21 Pollock, ‘The Cosmopolitan Vernacular’, p.13.

22 Brajadulal Chattopadhyay and Ryosuke Furui’s studies traces the emergence of the
hierarchical structure of the rural communities which leads us to ponder on deeper dynamics
of sustenance for this literary growth.
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would have to be factored into our understanding of the fabric of patronage from below which
sustained the patronage from above. A large part of this process of cultural negotiations from
below stemmed from the rise of the brahmanas in rural communities. The process of
Brahmanical migrations, settlements, and establishments can be noted to emerge from the 5%
to 13" century CE.?* Brahmanical learning spread with time, as they gradually emerged as
dominant landed magnets in the rural society in Radha, Vanga, Varendra. Reclamation of forest
land and acquisition of land for large-scale brahmana settlements led to a similar scene in
Samatata-Srihatta area from the 7% century CE. Their enhanced position as subordinate
functionaries, their association with the ruling polities where they served in various
administrative capacities strengthened their status both as patrons as well as the contributors of
literary culture. A strong literary base which remained almost exclusive within this fold
gradually spread a network of patronage at the lower levels of literary practices. From the 10%
century onwards, almost an overall trend had developed towards acknowledging brahmanas of
high qualifications through land donations by the king. Brahmanical norms had been
acknowledged through these ritual specialists and nibandhakaras by the Sena and Varman
rulers. But that culture did not remain exclusively within the reach of the brahmana caste as
there were other claimants to literacy and literary excellence. In fact, we observe this literary
culture to evolve to an extent cutting across varna — jati affiliations. But the exclusion of the
largest section of the people continues to point to the historical fact of exclusivity where literacy
and literary accomplishments still remain bound. Literary efflorescence thus would have
qualified the cultural chasm that grew between the social and economic strata of the regional

society.

23 Furui, ‘Brahmanas in early medieval Bengal’, p.223.
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TABLE I:

Stylistic Trend of the Inscriptions of the 6"'-8" century CE:

Inscriptions Time Period Sub-region Stylistic Trend or Significance

The copperplate - Pundravardhana | Beautiful documentation of land sale

inscription of figures, land measurement units and

Pradyumnabandhu land evaluation methods.

Faridpur plates of c. 6" century CE | - Vanga

Dharmaditya and

Gopacandra, Kotalipada

copperplate of -Radha

Dvadasaditya and the

Ghugrahati Copper Plate

of Samacaradeva

The Mallasarul and

Jayrampur copperplate of]

Gopacandra

The Medinipur Copper | c. 7" century CE | -Radha The first indication of royal

Plate Inscriptions of domination. Glimpses of royal

Sasanka glorification are reflected in the
literary tone.

The Nidhanpur c. 7% century CE | Radha The most adorning and charming

copperplate of literary composition of this period.

Bhaskarvarman This copper plate resulted from the

alliance with Harsavardhana and the
concurrent reign of Bhaskaravarman
at Karnasuvarna. Therefore, the
possible reflection of the writings of
Harsa's poet Banabhatta is found

here.
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The Tipperah copperplatg -middle of the -Srihatta Being subordinate rulers of
of Loknatha seventh century Bhaskaravarman, Loknatha and
C.E. SridharanaRata’s inscriptions were
The Kailan Copperplate considered a reflection of
Inscription of “middle to the | ~>Amatata
Banabhatta’s Harsacarita. They
Sridharanarata last quarter of the reflect subtle poetic expressions.
7% century CE
The Ashrafpur -middle of the 7th Reflection of self-proclamation and
copperplate inscriptions | century CE legitimacy as emergent sovereign
of Devakhadga Samatata rulers.
The Devaparvata
- 8th_9th
Copperplate of ’
Bhavadeva centuries CE
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TABLE II:

Stylistic Trend of the Pala Inscriptions:

Inscriptions Time Period | Sub-region Stylistic Trend or Significance

The Khalimpur c. 9" century | Varendra, The first testimony to an ornate literary
copperplate inscription CE Pundravardhana | composition of the Palas. This copperplate
of Dharmapala is significant for witnessing the

involvement of the Palas in the north Indiar
struggle for the hegemony over Kanauj
against the Gurajara-Prattharas and the
Rastrakitas. It is also significant for its
eulogistic poetry and donative charter with

fine expertise in literary style.

