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Introduction
Michael Willis, John Clarke and
Sam van Schaik

Bodhgayā – the site of the Mahābodhi temple in eastern
India – has long been recognised as the place where the
Buddha sat in meditation and attained enlightenment. It is
this place – for many Buddhists the most potent of all
Buddhist places – that is the focus of the present book.
Important archaeological, artistic and literary remains
bear witness to the Buddha’s awakening, and to the enduring
significance of Bodhgayā over the last two millennia. The
first monumental remains at Bodhgayā can be assigned to
the time of King Aśoka in the 3rd century bce and many
additions were made thereafter, notably in the early
centuries bce, the 4th to 7th centuries ce, and the 11th to
12th centuries ce. The site’s religious pre-eminence as the
‘diamond throne’, or vajrāsana, attracted the attention of
Buddhists across Asia, with epigraphic and literary
materials documenting missions from Ceylon (Sri Lanka),
Burma (Myanmar), Tibet and China. Concurrently, the
Mahābodhi stood at the centre of a network of local
patronage in the complex religious landscape of northern
India. After the 13th century, Bodhgayā declined and
eventually the temple was appropriated by followers of the
Śaiva faith. British archaeological intervention helped
reactivate the site and by the end of the 20th century
Bodhgayā had regained its position as a key centre of
Buddhism and international pilgrimage.
State of the art: the site, its remains and its setting
The scholarly literature on Bodhgayā is extensive. This
necessitates a summary of key trends and problems rather than
an encyclopaedic account. Early visitors, to begin, included
William Jones (1746–1794), Charles Stuart (1758–1828), and
Francis Buchanan-Hamilton (1762–1829). All three were
interested in sculpture and Stuart and Buchannan-Hamilton
collected pieces now in the British Museum ( Jones 1788, vol. 1,
240; Cannon 1970, vol. 2, 659; Willis 1997). One of the most
impressive is a crowned Buddha of the 11th century (Fig. 0.1).
The general trajectory of colonial engagement with Bodhgayā
is explored in studies led by Alan Trevithick and David Geary
(Trevithick 2006; Geary, Sayers and Amar 2012; Geary 2014).
Detailed study of the site began with Rājendralāla Mitra. His
book Buddha Gayá (1878) was the first compilation and aimed to
provide a comprehensive history of the complex. Mitra’s
publication was followed by Alexander Cunningham’s
Mahâbodhi (1892). This was based on excavations undertaken
primarily in the 1870s, but the text was prepared in London
after 1885 and written from memory after Cunningham’s
original manuscript was lost. While the report was at least
written by the nominal lead of the excavation, Cunningham
was seldom present (the day-to-day work being supervised by
Joseph David Beglar), and the book’s recomposition came a
decade after the excavation and restoration of the temple. This
accounts for the book’s inconsistencies. Regardless of the
methodological and theoretical problems posed by Mitra and
Cunningham, and the fraught relationship between Mitra and
the British authorities, their publications remain central to the
subject. The legal controversy that surrounded the ownership
of the temple after the restoration, while not archaeological as
such, preserves information about the work at Bodhgayā not
recorded by Mitra and Cunningham (Dharmapala and Gir
1895).
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After a considerable hiatus, Ananda Coomaraswamy
(1935) undertook a study of the early stone railing that
surrounded the monument; the chronology of this sculpture
was reappraised by Kalyan Chakravarty (1997). Otherwise,
the early sculpture of Bodhgayā is unstudied and mentioned
simply en passant in general surveys of Indian art.
Meanwhile, the later sculpture of Bodhgayā – a substantial
corpus from Gupta to Pāla times – finds a selective place in
regional histories of art (e.g. Asher 1980; Huntington 1984)
or in wider explorations of Buddhist religion (Kinnard 1999).
The site itself – nearly a century after Cunningham – was
the subject of a suite of essays edited by Janice Leoshko
(1988). The ideas presented there were extended with
historiographic nuance by Leoshko (2003) and Frederick
Asher (2008).
The campaign of restoration that ran alongside the
excavation led to the remodelling of the fabric of the
Mahābodhi and the reconfiguration of the temple precinct
(Fig. 0.2). This obscured the temple’s phases of construction
and many of the subsidiary shrines in the immediate area. A
number of sculptures and architectural fragments were
removed to museums in India and Europe subsequent to the
restoration, while those items left behind were relocated,
sometimes repeatedly. Although individual images and
types have been studied, many of the sculptures,
architectural pieces and archaeological collections have yet
to be published systematically in catalogue form, a subject to
which we return below.
The archaeological landscape of Bodhgayā was poorly
served until the study by Abhishek Singh Amar (2012), which
places the site in a wider context and proposes an innovative
framework for understanding inter-religious dynamics in
eastern India after the 4th century. These questions were
further explored by Amar in Geary et al. (2012), a volume
that also includes articles on Bodhgayā’s more recent history,
a subject taken up by Nikhil Joshi (2019). The historical
geography of Bodhgayā has been explored, meanwhile,
from an entirely different direction by Shin’ichirō Hori
(2018), whose important discoveries show that much awaits
to be found in manuscript sources. Inscriptions, also key to
historical geography and old toponyms, rest normally in
single editions (e.g. Sircar 1965–83) with some receiving
renewed attention, most notably the inscription of
Mahānāman that documents Sri Lanka’s long-standing
connection to the site (Tournier 2014). Gordon H. Luce
(1976) examined the medieval Burmese inscription found at
the site, while Tibetan inscriptions – known only from the
British Museum archive – were first published by Tsering
Gonkatsang and Michael Willis (2013).
As for the archaeological history of the temple proper, the
only attempt to reassess the evidence after Cunningham
appears in Giovanni Verardi’s book (2011, appendix by
Federica Barba). Cunningham’s understanding of the
excavation is rightly criticised, but the new interpretation is
framed by a socio-religious model that Amar (2012) has
attempted to discount. Nonetheless, the Verardi–Barba
interpretation will be the basis for future reassessments, such
as found in Willis (2016), a study that makes use of some of
the archival material in the present volume. Numismatic
evidence is also key. Cunningham’s coins from Bodhgayā

are in the British Museum and their find-spots are crucial
for understanding the phasing of the temple structure.
Cunningham’s dating of the coinage sequence has been
superseded, however, most notably by Nicholas Rhodes et al.
(1989).
Museum collections
In terms of collections, the corpus of dispersed material is
substantial. As mentioned above, much – if not most – of the
material from the site is now kept in museums, primarily in
Berlin, London, Kolkata and the Archaeological Survey of
India Museum at Bodhgayā itself. Claudine Bautze-Picron
undertook to catalogue the collections that made their way
to Berlin (Bautze-Picron 1998), but no parallel catalogues
have been prepared for collections in London. There have
been individual contributions of note, however, for example
John Guy’s study of the miniature copies of the Mahābodhi
temple (Guy 1991). Guy proposed that the Mahābodhi
temple models were pilgrim souvenirs. A more complete
definition of the souvenir in the Buddhist context is
suggested by textual evidence that points to the replication
of the vajrāsana through ritual practice. This is touched on by
Gregory Schopen (2005, 17) and developed by Michelle
Wang (2013). An analogous problem is posed by the
terracotta plaques from Bodhgayā and the surrounding
region. Mentioned by Yijing (Takakusu 1896, 150), the
preparation of plaques through the liturgy of dhāra ṇī texts is
explored by Schopen (1985 in 2005, 336), Cristina ScherrerSchaub (1994) and Ingo Strauch (2009).
In London at the British Museum there are about 90
individual items and archaeological assemblages from
Bodhgayā, most gifted by Alexander Cunningham.
Included in this collection are sculptures, terracotta plaques,
jewellery, coins and small finds, some from beneath the
main image plinth inside the temple. Part of this material
was dealt with in Cunningham (1892), but subsequently it
has only been studied synoptically (e.g. Zwalf 1985). In
addition, there are about 120 photographs, drawings and
site plans (with notes) from Cunningham that document
aspects of the excavation and restoration. Only a fraction of
this material is published as, for example, in Gonkatsang
and Willis (2013).
In the British Library there are over 150 photographs and
early drawings of Bodhgayā. A survey of material was
published by J.P. Losty (1991) but only two sets of drawings
from the 19th century has been studied in depth by BautzePicron (1989a, 1989b). Individual items are often published
(e.g. in Leoshko 2003), but the collection merits analytical
study to better understand the narrative of the Bodhi tree in
the longue durée, the history of the Mahābodhi temple and the
disposition of the site before Cunningham’s excavations in
the late 19th century. Since the amalgamation of the India
Office Records with the British Library in 1982, and further
internal reorganisation following the opening of the new
British Library in 1997, the collections are now in a single
location. Two groups of material can be highlighted here to
show the richness of the holdings. The drawings by
Markham Kittoe, made in the 1840s, include
representations of the early historic railing (see Fig. 0.3).
These drawings have not been coordinated with materials
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Figure 0.2 Bodhgayā, Bihar. View of the
Mahābodhi temple from the southeast during restoration, before 1880.
Photograph collected by Alexander
Cunningham and subsequently
acquired by Augustus Wollaston
Franks who bequeathed it to the
British Museum in 1897. British
Museum, 1897,0528,0.118

at the site, early photographic records or recorded
inscriptions. The inscriptions on these pieces are
particularly important for understanding the systems and
hierarchies of Buddhist patronage during the early historic
period. Also of importance is the work of Thomas Fraser
Peppé, who made the oldest photographs of Bodhgayā in
about 1865 and whose descriptive notes are preserved
(British Library, India Office Records P/505). This material
is crucial for understanding the appearance of Bodhgayā
before the restoration, and for interpreting the evidence
provided by published and unpublished accounts (see Fig.
0.4, a copy of a print held in both the British Library and
British Museum).
There are also significant Bodhgayā collections in the
Victoria and Albert Museum, London. Originally the South
Kensington Museum and then renamed the Victoria and
Albert Museum (V&A) in 1899, it developed a large
collection of Asian material from an early date. There are
about 100 items from Bodhgayā, including an early railing
pillar, the only example outside of India (Coomaraswamy
1935; Guy 2007; see Fig. 0.5). This was acquired in 1883 and
– like much of the Bodhgayā material at the V&A – came
from those in government service who were making
collections in the second half of the 19th century. A good
example are the pieces (IS.238 to 475–1950) purchased from

Mary Charles, the daughter of A.H. Giles, Superintendent
of Police in Gaya District. He collected at Gayā and
Bodhgayā while Cunningham was conducting his
excavations (Fig. 0.6). This Giles is not to be confused with
the Sinologist H. A. Giles, who contributed to
Cunningham’s book. The two men were actually brothers, a
fact revealed in a letter from A.H. Giles (postmark date 24
September 1924), a copy of which is in the Registry file of the
V&A (Nominal File: Charles, Mrs Mary). The letter also
reveals that A.H. Giles put Cunningham in touch with his
brother, by then Professor of Chinese at Cambridge, to
undertake the decipherment of the Chinese inscriptions and
that Cunningham ‘sent him one of the excavated offerings as
a present’. Moreover, Giles says that ‘… the General wrote a
full account of his work and discoveries, and sent it home to
be printed, but unfortunately it was lost in the wreck of the
Hindustan [sic – it was the Indus, see Willis 2000, 8]. He has
since published as much as he was able to from memory and
notes.’ As mentioned elsewhere in this volume, this helps
account for some of the problems in Cunningham’s
monograph, but it also shows the urgency of returning to the
archive to recover historically valuable information. A
second group of 20 items in the V&A is also notable, having
been purchased by Caspar Purdon Clarke in 1882 during his
visit to Bodhgayā. These include architectural elements and
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addressed after more than a century, with the majority of the
V&A pieces catalogued in 2014 and added to the museum’s
electronic database.
Outside the UK, there are over 110 items from Bodhgayā
in the Museum für Asiatische Kunst, Berlin. Some of these
were acquired through Rājendralāla Mitra, who was
involved in the selection of what would be sent to Calcutta
(Kolkata) and Berlin and who was the first scholar to write a
monograph on the site, as noted above (Mitra 1878). Another
important part of the Berlin collections came from Laurence
A. Waddell (1854–1938) (see, for example, Fig. 0.7). A
scholar in the generation after Cunningham, Waddell wrote
extensively on Buddhism in India and Tibet. The Bodhgayā
materials in Berlin, and their history, were included in a
catalogue of the eastern Indian collections published in 1998
(Bautze-Picron 1998). More detailed examination is merited,
however, especially comparative undertakings drawing on
all museum collections.

Figure 0.3 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Markham Kittoe, drawing of a railing
pillar in the Mahant’s residence, detail showing the sun god in a
chariot, 1847, h. 37.1cm x w. 25.7cm. British Library, WD2879, no. 19
(for a subsequent photograph, see Chapter 11, Fig. 11.3)

a door frame of the 6th century, a crucial period in the
development of Bodhgayā. On his return from India,
Purdon Clarke became Keeper of Collections and later
Director of the V&A, duties that precluded his cataloguing
the sculptures in detail. This situation was recently

Research question and aim of the present volume
As shown by the survey above, key individuals in the early
study of Bodhgayā – Mitra, Cunningham, Purdon Clarke
and Waddell – were involved in the formation of collections
from the site and the dispersal of these collections across
several European and Indian museums. The accompanying
documentation, meanwhile, went its separate ways and was
placed in libraries and departmental archives. This
disposition of source materials has fostered a fragmented
discourse: on the one hand, Bodhgayā collections are
subsumed in larger institutional and intellectual narratives,
while on the other, the treatment of Bodhgayā itself tends
towards specialist problems defined by the interests of
individual scholars, their location and their access to specific
items. With Bodhgayā obscured by recent building activity,
and archaeological documentation from the early
excavations seemingly limited, the prospect of anything but
a fragmented account of the site seems remote. This
represents an astonishing lacuna at the very heart of
Buddhism.

Figure 0.4 Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Thomas Fraser Peppé, view of the
Mahābodhi temple from the north
1864 or 1865, before restoration.
Photograph collected by
Alexander Cunningham and
subsequently acquired by
Augustus Wollaston Franks who
bequeathed it to the British
Museum in 1897. British Museum,
1897,0528,0.89
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Figure 0.5 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Photograph of the early historic railing
during excavation and conservation, the lower left piece being that
in the V&A, given by Surgeon-Major F.A. Turton and registered as
IS.1065–1883. Photograph collected by Alexander Cunningham and
subsequently acquired by Augustus Wollaston Franks who
bequeathed it to the British Museum in 1897. British Museum,
1897,0528,0.57

Figure 0.6 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Panel with a seated Buddha in a niche,
surrounded by smaller Buddha images, carved sandstone,
10th–11th century ce. The sculpture was collected at Bodhgayā by
A.H. Giles who reported in a letter that he made collections there,
but that two of his items were found in the ‘ruins of a small shrine at
least 20 miles east of Bodh-Gaya’. This may refer to sites near
Rājgīr, h. 40cm. Victoria and Albert Museum, IS.240–1950

This context raises a key research question: given that
Bodhgayā spans the entire history of Buddhism in eastern
India, yet was excavated and completely rebuilt in the 19th
century, can we hope to recover anything more than a
partial history of Bodhgayā and its archaeology in premodern times? To address this question would take a large
project focused on a catalogue of all available collections and
archives. Such work would determine the provenance of the
materials now held in museums and establish a reliable
corpus for further study. However, such an ambition can be
justified only by a demonstration of the substantive scope
and depth of the collections. This is the aim of the present
volume. Our contention is that many problems connected
with the history of Bodhgayā can be addressed – and new
avenues of investigation opened – by returning to the source
materials, but that little can be done before the scientific
significance of the collections is shown. The current book
thus includes a series of essays that present new discoveries
and fresh descriptive analyses of the collections that have
been resting in London for over a century.

a paper first published in 1991), Losty traces the impact of
these documents on our understanding of the art and
architecture of the Mahābodhi temple, and the decline and
restoration of the structure during the 18th and 19th
centuries. Losty brings together sources such as BuchananHamilton’s report on Bodhgayā and the photographic
records of Peppé to provide clues about the structure of the
site before the major restoration project of Cunningham,
and subsequent interventions.
Losty’s investigations into the archaeological
explorations and restorations of the Bodhgayā site set the
scene for the chapters that follow. All explore the material
remains from the site and the social histories that the
remains reveal. In ‘The Āsana: Where the Buddha Sat’,
Daniela De Simone, Dániel Balogh and Sven Bretfeld
provide a study of what is arguably the central object of the
whole site, the āsana, or throne, marking the place where the
Buddha sat and attained the state of bodhi. The throne is a
stone slab, decorated with carved figures of birds, palmettes
and lotus flowers. It is said to have been commissioned by
Aśoka and certainly dates back to the Mauryan period. A
clue to the function of the stone throne is an inscription, here
reconstructed and glossed for the first time as ‘the āsana was
installed for pūjā’. The authors also suggest how the
Mahābodhi temple originally developed alongside the site of
the Bodhi tree and the āsana, in time being expanded to
include and contain them.

Summary of contents
The volume opens with J.P. Losty’s chapter, ‘The
Mahābodhi Temple Before its Restoration’, and his
investigation of the sketches, watercolours, photographs and
records of Bodhgayā held in the archives of the British
Library. In this wide-ranging review (an updated version of
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Figure 0.7 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Architectural fragment showing the death of the Buddha, lower portion of a gavākṣa arch, probably from a
subsidiary stūpa of the 11th century ce. Museum für Asiatische Kunst, Berlin

The local sociopolitical scene at Bodhgayā is explored by
Dániel Balogh in his chapter, ‘P īṭhīpati Puzzles: Custodians
of the Diamond Throne’. Taking as a starting point the
inscription on the pedestal of the image of the Buddha now
housed in the central sanctum of the Mahābodhi temple,
Balogh offers a new reading of the inscription to clarify the
succession of local kings who ruled Bodhgayā and the
surrounding area from the 11th to the 13th centuries. These
kings referred to themselves as pī ṭhīpati, the word pī ṭhī here
referring to the vajrāsana; thus, these rulers explicitly styled
themselves as the lords of the seat of enlightenment. In this
chapter Balogh critiques some previous theories of the
succession and establishes a new family tree for this dynasty.
The chapter by Tilman Frasch, ‘Early Burmese
Inscriptions from Bodhgayā’, highlights the significance of
Bodhgayā in the wider Buddhist world. The site was
especially important to the Burmese and Frasch examines a
set of artefacts in the Burmese language dating between
about the 11th and 13th centuries. The key record is the long
inscription of 1298 documenting a series of missions, repairs
and donations to the temple.
As the site of Śākyamuni’s awakening, the vajrāsana at
Bodhgayā was one of the main objects of worship. Sam van
Schaik’s chapter, ‘The Internalisation of the Vajrāsana’,
investigates the fertile environment for the transmission and
translation of Buddhist rituals provided by Bodhgayā in the
11th and 12th centuries. He looks at the collections of tantric
ritual practice (sādhana) compiled and translated at
Bodhgayā by Tibetan pilgrims in collaboration with local
Indian Buddhist tantrikas. Heading these collections is a
sādhana for the vajrāsana Buddha, an imaginative recreation
of the Śākyamuni on the vajra throne at Bodhgayā. Showing
how the sādhana visualisation corresponds to descriptions of
the vajra throne by earlier pilgrims such as Xuanzang, van
Schaik argues that the sādhana served as a portable
recreation of the act of pilgrimage and worship.
While we have many accounts in Tibetan literature of
Tibetans travelling to Bodhgayā, there is little
archaeological evidence from the site itself. The chapter
‘Tibetan Inscriptions in the British Museum Archive’ by
Tsering Gonkatsang and Michael Willis investigates two
Tibetan inscriptions from Bodhgayā, preserved in facsimile
at the British Museum. The inscriptions were recorded by

Cunningham but left out of his publication Mahâbodhi. The
first inscription was commissioned by a single monk, and
apparently carved by a local engraver unfamiliar with the
Tibetan script. The second inscription records an offering
made at the site by six Tibetan pilgrims. Both are undated,
but are likely to have been created during the main period of
Tibetan pilgrimage activity at Bodhgayā, between the 11th
and 13th centuries.
Peter Skilling’s chapter, ‘Buddhist Sealings and the ye
dharmā Stanza’, investigates the phenomenon of the brief
verse stanza known as ‘the essence of dependent origination’,
which begins with the words ye dharmā. Clay sealings found
in Bodhgayā and elsewhere in northern India and Central
Asia attest to the popularity of this formula in ritual practice.
Skilling discusses known uses of the formula, for example in
the sanctification of Buddhist images, as well as other
possible uses, such as clay sealings being worn as amulets.
Assessing the evidence for the date of the earliest known
versions of the stanza, Skilling suggests it may have appeared
in the 5th century, which links it with other developments in
dhāra ṇī texts and practices around the same time.
The ye dharmā formula is one of the ritual texts found in
the clay sealings excavated at Bodhgayā and now part of the
British Museum’s collections. Gergely Hidas’s chapter,
‘Dhāran ị̄ Seals in the Cunningham Collection’, is the first
survey of these. The sealings, called sañcaka in Sanskrit, are
very similar to the Tibetan tsha tsha. Most of the Bodhgayā
sealings contain the Vimaloṣṇī ṣa- and Bodhigarbhālaṃkāralak ṣadhāra ṇīs. In a few cases the ye dharmā formula is combined
with the Vimaloṣṇī ṣa-dhāra ṇī, showing the way the former
functioned as a dhāra ṇī. Hidas points out that Tibetan
traditions mention five relevant texts used for tsha tsha,
comprising these three with the addition of the Uṣṇī ṣavijayāand Guhyadhātu-dhāra ṇīs. Thus, these objects, dating from
the 8th to 11th centuries, bear witness to the high degree of
cultural interaction between northern India and Tibet and,
more importantly, the prevalence of these dhāra ṇī texts in
eastern India.
The next three chapters also concern material culture
from Bodhgayā now held at the British Museum. Like the
Tibetan records, ‘A Terracotta Plaque with an Old Mon
Inscription’, by Marc Miyake, Tilman Frasch and Michael
Willis, attests international pilgrimage to Bodhgayā. The
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only record in the Old Mon language found at the site, it
documents an offering made by a monk named Mahādeva.
He probably visited the site during the reign of Kyanzittha
(1084–1112/13) as this king claims to have sent a delegation to
Bodhgayā. ‘Five Terracotta Plaques with Figurative
Imagery’, by Serena Biondo, investigates a further series of
plaques, in this case with images of the Buddha and in some
instances accompanied by the ye dharma stanza. Biondo
discusses the find sites of these plaques, which were
sometimes found deposited in temple niches. Biondo also
shows that the iconography of one of the plaques suggests a
link with the Sri Lankan tradition. ‘The Mahābodhi Plaque
of the Goddess Mārīcī’, by Jinah Kim, Kashinath Tamot
and Sushma Jansari, discusses a single plaque in terms of the
wider context of the role of Mārīcī in the cult of Vairocana
that developed in the 7th century and was adopted in China,
Tibet and Japan. They also discuss the plaque in the broader
context of the cults of a number of other Buddhist goddesses
that developed around the practice of dhāra ṇīs in India in
this same period.
Aside from the British Museum, one of the most
important European collections of archaeological materials
from Bodhgayā is in the Museum für Asiatische Kunst in
Berlin. Unfortunately, the provenance of this collection,
including the recording of find sites, has been inconsistent,
and part of the collection was destroyed in the Second World
War. Claudine Bautze-Picron’s chapter, ‘From Bodhgayā to
Berlin’, reports on her work in the archives of the Museum
für Asiatische Kunst, and traces the social networks in India
and Europe that resulted in the acquisition of objects from
Bodhgayā. The most important figures here are the wealthy
traveller and ethnologist Andreas Fedor Jagor (1816–1900)
and the British Indian official Laurence Waddell. While
objects collected by Jagor were donated, Waddell sold his
objects to the museum after negotiations with the curators
Albert Grünwedel and Albert von Le Coq.
In ‘Numismatic Finds at Bodhgayā’, Robert Bracey
reassesses the coins, pendants and other coin-like objects
that were excavated at the site by Cunningham’s team.

Cunningham relied heavily on the coins for his dating of the
various strata of the site. Critically examining
Cunningham’s classification and dating of the Indian and
Nepalese coins, Bracey first points out that the presence of a
coin in a particular stratum does not mean that the date of
the stratum corresponds to the coin’s date of issue. He goes
on to revise dates based on the current understanding of the
chronology of the Kuṣā ṇa kings. In the light of this
reassessment, Bracey suggests that a major reappraisal of the
site’s chronology is needed, generally placing dates a
hundred to two hundred years later than Cunningham’s
estimates.
The material aspects of a variety of objects found at the
Bodhgayā site are explored in ‘Deposits at Bodhgayā:
Objects, Materials and Analysis’. The major but littlestudied find of precious and semi-precious stones and several
inscribed copper plates are analysed and discussed by
Michael Willis, Joanna Whalley, Beatriz Cifuentes and
Robert Bracey. The dating of this material by Cunningham
is revised in the light of this analysis. This is followed by a
much-needed overview of the Chinese inscriptions from
Bodhgayā in the chapter ‘Chinese Inscriptions from
Bodhgayā’, by Michael Willis and Serena Biondo. These
reveal, as a group, a substantial number of pilgrimages to
Bodhgayā under the Song dynasty. Finally, in ‘Materials of
British Museum Plaques 1887,0717.146-147’, Marei Hacke
analyses two of the plaques described earlier in the volume
and presents the materials analysis using FTIR
spectroscopy. The analysis reveals that the plaques,
although appearing to be made of clay, are composed of
several layers, the top and bottom layer consisting of shellac,
with clay in the bulk layer between.
In memoriam
John Clarke was curator of Himalayan and southeast Asian
art at the V&A where he worked from 1979. Sadly, Dr Clarke
died on 17 September 2020 while this book was in
production. An obituary appears in Orientations 52, no 2
(2021): 2–3.
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Chapter 1
The Mahābodhi Temple
Before its Restoration1
J. P. Losty

One of the most vexing episodes in the history of Indian
archaeology in the 19th century is the restoration of the
Mahābodhi temple at Bodhgayā under J.D. Beglar. No
proper report of Beglar’s work ever appeared, and the
condition in which he found the monument is known only
from published visual sources from the few photographs that
were included in Rājendralāla Mitra’s 1878 monograph on
Bodhgayā (Mitra 1878, pls VI, VII, IX, XV–XVII). These
photographs are mostly the work of Thomas Fraser Peppé
taken in 1865 (Peppé 1865, 151–2). They were deposited in
the library of the Asiatic Society while another set was sent
to the India Office in September 1871 (see below). Some
further copies came via Alexander Cunningham to
Augustus Wollaston Franks at the British Museum and were
bequeathed by the latter to the Museum in 1897; they are
referred to in many of the chapters that follow.
Alexander Cunningham published photographs showing
the state of the monument before 1881, along with a series of
photographs taken during the restoration showing the
removal of the accumulated buttresses supporting the west
wall of the terrace (Cunningham 1892). In 1877, a party of
Burmese had attempted to repair and restore the temple, but
did a great deal of damage in their clearance of the
accumulated debris, overthrowing numerous small shrines
and votive stūpas surrounding the temple (Mitra 1878, 65–6).
Mitra attempted to make good these losses with his
description of the temple and its surroundings as he had
found them prior to 1877. Only the fairly brief notices by
Cunningham and Beglar in the Archaeological Survey Reports
(vols 1, 3, 8, 11 and 16) had appeared before the Burmese
work took place, as well as more general but historically
important notices such as that of Francis Buchanan in his
survey of 1811–12. These are found in the Buchanan
manuscripts in the India Office Library and Records, in
particular MSS Eur D 85-87, An Account of the District of Behar
and of the City of Patna, and MSS Eur D 95 and E 73 for the
accompanying plates and transcriptions of the inscriptions
(Kaye 1937, 622–4, 641–4, 655). The Account was partially
published by Robert Montgomery Martin (1838). In
addition, Charles Horne’s description of the arches and
vaults is also of note (Horne 1865). While it is impossible
from unpublished sources altogether to make good the
losses, there are nonetheless various aids. This chapter will
examine some drawings, records and photographs that are
available in the India Office Library collections, now in the
British Library, for the documentation of the history of the
temple in the 19th century prior to the restoration.
Topographical drawings
Our earliest visual source is a page of preparatory drawings
by Thomas or William Daniell, who visited Gayā in March
1790 on their way back to Calcutta (Kolkata) after their first
excursion round northern India (Fig. 1.1). The sheet
features a sketch of the arrangement of the different levels of
the elevation of the terrace. The drawing shows the bottom
niche to be empty, but the top one has a Buddha image in
bhūmisparśamudrā, with a note beside it reading ‘15 arches’,
that is, the number of the repeated niches containing
Buddha images along the façade of the terrace. Beside it is a
detail of the corner mouldings of the main elevation of the
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Figure 1.1 Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Thomas or William Daniell, details
of the elevation of the Mahābodhi
temple, pencil drawing, March
1790, l. 21.4cm x w. 33.2cm. British
Library, WD1781

temple, with the note ‘Temple of Bode at Bode Gya’. This is
almost certainly from the south-east angle of the temple,
viewed from the east; as the visual evidence presented below
indicates, the other three angles were in a much more
ruinous condition than that on the south-east. Drawn at
right angles to these two details is a rendering of part of the
south façade of the temple depicting the main pārśvadevatā
shrine with the Buddha in bhūmisparśamudrā inside it. The
image had gone and the candraśālā above had fallen by the
time the earliest photographs of the southern façade were
taken in 1865 (Mitra 1878, pl. VII; see Fig. 1.23).
Underneath the image there is a note: ‘curtain of the S. side
of Bode’s temple at Bode Gya’. Daniell numbered the major
column 5, and to its left he sketched briefly the presence of
the subsidiary images and niches along the façade. Two such
niches with Buddha images are marked, separated by the
number 1 (the first column), while 2, 3 and 4 (this is now
almost invisible) are written further along indicating the
remaining columns, in each case leaving room for another
niche in between. Below is the note: ‘1 2 3 4 the same as 5’. In

1790, then, there were four smaller niches, apparently all
with Buddha images, flanking on the left the main Buddha
image in the centre of the southern façade, all separated by
engaged columns. The furthest west of these columns must
have formed the corner with the west façade. This corner
and the small niche beside it had also disappeared by 1865.
Daniell does not attempt to make clear that the second and
fourth of these niches protrude beyond the plane of the first
and third, and also seems to suggest with his sketchy
treatment of the image in the second niche that it is a
standing Buddha. The photograph of the southern façade
taken in 1865 (see Fig. 1.24) shows, in fact, that those images
surviving on the left of the central image were all seated
Buddhas, while those on the right were standing ones. The
end niche on the right of the central image had been blocked
up by 1865.
The next drawing (Fig. 1.2), another brief reference
sketch, in pencil and ink, comes from the Mackenzie
Collection, a large collection of topographical drawings
from 1780 to 1820 assembled by Colin Mackenzie, Surveyor

Figure 1.2 Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Anonymous artist, Mahābodhi
temple from the south, pencil and
ink drawing, c. 1780–90, l. 10.8cm
x w. 18.3cm. Mackenzie Collection,
British Library, WD810
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Figure 1.3 Bodhgayā, Bihar. William Daniell,
Mahābodhi temple from the south-east, pencil
drawing, March 1790, l. 41.5cm x w. 59.8cm. British
Library, WD1727

of Madras, and then Surveyor General of India. Mackenzie
was in northern India in 1813, on leave after his trip to Java,
and then after his appointment as Surveyor General from
1817 until his death in 1821. His collections were received into
the East India Company Library in 1823.
For reasons discussed below, the drawing appears,
however, to pre-date his time in the north. It is of the whole
temple from the south, depicting the Bodhi tree ‘in full
vigour’, as reported by Buchanan in 1811, on its plinths, and
the western extension of the temple’s terrace constructed to
contain the roots of the tree. The published literature by
Cunningham and Mitra on these extensions is confused and
confusing. In addition to the buttresses built from the late
Gupta to the Pāla period described by Cunningham (1892,
chapters VI and VII), the plans drawn by Cunningham and
Mitra show clearly other buttresses that completely blocked
from view the earlier ones. In Cunningham’s plans
published in the Archaeological Survey Reports (vol. 1, pl. IV; vol.
3, pl. XXV), he shows the extension westwards of the
modern northern wall of the terrace, linking up with the
presumably modern wall on the west side that covered up all
the earlier buttresses except on the south-western corner
where, he suggests, there was no comparable westward
extension of the southern wall of the terrace. In Mitra’s plan,
on the other hand, the south-western corner is indicated as
being similarly built up and this he states was the work of the
Burmese restorers in 1877 (Mitra 1878, 92, pl. V; he writes of
the collapse of the northern revetment – does he mean
southern?). In Cunningham’s summation of the buttressing
of the west wall, his plan at plate XI (Cunningham 1892)
shows this similar buttressing on both the north-western and
south-western corners of the terrace, and he makes no
mention of his previous belief in their dissimilarity, nor does
he express any opinion about the perpetrators of this last
buttress.
It is clear from the Mackenzie sketch (Fig. 1.2) that a
massive modern buttress had already been built against the
south-western corner of the terrace, and that its southern
façade was constructed in front of the original south-western
corner of the terrace, covering up the original mouldings,

and in fact continuing eastwards to a line beyond the west
wall of the temple above. On the other hand, Captain James
Crockatt’s view of c. 1800 (Fig. 1.6), which shows a
considerable slope in the south-west corner of the terrace,
suggests this buttress had by then already collapsed. The
photograph of the southern façade of the temple taken by
Peppé in 1865, which Mitra reproduces badly trimmed –
and hence is here republished in its entirety (see Fig. 1.23)
– shows that this extended southern wall of the terrace had
gone completely by that date, for the original mouldings and
friezes are visible at the south-western corner, while behind,
on a different plane, is the outward projection of one of the
earlier buttresses supporting the west wall.
The ground storey of the south façade of the temple tower
in Figure 1.2 is not drawn in proportion, as the greater size
of the central niche is not indicated, but it does show the
presence of four subsidiary niches on each side of the main
one, thus confirming Daniell’s sketch that the south-west
corner of the main tower was still relatively intact at this
period, as indeed, we now learn, was the south-east corner.
But what appears to be the most important revelation of this
little drawing is that the porch on the east side of the temple
had not yet fallen. Attached to the main structure of the
temple is the eastern entrance porch, of which the main
chamber is divided externally into two storeys, but which
must obviously have been one vaulted chamber inside
leading through the great arched door into the shrine
chamber on the level of the terrace (see Figs 1.4–1.5). The
curving roof above this entrance chamber concealed an
upper storey that gave access to the upper shrine chamber
through the corbelled Indian arch at this level (see Fig.
1.27). By comparison with the various views of the temple, it
can be seen that this roof does in fact reach to the right level
of the mouldings to cover this opening. As to the original
appearance of this roof, its outline as recorded by this sketch
suggests either a semi-dome or, more plausibly perhaps, half
of a quadripartite vault. There is in the Mahābodhi temple a
sufficiency of internal arches both pointed and semicircular
as well as internal vaults not to render this interpretation a
priori impossible. Obviously from this southern view it is

10 | Precious Treasures from the Diamond Throne: Finds from the Site of the Buddha’s Enlightenment

Figure 1.4 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Mahābodhi temple from the east,
watercolour drawing, signed J.C.M., Mackenzie Collection, c. 1800.
British Library, WD734

Figure 1.5 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Anonymous Indian artist at Gayā,
Mahābodhi temple from the east, pencil drawing, c. 1810, with a sale
annotation of 14 April 1812, l. 48.5cm x w. 34.5cm. Hyde Collection,
British Library, Add. Or. 3270. Presented by the Thomas Coram
Foundation for Children, 1973

impossible to tell whether the front – that is, the east wall –
of the porch still stood, which has disappeared in all the
later drawings, but from the presence of the roof above, the
inference must be that it did.
The vaults and arches of the Bodhgayā temple were a
source of great controversy in the 19th century, as also was
the correct interpretation of Xuanzang’s description of the
eastern porch, which he said was built later than the main
body of the temple and consisted of three storeys with
projecting eaves. We need not enter here too deeply into
these controversies, as their resolution in the light of this
sketch would take too much space. Beglar’s reconstruction of
the porch in 1881 was based on a medieval model of the
Bodhgayā temple and accepts implicitly the arguments of
those who argued for a date of the arched and vaulted porch
in the Sultanate period: Beglar obviously believed he was
restoring the porch to its earlier condition. All the models of
the Bodhgayā temple have single-storey Burmese-type
porches attached to them, which reflect possibly the
intentions of the Burmese restorers in the 11th century, but
which cannot be reconciled to the state of the ruined porch in
the 19th century. Wladimir Zwalf (1985, 115) pointed out the
Burmese appearance of the porch in all the known medieval
models. In order to accept these models as accurate versions
of the temple, we would have to believe that the Burmese
restorers in the 11th century first demolished the three-storey
entrance porch described by Xuanzang and then rebuilt it in
the 13th century. It is, however, practically impossible to posit
the circumstances in which such an elaborate vaulted porch

could have been added to the temple after the 11th-century
restoration. This valuable drawing, then, shows this porch
still intact, obviously some years before Buchanan visited the
site in 1811 when it was then ruined. He tells us: ‘Several of the
people in the vicinity remember the porch standing, and
have frequently been in the chambers, a stair from the
terrace leading to the uppermost.’ On this evidence, the
drawing must date from about the 1780s and must have been
sent to Mackenzie, like many others in his collection, when he
was in Madras.
To the right of the temple proper in Figure 1.2 it may be
seen that the facing of the south wall of the terrace has
crumbled away at the corner, while above it rises (although
on what foundation is by no means clear) an apparently fourstoreyed structure, the storeys built in receding tiers but
straight-sided, ziggurat-like. This is the still relatively intact
south-eastern corner shrine, and its outline here may be
compared with the sloping pyramidal outline of the corner
shrines built by Beglar. Further to the right is the roof of one
of the samādhi structures built in front of the temple by the
Mahants of the Śaiva monastery, which owned the temple.
Another drawing in the British Library’s collection was
unrecognised as depicting the Mahābodhi temple in
Mildred Archer’s 1969 catalogue since the inscription on the
back states that it is of a place called Brahminighar (Fig.
1.3). It is, in fact, a fine drawing of the temple at Bodhgayā
from the east, showing the full height of the tower, the later
buildings in the courtyard in front, and the absence of the
porch roof seen in Figure 1.2. It would seem that the porch
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Figure 1.6 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Captain James
Crockatt, Mahābodhi temple from the
south-east, watercolour drawing, c. 1800,
l. 39.7cm x w. 44.5cm. British Library, WD14

dome had fallen after that view had been sketched and prior
to the Daniells’s visit in 1790.
Another view of the temple from the east (Fig. 1.4) is a
watercolour from the Mackenzie Collection, worked up by
one of the draftsmen who worked for Mackenzie on his
collecting of topographical views. It is attributed on the
back: ‘The temple of Bhode at Bhode Gya. J.C.M.’. The
viewpoint is from the top of the mound of debris to the north
of the entrance pathway, in which Major J.C. Mead in 1863
found the cell with the headless Buddha noted on
Cunningham’s first plan (Archaeological Survey Report, vol. 1, pl.
IV). Prominent in this sketch are the various entrance
archways. The domed roof noted in the sketch has collapsed,
revealing the top of the great corbelled archway that gave
access to the upper chamber. Below it is the vaulted entrance
chamber to the lower, likewise exposed by the collapse of its
front wall. The mass of vegetation on the level of the terrace
appears to be covering the rubble from the collapse. By 1865,
when the first photographs were taken, the brickwork
forming the remains of the roof of the vault of the porch, as
well as that in the wall above the entrance door, had
collapsed, exposing two further pointed arches, one above
the other (see Fig. 1.27; Cunningham 1892, pl. XXXI). We
also seem to be looking at the original entrance porch on the
lowest level, which shows clearly the left side of what must be
a pointed arch over the main doorway, the outermost end of
the vaulted passageway that led under the terrace to the
central chamber of the temple. Behind the doorway there
also appears to be a series of piers supporting the vaulted
roof. The latter, unable to bear the weight of the rubble on
the terrace above it, had certainly collapsed by 1811, thereby
preventing normal access to the main chamber on the
terrace level, so Buchanan assures us, but it would seem from
this drawing that this collapse had not yet taken place. It

may be compared with Figure 1.7, a drawing made in 1824
after the final collapse, featuring the outer doorway
reconstructed from the remains and with a different lintel
(Mitra 1878, pl. XVI; Peppé’s photograph of 1865 [Fig.
1.23] includes the remains of the spring of the arch from the
north wall of this porch, as well as the different lintel over
the doorway, corresponding to Figure 1.7 rather than
Figure 1.3). This drawing may then be dated to about 1800.
The remains of the south-east corner shrine on the terrace
are conspicuous, as well as the top of the modern staircase
that was built, Buchanan assures us, to allow Hindus access
to the sacred tree behind the temple but without the need for
them actually to enter the latter. The arcading of the lowest
visible level of the east face of the terrace is still extant at the
south-east corner, with beside it the crumbling remains of the
south side of the lower porch. The facing of the north wall of
the terrace is obviously modern (see Charles D’Oyly’s
drawing below, Fig. 1.9). The bottom of this staircase is
obscured by the structure above the samādhi of the third and
fourth Mahants, described by Mitra:
[…] on the right hand side, a peculiarly ugly-looking
chamber with four sloping roofs, and a high plinth, built about
the end of the last century, over the mortal remains of the
third and fourth Mahants of the monastery. In the centre
of the chamber there is a lingam, which is daily worshipped by
one of the Sannyasis of the maṭ h. (Mitra 1878, 70)

To its left is the shrine built over the Viṣṇupad, again
described by Mitra:
The Buddhapad […is] right opposite the Great Temple. It was
an open pavilion, formed of four monolithic pillars, bearing
massive architraves, and a roof constructed in the usual style of
four triangular diagonal slabs surmounted by a crowning piece.
It was improvised with stones which originally belonged to
other temples, for they bear sculptures on the built and inner
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faces; two of the architraves were formed of fragments of the
Aśoka rail-posts […]. The object of the erection was to provide
a covering for a hemispherical block of granite, bearing the
carvings of two human feet […]. The pavilion was pulled down
by the Burmese repairers in the middle of last year [i.e. 1877], to
clear out the space in front of the Great Temple, and in
September last I saw the hemispherical block lying in front of
the Pànca Pàndu Temple […] and the materials of the pavilion
lying on a rubbish mound at some distance to the south-east of
the temple enclosure. (Mitra 1878, 100–1, pl. VI)

The drawing (Fig. 1.4) depicts sculptures propped up
against this structure: without exception they are all of the
Buddha in bhūmisparśamudrā. To the structure’s right, around
a small palm tree, are three Buddha images in
bhūmisparśamudrā as well as the truncated top half of a
standing Buddha. The slab lying beyond at the temple’s
entrance is indecipherable.
To the left of the Viṣṇupad pavilion may be seen some
parts of the three small pavilions, in a row aligned east–
west, of which the centre had a veranda on its north side.
Mitra describes them:
[…] two of these with sloping roofs are the counterparts of the
last [i.e. the structure over the third and fourth Mahants, see
above], but with very low plinths. The central one is flat-roofed,
and has in front of it a verandah supported on nine four-sided
carved pillars of stone. The westernmost building is the
samádh of Mahádeva, the second, and the next that of
Chaitan, the third, mahant. The last is called Pancha Pándu,
or the temple of the five Pándava brothers. It contains a
standing female figure holding a lotus stalk [i.e. the image then
called ‘Chota Thakurani’, see Buchanan’s report below; Fig.
1.12, no. 3]; six seated figures of Buddha in meditation [one
being the Buddha of the 11th year of Mahīpāla, as Buchanan’s
report makes plain] and three standing figures of the same
personage – all ranged against the wall […] the pillars inserted
in the verandah of the second [building] were originally the
uprights of a stone railing set up by the Emperor Aśoka. (Mitra
1878, 70–1, pl. VI)

In the drawing we see the veranda of the middle of these
structures, that is, Caitan’s samādhi, with outside it a
propped-up standing Buddha, and set slightly back, the
samādhi of Mahādeva. Behind the latter (i.e. to its west) is the
lower part of the wall of an apparently unfinished building.
This appears to be what is referred to by Mitra as follows:
At the spot where General Cunningham located the end of the
stairs there is a figure of Padamapani, placed under the shelter
of a plum tree growing on the ruined wall. The modern name
of this figure is Savitri Devi, the wife of the sun-god [Fig. 1.12,
no. 3]. […] The present abbot of the monastery has laid the
foundation of a small temple over this figure. (Mitra 1878, 65)

For this image, see the Buchanan report below. The spot
in question refers to the southern counterpart of the
northern staircase leading to the top of the terrace,
erroneously posited by Cunningham in his second plan
(Archaeological Survey Report, vol. 3, pl. XXV). If this drawing
does in fact show the foundation of this new temple, then
clearly Mitra is mistaken about the age of the structure. The
Mackenzie Collection contains one other view of the
Bodhgayā temple from the east (WD 699), on paper
watermarked 1809, which is much more generalised and
hence of little archaeological interest.

Figure 1.7 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Charles D’Oyly, Mahābodhi temple from
the east, pen and ink drawing, 27 December 1824, l. 26cm x w. 36cm.
British Library, WD2060 f.67

Another drawing in pencil from the east (Fig. 1.5) is from
the collection of James Chicheley Hyde, an officer of the
Bengal Army from 1806 to 1837. The position of the artist is
more directly easterly than in Figure 1.4 and appears to be
part of the way up the rubbish heap leading to the samādhi of
the third and fourth Mahants. Here the lower entrance porch
seems less complete than in Figure 1.4, and the arched end
surmounting the doorway may have disappeared. This
drawing then would be slightly later, but still before the final
collapse of the vaulted tunnel that had happened by 1811, as
the old doorway is still complete. Some of the ‘Aśokan’
columns are visible in the veranda of the samādhi of Caitan,
outside which an image of a standing Buddha is leaning, its
right hand before the chest, the left arm dangling but with the
hand broken off. Its position is clearer than in Figure 1.4. It
appears to be the same image as Buchanan’s no. 85 (see Fig.
1.20), a standing Buddha, his right hand in vyākhyānamudrā in
front of his chest, his left dangling but obviously broken off,
inscribed on the reverse of Buchanan’s drawing as ‘Image on
the east side of the old Mat at Bodhgaya’. Buchanan uses this
description only once more, when referring to the ‘Saraswati’
image (no. 99 in the list below; Fig. 1.13, no. 4), which he
elsewhere describes as standing in front of the Great Temple
near the Viṣṇupad, so that this standing Buddha then also
must have been near it. This drawing also makes the relative
positions of the samādhi of Mahādeva and the veranda more
comprehensible than in the Mackenzie drawing. At the foot
of the staircase leading up to the terrace is placed a seated
Buddha image in bhūmisparśamudrā.
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Figure 1.8 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Charles D’Oyly,
shrine erected over the hemispherical stone
slab known as the ‘Viṣṇupad’ opposite the
Mahābodhi temple, pen and ink drawing, 27
December 1824, l. 26cm x w. 36cm. British
Library, WD2060 f.68

A watercolour general view from the south-east (Fig.
1.6), over the tops of the three structures known as the Pañc
Pā ṇḍ āv temple, the Caitan samādhi and the Mahādeva
samādhi, is attributed on the back to Captain Crockatt. If he
is identical with Captain James Crockett (Bengal Army from
1781 to 1804) as Archer (1969, 155) suggests, then the drawing
must be dated before 1804, the year of his death. It is clearly
later than the Mackenzie sketch already discussed (Fig. 1.2),
as here the domed roof of the eastern porch has disappeared.
We must be careful how to interpret detailed evidence from
drawings of this sort, where the artist was more concerned
with capturing the ‘picturesque’ qualities of a scene than
with strict topographical accuracy, as is probably the case
with the accumulations of vegetation all over the temple
tower, which do not appear at all on the other views
described above. Even so, this drawing enables us to see that
the ruinous south-eastern corner shrine displays a steppedback appearance in its upper portion, thus confirming the
outline of Figure 1.2. The three samādhis, while correct as
to their roofs, have somewhat squatter walls than their
actual appearance, thus indicating that their backs had
become partly buried under accumulations of debris (Mitra
1978, pl. VI was taken in 1877 after the Viṣṇupad pavilion in
front of them had been demolished). The southern wall of
the terrace seems also buried to a considerable depth, while
the sloping outline of the south-west corner suggests that the
revetment seen in Figure 1.2 had collapsed.
The well-known amateur artist Charles D’Oyly, who was
based in Patna from 1820 to 1832, drew several views of the
Bodhgayā temple and its environs in an album of pen-andink drawings of topography mostly taken on the New Road
between Calcutta and Gayā. The first of interest to us here is
a view of the temple from the east, dated 27 December 1824
(Fig. 1.7). The third and fourth Mahants’ samādhi is on the
right, and on the left, concealing the other two samādhis and
the Viṣṇupad, is the brick entrance archway, the last and
westernmost section of the covered archway that was
traditionally supposed to have continued to the river, but
was demolished by the Burmese in 1877 (Mitra 1978, 101 and

pl. XV). The ruination of the entrance porch is now
complete. It would seem that this happened in two stages.
Firstly, the front of the eastern porch of the tower fell,
bringing down the topmost storey with its domed roof,
which must have left rubble piled high in front of the main
entrance on the terrace. This appears to be the stage
represented by Figures 1.4–1.6. Subsequently, the
accumulated weight of the rubble on the terrace caused the
collapse of the vaulted passageway underneath it, which
connected the entrance porch to the central shrine on
ground level. Some of this rubble had been cleared by 1811
when Buchanan visited the site (see below), for a passageway
through a doorway reconstructed from the ruins led to the
central chamber with its rude clay image of the Buddha. In
D’Oyly’s drawing the entrance doorway is different from
that depicted in Figures 1.4–1.5, and is clearly the
reconstructed one seen by Buchanan, which unlike them,
had a rectangular protrusion in the centre of the lintel. This
may be seen more clearly in Peppé’s photograph of 1865
(Fig. 1.23) (Mitra 1978, pl. XVI).
The next of the D’Oyly drawings shows the shrine
covering the hemispherical slab known as the Vi ṣṇupad in
front of the temple (Fig. 1.8). Around it are various
sculptures: an image of Umamāheśvara in typical Pāla
iconography faces us, although all the rest seem to be
Buddhas. Behind it is the ancient entrance archway.
Further back to the east is the group of Mahant’s samādhis
with spires built nearer their own ma ṭh. On the right is the
veranda giving access to Caitan’s samādhi, incorporating the
‘Aśokan’ pillars, with the dome of the Pañc Pā ṇḍ āv temple
beside it. The central square pillar of the veranda, with its
hanging ropes of flowers and square middle panel of a
standing couple, was the pillar first published by
Cunningham in the first volume of the Archaeological Survey
Reports, and which was set up as one of the gateposts in the
centre of the south side of the reconstructed railing, no. 22
in Ananda Coomaraswamy’s numbering system
(Coomaraswamy 1935, pls XVII and XVIII). D’Oyly’s
drawing shows that the plain face with the three sockets for
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Figure 1.9 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Charles
D’Oyly, Mahābodhi temple from the
north-west showing the Bodhi tree and
its plinths, pen and ink drawing, 27
December 1824, l. 26cm x w. 36cm.
British Library, WD2060 f.71

Figure 1.10 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Charles
D’Oyly, sculptures at the base of the
Bodhi tree, pen and ink drawing, 28
December 1824, l. 26cm x w. 36cm.
British Library, WD2060 f.72

the rails faced outwards. On the highly decorated east face,
as erected in the veranda, are visible the unfinished rail
sockets made during the Gupta-period rearrangement of
the railing.
D’Oyly’s next view is of the temple from the north-west,
showing the Bodhi tree and its plinths (Fig. 1.9). Four
plinths encircle the trunk of the tree with, as can be seen in
Figure 1.10, a half one on its east side. The original terrace
façades are hidden by modern walls. In Major Mead’s report
on his excavations undertaken in 1863, he states: ‘On the
north and west fronts I found that the external walls of the
platform were modern, and apparently not founded on the
original solid ground, but in the mud soil which has
accumulated.’ (Archaeological Survey Report, vol. 3, 87). It is
apparent also that the west wall is a continuous one, which
has been built clear of all the ancient buttresses that were

supposed to confine the roots of the pipal tree on the terrace
– see my remarks on Figure 1.2, above. The temple of Tārā
Devī, so-called, is on the left. Finally, from this album is a
drawing of images at the base of the Bodhi tree (Fig. 1.10),
which was worshipped by Hindus, especially those who
made the pilgrimage to Hindu Gayā. The statues seem
entirely Hindu. On the image of Umāmāheśvara, the
messengers from the court of Ava referred to in Buchanan’s
account below inscribed the details of their visit. A further
comment on this album should be made. The last three
drawings were published by D’Oyly as plates 19 to 21 of his
Sketches of the New Road in a Journey from Calcutta to Gyah (1830)
and in the process of transferring them to stone for
lithography contrasts were heightened and details blurred.
Another, earlier, lithographed view of the temple, drawn on
stone by William Prinsep after a drawing by his brother
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Figure 1.11 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Plan of the site reproduced in Francis
Buchanan’s journal. British Library, MSS Eur D 95 B No. 147

James Prinsep, appears as plate 3 of the Amateurs Repository of
Indian Sketches, Part I, published by the same press in 1828.
This is a view from the north, showing the modern north
wall of the terrace, but certain details, such as the presence
of a central door in the north wall of the temple proper, and
another one, offset to the right, in the terrace beneath,
suggest again that in the transfer process some of the clarity
normally associated with James Prinsep has been lost
Another volume of drawings may be mentioned briefly
here. This is an album (WD 2879) of 44 drawings of
sculpture from the ancient railing, which were drawn by
Captain Markham Kittoe in January 1847, and which he
used as the basis for his talk to the Asiatic Society published
in the April issue of its journal of that year (Kittoe 1847, 334–
9). The album must have been sent off to London
immediately afterwards as it was received into the library of
the East India Company on 16 July 1847 (Archer 1969, 466–
8). Kittoe records the presence of ‘eight or nine’ of these
pillars in the veranda of Caitan’s samādhi, of fragments in the
ceiling of the Viṣṇupad shrine, and also in the temple itself,
and the group of pillars in the Mahant’s residence including
‘one square pillar […] on which latter the most curious
subjects are found.’ This is, of course, the pillar with eight
panels including the so-called Sūrya relief, later made the
north-west corner post of the reconstructed railing, of which
Kittoe drew the upper two panels on two sides (see
Introduction in the present volume, Fig. 0.3). It may be
noted here that the present west side of the pillar was fully
visible in 1847, whereas when Mitra had it photographed for
his plate L, it was, as he remarks, partly built into the wall.
Kittoe carefully distinguishes between the early pillars

(drawn in brown wash) and the later ones (in blue wash) in
his album. Twenty of the subjects of Kittoe’s drawings come
from the group of pillars erected by Beglar in 1880–1
alongside the yak ṣī pillar discovered on-site at the south-east
corner of the main shrine, which together form pillars 1 to 10
in Coomaraswamy’s numbering system (Coomaraswamy
1935). The present pillar 4 is not included in the album, and
as this pillar is much more rubbed than its neighbours, it
seems clear that it must have been one of those found when
the rubble was removed. No drawing of the scenes on the
square pillar, the present number 22 forming part of the
gateway to the south, which Figure 1.8 shows stood in the
front of this veranda and which Kittoe can hardly have
missed, is included in this album, but one folio is missing.
These nine pillars, now numbered 2–3, 5–10 and 22, must
then have been the ones in the veranda of Caitan’s samādhi.
The remainder of the drawings all come from pillars that
supported the veranda in the Mahant’s residence in the ma ṭh
and which were erected in 1907, after representations by the
Viceroy, Lord Curzon, mostly to the west of the south
gateway in the railing and along the southern portion of the
west railing. This album includes drawings of four panels
(probably all that were visible, see below) from the ‘Sūrya’
pillar at the north-west corner. The other early pillars
represented in the Kittoe album are those now numbered 27,
40 and 43–5 (12 panels), while there are also eight drawings
of panels from granite pillars of the Gupta period
(Coomaraswamy 1935, plan before plate 1 for the
arrangement of the pillars; all references here to the ‘present
arrangement’ of the pillars refer to the railing as
reconstituted in 1907 and published by Coomaraswamy in
1935; further rearrangements have since taken place).
Written evidence
The most important written evidence of the period comes from
the pen of Francis Buchanan (from 1815 Buchanan-Hamilton),
who visited Gayā in 1811 and 1812 in the course of his survey
work of eastern India. His manuscripts and drawings were
deposited in the library of the East India Company in 1816,
and from them Martin (1838) published his abbreviated version
with a selection of the accompanying drawings. A century later
the manuscript accounts were published in full, but this time
without the drawings, plans or inscriptions (BuchananHamilton 1939). It will be useful here to quote from the original
manuscripts (IOR MSS Eur D 85, pp. 268 ff., Patna edition,
pp. 150 ff.). Items of interest in connection with the above
drawings and with Buchanan’s own drawings are discussed
below (see also his plan, Fig. 1.11):
Immediately south from the palace [i.e. the great monastery]
and separated from it by a road, was the temple, which has left a
ruin about 800 feet from east to west and about 490 from north
to south. This also seems to have consisted of various courts,
now mostly reduced to irregular heaps of brick and stone, for
immense quantities of material have been removed. The largest
heap, now remaining, is at the NE corner, where there is a very
large terrace, on which are two modern small temples. The one
farthest east is called Vagiswari, and was erected by one of the
Mahantas of the great convent of Sannyasis. The image (no. 98
[Fig. 1.13, no. 2]) was dug from the ruins, and no attention has
been paid even to sex in its new name, as it represents an armed
male, while Vagiswari is the goddess of eloquence. The history
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Figure 1.12 (left) Bodhgayā, Bihar. Sculptures of Buddhist deities,
after Robert Montgomery Martin 1838, vol. 1, pl. IX. British Library,
IOL1947.a.786
Figure 1.13 (above) Bodhgayā, Bihar. Sculptures of Buddhist
deities, after Robert Montgomery Martin 1838, vol. 1, pl. X. British
Library, IOL1947.a.786

of the other temple, called that of Tārā Devī, is similar. The
image, which has been selected (no. 92 [Fig. 1.13, no. 5]), in
place of having the form of Tārā, one of the most hideous of the
female destructive powers, represents a mild looking prince
standing on a throne supported by Buddhas […]. South from
this terrace, and separated from it by a road, which is said to
have been covered by an arch, and to have extended all the way
to the river, has been a large range of buildings; but the greater
part of the material has been removed, and there only remain
some heaps of broken bricks, and images, one of which (no. 93
[Fig. 1.13, no. 1, now in the British Museum, see Introduction
in the present volume, Fig. 0.1]) is very large and curious […].
The arched road above mentioned led between the two masses
now described into the area of the great Mandir, or shrine, the
only part of the building that remains at all entire. On the right,
as you enter the area, is a small chamber of brick, which
contains no image, and has every appearance of being modern
[i.e. the samādhi of the third and fourth Mahants, which Mitra
states to have contained a lingam in his time], which is also the
case with the two small chambers on the left […]. This, which is
nearest the entrance, contains several large images, said to have
been collected from various parts of the ruins, and built into the
wall, 5 of them representing an equal number of Buddhas,
sitting in the usual manner, are commonly said to represent the
five supposed sons of Pandu. One of them (no. 82 [Fig. 1.13, no.
6, and Fig. 1.22]) seems clearly to me a funeral monument
[from the parinirvā ṇa of the Buddha at the top] […]. The other
small chamber is the tomb (Samadhi) of the first Mahanta of the
convent of Sannyasis. Between these buildings and the porch of
the great shrine is lying a stone, containing the impression of a
Buddha’s feet, and by the convent called Buddhapad; but there
can be little doubt that this is the Viṣṇupad alluded to in the 1st
volume of the Asiatick Researches. It has evidently been taken

from the ruins, several similar having been carried from thence
to the convent, and round it many images have been heaped
[…]. Several of the images collected here have inscriptions. The
most remarkable (no. 91 [Fig. 1.13. no. 3]) is one called Sabitri (a
goddess), but which seems to have been a male votary of the
Buddhas, having a Muni seated on his crown, for he resembles a
prince. The inscriptions mention no person’s name, but invoke
the Buddhas. On a male figure (no. 99 [Fig. 1.13, no. 4]) at the
same place, now called Saraswati (a goddess), is the usual pious
sentence of the Buddhists. [The ‘Sabitri’ we know from Mitra
(see above) is the image enshrined between the samādhi of
Mahādeva and the temple, so that Sarasvatī also would seem to
have been in this same place].
The great shrine, or mandir, is a slender quadrangular
pyramid of great height, much resembling that of Koch, but its
summit is broken, and a part hangs over in a very singular
manner. This spire is, on three sides, surrounded by a terrace
about 25 or 30 feet high, and the extreme dimensions of which
are 78 feet wide by 98 feet long, and one end of this terrace
towards the east has covered the porch; but that has fallen, and
brought down the part of the terrace by which it was covered. A
stair from each side of the porch led up to the terrace, on which
there was a fine walk round the temple leading to the 2nd storey
of the shrine in front, and to a large area behind, on which is
planted a celebrated pipal tree (Ficus religiosa). As this is still an
object of worship, and frequented by the pilgrims from Gaya, as
I have already mentioned, the north side of the terrace has been
repaired as a road, and some zealous person has lately built a
stair on the outside, so that the orthodox may pass up without
entering the porch, and thus seeing the hateful image of
Buddha […]. The porch has always been small, and since it fell
some persons have cleared away the ruins, and constructed a
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existed in the same place, when the temple was entire. Around
its root has been lately raised a circular elevation of brick and
mortar in various concentric stages, and on one of these has
been placed a confused multitude of images, and carved
fragments of stone, taken from the ruins. On the pedestal of one
of these images, representing a man with a woman sitting on his
knee, which is one of the most usual figures in the district, the
messengers from Ava carved an account of their visit […] and
which must render us cautious in admitting the inscriptions, on
the various images in this district, to have any connection with
their erection [see Fig. 1.10].

Figure 1.14 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Image of Avalokiteśvara Siṃhanāda
documented by Francis Buchanan in 1811−12 in the Sannyāsis’
convent and reproduced in his journal as plate 97. British Library,
MSS Eur D95 B No. 167

gate of the fragments. The shrine or cavity in the mandir that is
on a level with the ground, and the entrance to which was
through the porch, is small and covered with a Gothic arch, the
plaster work on which has been divided into small
compartments, each containing an image of a Buddha. The
whole far end of the chamber has been occupied by a throne of
stone (singhasan) in a very bad taste […] [on which is a Buddha
image] a monstrous mis-shapen daub of clay […]. Above this
chamber are two others, one on the level of the old terrace, and
the other still higher; but with these the falling of the porch has
cut off all communication. Several of the people, however, in
the vicinity remember the porch standing, and have frequently
been in the chambers, a stair from the terrace leading to the
uppermost […]. The terrace enlarges behind the temple
towards the west, and forms an area, on which is growing the
Pipal tree. The tree is in full vigour, and cannot in all
probability exceed 100 years in age; but a similar one may have
Figure 1.15 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Image of a Buddha in bhūmisparśamudrā documented by Francis Buchanan on the eastern wall/side of
the Sannyāsis’ convent and reproduced in his journal as plate 79.
British Library, MSS Eur D95 B No. 149

The number of images at Buddha-Gaya is very great, and there
is scarcely any one form of those, that are scattered so
numerously about the whole country for eight or ten coses in all
directions, but what may be found in its immediate vicinity
belonged to the great temple. This also seems to me to have
been the quarry, as it were, from which almost the whole of
these for 8 or 10 coses round have been carried […]. In the
drawings from no. 78 to 108, I have given representations of
many of the most curious images remaining in the most
immediate vicinity of the old temple, and built into the walls, or
deposited within the convent of the Sannyāsis, and all
confessedly taken from the ruins.

Most of the images included in Buchanan’s volume of
plates were noticed by him in the Sannyāsis’ convent, usually
built into its walls and gateways. Buchanan described this
convent not in his official survey but in his journal (Buchanan
1925, 51–2). Buchanan’s volume of plates includes drawings of
31 of these images, of which 15 are reproduced in Martin’s
plates IX and X (Figs 1.12–1.13). Martin omits Buchanan’s
subsequent descriptions of them en bloc. The Patna edition of
the original manuscript includes the complete text, but not
reproductions of the drawings. In this chapter space does not
permit the republication of the text accompanied for the first
time by all the relevant drawings, but it is hoped that the
annexed list of the images with details of position and
Figure 1.16 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Image of Padmapāṇi documented by
Francis Buchanan on the eastern gate of the Sannyāsis’ convent
and reproduced in his journal as plate 95. British Library, MSS Eur
D95 B No. 165
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Figure 1.17 (far left) Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Image of a crowned Buddha
documented by Francis Buchanan on
the eastern gate of the Sannyāsis’
convent and reproduced in his
journal as plate 88. British Library,
MSS Eur D 95 B No. 158
Figure 1.18 (left) Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Image of a Buddha in
dharmacakramudrā documented by
Francis Buchanan on the western
door of the Sannyāsis’ convent and
reproduced in his journal as plate 80.
British Library, MSS Eur D 95 B No.
150

Figure 1.19 (far left) Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Image of a Avalokiteśvara
Khasarpaṇa with Tārā and Bhṛkuṭī
documented by Francis Buchanan on
the stair of well in the Sannyāsis’
convent and reproduced in his
journal as plate 94. British Library,
MSS Eur D95 B No. 164
Figure 1.20 (left) Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Image of a standing Buddha in
vyākhyānamudrā documented by
Francis Buchanan on the eastern
side of the Mahābodhi temple and
reproduced in his journal as plate 85.
British Library, MSS Eur D95 B No.
155

publication, which brings together information otherwise
scattered through several sources, will prove of use. Shown
here as well are reproductions of Martin’s plates IX–X (Figs
1.12–1.13), and some representative examples of the
drawings that were not published in Martin’s edition (Figs
1.14–1.21). In the Appendix to this chapter, under the
‘published’ column, bold figures in round brackets refer to
those published here, while those in square brackets refer to
reproductions of images. Mitra’s plates, including sculptures,
are usually based on drawings.
Photographs
The first serious attempt to photograph the remains at
Bodhgayā seems to have been undertaken in 1865 by Thomas

Fraser Peppé, who belonged to the Opium Department (of
the Bengal Government). On 2 August 1865 two
communications from Peppé were read at a meeting of the
Asiatic Society of Bengal on the antiquity of the Bodhgayā
temple and in particular its arches, which were exciting much
controversy at the time (Peppé 1865, 150–4). In his letter of 27
July Peppé lists a set of nine photographs (including two of the
similar temple at Konch), which he had enclosed, and states
that the others (unspecified) would be sent on in a day or two.
This list corresponds very closely with a set of photographic
prints of Bodhgayā that was received by the India Office in
1871. The annotations on the album pages state 26 April 1871,
but the letter is to be found in that group dated 26 September
of the same year. The India Office photographs are listed
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Figure 1.21 (far left) Bodhgayā,
Bihar. Image of Vajrapāṇi
documented by Francis
Buchanan at the Mahābodhi
temple and reproduced in his
journal as plate 89. British Library,
MSS Eur D95 B No. 159
Figure 1.22 (left) Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Image of the Buddha in
bhūmisparśamudrā with life
scenes documented by Francis
Buchanan as enshrined in the
Pañc Pāṇḍav temple and
reproduced in his journal as plate
82. British Library, MSS Eur D95 B
No. 152

below, together with the numbers in Peppé’s list to which they
appear to correspond. These photographs bear numbers that
are a continuation of the numbering sequence of the India
Office negatives listed by Theodor Bloch (1900), but they were
not included in the published list since the India Office did
not have the negatives. Some 1,800 early photographs of
antiquities fall into this category. Two are included in the
India Office collection that are not mentioned in Peppé’s list:
the close-up view from the east of the entrance showing the
different arches that, as it is published by Mitra, must have
been in the group of photographs sent to the Asiatic Society a
few days after Peppé’s letter was read, and the alternative
south view of the main shrine.
2772. This is a general view from the east, showing the
samādhi, covered archway, etc. (Peppé, no. 1; Mitra, pl. XV).
Compared with the drawings of the early 19th century, there
has been further deterioration. The remains of the south-east
corner shrine have disappeared. The brickwork forming the
remains of the roof of the vault of the porch has collapsed,
revealing still more of the original corbelled arch, while
brickwork in the wall above the entrance door has also fallen,
revealing two further pointed arches, one above the other.
The topmost of these pointed arches appears to have been the
original entrance archway inserted into the great corbelled
opening when the porch was built; the arch was progressively
lowered to shore up the structure above (see Fig. 1.28).
2773 (Fig. 0.4 in the Introduction to this volume). A
distant view from the north-east showing the samādhi, the
Viṣṇupad shrine, the modern staircase and the Bodhi tree,
which is leaning over tremendously and has all but collapsed
(Peppé, no. 4). The extent of the damage to the mouldings on
the north face of the tower is apparent. It is also clear for the
first time how deep were the remains of the original entrance
porch at ground level, for its ruins extend eastwards as far as
a line that is also the beginning of the modern staircase. It is
clear from Figure 1.23 that these are not heaps of rubble
but part of the original structure.

2774. The open passageway into the ground-floor shrine
with, above, the entrance on the terrace (Mitra 1978, pl.
XVI; ‘Arches of the Great Temple in 1863’). The terrace
practically up to the door itself has collapsed into the vaulted
passageway to the ground-floor shrine chamber. For the
arches, see Figures 1.26–1.28.
2775 (Fig. 1.23). The courtyard in front of the temple,
taken from just east of the samādhi of the third and fourth
Mahants (Peppé, no. 2). The Viṣṇupad shrine has lost part of
its roof, and most of the sculptures around it have been
removed. The depth of the original porch in front of the
reconstructed jambs and lintel is also very clear from this
photograph: some of the original mouldings are preserved
on the lower part of the façade on the right side. Beglar here
at least had considerable remains on which to rebuild the
porch, although it can be seen from Figure 1.25 that much
of these remains were in fact removed.
2776 (Fig. 1.24). South elevation (Peppé, no. 3; Mitra
1878, pl. VII). This is republished here to show the remains
of the mouldings on the south-west corner of the terrace,
which were unfortunately cut out of Mitra’s plate VII. Also
visible here are what appear to be the remains of a southwestern corner shrine, and the dying tree beyond. It seems
clear from this photograph that the great buttress shown in
Figure 1.4 against the south-west corner of the terrace and
which extended along the front of part of the southern
façade of the terrace has collapsed, exposing the original
mouldings of the corner.
2778 (published in Losty 1991, fig. 25). Two Buddha
images in bhūmisparśamudrā inscribed ‘Buddhist figures in
temple at Boodh Gya’ (Peppé, no. 7, who labels them ‘Two
Boodhs from a cell in the courtyard’). The cells may be those
unearthed by Major Mead in his excavations of 1863, who
on digging a trench north–south across the front of the brick
archway came upon the lower portions of four cells, in one of
which was an over-life-size seated Buddha, minus its head
(Cunningham 1873, 87; see also Leoshko 1988, 34). No
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Figure 1.23 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Thomas
Fraser Peppé, view of the courtyard
in front of the Mahābodhi temple,
photographic print, 1864 or 1865.
Copies in the British Library (Photo
125/1(53)) and the British Museum
(shown here), collected by
Alexander Cunningham and
acquired from him by Augustus
Wollaston Franks. British Museum,
1897,0528,0.91, bequeathed by A.W.
Franks

mention is made by Mead or indeed any other early source
of these two complete seated Buddhas that were
photographed by Peppé in 1865.
2779 (published in Losty 1991, fig. 25). Tārā Devī temple
from the east (Peppé, no. 6) on the great mound north-east of
the main temple, showing the remains of a porch whose
presence is denied by Mitra (see Indian Museum sequence
no. 54 below; Fig. 1.29).
In addition to the 1865 photographs listed above, another
set was prepared during the actual restoration of the temple
in 1880–1, although at least one from this set dates from
before the 1877 Burmese clearances. These are all listed in
the ‘Indian Museum’ sequence of negatives of antiquities:
nos 49–66, 70–1 are listed as by Beglar, and nos 67–9 by Dr
Simpson (Bloch 1900, 5). It is perhaps worth emphasising
again at this stage that the photographic record of Bodhgayā
is appallingly incomplete for all the major renovations: for
the excavations and for the rebuilding and restoration under

Beglar in 1880–1, and even for the reconstruction of the
railing in 1907 during John Marshall’s DirectorGeneralship. With such a paucity of visual information,
trying to make sense of the written record is extremely
difficult.
49. East view of the main temple, including the ancient
archway and without the new Burmese-constructed east
wall and gateway, and hence taken prior to 1877. This is a
slightly different (and poorer) photograph to that taken by
Peppé (his no. 1, see no. 2772 above). Note: The List of
Photographic Negatives in the British Library states wrongly
that this photograph by Beglar was used by Mitra in 1878 as
plate XV.
50 (Fig. 1.25). The temple under reconstruction, showing
the modern staircase gone and the east face of the terrace
restored. The gateway of the new enclosing wall erected by
the Burmese in 1877 is still in place, but the wall itself has
gone. The reconstruction of the porch on the terrace has

Figure 1.24 Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Thomas Fraser Peppé, south
elevation of the Mahābodhi
temple, photographic print,
1864 or 1865. Copies in the
British Library and the British
Museum (shown here),
collected by Alexander
Cunningham and acquired
from him by Augustus
Wollaston Franks. British
Museum 1897,0528,0.92,
bequeathed by A.W. Franks.
The print was trimmed by
Cunningham and bears his
notations; a complete copy of
the print is registered as
British Museum,
1897,0528,0.34
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Figure 1.25 Bodhgayā, Bihar. J.D. Beglar, Mahābodhi temple from
the east during restoration, photographic print, c. 1870s. Copies in
the British Library (Photo 1003(50)) and the British Museum (shown
here), collected by Alexander Cunningham and acquired from him
by Augustus Wollaston Franks. British Museum, 1897,0528,0. series
bequeathed by A.W. Franks

Figure 1.26 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Henry Bailey Wade Garrick, interior of the
Mahābodhi temple before repairs, photographic print, 1880–1. Copies
in the British Museum and British Library (shown here). British Library,
Photo 1003(51)

begun: new walls have been constructed in front (i.e. to the
east) of the original side walls of the porch, which have been
truncated by removing their upper portions. With the latter
have been destroyed the remains of the vault, visible in
plates XV and XVI of Mitra (1878), and Figures 1.27 and
1.28 below. Also now covered up are the two upper pointed
arches over the doorway that are the remains of earlier
doorways, and which it can be seen from no. 53 below (Fig.
1.28) were on a different plane behind the later lower
doorway. Rubble from the bottom of the corbelled arch
above has been cleared out, but work has yet to start on
filling in the whole of the corbelled arch, which would have
protruded above the top of Beglar’s new and smaller porch.
It is also clear that much of the remains of the entrance
porch at the ground-floor level, whose massiveness is
apparent in Figures 0.1, 1.23, have been removed.
51 (Fig. 1.26). An inside chamber of the temple, showing
two walls of a corbelled vault with great beams apparently
propping up the walls. This seems to be the photograph
taken by Cunningham and referred to in his account of his
visit to Bodhgayā in 1881, when he mentions clambering up
the scaffolding (doubtless that visible in Fig. 1.25) in order to
get into the topmost chamber through its corbelled opening
(Cunningham 1882, 135–6). Although attributed to Beglar in
the List, Cunningham’s account indicates that it is by him, as
is indeed the reconstructed lion capital, no. 66.
Cunningham’s description (as the last person to visit it before
Beglar walled up the entrance) is worth quoting here:

It is commenced on a square base, and the width of the chamber
diminishes towards the top by the bricks overlapping each other
about 8 inches in every course of brick-work, thus leaving an
obeliscal opening [chamber?] about 65 feet high. The chamber
is covered in at the top with massive planks of wood.

It can be seen that each course of brickwork consists of
five individual courses of bricks. The room’s floor area was
measured by Mitra as a square of 19ft (5.8m). It is unlikely
that Cunningham’s statement that each course overlapped
by 8in (20.3cm) is right, because in this case the uppermost
course visible in the photograph would be over 9ft (2.7m)
further in towards the centre of the room than the lowest,
and although it is difficult to judge the scale involved, this
does not appear to be the case.
52 (Fig. 1.27). A close view of the temple doorways and
archways from the lowest storey to the top of the corbelled
archway (Cunningham 1892, pl. XXXI). The easternmost
door frame, visible in Figure 1.23, which had been rebuilt on
the plane of the façade of the terrace, out of the fragments after
the collapse of the terrace, has been removed. It is apparent
from Mitra’s plates XVI (Mitra 1878; ‘Arches of the Great
Temple in 1863’) and XVII (ditto in 1877) that this was done by
the Burmese restorers, who seem to have used the jambs and
lintel to shore up the doorway into the ground-floor shrine.
The details of this doorway are clearer here but they
correspond to those visible in Mitra’s plate XVII (Mitra 1878).
53 (Fig. 1.28). This is the best close-up view of the
surviving vaulting of the porch on the terrace, and was
apparently taken by Beglar just before he destroyed it. It
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Figure 1.27 Bodhgayā, Bihar. J.D. Beglar, eastern side of the
Mahābodhi temple showing doorway and arches above,
photographic print, c. 1870s. Copies in the British Library (Photo
1003(52)) and the British Museum (shown here), collected by
Alexander Cunningham and acquired from him by Augustus
Wollaston Franks. British Museum, 1897,0528,0.94, bequeathed by
A.W. Franks

Figure 1.28 Bodhgayā, Bihar. J.D. Beglar, vaulting of the porch on
the terrace of the Mahābodhi temple before restoration,
photographic print, c. 1870s. Copies in the British Library (Photo
1003(53)) and the British Museum (shown here), collected by
Alexander Cunningham and acquired from him by Augustus
Wollaston Franks. British Museum, 1897,0528,0.121, bequeathed by
A.W. Franks

shows the bonded arrangement of the bricks of the vaulting.
Two courses of bricks laid end to end separate each course of
bricks laid face to face, except for the lowest course of all at
the spring of the vault, which is of four layers of bricks laid
end to end. The latest and lowest entrance arch, which is
formed simply of bricks laid face to face without bonding, is
still intact with even a layer of plaster covering the edges of
the bricks so that the number forming the depth of the arch
is not visible, but it does not appear to have been more than
seven or eight. This entrance door was built in front of the
earlier much larger arched entrance into the main shrine
chamber, and the wall above it originally concealed the
earlier arches, which are not visible in any of the drawings of
the early 19th century discussed above. The concealing
brickwork has the remains of voussoirs arranged in
continuation of the earlier arch, and these formed the top of
the blind arch visible in such drawings as Figures 1.4–1.5.
The middle arch of the three is not visible in this
photograph. This one must have been inserted when the
topmost arch showed signs of instability, in an attempt to
shore it up, but this eventually called for the more drastic
measure of building a new wall in front of the old entrance
in order to support the basic source of the weakness, the
corbelled arch above. The lower levels of this may also be
seen here; three layers of bricks laid with their long edge
towards the opening form each course of the arch.
54 (Fig. 1.29). A view from the mound north-east of the
temple, showing the main temple and the ‘Tārā devī’

temple. The viewpoint is practically the same as in
Cunningham’s plate XVI (Cunningham 1892, pl. XVI),
lower plate, in which the great temple is rebuilt and the Tārā
temple repaired. The older photograph shows that the ‘Tara
devi’ temple had a porch to its east, the south wall of which is
seen projecting a considerable distance from the tower,
perhaps sufficient for it to have been a ma ṇḍapa rather than a
porch of the type attached to the main temple. Curiously
Mitra (1878, 60) states that it was not provided with a porch,
but it is clear from plate XVI in Cunningham (who pays no
attention to this temple at all) that a considerable part of this
projecting wall had been removed.
55–9 (Fig. 1.30). The early railing as reconstructed by
Beglar in 1880–1 from eight of the nine pillars in the veranda
of Caitan’s samādhi and from four excavated pillars. Through
the railing are visible the great heaps of rubble still covering
the outer areas of the courtyard. The photographs show the
first 12 pillars re-erected on the south side of the temple, from
inside the railing. Negative 55 shows pillars 1–3, 56 shows
8–10, 57 shows 4–5, 58 shows 6–7 and 59 (Fig. 1.30) shows
11–12. Pillars 1–4 are connected by a complete set of three
rail bars. Incomplete rail bars connect at the lowest level
pillars 5 to 8, 9 to 10, and 11 to 12. A similar rail bar lies
unconnected between pillars 10 and 11. These incomplete
bars were subsequently removed before the photographs
were taken for Cunningham’s book, while another bar was
found to form the lowest rail between pillars 4 and 5 before
the photographs of the reconstituted railing were taken in
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Figure 1.29 Bodhgayā, Bihar. J.D. Beglar, Mahābodhi temple and the
‘Tārā devī’ temple from the north-east, photographic print, c. 1870s.
Copies in the British Museum, 1897,0528,0.113 (trimmed) and British
Library (reproduced here). British Library, Photo 1003(54)

1912–13 (Cunningham 1892, pl. VII; Annual Report of the
Archaeological Survey, Eastern Circle 1914, negatives 1114–16). In
some cases the pillars lack the final coping stones that were
added before the photography for Cunningham’s plate VII
in his Mahâbodhi. Eight of these pillars, as mentioned above
when discussing the Kittoe album, come from the veranda
of Caitan’s samādhi. The remaining four would appear to be
those referred to by Mitra as being buried in situ on the south
side of the Great Temple (Mitra 1878, 73). Cunningham
(1873) publishes only extracts from Major Mead’s excavations
of 1863, which were the earliest on the site, together with
brief details of his own excavations of 1871, leaving it to say,
at the very least, unclear which are the pillars in question.
Certainly he excavated at the south-east corner the initial
yak ṣī pillar, and also another: ‘on one of the unbroken pillars,
standing in situ with its lowest rails still fixed, I found
another copy of the inscription [of Kura ṅgī] …’
(Cunningham 1873, 89). Of the other three pillars forming
this initial group that did not come from Caitan’s veranda,
namely 4, 11 and 12, only pillar 11 has the Kura ṅgī
inscription, and appears to have had its lowest rails still
present, albeit broken (Fig. 1.30). This pillar also of course
has the late medieval Jinadāsa inscription, so the period of
its complete burial under the mounds of rubble must have
been comparatively short (Coomaraswamy 1935, pl. XIV;
Barua 1934, vol. 2, 72–3). Cunningham also states, in the
context of the excavation of the yak ṣī pillar, that ‘the second
pillar, towards the west, has an Aśoka inscription right
across it, but so much injured that I could not read more
than the opening letters patihata’, which would appear to be
the pillar now set up as number 4.

It may be as well to deal here with the other buried pillars
mentioned in the various reports cited above. Mead’s report
as quoted selectively by Cunningham states, in the context of
the excavation of the southern trench, that he found a broken
pillar with a rail bar 28ft (8.5m) from the south-west corner of
the temple and that he therefore decided to dig a trench
along the western side of the temple ‘along the line of this
railing’. Now the southern trench was dug along the base of
the temple, disclosing the buried lower portions of the plinth,
and not 20ft (6.1m) from the temple where the line of the
actual railing sits on the southern side. Carrying on this
trench, Mead struck the line of the western railing. The
pillar that he found there is marked by an X on the plan
published by Cunningham in 1873, and it is no fewer than
eight pillars south of the western gateway (pl. XXV).
However, on the plan of the temple published by
Cunningham in 1892 (pl. XI) on which are marked the
positions of pillars standing at the time, there is no sign of
any pillar, let alone one with a rail bar, in this position. No
pillars at all are marked for the railing around the south-west
of the temple between the pillars placed two to the west of
the southern gateway and two to the south of the western
gateway. Clearly what Mead found here has been moved
elsewhere. Yet Mead used this now vanished pillar as a base
to follow the line of the railing on this western side:
On seeing this I decided to take the internal western trench
along the line of this railing, and doing so, I found the railing
still all along in place, except that every post had been broken
off just above the insertion of the lowest rail, save only the two at
an opening in the middle opposite the holy pippal tree. The two
pillars standing are nearly perfect, with carving on two
adjacent sides in view [? lieu] of the usual mortice holes.
(Cunningham 1873, 88)

This surely implies the presence of a railing all along the
western trench, yet Cunningham’s plate XI in 1892 shows
only two pillars in place south of the western gate. It is also
curious that, of the section of the western railing that has
survived in place, that is, the pillars between the western
gateway and the north-west corner pillar and which was
photographed shortly after re-excavation (Cunningham
1892, pl. XIIA, showing the partly removed buttresses on
the west of the terrace), 5 of the 13 pillars are broken off
below the lowest mortice and 8 above, suggesting perhaps
that Mead did not actually excavate so deeply as to discover
these shorter stumps. As for the two nearly perfect gateposts
with carvings on adjacent sides, the case is even more
curious. Cunningham himself uncovered these again in 1871
and confirmed their presence. Cunningham’s Mahâbodhi,
plate XIIA, shows the west wall of the temple actually
during the removal of the buttresses in 1881, and also clearly
shows the excavated railing. The northern one of the two
gateposts is present, but the southern one has disappeared.
In a series of photographs of the railings on three sides of the
temple, taken by the Archaeological Survey, Eastern Circle
in 1913–14, can be seen the general appearance of the railing
after the pillars from the Mahant’s court had been erected.
They confirm that only the northern one of these two
gateposts was in its correct position, while a stump had been
substituted for its companion, broken above its lowest rail
socket (Annual Report of the Archaeological Survey, Eastern Circle,

24 | Precious Treasures from the Diamond Throne: Finds from the Site of the Buddha’s Enlightenment

1914, photographs 1119 and 1120). They also incidentally
confirm that the stumps of railings between the north
gatepost of the western gate and the north-west corner post
remained as they were found. But what happened to Mead’s
other buried gatepost?
If the surviving pillar of the west gate, found on site, may
be taken as evidence (this of course is of the Gupta period
and is the post with the figure with a trident, identified by
some as Śiva, but its date is immaterial here), then the railing
as re-erected round the Gupta temple had gateways on its
south, west and north sides, each formed of two square
pillars, with carvings on two adjacent sides, and sockets on a
third side. The side facing the temple seems to have been
uncarved. The pillar from Caitan’s veranda that was moved
to the south gate seems to have been remade in the Gupta
period as a corner post as well, since it has sockets on two of
its adjacent sides, and indeed an abandoned attempt to make
them on one of the carved sides. The carvings consist of a
semicircular panel at the top, a rectangular one in the
centre, and a half-lotus medallion at the base. From the
upper two panels hang flower garlands on the corners. Of
the three gateways as constituted by 1913, each had one pillar
more or less intact, while its companion was a stump, the
western one being the shortest and the northern the tallest.
The complete pillar at the western gate is the one that Mead
found there; we know that the complete one at the southern
gate came from Caitan’s veranda, and we shall shortly
demonstrate that the complete one at the northern gate
came from the Mahant’s court. If we discount two
possibilities, one that both Mead and Cunningham were
having visions when they claimed to have seen two ‘nearly
perfect’ gateposts, and the other that the second gatepost
was purloined between 1871 and 1881, it would follow that

the second gatepost found by Mead on the west cannot have
been a pillar in this format, and must have been a different
type of pillar re-erected here for unknown reasons at an
early date. Even so, the absence of a second pillar even in a
different format in Cunningham 1892, plate XXIIA, taken
during excavations in 1881, is difficult to explain. There is
only one other nearly perfect pillar with carving on two
adjacent sides that could be this missing pillar, and this is the
present south-west corner pillar, which like the Sūrya pillar
has four panels of carvings one above the other on two

Figure 1.31 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Henry Bailey Wade Garrick, early railing
pillar of the Mahābodhi temple in the court of the Mahant’s residence,
photographic print, 1880–1. British Library, Photo 1003(60)

Figure 1.32 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Henry Bailey Wade Garrick, early railing
pillar of the Mahābodhi temple in the court of the Mahant’s residence,
photographic print, 1880–1. British Library, Photo 1003(64)

Figure 1.30 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Henry Bailey Wade Garrick, early
railing of the Mahābodhi temple as reconstructed by J.D. Beglar
from eight of the nine pillars in the veranda of Caitan’s samādhi and
from four excavated pillars, photographic print, 1880–1. British
Library, Photo 1003(59)
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adjacent sides (Coomaraswamy 1935, pl. XXVI). It does not
appear in any of the literature before the 1881 excavations,
and there is no evidence to suggest that it came from the
Mahant’s residence (see below). It is not present at all in the
1881 photograph of the newly excavated west railing
published by Cunningham, nor is any pillar marked in the
south-west corner in the plan of the pillars on site in his plate
XI. Here, a pillar is marked as present in the north-west
corner, which is where the Sūrya pillar from the Mahant’s
residence was later placed, and it is possible that its
companion pillar was placed here temporarily at the end of
the row, and shifted to its present position when the
Mahant’s pillars were placed round the south-west corner.
However, a photograph in the India Office Library of the
temple taken from the north-west during Lord Elgin’s visit to
Bodhgayā in 1894 shows no sign of this post in either of these
corner positions.
As to the excavated pillars on the north side of the temple,
Cunningham confines himself to saying that Mead
discovered traces of the same railing on the north side. Mitra
is more positive, although on what evidence is far from clear,
and states that two pillars were found there (Mitra 1878, 73).
The only photograph of the north side of the temple showing
any part of the railing between the restoration of 1881 and
re-erection of the Mahant’s pillars in 1907 appears to be the
minuscule photograph published by Cunningham in 1892 as
plate XVI (bottom), where the broken stumps of pillars are
visible on the east side of the north gate and stumps
connected by the lowest rail bars on the west side of the same
gateway. The gateway itself is invisible, as a stūpa intervenes
between it and the viewer, but obviously neither of the
present gateposts (one complete and the other broken just
above the central mortice hole) is in position.
To return to the sequence of photographs in the Indian
Museum negatives:
60–5 (Figs 1.31–1.32). Six photographs showing the
arrangement of the pillars in the veranda of the Mahant’s
residence in the ma ṭh. Mitra informs us that 33 pillars in all
had been re-erected in the Mahant’s residence, of which 10
were early sandstone pillars and 23 granite ones of the Gupta
period (Mitra 1878, 73). These photographs are rather poor,
but they do show that the six pillars selected for photography
had their lower parts buried up to the top of the lowest

mortice hole for the rail bar, and that a capital had been
roughly attached to their tops from which sprang a cusped
arcade. It was following representations from Lord Curzon
that the Mahant finally agreed to release the railing pillars
in his ma ṭh for re-erection round the temple, and this was
done by 1907. The Mahant’s pillars were placed mostly
round the south-west corner. There is, however, no record of
how many were complete pillars and how many were
broken. The complete or only slightly incomplete pillars
comprise (in Coomaraswamy’s numbering system): 25–37
along the south side (38 being the corner post, which we
believe was excavated from the west gate); 40–5, 47–8 and 64
(the corner post with its Sūrya carving) along the west side;
65–6 and 76–7 (the north gateposts) along the north side; and
91 (the north-east corner post, with its yak ṣa in high relief,
given by Nāgadevī) and 92 (the isolated post erected on the
east side). The total of these is only 28, so obviously another
five, more severely truncated pillars, were also recovered
from the Mahant’s house, but it would be idle to speculate
about these. These photographs show six of the posts present
in the Mahant’s residence, of which 27, 44 and 45 (Fig. 1.31)
are sandstone pillars of the earlier period, and 29, 77 (Fig.
1.32, the east, complete, pillar of the north gate) and another
unpublished and elsewhere unphotographed (and hence
here unnumberable) pillar of the Gupta period (with a
central medallion of a cow with her calf). The 10 complete
pillars of sandstone and of the early period in the Mahant’s
house were set up as numbers 25–7, 40, 43–5, 64 and 91–2,
while the truncated pillar 42 is also of sandstone and appears
to have come from the Mahant’s house. Only if Mitra is
mistaken as to their being 10 complete sandstone pillars
would it be possible to include the present south-west corner
pillar 38.
The remaining photographs in this series of Indian
Museum negatives (nos 66–72) are miscellaneous, including
Cunningham’s reconstruction of the lion capital
(Cunningham 1882, 134; Cunningham 1892, pl. IV) and
various heaps of lintels, jambs, votive stūpas, and so on
(Cunningham 1892, pl. XXIII K).
Note
1

This chapter was first published as Losty 1991.
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Appendix
Table listing the images at Bodhgayā, their position,
number and key publications.
Position

No.

Image

Published

Sannyāsis’ convent:

97

Avalokiteśvara Siṃhanāda

(Fig. 1.14) [Foucher, fig. 16]

Inside

102

Mahāśrī Tārā

Martin, 1, ix, 6

106

Mārīcī

Martin, 1, ix, 5
Mitra, XXXI, 1

78

The Buddha in bhūmisparśamudrā now under worship in the
temple, see Chapter 3 in the present volume

Mitra, XI;
[Huntington, fig. 106];
[Foucher, fig. 11]

84

The Buddha in samādhimudrā on Mucalinda

[Leoshko BS, fig. 11, left]

100

Yamāntaka

Martin, 1, ix, 9
Mitra, XXXI, 4
[Leoshko BS, fig. 9]

South-east side

101

Trailokyavijaya

Martin, 1, ix, 2
Mitra, XXVI, 2
[Huntington, fig. 110]
[Leoshko BS, fig. 11]

East wall/side

79

The Buddha in bhūmisparśamudrā

(Fig. 1.15)
[Leoshko VB, fig. 9]

86

Standing Buddha in varadamudrā between Bodhisattvas

87

Standing Buddha in varadamudrā between Brahmā and Indra

95

Padmapāṇi

(Fig. 1.16)

83

Two Buddhas in dharmacakramudrā seated in
pralambapādāsana

[Asher, pls 139–40]

88

Crowned Buddha

(Fig. 1.17)

107

Mārīcī

Martin, 1, ix, 7
Mitra, XXXI, 2

108

Cundā, with 18 arms

Martin, 1, ix, 8
Mitra, XXXI, 3
[Foucher, fig. 25]
[Leoshko BS, 12]

80

The Buddha in dharmacakramudrā
(Miracle at Śrāvastī)

(Fig. 1.18)

81

The Buddha in dharmacakramudrā
(Miracle at Śrāvastī)

Door unspecified

104

Yamunā on her turtle

Martin, 1, ix, 4
Mitra, XX, 4

On stair of well

94

Avalokiteśvara Khasarpaṇa with Tārā and Bhṛkuṭī

(Fig. 1.19)

Before (i.e. on the east side
of) the Great Temple

85

The Buddha in vyākhyānamudrā standing, left hand broken.
This is the image leaning against the veranda of Caitan’s
samādhi in Figs 1.3−1.4

(Fig. 1.20)

91

‘Sabitri’, Avalokiteśvara

Martin, 1, x, 3,
Mitra, XXXII, 3
[Leoshko BS, fig. 6]

99

‘Saraswati’, Avalokiteśvara Pretasaṃtarpita or perhaps a variant
of Amoghapāśa. The iconography is complex, see
Sādhanamālā 43.