The Nalanda Copper | c.9" century | Magadha, Bihar | This was not only the prasasti of the Palas
of Devapala CE but also contained the prasasti of the
Sailendra dynasty in southeast Asia. It
bears testimony to the fact that the king of
Suvarnadvipa Balaputradeva surrendered to
Devapala. At Balaputradeva’s request,
Devapala granted him five villages for the

construction of a temple at Nalanda.

The Ghoshrava Rock | late 9% or Ghosrava, Bihar | This is a eulogy of a Buddhist named
Inscription of beginning of Viradeva loaded with embellished similes
Devapala 10% century CE and allegorical verses. [lluminates the tone

of philosophical and moral aspects of
Buddhism as a religion that had lent a

distinct ethos and sentiment.

The Badal pillar c. 10" century | Dinajpur district, | Prasasti of a brahmana family, who were
inscription of CE Pundravardhana | hereditarily in service of the Pala kings as
Guravamisra their subordinates. It portrays the

dominating influence of the subordinate
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rulers under the Palas. Full of poetic beauty

and elegance.

The Bhaturia Rock
Inscription of

Yasodasa

c. 10" century
CE

Rajshahi district,

Pundravardhana

Prasasti of Yasodasa, who came from a
non-brahmana literate family and was

subordinate to the Pala kings.

Saiva Inscription from

Bangarh

c.11"™ century

CE

Bangarh, Dakshin
Dinajpur District,

Pundravardhana.

An eulogy of the Saivacharya named
Murtisiva. An interesting reading of the
emergence of the religion and a centre
manned by Saiva ascetics in and around the
subregion at the time which is significant tq
reveal another source of literary genesis in
the process of the evolution of literary

culture in early medieval Bengal.

Gaya Krsnadvarika

temple inscription of

c.11" century

CE

Gaya, Magadha

Prasasti of a local ruler in Gaya. As a

temple inscription reflected a beautiful

Visvaditya literary creation.
The Kamauli CPI of | c.mid- Kamarupa This copperplate was issued from
Vaidyadeva 12thcentury Kamariipa by Vaidyadeva, an appointed

ruler of Kumarapala. Although Vaidyadeva

was appointed by Kumarapala, this

inscription reflected his autonomous status.
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TABLE III:

Stylistic Trend of the Candra Inscriptions:

Inscriptions Time Period Sub-region Stylistic Trend or
Significance

The Paschimbhag c.10" century CE | Samatata A startling literary

copperplate inscription testimony. A unique

of Sricandra. donative charter in which
land grants to many
brahmanas indicated the
reorganization of rural
society and settling of
brahmanas in Samatata-
Srihatta area.

Dhulla, Rampal and c. 10" century CE | Samatata A fine mixture of prasati

Madanpur copperplate and donative deed.

of Sricandra

The Mainamati Copper | ¢.11" century CE | Samatata Loaded with poetic

Plate inscription of hyperbolic exaggerations.

Ladahacandra.

242




TABLE IV:

Stylistic Trend of the Varman and Sena Inscriptions:

Inscriptions

Time Period

Sub-region

Stylistic Trend or Significance

The Bhubaneswar
Prasasti of

Bhattabhavadeva

c. late 11%"- early

12" century CE

Radha

A beautiful prasasti of the
family of Bhattabhavadeva.
Bhattabhavadeva was a
Dharmanibandhakar and
employed as a minister of war
and peace under the ruler
Harivarman. This was indicative
of a strong Brahmanical
influence in the society in early
medieval Bengal, especially
from the 12" century CE

onwards.

The Belava copperplate

of Bhojavarman

c.12™ century CE

Vikramapura, Vanga

It portrayed a thorough list of
genealogy of the Varmans with
a flourishing literary tone.
Along with this, it is also
important for depicting the land
evaluation process, land
measurement and land grant
matters in a wonderful prose

format.

The Deopara Rock

Inscription of Vijayasena

c. 12" century CE

Rajshahi,

Pundravardhana

Considered the finest literary
creation in early medieval
Bengal. Main highlight is the

beautiful depiction of rural
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communities. The eulogistic
verses of this inscription throw
important light on the history of
the Sena dynasty, especially of

Vijayasena.

The Naihati copperplate

of Vallalasena

Tarpandighi, Anulia,
Govindapur and
Madhainagar copperplate

of Laksmanasena

12" century CE

Vikramapura, Vanga

Beautiful, yet over-ornate and
exaggerated wordings of
prasastis bear the hallmark of
epigraphic literary style.
Characterized by neat
documentation of land-related
matters. Evolution of Proto-
Bengali script (precursors of
modern Bengali, according to
N.G. Majumder) is noted in

most of these inscriptions.
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