Martin, 1, x, 4

103

‘Gayatri’, standing Tārā in varadamudrā. Mitra’s inscription on
plate XXVI states it is from the maṭh whither it must have been
moved after the Burmese clearances along with the other
images from the space in front of the temple.

Martin, 1, ix, 1
Mitra, XXVI, 1

South side

East gate

West door
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Position

No.

Image

Published

‘On the old temple’

89

Vajrapāṇi. Buchanan tells us nothing of the precise
whereabouts of this or the next image. In the context the ‘old
temple’ can only be the Great Temple itself, but no subsequent
writer notices them.

(Fig. 1.21)

‘At the old temple’

90

‘Dvārapāla or donor’

Enshrined Pañc Pāṇḍav

82

The Buddha in bhūmisparśamudrā with life scenes. Dated
according to Buchanan’s transcription of the inscription in the
11th year of Mahīpāla. Various opinions have been expressed
on the date (see Huntington 1984, 221), but Buchanan’s artist’s
transcription is unmistakably ekādaśama. See Huntington’s fig.
54, showing the piece under worship with a new head or else
the old head realigned.

Martin, 1, x, 6 (Fig. 1.22)
Mitra, XX, 3 [Huntington, fig. 54]

105

‘Parbati’ or ‘Chota Thakurani’, presumably a Tārā. Buchanan
does not say where this complex and confusing image was, but
Mitra (1878, 71, 137) supplies the information that it stood in
the Pañc Pāṇḍav temple.

Martin, 1, ix, 3
Mitra, XXVI, 3

Tārā temple

92

‘Tara devi’, standing Mañjuśrī with lion

Martin, 1, x, 5
Mitra, XX, 1

Vāgīśvarī temple

98

‘Vageswari’, seated Mañjuśrī with sword

Martin, 1, x, 2
Mitra, XXXII, 2

Near tombs of Sannyāsis

93

Crowned Buddha in varadamudrā standing, with life scenes.
These tombs are the samādhis on the north side of the path
leading to the east gate of the temple; the image was found in
the ruins on the south side of the path.

Martin, 1, x, 1
Mitra, XXXII, 1

At Bodhgayā

96

‘Kuber Candari’, Kubera?
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Chapter 2
The Āsana:
Where the Buddha Sat
Daniela De Simone, Dániel Balogh
and Sven Bretfeld

While dismantling the brick buttress against the western
wall of the Mahābodhi temple in the course of the
excavation and restoration of the structure, the team
working under the direction of Alexander Cunningham –
and led on-site by Joseph D. Beglar – found ‘a polished
Vajrâsan Throne of grey sandstone’ resting on a brick base
(Cunningham 1892, 19; here Fig. 2.1). From a Buddhist
point of view, the āsana – the so-called vajrāsana or ‘diamond
throne’ – is the most important artefact unearthed at
Bodhgayā because it marks and commemorates the spot
under the Bodhi tree where Śākyamuni sat in meditation
and gained liberation. Śākyamuni sitting in meditation
under the Bodhi tree is a powerful Buddhist icon and is
widely represented and recreated in many Buddhist
countries (Fig. 2.2).
The āsana is archaeologically significant because it is one
of the few examples of Mauryan work that is neither a pillar
nor a capital. Photographs in the Cunningham archive at
the British Museum documenting the discovery of the āsana
at Bodhgayā show different views of the ‘throne’ and these
allow us to carry out a stylistic analysis and to provide a new
interpretation and translation of its inscription. Other
photographs in the Cunningham archive show the reliefs on
the posts of the stone railing recovered during excavation
and these provide early historic representations of the site,
tree and slab. A stone miniature of the Mahābodhi temple
with a vajra engraved on the bottom, acquired by the British
Museum several decades after Cunningham’s time, helps us
understand how the worship of the āsana evolved (see Fig.
2.17).
The āsana is a sandstone slab measuring 240cm x 141cm x
16cm (7ft 10½in long, 4ft 7½in wide and 6¼in thick;
Cunningham 1892, 19). It rested on a brick platform 102cm
high (3ft 4in; ibid.) that was decorated with carved stuccos of
lions and dwarf figures (ga ṇa), which unfortunately
disintegrated soon after excavation (Willis 2016). These
elements have been dated to the Gupta period (Asher 1980).
The slab is richly carved on the top and sides. The short
sides of the slab are embellished with geese (ha ṃsa) and flame
palmettes (Fig. 2.3). The front side is decorated with a frieze
of birds and Indian-style palmettes (Fig. 2.4), while lotus
flowers and more Indian-style flame palmettes adorn the
back (Falk 2006, 286, fig. 5). The bird-and-palmette frieze on
the front side was found damaged when unearthed by
Cunningham (Fig. 2.4). Some time after excavation, the
slab was turned around in order to display the intact long
side of the āsana with the lotus-and-palmette frieze at the
front. This is how the slab sits today.
Flame palmettes – or honeysuckles – are Hellenistic
decorative elements dating to the 4th century bce
(Boardman 1998). They appear in Indian art a century later,
and a stylised Indian variant soon develops (ibid.). Indianstyle flame palmettes are often found on ringstones (Gupta
1980, pls 17–18) and as a decoration – as single elements or as
a frieze – in early Indian art during the following centuries.
A motif of flame palmettes and lotus flowers of west Asian
origins (Boardman 1998) is found on the abacus of the
Aśokan capitals of Sa ṅ kisā, Allāhābād and Rāmpūrvā
(bull), while Indian-style flame palmettes decorate that of
the Bānsi capital (see Falk 2006 for photographs; see Irwin
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Figure 2.1 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Mahābodhi temple, view of the west side during excavation, before 1880. British Museum, 1897,0528,0.103b,
bequeathed by Augustus Wollaston Franks
Figure 2.2 Yangon, Myanmar. Shwedagon Pagoda, Bodhi tree
shrine. Photo: Michael Willis

1975 for drawings of the Aśokan abaci). A frieze of geese
decorates the abacus of the Lau ṛ iyā Nandanga ṛh and
Rāmpūrvā (lion) capitals, while more geese and Indian-style
flame palmettes appear on the damaged Sāñcī capital (ibid.,
205, fig. 8). Sandstone fragments representing birds
belonging to a second Aśokan pillar were found at Sārnāth
(ibid., 213, fig. 19; Gupta 1980, pl. 59). These examples
demonstrate that the decorative elements on the āsana
feature on the abaci of Aśokan capitals and that, as a
consequence, the slab can be dated with confidence to the
3rd century bce (Cunningham 1892; Gupta 1980).
Geese and birds are often associated with Śākyamuni’s
awakening at Bodhgayā in Buddhist art and literature, and
they frequently appear as decorative elements in Indian
architecture (Vogel 1962). A relief on a railing post from
Amarāvati now in the British Museum shows the moment
when Śākyamuni has just crossed the Nairañjanā river on
his way to Uruvelā (Fig. 2.5). The Buddha is represented by
two sets of footprints on both sides of the river, and geese
seem to fly in a circle as if performing the pradak ṣi ṇa (ibid.).
The geese on the abaci of the Aśokan capitals have lions on
top. Given that the lion represents Śākyamuni, the geese
probably symbolise his disciples (ibid.) or – since the geese
are depicted as pecking food – they might stand for devotees
picking the Buddha’s words (Falk 2006): these are, of course,
a posteriori explanations of the Aśokan motif. A frieze of
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Figure 2.3 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Āsana, short side, detail of decoration with geese and flame palmettes, c. 3rd century bce. British Museum,
1897,0528,0.104b, bequeathed by Augustus Wollaston Franks

Figure 2.4 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Āsana, front side, detail of frieze with birds and Indian-style flame palmettes, c. 3rd century bce. British
Museum, 1897,0528,0.101d, bequeathed by Augustus Wollaston Franks

geese with lions on top is found decorating the 8th–9th
century bodhighara at Nillakgama (Bandaranayake 1974). On
the so-called Kaniṣka reliquary from Shāh-jī-kī-Ḍherī (Fig.
2.6), which is normally dated to the 1st century ce
(Errington 2002), the Buddha sits above a row of geese with
their necks bent, a motif that recalls the Bodhgayā slab and
the Aśokan abaci. Geese seem to have played a key role in
early Indian Buddhist iconography, but their mode of
representation appears to have a Central Asian origin
(Boardman 1998).
The upper surface of the slab is decorated with geometric
designs. In the centre, intersecting circles form a four-petal
rosette motif, framed within rows of squares bisected into
triangles (Fig. 2.7). An analogous floral motif is found on
the upper lunette of the arch of the façade of Lomas Ṛṣi cave
(Huntington 1975, 43, fig. 13A); it imitates the latticework of a
wooden tora ṇa. The four-petal rosette motif has a long
history and a wide geographical distribution, from painted
designs on Halaf pottery produced in south-eastern Turkey,
Syria and northern Iraq in the 6th millennium bce (e.g.
Gavagnin et al. 2016; Campbell et al. 1999; see British

Museum example 1920,1211.4), to border patterns on Roman
and Byzantine mosaics (Dunbabin 1999), and the kawung
design on the textiles produced in central Java from the 13th
century ce (Fraser-Lu 1986). The four-petal rosette motif
was also popular in the Indus region in the 3rd millennium
bce (painted pottery, shell inlays; Kenoyer 1998; Dales and
Kenoyer 1986). The bisected square motif seems to share a
similar early origin (see, for example, British Museum
1934,0210.30). Both decorative motifs are often found on
early Buddhist stone sculptures from Gandhāra (Faccenna
and Filigenzi 2007) and on ringstones (3rd–2nd century bce,
Gupta 1980, fig. 17). The rosettes and triangles are deeply
carved on the surface of the āsana, certainly to contain inlays
of some kind. Although Cunningham does not report any
such finding, we can suppose that the inlays were removed
when the āsana was covered completely in the post-medieval
period.
On the narrow edges of the upper surface of the slab
there is a damaged inscription in early Brāhmī (Fig. 2.8).
On the west side of the slab, Benimadhab Barua (1930, 3;
1934, 65) read the sequence of characters as pajāya. These
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Figure 2.5 Amarāvatī, Andhra
Pradesh. Stone railing, detail of the
Buddha (i.e. the buddhapadas)
crossing the Nairañjanā river and
rows of geese flying above, c. 2nd
century ce. British Museum,
1880,0709.4

were not read by Cunningham. It is, however, most likely
that they should be read as pūjāye. The ū under the p is visible
in the photograph, though not in the rubbing. The next
three characters were read by Barua (1934, 65) as agāya,
while Cunningham (1892, 20) read patimā. The first
character is probably a or su, while the second looks like śe;
the third character is definitely not ya: it is more probably no
or mā. Thus this word could be aśano, possibly equivalent to
Sanskrit āsano. At the end of this segment, Cunningham
(ibid.) read patithapat, while Barua (1930, 3; 1934, 65) read

hitāya. This last reading has to be disregarded. The
characters seem to read pātā ṭha or pātātha; Cunningham is
probably correct in reading or restoring the vowels and in
reading the next character as p. The characters sa × × dha
can be made out immediately before pūjāye and, earlier on,
the isolated characters tā and ri are recognisable, but no
meaningful reading could be derived from these. The
segment at the southern end of the west side is probably to be
read as follows:

Figure 2.6 Shāh-jī-kī-Ḍherī, Peshawar, Pakistan. The so-called
Kaniṣka reliquary, gilded copper, c. 1st century ce. Peshawar
Museum

In this reading ( ) is for uncertain letters and [ ] is for those
restored. We gloss this statement as ‘the āsana was installed
for pūjā’. On the south side of the inscription, Cunningham
(1892, 20) read mātāpita, which was improved to mātāpituno
kārito by Barua (1934, 65). This latter reading is plausible,
though the putative tu is problematic: the t is quite clear in
the estampage, but in the photograph the body is indistinct
and the vowel seems to be o. The south side may not be the
continuation of the west side. Finally, in the north-eastern
corner, not read before, there seems to be ne at the end of the
east side, and rino(ya) at the beginning of the north side. The
palaeography of the inscription suggests a date in the 1st
century bce to the 1st century ce, but due to the fragmentary
nature of the record such a dating is even less reliable than in
other circumstances. However, the origin of pūjā practice,
and the use of that specific term in epigraphic sources, can
be traced to the 2nd century ce (Willis 2018, 71), and this
gives us a terminus post quem. Nonetheless, if the reading of the
fragment on the west side is correct, the inscription provides

pūjāye aśano pat(i)ṭ ha(p)[ito]
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Figure 2.7 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Āsana, view of the top, c. 3rd century bce. British Museum, 1897,0528,0.105a, bequeathed by Augustus Wollaston
Franks

Figure 2.8 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Āsana, rubbing and photo of inscription. British Museum, 1897,0528,0.9, 1897,0528,0.105a, bequeathed by
Augustus Wollaston Franks

important evidence on the identity and function of the
slab.
Cunningham (1892, 19) dated the slab to the Mauryan
period on stylistic grounds, and its inscription to the 2nd
century ce on palaeographical grounds (ibid., 58). He
believed that this was in fact the cover slab of the earlier
‘Inner Vajrâsan Throne’ – a polished sandstone fragment –
he had found in the cella of the Mahābodhi temple.
Cunningham therefore assumed he had found the
remains of the Aśokan shrine, and that the Mahābodhi
temple was built on it in the Kuṣā ṇa period (ibid., 21).
According to Cunningham, evidence for such a date was the
inscription on the sandstone slab, which he dated to the
Kuṣā ṇa period, and the finding of a gold impression of a
Huviṣka coin in the deposit of the ‘plastered throne’ (see Fig.
13.10), which he thought encased the polished sandstone
fragment that he believed was what remained of the base of

the Mauryan slab (ibid., pl. VI). Cunningham argued that,
when the temple was erected, the Bodhi tree was moved
outside along with the āsana, which was then mounted on a
brick platform (ibid. 1, 6). An image of the Buddha was
installed inside the temple on the ‘plastered throne’, which
was in fact a plinth. The pedestal was then restored in the
post-Gupta period when the ‘plastered throne’ was encased
within a ‘basalt throne’ (ibid., 5, 63, pl. VI).
Michael Willis (2016) and Federica Barba (2011) have
recently argued that the Bodhi tree and the āsana were never
moved outside the temple because they were never inside in
the first place. Cunningham’s supposition that the Bodhi
tree was moved is untenable, although it has been accepted
by later scholars (e.g. Myer 1958; Malandra 1988). Against
this opinion we note that Bodhgayā is considered as one of
the most sacred of all Buddhist places because it is the site of
the tree under which Śākyamuni gained awakening; thus,

The Āsana: Where the Buddha Sat | 33

Figure 2.9 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Mahābodhi temple, western wall, niche encasing a Buddha in bhūmisparśamudrā resting above the āsana,
10th or 11th century ce. British Museum, 1897,0528,0.101d, bequeathed by Augustus Wollaston Franks

the original site of the Bodhi tree was holy and must have
been acknowledged as such throughout the centuries (Willis
2016). Cunningham (1892) was misled by the assumption that
the centre of the site was necessarily the Mahābodhi temple;
the finding of the polished sandstone fragment and plinths in
the temple’s cella supported this idea. It must be noted that in
the post-Mauryan period, polished sandstone fragments were
valued and considered as relics (Willis 2016). They were
sometimes encased in later structures as in the case of the
harmikā of the early stūpa at Sārnāth, and the same sort of
reuse can explain why a polished sandstone fragment was
found embedded in the plinth inside the temple (ibid., fig. 10).
Based on the foregoing, it is probable that the āsana was
placed under the tree by Aśoka and then reconsecrated
around the 2nd century ce, as the inscription discussed
above indicates. However, it is also possible that the slab was
installed at Bodhgayā at the time of reconsecration and may
have been brought there from somewhere else. In either
case, the slab was mounted or remounted on a platform in
the early Gupta period when the first brick temple was built.
A stucco Buddha in bhūmisparśamudrā was placed in a
substantial niche of the western wall of the temple, just above
the slab, sometime after the 10th century ce (Fig. 2.9). This
was a period when the ‘earth-touching gesture’ was popular
in Indian art (Leoshko 1988). The central figure represented
beneath the Buddha is Bhūdevī. Replicas of this particular
Buddha from Bodhgayā are found in Tibet in the 12th

century ce (Singer 2001). This stucco Buddha in bhūmisparśamudrā above the āsana was a consecrated shrine, a fact
confirmed by the materials found inside, as noted in Chapter
14 in the present volume (Fig. 2.10) (see pp. 140–1). Like the
decorations on the Gupta platform, this stucco Buddha no
longer exists since it was taken apart and removed by the
excavators in the 19th century.
The first brick temple, to which the niche and medieval
stucco Buddha were appended, was erected in c. 380 ce (as
indicated by inscriptional and sculptural evidence), and it
was built as close as possible to the āsana (Willis 2016).
Evidence that the slab was the centre of the site and the focus
of much devotional building activity is supported by the
additions of a series of brick platforms on the western wall of
the Mahābodhi temple – in the 7th century ce and beyond
– which enclosed the Bodhi tree and the āsana (ibid.). In Sri
Lanka, to give a parallel example, Bodhi tree terraces
(bomaḷuva; Fig. 2.11) are ever-present within the precincts of
contemporary Buddhist temples (Bandaranayake 1974).
As scholars have noted, tree worship in the subcontinent
was an ancient and established ritual practice (Fig. 2.12;
see, for example, Haberman 2013; Viennot 1954). It is likely
that the tree under which Śākyamuni sat in meditation was
already the object of a local cult – as indicated by the story of
Sujātā (Myer 1958). When the tree became associated with
Buddhism, the site became a place of wider religious
attention. The first pilgrims went to Bodhgayā to venerate

34 | Precious Treasures from the Diamond Throne: Finds from the Site of the Buddha’s Enlightenment

Figure 2.10 Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Mahābodhi temple, western wall,
detail of niche encasing a
Buddha in bhūmisparśamudrā
with the figure of Bhūdevī below,
c. 10th century ce. British
Museum, 1897,0528,0.13,
bequeathed by Augustus
Wollaston Franks

the Bodhi tree, and its association with the Buddha led
Aśoka there too. In Major Rock Edict VIII, Aśoka declares
that, in the 10th year of his reign, he went on a dhammayātrā
to Sa ṃbodhi (‘the site of the supreme awakening’) (see, for
example, Eggermont 1956 and Norman 1997; see Basham
1979 for a different translation). The use of the term bodhi to
indicate the site where Śākyamuni (and other Buddhas)
attained awakening (i.e., bodhi) is attested on inscriptions
from, for example, Bhārhūt. Evidence from Kanaganahalli
shows that the narrative of Aśoka’s pilgrimage to the Bodhi
tree was well known to the artists who created the reliefs of
the stūpa and to its visitors by – at least – the 2nd century ce
(Zin 2018a, 2018b). The importance of seeing, visiting and
worshipping the sites connected with the Buddha’s life is
stressed in Buddhist texts, such as the Mahāparinibbāna-sutta,
and the centrality of the tree in the devotions of visitors is
documented in early Buddhist sculpture, notably at Bhārhūt.
Sculptures at the well-known sites of Bodhgayā, Bhārhūt,
Sāñcī, Mathurā and Amarāvatī include relief depictions of
shrines built around trees – an architectural form known as
bodhighara or ‘house for the Bodhi tree’ (Coomaraswamy
1930). Examples also come from Pauni (Deo and Joshi 1972,
pl. XIX) and Kanaganahalli (Poonacha 2011, 422, pl. LIV

A). The most famous representation of a bodhighara is that
from Bhārhūt bearing the early inscription bhagavato
sakamunino bodho (Cunningham 1892, pl. III; Lüders 1963, B
23 (739), pls XVIII, XXXVII). Cunningham and others
(Myer 1958; Malandra 1988) considered the Bhārhūt relief to
be an actual representation of the bodhighara at Bodhgayā.
This literal reading – as if the relief is some kind of
photograph – is untenable (Willis 2016; Barba 2011). The
assumption informed the excavation – as shown by sketches
in the Cunningham archive – and misled the interpretation
of the early evidence at the site (Willis 2016).
As already pointed out, tree shrines (bomaḷuva) are a
common element of Sri Lankan Buddhist temples
(Bandaranayake 1974), but archaeological evidence in India
is rare. Many early Buddhist sites were excavated in the
colonial and post-Independence periods without the support
of advanced stratigraphic techniques. Therefore, because of
the non-durable nature of the remains, such shrines have
been difficult to detect in past excavations. Recently,
however, a 6th-century bce bodhighara with a wooden fence
has been found at Lumbinī during the excavation of the
Māyā Devī temple (Coningham et al. 2013). Another
bodhighara might have been excavated at Kuśinagara by Jean
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the place of the Buddha’s awakening. This also served, as the
later inscription suggests retroactively, as an altar for the
performance of pūjā. After the installation of the Aśokan
slab, the focus of devotion shifted from the Bodhi tree to the
āsana. As Prudence Myer states:
the cult of the Vajrāsana […] appears as an almost accidental
derivation from the cult of the Bodhi-tree, reflecting both the
actual arrangement of the shrine and the growing
tendency toward theism, with its stress on devotion as a means
to salvation, in contrast to the earlier interpretation of
Buddhism, as a system primarily of moral doctrine, which is
still evident in the edicts of King Aśoka. (Myer 1958, 282)

Figure 2.11 Anurādhapura, Sri Lanka. Śrī Mahābodhi temple, terrace
around the Bodhi tree (bomaḷuvas). Photo: Christopher Davis

Philippe Vogel (Bandaranayake 1974), who misinterpreted
the evidence as belonging to a stūpa of ‘an uncommon type’
(Vogel 1908, 51). The evidence from Bodhgayā suggests that
a bodhighara might have existed at the site before Aśoka’s visit.
The Aśokan bodhighara probably did not look much
different from that represented on the posts of the stone
railing dating to the 1st century bce (Chakravarty 1997;
Dehejia 1997; see Figs 2.13–2.14). A polished sandstone
pillar without capital of what could be an Aśokan pillar was
found at Bodhgayā and still stands south of the temple. This
pillar may have stood originally near the bodhighara, as in the
Bhārhūt and Kanaganahalli reliefs.
After Aśoka visited Bodhgayā, he most probably ordered
the slab to be installed underneath the tree to commemorate

This is not an isolated occurrence: at Lumbinī, the focus
of religious attention shifted from the tree to the so-called
‘Marker Stone’ (allegedly indicating the spot where
Śākyamuni was born) after Aśoka had it installed. At
Bodhgayā, the shift is shown by a number of relief carvings
on the posts of the stone railing of what was probably the
post-Mauryan bodhighara built in the 1st century bce. In one
example, a devotee is depicted venerating the āsana, while a
winged celestial being is about to lay a garland on the Bodhi
tree (Fig. 2.15). Behind the kneeling figure is a fenced path,
representing the so-called ‘Buddha’s walk’, or ca ṅkrama ṇa.
The structure commemorates the area near the Bodhi tree
where Śākyamuni walked after he ended the week-long
meditation following enlightenment, as recounted in texts
like the Lalitavistara. The practice of worshipping the āsana
continues in the present, thanks to the slab’s recovery and
reinstallation by Cunningham (Fig. 2.16). What is being
worshipped is not the slab per se, but the sacred spot where
the Buddha sat.
In the Buddhava ṃsa (a late canonical work no earlier than
the 2nd century bce; Walters 1997; Cousins 2018), the area
around the Bodhi tree is called bodhima ṇḍa and the text
indicates that a sacred space existed there:
When he has taken the milk rice on the bank of the Niranjana,
that conqueror will go to the root of the tree of awakening.
Then having circumambulated the platform (bodhima ṇḍa) of
the tree of awakening, the unsurpassed one of the great renown
will be enlightened at the root of an Assattha tree. (Horner
1975, 64–5)

In the world of Buddhist narrative, the place under the
tree where Śākyamuni sat in meditation and gained

Figure 2.12 Tilaurākoṭ, Nepal.
Saimi Mai tree shrine. Photo:
Daniela De Simone
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Figure 2.13 (left) Bodhgayā, Bihar. Stone railing, detail of Bodhi tree
and āsana, sandstone, c. 1st century bce. British Museum,
1897,0528,0.55b, bequeathed by Augustus Wollaston Franks
Figure 2.14 (above) Bodhgayā, Bihar. Stone railing, detail of
bodhighara, sandstone, c. 1st century bce. British Museum,
1897,0528,0.49, bequeathed by Augustus Wollaston Franks

awakening rose to be a mnemotope for the Buddhist
cosmological, geographical and mythological imagination.
In the Buddhacarita (c. 2nd century ce; Olivelle 2008;
translated into Chinese in 420 ce), it becomes the solid
centre of the cosmos:
For today is the time when the deeds he has done to obtain
Awakening will bear fruit; at this he remains in this manner
seated, in the same way as sages of the past. For this is the navel
of the earth’s surface, filled with the highest force in its fullness;
there is no other place on earth, therefore, that can bear the
intensity of trance. (Olivelle 2008, 397, l. 67–8)

The spot underneath the Bodhi tree now came to
represent the place where all Buddhas – not only Śākyamuni
– gained liberation: it is the only place on earth strong
enough to bear the pressures released by the battle against
Māra and the power (vega) of the samādhi leading to
awakening.
Versions of the awakening story in the Thūpava ṃsa and
Mahābodhiva ṃsa share the motif of the bhūmisparśa according
to which the bodhima ṇḍa is the spot touched by the Buddha to
summon the earth – personified as a goddess – as a witness
against Māra’s attack. In the Mahābodhiva ṃsa – a Pāli work
generally assigned to the 10th century ce – Māra says:
‘Stand up, this seat belongs to me, not you!’ The Bodhisattva
wonders how he can get a witness, confirming it is his seat.
He remembers the earth having shaken seven times when he
performed acts of giving as Vessantara (Vessantara-Jātaka). He
summons the earth goddess and she confirms: ‘This seat
belongs to prince Siddhartha, not to Māra’ (Strong 1891; for
the date see von Hinüber 2000, 93–4). The story is
elaborated in the Sinhala Thūpava ṃsa, a work of the 13th
century that nonetheless draws on earlier material not found
in the Pāli canon (Malalasekera 1998, 216–18). There Māra
assumes attributes of Indra and Viṣṇu – notably the
cakrāyudha – but the earth is summoned and the goddess

bears witness: ‘The seat belongs to Prince Siddhārtha. It
does not belong to Vaśavarti Māra’ (Berkwitz 2007, 96–7).
The fact that the earth rises up and declares this three times
‘taking a golden water pot with her right hand’ (ibid., 97)
shows that a property transaction is being described; the
pouring of water from a vase to mark the irrevocable
transfer of title is known from early Buddhist sculpture and
appears in inscriptions from the 5th century ce (references
are collected in Willis 2009, 286 n. 91). The seat of the
Buddha, the bodhima ṇḍa, is thus the legal property of the
Bodhisattva, paid for by his meritorious deeds throughout
his long Bodhisattva career. This beats Māra’s attempt to
chase Siddhārtha Gautama away from the spot arguing that
Figure 2.15 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Stone railing, detail of Bodhi tree and
āsana under worship, sandstone, c. 1st century ce. British Museum,
1897,0528,0.60, bequeathed by Augustus Wollaston Franks
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Figure 2.16 Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Mahābodhi temple, Buddhist monk
worshipping at the āsana. Photo:
Michael Willis

he must ‘stand up’ because he has no right to sit there,
having neglected his dharma as a k ṣatriya (Hiltebeitel 2011,
678, noting particularly the intertextuality with the Bhagavad
Gītā). This version makes the bodhima ṇḍa the first personally
owned land of the Buddha and indeed the only land that was
paid for and not received by donation.
The idea of the adamantine solidity of the bodhima ṇḍa is
amplified in a Chinese version of the Buddhacarita saying that
it is the only geographical spot in the ever-shifting universe
that never moved or changed its shape (Willemen 2009, 98,
verse 62; similar T. 187, 594c14–595a7). This version implies
that the bodhima ṇḍa and the Bodhi tree were regarded as two
entities with different religious significance, because the
latter did indeed change through the aeons: every previous
Buddha is said to have gained awakening under a different
botanical species, so the trees have come and gone. Hence,
by the time the Buddhacarita had taken shape and was
translated into Chinese in the early 5th century ce, the tree
and the spot in front of it had developed separate lives in
Buddhist literature, just as they were restaged as distinct
objects of worship at Bodhgayā.
The different nature of the tree and the spot had wider
translocal impacts. In opposition to the Bodhi tree, with its
numerous offshoots cultivated and worshipped around the
Buddhist world, the bodhimaṇḍa could not be transplanted to
another place. Hence a pilgrimage to Bodhgayā would still
be attractive to, for example, a Buddhist from ancient
Anurādhapura, even though the ‘original’ Bodhi tree, as
another embodiment of the Buddha’s awakening powers, was
available just around the corner. Finally, the attribution of
immovability, cosmological centrality and uniqueness of the
bodhimaṇḍa might have been pivotal to establish Bodhgayā as
a fixed point – a zero-coordinate – within Buddhist religious
‘world-mapping’. The motif of north-eastern India’s cultural
superiority, which Chinese and Tibetan pilgrims
encountered so often during their travels to India, seems to
be anchored within the logic of the bodhimaṇḍa cosmology.
The idea is that Magadha in India was the undisputed centre
of human civilisation, otherwise the Bodhisattva would not

have chosen this region for his last birth. This stands at the
core of what Antonino Forte (1985) has called the ‘borderland
complex’. The borderland complex results from adopting the
notion of a reciprocal relation between the general civilising
qualities of a country and its distance from Bodhgayā: the
further away a country is situated from Bodhgayā, the more
barbaric (mleccha) its inhabitants and customs. Buddhist
pilgrims from China might never have been so directly
confronted with this denigrating idea than during a visit to
Bodhgayā, where the cosmic significance of the bodhimaṇḍa
must have been at the core of ritual and narrative
performances, as well as of the architectural arrangements.
Furthermore, the literary motif that Bodhisattvas always
chose the same spot for their ultimate awakening made this
Bodhgayā-centric worldview – and, at least theoretically, the
potential for a borderland complex – permanent.
Xuanzang equates the term vajrāsana to bodhima ṇḍa. He
writes: ‘In the middle of the enclosure surrounding the Bôdhi
Tree is the diamond throne (Vajrâsana 金剛座) … It is also
called the Bôdhima ṇḍa (道場)’ (Beal 1906, vol. 2, 115–16). A
Gupta inscription (Asher 1980) on a sandstone coping stone
mentions that new plaster and paint were applied to the
vajrāsanav ṛhadgandhakuṭi (‘the great perfumed hall of the
diamond throne’). It is usually assumed that the inscription
refers to the construction of the brick temple (Cunningham
1892; Myer 1958; Malandra 1988). As argued by Barba (2011),
however, the renovation mentioned in the inscription was
that of the bodhighara, which was probably carried out in the
4th–5th centuries ce by the monks of La ṅ kā sent by King
Meghavar ṇa. Eventually, the term vajrāsana replaced
bodhima ṇḍa, and the worship of the Bodhi tree was overtaken
by the vajrāsana, as indicated by local inscriptions, such as the
Ghosarāvān inscription of Vīradeva (9th century; Kielhorn
1888). Vīradeva was a Bactrian monk who became the head
of the Nālandā mahāvihāra and in this inscription he
mentions his pilgrimage to venerate the vajrāsana at at the
Mahābodhi temple (Amar 2012).
The construction of the Mahābodhi temple was an
addition to the original bodhighara. Buddhists go on
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Figure 2.17 Mahābodhi temple. Model with projection of the Bodhi
tree at the rear, mica-schist, c. 12th century ce, h. 10.8cm. British
Museum, 1922,1215.7

Figure 2.18 Mahābodhi temple. Model, detail of the base with
incised vajra, mica-schist, c. 12th century ce. British Museum,
1922,1215.7

pilgrimage to Bodhgayā to worship the Bodhi tree (and the
vajrāsana), which is a paribhogacetiya or ‘object of veneration
by association with the Buddha during his lifetime’
(Skilling 2018, 5). When the Mahābodhi temple was built, it
became part of the bodhighara – a development proven by
the rearrangement of the early historic railing around the
temple and tree. In essence, the repositioning of the railing
around the temple showed that the new building was being
incorporated into the old complex. A 12th-century micaschist model of the Mahābodhi temple in the British
Museum, which was probably made in Bodhgayā but

acquired in Tibet, includes a projection for the Bodhi tree
at the rear side (Fig. 2.17). This shows that by the late
Pāla period the Bodhi tree and the āsana, which were
enclosed within brick platforms abutting the western wall
of the temple, were merged into a single structure with the
Mahābodhi temple. The temple model has a vajra
engraved at the bottom (Fig. 2.18). Incising vajras at the
bottom of Buddhist sculptures was a common practice in
Tibet but, in this case, it may also symbolise that the
Mahābodhi temple stands directly on the site of the
vajrāsana.
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Chapter 3
Pīṭhīpati Puzzles:
Custodians of the
Diamond Throne1
Dániel Balogh

For some time in the 11th to 13th centuries, the region
around Bodhgayā was ruled by petty kings who designated
themselves pī ṭhīpati. The word pī ṭhī refers to the diamond
throne (vajrāsana) where the Buddha attained enlightenment,
and thus pī ṭhīpati means a lord of Bodhgayā. This
interpretation seems to have been proposed first by
H. Panday (1918, 277–8) and is now universally accepted,
although earlier, Sten Konow had a different understanding
(1907–8a, 322). Some of the pī ṭhīpatis known from epigraphic
sources claimed to belong to a dynasty called Chikkora or
Chinda, while some of them styled themselves ācārya in
addition to pī ṭhīpati. It has been widely held that the pī ṭhīpati
ācāryas were a different family than the earlier pī ṭhīpatis (e.g.
Majumdar 1919, 46). A stronger variant of this theory,
advocated chiefly by Dines Chandra Sircar (1973, 49; 1979,
31) but put forth already by Jogendra Chandra Ghosh (1933),
holds that the ācārya family started its career as hereditary
preceptors to members of the earlier pī ṭhīpatis, but eventually
ousted them from power.
The ‘coup theory’ has not been universally accepted:
Gouriswar Bhattacharya (2000, 456) feels it needs
reconsideration in its entirety because the two families may
have been one and the same, while Abhishek Singh Amar
(2016, 85) believes there exists no evidence to support the
strong form. Indeed, the idea that a dynasty of Chikkora (or
Chinda/Chikkora) rulers was replaced by their hereditary
teachers stands on feet of clay. Aside from the fact that some
(apparently mostly later) pīṭhīpatis style themselves ācārya
while others (apparently mostly earlier ones) do not, there is
only one piece of ostensible evidence pointing in this
direction. In Sircar’s (1962, 82) words, ‘a fragmentary
Bodhgayā inscription seems to represent one Jayasena as the
āchārya of a Chhinda chief named Pūr ṇabhadra.’ This
epigraph, the Bodhgayā Sanctum Image Inscription
(hereafter abbreviated BSI), is the primary focus of the
present study (for other primary sources discussed in this
chapter, and their sigla, see the list at the end). A reexamination of this inscription shows that Jayasena being the
ācārya ‘of’ Pūr ṇabhadra is nothing but a mirage. The findings
presented here also overturn some previously established
notions about the genealogy of pīṭhīpatis. Moreover, a
collation of all available evidence shows that it is possible to
reconstruct the family tree of these rulers along new lines.
The Sanctum Image Inscription
A first glance
The inscription is on the pedestal of a larger-than-life
sculpture of the Buddha in bhūmisparśamudrā, presently
housed in the sanctum of the Mahābodhi temple at
Bodhgayā. The sculpture has been described by Susan L.
Huntington (1984, 99–100 and pl. 106), who also discusses its
history. The earliest scholarly reference to it is in the
‘Description of the Ruins of Buddha Gáya’ (BuchananHamilton 1830), a report of a survey of South Bihar read to
the Royal Asiatic Society on 5 May 1827. It is not clear from
Francis Buchanan-Hamilton’s account where the image was
located at that time, except that it was one ‘of many of the
most curious images in the immediate vicinity of the old
temple, and built into the walls, or deposited within the
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Figure 3.1 Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Mahābodhi temple, seated Buddha in
the sanctum as documented in 2011.
Photo © Wikimedia Commons user
Tevaprapas. Licence: CC-BY-SA 3.0
(cropped and enhanced)

convent of the Sannyásís, and all confessedly taken from the
ruins’ (ibid., 50). He tells us that the image is of Gautama,
and that the tenor of its inscription was ‘that Jaya-sén and
Kumára-sén, sons of Punyabhadra, son of Sámanta (all
untitled persons), erected the image as a monument of their
father’s holiness’ (ibid., 51).
The image was described again by Rājendralāla Mitra in
his book Buddha Gayá (1878, 132; plate XI shows a drawing of
the sculpture). At this time it was ‘kept in a small temple in
the monastery’ along with two other sculptures. Mitra also
gives a partial transcript of the inscription (ibid., 198, no. 10)
and notes that it is distributed across four blocks. His edition
presents the text of these four blocks in isolation, without any
clear indication of the order in which they are to be read. His
transliteration contains many gaps and errors and does not
allow any deductions beyond his summary, according to
which it ‘gives the creed ye dharma [sic] hetu, and a brief
account of the donor, Púr ṇabhadra, son of Samantasa, and
his ancestors; and these are all that are legible.’
In his anonymous review of Mitra’s book, Bhagwānlāl
Indraji (1880, 143–4) severely (and deservedly) criticises
Mitra’s reading of this inscription, remarking that,
the engraver has arranged [the text] on the different facets of
the stone in a way that is somewhat perplexing at first, but if we
read it as the sense requires, we find that though the language is
not quite grammatical, it can be made out with the exception
of some portions which are chipped away.

He then offers his own transliteration, which was
reprinted (with numerous typographic errors) in Alexander
Cunningham’s Mahâbodhi (1892, 64–5, no. 5) and more
recently (with fewer, and different, typos) in Keisho

Tsukamoto’s Indian Buddhist Inscriptions (1996–2003, vol. 1,
146–7, I. Bodh-Gayā 29). The inscription has also been
described in Bhagwant Sahai’s Inscriptions of Bihar (Sahai
1983, 104–5, no. 127), with a brief summary of its contents.
Indraji’s reading and translation apparently became the
basis for all subsequent scholarly study of the inscription,
commencing with a later paper by Indraji himself (1881, 345),
which reports that the image was at that time in the chapel
in the Mahant’s monastery. This is probably where Mitra
had seen it too, but since then it has been moved to the
sanctum of the Mahābodhi temple, where gold paint and
drapery render the pedestal inaccessible for study (Fig. 3.1).
Recently, however, Michael Willis has rediscovered in the
Asia Collection of the British Museum a 19th-century
photograph of the entire statue (Fig. 3.2), and another
photograph showing inked impressions of two of the four
inscribed blocks (Fig. 3.3). Both documents originally
belonged to Cunningham, and were bequeathed to the
Museum by Augustus Wollaston Franks in 1897 (for more
information on this bequest see the Introduction and
Chapter 6 in the present volume). Here I re-edit the
inscription from this photograph (which unfortunately
preserves details very poorly) and these impressions (which
are very clear where the surface is not damaged).
The pedestal puzzle
To be able to make sense of the text of the inscription, we
first need to sort out how the pieces fit together. As noted
above, there are four inscribed blocks, to which I shall refer
here by the letters A, B, C and D in their present order from
(the viewer’s) left to right. Each block bears three lines of text
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Figure 3.2 Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Mahābodhi temple, seated Buddha
in the sanctum, as documented in
the 19th century while under
worship as Śiva. Photograph
probably by Joseph David Beglar
and the copy passed to Alexander
Cunningham; subequently given by
him to Augustus Wollaston Franks
who bequeathed it to the British
Museum in 1897. British Museum,
1897,0528,0.124

(to which I shall refer by Arabic numerals after the letter
identifying the block). The second line on block B is very
short, containing only the continuation of the ye dharmmā
creed begun in line B1. Beside the fact that the text as read
by Indraji simply fails to make an intelligible whole, there is
a clear indication that some of the inscription is lost. The
inscribed tier of the pedestal consists not of four, but five
blocks, with a blank block (which I shall call X) to the
viewer’s left of block A. The blocks are laid out
symmetrically: those at the left and right extremes (X and D)
are the longest; the one in the centre (B) is shorter, and the
two bracketing the centre (A and C) are the shortest. Blocks
A to D all have decorative triangular projections on their
mouldings (above the inscribed surface), while block X lacks
such a projection. In the drawing published by Mitra (1878,
pl. XI) only the central block has a projection, but this
appears to be an oversight of the artist. It is thus almost
certain that block X is a later replacement for a damaged
original. See Figure 3.3 for detailed views of the four
inscribed blocks (photograph and rubbing) and Figure 3.2
for the arrangement of the five blocks. There is no guarantee
that the original block X was inscribed, but if it had not
been, the layout of the inscription would have been highly
asymmetrical.
Indraji assumed that the text begins on block B with the
creed, continues from B2 through D1, and then goes on to
A1, followed by A2. The convoluted path that his
reconstruction of the text follows is illustrated in Table 3.1.
His transcript shows dots between the ends of lines read

from D and the beginnings of lines read from A, which
implies that he believed block X did bear some text meant to
be read between D and A. However, his translation and
interpretation seem to presuppose that no (or very little) text
was lost between D and A. Also, he certainly assumes no lost
text between A1 and A2, which he proposes to read
contiguously.
One detail not recognised by previous editors that comes
in handy both for ascertaining the order in which the blocks
are to be read and for deciding whether text has been lost
with block X is that the inscription is not in prose but in
moraic verse throughout. It is mostly āryā, although stanza 2
is probably in the gīti metre, and the Pratītyasamutpādagāthā at
the beginning is not quite a correct āryā in its Sanskrit form.
Moreover, the ends of half and full verses are marked by
single and double da ṇḍas with some consistency. To try to
connect line ends on one block to line beginnings on another
block, we need to look for complementary metrical
structures and punctuation in addition to keeping an eye out
for complementary sentence structures as Indraji had done.
Figure 3.3 and the Diplomatic Transcript below may be
helpful in following my reasoning here.
As mentioned before, lines B1 and B2 contain the ye
dharmā creed, which may well be positioned at or near the
beginning of the inscribed text. C1 is the beginning of a
stanza that introduces the dynasty, so it was most probably
intended to be read right after B1–B2. C1 dovetails into D1,
where the first half-āryā ends. One line further down, A2
continues in B3, which in turn goes on to C2. There is some

Table 3.1 Reading schema of the Mahābodhi image inscription proposed by Indraji
Logical line

Block X

Block A

1

Block B

Block C

Block D

B2

C1

D1

B3

C2
C3

D2
D3

B1

2

?

3

?

A1
A2
A3
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Figure 3.3 The inscribed blocks: A, B, C and D from a photograph, and C’ and D’ from a photograph of a rubbing. Cropped, enhanced and
rearranged. British Museum, 1897,0528,0. series

damage around this boundary, but the text can be restored
with fair confidence and the metre and the content both
match; also, B3 slants upwards so the end of the line is
aligned with the beginning of C2. C2 likewise segues into
D2. In the last physical line, A3 is in all probability
continued in C3, albeit damage is quite extensive here.
Similarly, C3 goes on into D3, where again we have damage
around the edges, but the text on both sides of the gap
unequivocally belongs to the concluding verse of the
inscription. Finally, the presence of a closer symbol (a sun or
a flower bracketed in double da ṇḍas) at the end of D3 shows
that this is the last block of the inscription.
Thus far, we have not really come to any new insights, but
the metrical evidence has confirmed the basic reading order
proposed by Indraji, that is, A–B–C–D for most lines, with a
dip in block B instigated by the extension of B1 into B2.
However, Indraji’s assumption that A2 is a continuation of
A1 must be dismissed, for A1 and A2 both contain stanza
ends marked with double da ṇḍas. Where then does A1 fit into
the inscription, and how does block X enter the scene? None
of the extant text proffers a suitable first part for the verse
ending in A1. It is therefore beyond doubt that block X also
contained text, and X1 had to be read before A1. The size of
block X is identical to that of block D, which has
approximately 25 to 33 characters per line, amounting, with
a wide margin of uncertainty, to some 45 morae.
The stanza that ends in A1 lacks 38 morae, which would
have fit perfectly in line X1, possibly with some room left at
the beginning for an invocation such as siddham, an
auspicious symbol, or even a date. An alternative possibility
is that the creed (at the physical centre and possibly engraved
some time before the rest of the epigraph) was meant to be
read at the very beginning of the inscription, then the reader
was expected to jump to X1 (the top left corner) and continue
to A1, skipping B with the creed and reading on in C1. The
apparently blank space at the end of A1 suggests this may be

the case, while the inference that a prose opening formula
may have stood at the beginning of X1 is in favour of starting
at the top left. Additionally, the extant text on A1 mentions
the sa ṃgha, so the verse ending here may have been a
homage to the triratna, logically placed at the very beginning
of the text. Whether or not the creed on block B comes after
the stanza ending in A1, line X1 must have belonged right
before A1.
As for the remaining lines on block X, each must have
been intended to be read in its expected place before the
corresponding line on A. Thus, A2 is certainly not the
continuation of D1, as we need 22 or 23 morae to complete
the half-verse that commences in D1 (and 27 more for a full
āryā stanza), while A2 has only 11 morae before a double
da ṇḍa implying the end of a full verse. However, assuming
that the second part of the first half and the first part of the
second half of this verse were inscribed on X2 would mean
that 38 or 39 morae are lost, which is again close to the
approximation based on the size of block X. Similarly, D2
contains the first 15 (or 16) morae of a verse, and A3 contains
most of the first half of a stanza, except for the initial four
morae, so the latter cannot be a continuation of the former.
This also rules out the possibility that block X bore only two
lines of inscription. Assuming that X3 contained the end of
the stanza commenced in D2 as well as the beginning of the
one concluded in A3, we need X3 to account for 45 or 46
morae. This is rather more than the inferred moraic length
of X1 and X2, but well within the limits of possibility on the
basis of the presumed number of syllables lost.
Thus, the inscription must be read line by line across
each block, in its present order of blocks, with the text lost
from block X at the beginning of each line. The only
deviation from regularity is that the creed in B1 continues in
B2 before the text progresses to C1, and thus logical line 2
dips at block B while logical line 3 skips this block. This is
illustrated in Table 3.2.

Table 3.2 Reading schema of the Mahābodhi image inscription proposed in this chapter
Logical line
1

Block X
X1

Block A
A1

2
3

X2
X3

A2
A3

Block B
B1
B2
B3

Block C

Block D

C1
C2
C3

D1
D2
D3
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Diplomatic transcript
(text) unclear text due to damage or ambiguous execution
×
one illegible character
… lacuna of an uncertain number of characters
_
blank space about the size of one character
°
virāma sign
⁕
ornamental symbol
⟨A1⟩ block/line number
⟨A1⟩
⟨B1⟩
⟨B2⟩
⟨C1⟩
⟨D1⟩
⟨A2⟩
⟨B3⟩
⟨C2⟩
⟨D2⟩
⟨A3⟩
⟨C3⟩
⟨D3⟩

(p)ā(yast)as(y)ai(va)susa ṅghata ḥsa ṅgha ḥ|| _ _ _
(y)edha(r)m(māhetupra)×vāhe(tunteṣā)×××t(o)×(va)×(tteṣā) …
(śra)ma(ṇa ḥ||)
si(ndh)au(ch)i(ndān)vayajovallabharāja ḥ(śr)i(yā)
×(ta)s(t)asya| putropi(d)eśarājasta(j)yā(y)i(ṣṭh)o ’thata(tsu)ta ḥsrīmān° (khyā)tojaga
(vuddh)o (’)para ḥ śrīmān°|| tasyasuta ḥ śrīdha(rmma ḥ)
śrīsā(ma)ntastadā(tmajas)tas(y)a| śrīpūr ṇṇabhadranām(ā)pū(r ṇṇ)āmalaca(ṃdra)ma ḥ(kīr)tt(i)ḥ(||) ××
tasyapurandhrīyadudarakamal(ādv)ini ḥsṛ ta(ḥ śrīmā)
(n°)| ācāryojayasena ḥ kumārasenosanadyota ḥ|| śrīmati ud(d)a ṇḍapureyena
(rttyeya)ja(ga)×k(ṛ tti)ka(pu)××(me)××ṃ××(|) (teneya ṃ ga ṃ)
dhakuṭ īpratimātritayānvitāvihitā|| (a)stuśubhama(sak ṛ)
t(a)n(a)×(mā)kyamvodhilābhak ṛ jjagata ḥ| triśara ṇak ṛ tā ṃ(pra)śasti ṃ(n)andant(u)samantata ḥsudhiya ḥ||⁕||

Reconstructed text
(text)		 tentative reading due to damage or ambiguous execution
[text] illegible or lost, restored by editor
⁕
ornamental symbol
⟨A1⟩ block/line number, verse number, other editorial comment
⟨text⟩ editorial emendation or restoration
⟨verse 1, āryā⟩
⟨X1⟩⟨30 morae lost⟩[|]
⟨7 morae lost⟩⟨u⟩⟨A1⟩(pāya)s (t)asyaiva susa ṅghata ḥ sa ṅgha ḥ||
⟨verse 2, āryā (unmetrical)⟩
⟨B1⟩ye dharmmā he[tu]-pra[bha]vā hetun teṣā[n tathāga]to [hy a]va[da]t⟨|⟩
teṣ[āñ ca yo nirodha eva ṃ-vādī mahā-]⟨B2⟩śrama ṇa ḥ|⟨|⟩
⟨verse 3, gīti⟩
⟨C1⟩sindhau chindānvaya-jo vallabharāja ḥ (śriyā)⟨D1⟩[yu]tas tasya|
putro ⟨’⟩pi deśarājas ta⟨j⟩-jyāyiṣṭho ’tha ta(t)-suta ḥ srīmān⟨||⟩
⟨verse 4, āryā⟩
(khyā)to jaga⟨X2⟩[ti] ⟨22 to 23 morae lost⟩[|]
⟨16 morae lost⟩⟨A2⟩(vuddh)o (’)para ḥ śrīmān||
⟨verse 5, āryā⟩
tasya suta ḥ śrī-dharmma(ḥ) ⟨B3⟩śrī-sāmantas tad-ātmajas tasya|
śrī-pūr ṇṇabhadra-nāmā pūr ṇṇāmala-ca ṃdrama ḥ-kīrtti ḥ||
⟨verse 6, āryā⟩
⟨jāyā⟩ ⟨C2⟩ tasya purandhrī yad-udara-kamalād vini ḥsṛ ta ḥ śrīmā⟨D2⟩n|
ācāryo jayasena ḥ kumārasen⟨ā⟩sana-dyota ḥ||
⟨verse 7, āryā⟩
śrīmati udda ṇḍa-pure yena ⟨X3⟩⟨14 to 15 morae lost⟩[|]
⟨27 morae lost⟩[||]
⟨verse 8, ā ryā⟩
[yat-kī]⟨A3⟩(rttyeya)[ṃ] ja(ga)[tī] k ṛ ttika-(pu)[ñjopa](me)[yatā]ṃ [yātā](|)
(teneya ṃ ga ṃ)⟨C3⟩dhakuṭ ī pratimā-tritayānvitā vihitā||
⟨verse 9, ā ryā⟩
astu śubham a⟨sya⟩ (k ṛ)⟨D3⟩(tina)⟨s sva⟩(m vā)kyam vodhi-lābha-k ṛ j jagata ḥ|
triśara ṇa-k ṛ tā ṃ praśasti ṃ nandantu samantata ḥ sudhiya ḥ||⁕||

44 | Precious Treasures from the Diamond Throne: Finds from the Site of the Buddha’s Enlightenment

Notes to reconstructed text
This is not intended to be a critical edition of previous
editions of the inscription. Readings by Mitra and Indraji
are noted here only if my own reading is radically different
and/or not quite certain.
INS Inscription
RM Rājendralāla Mitra
BI Bhagwānlāl Indraji
⟨A1⟩ pāyas] bāvas RM, payas BI
⟨C1⟩ chindānvayajo] BI, dāt ṭa×gajo [sic] RM •
vallabharājaḥ] BI, gallabhūmajaḥ RM • śriyā] BI, naravara
sik ṣa ga [sic] RM
⟨D1⟩ tajjyāyiṣṭho] ×yi ṣṭho RM, tasyāyicco BI
⟨A2⟩ vuddho] sidhdhā RM, siddho BI
⟨B3⟩ pūrṇṇāmala] pratāpena RM, putro mīta BI • jāyā]
drāk ṣa RM, drāk ṣā BI
⟨C2⟩ yadudara] sadudaya RM, yadvadana BI • śrīmān]
(śrīman) INS, śrī RM, … BI
⟨D2⟩ °senāsana] BI, senosana INS RM
⟨A3⟩ rttyeyaṃ jagatī] rtthiya jagatī RM, ya ṃ jagatī BI •
puñjopameyatāṃ yātā] BI, pratāpamegratā ṃ yātā RM •
teneyaṃ gaṃdhakuṭ ī] BI, tena yaśaḥ RM
⟨C3⟩ astu] sayū RM, nyasta ṃ BI • asya] … RM, atra BI
Problematic readings
Much of the inscription is difficult to read: the parts
available only in the archive photograph are faint and
blurry, and even in the mostly clear inked impression many
characters are executed awkwardly and/or ambiguously.
The following readings merit additional discussion.
At the beginning, upāyas is a guess. The ā attached to
the first extant character is quite certain, but p, y, ṣ, th are all
conceivable for the first consonant (and other readings are
not impossible), while the second could well be p instead of y.
In C1, sindhau is quite certain, although the ligature ndh
is unclear and looks more like ndhdh or nvv. The first three
characters of chindānvaya are all awkwardly formed, but
as a whole the reading seems sound. At the end of this
segment, śriyā is indiscernible (except for traces of i and
possibly of a subscript r), so I rely on Indraji for this reading.
Continuing to D1, the first character is lost in noise, and
the second is very faint in the rubbing; both are invisible in
the photo. Thus yutas again relies on Indraji. The name of
deśarāja is quite certain. There is some damage at the top
right of de, so a different reading (such as ve) may be possible
but does not seem likely. The e pṛṣṭhamātrā is indistinct in the
rubbing, but conspicuous in the photo. The reading
tajyāyi ṣṭho (em. tajjyāyi ṣṭho) is in my opinion sound in spite
of the fact that jyāyi ṣṭha is a non-standard superlative. The
reason Indraji read the second character as syā is a scratch
on the stone, not an engraved stroke. The fourth character
does indeed look rather like cco, but in the context ṣṭho is the
only possible reading and is confirmed by Mitra. The
sinuous vertical line after this is definitely an avagraha, not a
random mark or an aborted character.
Next, tsu in tatsutaḥ looks like sve or sre, but the stroke
that appears to be an e mātrā must be a clumsy prescript t. If
verse 3 ended at this point, it would be an āryā like all other

stanzas of the inscription, but then the metre would require
reading tatsūta ḥ, which is definitely not what the stone shows.
There is no original punctuation either here or after śrīmān,
and the extant part of the following stanza would be
metrically correct with or without the inclusion of śrīmān at
its beginning. The possibility thus remains open that the
intended word was, after all, tatsūta ḥ, and the metre of the
inscription was homogeneous.
Still in D1, khyā in khyāto is definitely a correction. It
seems as if the unintelligible sequence khinvā (or khivvā,
khindhā, or a similar combination) had been engraved at first,
and this was corrected to khyā.
The bold vertical stroke before paraḥ in A2 is not
identical to the avagraha in D1 and may not be a genuine part
of the inscription.
At the beginning of A2, the reading vuddho is largely
conjectural. The first character, read as si by both Mitra and
Indraji, is very faint, while the second could be any of
multiple similar-looking combinations such as ndho, cco, vdho
or even ṣṭho (as in D1).
In B3, the word nāmā has no trace of ā attached to the
m. However, the metre requires nāmā, and Mitra and Indraji
agree on this reading (while being unaware that the text is
metrical), so on their testimony I accept that the stone does
indeed have nāmā. The reading pūr ṇṇāmala is largely
clear and fits the context very well, so I am confident in it
despite Mitra’s and Indraji’s different readings. The last
word in B3 is illegible; jāyā is a desperate attempt at reading
and will be discussed further below.
In C2, the stone definitely has °senosana (as read by
Indraji), yet the intent can only have been °senāsana. In the
rubbing, the pṛṣṭhamātrā stroke of o is blurred, which may be
a suggestion that it has been cancelled by the engraver;
however, this stroke is quite sharp in the photograph.
A3 begins with what looks like a modern (European or
Devanagari) numeral 3 in a box. In the photo it gives the
impression of something painted on the stone in recent times
and thus indicating that the pedestal has been taken apart and
reassembled in the wrong order. However, the tone and
thickness of the lines match those of the inscription, and the
first two lines begin at the edge of this block, so this appears to
be a genuine part of the inscription. Indraji ignores the ‘3’ and
reads the next character as yaṃ; Mitra reads the two together
as rtthiya. The reading rttyeyaṃ is in my opinion more
plausible, and lends itself to the restoration yat-kī at the end of
the lost X3. The next word, jagatī, is also not quite certain and
relies on the two previous editors. Nothing of the character tī is
discernible in the photograph except what may be the upper
right segment of the vowel mark. The word kṛttika is clear,
but the remainder of the stanza, puñjopameyatāṃ yātā, is
again tentative. In the photograph, only the characters pu, me
and an anusvāra are more or less distinct. Traces confirm that
puñjopameyatāṃ is plausible, but the only presently available
evidence for yātā is the combined testimony of Mitra and
Indraji. The entire half-verse thus obtained is acceptable,
although semantically somewhat awkward.
In C3, the first character of astu looks rather like sva or
sra, but the reading of the word is quite certain; it is definitely
not nyasta ṃ. Likewise, asya is not atra, although the
subscript part of the y is not visible.
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At the boundary of C3 and D3, the sequence kṛtinas
svam vākyam is a conjecture. Neither of the previous
editors hazarded a reading for this segment. There seems to
be a faint k ṛ at the end of C3, and at the beginning of D3, the
consonants t and n are clear. The next character is mostly
lost to damage, and the traces do not readily suggest ssva.
The following ak ṣara seems to be mā, and a subscript v is not
out of the question. All in all, the clear kya narrows the
possibilities for the preceding characters, and my restoration
appears to be appropriate in the context.
Translation
(text) uncertain translation or translation of uncertain
reading
(text) words of the original noted for identification
[text] editorial clarification or alternative interpretation
[Verse 1] … … … (the means?) of that very thing is the
Congregation (sa ṃgha), because of good association.
[Verse 2] The Tathāgata has explained the cause of those
things which arise from a cause, and also [explained] what
their cessation is. This is how the Great Ascetic speaks.
[Verse 3] In [the country of ] Sindhu there was Vallabharāja,
born of the Chinda lineage and endowed with (majesty). So
too was his son, Deśarāja, his eldest. Then his son, majestic,
[Verse 4] renowned (in the world) … … … majestic, [like]
(another Buddha). [Verse 5] His son was Śrī Dharmma; his
[in turn] – the son of his body (tadātmaja) – was the majestic
baron (sāmanta) named Śrī Pūr ṇabhadra, whose reputation
resembled the full (pūr ṇa) and spotless moon. [Verse 6] His
(wife?) was a fertile woman from whose lotus-like womb
issued forth the majestic Ācārya Jayasena, a light on the
throne of Kumārasena. [Verse 7] [He] by whom in glorious
Udda ṇḍapura …
[Verse 8] … He, (thanks to whose fame the world has
become comparable [in brightness] to a cluster of stars,) has
equipped this shrine (ga ṃdhakuṭī) with a trio of images [or:
has constructed this shrine equipped with a trio of images].
[Verse 9] Let that accomplished person’s [the Buddha’s] own
auspicious message (vākya) cause the world to attain
enlightenment, [and] let the literati altogether rejoice in
[this] eulogy composed by Triśara ṇa.
Evaluation
The inscription as reconstructed here commences with a
verse mostly lost but probably in praise of the Sa ṅgha, and
presumably also of the Buddha and Dharma. This is
followed by the ye dharmā creed. The third verse introduces
the dynastic father Vallabharāja, born in the Chinda
dynasty in the land of Sindhu, followed by his son Deśarāja.
Unfortunately, the number of generations between
Deśarāja and the next extant name – Śrī Dharmma,
introduced in verse 5 – is lost in our inscription. Indraji
(1880, 143) believed that Deśarāja’s heir was his son Āyicca,
assuming this to be a vernacular form of Āditya. Indraji also
surmised that the second next successor (after one generation
whose name is lost) was called ‘the beloved Sa ṅgha’ (ibid.).
The former name arises from a misreading of the inscribed
word jyāyi ṣṭha, while the latter is an artefact of reading
fragment A1 after D2. As shown above, both must be

discarded; sa ṃgha in A1 refers to the Congregation and
belongs in an invocatory verse at the beginning of the text.
Instead, Deśarāja apparently had a son (tat-suta ḥ near the
end of verse 3) whose name would have been recorded in the
text lost with block X2. I believe that stanza 4a was
dedicated to a description of Deśarāja’s son, and stanza 4b
introduced a new generation. This would mean that
Dharma was Deśarāja’s great-grandson. However, we
cannot exclude the possibility that the whole of verse 4 was
dedicated to a single generation; and, theoretically, it is even
possible that three or more generations were quickly
disposed of here. If I am correct in reading vuddho ’para ḥ
śrīmān at the end of verse 4, then Dharma’s father (i.e.
Deśarāja’s grandson in my view) was probably likened to a
Buddha, which may be wordplay on his name (compare the
wordplay on pūr ṇa in verse 5). Sadly, the word vuddho itself is
unclear; alternatives include siddho.
The genealogy continues with Dharma’s son, the sāmanta
(vassal, governor, ‘baron’) Śrī Pūr ṇabhadra. Previous
scholars from Buchanan-Hamilton onwards all interpreted
Sāmanta as a name, and this possibility cannot be dismissed
entirely. Indeed, in the phrasing śrī-sāmantas tad-ātmajas
tasya, either tad or tasya must be viewed as redundant in my
interpretation, and this problem could be avoided by
construing the referent of tad as Dharmma, while that of
tasya as Sāmanta (‘the son of his body was Śrī Sāmanta,
[and] his [son was] Śrī Pūr ṇabhadra’). Emending tad-ātmajas
to tathātmajas would pave the way for my interpretation, but
is not required. The absence of a second word meaning ‘son’
implies that Pūr ṇabhadra himself was a sāmanta, and there is
a similar redundancy of tad in either taj-jyāyi ṣṭho or tat-suta ḥ
(or even both) in verse 3.
Verse 6 is a critical point where Indraji’s interpretation is
seriously off the mark. His reading (1880, 143) was drāk ṣā
tasya purandhrī yad-vadana-kamalād vinisratā [sic] … ācāryo
jayasenaḥ kumārasenāsana-dyotaḥ, translated ‘[Pūr ṇabhadra]
… from whose lotus-like mouth came the grapes of … (his)
Âchârya Jayasena, brightening the throne of Kumârasena’.
However, grapes issuing from Pūr ṇabhadra’s lotus mouth
strike one as unlikely. Indraji’s ellipsis implies that he
believed the lacuna to have stated what these grapes would
have represented metaphorically, but his translation
conveniently ignores purandhrī. Furthermore, Indraji’s
supplied ‘(his)’ has become a pillar of the ‘coup theory’
according to which a family of former hereditary teachers
replaced the rulers of Pīṭhī on the throne. (See Sircar’s
paraphrase of Indraji in the opening paragraphs of this
chapter.)
The reading yad-vadana is impossible given the constraints
of the āryā metre; the correct reading must be yad-udara, a
lotus-like belly, not a mouth. Unfortunately, the word Indraji
read as drāk ṣā (probably on the basis of Mitra’s drāk ṣa) is
illegible in the archive photograph, and no rubbing of this
part of the inscription has come to light. Still, we can be
certain that a word of feminine gender is required,
consisting of two heavy syllables and standing in apposition
to purandhrī. The most likely candidate would be a word
meaning ‘wife’, and indeed, jāyā seems possible on the basis
of the traces visible in the photograph (other alternatives
include bhāryā and jye ṣṭhā). Thus, I contend that according to
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Relation

Name

Title

founder

Vallabharāja

–

his son

Deśarāja

–

his son
(or possibly 0 or several generations)

name(s) lost

(lost)

(lost)

name may contain
Buddha

(lost)

his son

Dharma

–

his son

Pūrṇabhadra

sāmanta

his son

Jayasena

ācārya

Table 3.3 Genealogy of the pīṭhīpatis according to the Mahābodhi image inscription

our inscription Ācārya Jayasena emerged from the womb of
Pūr ṇabhadra’s wife.
Verses 7 and 8 probably recounted the deeds of Jayasena.
Much of this passage is lost, and much of the rest is unclear
on the photograph. Indraji’s translation says it was
Kumārasena who did something in Udda ṇḍapura, which I
find unlikely, since the most likely referent of yena in verse 7 is
the subject of the previous verse, Jayasena. Most of verse 8
can be read/restored at least tentatively, and the only
substantial information it contains is that Jayasena either
constructed a shrine or put three images in a shrine. The
ninth and last verse can also be restored with some degree of
confidence: it expresses the desire that the Buddha’s words
(to wit, the pratītyasamutpāda at the beginning of the
inscription) bring enlightenment to the world, and the poet’s
praśasti bring joy to the learned.
The dynastic puzzle
The re-edited Sanctum Image Inscription allows us to
construct the rudimentary genealogy illustrated in Table
3.3. Looking at independent evidence for pī ṭhīpati history,
one is confronted with an embarras de richesses: records are
abundant, but many do not seem to intersect with the
testimony of the Sanctum Image Inscription, and some that
do appear to contradict it. Simply put, there are three main
areas of difficulty with the evidence. One is that the two
pī ṭhīpatis for whom we have reasonably secure dates –
Devarak ṣita and Buddhasena – are not named in (the extant
part of) our inscription. The second is that many records use
names that match the names in our genealogy only
partially. The third obstacle is that several relevant records
are dated in eras the epoch of which is debatable.
Over the following pages I shall review this evidence on
the basis of the postulation that my reconstruction and
interpretation of the present inscription are correct. In
addition, contrary to B.N. Misra (1996), who enumerates no
fewer than five separate pīṭhīpati dynasties, I apply the
principle of parsimony: I assume that if the partial sets of
facts available to us about two personages overlap to a large
extent, then these two personages are one and the same even
if some of the facts known about them do not agree at first
glance. Fitting the information to these premises does
require some stretches, but by following the Holmesian
method of eliminating the impossible, I hope to arrive at
something that at least approximates reality. My review does
not proceed in a strict chronological order but jumps back
and forth in time so as to follow a clearer line of reasoning.

Part 1: Vallabharāja and Devarakṣita
Vallabharāja’s reign over the Bodhgayā region is confirmed
by the Sārnāth Inscription of Kumaradevī (here SIK),
issued sometime in the first half of the 12th century by one of
the wives of Govindacandra, the Gāhaḍ avāla King of
Kannauj. The two instances where the queen’s name,
Kumaradevī, occurs (l. 11 and l. 22) are both in metrical
verse (mālinī, not vasantatilaka as stated by Bhattacharya 1983,
40 n. 15), so the spelling may be an alteration of Kumāradevī
for the sake of metre. Alternatively, the name may be a
vernacular form; Konow (1907–8a, 320) observed that the
spelling kumara is common in Māhārā ṣṭ rī Prakrit. The first
part of that inscription recounts the lady’s genealogy,
starting with Vallabharāja and calling him the lord of wide
Pīṭhikā (SIK, l. 4, vallabharāja-nāma-vidito … āsīt pṛthu-pī ṭhikāpatir). The possibility that this Vallabharāja may be identical
to the Vallabharāja of the Sanctum Image Inscription was
proposed first by Ghosh (1933, 25) and accepted by Sircar
(1962, 83), although Misra (1996, 150) felt ‘it is difficult to say’
whether the two Vallabharājas are one and the same. In my
opinion, the identity is beyond doubt.
It has been generally accepted on the basis of the Sārnāth
Inscription that Vallabharāja had a son named Devarak ṣita.
However, the Sārnāth Inscription is equivocal here. After
describing Vallabharāja in verse 3, it introduces Devarak ṣita
of the Chikkora dynasty. The relationship between these
two is not stated; only in verse 5 do we read that ‘he’ arose
from ‘him’ like the moon from the ocean (SIK, l. 5, tasmād
āsa payonidher iva vidhur). There are no names in this stanza or
the next, which heaps further praise on the subject of verse 5.
Devarak ṣita is mentioned again by name in verse 7, and the
author of the inscription is Devarak ṣita’s daughter, so it is
certain that the ‘he’ of verse 5 is Devarak ṣita, and not an
unnamed successor of his. This led Konow (1907–8a, 320) to
conclude that Devarak ṣita was the son of Vallabharāja,
although he discusses the problematic nature of this
interpretation at some length.
The deeds of Devarak ṣita are better documented than his
descent. Verse 7 of the Sārnāth Inscription introduces a king
of A ṅga named Maha ṇa (SIK, l. 9, maha ṇā ṅgapa ḥ), who
defeated Devarak ṣita in war (ibid., … jitvā yudhi devarak ṣitam)
and thereby consolidated the reign of Rāmapāla (ibid., adhāt
śrī-rāmapālasya … lak ṣmī ṃ … dedīpyamānodayām).
Surprisingly, verse 8 reveals that after teaching Devarak ṣita
the status quo, Maha ṇa gave him his daughter in marriage
(SIK, l. 9–10, kanyā maha ṇa-devasya … pī ṭhipatinā tena … ū ḍhā).
Verse 9 tells us that the daughter’s name was Śa ṅ karadevī,
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while verse 10 discloses that Kumaradevī (the author of the
inscription) was the daughter of this couple.
The events of Rāmapāla’s reign were chronicled by
Sandhyākaranandin (the son of Rāmapāla’s minister), who
composed his Rāmacarita (RCS) during the reign of
Madanapāla (c. 1143–61). The poem, read one way, is a
retelling of the story of Rāma; in an alternate (śli ṣṭa) reading
it becomes a chronicle of the deeds of Rāmapāla. The
allusions to Rāmapāla’s life are usually difficult to
understand (although they would have been transparent to a
reader in Madanapāla’s days). Fortunately, the work is
accompanied by a partial commentary covering the first
chapter and some of the second, which sheds light on its
bitextuality. The date and identity of the commentator
Śīlacandra are unknown, but his exhaustive knowledge of
Rāmapāla’s period seems genuine and thus he probably
lived at the same time as – or only slightly later than – the
author (Brocquet 2010, 19). We learn from the Rāmacarita
that Rāmapāla counted among his allies the kinsmen of the
Rā ṣṭ rakūṭa Mathana, who ‘milked’ a Sindhurāja (of his
wealth and pride). The commentary furnishes the additional
details that Sindhurāja is the pī ṭhīpati Devarak ṣita
(commentary to RCS 2.8, sindhurāja ḥ pī ṭhīpatir devarak ṣito
nāma), and Mathana is Maha ṇa of the Sārnāth inscription,
and incidentally the maternal uncle of Rāmapāla (to RCS
2.8, mathana-nāmnā maha ṇa iti prasiddhābhidhānena rā ṣṭrakū ṭakula-tilakena; to RCS 4.8, mathanaḥ maha ṇāpara-nāmā
a ṅgadeśādhipaḥ rāmapālasya mātulaḥ).
So far, we have learned that Devarak ṣita was a (probably
younger) contemporary of Rāmapāla, who reigned
approximately from 1072 to 1126 ce (Sircar 1977, 968) and a
(probably elder) contemporary of Govindacandra, whose
known inscriptional dates range from 1114 to 1154 ce (Konow
1907–8a, 321). Devarak ṣita was likewise a contemporary of
Rāmapāla’s uncle Maha ṇa, whose daughter he married.
However, Maha ṇa cannot have been much older than
Rāmapāla, since the latter is said to have committed suicide,
after a reign in excess of 50 years, upon hearing of the
former’s death (RCS 4.8–10). Sircar (1964a, 83) believed
Devarak ṣita ‘probably ruled about the eighth decade of the
eleventh century’, while Bhattacharya (1983, 38) assigned
him to the last quarter of that century. However, in view of
the connection to Govindacandra, a later date is definitely
more likely.
A ruler named Devasena is mentioned in the Ārmā
Inscription of Madanapāla’s Time (AIM). This record is
dated in year 14 of Madanapāla’s reign, which means it was
engraved around 1157 ce (Sircar 1964b, 42). Engraved on
what may be a fragment of a pillar, this inscription records a
donation by the wife of a mahāma ṇḍalika whose name seems
to be Jaṣkapāla (partly unclear in the inscription) and who
may be identical to Yak ṣapāla of Gayā known from other
records. It speaks of the reign of pī ṭhīpaty-ācārya Devasena
(AIM, l. 4–5, pī ṭhīpaty-ācārya-devasena-rājye), who was
evidently subordinate to Madanapāla but superordinate to
Jaṣkapāla. Sircar (ibid., 43) notes that this Devasena was
probably a predecessor of Buddhasena and Jayasena, but
does not propose to identify Devasena with Devarak ṣita.
However, if Devarak ṣita’s reign began in the late phase of
Rāmapāla’s rule, this identification becomes quite likely.

Devarak ṣita, although advanced in years, may well have
been alive and ruling in 1157 ce during the reign of
Rāmapāla’s son Madanapāla. This would mean that
Govindacandra was, after all, not younger than Devarak ṣita
but his peer or even slightly his senior. This is not in conflict
with the fact that he married Devarak ṣita’s daughter
Kumaradevī, as there is no indication that Kumaradevī was
his eldest queen and we know he had at least three other
wives (Konowa 1907–8, 321).
Assembling the first part of the puzzle
The primary conundrum associated with the earlier stage of
pī ṭhīpati history is that even though Devarak ṣita appears to
have been a prominent member of the dynasty, the extant
part of the Sanctum Image Inscription does not mention his
name. On the contrary, it says Vallabharāja’s son was
Deśarāja, a name not known from any other source. It may
be possible to equate Devarak ṣita and Deśarāja, as first
suggested by Ghosh (1933, 25), who believed that Deśarāja in
the Sanctum Image Inscription may be a mistake for
Devarāja, which in turn could be an alternative name of
Devarak ṣita. However, the reading deśarāja ḥ is clear and
unequivocal, and substituting śa for va would be an unlikely
mistake for the engraver to make. One could also
hypothesise that Devarak ṣita was Deśarāja’s brother,
possibly the elder, who had no male descendants and was
therefore succeeded by his younger brother and omitted
from the genealogy of the Sanctum Image Inscription.
Instead of either of these, I shall argue for a third
identification: that Devarak ṣita was in fact Vallabharāja’s
alias.
There is another Vallabharāja known from inscriptional
sources, who has to my knowledge not been linked before to
the pī ṭhīpatis. His earliest and most complete record is the
Akaltarā Inscription of Ratnadeva II (AIR). This epigraph
is not dated, but it commemorates the construction of a tank
by Vallabharāja, to which the Kugda Inscription of
P ṛ thvīdeva II (KIP) refers as one of Vallabharāja’s past
accomplishments. This latter inscription is a fragment, but it
bears a date in the Kalacuri year 893, that is, 1141–2 ce.
Thus, the Akaltarā Inscription was made in or before the
third decade of the 12th century. In it, Vallabharāja claims
to have defeated a lord of Gauḍ a. Vasudev Vishnu Mirashi
(1955, 431) believes his foe was Anantavarman Coḍ aga ṅga,
but I contend that he may, instead, have been Rāmapāla, to
whom the appellation gau ḍendra (AIR, l. 12) is more
appropriate.
Scholars such as Sircar must have been aware of the
existence of this Vallabharāja, so the reason why they did
not link him to pī ṭhīpati history was probably an apparent
chronological mismatch: they perceived Vallabharāja as the
father of Devarak ṣita, whom they saw on the throne by the
late 11th century. But as shown above, Devarak ṣita may well
have ascended the throne of Pīṭhī roughly at the same time
as Vallabharāja’s Gauḍ a campaign, and the equivocal
Sārnāth Inscription affords the interpretation that
Devarak ṣita and Vallabharāja were the same person. In the
passage tasmād āsa payonidher iva vidhur (SIK, l. 5) the referent
of tasmād may be the dynasty: chikkora-va ṃśa is mentioned in
the previous verse, although it is not the grammatical
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subject. Alternatively, perhaps the composer of the
inscription clumsily recycled some pre-existing genealogical
verses, and tasmād is simply wrong here. There is a possible
parallel for such recycling earlier in the same inscription.
The third verse begins with va ṃśe tasya (SIK, l. 3), but no
founder had been introduced prior to this, so it is not clear
whose dynasty the verse is supposed to be about. Since the
second stanza is in praise of the moon, Konow (1907–8a,
320) assumes that the lunar dynasty is meant, which is
grammatically plausible but strikes me as doubtful. I am
more inclined to believe that the verse or at least part of it
was adapted from a different genealogy in which a founding
father had been named at an earlier point.
It must be noted here that Vallabharāja of Ratanpur
remained active in the land of his Kalacuri liege. This is
evident from the findspots of his inscriptions, which include,
in addition to those discussed here, the fragmentary and
undated Raipur Museum Inscription of P ṛ thvīdeva II
(Mirashi 1955, 436–42, no. 85). This is in what is now the
Bilaspur district of Chhattisgarh state. However, a later
document from that area, the fragmentary Ratanpur
Inscription of P ṛ thvīdeva II (RIP), records a donation by
Vallabharāja’s wife Śvetalladevī (or Śvitalladevī). Dated in
the Kalacuri year 910 (1158–9 ce), the inscription also
praises the deeds of Vallabharāja. The fact that the donor is
his wife but there is no indication of her being a widow
implies that by this time he was either retired from worldly
affairs or had permanently moved someplace else – possibly
to Bodhgayā.
In light of these considerations, I believe that
Vallabharāja of Ratanpur, Vallabharāja of the Sanctum
Image Inscription, Devarak ṣita of the Sārnāth Inscription
and the Rāmacarita, and Devasena of the Ārmā Inscription
were all one and the same. There is some additional,
although non-conclusive, evidence pointing towards this
identification. Foremost, the Akaltarā Inscription describes
the lord of Gauḍ a as a lord of elephants whose stock
Vallabharāja depleted by turning his capital into a hunting
ground for elephants (AIR l. 12, yaḥ … pati ṃ dantinā ṃ
gau ḍendra ṃ … apṛthū-kurvann … vairi-pura ṃ vyadhatta kari ṇā ṃ
bandhāya vindhya-sthalīm). The Sārnāth Inscription also
mentions that Vallabharāja, as the ruler of Pī ṭhī, defeated (or
at least surpassed in glory) a lord of elephants (SIK, l. 5,
pī ṭhīpatir gajapater api rājya-lak ṣmī ṃ lak ṣmyā jigāya). Both Sircar
and Konow treat gajapati in this inscription as a name. The
former translated ‘surpassed even the splendour of Gajapati
by his splendour’ (Konow 1907–8a, 326), while the latter
summarised ‘Devarakshita defeated the Gajapati’ (Sircar
1983, 293). Neither author comments on who Gajapati may
have been. I offer that he was the same person as the
dantinā ṃ patiḥ in the Akaltarā Inscription, namely
Rāmapāla. Recall that according to the SIK, first
Vallabharāja despoiled a gajapati’s glory (l. 5, rājya-lak ṣmī ṃ
lak ṣmyā jigāya), then Maha ṇa made Rāmapāla’s glory wax by
defeating Devarak ṣita (l. 9, adhāt … lak ṣmī ṃ …
dedīpyamānodayām). If Vallabharāja was Devarak ṣita and the
gajapati was Rāmapāla, then these events become two stages
of a tug-of-war contest with Rāmapāla’s lak ṣmī as the
metaphorical rope, as well as a verbal one linking two verses
of the inscription.

A second point of intersection between these two
inscriptions is the metaphor of the moon arising from the
ocean, used for the birth of a son from his father. In the
Akaltarā Inscription this is said of Vallabharāja’s
grandfather Rāghava (AIR, l. 8–9, k ṣīrāmbhodher iva himarucis sūnus tasmāt … rāghavo nāma jātaḥ), while in the Sārnāth
Inscription the image is applied to the birth of Devarak ṣita
(SIK, l. 5–6, tasmād āsa payo-nidher iva vidhur), although as
noted above, it is not quite clear who Devarak ṣita arose from
like a moon. Speaking of the moon, the Akaltarā Inscription
describes Vallabharāja as a ‘moon to the waterlilies that are
the faces of [lacuna]’ (AIR, l. 9–10, … vaktra-sarasīruha-śītaraśmiḥ), while the Sārnāth Inscription calls Devarak ṣita ‘a
rising full Moon to the night waterlily that is the Chikkora
dynasty’ (SIK, l. 4–5, chikkora-va ṃśa-kumododaya-pūr ṇṇacandraḥ). While this image is even more hackneyed than that
of the moon being generated from the ocean, the
appearance of both images in both inscriptions may not be
entirely accidental. Finally, the Akaltarā Inscription shows
that although Vallabharāja of Ratanpur followed the
Brāhma ṇ ical faith, he viewed Buddhism in a positive light.
In a simile with repeated double entendre, the inscription
compares Vallabharāja’s water reservoir to the Buddhist
doctrine (AIR, l. 17, saugata-matam iva … bhāti). This lends
some support to my contention that he may have become a
Buddhist later in life.
A fanciful but feasible story of his career would run as
follows. Vallabharāja made his successful campaign against
Rāmapāla in the 1120s. In the course of this he established a
base of operations in the Bodhgayā region. Up to that point,
this region would have been under the control of the rulers of
Gayā, the dynasty of Yak ṣapāla. The notion that
Devarak ṣita conquered Pīṭhī from this family has also been
expressed by Bindeshwari Prasad Sinha (1977, 220).
Subsequently Vallabharāja founded a dynasty there. He was
probably aided in his conquest by the Gāhaḍ avāla
Govindacandra, to whom he gave his daughter Kumaradevī
in matrimony. He probably converted to Buddhism and,
either on this occasion or on the occasion of his becoming a
dynasty founder, took the new name Devarak ṣita. He
eventually made peace with Rāmapāla and sealed it by
accepting Maha ṇa’s daughter as his second wife (his first
being Śvetalladevī of Ratanpur). Using the spoils of his
conquest, he continued to sponsor public works in the
Ratanpur region, but in his old age retired to Bodhgayā.
Holding on to Pīṭhī
There is a literary source that may be relevant at this point.
Its author Vidyāpati lived in Mithilā in the late 14th and
early 15th centuries and composed his Sanskrit compendium
of didactic tales about manly ideals, the Puru ṣaparīk ṣā (PPV),
around the last quarter of the 14th century ( Jha 2009, 44). Its
first section (on the heroic ideal) includes a Yuddhavīra-kathā
(ibid., 14–20) or ‘The Tale of a Hero Valorous’ (Grierson
1935, 13–18), whose hero is Malladeva, a son of the Kar ṇāṭa
Nānyadeva (PPV 3.1, karnā ṭa-kula-sa ṃbhavasya nānyadevanāmno rājña ḥ putro malladeva-nāmadheyaḥ). Malladeva joins the
retinue of Jayacandra of Kannauj, who is also a king of Kāśī
(PPV 3.3, kānyakubja ṃ nāma janapada ṃ … tatra jayacandranāmno rājña ḥ kāśīsvarasya). Aspiring hero that he is, he finds
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court life tedious. To spice things up, he goes over to a king
named Cikkora (PPV 3.5, cikkora-nāmno nṛpasya). The name
is doubtless the same as Chikkora despite the lack of
aspiration. The only variant reading reported for this locus
by Shashi Nath Jha (2009, 16) is cakora, obviously an attempt
at correction by a copyist to whom the dynastic name was
unfamiliar. Malladeva’s action provokes a war between him
and Jayacandra because he wants an opportunity to prove
his valour. When Jayacandra attacks, Cikkora flees his
realm and Malladeva single-handedly takes on the entire
army of Jayacandra. He is overwhelmed after a heroic battle,
but Jayacandra awards him the honour of victory on account
of his bravery and receives him back into his friendship and
service.
The tale has nothing to say about where this Cikkora
ruled or what his personal name was. The reign of
Nānyadeva is said to have lasted 50 years from around 1097
ce, while Jayacandra (the grandson of Govindacandra)
flourished in the second half of the 12th century, with
inscriptions dated from 1170 to 1189 (Ganguly 1957, 47–8, 54).
Thus, Jayacandra cannot have treated a son of Nānyadeva
like his own son (PPV 3.13, putra-premṇā paripālya). If the tale
is based on real events, either the Gāhaḍ avāla king must
have been earlier than Jayacandra, or the young champion
must have been further in descent from Nānyadeva.
Vidyāpati recalls a verse ascribed to a poet
contemporaneous with the events (PPV 3.11, tat-samayasya
pūrva-kaveḥ kasyāpi), according to which Cikkora was about
80 years old when he fled, while Malladeva was 16 (PPV
3.12, aśīti-varṣa-deśīyaś cikkora ḥ prapalāyita ḥ| ṣoḍaśābdas tu
kār ṇā ṭaḥ sa ṃmukha ḥ patito ra ṇe||). This, combined with my
hypotheses so far, suggests that the tale’s historical core
happened in Devarak ṣita’s old age. Mayhap a young
hothead – tracing his descent from Nānyadeva – managed
to oust Devarak ṣita from the realm of Pīṭhī, but this
provoked the current Gāhaḍ avāla ruler (perhaps
Jayacandra) to march on Bodhgayā and restore either
Devarak ṣita or his son Deśarāja to the throne of Pīṭhī.
Looking back to the genealogy in Table 3.3, we can now
assign to Vallabharāja the alternative name Devarak ṣita
and an approximate reign period of 1120 to 1170. Since his
kingship lasted a very long time, his son Deśarāja would
have come to the throne late in his life and probably ruled
for only a short while if at all.
Intermezzo: finding Buddhasena
A Buddhasena who styled himself pī ṭhīpaty-ācārya is known
from his undated Bodhgayā Inscription (BIB), which Sircar
(1973, 48; 1979, 30) assigns to the 13th century on the basis of
palaeography. Buddhasena’s lineage is not described there.
The inscription is a decree by Buddhasena, and its purport is
a donation to the monk Dharmarak ṣita, royal preceptor of
King Aśokacalla, both of whom reappear later in this
chapter. Its place of issue is Vikramapāṭaka, a name that has
not been identified but which Sircar (1973, 50; 1979, 31)
believes to be a locality near Bodhgayā. Independent
confirmation that a ruler named Buddhasena was in control
of Bodhgayā in the second quarter of the 13th century comes
from the Tibetan Biography of Dharmasvāmin (BDS). The
pilgrim Dharmasvāmin (Chos rje dpal) met Buddhasena

(Sa ṅs rgyas sde, also mentioned as Bu ddha se nas in chapter
10 of the text: BDS, 29, translation, 90). Buddhasena called
himself the Lord of Magadha and it is notable that the term
magadhādhipati is used as a synonym of pī ṭhīpati in
Sandhyākaranandin’s commentary on the Rāmacarita (to
RCS 2.5 and 2.8). Dharmasvāmin resided in Bodhgayā in
the rainy season of 1234 ce, as calculated from the year of his
birth, about which ‘according to the Tibetan evidence there
is no doubt whatsoever’ (Anant Sadashiv Altekar’s preface in
Roerich 1959, xi, xv n. 1).
As I have noted above, Vallabharāja’s great-grandson may
have had buddha as a component of his name. We thus have a
likely slot for Dharmasvāmin’s Buddhasena in our genealogy.
An added complication, however, is the testimony of another
inscription: the Jānībīghā Inscription of Jayasena ( JIJ), which
is also called to witness later on. This epigraph is a land grant
engraved on a stone slab with a carving of the Buddha under
the Bodhi tree flanked by the sun and moon at the top, and a
naughty visualisation of the curse pronounced on those who
violated the grants at the bottom. The slab was found in the
village of Jānībīghā in the immediate vicinity of Bodhgayā.
The donor is pīṭhīpati ācārya Jayasena, and the donee is a
Si ṃ hala monk named Maṅgalasvāmin. The inscription,
dated Lakṣmaṇasena Saṃvat 83 (arguably 1262 ce), seems to
say that Jayasena was the son of Buddhasena ( JIJ, l. 8–9,
buddhasenātmajena). This is in apparent contradiction with
what I maintain is the only possible way to interpret the
relevant part of the Sanctum Image Inscription – namely
that Jayasena’s father was Pūr ṇabhadra.
One way out of this quandary would be to take the
Jānībīghā Inscription at face value and reconsider our
inscription, rejecting the hypothesis that Buddhasena was
Dharma’s father and assuming that Jayasena’s mother was
not Pūr ṇabhadra’s wife, but some other female relation of
his, such as his daughter (the word putrī may be possible in
the problematic locus). One might hypothesise that
Pūr ṇabhadra had no male issue, and his daughter’s husband
bore the name Buddhasena. The main problem with this
solution is that it does not sit well with the long genealogy
presented in the Sanctum Image Inscription: unless the
hypothetical husband was an absolute parvenu, one would
expect to see Jayasena’s paternal lineage here. It is
theoretically also conceivable that the mystery lady was
Pūr ṇabhadra’s daughter-in-law, which would allow us to
accept that Jayasena’s father was named Buddhasena. It
would, however, be very unusual for Jayasena to name all his
ancestors except his father in the Sanctum Image Inscription.
In addition, the word vadhū ḥ or snu ṣā would be unmetrical at
this point in the verse.
A second solution, raised by Sircar (1962, 81 and n. 6),
would be to assume that Buddhasena was Jayasena’s spiritual
father, that is, his guru. Sircar mentions this possibility not as a
solution for the Pūr ṇabhadra problem, of which he was
unaware, but rather as an unwanted and unlikely consequence
of (and thus an argument against) the assumption that
Buddhasena and Jayasena were monks. I wholly agree with
him that there is ‘some difficulty in accepting the suggestion’
(ibid.), and in addition I would note that if a disciple were
metaphorically referred to as a son, the choice of term would
not be ātmaja, which strongly implies a biological link.
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Theoretically it would also be possible to construe the
compound buddhasenātmaja as bahuvrīhi, ‘he whose son is
Buddhasena’. If Dharmasvāmin’s Buddhasena was the son
of our Jayasena, his absence from the Sanctum Image
Inscription would be easy to understand. Altekar (in
Roerich 1959, xv–xvi) actually raises (but rejects for want of
evidence) the notion that Dharmasvāmin’s Buddhasena was
Jayasena’s son. He accepts that Jayasena’s father was
Buddhasena and notes that names were often passed from
grandfather to grandson. Such an unusual interpretation of
the compound may be expected in high kāvya, but it is out of
place in a simple land grant. Even if we assume it to be an
attempt by the inscription’s mediocre poet to lend an air of
sophistication to his composition, there is no evident reason
why Jayasena would want to name his son (and neglect his
father) in his Jānībīghā Inscription.
A fourth alternative – which I think is most likely to be
correct – would be to understand ātmaja not as ‘son’ but as
‘descendant’. This is admittedly not a common meaning of
the word, but neither is it impossible. Such an interpretation
would be consistent with my earlier inference that
Buddhasena was Vallabharāja’s great-grandson. The reason
why he, rather than Jayasena’s father, is named in the
Jānībīghā Inscription may be that his father and
grandfather were of little consequence as rulers – and this,
as I show later on, does seem to have been the case.
According to the Biography (BDS), Buddhasena was a
descendant (rigs) of a certain Devasthira (lHa brtan).
Altekar, in his preface to the Biography (Roerich 1959, xv),
dismisses this claim (the Sanskrit name he uses here is
actually Devasthya), declaring that it ‘is purely legendary
and need not detain us’. He does so presumably because
Devasthira is said in the Biography to have been a
descendant of the Buddha’s maternal uncle. But dismissing
the ancestry as legendary does not mean we must also
disregard the name. Devasthira may be yet another
alternative name of Devarak ṣita. This possibility has
already been raised by Sinha (1977, 243 n. 87) and apparently
endorsed by Misra (1996, 147). Devarak ṣita was definitely a
notable ancestor of Buddhasena, but it is also possible that
Devasthira was the name of Buddhasena’s hitherto
anonymous father.
Part 2: Dharma, Pūrṇabhadra and Jayasena
The first preserved name after the gap in the middle of our
genealogy is that of Śrī Dharma, who in my opinion was the
son of Buddhasena. Dharma’s son was Pūr ṇabhadra, and
his son was Jayasena, the issuer of the Sanctum Image
Inscription. There seems to be no evidence of a ruler named
Dharma. However, the Bodhgayā Inscription of
Buddhasena (BIB, noticed above) records a donation to a
monk named Dharmarak ṣita, foremost of the teachers of
Aśokacalla, King of Kamā (BIB, l. 8–10, mukhyatamānā ṃ ca
kamā-rājaguru-bhik ṣu-pa ṇḍita-śrī-dharmmarak ṣita-cara ṇānā ṃ).
Aśokacalla (the name I will use here for consistency) and
Aśokavalla both occur as the name of this ruler, and in some
inscriptions it is hard to decide which was intended. The
spelling in the BIB is in fact Aśogavalla. His inscriptions,
apart from those discussed here, include the undated
Gopeśvar Inscription edited by Indraji (1881, 345–6, q.v. for

earlier references), which confirms the identification of
Kamā as the modern-day Kumaun region. Another witness
of the same period, the Gayā Inscription of
Puruṣottamasi ṃ ha (GIP), is engraved on a stone slab built
into the front wall near the door of the temple of
Dak ṣi ṇāditya in Gayā. The inscription’s issuer originated in
Kamā as a subordinate of Aśokacalla, and constructed a
Buddhist shrine that may later have become the
Dak ṣi ṇāditya temple, or the inscription may have been
moved there from the vicinity of the Mahābodhi temple.
The work was completed under the supervision of the monk
Dharmarak ṣita, preceptor of the King of Kamā (GIP, l. 14–
16, asyā ḥ … adhi ṣṭhāya … kamā-cakrasya rājño gurur …
dharmmarak ṣita-yatiḥ karmmāntara ṃ nirmmame). Before
commencing the construction, Dharmarak ṣita sought
permission from Aśokacalla of the Sapādalak ṣa Mountains
(now called Sivalik Hills), and from the Chinda ruler ‘here’,
that is, in the Bodhgayā region (GIP, l. 16–17, sapādalak ṣaśikhari-k ṣmāpāla-cū ḍāma ṇi ṃ … aśokacallam api yo natvā … atra
cchinda-narendram). The Gayā Inscription does not name this
Chinda ruler, but he is obviously a personage distinct from
the yati Dharmarak ṣita. Likewise, the title of Dharmarak ṣita
in the Bodhgayā Inscription is bhik ṣu-pa ṇḍita, without any
indication of royalty. Nonetheless, I argue below that
Dharmarak ṣita, in spite of being a monk, was both a scion of
the earlier pī ṭhīpatis and sire of the later ones.
For the next generation, the Berlin Museum Dedicatory
Inscription of Pūr ṇarak ṣita (DIP) was not available to earlier
scholars such as Sircar and Konow. This is a fragment of a
votive caitya in the Museum of Indian Art, Berlin (No. MIK
I 579), probably collected in Bodhgayā. The extant parts of
the inscription extol the prowess and glory of a certain
sāmantādhipati Pūr ṇarak ṣita (DIP, l. 2, sāmantādhipates tasya
pūr ṇṇarak ṣita-sa ṃ jñinaḥ). The inscription’s editor, Gouriswar
Bhattacharya (1983, 38), judges the characters to be earlier
than those of the Sārnāth Inscription of Kumaradevī. He
therefore suggests that Pūr ṇarak ṣita may have been
Devarak ṣita’s brother or possibly his son. The nature of
palaeographic dating is imprecise, however. For an
illustration, the Sanctum Image Inscription was dated
palaeographically to the 10th or 11th century by Indraji
(1881, 345) and to the second half of the 12th century by
Sahai (1983, 104). As I demonstrate here, it must instead
belong to the second half of the 13th century; even if I am
wrong in my deductions, it must be no fewer than six
generations later than Devarak ṣita whose reign lasted at
least until the early 12th century. I thus propose to equate
Pūr ṇarak ṣita with our Pūr ṇabhadra on the grounds that
they are from the same location at roughly the same point in
time, with both bearing the title sāmanta in addition to a
name beginning with pūr ṇa.
Another epigraphic record that merits consideration here
is the Bhaikṣukī Inscription of Pūr ṇavikrama (BIP), engraved
(over several blocks, like the Sanctum Image Inscription) on
the pedestal of an image of Jambhala. The findspot of this
image has not been reported, but according to Sircar (1962,
79) the majority of the few known inscriptions in the bhaik ṣukī
script originate from Uddaṇḍapura, a site not far from
Bodhgayā (about 70km as the crow flies) and featured in the
Sanctum Image Inscription as a place associated with
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Jayasena. The Bhaikṣukī Inscription mentions, in partially
Sanskritised Prakrit, a bhadanta Jayasena who is the donor of
the sculpture, and a king (k ṣādhipati, em. k ṣmādhipati) whose
name is spelt Pūr ṇṇadikrama but was in all probability
meant to be Pūr ṇṇavikrama.
The king is described as śrīsa ṃyyasatu, which Sircar (1962,
80) emends to śrī-sa ṃyya-suta. He too raises the possibility
(ibid., 83) that Pūr ṇavikrama may be ‘the same as
Pūr ṇabhadra of the Chhinda family’, in which case ‘the
doubtful name of his father has to be regarded as wrongly
written’. I agree the name Sa ṃyya is doubtful and believe
that śrīsa ṃyyasatu is probably a scribal mistake for śrī-sa ṃyuta.
(Alternatively, and with a bit of a stretch, the characters that
look like sa ṃyya might be read as or emended to dha ṃmma,
which, adopting Sircar’s emendation of satu to suta, would
agree with the genealogy given in the Sanctum Image
Inscription.) Sircar, however, emphasises (1962, 83) that,
even if this equation is made, Pūr ṇavikrama/Pūr ṇabhadra
‘cannot be regarded as a scion of the family of the Pī ṭhīpati
Senas of Bodhgayā’ and Jayasena of the Bhaik ṣukī
Inscription ‘cannot possibly be identified with Buddhasena’s
son Jayasena who was the lord of Pīṭhī’. His reasoning is that
the date of the Bhaik ṣukī Inscription, which he puts at 1249
ce, falls between the known dates of Buddhasena (1234 from
the Biography of Dharmasvāmin) and Jayasena (1262
according to Sircar’s dating of the Jānībīghā Inscription).
However, this ceases to be a problem thanks to the Sanctum
Image Inscription’s testimony that Buddhasena was not
Jayasena’s father. Sircar additionally believes that Jayasena
of the Bhaiksukī Inscription, described as a bhadanta, must
have been a monk and thus cannot have belonged to a ruling
family, but I do not feel the two are mutually exclusive.
The Jānībīghā Inscription of Jayasena ( JIJ, noticed above
in the context of Buddhasena) is, of course, also a witness of
Jayasena’s rule. In this inscription Jayasena bears the titles
pī ṭhīpati and ācārya. The two terms are clearly two separate
styles of Jayasena ( JIJ, l. 10, pī ṭhīpatir uvācedam ācārya ḥ satyavāg
vacaḥ). The interpretation ‘ācārya of the piṭhīpati’ is impossible
in this case. In addition, Jayasena is referred to as a king
(bhūpati), whereas in the Sanctum Image Inscription he is
simply styled ācārya. The identity of these two Jayasenas is in
my opinion beyond doubt.
Assembling the second part
Several of the inscriptions relevant to the pī ṭhīpatis are dated,
but their dates use controversial reckonings: the
Lak ṣma ṇasena Sa ṃvat (hereafter LS) and the Nirvā ṇa Era
(hereafter NE). The reader is referred to Figure 3.4 for a
visual representation of the hypotheses advanced here.
The Lak ṣma ṇasena Sa ṃvat was often used in medieval
and modern Bengal and Mithilā, but it has long been
recognised that the early epigraphic LS, used exclusively in
the Bodhgayā region and in the timeframe pertinent to this
chapter, has a different epoch than the ‘literary’ LS. As for
the Nirvā ṇa Era, the Gayā Inscription of Puruṣottama is the
sole pre-colonial Indian epigraph that uses it. Theories
about the epochs of both these eras are thus linked to one
another, as well as to pī ṭhīpati history. A concise summary of
these theories is found in Richard Salomon’s Indian Epigraphy
(Salomon 1998, 193–4).

The literary Lak ṣma ṇasena Era’s epoch generally
corresponds to 1118/19 ce, although it seems to vary in some
cases between 1108 and 1119 (Choudhary 1961, 113). This does
not appear to have any factual connection with
Lak ṣma ṇasena, whose reign is now put around 1179 to 1206
ce, but may be connected to slightly varying (and slightly
off ) traditions of his birthdate. Inscriptions dated in LS
include two epigraphs of Aśokacalla that have not yet been
introduced in this chapter. One of these is Aśokacalla’s
Inscription of LS 51 (A51). Engraved on a slab, it records that
Aśokacalla constructed a monastery at Bodhgayā,
accompanied by an endowment to support Si ṃ hala monks
performing rituals there. The second is the Bodhgayā
Inscription of LS 74 (B74), which records offerings made by
the treasurer of Aśokacalla’s younger brother Daśaratha.
Indraji and Tsukamoto read the treasurer’s name as
Saha ṇasāva, but the latter part of the name is clearly pāla in
the facsimile published in Epigraphia Indica (Vidyavinoda
1913–14, pl. 6). Vinoda Vihari Vidyavinoda and Sircar read
Saha ṇapāla, which may be correct, although I believe
Maha ṇapāla is more likely. Daśaratha is described as a
kumāra (B74, l. 3), which implies that Aśokacalla himself was
still reigning in LS 74. Two other inscriptions dated in this
era have already been noticed. The Bhaik ṣukī Inscription of
Pūr ṇavikrama (BIP) was engraved in year 70 of (probably)
the Lak ṣma ṇasena Era, and it mentions bhadanta Jayasena
along with King Pūr ṇavikrama. The Jānībīghā
Inscription of Jayasena, dated LS 83, was issued by pī ṭhīpati
ācārya Jayasena and also mentions his predecessor
Buddhasena.
Since these inscriptions (except for the Bhaik ṣukī
Inscription) use the term atīta-rājye in connection with
Lak ṣma ṇasena, it has been theorised that the epigraphic LS
is reckoned from the end of Lak ṣma ṇasena’s reign around
1200 ce (Majumdar 1943, 233–8). It has also been proposed
(Raychaudhuri 1925) that the LS has nothing to do with
Lak ṣma ṇasena of Bengal but is, instead, connected to a
homonymous pī ṭhīpati. However, Sircar (1958) has shown
that the most likely epoch of the epigraphic LS era is the
accession of Lak ṣma ṇasena around 1179 ce. As he points out
(ibid. 21–2), there is a parallel from the same region and
period for the use of gata in a date reckoned in regnal years of
a king after that king’s death. Additionally (ibid. 26), the
Bodhgayā Inscription of LS 74 states the weekday, which
works out correctly for 1253 ce.
The Gayā Inscription’s date, year 1813 of the Buddha’s
nirvā ṇa (GIP, l. 25, bhagavati parinirv ṛte), is intimately linked to
the question of the LS era. Cornelia Mallebrein has
published a clear and exhaustive overview of the scholarship
concerning the Nirvā ṇa Era, first in German (Mallebrein
1991) and subsequently translated into English by Glen
Wallis (Mallebrein 1995). Her final word on the subject is
that the most likely epoch of the NE as used in this
inscription is 543/544 bce, the date of the parinirvā ṇa as held
by the Sri Lankan tradition. This is plausible since, as the
Jānībīghā Inscription and Aśokacalla’s Inscription of LS 51
show, Si ṃ hala monks had a presence at Bodhgayā in the
period concerned. This would put the NE 1813 inscription at
1269/70 ce, which is thus the latest known date of
Aśokacalla. His earliest is that of LS 51, which is equivalent
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Pālas of Bengal
Rāmapāla
ca. 1072-1126

Gāhaḍavālas
of Kannauj
Chinda Pīṭhīpatis
Kumārapāla ca. 1126-28
Gopāla III ca. 1128-1145

Madanapāla
ca. 1145-1161

AIM: Madanapāla regnal 14 ~1157 CE
pīṭhīpaty-ācārya Devasena

Vallabharāja
ca. 1120-1160
?=Devarakṣita
?=Devasena

KIP: KE 893 ~1141 CE
Vallabharāja of Ratanpur

Deśarāja
ca. 1160-1180

Lakshmaṇasena
ca. 1179-1206

a son (Devasthira?)
ca. 1180-1200

Viśvarūpasena
ca. 1206-?
Keśavasena ~1225

a son (Buddhasena?)
ca. 1200-1240
contemporary
of Aśokacalla

BIP: LS 70 ~1249 CE
kṣmādhipati Pūrṇavikrama; bhadanta Jayasena

Jayacandra
ca. 1170-1190

King
of Kamā
Dharma

never reigned?
Pūrṇabhadra ca. 1240-1255
?=Pūrṇavikrama,Pūrṇarakṣita

Jayasena
ca. 1255-1280,
initial monastic career
from ca. 1245?

RIP: KE 910 ~1158 CE
wife of Vallabharāja of Ratanpur

Vijayacandra
ca. 1155-1170

Senas of Bengal

BDS: 1234 CE
rājā (rgyal po) Buddhasena

JIJ: LS 83 ~1262 CE
pīṭhīpati ācārya Jayasena

Govindacandra
ca. 1110-1155

monastic life as
Dharmarakṣita
ca. 1220-1270

Aśokacalla
ca. 1225-1270
retires
to monastery
in late life?

A51: LS 51 ~1230 CE
Aśokacalla

B74: LS 74 ~1253 CE
Daśaratha, younger brother of Aśokacalla
GIP: NE 1813 ~1269 CE
Aśokacalla; yati Dharmarakṣita; a Chinda narendra

Saṅgharakṣita?
Buddhasena II?
Madhusena?

Figure 3.4 Provisional genealogy of the pīṭhīpati dynasty. Dates shown in ce unless otherwise indicated. Pāla reigns after Dines Chandra Sircar
(1977, 968), Sena reigns after Ramesh Chandra Majumdar (1971, 242), Gāhaḍavāla reigns estimated on the basis of Dhirendra Chandra Ganguly
(Ganguly 1957, 52–4). Chinda and Aśokacalla dates estimated as discussed herein; inscriptional dates as per the respective inscriptions

to 1230 ce reckoned with an epoch of 1179 ce. A reign of 40
or more years, while long, is not implausible.
Adding the testimony of Dharmasvāmin to the picture,
we find 28 years between Buddhasena (whom
Dharmasvāmin met in 1234 ce) and Jayasena (whose
Jānībīghā Inscription is dated LS 83, i.e. 1262 ce). This
appeared perfectly plausible as long as Buddhasena was
believed to be Jayasena’s father. Is it still plausible now that I
have shown that Jayasena’s father was Pūr ṇarakṣita, and
Buddhasena was probably Jayasena’s great-grandfather? I
believe it is. As discussed above, Buddhasena’s reign would
have started around 1200, thus he must have been quite old
when he met Dharmasvāmin. We have no epigraphic record
of his son Dharma as a ruler, but as I have demonstrated, the
inscriptions attesting to the presence of the monk
Dharmarakṣita originate from the precise period in which
Śrī Dharma may be expected to have lived. We know from
the Bodhgayā Inscription of Buddhasena that he was already
active while Buddhasena was on the throne (in the second or
third decade of the 13th century), and we know from the
inscription of NE 1813 that he was Aśokacalla’s guru around
1269. My contention is that because of Buddhasena’s long
reign, his son Dharma never ascended the throne but had,
instead, a long monastic career as Dharmarakṣita.
By the time Buddhasena resigned or died – perhaps
around 1240 – Dharma was already a bhik ṣu-pa ṇḍita, and his

son Pūr ṇabhadra/Pūr ṇarak ṣita (fathered either before
Dharma’s ordainment or, with some leeway in the
interpretation of the term ‘monk’, after it) was old enough to
inherit the crown. It is even possible that the apparently
redundant tad-ātmajas of verse 5 (discussed under
‘Evaluation’ above) is meant to emphasise that Dharma had
a biological son despite being a monk. As attested by the
Bhaik ṣukī Inscription, he was reigning in LS 70, that is, 1249
ce, at this point using the name Pūr ṇavikrama. By this time,
his own son Jayasena was an adult and active as a monk.
Later on (but probably only a short while later, as
Pūr ṇabhadra would have been advanced in years by now),
Jayasena left the monastery to take up the sceptre, and was
pī ṭhīpati in addition to being an ācārya by 1262, when he
issued his inscription of LS 1262. If Dharma never reigned
and Pūr ṇabhadra did so for only a short period, this may
also explain why Jayasena does not mention them in his
Jānībīghā Inscription, naming only his great-grandfather
Buddhasena.
When considering Ghosh’s (1933, 24) suggestion that
Buddhasena and Jayasena may have been monastery heads
and lay rulers simultaneously, like the later Mahants of
Bodhgayā, Sircar (1962, 81) does not reject the notion.
However, he seems preoccupied with the issue that one who
marries cannot be a ‘genuine monk’ (ibid.). I believe, given
the evidence, that several – probably most – members of the
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pī ṭhīpati dynasty held a monastic office before, after or even
during their periods of reign, and also married and fathered
children. The founding father Vallabharāja became pī ṭhīpati
Devarak ṣita, and went on to become pī ṭhīpaty-ācārya
Devasena, but continued to rule in this status.
Dharmarak ṣita was already a monk while Buddhasena was
on the throne, and he was still (or again) a monk much later
near the end of Aśokacalla’s lifespan (and, presumably, in
the reign of Jayasena). Jayasena seems to have begun his
career as bhadanta (BIP, 1249 ce), then went on to become
ācārya (BSI, undated) and pī ṭhīpati ācārya ( JIJ, 1262 ce).
The name and origin of the dynasty
The Sanctum Image Inscription says Vallabharāja belonged
to a dynasty named Chinda and lived in (or hailed from)
Sindhu (BSI, l. C1, sindhau chindānvayajo vallabharājaḥ).
Likewise, the Rāmacarita calls Devarak ṣita a Sindhurāja. As
noted in this connection by Sircar (1962, 82 n. 1), the Chinda
lineage may be of Kar ṇāṭa origin. Sircar in Ramesh
Chandra Majumdar’s The Struggle for Empire (Sircar 1957,
214–18) gives a detailed account of the records of the Sinda
family of Kar ṇāṭaka, whose origin myth derived their name
from that of the river Sindhu. He also notes (ibid., 214–15)
that the Chindaka dynasty of Cakrakoṭṭa is probably
connected to these Sindas, separated from the ancestral
stock before the mid-11th century. Both dynasties claimed to
be of Nāga descent, but the Chindakas are not known to
have derived their name from Sanskrit Sindhu. The
Sanctum Image Inscription implies a Sindhu origin story
(although not necessarily as an etymological derivation of
their clan name), but does not profess Nāga origins. There is
also an earlier epigraph, the Dewal Praśasti of Lalla (DPL),
which speaks of a dynasty of Chinda kings (DPL, l. 3, chindak ṣitīśānvaya ḥ; l. 11, chinda-va ṃśa-). This inscribed stone slab
was discovered between the villages of Dewal and Deoriyā
in the Rohilkhand region of Uttar Pradesh. Dated sa ṃvat
1049, probably of the Vikrama Era, it records three
generations of Chinda chiefs who followed the Śaiva faith.
Whether or not they were related to the Kar ṇāṭa Chindas is
not known. However, their inscription indicates neither
Nāga descent, nor Sindhu origins, as noted already by
Indraji (1881, 345) and Sircar (1962, 82 n. 1).
In addition to the Chinda/Sinda/Sindhu complex, there
is another surname associated with the pī ṭhīpatis. The
Sārnāth Inscription says Devarak ṣita was of the Chikkora
clan, and the name (in the form Cikkora) is confirmed by the
Puru ṣaparīk ṣā. This multiplicity of family names was one of
the factors contributing to the theory that one family of
pī ṭhīpatis replaced another on the throne. However, although
one or another of the names may have been more prevalent
in different periods of the dynasty’s history, Sindhu, Chinda
and C(h)ikkora must all signify the same lineage, since all
three are found applied to early members of the dynasty by
their successors. Kumaradevī, the daughter of Devarak ṣita,
calls her father a Chikkora, while Jayasena, a later
descendant, calls the founder of his dynasty a Chinda of
Sindhu. As the Sanctum Image Inscription shows, Jayasena
is a direct descendant of Vallabharāja, so the only way to
maintain that the Chinda and the Chikkora clans were
separate would be to assume that the Chinda Vallabharāja

whose descendants ruled Pīṭhī (as per the Sanctum Image
Inscription) was a separate personage from his
contemporary the Chikkora pītḥīpati Vallabharāja (as per the
Sārnāth Inscription). This is regardless of whether I am
correct in equating Vallabharāja and Devarak ṣita: if they
were not the same person, they were father and son.
Tracing the origins and family connections of the dynasty
is beyond the scope of this chapter. However, we may
tentatively accept Sircar’s contention that our Chindas were
descended from the Kar ṇāṭa Chindakas (Sircar 1957, 214–
15). Their territory, Cakrakoṭṭa – also known as Cakrakūṭa
– is located in the Bastar region at the southern extremity of
present-day Chhattisgarh (Bhattacharyya 1977, 130–1). A
vernacular form of this toponym may be the origin of the
clan name Cikkora (through *cakkaū ḍa), which could have
become Chikkora through conflation with the original
family name Chinda. Ghosh (1933, 25) thinks along similar
lines, saying ‘Chikkore was perhaps their capital’, but he
does not make the connection between this ‘Chikkore’ and
Cakrakūṭa. Additionally, it must be noted in this context
that Vallabharāja of Ratanpur has no dynastic name;
indeed, he explicitly professes to be of humble origins (AIR,
l. 8, dīne … viśām anvaye). Mirashi (1955, 431) understands this
to mean he was a vaiśya, but a less specific meaning of
‘commoner’ is perhaps more appropriate. Still, we do know
that Vallabharāja’s great-grandfather was already a major
nobleman (AIR, l. 8, sāmanto) and he and all his descendants
up to Vallabharāja served as advisers to the Ratanpur
Kalacuris. His more distant forebears may have been
Chindakas of Cakrakoṭṭa (about 350km to the south of
Ratanpur), or one of them may have acquired this dynastic
title (and the Sindhu origin myth) by marriage.
Sundries
More pīṭhīpatis?
In addition to the names in the Sanctum Image Inscription,
there exist reports of a few other persons who were or may
have been pī ṭhīpatis of this lineage. The commentary of the
Rāmacarita mentions another pī ṭhīpati named Bhīmayaśas,
who was a lord of Magadha and an ally of Rāmapāla
(anchored to the word vandya, ‘laudable’, in RCS 2.5: vandya
iti … bhīmayaśo-’bhidhāno magadhādhipatiḥ pī ṭhīpatiḥ). Although
the locus of this reference precedes the mention of
Devarak ṣita, the temporal order of Rāmapāla’s alliance
with this Bhīmayaśas and his antagonism with Devarak ṣita
is not guaranteed, and the relationship of Bhīmayaśas to
Devarak ṣita is unknown. Konow (1907–8a, 322) believed
that Bhīmayaśas was a supporter of Rāmapāla from the
start, while Devarak ṣita rose against Rāmapāla. (In fact,
Konow sees bhīmayaśas as an epithet and takes this pī ṭhīpati’s
name to be Vīragu ṇa, but this is a mistake. Vīragu ṇa is the
next person in the list of allies and is said to be a southern
ruler, which led Konow to hypothesise that Pīṭhī was
situated in the south.) Conversely, Ghosh (1933, 25) proposes
that Bhīmayaśas may have been Devarak ṣita’s successor,
and his opinion is echoed by Sircar (1962, 83 n. 3; 1973, 49;
1979, 31) and by Sinha (1977, 218).
The only other thing the commentary reveals of
Bhīmayaśas is the slightly opaque epithet kānyakubja-rāja-
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vāhinī-gañjana-bhuja ṅgo, literally ‘a snake (or a bosom friend)
who scorned the King of Kānyakubja’s army’. This evokes
Vidyāpati’s story of Malladeva, who provoked the King of
Kānyakubja to attack Cikkora, then faced the attacking
army alone (see above, under ‘Holding on to Pīṭhī’). A
similar feat of heroism may be the reason why the Rāmacarita
itself calls Bhīmayaśas vandya. As noted above, the tale is
anachronistic and therefore it may record events preceding
Devarak ṣita amalgamated with those of Jayacandra’s time.
Since Bhīmayaśas is not mentioned in our inscription and
his name does not follow any of the patterns seen in pī ṭhīpati
names, I believe he must have ruled Pīṭhī before its conquest
by Vallabharāja, possibly as a member (or collateral issue) of
the ruling dynasty of Gayā. He may have resisted the armies
of Govindacandra who aided Vallabharāja and thus earned
fame in circles loyal to Rāmapāla.
Secondly, Bhattacharya (2000) reports a previously
unknown pī ṭhīpati mentioned in an epigraph that I shall call
the London Dedicatory Inscription (LDI). This brief
inscription, published by Bhattacharya (1995, 2000), is
engraved on the bottom of a bronze votive caitya, in a private
collection in London and without any reported provenance.
It names pīthīpaty-ācārya Sa ṅgharak ṣita and his wife
Saḍ haladevī. The lady’s name is engraved in an incorrect
genitive form, sa ḍhaladevyākāyā. As Bhattacharya (2000, 455)
notes, °devyā ḥ or °devikāyā ḥ would be expected. He tentatively
dates Sa ṅgharak ṣita to the mid-12th century but offers no
convincing argument for this dating (ibid. 456). The
attestation of the name Sa ṅgharak ṣita might be seen as
corroboration for Indraji’s inclusion of a ruler named
Sa ṅgha in the dynasty. However, as I have shown above, the
word sa ṅgha ḥ in the Sanctum Image Inscription belongs to
the first verse and must be a common noun. Therefore, I
believe Sa ṅgharak ṣita was most likely a successor of
Jayasena, although he might instead have been
Buddhasena’s father, to whom I have assigned the name
Devasthira on the basis of Dharmasvāmin’s report.
Thirdly, Tilman Frasch (in Chapter 4 of the present
volume) points out that a Burmese inscription from
Bodhgaya, dated 1298 ce, mentions a certain Putasin,
apparently a local ruler. The name is in all likelihood a
transcription of Buddhasena, yet this ruler cannot be
identical to the Buddhasena whom Dharmasvāmin met in
1234 ce. There is thus a fair chance that another
Buddhasena, possibly of the same dynasty, was in control of
Bodhgayā at the very end of the 13th century.
Finally, Ghosh (1933, 23) observes that the colophon of a
manuscript of the Pañcarak ṣā is dated mahārājādhirāja-śrīmadgau ḍeśvara-madhusena-devakānā ṃ pravarddhamāna-vijaya-rājye
… śakāvdā ḥ 1211. Ghosh argues that this Madhusena
belonged to the lineage of the pī ṭhīpati ācāryas (ibid.). He
offers no evidence for this contention, and the title
Gauḍeśvara is not associated with the pī ṭhīpatis in any known
source. Madhusena may nonetheless be a late sprout of the
Chinda family tree: his date of 1289–90 ce certainly makes
him later than Jayasena, and his use of the honorific devaka
may also be related to the use of devikā by Sa ṅgharak ṣita’s
wife. However, he is in my opinion more likely to be a
descendant of the Senas of Bengal.

Tāranātha’s four Senas
Misra (1996, 153–4) proposes that a list of four kings in
Tāranātha’s History of Buddhism (THB) – the rGya gar chos’
byu ṅ composed in 1608 – may represent the succession of
pī ṭhīpatis. Tāranātha (THB, 320) says ‘Lava ṃsena. His son
was Buddhasena. His son was Haritasena. His son was
Pratītasena. And others.’ The terse ‘And others’ at the end of
the list is problematic, since shortly afterwards Tāranātha
says, ‘After the death of Pratītasena, their line came to an
end.’ Misra uses Anton Schiefner’s translation of Tāranātha
(Schiefner 1869) and, following him, employs the spelling
Lavasena. Lama Chimpa (Chattopadhyaya 1990, 319 and n.
17) spells it Laba ṃsena, where the ‘b’ seems to be a
typographic error, and reports that the Potala palace
edition and Schiefner’s edition, but not his translation, spell
the name as Lava ṃsena. As Misra is first to admit, the only
name here in common with the pī ṭhīpati genealogy is that of
Buddhasena, yet he tentatively also identifies Lava ṃsena as
pī ṭhīpaty-ācārya Devasena, Haritasena as ācārya Jayasena, and
Pratītasena as gau ḍeśvara Madhusena. The names
Tāranātha reports are notoriously inaccurate (for a
discussion of his account of the Pāla kings, see
Majumdar 1971, 166–9), so Misra’s identification cannot be
ruled out solely on the basis of the discrepancy of the
names.
There is another, very similar, list of four Sena kings that
appears earlier in the same chapter of the History:
‘Lavasena’s son was Kāśasena. His son was Ma ṇ itasena. His
son was Rāthikasena’ (THB, 316). Since Tāranātha (THB,
319) also says that the Lava ṃsena introduced above reigned
after the death of Rāthikasena, it is likely that the two
quartets are meant to be separate in spite of their similitude,
and thus Lava ṃsena is not identical to Lavasena. This is the
understanding of Majumdar (1971, 261) as well as of Misra
(1996, 154). But according to Tāranātha (THB, 315),
Lavasena (of the earlier list) was a minister of the Pālas who
usurped the throne one year after Rāmapāla’s death and the
four Senas of that list ruled for no more than 80 years. This
would put Lava ṃsena of the later quartet nearly 80 years
after Rāmapāla, that is, in the early 13th century, whereas
Devasena (i.e. Devarak ṣita) was already ruling in 1157 ce
(according to the Ārmā Inscription), and, if my identification
with Devarak ṣita is accepted, he was very old at that time.
Incidentally, Tāranātha also mentions a son of Rāmapāla
named Yak ṣapāla, who ruled for four years – three in
Rāmapāla’s lifetime and one more – before Lavasena’s coup.
Disregarding the claim of being Rāmapāla’s son, this may
be Yakṣapāla of Gayā (see under ‘Vallabharāja and
Devarak ṣita’ above).
On the other hand, Tāranātha’s two quartets may be
construed as two versions of the same genealogy. Tāranātha
says nothing about the origin of the second quartet, and the
statement that Lava ṃsena came to the throne after the
death of Rāthikasena may be regarded as a mistake (of a
copyist or even of the author) for ‘after the death of
Rāmapāla’. In this case we cannot exclude the possibility
that both are garbled accounts of the succession of
pī ṭhīpatis (although definitely not including gau ḍeśvara
Madhusena, who lived much more than 80 years after
Rāmapāla). This, however, would mean that Tāranātha
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says nothing about the Senas of Bengal, only about the
politically much less significant pī ṭhipati Senas. While this is
not out of the question in a Buddhist chronicle, Tāranātha’s
story of Sena ministers seizing control from the Pālas is more
likely to be connected to the greater Sena dynasty of
Bengal.
Additionally, there remains the possibility that one or
both of Tāranātha’s lists is a mixture of Senas from disparate
dynasties, and at least his Buddhasena is after all pī ṭhīpati
ācārya Buddhasena. Among the others, some may be Bengal
Senas and some others may even be Bodhgayā Senas, but
the list has no utility in corroborating (or negating) any
hypothesis about the succession of pī ṭhīpatis. Kashi Prasad
Jayaswal (1918) believed Buddhasena and Jayasena were
predecessors of the Senas of Bengal, but this idea was
rejected by Nani Gopal Majumdar (1919) and must be
dismissed altogether in light of the dates of Buddhasena and
Jayasena established here. There are, however, some
additional details in Tāranātha’s account that may be
relevant. One (THB, 318) is that during the time of the
(earlier) four Senas, there were many Muslims in East India,
and ‘the king’ (whoever he may have been at the time)
fortified and garrisoned the monasteries of Udda ṇḍapura
and Vikramaśīla. As seen above, the Sanctum Image
Inscription records someone, probably ācārya Jayasena,
doing something at Udda ṇḍapura, which may be a
connection to Tāranātha’s report.
Secondly, Tāranātha (TBH, 319) says that a Muslim king
called ‘the Moon’ (zla ba) destroyed the monasteries of
Udda ṇḍapura and Vikramaśīla. Although the name does
not seem to match, this has been seen as a reference to
Ikhtiyār al-Dīn Mu ḥammad Bakhtiyār Khaljī, who raided
Magadha around 1200 (Majumdar 1957, 39, 122–3). More
likely is that this is a reference to Quṭb al-Dīn Aybak, the
king under whom Bakhtiyār Khaljī served. Quṭb al-Dīn’s
Turkic name Aybak – as kindly noted by Michael Willis –
refers to the lineage or lordship of the moon (Turkish: ay). In
any case, Tāranātha implies that this raid took place during
the reign of Lava ṃsena (of the later quartet). This is
consistent with the assumption that the two Sena quartets
are separate and Lava ṃsena ascended the throne about 80
years after Rāmapāla. I believe the name of Lava ṃsena is a
corruption of Lak ṣma ṇasena, during whose reign this event
happened. The other Senas in Tāranātha’s two lists may
include later pī ṭhīpatis of whom we have no knowledge, or
some of Lak ṣma ṇasena’s successors who left behind few and
controversial epigraphic traces (Majumdar 1971, 249–50).
For example, Kāśasena in the earlier quartet may be
Keśavasena, the son of Lak ṣma ṇasena.
Finally, Tāranātha (THB, 320) mentions that during the
period of Buddhasena, the great pa ṇḍita Rāhulaśrībhadra
resided at Nālandā. This, although not noted by Misra, is
particularly relevant, because Dharmasvāmin, who stayed
at Nālandā shortly after his visit to Bodhgayā, also noted
(BDS, 29, translation, 90) that mahāpa ṇḍita Rāhulaśrībhadra
was in residence there and was honoured by Buddhasena of
Magadha.

Conclusions
Genealogy and chronology
The basic genealogy shown in Table 3.3 may be elaborated
to become the one in Figure 3.4, which shows in my
opinion a more accurate approximation of pī ṭhīpati
genealogy and chronology than any previous attempt. The
most secure conclusions that can be drawn from my reexamination of the Sanctum Image Inscription are that the
pī ṭhīpati family did not include a Sa ṅgha, and Jayasena’s
father was not Buddhasena. Less certain is my claim that
Vallabharāja of Ratanpur, Vallabharāja of Pīṭhī,
Devarak ṣita and Devasena are all one and the same person.
Should later discoveries prove that Devarak ṣita and
Vallabharāja were separate personages, Vallabharāja of
Ratanpur must be discarded as the progenitor of the pī ṭhīpati
dynasty, but the rest of my hypotheses may stand with little
modification.
Equally important and nearly as certain is my conclusion
that there was no ‘coup’ in pī ṭhīpati history. Neither did one
ruling family replace another, nor did former hereditary
teachers supplant their kings; instead, the Chindas,
Chikkoras and pī ṭhīpati ācāryas were all one (and at least
occasionally) happy family. One factor contributing to coup
theories seems to have been the misrepresentation of
Jayasena as the ācārya ‘of’ Pūr ṇabhadra on the basis of the
Sanctum Image Inscription. Another underlying factor may
have been the ambiguity of the term pī ṭhīpaty-ācārya in the
Ārmā Inscription. However, the Jānībīghā Inscription,
which uses pī ṭhīpati and ācārya as separate titles, shows that
this is not a tatpuru ṣa compound. A third, and perhaps most
important, factor would have been the diversity of name
endings used by pī ṭhīpatis, in particular the perception that
the ending sena was used consistently by later rulers but
never by the early ones. But it turns out that this perception
is wrong. Many of these rulers had several bynames with
varying endings, and even if most or all of my identifications
are rejected, we can be certain that Devasena was an early
pī ṭhīpati, while Sa ṅgharak ṣita (not a sena) was in all
probability a very late one. And, if Sa ṅgharak ṣita should
after all turn out to be an early ruler, his use of the title ācārya
becomes a different nail in the coffin of the coup theory. In
addition, my reconstruction of the genealogy shows that
Pūr ṇabhadra was also called Pūr ṇarak ṣita and
Pūr ṇavikrama, but never *Pūr ṇasena, even though he
stands betwixt Buddhasena and Jayasena.
The hypotheses laid out here also serve as some
corroboration of the Lakṣmaṇasena Saṃvat’s epoch around
1179 ce and the Nirvā ṇa Era’s epoch around 544 bce. This is
admittedly circular evidence, but the internal consistency of
the theory drawn up on the basis of these dates is a factor in
favour of it. My genealogy, however, cannot be used to
eliminate the hypothesis that the LS reckoning commenced
around 1200. This is, nonetheless, unlikely in view of Sircar’s
(1958) arguments and the fact that Lakṣmaṇasena’s reign did
not end around 1200 as previously believed, but lasted until
1206 or so. And even if that era’s correct epoch were 1200 or
thereabouts, my conclusions herein are not greatly affected:
Aśokacalla would probably boast a shorter reign, and
Pūr ṇabhadra’s and Jayasena’s dates would need to be moved
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forward by about 20 years, which could then imply that
Dharmarakṣita did, after all, spend some time on the throne.
Pīṭhīpati politics
The sway of the pī ṭhīpatis probably only occasionally
extended beyond the environs of Bodhgayā. Amar (2016)
points out that local power arrangements between the rulers
of Gayā and those of Pīṭhī did not follow a clear top-down
hierarchy in the days of Rāmapāla and Madanapāla.
Presumably each managed their own internal affairs, with
only a nominal nod, if that, to Pāla suzerainty. As already
noted in passing, the Rāmacarita commentary explains the
word pī ṭhīpati as ‘lord of Magadha’ (to RCS 2.5,
magadhādhipatiḥ pī ṭhīpatiḥ; to RCS 2.8, pī ṭhīpatir
magadhādhipo), and Dharmasvāmin also records that
Buddhasena styled himself ‘lord of (all) Magadha’ (ma ga dha
cig gi bdag po, ‘lord of Magadha’, Roerich 1959, 13, l. 4; or ma
ga dha cog gi bdag po, ‘lord of all Magadha’, Zongtse 1981, 52, l.
6). However, we need not be taken in by such claims, and ‘a
lord of Magadha’ must be a much better translation than ‘the
Lord of Magadha’. There are no indications of pī ṭhīpati rule
from other parts of Magadha, while we do know that similar
titles were used in the same period by other localised
Magadhan rulers. Thus, the ruler Var ṇamāna is called
magadheśvara in the Govindpur Inscription of Śaka 1059, that
is, 1137–8 ce (Kielhorn 1894).
Being petty rulers in turbulent times, the pī ṭhīpatis seem
to have shifted their political allegiance repeatedly. The
early pī ṭhīpatis professed fealty to Pāla rule (as shown
explicitly by the Ārmā Inscription and implicitly by
Devarak ṣita’s espousal of Maha ṇa’s daughter), albeit they
probably did so reluctantly, as implied by Devarak ṣita’s
earlier war against Maha ṇa and his presumable alliance
with Govindacandra. If my speculation about the origin of
the Malladeva story in the Puru ṣaparīk ṣā is correct, this
alliance with the Gāhaḍ avālas continued down to the days
of Jayacandra.
It is, however, also conceivable that Jayacandra had
dispensed with his grandfather’s support of Devarak ṣita and
his march on Bodhgayā was one of conquest. There is
evidence of Jayacandra’s presence – or at least his influence
– in Bodhgayā in the form of an inscription (BIJ) according
to which the initiating preceptor (dīk ṣā-guru) of Jayaccandra
[sic], King of Kāśī, consecrated a cave in the 1240s of the
Vikrama Era (the end of the date, expressed in words, is
lost), that is, the late 1180s or the very early 1190s ce. At a
slightly later time, Lak ṣma ṇasena of the Sena dynasty of
Bengal is known to have carried out a successful campaign
against the Gāhaḍ avālas of Kāśī (probably Jayacandra), and
may have wrested control of Bodhgayā from them
(Majumdar 1971, 233). The reason why we have no
epigraphs of Deśarāja or his son may be that their territory
was directly controlled first by Jayacandra and later by
Lak ṣma ṇasena, and the factual dominion of these pī ṭhīpatis
did not extend far beyond the monastery itself. A scouring of
Pāla, Gāhaḍ avāla and Sena records may turn up additional
references to the Chindas now that the names of the latter
are more accurately known than before.
Buddhasena probably regained some measure of
independence when Lak ṣma ṇasena’s rule was weakened or

toppled by Bakhtiyār Khaljī. If direct control over the
Bodhgayā region passed from the hands of Lak ṣma ṇasena
to those of Buddhasena, a garbled memory of this event may
be preserved in Tāranātha’s History according to which
Buddhasena was the son of Lava ṃsena. Late in
Buddhasena’s reign, Dharmasvāmin at first found
Bodhgayā deserted, as Buddhasena had ‘fled from fear of
the Turuṣka soldiery’ and only returned after some time
(BDS, 13, translation, 64). It is nonetheless conceivable that,
in between raids, Buddhasena could control his land
without being imposed upon by any higher power. After
Buddhasena’s death (possibly in another raid after
Dharmasvāmin’s departure), his son the monk
Dharmarak ṣita and his grandson Pūr ṇabhadra may have
fled to Kamā to take shelter under Aśokacalla, and returned
shortly afterwards to retake Pīṭhī with the aid of Aśokacalla.
Pūr ṇabhadra may have changed his name to Pūr ṇavikrama
in honour of their victory.
They may also have received aid (or at least subsequent
sanction) from a member of the later Sena dynasty (about
which very little is known apart from the names of
Lak ṣma ṇasena’s sons, Viśvarūpasena and Keśavasena). The
Sanctum Image Inscription describes Jayasena as
kumārasenāsanadyotaḥ, ‘a light on the throne of Kumārasena’.
Previous scholars writing about pī ṭhīpati history appear to
have ignored Kumārasena completely, except for
Bhagwānlāl Indraji who says Jayasena was ‘a disciple of’
Kumārasena (1881, 345), a claim that I fail to understand
unless he meant it the other way round. Jayasena may have
been a preceptor to this Kumārasena (as Dharmarak ṣita
was to Aśokacalla), or he may have been Kumārasena’s
vassal, or both at the same time. While there is no direct
evidence for Kumārasena’s identity (which is likely to be the
reason for earlier scholars’ silence), I contend he was
probably a descendant of Lak ṣma ṇasena. Although my
suggestion of Sena involvement is speculative and may be
negated by new discoveries concerning the later Senas, it
would explain why the latter pī ṭhīpatis used the
Lak ṣma ṇasena Era, and also why they did so only from
Buddhasena’s time onwards.
While the time must have been rife with tension between
the local rulers and the Muslim conquerors, it was evidently
not one of continuous conflict. Tāranātha says his Senas ‘had
to obey the Turuṣkas’ (TBH, 320), yet Pūrṇavikrama,
Aśokacalla and Jayasena could sponsor buildings and
sculptures at Bodhgayā. The mention of Uddaṇḍapura in our
inscription also implies restorative work on the monastery
there (although it may, instead, refer to a battle or fortification).
This indicates that at least occasionally the Buddhists could
continue with their works, even if they themselves expressed
wonderment at this achievement: ‘Though the Sage’s teaching
had declined, he achieved an improvement of its standing,
which is greatly astonishing in this hard-to-forestall age of
Kali’ (GIP, l. 17–18, … bhraṣṭe muneḥ śāsane sthityoddhāram asau
cakāra paramāścaryyaṃ kalau durjjaye).
Note
1. Research for this chapter was carried out under ERC synergy grant
609823 with final revisions carried out by the author under ERC
synergy grant 809994.
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Chapter 4
Early Burmese
Inscriptions from
Bodhgayā
Tilman Frasch

For Burmese Buddhists, Bodhgayā – the site of the Buddha’s
enlightenment and presumed place where Buddhism
originated – held a special position, enjoying veneration and
maintenance over centuries. This relationship dates back to
the 11th century, when the first mission despatched by a
Burmese king arrived there, and continued throughout the
Pagan period (11th–13th centuries) and beyond. Royal
ambassadors and private pilgrims alike went there for
veneration and more importantly to maintain the temple
through donations and repairs. Evidence of their efforts is a
small set of artefacts with inscriptions, probably dating from
the 11th to the 13th centuries. This investigation is limited to
the Burmese inscriptions of the Pagan period, but it should
be noted that a few records from the 19th century are known
(Singh 2016, 378–80 and 408–7; Upinder Singh’s summary
of and comments on the long inscription from the 1290s,
ibid., 377–8, are off the mark).
The inscriptions of the Pagan period consist of votive
tables, one (or more) inscribed bricks, an umbrella bearing a
date and the name of the donor or owner, and most
importantly, a long inscription on ‘black marble’ recording
the visit of two monks from Burma (Myanmar), who carried
out repairs to the Mahābodhi temple in the late 13th
century. This latter inscription is the focus of this
contribution, as it is important not only for the history of
early Myanmar and its relations with Bodhgayā, but also
contains information relevant for the history of Bodhgayā
(and, by implication, the history of India) at that time. This
chapter begins with a brief survey of the short inscriptions
found on various objects, but then focuses on the longer
Burmese record. It first looks at its text and context, then
discusses briefly its bearing on Myanmar/late Pagan period,
and finally (and most importantly) examines what the
inscription has to contribute to Indian history.
Shorter inscriptions
The Indian Museum at Calcutta (Kolkata) holds two clay
tablets of Burmese origin found at Bodhgayā. Both show the
image of a seated Buddha surrounded by miniature stūpas on
the obverse and bear a short inscription in Old Mon on the
side. They are discussed in Chapter 9 in the present volume,
along with the corresponding example in the British Museum.
Their donor was the monk Mahādeva, of whom little else is
known, although he may be identical with the eponymous
monk mentioned in an inscription coming from a Buddhist
establishment at Kyaukse (Upper Burma; Blagden 1923, 70–3).
The use of the Old Mon language for these writings indicates
that they were made during the 11th to the mid-12th centuries,
when Old Mon was the preferred language in Pagan.
Alexander Cunningham (1892, pl. XXIX) shows a brick
with Burmese writing on it, which is said to have come from
the pinnacle of the temple. A version of this plate is
preserved in the Cunningham archive at the British
Museum and illustrated here in Figure 4.1. Unfortunately,
deciphering this inscription is difficult because a few letters
on the right-hand side have broken off and possibly more text
is missing on the left-hand side and, above all, it is in a poor
state of preservation; our problems are exacerbated by the
small size and poor photographic reproduction. The script is
a regular square Burmese of the 13th or 14th century, and
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Figure 4.1 Alexander Cunningham,
mock-up for Cunningham’s book
Mahâbodhi but never published. This
illustrates a short Burmese
inscription incised on a brick
allegedly from the pinnacle of the
temple, accompanied by
Cunningham’s reading. British
Museum, 1897,0528,0.23, bequeathed
by Augustus Wollaston Franks

the text reads latta s(i) a ca tu pa …, with variae lectiones being
l(e)tta ññ(a) rā ca ku va respectively. If there is a circle above tu,
this could render tuiv (the plural suffix) or possibly kuiv (dative
case), but none of these suggestions makes much sense. It is
possible the writing was incised in the bricks after the
completion of the masonry, so the full text may have run
across several bricks.
A fragment of a frieze that once surrounded the temple or
one of the lateral stūpas, now kept in Berlin, also contains
several Burmese letters (Bautze-Picron 1998, 139). Again, the
inscription is too fragmentary and too obliterated to allow
meaningful decipherment. Although the letters are
‘Burmese’, those that can be read do not appear to be in the
Burmese language. It is possible – but this is no more than
speculation – the language is Old Mon, scratched into the
frieze by the monk Mahādeva (or one of his companions, if
any) on the occasion of their earlier visits.
This takes us to the last and perhaps most complicated
inscribed item, a small golden, gem-studded umbrella,
which was found ‘about 8 feet below the [then] level of the
compound immediately west of the temple’ (Cunningham
1892, 75). The object and its inscriptions are shown here in
Figure 4.2, the illustration taken from Cunningham’s

notebook on Buddhism kept at the British Museum. The
umbrella bears two inscriptions, one each in Burmese and
Bengali, as well as two dates, neither of which seem to agree.
The reading is hampered by Cunningham’s
transcription, bearing in mind that he did not know
Burmese. The Burmese text on the umbrella reads (sa)karaj
(6)55 khu || siri dhammarājaguru || mahāthiññ. An alternative
reading, as proposed by Gordon H. Luce, differs in two
instances: (sa)karaj (655) khu || siri dhammarājāguru || … kusuil
|| (Luce 1976, 39). The Sanskrit version begins with what
appears to be the date sam[vat] 397, which is followed by the
same phrase Śrī Dharmarājāguru, a double da ṇḍa and the
syllables mahā-. This would suggest a continuation -thera, but
the reading looks more like revatā, which would render the
name Mahā-Revatā for the monk. The rest of this line and its
continuation in the lower row is mostly illegible.
One would expect the two inscriptions on this umbrella
to be related to each other, with one giving an explanation
or translation of the other. This interpretation is supported
by the appellation of the chief monk, Siri Dhammarājāguru,
and its Sanskrit equivalent Śrī Dharmarājāguru. On the other
hand, however, neither the name of the monk nor the dates
seem to agree. This question could be solved eventually with
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Figure 4.2 A page from Alexander
Cunningham’s notebook on
Buddhism with a photograph of a
small gem-studded umbrella
made of gold bearing short
inscriptions in Burmese and
Bengali accompanied by
Cunningham’s reading of the
inscription. British Museum,
1897,0528,0.141, bequeathed by
Augustus Wollaston Franks

the help of an improved reading of the Sanskrit text. With
regard to the date, a search for a solution will also require us
to determine which of the various computations of time
current at Bodhgayā were used. Apart from the Burmese
Era (or Culasakkaraj) of 638 ce, these include the Buddhist
and Lak ṣma ṇasena Eras, the starts of which have not been
established. Earlier calendars, notably the Gupta and
Kalachuri Eras, can be excluded.
Context and text of the ‘long inscription’
This inscription (shown here in Figure 4.1) was ‘discovered’
by a Burmese embassy to the Governor-General of India,
sent out in 1833 by the Burmese king Bagyidaw (r. 1819–37).
The mission was despatched in the aftermath of the first
Anglo-Burmese War at a time when both sides were striving
to bring their relations back to normal. The mission
included a small guard of Englishmen under Captain
George Burney, the younger brother of Lieutenant-Colonel
Henry Burney, who served as the British Resident to the
Court of Ava. The two Burmese envoys used the trip to
India for a visit to Bodhgayā, where they probably alerted
their British watchdog to earlier visits by Burmese pilgrims,
referring to artefacts and inscriptions left in situ. George sent
a copy of the inscription to his brother Henry, who later
published a reading and explanation of the text in the Asiatic
Researches (Burney 1836 [2003], 161–89). This was one of the
earliest translations of a Burmese inscription into English.
Henry Burney had taken a keen interest in Burmese history
and historiography, but it is very likely the information he
gave in his publication of 1836 was provided to him by
Burmese scholars at the court of Ava.
The two monks were among a series of Burmese visitors
who arrived at Bodhgayā in the 18th and 19th centuries,

with another notable mission following in the years 1871–3
(Leider 2005–6, 156–202; Trevithick 1999, 635–56, esp. 648–
51). On this latter occasion, the monks also tried to carry out
repairs at the temple, but were eventually stopped by the
British district officer (and later the archaeological officer)
for allegedly spoiling the temple’s decoration and
architecture. Their work triggered British interest in the
exploration and conservation of the site, resulting in
publications by Rājendralāla Mitra and Alexander
Cunningham, both of which contain sections dealing with
the early Burmese inscriptions (Mitra 1878, 208–10;
Cunningham 1892, 75–7). The last of the ‘early’ readings and
translations of the main inscription was provided by Taw
Sein Ko, then Acting Director of the Archaeological Survey
of Burma, in his Annual Report for 1911–12 (Taw Sein Ko 1912,
18–19).
The controversial points these early translations raised
and discussed are interrelated and concern the date and the
name of one of the rulers mentioned. Beginning with
Burney, all early scholars read the name in lines 9–10 as Pyūta-sin Ma ṅ or ‘Lord of 100.000 Pyu’. This ruler was identified
as King Alaungsithu (r. 1112/4–c. 1168 ce) because of the
15th-century royal cradle song Yakhaing Min-thami Eg yin
(Rakhui ṅ-ma ṅ:-samī:-ekhya ṅ:), in which the Pagan king
Alaungsithu (c. 1114–c. 1168) is referred to as Pyū-ta-sin Ma ṅ.
As it is unlikely that Burney would have known this poem, it
seems (as just noted) that he relied in his translation and
explanation of the inscription on information provided by
Burmese scholars (Atu Min Nyo 1985, 8, stanza 16; note the
misprint phrū for pyū here). This identification of the king
appears to have informed Burney’s initial reading of the two
dates in lines 11–12 as 467 and 468. Although the dates were
corrected to 657 (or 667) and 660 (or 668), the misreading of
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the king’s name persisted in subsequent publications. This
controversy about the name and dates was finally laid to rest
by Luce in 1976, when he gave the correct readings Putasin
Ma ṅ for the ruler and 65(7) and 660 for the dates (Luce 1976,
40–2). Luce’s translation was taken over by Tsering
Gonkatsang and Michael Willis (2013, 429–39). A slightly
different translation has been provided by Than Tun (1991,
112). Despite these and further efforts, and my brief
summary of the current state of research to introduce the
republication of Burney’s article in the SOAS Bulletin of Burma
Studies (Burney 1836 [2003], 9–10), wrong readings of the
dates and the king’s name continue to appear in academic
literature (e.g. see Ahir 1994, 71–4, and Goh 2015, 54).
Following Luce, a correct translation would therefore read
like this:
The [temple] standing at the site of the giving of alms-rice,
which was among the 84,000 cetis built by Asoka, lord of
Jambudipa, in the 218th year of the Buddha Sasana, had
become ruined in the course of time. It was repaired by the
monk Pa ṁsukū. Having become ruined again, it was repaired by
Satuiw Ma ṅ. Having fallen into ruin once more, the dhammāraja
(tryā-ma ṅ) [bearing the title] ‘Lord of the White Elephant’ sent,
on his behalf, his teacher Siri Dhammarājaguru and pupil Kassapa.
They had the funds, but could not do [the work], [until] on the
occasion of giving alms to Vanavāsi Thera, Putasin Ma ṅ said ‘go
ahead’ and gave permission to the ‘young lord’ [i.e. Kassapa] and
the lord Mahathera [Dhammarājaguru]. Work was resumed on
Friday, 10th day waxing moon of month Pyatho in the year 657
of the Myanmar Era [16 December 1295] and [concluded] on
Sunday, 8th day waxing moon of Tazaungmon in the year 660
[12 October 1298] with an offering (read lhū for lha) of many flags
and streamers, 1,000 rice offerings and 1,000 oil lights. Two
children adopted as ‘son’ and ‘daughter’ [were offered], also a
wish-fulfilling tree (pataññsā pa ṅ) hung with flowers of gold and
silver, cups and lower garments. So that there will be permanent
offerings of food and clothing, they bought land, serfs and cattle
and donated them [to the temple]. As for this good deed, we
want to attain nibbān and we want to become arahats at the time
of Metteyya Buddha.

Bodhgayā and Pagan
As the connections between Bodhgayā and Pagan have been
dealt with at length elsewhere (Frasch 1998, 69–93; Frasch,
2000, 41–50), the contribution of the above inscription to
that relationship can be summarised here rather briefly.
However, the following considerations should start with a
caveat regarding the basic assumption of the above (and
earlier) interpretations, that the statements made by the two
monks from Burma refer to Burmese engagement with the
Mahābodhi temple and hence reflect what they knew before
visiting the site in the late 13th century. Alternatively, one
could assume that the monks repeated the story of the
temple from its founding by King Aśoka through to earlier
repairs as it was told to them on their visit. But there are a
number of peculiarities that point to the former assumption
being more likely. Above all, this concerns the tradition of
‘rag-wearing’ monks (pa ṁsukūlin), which was quite common
at Pagan, where several monks bore that epithet, usually in
recognition of their austere, ascetic way of living (see Luce
and Pe Maung Tin 1933–56, vol. 4, pl. 378b, hereafter cited
‘Pl. IV 378b’ etc., and Nyein Maung and Aung Thaw 1972,
vol. 1, 274). In addition, Pa ṁsukū monks are styled in the

chronicles as strict renouncers of the world and a source of
spiritual power as opposed to political power. They could
therefore challenge kings for their moral failures (see Luce
and Pe Maung Tin 1960 [1923], 132, 147–8, 178). Pa ṁsukūlins
are also known from Sri Lanka, where they flourished
during the Anuradhapura period, but the tradition seems to
have disappeared there around the 10th or 11th century
(Gombrich 2006 [1988], 156–7). In India the habit of ragwearing does not seem to have been widespread – an
observation is inferred from the absence of references to the
tradition in standard accounts of Indian Buddhism. Recent
research suggests that it was a Theravadin form of asceticism
(dhuta ṅga) but the point merits further investigation (Langer
2014, 125–44).
Secondly, the term satuiw-ma ṅ, ‘Our Lord’ or ‘His
Majesty’, only makes sense in Burmese culture, where it has
been common since the Pagan period and usually refers to a
well-known ruler. Finally, the Burmese monks used their
own calendar, the Burmese (or Culasakkaraj) Era, for the
dating of the inscription, preferring it to all of the other eras
current in North India and at Bodhgayā at the time. These
would have been the Lak ṣma ṇasena Era (of Aśokacalla’s
copper plate inscription), the Buddhist Era used by
Puruṣottamasi ṃ ha (Mallebrein 1991, 344–57) and the era
used by the Sinhalese pilgrim Mahānāma in his record from
the year 267 (Lévi 1929, 35–47; Fleet 1888, 274–9; Tournier
2014, 1–60). An argument for the last era (still undetermined
in my view) is certainly weaker than the previous two, but it
reinforces them as it indicates that the Burmese visitors had
indeed brought to Bodhgayā much of their own ‘intellectual
baggage’.
It is against this backdrop that we can attempt to align
the information given in the inscription with the two royal
missions from Pagan known from other sources. The first
mission recorded in the inscription was very likely the one
dispatched by King Kyanzittha (r. 1084–c. 1112) in the late
11th century, who stated in one of his own records that he
had sent money and gifts for the repair of the Sri Bajras, that
is, the vajrāsana (Blagden 1920, 163–4). As Old Mon was the
dominant language during Kyanzittha’s reign, the votive
tablets bearing the signature, also in Old Mon, of Mahādeva
(mentioned above) may have been made to record this
mission. Another royal mission from Pagan seems to have
resulted in the construction of a replica of the Mahābodhi
temple at Pagan, where it was built right in the centre of the
walled city. Traditional Burmese accounts and a much later
inscription inside the temple attribute this work of merit to
King Jeyyasingha-Nadaungmya (r. 1211–c. 1230/31; Luce and
Pe Maung Tin 1960 [1923], 154; Duroiselle 1921, no. 12720).
The third royal embassy in the late 13th century provided
the occasion for the writing of the inscription under
consideration. It had been commissioned by a king styled
‘Lord of the White Elephant’, a royal epithet that came into
use around this period. The king reigning at the time the
mission visited Bodhgayā was Kyawzwa, who had come to
the throne in 1289. Luce therefore attributed the
consignment of the mission to him, although the king never
seemed to have used the epithet ‘Lord of the White
Elephant’ in any other of his (few) inscriptions (Luce 1976,
39). Other names and titles under which Kyawzwa was
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known are Shwe-nan-shin (Rhuy-nan-sya ṅ, ‘Lord of the
Golden Palace’), Nan-kya-min (Nan-kla-ma ṅ, ‘Dethroned
King’) and perhaps also Tala-thugyi (Talā-sū-krī, ‘Headman
of Tala’ (see Luce 1969–70, ‘Names, Titles and Regnal Date
of the Kings of Pagan’, enclosure to vol. 2, folder at end).
In contrast to Kyawzwa, Sīhasū, the youngest of the
three Shan brothers who became kingmakers at Pagan after
the Mongols had withdrawn from the city, not only used the
title ‘Lord of the White Elephant’ in his inscriptions
frequently, but also claimed to be ‘king’ (ma ṅ-krī) of Pagan in
1298 ce, having dethroned Kyawzwa (Kingship in Pl. III
285, l. 2–3 [1296]; first usage of epithet ‘Lord of the White
Elephant’ in Pl. IV 403a, l. 3 [1306]). No matter whether it
was Kyawzwa or Sīhasū who sent the mission to Bodhgayā,
the symbolic assumption of patronage over the site of
enlightenment may have served to reinforce their claim to
kingship in a time of contested succession. In this, they
possibly followed the example set by King Kyanzittha, who
had done the same not long after he had become king in the
late 11th century. This connection between religious
patronage and legitimation of kingship is explored by
Tilman Frasch (1996, 88–9).
However, this focus on the role of the kings in sending
missions to Bodhgayā should not make us overlook the fact
that interest in Bodhgayā and the Mahābodhi temple was
deeply embedded in Pagan society. For example, the
characteristic feature of the Mahābodhi temple, its
pyramidal temple tower (śikhara), was relatively common in
the architecture of the Pagan period, both at the capital and
at provincial towns such as Sale. Although dating the Pagan
temples is difficult due to the lack of a proper survey, some of
these Mahābodhi-type spires seem to have appeared in the
architecture of the city before the full replica was built in the
early 13th century (Frasch 2000, 45). Moreover, Burmese
monks and laymen seem to have gone on pilgrimages to
Bodhgayā quite often all through the Pagan period. For
instance, an old courtier stated in 1248 that he had
sponsored no fewer than three journeys to the ‘land of the
Buddha’ (pu-rhā-praññ), the Burmanised equivalent for the
term Majjhimadesa of the classical Buddhist literature, clearly
centred on Bodhgayā (Pl. III 308, l. 16 [1248]). In 1256 a ‘rich
person’ (probably a merchant), who had come from
Majjhimadesa, enshrined the two relics he had brought
from Bodhgayā – possibly leaves from the Bodhi tree or
votive tablets – in the stūpa he had built at Chaung-U (Lower
Chindwin district, Pl. IV 471, l. 5–9 [1256]). The references
to monks or laymen having ‘reached the Buddha’ (pu-rhā
rok), which are rather frequent throughout the Pagan period
and beyond, are an obvious parallel to the label ‘reached
Sihala’ (sihuil rok) used both by inscriptions and chronicles
for pilgrims who had gone to La ṅ kā (see, for example, Luce
and Pe Maung Tin 1960 [1923], 144, referring to the
Theingo-yauk monastery, named after the monks who had
returned from Sihala). Moreover, we also have two
inscriptions from Halin, in which people recorded their
financial contributions to a joint trip (Nyein Maung and
Aung Thaw 1972, vol. 1, 189). There is one more yet unedited
inscription inside the inscription shed at Halin that appears
to record a similar financial agreement among sponsors and
participants of a pilgrimage.

Taken together, the evidence from the Pagan period
demonstrates that Burmese Buddhists had an on-going,
deep-rooted interest in Bodhgayā and the Mahābodhi
temple, which continued even after North India had come
under the dominion of the sultans of Delhi in the early 13th
century. Their rule made trips for Buddhists from Pagan
doubtlessly a dangerous undertaking and very likely an
expensive one too. The reconstruction of the Mahābodhi
temple at Pagan by King Nadaungmya may also have been
an attempt to rescue the temple from imminent destruction
and keep it accessible for Buddhists from Myanmar and
other parts of South and South East Asia (Frasch 2000, 46).
Implications for Indian history
The final section of this chapter looks at the information the
long inscription provides for Indian history. Three aspects
are considered here: the repairs to the temple, the
identification of the (apparently local) ruler Putasin Man,
and the monk Vanavāsi Thera, who helped the Burmese
monks get started. Beginning with the first, the inscription
lists (as shown above) three missions, which follow a similar
pattern: the original temple fell into disrepair three times,
and on each occasion a monk and/or the king had it
repaired. Lest not interpretations go too far, the range of
meanings of the verbs used here needs to be established. The
first, phyak, does not cause much trouble, as it means
‘damage, break, destroy’, but the second, pru, has a much
broader range, beginning with ‘do, make’. In conjunction
with phyak it can indeed mean ‘repair, restore’, but this may
also come in the form of ‘decorate, adorn, whitewash, clean
up’ and the like. In other words, if we do not know the
degree of dilapidation or disintegration into which the
temple had fallen, the exact measure and scope of the
‘repairs’ carried out by the Burmese monks cannot be
determined either. Any claim that these repairs came in
response to damage done by the Muslim conquerors
therefore runs the risk of overexploiting the contents of the
inscription.
This word of caution particularly relates to an
architectural feature of the Mahābodhi temple attributable
to Burmese workmanship, namely the triple vault in the cell
on the first storey. The true vault is rare in Indian
architecture, which the Mahābodhi temple shares with the
temple at Bhitargaon near Kanpur, monasteries at Nālandā
and at Ratnagiri (Orissa), and possibly Somapur monastery
in Bengal. This peculiarity of the Mahābodhi temple has
already been noted by Cunningham (1892, 85). In contrast to
India, the true vault is very common in the monuments of
Pagan since the 11th century, where it was employed in
virtually every single temple and numerous monastic cells
(Pichard 1993, 86–109). The Ānanda temple, presumably
consecrated around 1090–1 ce, can serve as a benchmark
here, as it was not only the first monumental temple of Pagan
but also employed vaults in all corridors, porches and the
niches above its four images. As King Kyanzittha’s mission
to Bodhgayā took place not long after the completion of the
Ānanda – Luce (1969–70, vol. 1, 63) has suggested a date
before 1098 ce – it is tempting to argue that the construction
technology was transferred from Pagan to Bodhgayā on this
(or any of the two later) missions. However, this is only
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speculation at the moment and requires further research and
substantiation. It is also unclear if the brick wall on the north
side of the temple, which was removed in the late 19th
century, was a result of repairs carried out by one of the
Burmese missions (see the illustrations in Chapter 1 in the
present volume). As mentioned by Sam van Schaik in
Chapter 5, the northern terrace and stairs leading up to it
were noted by Tibetan visitors in the mid-18th century.
The second piece of information the inscription provides
for Indian history is the name Putasin. As stated, there can
be no doubt about the reading of this name, and the syntax
of the sentence makes it clear that the person concerned
must have been a local Indian potentate, as he was in a
position to allow the work of the two Burmese visitors to
commence. This evidence points at the dynasty of spiritual
overseers of the Mahābodhi temple during the 13th century
known as the pī ṭhīpati ācāryas, a topic dealt with by Dániel
Balogh in Chapter 3 in the present volume. Many of the
pī ṭhīpati names ended with -sena and this lends further weight
to the assumption that it was a member of this dynasty who
gave permission to the Burmese monks, because the Skt/
Pali term -sena is occasionally spelt -sin in Pagan epigraphic
Old Burmese. For instance, the name Acalasena is
habitually spelt Acalasin (Pl. I 105b, l. 13 [1239]; Pl. II 222a, l.
6 and 15 [1268]; Pl. IV 397b, l. 6 [1340]. Similarly, the name
of the minister Mitrasenajaya was usually spelt Mit(t)
rasincaññ (Pl. I 41, l. 3 [1216]; Pl. IV 371a, l. 5 [1219]).
The first part of the ruler’s name could either be Putta(Putra-) or Buddha-. In the case of the latter, which is also
Luce’s tentative suggestion (Luce 1976, 39), he can hardly be
identical with the pī ṭhīpati ācārya Buddhasena who met the
Tibetan pilgrim Dharmasvāmin during his visit to
Bodhgayā in 1234–5 (Roerich 1959, xv–xviii and 64; and
Chapter 3 in the present volume). Buddhasena is known too
from inscriptions dating from the mid-13th century (Sircar
1978; Sircar 1979, 29–34). At any rate, the Burmese
inscription not only provides another member of this
dynasty in addition to the Devasena, Buddhasena and
Jayasena proposed by Sircar (1979, 31), but also illustrates
that they were still in power at the end of the 13th century,
that is, after the alleged takeover of the region by the Muslim
rulers. To put the matter in a different way, we must
conclude that the Putasin in the Burmese inscription records
a second Buddhasena in the late 13th century, after the time
of Jayasena (c. 1255–80).
The final piece of information from the inscription to
merit consideration concerns the monk Vanavāsi. Clearly
not his personal monastic name, this is either an affiliation to
a certain group within the sa ṃgha or an indication of his
place of origin. As an affiliation, it would apply to monks
usually dwelling in a grove (vana), although we would
normally expect this dwelling to be a forest (arañña), as groves
were permitted to monks as places of residence in the
Vinaya. In contrast to the ‘forest dwelling’ – an ascetic
practice that became a reform movement of the sa ṃgha in Sri
Lanka and South East Asia from the late 12th century –
‘grove dwelling’ never became a distinct practice nor did the

monks who dwelt in groves form a separate group within the
sa ṃgha. Note, however, that there was no clear distinction
between the vanavāsi and araññavāsi traditions, although by
the 13th century the latter term and tradition were more
common, at least in Pagan (Frasch 1996, 291–8). It therefore
seems best to interpret Vanavāsi as a geographical place
name, referring possibly to the old Kadamba capital of
Banavasi in Kar ṇāṭaka. The Kadambas flourished from the
4th to the 6th century ce, and a local Kadamba dynasty was
still in western India in the 13th century. Banavasi was no
longer its seat of authority, but the city continued as a
religious centre and lived on in Buddhist memory as the area
to where the monk Rakkhita – one of the missionaries
emerging from Aśoka’s Third Buddhist Council at
Pāṭaliputra – had been sent (Geiger 1912, chap. 12, verse 4).
Given that the missionary stories are found in the Sinhalese
chronicles, this was probably the Vanavasi known to the
Burmese monks and, regardless of the place of origin of the
monk Vanavāsi they met at Bodhgayā, they may have
applied the word to the region they knew. There is yet
another southern twist to the story because Devasena, the
first of the pī ṭhīpati preceptors, seemingly hailed from
Kar ṇāṭaka (Sircar 1978, 256 and most recently Balogh in
Chapter 3 of this volume).
Conclusion
The Burmese developed a strong link with Bodhgayā right
from the inception of their first kingdom of Pagan in the 11th
century. Among other things, this relationship resulted in a
host of official missions and private pilgrimages to the place
and occasionally repairs to the Mahābodhi temple. These
visits and restorations are attested through a set of objects
and inscriptions left at the temple. Included in this set are
clay votive tablets, bricks, a small golden umbrella and, most
notably, a long inscription composed at the end of the 13th
century. This latter inscription is of great importance
because it not only gives a summary of the efforts
undertaken by the Burmese (presumably the Burmese kings)
to maintain the temple during the two centuries past, but it
also has wider implications for the site itself and its Indian
context. Three findings are worthy of note in this respect.
First of all, the reference to repeated repairs to the temple
carried out by Burmese visitors, as recorded in the
inscription, suggests that a crucial achievement of Pagan
architecture, the true vault, was introduced to the
Mahābodhi temple between the 11th and 13th centuries.
Secondly, the reference to a local ruler named Buddhasena,
who helped the Burmese visitors in the 1290s, confirms that
a dynasty whose names ended with -sena had become
supervisors of the Mahābodhi compound, serving as
pī ṭhīpatis or pīṭhīpati ācāryas. That they were still in power at
the end of the 13th century throws a sidelight on the religious
history of North India after the Muslim conquest. Finally,
the reference to a monk (from) Vanavāsi seems to verify the
link between the pī ṭhīpatis and the Kadamba region that is
found in other sources.
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Chapter 5
The Internalisation of
the Vajrāsana
Sam van Schaik

The Tibetan visitor to Bodhgayā best known to modern
scholarship is Chag lo tsa ba Chos rje dpal (1197–1264). He
was a monk in the Sakya school of Tibetan Buddhism, and a
renowned translator. Because his name was Sanskritised to
Dharmasvāmin in the translation produced by George
Roerich (1959), this is how he is usually referred to in the
secondary literature. Chag lo tsa ba’s biography, written by
his student, gives us one of the most complete accounts of
Bodhgayā produced by a Tibetan. The details of Chag lo tsa
ba’s visit, apparently written down by his student based on
oral accounts, give us a vivid picture of Bodhgayā at a period
when Buddhist monks feared imminent attacks by Turkic
invaders. It is noteworthy that the act of sealing the outer
door of the Mahābodhi temple and the painting of an image
of Maheśvara over it also occurs earlier in Xuanzang’s
account of Bodhgayā, as discussed later in the present
chapter. My translation is based on the Tibetan edition in
Roerich (1959, 12); in it, ‘Karluks’ translates gar log, a term
that came to refer to any non-Buddhist invader.
When my reverend lama went to the Vajrāsana, there was not a
single person there but for a group of four monks. One of them
said, ‘This is bad. Everyone has fled from the threat of the
Karluks.’ They carefully stacked bricks in front of the
Mahābodhi statue and plastered them, and at the foot they
placed a fake statue as a substitute. They also secured and
plastered the outer door, and painted an image of Maheśvara to
save it from destruction. Then they said, ‘It’s not possible for the
five of us to remain here; we must flee.’ But it was a long day’s
journey and the heat was intense. They were weary, and after
the sun had set they fell asleep. If the Karluks had come then,
they wouldn’t even have been aware. This is what he said.

Fascinating as Chag lo tsa ba’s account is, it is not
representative of the experiences and activities of most Tibetan
visitors to Bodhgayā. His visit came towards the end of an
intense period of cultural exchange between Indian and
Tibetan Buddhists, in which Bodhgayā played a key role.
Roberto Vitali (2010, 161–3) has identified a further 17 Tibetans
who were contemporaries of Chag lo tsa ba and are named in
traditional historical sources as having travelled to Bodhgayā,
as well as nine further unnamed Tibetans. The period began
with the journey of Rin chen bzang po (958–1055) to India,
which is usually considered in Tibet to mark the beginning of
the ‘later diffusion’ (Tib. phyi dar) of Indian Buddhism to Tibet.
After Rin chen bzang po, the decades spanning the second
half of the 11th century to the early 12th were an especially
vibrant period for cross-cultural interactions at Bodhgayā,
with particular interest in the transmission of the vajrayāna
practice texts known as sādhana. Vitali (2010, 200–1) identifies
10 Tibetans named in the Mkhas pa’i dga’ ston as having
travelled to Bodhgayā in the first, second and third quarters of
the 10th century. These include the Tangut teacher Tsa mi lo
tsa ba Sangs brgyas grags and his student Rgwa Lo tsa ba
Gzhon nu dpal. Vitali (2010, 200) writes:
In my view, they did not form a fully fledged phase, comparable
to the one under study in this article [i.e. the last quarter of the
12th century to the year 1300], since the presence of Tibetans at
Rdo rje gdan at the time was circumscribed to the disciples of
Abhāyakāra and their disciples.

This seems an arbitrary distinction; the factor of the famous
Abhayākaragupta’s presence at Bodhgayā probably did
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eclipse other Indian teachers who were present, but this
phase resulted in some of the most important transmissions
of sādhana literature to Tibet, as we will see.
The Tibetan accounts of a thriving vajrayāna Buddhist
scene in Bodhgayā are reflected in sculptures that were
placed in the shrines and temples surrounding the main
temple. As J.P. Losty discusses in Chapter 1 in the present
volume, these were present and recorded in 1811–12 by
Francis Buchanan, whose sketches were later reproduced in
Robert Montgomery Martin’s History, Antiquities, Topography
and Statistics of Eastern India (1838). These include tantric
deities that have been identified as Mārīcī and Yamāntaka.
A panel now at the British Museum also features Mārīcī (see
Chapter 11). An account by the Tibetan traveller, translator
and sorcerer Rwa lo tsa ba (b. 1016) mentions the layout of
the Bodhgayā site as having five main temples, including
some dedicated to tantric deities, and can be summarised as
follows (from the translation of Rwa lo tsa ba in Schaeffer
2013a, 228–30):
• In front of the Bodhi tree there is a temple erected by the
Brahman Sabhecakra, which is a stūpa outside but a deity
temple inside. Inside this are the blessed objects of the
Buddha’s body, speech and mind beyond measure,
headed by the statue of the Buddha at 30 years of age.
• To the north-east there is a temple with five Tārās, the
first of which looks east. This temple, and some of the
different statues of Tārā within, are described at length
by Chag lo tsa ba (Roerich 1959, 74–6).
• To the south-east there is a small temple with nine deities,
the chief of which is Avalokiteśvara.
• To the north-west there is a Mañjuśrī temple, in which
there are scenes of Amitābha and Mañjuśrī fashioned out
of stone.
• To the south-east there is a Heruka temple with a
wonderous ma ṇḍala made by Buddhajñāna.
• There are many other amazing temples and places of
spiritual gain as well, such as the Vajrabhairava temple
consecrated by Amoghavajra, which possesses magic
powers to repel the Turkish army. At the entrance to the
outer wall there is a temple for four-armed Mahākāla
with a spontaneously formed stone statue.
Rwa lo tsa ba’s account describes the main temple
surrounded by four subsidiary temples, as well as other
minor temples. When another Tibetan, Bsod nams rab
rgyas, visited Bodhgayā several centuries later in 1752, many
of these temples were ruined (Schaeffer 2013b, 629:
But everything except the central gandhola temple was destroyed.
We were depressed! The entry vestibule was three-tiered, and
about half of the first story was extant; the upper two had fallen
and were not there. From the right and left of the entry vestibule,
upward there was a stone staircase of about thirty-seven steps.
Above that there is a place for performing circumambulation of
the gandhola. West, behind the body, i.e. the gandhola, stands the
wonderful, one and only bodhi tree. At the four corners of the
gandhola there were four gandholas like the central gandhola.
Two were about half there, and of the other two there was no
trace. Inside the gandhola there was a stone statue of the Buddha
Śākyamuni, but in front of that, as a replacement stands an illformed one-story tall statue of Jagannātha, the god of the ācāryas’
tradition. These days the landlord of the Vajrāsana is an Indian
ascetic, a sannyāsin, with great qualities.

According to this account, by the middle of the 18th
century only two of the four subsidiary temples were still
standing. The staircase built to allow the circumambulation
of the main temple, which was not present in the earlier
period, can be seen in drawings and photographs from the
late 18th and 19th centuries. As discussed by Losty in
Chapter 1, when Buchanan visited the site 60 years later, he
reported only one of the subsidiary temples as still standing,
the north-east temple of Tārā, and this identification
corresponds to Rwa lo tsa ba’s account. Buchanan also
mentions a smaller temple with numerous tantric Buddhist
images, including a plausible Vajrabhairava, which may be
the one referred to by Rwa lo tsa ba as having been
consecrated by Amoghavajra. Buchanan writes about other
temples further from the main complex, but in his opinion
still a part of it, containing many more tantric Buddhist
deities (Buchanan account cited in Martin 1838, vol. 1, 73,
77).
Of this vajrayāna aspect of Bodhgayā, despite being so
dominant from at least the 11th century onwards, only a few
panels and sculptures remain. However, the vajrayāna milieu
at Bodhgayā can be explored in the texts taught there and
circulated far afield by Buddhist travellers. During the 11th
and 12th centuries, Tibetan visitors to Bodhgayā received a
multitude of sādhana practices from Indian Buddhist
teachers, pre-eminent among whom were Vajrāsana,
Amoghavajra (also known as Vajrāsana the Younger) and
the famous scholar Abhayākaragupta (d. 1124). The two
figures known as Vajrāsana seem to be mentioned only in
Tibetan sources, in which the name is Rdo rje gdan pa; the
pa suffix indicates a person who hails from the Vajrāsana
(Rdo rje gdan), although the reconstruction of the Sanskrit
as vajrāsanapāda is also possible. The most prominent Tibetan
translator to work with the first two teachers, Vajrāsana and
Amoghavajra, was Ba ri Rin chen grags, also known as Ba ri
lo tsa ba (1040–1111). Later in life he became head of the
Sakya school in Tibet. In the following generation,
Abhayākaragupta collaborated with a number of different
Tibetan translators.
During his time in Bodhgayā, Ba ri lo tsa ba received the
transmission of the sādhana collection known as The Hundred
Sādhanas (Sādhanaśataka) from both the elder and the
younger Vajrāsana. In Tibet the collection is sometimes
known by the translation of this name, Sgrub thabs brg ya rtsa,
but more frequently by the name of its translator, as the Ba ri
brg ya rtsa. The first sādhana in this collection is for the
practice of the Vajrāsana Buddha. Thus, Ba ri encountered
Vajrāsana as a place, a teacher and a deity. In his
translations of the vajrayāna ritual texts transmitted to him by
the teacher Vajrāsana, he brought the practice of the deity
Vajrāsana to Tibet for the first time.
The Sādhanaśataka and related sādhana collections
The Ba ri brg ya rtsa is both the earliest and the shortest of
three major sādhana collections that were translated into
Tibetan. All of these are preserved in the Tibetan bka’ ’g yur,
and are as follows, listed in chronological order:
• Sgrub thabs brg ya rtsa (*Sādhanaśataka), more commonly
known as Ba ri brg ya rtsa, transmitted by Vajrāsana the
Younger, also known as Amoghavajra, and translated by
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Ba ri Rin chen grags, containing 93 sādhanas (Peking
edition, 4127–220, herein after abbreviated P.).
• Sgrub thabs brg ya rtsa (*Sādhanaśataka), transmitted by
Abhayākaragupta (d. 1120s) and translated by Pa tshab
tshul khrims rgyal mtshan (11th–12th centuries),
containing 163 sādhanas (P. 3964–4126).
• Sgrub thabs rg ya mtsho (*Sādhanasāgara), also known as Sgrub
thabs kun btus (*Sādhanasamuccaya), translated by Grags pa
rgyal mtshan (1242–1346), containing 246 sādhanas (P.
4221–466). This Grags pa rgyal mtshan could be
identified with two other known Tibetan translators with
the same name: Yar lungs pa grags pa rgyal mtshan
(1242–1346) and Bo dong pa grags pa rgyal mtshan (1352–
1405). The former is the most likely candidate
(Bühnemann and Steinkellner 1994, 16).
There is much overlap between the sādhanas contained in
these three, although they differ enough to be regarded as
individual collections. There is a fourth collection, which
may also be considered an appendix to the
Sādhanasamuccaya, entitled Lha so so sna tshogs kyi sgrub thabs (P.
4467–527). No equivalent Sanskrit manuscript exists and the
collection was probably compiled from various sources in
Tibet. A general trend of augmenting and expanding earlier
collections is apparent. Comparable collections also exist in
Sanskrit manuscripts, and a composite edition based on
eight of these was published in the 1920s under the title
Sādhanamālā (Bhattacharyya 1925–8; example translated in
Willis 2013). Most of the Sanskrit manuscripts are roughly
equivalent to the latest and longest Tibetan collection, the
Sādhanasāgara.
Two Sanskrit manuscripts can be linked to the other two
collections. One of these manuscripts is now in the China
Library of Nationalities in Beijing (no. 140). It was first
reported at the Zhwa lu monastery in Tibet by Rāhula
Sā ṅ k ṛ tyāyana, who stated that ‘the owner of the Ms. was
Ba-ri Rin-chen-grub (1102–1111 a.d.)’. As Bühnemann and
Steinkellner (1994) show, this is a mistake for Ba ri rin chen
grags, as the dates coincide with his tenure as the throneholder of the Sakya monastery. This manuscript roughly
corresponds to the Tibetan translation by Ba ri (the first in
the above list), although as Bühnemann and Steinkellner
have demonstrated, it differs enough that it cannot be
considered the very manuscript used by Ba ri.
The other early manuscript, in the Cambridge
University Library (Add. 1686), is comparable to the
Tibetan translations of Pa tshab tshul khrims rgyal mtshan
(the second in the above list). The manuscript is dated to
1165; a general title, Sādhanamālā, is written on one of the
cover boards, but is probably a later addition. Most of the
other Sanskrit manuscripts are larger collections that mostly
correspond to the Tibetan collection translated by Grags pa
rgyal mtshan (the third in the above list). Where they have a
collective name, it is either Sādhanamālā or Sādhanasamuccaya
(Bühnemann and Steinkellner 1994, 17–220). According to
Ruriko Sakuma’s investigations, there are in total 38 extant
Sanskrit manuscripts of these three collections (Sakuma
2002).
The Vajrāsana sādhana appears in all three Tibetan
collections, and all of the three translations were clearly
based on Sanskrit originals that were similar to the third

text in the Sādhanamālā, titled Vajrāsanabha ṭṭārakasādhanopadeśavidhi. In Ba ri lo tsa ba’s Sādhanaśataka it is the first text (P.
4127), with the Tibetan title Dpal rdo rje gdan g yi sgrub thabs,
and the Sanskrit Śrīvajrāsanasādhana. An alternative title
appears in the colophon: Rje btsun rdo rje gdan g yi man ngag gi
cho ga – this is a translation of the Sanskrit title found in the
Sādhanamālā. The colophon attributes the translation to
Khams pa Bari lo tsa ba alone. A similar text (P. 3969)
appears in the Sādhanaśataka translated by Patsab Tsultrim
Gyaltsen. In this larger collection it is the sixth text, and has
the simple title Rdo rje gdan g yi sgrub thabs (Skt.
Vajrāsanasādhana), but a longer title is given in the colophon:
Gsang ngag gi rim pa’i bcom ldan ’das rdo rje gdan g yi sgrub thabs.
The colophon gives the additional information that it was
orally transmitted (Tib. zhal snga nas) by Abhayākaragupta.
The translation differs substantially in some parts from Ba
ri’s text, and corresponds slightly more closely to the
Sanskrit text represented in the Sādhanamālā. Finally, in the
Sādhanasāgara collection translated by Grags pa rgyal
mtshan, the third text is titled Rje btsun rdo rje gdan g yi man
ngag gi cho ga (P. 4223). This Tibetan version closely follows
the translation by Ba ri, although it is not identical. Of the
three translations, only P. 4223 has a title that corresponds
to the Sanskrit title in the Sādhanamālā.
In Ba ri’s Sādhanaśataka there is only one sādhana of
Vajrāsana; however, the other two sādhana collections have
more. In the Sādhanaśataka of Patsab Tsultrim Gyaltsen, the
Śrīvajrāsanasādhana is followed by a second Vajrāsanasādhana
(P. 3970), a shorter, and probably later version of the same
practice. And in the Sādhanasāgara collection of Grags pa
rgyal mtshan, the Vajrāsanabha ṭṭāraka-sādhanopadeśavidhi is
followed by a short Vajrāsanasādhana text (P. 4223), which
seems to be a different translation of the same Sanskrit text
represented by P. 3970. After this is another Vajrāsanasādhana
(P. 4224), which is a distinct text, not found in the other
collections.
Thus, we actually have three distinct sādhanas of the
Vajrāsana in these three collections:
• The longest and probably earliest text, titled
Śrīvajrāsanasādhana or Vajrāsanabha ṭṭārakasādhanopadeśavidhi (P. 3969, 4127, 4223), which corresponds to the
Sanskrit of the third text in the Sādhanamālā
(Bhattacharyya 1925–8, vol. 1, 18–22).
• A short sādhana titled Vajrāsanasādhana (P. 3970), which
appears in the Sādhanaśataka translated by Pa tshab tshul
khrims rgyal mtshan, and in a different translation (P.
4223) by Grags pa rgyal mtshan in the Sādhanasāgara.
This corresponds to the Sanskrit of the fourth text in the
Sādhanamālā (Bhattacharyya 1925–8, vol. 1, 22–3).
• A short sādhana also titled Vajrāsanasādhana (P. 4224),
which appears only in the Sādhanasāgara translated by
Grags pa rgyal mtshan. This corresponds to the Sanskrit
of the fifth text in the Sādhanamālā (Bhattacharyya 1925–
8, vol. 1, 24–5).
Here I will focus on the first text, which seems to have
functioned as the model for the shorter sādhanas. The
Tibetan version translated by Ba ri lo tsa ba in the 11th
century was the first Vajrāsanasādhana to be transmitted in
Tibet.
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Ba ri lo tsa ba and the transmission of the
Sādhanaśataka
There are a number of accounts of Ba ri Rin chen grags’
period in India written by Tibetan scholars from the Sakya
school, where the transmission and practice of his sādhana
collection has continued through to the present day. The
earliest and most authoritative was written by Bsod nams
rtse mo (1142–1182), the fourth throne-holder of Sakya
monastery, also considered the second of the founding
fathers of the Sakya school.
Ba ri lo tsa ba was ‘one of the preeminent ritualists of his
day’, to borrow Ronald Davidson’s description (Davidson
2005, 297). The Sādhanaśataka is his most famous contribution
to Tibetan Buddhism, and is still in use today, but it is by no
means his only work. He also produced a large volume of
some 500 pages, known as the Ba ri be ’u ’bum, which is one of
the earliest collections of spells preserved in Tibetan.
Ba ri was born and raised in the eastern Tibetan region
known as Kham, but at the age of 18, in the year 1058, he
decided to travel to study Buddhism in central Tibet; this he
did, and studied Mahāyāna Buddhism with the followers of
Atiśa, who were coming to be known as the Ka dam pa
school. At the age of 33, Ba ri had a dream that persuaded
him he should go to India; thus in 1073 he travelled to Nepal,
where he began to receive the instructions and transmissions
of vajrayāna ritual practices in Sanskrit. His most important
teachers were the elder and younger Vajrāsana; although not
stated explicitly in the biography, it is likely they were
located at Bodhgayā.
Bsod nams rtse mo’s account of Ba ri’s time in Bodhgayā
is given in Bla ma ba ri lo tsā ba rin chen grags kyi rnam thar (Sa
skya bka’ ’bum ma phyi gsar rnyed phyogs bsgrigs, 255–66, s. n., lha
sa. 1999. W20751). Tenpé Gyaltsen Dhongthog Rinpoche’s
history of the Sakya school contains more of this text
(translated in Dhongthog Rinpoche 2016, 120–3; discussed
in Davidson 2005, 297–8).
Around that time, Ba ri met the younger Vajrāsana, who was
undisputed and universally famed throughout India. He
received many secret mantra empowerments, tantra and sādhanas
from Vajrāsana. He also received teachings on the Avata ṃsaka,
Ratnakū ṭa and Samādhirāja sūtras, among others. Furthermore,
with the elder Vajrāsana, the pa ṇḍ ita Amoghavajra, and others
Ba ri received 1,008 sādhanas of yidam deities. From among
these he collected together the best and most profound, which
were translated by the lo tsa ba and the pa ṇḍ ita. These gurus
were of equal realization; each of them clarified the different
sādhanas for Ba ri, and each gave him the teaching
transmissions, the transmissions of blessings, the recitation
transmissions and the vow transmissions for every sādhana.
Thus he received each of these four kinds of transmission twice.
Having found these teachings and practices, Ba ri propagated
them widely. In addition, Guru Vajrāsana granted instructions
for repelling the harmful work of non-Buddhists, the great
torma ritual of Jvālamukhī, and the fire rituals from the
wrathful instructions for Bhayana.

This passage shows that the transmission of these
sādhanas was not just a matter of finding a manuscript and a
local informant. It required a guru–disciple relationship and
four different kinds of ritual transmission for each text.
According to Bsod nams rtse mo, Ba ri received these
transmissions for the whole collection from both the elder

Vajrāsana and Amoghavajra, along with teachings on the
sūtras. He also received ritual practices for repelling nonBuddhists, which would have been relevant to Buddhists in
northern India in this period.
Bsod nams rtse mo also writes that Ba ri received the
transmission of 1,008 sādhanas and selected the best of these
for his Sādhanaśataka; however, this seems unlikely, since we
have the Sanskrit manuscript now in Beijing that contains a
very similar group of sādhanas to Ba ri’s collection. Thus it
seems that an already existing collection just short of 100
sādhanas was transmitted to Ba ri, and used by him as a basis
for his translations. Ba ri returned to Tibet in 1082, where he
taught the ritual syllabus that he had received to a number of
Tibetan students, most significantly to Khon Dkon mchog
rgyal po, the founder of the Sakya school. After Dkon mchog
rgyal po’s death, Ba ri was asked to act as the temporary
head of the Sakya monastery until Dkon mchog rgyal po’s
young son came of age; this he did until 1110 or 1111, and he
died shortly afterwards, in 1112.
The Vajrāsana Buddha sādhana
The texts in the Sādhanaśataka fulfil two purposes: they give
the ritual for the ceremony of conferring the permission to
undertake the practice of the visualisation and recitation of a
specific deity, performed by a guru and one or more
disciples; and they provide the text for the subsequent
repeated personal practice of the disciple(s).
In the translation by Ba ri, the sādhana is introduced as ‘a
sādhana for those in the very presence of the supremely
disciplined and peaceful Buddha himself’ (gang zhig dul zhing
zhi ba mchog gi sangs rg yas nyid kyi de nyid sgrub pa’i thabs g yur pa,
P. 4127, vol. 80, 219, f.1.1–2). Compare this with the
reconstruction of the inscription on the stone slab of the
vajrāsana itself, as glossed in Chapter 2 in the present volume:
‘the āsana was installed for pūjā’. In the translation of the
sādhana by Pa tshab we have a somewhat different
introductory line: ‘This is a sādhana for those who are
prevented from making offerings to the supreme Buddha
himself, who does not wish to be touched’ (reg tu mi ‘dod sangs
rg yas mchog nyid dul ba bsdams pa dam pa’i sgrub thabs de nyid ni, P.
3970, vol. 80, 164.3.4). This roughly corresponds to the
Sanskrit text in the Sādhanamālā. The concept of a Buddha
who does not wish to be touched is puzzling, but might have
been due to a misreading by the Tibetan translator. The
Sanskrit is aspṛṣṭavarabuddha; if we read vara as ‘enclosing’ or
‘stopping’ rather than ‘choosing’ then the reference may be
to a Buddha whom one is prevented from touching; see the first
meaning of vara (‘enclosing’, etc.) in Monier Williams,
Sanskrit-English Dictionary, 921.1, and the second (‘choosing’,
etc.) at 922.2 ff.
This version of the Sanskrit makes more sense when seen
in the light of Xuanzang’s account of the Buddha statue in
the Mahābodhi temple:
The figure still exists in its perfect state as it was made by the
sacred art of the god. It stands in a dark chamber; lamps and
torches are kept burning therein; but those who wish to see the
sacred features cannot do so by coming into the chamber; they
should in the morning reflect the sunlight by means of a great
mirror on the interior of the room; the sacred marks may then
be seen (Beal 1884, vol. II, 119–22).
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Thus Xuanzang reports that the Vajrāsana Buddha image
could be seen by visitors, but only with the use of a mirror to
direct sunlight into the chamber as direct access was
forbidden. This was apparently a Buddha that visitors to the
temple were not allowed to touch, an uncommon situation
given the usual conventions of making offerings to statues in
India.
The sādhana proper begins with the instruction to draw
or paint (Skt. likhyate; Tib. bri ba) an image of the Tathāgata
(i.e. Śākyamuni Buddha), then in front of, and below, this
image, to visualise a gathering of accompanying Buddhas in
all their different colours, and to make offerings of flowers to
them. This instruction is described at greater length in the
Sanskrit of the Sādhanamālā than in any of the Tibetan
translations; here it is made clear that these are attending or
accompanying (Skt. anvita) Buddhas and Tathāgatas
(Bhattacaryya 1925–8, vol. 1, 18). The following mantras show
that the usual five Buddhas of vajrayāna ritual are intended:
Ak ṣobhya, Vairocana, Ratnasambhava, Amitābha and
Amoghasiddhi. These are the set of five Buddhas seen in
middle to late period tantric Buddhism. The first is identical
with the Vajrāsana Buddha, as the sādhana later specifies:
‘Vajrāsana in the form of Ak ṣobhya’ (Skt.
ak ṣobhyarūpavajrāsanāya; Tib. mi bskyod pa’i gzungs rdo rje gdan).
The five Buddhas are accompanied by the female Buddhas
Locanā, Māmakī, Pā ṇḍaravāsinī and Tārā. One would
normally expect to see a fifth female Buddha, Dhātvīśvarī,
but she is not mentioned in the Sanskrit or Tibetan versions.
These preliminaries over, the sādhana starts with the
ritual sequence of (i) confessing the transgression of vows,
(ii) rejoicing in the activities of the Buddhas and
bodhisattvas, (iii) dedicating merit to the benefit of all
sentient beings, (iv) taking refuge in the three jewels, (v)
committing to the path, and (vi) generating the aspiration
for enlightenment (bodhicitta). Next, the basis for the
following visualisations is established by meditating on
emptiness, while reciting the mantra of emptiness o ṃ
svabhāvaśuddhā ḥ sarvadharmā ḥ svabhāvaśuddho ‘ham. The
visualisation begins with a moon disc (candrama ṇḍalam) on
which rests the syllable hū ṃ. The hū ṃ is surrounded by all of
the vowels of the Sanskrit alphabet, which are in turn
surrounded by all of the consonants. This representation of
the entire Sanskrit sound-world transforms into another
moon disc on which is the syllable hū ṃ; this transforms into
a vajra, which in turn transforms into the Vajrāsana
Buddha. The transformation from syllable to vajra to deity
is a common sequence in the visualised generation of a
deity in sādhana literature; in some sculptures from
Bodhgayā, the vajra is carved beneath or below the
Vajrāsana Buddha. The Buddha is sitting on a lion throne,
under which are the suppressed figures of the four Māras:
Skandhamāra, Kleśamāra, M ṛ tyumāra and
Devaputramāra. On the throne, the Buddha sits crosslegged with his right hand in the earth-touching mudrā, the
left resting upwards on his lap. The sādhana translated by Pa
tshab lo tsa ba (P. 3969) and the one translated by Grags pa
rgyal mtshan (P. 4223) include the additional instruction to
consider oneself to be identical with the Buddha.
The bodhisattva Maitreya stands at the Buddha’s right
side; he is yellow coloured, with hair piled up in a crown on

the top of his head. In his right hand he holds a jewelled tailwhisk (cāmararatna) and in his left a flowering branch of the
nāga tree (Tib. klu shing gi yan lag me tog dang bcas pa; the
Sanskrit only has kamala, ‘flower’). At the Buddha’s left is
Avalokiteśvara. He also holds a jewelled tail-whisk in his
right hand, and a lotus in his left (padma).
After the completion of the visualisation of the three
deities comes the heart of the sādhana, where the practitioner
receives the blessings of the Vajrāsana Buddha’s body,
speech and mind, visualised as the three syllables oṃ, ā ḥ and
hū ṃ. This is the ‘transmission of blessings’ mentioned in the
passage from the biography of Ba ri lo tsa ba quoted above.
When given in a ceremony by a guru, it confers the
permission to practise the sādhana.
The sādhana concludes with another brief visualisation of
the act of making offerings to the Buddhas, and with an
instruction to recite hymns of praise (stotra). The ritual is
completed with a mantra that confirms the nonduality of the
visualised Buddha (the samayasattva) with the actual wisdom
of the Buddha (the jñānasattva). All that remains is the
recitation of the mantra of the Vajrāsana Buddha, which is
oṃ ā ḥ vajra hū ṃ. In the practice of sādhana (as against the
initial ceremony in which the guru confers blessings and
permission to practise the sādhana), it is this recitation, along
with the presence of the visualised deity, that is repeated
many thousands of times over multiple sessions of
meditation.
The iconography of the Vajrāsana Buddha
The sādhana of Vajrāsana echoes the iconography of the
most revered temple at the Bodhgayā site, usually known as
the Mahābodhi temple, which contains the image of the
Buddha at the moment of his awakening. The most detailed
account of this temple and the legends about its creation is by
Xuanzang:
To the east of the Bôdhi tree there is a vihâra about 160 or 170 feet
high. Its lower foundation-wall is 20 or more paces in its face.
The building (pile) is of blue tiles (bricks) covered with chunam
(burnt stone, lime); all the niches in the different storeys hold
golden figures. The four sides of the building are covered with
wonderful ornamental work; in one place figures of stringed
pearls (garlands), in another figures of heavenly Ṛ ishis. The
whole is surrounded by a gilded copper Âmalaka fruit. The
eastern face adjoins a storeyed pavilion, the projecting eaves of
which rise one over the other to the height of three distinct
chambers; its projecting eaves, its pillars, beams, doors, and
windows are decorated with gold and silver ornamental work,
with pearls and gems let in to fill up interstices. Its sombre
chambers and mysterious halls have doors in each of the three
storeys. To the right and left of the outside gate are niches like
chambers; in the left is a figure of Avalôkitêśvara Bôdhisattva,
and in the right a figure of Maitreya (T’se-shi) Bôdhisattva.
They are made of white silver, and are about 10 feet high. (Beal
1906, vol. II, 118–19)

Thus we can see the arrangement of deities visualised in the
sādhana matches the arrangement of statues in the
Mahābodhi temple, which dates from at least the time of
Xuanzang’s visit. Xuanzang goes on to relate a famous story
of the two Brahmin brothers who built the temple; in the
story, the figure of the Buddha is miraculously completed by
Maitreya himself. Xuanzang describes it as follows:
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… in a sitting position, the right foot uppermost, the left hand
resting, the right hand hanging down. He was sitting facing the
east, and as dignified in appearance as when alive. The throne
was 4 feet 2 inches high, and 12 feet 5 inches broad. The figure
was 11 feet 5 inches high; the two knees were 8 feet 8 inches
apart, and the two shoulders 6 feet 2 inches. The signs and
marks (of a Buddha) were perfectly drawn. (Beal 1906, vol. II, 122)

Xuanzang goes on to relate another story, about how a
king tried to replace this statue with one of Maheśvara. In
the end, the king’s officer, afraid of destroying the Buddha
image, has a wall built in front of it and an image of
Maheśvara painted on the wall. When the king was told
about this, he died of terror (presumably of the wrath of
Maheśvara) and the wall was torn down (Leoshko 1988, 36–
9). This story finds a later echo in the account by Chag lo tsa
ba translated at the beginning of this chapter. The visualised
figures of the Vajrāsana sādhana derive from this temple: the
central figure of Śākyamuni in the earth-touching gesture
(bhūmisparśamudrā), the posture of the unshakeable one,
Ak ṣobhya, flanked by the figures of Maitreya and
Avalokiteśvara. Sculptures of the Buddha found in
Bodhgayā include several featuring this iconography (ibid.).
While there is no explicit explanation of the presence of
these two particular figures in the temple, Janice Leoshko
has suggested they may represent the qualities of love (maitrī)
and compassion (karu ṇā) with which the Buddha faced down
the threats and temptations of Māra (Leoshko 1988, 36). She
suggests also that the Lalitavistarasūtra is the scriptural
source.
Recent research on the Gandharan images of the Buddha
flanked by two figures has shown that in the majority of
cases the flanking figures are also Maitreya and
Avalokiteśvara (Miyaji 2008). Most of these Gandharan
triads are not images of the Vajrāsana, but they show that
this particular triad derives from the earliest period of
Buddhist art, and seems to have been adopted for the
Mahābodhi temple from an existing popular arrangement.
Studies of the Ellora cave imagery have identified the

attendants in many cases as Avalokiteśvara and Maitreya
(Owen 2012, 68–70).
The same triad has been identified at other Indian sites,
including a stone stele from Nālandā, and is present in the
many stone ‘souvenir’ sculptures of the Mahābodhi temple
now found in various museum and private collections
worldwide (Guy 1991, 356–67). The triad also became very
popular in South East Asia:
The iconographic configuration in this Buddhist triad was
favored in the Mon territories of Thailand and widely
propagated in the Srivijayan regions of peninsular Thailand
and Sumatra. This triad with a central Buddha flanked by
Avalokiteshvara and Maitreya identified by their crown
insignias – the Amitabha Buddha and a stūpa, respectively –
came to be of paramount importance in early ninth-century
central Java. Several major temples were built under royal
patronage with these ensembles (albeit with all the figures
seated) as their principal cult images, those at Candi Plaosan
Lor and Candi Mendut being the best preserved (Guy 2014, no.
162).

It is likely that such temples were intentionally mirroring
the iconography of the Vajrāsana, something we know to
have happened in Burma, Nepal and elsewhere (Guy 1991,
365–7). The portable objects were not merely souvenirs, and
the ‘copies’ of the Mahābodhi temple were not merely
imitations. They allowed the ritual act of veneration of the
Vajrāsana Buddha to be carried out in places other than
Bodhgayā itself, making possible the performance of
offerings, circumambulation of the temple and other
devotional acts. I suggest that we should understand the
Vajrāsana sādhana in the same light as these material objects,
performing the function of creating a portable version of the
sacred scene at the Mahābodhi temple. In this case, the
sacred pilgrimage site of the Buddha’s enlightenment is
recreated internally by the devotee. The visualisations in the
Vajrāsana sādhana allow for the Buddha and his bodhisattva
attendants, and the ritual actions of offering and reverence,
to be replicated in any place and at any time.
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Chapter 6
Tibetan Inscriptions in
the British Museum
Archive
Tsering Gonkatsang and
Michael Willis

Given the rarity of stone inscriptions in the Tibetan
language – there are only 14 in the corpus published by Fang
Kuei Li and W. South Coblin – any undiscovered or
unpublished examples merit careful attention (Li and Coblin
1987; most recently Iwao et al. 2009). The inscriptions
presented in this chapter, preserved as photographs and
facsimiles in the British Museum, are especially noteworthy
because they were found at Bodhgayā, the focus of the
present volume (Figs 6.1–6.2).
Source of the material
The Tibetan inscriptions presented here were found by
Alexander Cunningham and his assistants during their
explorations in the 19th century. In his book Mahâbodhi,
Cunningham published a number of records in different
languages including Burmese and Chinese (Cunningham
1892, 67–75). Some of these were illustrated in his plates
XXIX and XXX. The number of plates in Mahâbodhi is 31
in total, but among the Cunningham papers in the British
Museum are pages showing he had planned further
illustrations that were not included in the final publication.
A mock-up for plate XXXV is of special note because it
illustrates not only the long Burmese inscription discussed in
Chapter 4 in the present volume, but also a dedicatory
inscription in Tibetan (Fig. 6.3). This mock-up shows that
the Tibetan inscription was recovered at Bodhgayā, a fact
not documented by other sources. Barua, for example, is
innocent of all the Tibetan records (Barua 1931–4).
Significance and context
The significance of the inscriptions discussed here lies in the
fact that they document the presence of Tibetans at
Bodhgayā in the time of the Pāla kings (the dating is taken
up below). We know very well from literary sources that
Tibetans came to India to visit holy places and to study
Buddhism. Marpa the translator (1012–1097) is perhaps the
most celebrated case, his biography written by Gtsang
smyon he ru ka (1452–1507) in about 1505 (Bacot 1937); the
account was translated from Tibetan in 1982 (Chogyam
Trungpa et al. 1982, 2nd edn 1995).
Archaeological evidence for these visits is another matter.
The inscriptions demonstrate that Tibetans were indeed in
India – should we have any doubts in the matter – and that
their presence was significant enough to merit additions to
the sacred precinct at Bodhgayā. To put the matter another
way and in ethno-archaeological terms, those who stay at
Bodhgayā for extended periods will be aware that many
people visit during the year, that assemblies are organised on
festival days and that sumptuous offerings are sometimes
arranged for such events. However elaborate these things
may be, little or nothing remains after the festivals are over.
An apposite Tibetan case in this context is the pilgrimage of
Ye shes dbang po who is reported to have come to Bodhgayā
in the 8th century. His visit is briefly noted in the 12thcentury Dba’ bzhed (folio 5v, l. 3–5, Wangdu and Diemberger
2000), here retranslated:
De nas sngar ma zhang gyis lha chos bgyid du mi gnang ba’I
lung yang bcag nas rgya gar yul du ma hā bo ddhi dang shi na
len dra la mchod pa bgyis. Yon phul nas dgun zla ‘bring po la
char bab. Ma hā bo ddhi byang chub kyi shing la lo ‘dab byung.
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Figure 6.1 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Tibetan inscription. British Museum, 1897,0528,0.26.b

Then breaking the earlier prescription forbidding the practice
of the holy dharma made by Ma Zhang, [Ye shes dbang po]
performed pūjā at Mahābodhi and Śrī Nālandā in the land of
India. Having presented donations in the middle of winter, rain
fell. On the Bodhi tree at Mahābodhi fresh foliage sprouted.

Worship performed by visitors is one thing; the making of
buildings, sculptures and inscriptions another. Monumental
additions constitute a different register of activity requiring
visitors to have significant resources, sufficient time and the
necessary contacts for their monuments to be sanctioned by
the authorities and installed at the site. The kind of
circumstances that surrounded donations to Bodhgayā are
shown by the Chinese inscription documenting the erection
of a stone to the north of the Bodhi tree. The inscription was
reproduced first in the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society in
1881 (Beal 1881a) and is discussed in Chapter 15 in the
present volume. The date of the record corresponds to 1021–
2 ce and describes how a Chinese pilgrim came to Bodhgayā
and raised a monument to the 10,000 Buddhas.
This inscription was one of several Chinese records found
by Cunningham in the Mahābodhi precinct documenting
Chinese monks in India during the reign of the Indian king
Mahīpāla (r. c. 995–1043 ce). Later in Mahīpāla’s reign is a
Chinese inscription of 1033 ce recording the construction of
a shrine by another monk at the request of the Song emperor
Renzong (r. 1022–63). This inscription is also discussed in
Chapter 15. Of immediate interest for the present study is the
fact that it recounts the building of a shrine by a monk
named Huaiwen ‘beside the vajra seat 金剛座’. Therefore,
although the tablet was found by Cunningham to the east of
the temple, it was certainly set up in the Mahābodhi precinct
like the other Chinese records.
Also found in the Mahant’s residence is the most
important inscription of the period, the one telling of a series
of restorations by the Burmese at Bodhgayā, culminating in
a mission that completed repairs to the Mahābodhi in the
late 13th century. It seems likely that this work left the temple
largely as it appears in early photographs, that is, before the
wholesale restoration by the British (see Fig. 0.4 in the
Introduction to the present volume). The Burmese record is
taken up for detailed study by Tilman Frasch in Chapter 4 in
the present volume. It is worth noting that a second Burmese

inscription on a copper-gilt umbrella was excavated
immediately to the west of the temple. It is dated 1293–4
(Luce 1976, 39) and is also examined in Chapter 4 by Frasch.
These inscriptions are important because they show that
additions to Bodhgayā by visitors from distant lands were
located close to the Mahābodhi temple and that they
involved, in the Burmese case, work on the building itself.
Although the find-spot of the Tibetan inscription is not
recorded, it seems likely that it was originally set up near the
Bodhi tree. As far as the date is concerned, the Tibetan
epigraph furnishes no direct evidence. The monk is named
but he is not known from other sources. This absence of data
makes dating difficult, the problem being exacerbated by
the fact that the record appears to have been engraved in
India by a person who did not know the Tibetan language.
Nevertheless, the overall history of Bodhgayā in medieval
times suggests the inscriptions probably pre-date the decline
of Buddhism that coincided with the rise of Quṭb al-Dīn
Aybak and his successors. Hartmut Scharfe placed the
destruction of Nālandā between 1197 and 1206 (Scharfe
2002, 15). A date in the Tibetan dynastic period, that is, in
the 8th or 9th centuries, is ruled out by the absence of old
letter forms such as reversed vowels and the use of the visarga
as a punctuation mark (van Schaik 2013). While these
feature frequently in later times, the complete absence of
reversed vowels tends to give the inscription a more recent
appearance. Moreover, inscription A – the first inscription
presented here – is metrical, suggesting a post-dynastic
chronological horizon. Both records probably date to after
the decline of the Tibetan empire in the mid-9th century but
before the rise of the Tughluqs in the 14th century. In this
period of some four hundred years, the 11th to the 13th
century is the most likely. As noted above, Burmese and
Chinese pilgrims made important donations at this time,
some of which were at the behest of foreign rulers. This was
also a period when Buddhist missions travelled from Tibet
to India, a subject addressed by Sam van Schaik in Chapter
5 in the present volume.
Inscription A
This inscription is written in three lines (Fig. 6.1). It is
registered in the British Museum under the number
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1897.0528,0.26.b. The context of the record is not given by
Cunningham but it seems likely from the shape that it was
incised on the pedestal of an image. This, in addition to the
site itself, explains why the Buddha is understood but not
named directly in the text. The script looks unusual, indeed
just what we might expect of a Tibetan record made in India
by somebody without knowledge of Tibetan. In addition to a
number of letters with aberrant shapes, there are
superfluous letters and vowel marks. The palaeography is
therefore impossible to judge chronologically, but for the
reasons noted above it can be placed between the mid-9th
and early 14th centuries. If nothing else, this inscription
shows the difficulties a Tibetan could expect from a
medieval engraver in India. A contrast can be drawn with
the Chinese records. While the Tibetan inscription seems to
have been composed and prepared on the spot at Bodhgayā,
the imperial Chinese record looks like it was carefully
copied from a scroll carried from China expressly for the
purpose. And we know from examples in China proper that
monks themselves cut inscriptions of Buddhist texts.
The monk’s name in the Tibetan inscription is Dul pa
skyid. The name might be rendered in Sanskrit as
Vinītak ṣema. The names of some Tibetans who travelled to

India are known, for example Chag dgra bcom (1153–1216)
and Chos rje dpal (1197–1263/4). Both visited Bodhgayā and
details of their experiences at the Mahābodhi are recorded
in the Blue Annals and the Biography of Dharmasvāmin (Roerich
1959). For the moment, however, Dul pa skyid, under that
name or assorted synonyms, has eluded identification. The
text is metrical, with nine syllables in each line.
Annotated text
|| nyes pa’[i*] skyon bral yon tan1 mtha’ dag rdzgas2 ||
[d*]ge3 legs ji snyed tho(m)s4 cad ‘sbues5 ba’i gnas ||
mchod gnas dam6 pa dkon mchogch7 gs[u*]m8 po9 ya10 ||
sgo gs[u*]m dang pas11 rtag tu skyabs su mchi’ ||
bande dul ba12 skyid gyis || tshe rabs13 thams14 cad15 kyi dge’u
bshes gnyen16 dang17 chous18 kyi grogs po rnnams kyi don
ched tu bzhengs so ||
Corrected text
|| nyes pa’i skyon bral yon tan mtha’ dag rdzogs ||
dge legs ji snyed thams cad bsdus ba’i gnas ||
mchod gnas dam pa dkon mchog gsum po la ||
sgo gsum dang bas rtag tu skyabs mchi’o ||

Figure 6.2 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Tibetan inscription. British Museum, 1897,0528,0.35
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Figure 6.3 Alexander
Cunningham, mock-up of plate
XXXV for Cunningham’s book
Mahâbodhi but never published.
British Museum, 1897,0528,0.26.a

bande dul pa skyid gyis || tshe rabs thams cad kyi dge ba’i
bshes gnyen dang chos lugs kyi grogs po rnams kyi don ched
tu bzhengs so ||
Translation
I shall always go for refuge with utmost devotion through the
three avenues [of body, speech and mind] to the three jewels
[namely the Buddha, Dharma and Sa ṅgha], objects of
worship because he [the Buddha] is the perfected
embodiment of all virtue and the source of all possible
goodness free from the faults [of desire, anger and
ignorance].
It was commissioned by the monk Dul pa skyid. Erected for
the sake of the welfare of my teachers and dharma-friends in
all my past lives.
Inscription B
This inscription is written in three lines (Fig. 6.2). It is
registered in the British Museum under the number
1897.0528,0.35. A notation reading ‘Maha Bodhi’ in
Cunningham’s hand is written on the paper. The context of
the inscription is not recorded, but the wording ‘it was

commissioned’ (bzhengs su gsol ba) is often encountered in
dedications. The shape and size suggest the inscription was
put on a paving stone like a number of medieval votive
inscriptions, some of them still in the floor of the
Mahābodhi temple. The purpose of the inscription is to
record a dedication by six lay followers (upāsaka): dge bsnyen
drug pas. This shows that a group of six people came from
Tibet and made this as a collective offering. They are
qualified by the word skrag. Judging from practices that are
still current among Tibetans, this refers to a constellation
and indicates that the six individuals undertook a
pilgrimage to Bodhgayā to redress the influence of an
inauspicious period in their lives.
Text
|| skrag dge bsnyen dug19 bos20 bsam pa rnam par dag bas21
bzhengs su
gsol ba ||
Translation
This was commissioned with pure intent by the six lay
followers [under the influence of the constellation] skrag.
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Notes
1
2
3
4
5
6

7
8
9

The ta has a strange shape but what is being attempted is shown by
tu at the end of line 3.
Read: rdzogs. The vowel sign o is missing and one of the letters is
written sideways.
The letter ga is poorly shaped and the anusvāra above is superfluous.
Read: thams cad.
Read: ‘byung or more probably bsdus. The idea is that the sculpture
embodies the qualities.
The letter na added at the end of the line is superfluous. Could it be
understood as a correction of the badly written na in the word yon?
The apparent vowel e above is probably just a scar on the stone.
The ch below is superfluous.
The anusvāra above that is superfluous.
The pa is shaped in the Indian fashion and the loop below like the
vowel u is superfluous.

10 For ya read la.
11 Read: bas; the anusvāra above at the beginning is superfluous.
12 The dul looks more like hal but that does not render a meaningful
name; ba is added above the line; for it read pa.
13 The marks above the letters may be simply scars on the stone.
14 The anusvāra above is superfluous.
15 There is a mark above, perhaps reflecting the pronunciation,
which, in modern Tibetan at least, is ced.
16 Read: dge ba’i bshes gnyen. The vowel on the last word is faintly
visible.
17 The vowel above is superfluous.
18 Abbreviation for chos lugs.
19 Read: drug.
20 Read: pos.
21 Read: pas.

Tibetan Inscriptions in the British Museum Archive | 75

Chapter 7
Buddhist Sealings and
the ye dharmā Stanza
Peter Skilling

This chapter confronts artefacts and texts by examining the
relationship between a class of object and a range of texts
that can help us to understand the social and ritual functions
of the artefacts. The primary literary sources are Sanskrit
texts preserved in the original and in Tibetan translation. I
dedicate this chapter to the memory of Debala Mitra in
gratitude for her outstanding work, which frequently gave
information about sealings and the ye dharmā stanza.
Introduction
Clay or terracotta sealings and small clay caityas are perhaps
the most ubiquitous artefacts found at Buddhist sites (Fig.
7.1a–b). They have been uncovered in the hundreds,
sometimes in the thousands or tens of thousands, from a
single site. They began to be published in the first half of the
19th century (e.g. Stephenson 1835; Hodgson 1835; Wilson
1841; Sykes 1856; West 1861). They continue to be published
up to the present, with new models waiting to be found.
Some of the sealings represent Buddhas – singly or in
groups – or bodhisattvas, often in combination with caityas.
Some represent caityas alone. Some are complex, with a
hierarchy of Buddhas, bodhisattvas, deities, architectural
elements and vegetation in a single tablet (Fig. 7.2). Some
tablets are inscribed; others are not. Those that are
inscribed usually carry the ye dharmā stanza or a dhāra ṇī. In
this chapter I restrict the discussion to the former; samples
with dhāra ṇī inscriptions are dealt with by Gergely Hidas in
Chapter 8 in the present volume.
One North Indian name – there may have been others –
for these sealings derives from Middle Indo-Aryan *sa ṃcaa,
and was sometimes Sanskritised as sañcaka. The term has not
been found, to my knowledge, in Indian inscriptions. It is
known from ritual literature in Sanskrit or in Tibetan
translation, from the Tibetan loan-word for moulded image,
tsha tsha, and from the sealings produced by King
Aniruddha of Pagan in Burma (middle of the 11th century,
see Skilling 2008b). Several unsatisfactory etymologies of
the Tibetan term tsha tsha were proposed by Giuseppe
Tucci and others (Tucci 1932). One name – again, there
may have been others – for clay caityas is mṛccaitya. The title
of the short rite in Advaya-vajra-sa ṃgraha is Mṛttikā-sikatādicaitya-kara ṇa-vidhi (Shastri 1927, 8). Kiran K. Thaplyal
(1972, 347) cites a passage from the Bhai ṣajyavastu of the
Gilgit Vinaya lauding the merits of offering a single
mṛttikāpi ṇḍa to a caitya of the Buddha; the same passage
also occurs in the Indra-nāma-brāhma ṇāvadāna of the
Divyāvadāna (Cowell and Neil 1987 [1886], 78.11–17).
Thaplyal interprets the passage as illustrating the
‘practice of offering votive-tablets in the chaitya’. I am not
convinced, but am also not certain what the passage
means. Siamese archaeological literature uses the
felicitous term stūpika, a neologism as far as I know. (For
the terminology used for clay tablets and caityas in South
East Asia, see Skilling 2003–4 and 2008b.) In Indian
archaeological literature these artefacts are usually called
clay sealings, terracotta sealings, clay plaques, etc. In South
East Asia, from Burma eastwards, they are more often – and
less appropriately – called ‘votive tablets’. For the
unsuitability of the term ‘votive’, see Skilling (2005) and
Gregory Schopen (1994), the latter especially in
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Figure 7.1a–b a) (left) Dharāvat, Bihar. Miniature stūpa made of terracotta, 8th or 9th century ce, h. 6.5cm. British Museum, 1887,0717.93;
b) (right) Bodhgayā, Bihar. Miniature stūpa made of terracotta broken to reveal a stamped inscription of the ye dharmā formula, 8th or 9th
century ce, h. 7.5cm. British Museum, 1887,0717.90

connection with the minor stūpas that surround a larger
stūpa. In this chapter I do not discuss ‘monastic sealings’,
which give the name of the donor of the vihāra, most
frequently beneath a deer-dharmacakra motif (Fig. 7.3).
The Sanskrit vocabulary connected with these sealings
– sā ṃghikā mudrā – is found, for example, in Gu ṇaprabha’s
Vinayasūtra (Sankrityayana 1981, 54, l. 25, for which
reference Schopen 2004, 253 n. 48).
Early attempts to explain the presence of the tablets did
not take Buddhist texts or tradition into account. Fanciful
theories propounded over a hundred years ago remain
current, such as that the plaques were ‘pilgrims’ mementoes’
or a ‘poor man’s road to heaven’. I have criticised these
theories elsewhere, and will not repeat myself here (Skilling
2005 and 2008b).
Texts and practice – both historical and present – lead us
to describe the sealings as ritual artefacts inspired by
ideologies of merit and by concern for the welfare and
spiritual advancement of the living and the dead. The
ideology is the quest for merit, the promise of benefits in this
life and the next for those who produce images of the
Buddha or of bodhisattvas, who produce caityas or who
reproduce texts. That is, the sealings are not primarily
aesthetic creations but rather ritual products. The complex
ritual entails preparation of the clay and rites of offering,
aspiration and recitation; it culminates in the installation of
the sealings, often in a crypt or chamber of a stūpa, or their
deposition in a deserted place like a cave or hillside. In some
cases miniature caityas enshrine ashes and bone, and serve
funerary functions (Schopen 1994), a practice still current in
Himalayan and Tibetan societies (see Gutschow 2004, 1,
for a contemporary example from Zanskar).

Figure 7.2 Myanmar (site not recorded). Plaque made of terracotta
showing a central Buddha seated in bhūmisparśamudrā within an
arched shrine topped by a parasol; branches of the Bodhi tree
above; surrounded by four smaller Buddha figures; along the base,
an inscription, probably in Old Mon, giving the name of the donor,
c. 14th or 15th century ce. Collected by James Fergusson, h. 14cm.
British Museum, 1886,0618.7
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Figure 7.3 Kāsiā, Uttar Pradesh. Circular monastic sealing with a
legend in three lines, with traces of two crouching deer above,
facing a dharma wheel; impressed in an irregular lump of
terracotta, 10th or 11th century ce, h. 3.14cm. British Museum,
1909,0215.4

Given that ritual is specific and fluid, we should not seek a
single explanation for the production of tablets and caityas. It is
evident that certain sūtra and ritual texts, and several historical
accounts, can clarify the metaphysics and aspirations that led
to their manufacture and deposit. But we cannot retrieve the
needs and events that inspired specific communities to
produce the artefacts we have recovered today.
The ye dharmā stanza
The states arisen from a cause
Their cause the Tathāgata proclaims
As well as their cessation:
This is the teaching of the Great Ascetic.

Here I have translated the ye dharmā stanza from the Pāli
version, Vinaya (Pāli Text Society edition, vol. 1, 40, l. 28–
9). In fact, there are no semantic differences between the
various recensions. Since the first half of the 19th century
this stanza has been – and still is – described as ‘the Buddhist
creed’, a ‘confession of faith’ (Sykes 1856, 37) or ‘confessio
fidei’ (ibid., 45). Are these terms appropriate? In its original
narrative context (see below), the stanza is not a credo, a
statement of faith, but a summary of a specific teaching of
the Buddha. Traditionally the verse is interpreted as a
summary of dependent arising (pratītyasamutpāda), and is
called the ‘stanza’ (gāthā) or ‘essence’ (hṛdaya) of dependent
arising. For the relation between the gāthā and dependent
arising see Daniel Boucher (1991), who rejects the
description of the verse as a ‘creed’. The stanza is also
interpreted in terms of the four truths of the noble ones (āryasatya). Both dependent arising and the four truths are central
teachings of the Buddha.
When inscribed on sealings, the stanza was not intended
to be read out or even to be read at all, given that the tablets

were meant to be installed in stūpas or left in deserted places.
By the Pāla period (8th century onwards) the stanza took on
the status of a mantra, introduced by ‘oṃ’, a usage that spread
to Java. In known contexts – literary, ritual, iconographical
and archaeological – it is impossible to construe the stanza
as a credo, and the use of the term imposes, a priori, familiar
yet foreign ideas upon objects we do not yet understand.
Surely this is something we seek to avoid. Perhaps the stanza
is best described as a ‘formula’, as for example by Horace H.
Wilson (1841 [1997], 51) and by Theodor Bloch (1911, 45).
Another term used by William H. Sykes (1856, 37),
‘Buddhist religious dogma’, is uninspiring. Given that the
stanza is traditionally described as the ‘heart’ or ‘essence’
(hṛdaya) of dependent arising, it may also be called an
‘essence’, ‘quintessence’ or ‘summary’. The Peking Tibetan
Tripiṭaka (Suzuki 1955–61) preserves two texts that
describe the gāthā as a hṛdaya: Ārya-pratītyasamutpādahṛdaya-vidhi-dhāra ṇī (no. 220) and Ārya-pratītyasamutpādahṛdaya-nāma (no. 222). Note that between these two texts is
the Pratītyasamutpāda-nāma-mahāyāna-sūtra (no. 221) –
mentioned below – here classed under Tantra (it occurs
once more in the Sūtra section). The three texts are part of
a series of titles on installation of texts in caityas (nos 218–
22). For such texts see Cristina Scherrer-Schaub (1994). It
is also known as the ‘verse of causation’.
The stanza is sometimes called ‘the dharmaparyāya’ (e.g.
Strauch 2000), because it is described as a dhammapariyāya in
the Pāli Vinaya Mahāvagga version of the foundational
narrative (for which see following section): atha kho āyasmā
assaji sāriputtassa paribbājakassa ima ṃ dhammapariyāya ṃ abhāsi.
Other Indic tellings of the story, such as that of the
Mahāvastu, do not, however, use the term. In the Central
Asian Catu ṣpari ṣat-sūtra, the stanza is called gāthā: athāyu ṣmān
aśvajit tasyā ṃ velāyā ṃ gāthā ṃ babhā ṣe (Waldschmidt 1962, §
28b.10, see also § 28c.5 – the Tibetan and Chinese
versions also use gāthā [Tib. tshigs su bcad pa]).
‘Dharmaparyāya’ is used in a stock phrase describing the
attainment of stream-entry that immediately follows (§
28b.11, 28c.9). Since dharmaparyāya is a general, widely used
(and significant) term for a turn of teaching in early texts,
including Mahāyāna sūtras, it cannot be a specific marker for
the stanza.
The ye dharmā stanza: textual contexts
The ye dharmā stanza was spoken not by the Buddha, but by
Aśvajit, one of the group of five monks converted in the Deer
Park near Benares. Śāriputra, then a wandering ascetic
named Upatiṣya, was impressed by Aśvajit’s radiant
demeanour and calm deportment, and asked him who his
teacher was and what his teacher taught. Aśvajit answered
the second question with the ye dharmā stanza.
Upon hearing the verse Upatiṣya attained the first stage
of realisation, the state of srotāpanna or ‘stream-winner’.
Upatiṣya repeated the verse to his companion Kolita
(Maudgalyāyana), and the latter also attained the first stage.
This momentous event is narrated once only, in the Vinayas
of the various schools, and this is the only narrative context
of the ye dharmā verse in the Tripiṭakas (Bareau 1963, 343,
and Lamotte 1967, 630–3, for the several versions; the
name Aśvajit is not constant: the Mahāvastu, for example,
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has Upasena). The verse is not spoken by the Buddha
(buddha-bhāsita); it is spoken by one of his auditors (sāvakabhāsita). It is, however, a summary of the Buddha’s teaching,
and has the full force of the ‘Buddha-word’ (buddhavacana).
Beyond the Vinaya context, and outside of the Tripiṭakas of
the old schools, the stanza occurs in several independent
sūtras, including those of the Mahāyāna, and at least one
Tantra. Oddly enough, the stanza is not given in the account
of Śāriputra’s meeting with Aśvajit that opens the
Ratnaketuparivarta, which gives a different ‘non- canonical’
verse. The Sanskrit of this part is not preserved. My
reference is to the Tibetan translation in the pothī-format
Tog gzu ṅs da ṅ | gSer ’od | Grva l ṅa bcas, the blocks of which
were carved at the government press gZhol par kha ṅ chen
mo in Lhasa in 1943 (gtogs gzu ṅs ka, fol. 3a5 ff.). The
Tibetan stanza is in four lines of 22 syllables. In the
Pratītyasamutpādanāmamahāyāna-sūtra the stanza is spoken by
the Buddha in the Trayastri ṃ śas Heaven (Aiyaswami 1950;
see also the Chinese Sūtra on the Merit of Building a Stūpa,
translated by Divākara in the 7th century, which is closely
related but by no means identical, Boucher 1991). In the
Sūtra on the Merit of Bathing the Buddha (preserved in Chinese
translation only) it is spoken by the Buddha on Gṛdhrakūṭa
in Rājag ṛha (Boucher 1995). In the Mahāvairocanābhisa ṃbodhi
Tantra the verse is incorporated into the text, spoken by
Vairocana to Vajrapā ṇ i (Hodge 2003, 413–14).
The Dharmadhātugarbha-vivara ṇa, a commentary on the ye
dharmā stanza ascribed in the colophon to Nāgārjuna, is
preserved in a Tibetan translation from about the beginning
of the 9th century. The short text – edited and translated by
Marek Mejor (1998) – is a straightforward wordcommentary. Other commentaries include the Ye-dharmāṭīkā, preserved in Tibetan translation in the Derge Tanjur as
Ye dharmā’i ’grel pa, by rTag pa’i rdo rje, translated by rTse
tha ṅ (Tôhoku, cat. 4149, su 253b1–254a7). It is noteworthy
that the text is not included in the imperial Beijing Tanjurs
and is classed under Vinaya (’Dul ba). There is also the
Pratītyasamutpādagāthā-vyākhyāna by Ācārya Vinayavarman
of the Sā ṃ mitīya school, preserved in Tibetan in a
Dunhuang manuscript (La Vallée Poussin 1962; Yamaguchi
et al. 1977, §§ 127, 128). These texts have yet to be studied and
translated.
Ritual texts devoted to the ye dharmā itself include Āryapratītyasamutpāda-hṛdaya-vidhi-dhāra ṇī and Āryapratītyasamutpāda-hṛdaya-nāma. These are texts of Indian
origin preserved in the Tibetan Kanjur. Other ritual texts
recommend the recitation of the stanza, usually abbreviated,
at different stages of the rites: see, for example, the
Kudṛṣṭinirghātana (Shastri 1927) and the Kriyāsa ṃgraha
(Skorupski 2002, 136, 160). The stanza is also frequent in
Tibetan consecration and ritual manuals (Bentor 1996, 114,
116–17; Beyer 1988, 284, 286, 310, 381, 460).
I have encountered only one text with the specific
injunction to inscribe ye dharmā on statues or paintings. This
is the *Cundadhāra ṇīsūtra, as translated into Chinese by
Amoghavajra. The text (Gimello 2004, 226–7) gives
instructions for painting an image of Cundī:
When the painting is finished then a monk may, according to
his means, invite seven other monks to [ join him in] making
offerings and intoning the spells, vows, and doxologies of the

eye-opening ceremony. Under the image one should inscribe
the ‘Dharmakāya Dependent Origination’ gāthā.

In a handbook cited by Beyer (1988, 460), the ‘heart of
conditioned co-production’ is to be recited after the eyeopening ceremony. This raises the question of whether the
engraving of the ye dharmāgāthā on images and its insertion in
stūpas is a by-product or marker of the consecration
ceremony (Skilling 2002, 173–4).
The ye dharmā stanza and language
Wilson (1841 [1997], 51) described a ye dharmā inscription on a
seal from Darunta in the Jalalabad Valley, Afghanistan, as
‘carelessly and blunderingly written in barbarous Pali’. Sykes
uses the charming terms ‘mongrel Sanskrit’ (1856, 37),
‘impure Sanskrit’ (38), ‘barbarous Pali’ (42) and ‘quasi Pali’
(40). Descriptions up to the present continue to use phrases
like ‘corrupt Sanskrit’ or ‘corrupt Pali’. Only in a few cases is
the language seriously recorded and analysed.
The language of the ye dharmā verse is important. The
stanza is transmitted in several distinct recensions. These
recensions may offer clues to the dating of an object or
monument, or to the presence of a particular Buddhist
school at a site. The most common version in the later
period, from, perhaps, the 7th century on, is the following:
ye dharmā hetuprabhavā hetu ṃ te ṣā ṃ tathāgato hy avadat te ṣāñ ca yo
nirodha eva ṃ vādī mahāśrama ṇa ḥ.

Even within this version there is scope for variation in the
application of sandhi, the use of anusvāra, the duplication of
consonants, etc. – not to speak of scribal vagaries – but these
do not affect the basic text. I have taken this reading from
the colophon of the 12th- to 13th-century Nepalese palm-leaf
manuscript of the Suvikrānta-vikrāmiparipṛcchā-prajñāpāramitāsūtra (Hikata 1983, 129), taking the liberty of restoring the
original text of the manuscript in one place.
The source of this – the most popular version – is not
known. It is different from the versions of, for example, the
Lokottaravādin Mahāvastu or the Sarvāstivādin Catu ṣpari ṣatsūtra from Central Asia. Is it possible that the practice of
ritual inscription of the gāthā originally relied on a text,
canonical or not, that is no longer extant, or with a school
whose Vinaya has not been preserved, at least in an Indic
language? I do not consider the latter to be likely, since the
gāthā is most frequent in areas where the Sarvāstivāda sa ṃgha
flourished. In any case, this may be a useful lesson. Need
there be a necessary correspondence between a popular text
and a ‘canonical’ version of a particular school? Rituals,
practices and liturgies have their own momentum and
itineraries. The ye dharmā verse would have been circulated
independently, orally or in ritual manuals, by ritual masters,
by craftsmen, by painters, by scribes, without any explicit
reference to any ‘canon’.
The main difference between the common and other
recensions lies in the verb at the end of the second line: in the
place of avadat – and note that the common recension is the
only one known so far to include the emphatic particle hi
– we may find prāha, uvāca, avaca or āha. Another difference is
in the use of sibilants. See Skilling (1999) for a preliminary
and now outdated classification. The significance of the
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Figure 7.4 Satdhārā, Madhya
Pradesh. Rock-shelter
painting showing a stūpa
with the ye dharmā formula,
6th–7th century ce. Photo:
Serena Biondo

variant mahāśrava ṇa ḥ in place of mahāśrama ṇa ḥ eludes me.
It seems too common to be a simple mistake. Perhaps it
had an official justification to ensure its persistence. The
different versions may point to a particular school, if there is
other corroborating evidence. It is therefore important that
archaeological or epigraphical reports give a precise
transcription of ye dharmā inscriptions rather than simply
state that the inscription is ‘the usual Buddhist creed’.
Unusual recensions should not be ignored as they may
advance our knowledge, not only of the gāthā but also of the
use of language and script. Simon Lawson (1982) transcribes
many ye dharmā and dhāra ṇī as far as they are legible; for
exemplary treatments of aberrant versions, see Lore
Sander (1994; 2002).
Ye dharmā in the field: a brief history
Multivalent and multifunctional, the ye dharmā stanza
enjoyed – and still enjoys – a diverse and robust career for a
period of centuries over much of Asia. The stanza can be
didactic. It can be a chant or a charm, a mantra or a spell. It
can be recited to purify past misdeeds, to heal, to protect. It
is essential to most consecrations: the investiture or
enlivening of tablets, images, paintings or caityas with the
dharma-kāya.
Some of the multiple uses of the stanza – its inscription on
a stone slab, on the base of an image and in colophons of the
Tibetan Kanjur – were already noted by J. Stephenson in
1835, in a remarkable interdisciplinary study drawing on the
talents of James Prinsep, Brian Hodgson, and Alexander
Csoma de Körös, published in the Journal of the Asiatic Society
of Bengal. The article gave examples of the stanza in two
scripts and two recensions, along with Lantsha and Tibetan
transliterations and Tibetan translation. Modern notes on
this collaboration are found in Om Prakash Kejariwal
(1999), 185–7 and Janice Leoshko (2003), 34–41.

Stephenson’s article led to a remarkable synthesis by
Sykes (1856), which added the discoveries of James Bird at
Kānherī in western India and two ‘copies of the dogma’
impressed on ‘terra-cotta images of Gautama’ obtained by
Captain Hannay from Tagaung in Burma, sent to the
Asiatic Society of Bengal by Colonel Burney. Sykes also
incorporated notes by Misters Norris and Dowson. The
article compared the following versions:
Archaeological
• Sārnāth (Uttar Pradesh): Major Markham Kittoe’s
miniature caityas
• Sārnāth (Uttar Pradesh): Dhamekh slab excavated by
Alexander Cunningham
• Tirhut (Bihar): Base of Buddha image recovered by
Stephenson, Sherghatti, near Gayā (Bihar): Buddha
image obtained by Major Markham Kittoe
• Kānherī (Maharashtra): Kānherī copper plate read by
Bird
• Darūnṭ a (region of Jalālābād, Afghanistan): Black
earthenware seal found by Charles Masson and published
by Wilson
• Tagaung (Burma): two sealings depicting the Buddha
with the stanza in Pāli, obtained by Captain Hannay
• Prambanan ( Java, Indonesia): Inscription on back of
bronze image found by James Crawfurd, noticed by
Eugène Burnouf in his Introduction à l’Histoire du Bouddhisme
• Kedah (Malaysia): Stone slab read by Colonel Low.
Textual
• Tibet: Csoma de Körös’s Sanskrit version from Kanjur
colophons
• Sri Lanka (Ceylon): Pāli versions, one recited from
memory by Ratna Pāla, a Sinhalese Christian convert,
the other from R. Spence Hardy’s Manual of Buddhism.
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Figure 7.5 Tibet. A lotus mandala, inscribed with the ye dharmā formula in Sanskrit on the right, drawing in ink on paper, date unknown,
h. 28cm x w. 15.3cm. British Museum, 1880,0.2094

Sykes presented the many variant translations into
English (and Latin) along with interpretations that had been
offered. He revealed for the first time the ‘canonical’
narrative context – the account of the conversion of
Śāriputra and Maudgalyāyana – through the medium of
Hardy’s translation from the Sinhalese (ibid.).
In sum, Sykes’s article encompassed all that was known
about the ye dharmā stanza by the middle of the 19th century.
It gave a thorough sketch of the use of the stanza: in terms of
variant versions (see Dowson’s remarks on the verb forms, p.
53), in terms of script (illustrated by eye-copies), in terms of
context (on clay sealings, images, etc.) and in terms of
geography, already mapping the formula from Afghanistan
to Burma, Malaya and Java. The ubiquity of the formula in
Bihar – to be amply confirmed by later finds – was noted by
Kittoe as cited by Sykes: ‘this formula occurs on almost
every image in this district.’
Proliferation
The ye dharmā stanza occurs in inscriptions wherever
Buddhism spread. It is engraved on clay, brick, stone and
metal, and is written in ink on palm-leaf, paper, cloth and
wall surfaces (Fig. 7.4). For an ink inscription of ye dharmā
on a painting of a stūpa, see Indian Archaeolog y 1992–93 – A
Review, 114 and pl. XXXIII, A. For an extraordinary
‘sealing’ with ye dharmā ‘carved in a small piece of tortoise
shell’ from Berachampa in North 24 Parganas, now in the
Bhuban Museum and Art Gallery, Behala, Kolkata, see ‘A
rare museum collection’, Puratattva Parishat Newsletter 1(1),
August 2004. The stanza is copied on objects to be installed
in stūpas or images. It is engraved on the outer surfaces of
stūpas and images – around the base or the halo, on the
back, or even, as we shall see, on the hand. It is written on
the front or back of thangkas, and it closes the colophons of

manuscripts. It is recited in rituals for the consecration of
vihāras, shrines, images, and thangkas.
The stanza is known in several distinct recensions, in
Prakrit, Pāli and Sanskrit, that have not been adequately
studied. In Tibet it is inscribed in Sanskrit in Tibetan and
Rañjana scripts (Fig. 7.5). In China it is inscribed on rock
faces and bronze images, in Sanskrit in Rañjana script. In
China and Korea it is engraved in Chinese translation on
pagoda bricks and reliquaries. In the Liao period (907–1125)
many pagodas with relic deposits were built. Bricks stamped
with the four characters of fa she-li ta, ‘stūpa [containing] the
relic(s) [she-li = śarīra] of the Dharma [ fa = dharma])’, and the
ye dharmā stanza in Chinese translation have been recovered
from several sites, for example the Beizhengcunta Pagoda and
the lower part of the North Pagoda at the Yunjusi monastery,
both in Fangshan, Hebei Province (Shen 2001). In Korea a
rectangular gilt-bronze reliquary was recovered from the
fourth or fifth storey of the Powinsa temple in 1968. On one
side the ye dharmā stanza was inscribed in Chinese translation
in shuang-hou outlined characters (Fontein 1991, 1995).
The number of inscriptions is immense, and more
continue to be found or noted. For recent examples see A.K.
Prasad (2001, 43, from Tārādhih, Bodhgayā); Ingo Strauch
(2000); Lore Sander (2002); H.N. Singh (2003, from Bakraur,
near Bodhgayā); and J. Prakash (2003, which gives the avacat
version). Impregnated with power, the essence of the
Buddha’s teaching (Buddhavacana), the ye dharmā is
extraordinarily durable.
Ye dharmā and dhāraṇī
When the ye dharmā stanza is recited in consecrations of
images, stūpas and cloth-paintings (pa ṭa, thangka) or when it is
written down, it is often combined with other dhāra ṇī or
mantra. A gold plate excavated from Go Xoai (Long An) in
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Figure 7.6 Bihar (site not recorded), seated Buddha on a lotus pedestal giving his First Sermon, the wheel and deer below him flanked by
monks; on the back, a stūpa with ye dharmā formula, c. 8th century ce, h. 33cm. British Museum, 1854,0214.1, purchased from Robert
Montgomery Martin

southern Vietnam, dating to about the 7th or 8th century,
gives three texts: the ye dharmā verse, a verse on the four
truths of the noble (ārya-satya), and two mantras or dhāra ṇī
that have not been identified (Skilling 1999):
1. ye dhammā hetuppabhavātesa ṃ hetu ṃ tathāgato avaca tesañca yo
nirodho eva ṃvādī mahāsamano|| No. 1
2. duḥkha ṃ duḥkhasamutpādo duḥkhassa ca atīkkamo airo 		
a ṭṭha ṅgiko maggo duḥkhopaśamagāmīko|| No. 2
3. tadyathā|| da ṇḍake|| pa ṇḍake|| kaura ṇḍe || keyyūre|| dantile||
dantile|| svāhā ḥ|| No. 3a or No. 3
4. tadyathā|| adhame amvare amvare parikuñja nā ṭa nā ṭa 		
pu ṣkarādhahā jala khama khaya ilīmī
5. liki limili kīrtti caramudre mudramukhe svāhā ḥ|| No. 3b or No. 4
The combination of the ye dharmāgāthā with a mantra or
dhāra ṇī is found in China, for example on bricks from She-li
T’a (Liebenthal 1947):
1. nama ḥ ye dharmā
2. hetu-prabhava heto3. n te ṣām tathāgato
4. hy avadat e ṣā ccha yo
5. nirodha eva ṃvadi
6. mahā-śrama ṇaḥ ||
7. hū ṃ strvī ṃ ha ṃ bhrū ṃ drū ṃ
8. oṃ sarva-tathāga9. tā-hṛdayādhi ṣṭhānā
10. dhi ṣṭhite svāhā ||
11. oṃ acira hū ṃ kha ṃ vaḥ ra ḥ ||

Here the text opens with ‘homage’ (nama ḥ) followed by the ye
dharmā stanza, then five bīja syllables, then an intelligible
line, then one more set of bīja syllables.
The ye dharmā stanza and the stūpa
By the 6th century, if not earlier, the ye dharmāgāthā and the
stūpa and caitya were inextricably linked (Figs 7.4, 7.6). For
example, Haribhadra (late 8th century) cites Candragomin
(6th or 7th century) to say that ‘a site consecrated by the ye
dharmā hetuprabhavā verse, which demonstrates the nonexistence of the individual self, is deemed to be a stūpa’
(Wogihara 1932, 207, l. 20: yatra hi nāma
pudgalanairātmyadyotikayā ‘ye dharmā hetuprabhavā’ ityādigāthayā
’dhi ṣṭhito bhū-bhāga ḥ stūpo mata ḥ).
*Ajitamitra (date unknown: c. 6th–8th century), in his
commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Ratnāvalī, refers to the two
types of caitya: ‘It is a caitya because it has at its heart physical
relics (śarīra) or the dharmadhātu …’ (Okada 1990, 101, l. 1).
The text is preserved only in Tibetan translation, mchod
rten ni sku gdu ṅ gi sñi ṅ po can nam chos kyi dbyi ṅs kyi sñi ṅ po can
g yi phyir ram | ṅa ga ṅ yin pa de ñid ’di yin no žes bcom ldan ’das
kyis byin g yis brlabs pa’i phyir mchod par ’os pa yin no. The
Sanskrit is difficult to reconstruct. ‘Sñi ṅ po can’ might be
-garbhin, which would give us dharma-dhātu-garbhin, a
plausible form. That here mchod rten translates caitya and
not stūpa is clear from the verse cited by *Ajitamitra
immediately afterwards: dkar po’i chos rnams bsags phyir da ṅ
| sdig pa’i las rnams spa ṅs pa’i phyir | sa ṅs rg yas bcom ldan ’das
ñid la | mchod rten žes kya ṅ m ṅon par brjod – ‘Because he has
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accumulated (bsags: from cī) the pure qualities
(śukladharma), and because he has abandoned (spa ṅs pa:
from tyaj) negative acts ( pāpakarma), the Awakened One,
the Lord himself, is also called a “caitya”.’ Here
dharmadhātu is a name for the ye dharmā stanza, but the
terminological relation of dharmadhātu to stūpa and relic
deserve study. The Tibetan classifications are given by Yael
Bentor (1994).
The status of the stanza is reflected in the fact that it was
inscribed on a large stone slab (73cm x 33cm x 12.1cm;
28¾in. x 13in. x 4¾in.) deposited in the centre of the
Dhamekh Stupa at Sārnāth, the site of Śākyamuni’s first
sermon and one of the four primary places of Buddhist
pilgrimage. The slab was uncovered by Cunningham on 25
January 1835, at a depth of 3.2m (10½ft) from the summit
(Cunningham 1972, 111; Stephenson 1835, 132 and pl. IX
middle. The plate is an eye-copy; as far as I know no
photograph or rubbing has been published). Given that it
is engraved in Siddhamāt ṛkā characters, it must have been
installed during a later renovation of the monument.
Cunningham sent the slab to the Museum of the Asiatic
Society in Calcutta (Kolkata). Presumably it was among the
objects from Sārnāth transferred later to the Indian
Museum.
Motivation: deeds of sublime merit
According to the Mūlasarvāstivādin Vinaya and to a sūtra
cited by Yaśomitra in his Abhidharmakośavyākhyā, the first of
four ‘deeds of sublime merit’ (brāhma-pu ṇya) is to establish a
stūpa with a physical relic of the Tathāgata in a place where
none has ever been established before:
ya ḥ pudgala ḥ aprati ṣṭhitapūrve pṛthivīpradeśe tathāgatasya śārīra ṃ
stūpa ṃ prati ṣṭhāpayati, aya ṃ prathama ḥ pudgala ḥ brāhma ṃ pu ṇya ṃ
prasravat; kalpa ṃ svarge ṣu modate.

For this text, see Raniero Gnoli (1978, 206, l. 16), but
compare Unrai Wogihara (1936, 438, l. 4), which omits
pūrve. The Tibetan version in Śamathadeva’s Chos m ṅon
pa’i mdzod kyi ’grel bśad ñe bar mkho ba/Abhidharmakośaupāyikā ṭīkā (Peking Tripiṭaka No. 5595, vol. 118) is m ṅon pa’i
bstan bcos, tu, 295a5 ga ṅ zag ga ṅ gis s ṅon ma byas pa’i sa phyogs
su, de bžin gśegs pa’i sku gdu ṅ da ṅ bcas pa’i mchod rten rab tu gnas
par byed de (thus including pūrve = s ṅon). For the Ta chih-tu
lun and references to Ekottarāgama and Vibhā ṣā, see Étienne
Lamotte (1980, 2310 and n. 1).
The production of stūpas that enshrine a physical relic,
no matter how small, is promoted with great hyperbole in
the Adbhutadharmaparyāya and kindred texts (Bentor 1988).
The archaeological record leaves no doubt that the ideology
of relic worship was a key factor in the spread of Buddhism
through much of India and beyond, and that it inspired
many of Buddhism’s greatest monuments. Expressions of
the ideology are seen in inscriptions from the north-west, in
which royal donors explicitly announce that they have
established relics where they have not been established
before (Salomon and Schopen 1984; Falk 1998).
Other texts share a similar ethic – the quest for merit
through the production of stūpas – but offer an alternative,
or better, complement to the physical relic: the installation
of the Pratītyasamutpādagāthā (that is, the ye dharmā verse). In

Figure 7.7 Kaśmīr (?).
Stamp with a pierced
handle with small volutes
and curved face, incised
with the ye dharmā
formula, c. 7th century ce.
Collected in the Punjab by
Jean-Baptiste Ventura.
h. 3.5cm. British Museum,
1880.167

the Pratītyasamutpādanāmamahāyāna sūtra, the Buddha states
that if a kulaputra or kuladuhitā possessed of faith establishes in
a place where none has been established a caitya even the size
of an āmalaka-fruit and places within it the stanza of the
dharmadhātu of conditioned arising, he or she will gain
sublime merit. (The Sanskrit original is lost; I work here
from the Tibetan as given in Aiyaswami 1950, 71.) The same
recommendation is made in other sūtras.
What is the significance of the phrase ‘aprati ṣṭhita-pradeśa’?
Does it refer to a conscious attempt to expand the frontiers of
Buddhism? Gérard Fussman, for example, notes with regard
to the Indravarman casket that ‘Indravarma se félicite de
faire œuvre missionnaire en établissant des reliques dans un
endroit (padeśe) où il n’y avait pas de fondation bouddhique
(apradiṭhavita) auparavant’ (1980). In this case, the installation
of relics or of the ye dharmā stanza can both signify the
expansion of Buddhism into new territories. And no matter
whether this motive was foremost, or even explicit, in the
minds of donors, the relics and the stanza have become,
historically, markers of the presence and advance of
Buddhism – as archaeological literature abundantly shows.
Mass production
Whether they are inscribed or not, clay sealings and caityas
are products of technologies of mass production (Fig. 7.7).
The ideology seems to be largely Buddhist, especially during
the periods in question. Numerous images of Viṣṇu and li ṅga
were produced in Indian and Khmer art, but whether or not
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Figure 7.8 Kbal Spean,
Cambodia. River-washed
liṅgas and stūpas with
recumbent figures of
Viṣṇu. Photo: Michael Willis

this was motivated by the quest for merit remains to be
determined. For comparison, note can be made of the
four-sided Khmer stele with multiple images of Viṣṇu in
the Musée Guimet, Paris ( Jessup and Zéphir 1997, cat. 72)
and the many river-washed li ṅgas and stūpas carved from
natural rock at Kbal Sbean, Phnom Kulen, Cambodia
(Boulbet and Dagens 1973; Fig. 7.8). Can these be
explained by the ideology of merit, or are there narrative
or theological explanations (for which see Willis 2009,
137–8)?
Extant Buddhist texts do not explicitly recommend mass
production, although it follows that if producing one image
brings merit then the more images produced the merrier.
Indeed, if the hyperbole of ritual texts is to be believed, to
produce a single clay caitya should suffice. For example,
Atiśa, in his Ritual for Making Miniature Clay Stūpas of the Vehicle
of Perfections (Pārāmitāyāna), states that:
Reciting this dhāra ṇī twenty-one times over a ball of clay or
mound of sand, one should make a caitya. As many atoms
( paramā ṇu) as there are in the caitya, so many ten millions of
caityas will [thereby] be made. As many atoms as there are
[in the caitya], so many times will one be reborn as a god or a
human. Wherever and whenever one is reborn, one will
remember one’s past lives. One will quickly realize
unsurpassed, true and full awakening. (Skilling 2008b)

This might seem to obviate the need for mass production.
But mass production – not only of images but also of texts
– was a mentality that took on its own momentum, inspiring
the first printed texts in India, the ye dharmā and dhāra ṇī
impressed on clay.

Function and ritual
When first kneading the clay, one should knead it while
generating the aspiration to enlightenment (bodhicitta), with
loving kindness (maitrī) and compassion (karuṇā) for oneself or for
others. Then, consecrating the ball of clay, one should mentally
pay homage to the Tathāgata, the Arhat, the Truly and Fully
Awakened One Vairocana-prabharāja, who resides beyond
Akaniṣṭha, and repeat the mantra the same number of times as
before. Then one should recite the mantra of dependent arising
[the ye dharmā stanza], and apply the mould. Next, reciting the
mantra of dependent arising three or seven times over a grain of
rice or a flower, one should offer it. (Skilling 2008b)

What do we know about the social contexts of the tablets, or
their ritual use? Amalananda Ghosh (1989, 263) describes
them as ‘pūjā-vigraha’ and includes them with ‘objects of
domestic worship’, but the term does not appear to be
sanctioned in Buddhist literature to my knowledge. From
the point of view of texts and archaeological context, this
does not seem to be one of their primary functions, although
it cannot be ruled out altogether. He states that ‘Buddhist
dhāra ṇīs and creed ye dharmā etc., from many monastic sites
appear to be of magico-religious significance’ (ibid., 265).
This may be so, but ‘magico-religious’ does not mean a
great deal.
Do these artefacts tell us something about Buddhism in
general – as an abstraction, as an atemporal and nonlocalised system? Or do they only speak for specific times
and sites? Does, for example, a sealing depicting
Avalokiteśvara point to the practice of Mahāyāna, or only to
the existence of a cult of the Greatly Compassionate
Bodhisattva? Can the practices and ideologies that
produced the sealings be compared with the practices of

84 | Precious Treasures from the Diamond Throne: Finds from the Site of the Buddha’s Enlightenment

Jainism or Hinduism (see examples in Schopen 1994)? How
far can we go with our conclusions?
Another question is whether the tablets ever functioned
as amulets, as small impressed images do in present-day
Thailand. The tablets are portable, but was their transport
ever a ritualised practice? The moulds certainly travelled, as
part of a complex of ritual paraphernalia.
Some examples are of note: a bronze caitya mould from
Java is now in Museum Volkenkunde, Leiden (O’Connor
1975). A ye dharmā mould from Mardan is now in the
Peshawar Museum and dates to the 7th–8th century
(Callieri 1997, cat. 7.63, 129–30, pl. 28). Two ye dharmā
moulds are known from Swat (Strauch 2000). A caitya
mould and several moulds for fashioning sealings have
recently been recovered from the Intan shipwreck in the
Java Sea; they were part of a hoard of ritual implements
including vajra and vajragha ṇṭā, as reported by John Guy in a
paper delivered at the 10th International Conference of
the European Association of Southeast Asian
Archaeologists (London, 16 September 2004; for the
wreck, see Guy 2004). And several types of moulds are
regularly available in Himalayan and Tibetan bazaars
today.
Agency
Who produced sealings? Who prepared the clay, and who
held the mould? Was the production of sañcaka and mṛccaitya
an individual rite or a social collaboration? Literary records
– the activities of Jayasena recorded by Xuanzang and those
of the Śrama ṇa Budha-rakhu related in the Chach-nama
(Skilling 2005) – and, perhaps, the ritual texts, attest to the
manufacture of sealings by individuals. Atiśa, according to
tradition, made sealings every day; his disciple ’Brom ston
prepared the clay. Large installations, however, must have
been grand rituals, perhaps with state sponsorship. Tibetans
conduct complex rituals of preparation and installation of
mṛccaitya that last several days. In Newar society, clay caityas
are produced during the month of Gumla, according to the
ritual calendar.
The problem of dates
When and where did the practice of production of sealings
and inscriptions of ye dharmā begin? Given that the sealings
do not bear dates, they can only be dated, roughly, through
palaeography or stratigraphy. But palaeographic dating is
an infirm terrain, given that scholars can disagree by
centuries. Krishna Dev (1989, 44), for example, writes that
‘the earliest known epigraph with the [ ye dharmā] formula is
not anterior to the fourth century ad’, and goes on to
describe an inscription ‘on the back of a stela from Sārnāth
inscribed with the four principle life-scenes of the Buddha in
the early Gupta style’, which he dates to the 4th century. He
does not give any reference, but the object must be the
broken stele recovered at Sārnāth in two pieces in two
different years, and described in the Archaeological Survey
of India, Annual Report (1904–5, 83–5; 1907–8, 47). John
Marshall and Sten Konow, in the Annual Report, 1907–8, date
the inscription, which is engraved on the back of the upper
section of the slab, to the 6th century, while Daya Ram
Sahni (1972, 185) dates it to the 5th century. I assume that

Figure 7.9 Kānherī, Maharashtra. Cave 3, veranda, right side.
Stūpas, the one on the right carrying the ye dharmā formula, stone,
c. 5th–6th century ce. Photo: Michael Willis

this was the inscription published in Epigraphia Indica for
1907–8 by Konow, who described it as ‘discovered during
the excavations carried on by Mr. Marshall and myself in
the winter of 1908, on the back of a slab containing
conventional representations of scenes of the Buddha’s life.’
Konow states that ‘the characters belong to the 4th, or,
perhaps, the 3rd century a.d. The tripartite ya is almost
identical with the ya of the Allahâbâd praśasti, while the sa
has the older form with a hook, and not with a loop’
(Hultzsch and Konow 1907–8; see also Tsukamoto 1996–
2003, IV. Sārnāth, 169). The text is the avoca recension. In
this case, we find that a single inscription can be assigned to
the 3rd–6th centuries. Friedrich Oertel and Sahni proposed
a different candidate for the honour of being the earliest
inscription of the formula at Sārnāth. The epigraph is
unique: the ye dharmā is inscribed on the open palm of the
hand of the Buddha, which, according to Sahni
(Archaeological Survey of India, Annual Report, 1904–5, 90 and
pls XXXII, XXI; Sahni 1972, 58–9; see also Tsukamoto
1996–2003, IV. Sārnāth, 14):
belonged to a colossal standing image of Buddha in the attitude
of imparting security (abhayamudrā). The hand was raised as
usual at right angles to the fore-arm. The fleshy portions of the
fingers and the lines on the palm are delineated with admirable
delicacy. The cushion-shaped portion, which connected the
back of the hand to the upper arm behind it, gives it the
appearance of a web which according to the texts joined the
fingers of Gautama Buddha ( jālāvanaddhā ṅgulipā ṇi). On this
stone is cut the Buddha creed in four lines in characters of the
Gupta period …
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Oertel, in the Annual Report, dates the inscription to the
5th century and describes it as ‘the oldest inscription of this
kind’. Sahni calls it ‘the earliest instance of the Buddhist
creed found at Sarnath’, and describes the stele inscription
mentioned above as ‘somewhat later’. He does not, however,
venture a date, simply saying that the characters are ‘of the
Gupta period’. From the reproduction of a rubbing one can
see that the script has the tripartite ya and may well belong to
the 5th century.
Another example with a tripartite ya, dated by Shobhana
Gokhale to the 5th century, is ‘engraved on a small bas-relief
dagoba on the right hand side-wall outside the verandah of
the Chaitya, Cave No. 3’ (Gokhale 1991, 56, 58; Tsukamoto
1996–2003, III. Kānherī 11; Fig. 7.9). In 1839 James Bird
excavated a free-standing stūpa in the court in front of Cave
Kānherī Cave No. 3. In addition to two small copper urns,
he recovered ‘two copper plates containing legible
inscriptions in the cave characters … The smaller of the
copper plates bears an inscription in two lines, the last part
of which contains the Buddhist creed’ (cited in Gokhale 1991,
59). Unfortunately, both plates have since disappeared. The
larger plate has been edited several times on the basis of the
eye-copy. Belonging to the Traikūṭaka period, it dates from
494/5, and informs us that the caitya was dedicated to the
‘foremost auditor of that highest Sage [Śākyamuni], Ārya
Śāradvatīputra’ (tasyaiva paramamuner agryaśrāvakasy’
āryaśāradvatīputrasya caitya[ṃ]: Gokhale 1991; Tsukamoto
1996–2003, III. Kānherī, 14).
According to Bird (1847, 64), the lettering of the larger
plate was earlier than that of the smaller plate, which, if
correct, means that the smaller ye dharmā must have been
engraved in the 6th century. The excavation was not
scientific and, as far as I know, not even an eye-copy of the
smaller plate survives. In any case, it is fitting that the stūpa
contains the ‘verse on causation’ first requested and heard by
Śāriputra himself. If these dates are acceptable, we can
conclude, conservatively, that the stanza began to be
inscribed on stūpa and images in western India and Sārnāth
by the 5th century, which is not, in any case, unreasonable.
The inscription of the gāthā was a logical evolution of the
installation of prose sūtras giving the text of pratītyasamutpāda,
which began several centuries earlier (Boucher 1991). By the
6th century we begin to find the stanza inscribed on tablets.
Conclusions and questions
The production of clay sealings and caityas is an
extraordinary practice, multilayered in meaning and
function. The study of the distribution of these artefacts can

help us to understand, at least in some cases, the circulation
of cults and ideas, the itineraries of ritual, and the evolution
of iconography. Their connection with ritual, and their mass
production in quest of merit, led earlier scholarship to
associate them with the trope of degeneration. Ritual is,
rather, an expression of a society’s needs, fears and
aspirations. Sañcaka and mṛccaitya are traces of religious
practice that deserve to be studied not only as ‘art objects’
but also as social and religious artefacts.
Why are sealings found in some regions, but not in
others? Is there any relation to earlier or contemporary
terracotta production, so rich in the Gangetic plain (see, for
example, Chakravarti 1990; Pal 2002)? The geographical
distribution of the production of sealings and clay caityas
remains to be determined, although it seems safe to say that
the largest number have certainly been recovered in Bihar
and Bengal. A mapping of the sites at which sealings have
been found in excavation would help us to understand the
extent of the practice, and through this the evolution of ideas
and ritual practices. The occurrence of the ye dharmā stanza
also needs to be mapped. It is rarely inscribed on Gupta
images, the images of the north-west, the south, or Sri
Lanka. In the Pāla period it is inscribed widely, on haloes,
backs and bases of images, on stone caityas and on clay
tablets. The reasons for uneven distribution of the practice
are surely complex, and may be regional, chronological and
sectarian.
The trowel of this article has only scraped the surface of
several challenging cultural complexes: rich archaeological,
literary and ritual sites that are widely distributed over space
and time. The contours and extent of the complexes are not
yet clear, let alone their extended social and geographic
evolution. A great deal more excavation of the literary
corpus is needed. Literary studies, in combination with new
archaeological finds, with new and systematic analysis of the
artefacts that have gathered dust in museums since their
discovery over the last two centuries, and with ethnological
studies of current practice in Himalayan and other societies,
should gradually bring the sites into sharper focus.
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Chapter 8
Dhāraṇī Seals in the
Cunningham Collection
Gergely Hidas

This chapter presents the first detailed identifications of
Buddhist dhāra ṇī seals from North India kept in the
collection donated by Alexander Cunningham to the British
Museum in the 1880s. While earlier publications described a
few of these pieces from around the 8th–11th centuries, the
preparation of a comprehensive inventory along with high
quality photographic reproductions has long been a
desideratum. An earlier version of this chapter was
presented at the Bodhgayā workshop on 10 May 2016 at
SOAS, University of London. I am grateful to Michael
Willis for calling my attention to these objects and for
providing useful materials; thanks are due also to Dr Béla
Kelényi, Dr Lewis Doney and Dr Dániel Balogh for
suggestions.
Previous research
Various kinds of seals and clay estampages have been
prevalent in different cultures (Collon 1997). In the Near
East thousands of such objects survive; these were used as
tokens or amulets (Keel et al. 1993) and there is evidence of
corresponding pieces in Arabic and Persian lands (Porter
2011) or the Islamic Malay world (Gallop 2016). The Indus
Civilisation also used clay seals (Parpola et al. 1987–2010).
Early analyses centring on Asian Buddhist objects most
often labelled as ‘seals’ or ‘sealings’ treat Siam (Coedès 1925)
and the Himalayan region (Tucci 1932). For 19th-century
forerunners see Chapter 7 by Peter Skilling in the present
volume. Studies focusing on such items from classical South
Asia started to appear from the 1960s (Chhabra 1961–2;
Taddei 1970; Thaplyal 1972; Lawson 1982, 1985, 1988;
Schopen 1982, 1985, 1994; Skilling 2005, 2008a; Strauch
2009; Rahman and Falk 2011; Nasu 2013; Mishra 2016;
Griffiths and Nasir 2016). With the course of time, further
investigations reached the region of South East Asia as well
(Luce 1969–70; Pattaratorn Chirapravati 1997; Skilling
2008b, 2011, 2013). The most overarching publication to date
by Kunsang Namgyal Lama considers Tibetan Buddhist
practices while excellently surveying Indian antecedents
(Namgyal Lama 2013; see also Bentor 1995, 2003; Berounsky
and Sklenka 2005; Liao 2016; Gerner 2017; for Mongolian
votive plaques, see Kelényi 2013a, 2013b). Many of these seals
contain magical formulas called dhāra ṇī and such pieces at
the British Museum were examined by Simon Lawson in the
1980s (Lawson 1982, 1985, 1988). In 2009 Ingo Strauch gave
an enumeration of these, where it was remarked that ‘[s]ince
the sealings are not separately described and pictures of only
some of them are available it is not possible to provide the
respective data for every single item’ (Strauch 2009, 40).
Dhāranị̄ seals
The sealings investigated here are terracotta pieces
produced by stamping a lump of clay with an inscribed
mould and then baking or sun-drying it. While these seals
do not themselves bear words with a reference to their
Sanskrit name, Giuseppe Tucci found that a formal
designation must have been sañcaka or mudrā as reflected in
two works from around the 11th century. The first is
Advayavajra’s Kudṛṣṭinirghātana (Mikkyo Seiten Kenkyukai
1988, 24–6):
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idānī ṃ mahāma ṇḍalavyūhatantrānusāre ṇa sañcakatā ḍanavidhir
atidiśyate | nama ḥ samantabuddhānām | oṃ vajrapu ṣpe svāhā |
m ṛttikāgraha ṇamantra ḥ | oṃ vajrodbhavāya svāhā |
bimbavalanamantra ḥ | oṃ araje viraje svāhā | tailamrak ṣa ṇamantra ḥ |
oṃ dharmadhātugarbhe svāhā | mudrāk ṣepa ṇamantra ḥ | oṃ
vajramudgarākoṭana svāhā | ākoṭanamantra ḥ | oṃ suprati ṣṭhitavajre
svāhā | sthāpanamantra ḥ | oṃ sarvatathāgatama ṇiśatadīpte jvala jvala
dharmadhātugarbhe svāhā | prati ṣṭhāmantra ḥ | oṃ svabhāvaśuddhe ā
hara ā hara ā gaccha ā gaccha dharmadhātugarbhe svāhā |
visarjanamantra ḥ | oṃ ākāśadhātugarbhe svāhā | k ṣamāpa ṇamantra ḥ
| iti | || sañcakatā ḍanavidhi ḥ ||

The second work is Anupamavajra’s Ādikarmapradīpa
(Takahashi 1993, 140–1):
sañcakatā ḍanavidhir ucyate || oṃ vasudhe svāhā |
m ṛttikāgraha ṇamantra ḥ || oṃ vajrodbhavāya svāhā |
bimbavalanamantra ḥ || oṃ araje viraje svāhā || tilamrak ṣa ṇamantra ḥ
|| oṃ vajradhātugarbhe svāhā | bimbak ṣepa ṇamantra ḥ || oṃ
dharmadhātugarbhe svāhā | mudrāk ṣepa ṇamantra ḥ || oṃ vajramudgara
ākoṭaya hū ṃ pha ṭ svāhā | ākoṭanamantra ḥ || oṃ dharmarate svāhā |
ni ḥsāra ṇamantra ḥ || oṃ suprati ṣṭhitavajre svāhā | sthāpanamantra ḥ ||
oṃ sarvatathāgatama ṇiśatadīpte jvala 2 dharmadhātugarbhe svāhā |
prati ṣṭhāmantra ḥ || oṃ svabhāvaviśuddha āhara 2 āgaccha 2
dharmadhātugarbhe svāhā | visarjanamantra ḥ || oṃ ākāśadhātugarbhe
svāhā | k ṣamāpa ṇamantra ḥ || tata ḥ taccaityādikam anupahatapradeśe
sthāpayet | iti sañcakatā ḍanavidhi ḥ |

These provide a manual of producing an estampage
(sañcakatā ḍanavidhi) with specific mantras to be pronounced at
each stage of the process, namely, when taking the clay
(mṛttikāgraha ṇa), turning the image (bimbavalana), rubbing
with sesame oil (tailamrak ṣa ṇa), casting the image
(bimbak ṣepa ṇa), casting the seal (mudrāk ṣepa ṇa), pressing
(ākoṭana), removing (niḥsāra ṇa), fixing (sthāpana), installing
(prati ṣṭhā), dismissing (visarjana) and begging for pardon
(k ṣamāpa ṇa). As it has also been shown, some of these disclike objects are free-standing while others formed the
bottom part of small stūpas that contained relics of a
departed person. In the former case the seals are likely to
have been used as offerings at religious sites, as tokens to be
brought home and probably placed onto house shrines, or as
objects for the consecration of stūpas (Lawson 1982). Note the
instruction in the Ādikarmapradīpa above: tataḥ taccaityādikam
anupahatapradeśe sthāpayet, ‘then one should place that caitya
etc. in an unvitiated place’. It is possible that some were also
carried as amulets, but it may be observed that there is no
string-hole in or ring attached to the sealings themselves and
no frames appear to survive either. In the case of non-freestanding seals, the use of a specific dhāra ṇī is closely
connected to purification from sins and thus gaining a better
rebirth (Namgyal Lama 2013, 22–3, 27, 29).
The variety of dhāra ṇī texts on these inscribed seals seems
to be limited, at least in the Indian context. Beside the most
common appearance of the ye dharmā formula – taken up by
Peter Skilling in Chapter 7 in the present volume and
referred to as dhāra ṇī-viśe ṣa or ‘special dhāra ṇī’ in
Abhayākaragupta’s Vajrāvalī (Mori 2009, 359) – there are
several items with the Vimaloṣṇī ṣa- and
Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇīs and in a few cases the ye
dharmā formula is combined with one of these spells. Tibetan
traditions mention five relevant texts for such objects, adding
two to the three just named: the Uṣṇī ṣavijayā- and

Guhyadhātu-dhāra ṇīs. The complete title of the latter text is
Sarvatathāgatādhi ṣṭhānahṛdayaguhyadhātukara ṇḍamudrā-dhāra ṇī.
These are grouped together as gzungs chen sde lnga, the ‘five
classes of great dhāra ṇīs’ (Namgyal Lama 2013, 25 ff.).
Occasionally, other texts are also referred to in Tibetan
sources, like the Raśmivimalā-dhāra ṇī that does not survive in
Sanskrit, but its Sinitic contexts are discussed by Richard
McBride (2011). Slabs engraved with the Guhyadhātu-dhāra ṇī
have been located in Udayagiri, Orissa (Mishra 2016, 77–9)
and Abhayagiriya, Sri Lanka (Schopen 1982). It is thus
noteworthy that in South Asia only terracotta seals with the
ye dharmā formula and the Vimaloṣṇī ṣa- and
Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇīs have been found so far, that
is, the Uṣṇī ṣavijayā- and Guhyadhātu-dhāra ṇīs are not yet
documented on such objects in the region. Note
simultaneously that the Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-,
Uṣṇī ṣavijayā- and Guhyadhātu-dhāra ṇīs do survive in Nepalese
manuscripts (Hidas 2020, 2021).
The British Museum dhāraṇī seals
For the seals listed here, all are published for the first time
unless otherwise noted. While the seals offer no new texts,
they document the circulation and popularity of the
Vimaloṣṇī ṣa- and Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇīs in eastern
India during the later Pāla period.
1887,0717.98.a–b (Fig. 8.1)
Origin: Bodhgayā, Bihar
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Vimaloṣṇī ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: stūpa image
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped
1887,0717.105.a (Fig. 8.2)
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Vimaloṣṇī ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: stūpa image
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped
1887,0717.105.b (Fig. 8.3)
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Vimaloṣṇī ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: stūpa image
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped
1887,0717.105.c (Fig. 8.4)
Publication: Lawson 1985
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
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Figure 8.1 British Museum, 1887,0717.98.a-b, diam. 5cm

Figure 8.2 British Museum, 1887,0717.105.a, diam. 5cm

Figure 8.3 British Museum, 1887,0717.105.b, diam. 5cm

Figure 8.4 British Museum, 1887,0717.105.c, diam. 5cm

Text: Vimaloṣṇī ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: stūpa image
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped

1887,0717.106.a (Fig. 8.5)
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Ye dharmā formula + Vimaloṣṇī ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: stūpa image
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped

The previous four seals (Figs 8.1–8.4) seem to originate
from the same mould. Note that a similar type of seal is
published by Lawson (1988) after Cunningham (1892, xxiv).
This piece might perhaps be 1887,0717.105.b but it is difficult
to tell from the photograph. Another one is kept at the
Ferenc Hopp Museum of Asiatic Arts, Budapest: the
museum record describes this object, numbered as 6311, as a
North Indian talismanic stamp estimated to originate from
the Gupta period. It contains six lines and its diameter is
5cm. It was a gift from Imre Schwaiger in 1928.

1887,0717.106.b (Fig. 8.6)
Publication: Lawson 1985
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
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Figure 8.5 British Museum, 1887,0717.106.a, diam. 5.5cm

Figure 8.6 British Museum, 1887,0717.106.b, diam. 5.5cm

The text of the Vimalo ṣṇī ṣa-dhāra ṇī is given below after
Gregory Schopen (1985, 139–45); translation by the present
author; earlier translations were published in Lawson 1985,
709, Scherrer-Schaub 1994, 713 and Griffiths 2014, 183. Note
that the dhāra ṇī on 1887,0717.106.a, b, c corresponds closely
to the texts given in Schopen. On 1887,0717.98.a–b and
1887,0717.105.a, b, c, instead of sarvatathāgatasamantoṣṇī ṣa- the
shorter samanto ṣṇī ṣa- (carved as samanta-u ṣṇī ṣa) is read. Note
also a corresponding estampage from Bali (Griffiths 2014,
181–3) and several birch bark slips from Gilgit (von Hinüber
2004, 14).
oṃ traiyadhve sarvatathāgatah ṛdayagarbhe jvala jvala
dharmadhātugarbhe sambhara āyuḥ sa ṃśodhaya pāpa ṃ
sarvatathāgatasamanto ṣṇī ṣavimalaviśuddhe svāhā
O ṃ, O the One of the Three Epochs, O Essence of the Heart
of all Tathāgatas, shine, shine, O Essence of the Dharma
Sphere, support life, purify from sins, O the One Spotless and
Pure like the Enveloping Topknot of all Tathāgatas, svāhā
Figure 8.7 British Museum, 1887,0717.106.c, diam. 5.5cm

Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Ye dharmā formula + Vimalo ṣṇī ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: stūpa image
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped
1887,0717.106.c (Fig. 8.7)
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain, the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Ye dharmā formula + Vimalo ṣṇī ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: stūpa image
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped
The previous three seals (Figs 8.5–8.7) seem to originate
from the same mould.

The text and translation of the ye dharmā formula
(Pratītyasamutpādagāthā) is given below after Daniel Boucher
(1991) and Cristina Scherrer-Schaub (1994, 714):
ye dharmā hetuprabhavā hetum ̣ tesām
̣ ̣ tathāgato
hy avadat tesām
̣ ̣ ca yo nirodha evam vādī
̣
mahāśraman ah
̣ ̣
Of the factors of existence arising from a cause the Tathāgata
has spoken; of their cessation too: he, the Great Renunciant,
who speaks truthfully.

1887,0717.104.a (Fig. 8.8)
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: stūpa image
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped
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Figure 8.8 British Museum, 1887,0717.104.a, diam. 4.5cm

Figure 8.9 British Museum, 1887,0717.104.c, diam. 5.5cm

Figure 8.10 British Museum, 1887,0717.104.d, diam. 7cm

Figure 8.11 British Museum, 1887,0717.104.e, diam. 7cm

1887,0717.104.c (Fig. 8.9)
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: stūpa image
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped

Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped

1887,0717.104.d (Fig. 8.10)
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: stūpa image

1887,0717.104.e (Fig. 8.11)
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: stūpa image
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped
The previous four seals (Figs 8.8–8.11) seem to
originate from the same mould. Note that a sealing from
Maināmatī reproduced by Mayumi Nasu (2013, 157, no. 20)
closely resembles these seals.
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Figure 8.12 British Museum, 1887,0717.104.b, diam. 6.5cm

Figure 8.13 British Museum, 1887,0717.107.a, diam. 5cm

Figure 8.14 British Museum, 1887,0717.107.b, diam. 5.5cm

Figure 8.15 British Museum, 1887,0717.107.c, diam. 5cm

1887,0717.104.b (Fig. 8.12)
Publication: Lawson 1985
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: stūpa image
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped

Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped

1887,0717.107.a (Fig. 8.13)
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: none

1887,0717.107.b (Fig. 8.14)
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: none
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped
1887,0717.107.c (Fig. 8.15)
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
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Figure 8.16 British Museum, 1887,0717.108, diam. 7cm

Figure 8.17 British Museum, 1887,0717.109, diam. 5cm

1887,0717.109 (Fig. 8.17)
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain, the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: none
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped
1887,0717.170 (Fig. 8.18)
Publication: Lawson 1985
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register, prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: none
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped
Figure 8.18 British Museum, 1887,0717.170, diam. 4cm

Text: Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: none
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped
The previous three seals (Figs 8.13–8.15) seem to
originate from the same mould.
1887,0717.108 (Fig. 8.16)
Origin: North India (Eastern Gangetic Plain: the museum
register: prepared in consultation with Alexander
Cunningham, gives no recorded provenance).
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇī
Ornament: none
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped

The text of the Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇī is given
below after Strauch (2009). Note that the dhāra ṇī on the
objects treated here, albeit often hardly legible, seems to
correspond to the text given in this publication. Translation
by the present author; earlier translations were published in
Lawson (1985, 713) and Scherrer-Schaub (1994, 713):
namo bhagavate vipulavadanakāñcanotk ṣiptaprabhāsaketumūrdhane
tathāgatāya | namo bhagavate śākyamunaye tathāgatāyārhate
samyaksambuddhāya | tadyathā oṃ bodhi bodhi bodhi
sarvatathāgatagocare dhara dhara hara hara prahara prahara
mahābodhicittadhare culu culu śataraśmisa ṃcodite
sarvatathāgatābhi ṣikte gu ṇi gu ṇavati buddhagu ṇāvabhāse mili mili
gaganatalaprati ṣṭhite sarvatathāgatādhi ṣṭhite nabhastale śama śama
praśama praśama sarvapāpapraśamane sarvapāpaviśodhane hulu hulu
mahābodhimārgasamprasthite sarvatathāgataprati ṣṭhitaśuddhe svāhā |
Veneration to the glorious Tathāgata, Vipulavadanakāñcanotk ṣiptaprabhāsaketumūrdhan. Veneration to the glorious
Śākyamuni, the Tathāgata, Arhat, Perfectly Awakened One.
Namely, oṃ O Awakening, O Awakening, O Awakening, O the
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Figure 8.19 British Museum,
1897,0528.019.b

Range of all Tathāgatas, bear, bear, take, take, throw, throw, O
Bearer of the Great Intent to Awaken, culu culu, O the One
Impelled by a Hundred Rays, O the One Consecrated by all
Tathāgatas, O Virtuous One, O Meritorious One, O the One
with the Splendour of the Virtues of the Buddhas, mili mili, O
the One Established in the Vault of the Sky, O the One
Empowered by all Tathāgatas, O Sky-surface, appease,
appease, pacify, pacify, O Pacifier of all Sins, O Purifier of all
sins, hulu hulu, O the One Proceeding on the Great Path of
Awakening, O the Pure One Established by all Tathāgatas
svāhā

1897,0528.019.b (Fig. 8.19)
Origin: These photographs were acquired by Alexander
Cunningham in India; he did not indicate the origins of the
objects. The originals are not in the British Museum
collection.
Date: c. 8th–11th centuries
Text: see below
Ornament: stūpa/Buddha/lotus images
Material: terracotta
Inscribing: stamped
Nos 6, 7
Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇī.
No. 8
Vimaloṣṇī ṣa-dhāra ṇī + ye dharmā formula.
No. 10
Undeciphered, but see Lawson (1982, 356) where six ak ṣaras
are estimated with the first two being ‘dharmā’; also Lawson
(1982, 523–48) and Lawson (1982, 163, 244, 245, and pl. 17).

No. 15
Undeciphered, but see Lawson (1982, 399–406, and pl. 20).
No. 16
Undeciphered.
No. 11
Ye dharmā formula + Vimalo ṣṇī ṣa-dhāra ṇī.
Nos 13, 14
Ye dharmā formula.
Final note
While this chapter has focused on the dhāra ṇī seals kept at
the British Museum, it should be remarked that there are
many more such objects deposited elsewhere awaiting study.
Simon Lawson included several of these in his doctoral
thesis; six pieces are at the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford
(Lawson 1982, 206–18, nos X 2330, X 2331, X 2332, X 2333,
X 2334, X 2335). These contain the Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣadhāra ṇī followed by the ye dharmā formula carved in 18 or 13
lines. One piece is at the Victoria and Albert Museum,
London (Lawson 1982, 441, no. I.M. 2–1914). This contains
the Bodhigarbhāla ṃkāralak ṣa-dhāra ṇī followed by the ye dharmā
formula carved in 18 lines. There are dozens of pieces at the
Nalanda Archaeological Museum (Lawson 1982, pls 21–33).
These seals of various size are likely to contain different
dhāra ṇīs and formulas but the quality of the images makes it
difficult to decipher them. There is also one piece at the
Patna Museum (Lawson 1982, pls 44–5). This contains the
Vimaloṣṇī ṣa-dhāra ṇī. There are numerous pieces also in the
Indian Museum, Kolkata.
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Chapter 9
A Terracotta Plaque
with an Old Mon
Inscription
Marc Miyake, Tilman Frasch and
Michael Willis

Alexander Cunningham collected a number of terracotta
plaques from Bodhgayā and the surrounding region during
the excavation and restoration of the Mahābodhi temple. In
Chapter 8 in the present volume Gergely Hidas deals with
those objects carrying dhāra ṇī inscriptions, while Serena
Biondo discusses the plaques with figurative representations
and the Pratītyasamutpādagāthā in Chapter 10. In this chapter
we will take a narrower approach, focusing on a single tablet
(Figs 9.1–9.3). This merits attention because it carries an
inscription in Old Mon and is unique in the corpus of
materials presented by Cunningham to the British Museum.
It is registered under the number 1887,0717.82.
The tablet measures 12.6cm x 10.3cm and varies in
thickness to a maximum of 2.1cm. It was made using a
matrix, probably cast in a copper alloy. While plaques or
tablets have been found in considerable numbers, the
moulds used to make them are rare. The example illustrated
here (with a modern impression) is one of the few to survive
from medieval India (Fig. 9.4). The only other example we
have traced is in the museum at Nālandā (no. 13229, in
Lawson 1982, pl. 35). These examples show that plaques
were made in the thousands and deposited at sacred sites as
acts of pious giving. In Buddhism, religious merit comes
from making gifts, the storehouse of a donor’s merit
enhanced through a concerted succession of good acts.
Images and stūpas are renewed constantly and sacred texts
copied repeatedly. This religious imperative inspired
multiples and the technology of printing. The figure
represented in the British Museum stamp is Vajrapā ṇ i. He is
shown under a lobed arch, seated in a relaxed pose with one
leg hanging down. In his hand is a small vajra or thunderbolt
emblem, suggesting this stamp belongs to the vajrayāna
strand of Buddhism. That multiples were made at Bodhgayā
using a matrix similar to the one in the British Museum is
shown by a letter from Alexander Cunningham to Augustus
Wollaston Franks dated 26 June 1887. Here Cunningham
records that ‘several hundreds’ of this tablet type were
found. The letter is reproduced in Chapter 10 in the present
volume.
The British Museum plaque was made by rolling raw clay
on a piece of cloth, the mark of the fabric being preserved on
the reverse (Fig. 9.2). The design was then stamped on the
front face. Overall, the design has the shape of a Bodhi tree
leaf and shows the Buddha seated on a lotus throne in the
‘earth-touching gesture’ (bhūmisparśa mudrā). He sits under a
cusped arch supported by pillars, evidently the entrance to
the Mahābodhi temple (Fig. 9.1). Behind rises the spire of
the temple, with the upper branches of the Bodhi tree, and
some of the leaves, showing on each side. A large number of
small stūpas – 108 in total – appear in 11 rows around the
temple. At the bottom is the Pratītyasamutpādagāthā in two
lines. This formula is dealt with by Peter Skilling in Chapter
7 in the present volume.
Although the impressed design has a leaf shape, the clay
was cut off to make a straight bottom, probably because the
piece was meant to stand up while being deposited. After the
plaque was made, the Old Mon inscription was incised on
the side using a pointed tool (Fig. 9.3). The inscription was
written while the clay was wet, and we may imagine our
visitor versed in Old Mon at the workshop writing the
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Figure 9.1 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Plaque with Old Mon inscription, front
face, terracotta, 11th century ce, h. 12.6cm x w. 10.3cm. British
Museum, 1887,0717.82, given by Alexander Cunningham

Figure 9.2 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Plaque with Old Mon inscription, rear
face, terracotta, with stickers added by Alexander Cunningham, 11th
century ce, h. 12.6cm x w. 10.3cm. British Museum, 1887,0717.82, given
by A. Cunningham

Figure 9.3 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Plaque with Old Mon inscription, side showing inscription of Mahādeva, terracotta, 11th century ce. British
Museum, 1887,0717.82, given by Alexander Cunningham

inscription in the dust for the craftsman to copy. The object
was then fired and is now reddish-brown terracotta.
In terms of the findspot and inscription, Cunningham
illustrated the plaque in his book Mahâbodhi without,
however, mentioning the Old Mon, probably because he was
unable to offer a reading (Cunningham 1892, 51–2, pl.
XXIV, no. 7). Cunningham reported that the seals – as a
group – were found ‘during the excavations, chiefly in
ruined Stûpas and Temples’ (ibid., 51–2). More specifically
and helpfully, Cunningham noted on the small slip pasted to
the reverse of the tablet that it was ‘found in small Stupa’
(Fig. 9.2). This information shows that tablets of this kind
were inserted inside stūpas as a kind of votive deposit. The
term ‘votive’ has its uses but Skilling rightly advises that we
should not make extended assumptions based on the
practices of other religions, in this case Christianity.
In the Cunningham archive at the British Museum there
are a number of photographs of the excavation in progress,
and among these is a general view of the small stūpas on the
north side of the Bodhgayā temple (Fig. 9.5). While there

were no detailed records kept of what was found inside each
of these stūpas, the information presented here shows that
some of them contained plaques. What is especially notable
is that this practice of placing plaques inside stūpas was
carried out by a visitor who came from Burma and was
literate in Old Mon.
Cunningham expressed the view that the tablet dated to
around 1000 (in the letter cited above). Gordon H. Luce,
noting similar examples from Bodhgayā in the Indian
Museum, thought that they belonged to c. 1100 (Luce 1969–
70, vol. 2, 22). As Luce rightly mentions, the two plaques in
the Indian Museum were probably made from the same
mould. They both carry identical inscriptions, illustrated
here in Figure 9.6. Simon Lawson extended the discussion
in his unpublished catalogue of plaques where he quoted
Luce and added the British Museum example (Lawson 1982,
155–6).
The reading of the text on the tablet is: wo’ kyāk mhādew.
The contraction mhā for mahā is common in Old Mon and
has a parallel in Pyu: mha ṭhe (with erroneous retroflex for
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Figure 9.4 Eastern India,
probably Bengal. Matrix
with Vajrapāṇi, copper alloy,
c. 12th century ce, together
with a modern impression,
h. 11cm. Schmidt-Meade
Collection, British Museum,
1992,1214.85

Mahāthera). The word kyāk is difficult to translate because it
is poorly attested. In Old Khmer, the context of the word is
given in K.388: … tal bra kyāk śrīv ṛddheśvara indravarmma
cakkrāvartti’, that is to say, ‘… arrive at the noble kyāk of Śrī
Vṛddheśvara of the cakravartin Indravarman’ (Corpus of Khmer
Inscriptions, https://siddham.network/inscription/k-388/).
Sidestepping examination of the word bra (which can be
compared to Thai phra to give some sense of the meaning),
this shows that while kyāk may refer to a sacred being or
thing, here it is the physical object itself – the thing made
and offered in the Buddhist setting, that is, the temple,
shrine, stūpa or caitya. Luce translated the inscription on the

Old Mon plaques as follows: ‘This is the Buddha of
Mahādeva’ (Luce 1969–70, vol. 2, 22). This rather neatly
combines the tension between a sacred thing (the Buddha)
and a sacred object (the plaque) inherent in the word kyāk.
Luce felt that the Old Mon inscriptions were ‘sufficient to
prove that the tablets either came from Burma, or were left
at Bodhgayā by a Burmese monk on pilgrimage there c. 1100
a.d.’ (Luce 1969–70, vol. 2, 22, notes to pl. 30). This is an
inconclusive observation. Given the nature of the
inscriptions, written on the clay while wet, not to mention
the weight, cost and trouble of transporting a large number
of tablets, it is unlikely they were carried from Burma – they

Figure 9.5 Bodhgayā, Bihar.
General view of the
excavations on the north
side of the main temple,
looking north-west. British
Museum, 1897,0528,0.125,
bequeathed by Augustus
Wollaston Franks, from the
collection of Alexander
Cunningham
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Figure 9.6 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Plaques
with Old Mon inscriptions, side
showing inscriptions of Mahādeva.
Indian Museum, B.G. 145 and B.G. 153

must have been made at Bodhgayā itself. Of course, the
matrix may have been brought from Burma. However that
may be, it seems fair to conclude that Mahādeva was a thera
from Burma who was literate in Old Mon. Nevertheless, it
should be noted that the use of that language does not
indicate Mon ethnicity or even fluency in Old Mon.
Mahādeva came to Bodhgayā during the first half of the
Pagan period, probably during the reign of Kyanzittha (r.
1084–1112/13) as this king claims to have sent a delegation to
Bodhgayā. It was in this period that a replica of the
Mahābodhi was made at Bagan, such was the importance
attached to Bodhgayā by kings Anawratha and Kyanzittha.
The mission of Kayanzittha is the first one described in the

Burmese inscription discussed by Tilman Frasch in Chapter
4 in the present volume. The Old Mon tablet is,
consequently, important evidence outside that epigraphic
text for the Burmese mission in the 11th century. As Luce has
noted, Mahādeva may be identified as the ordained monk of
the same name in the Old Mon inscription found at Kyaukse
(Luce 1969–70, vol. 1, 106). Interactions between Burma and
India at this time, and thus the historical context of the Old
Mon plaques at Bodhgayā, have been explored by Janice
Stargardt (Stargardt 1970, 1971). The production of tablets at
Bagan ended in the first half of the 12th century, as did the
use of Old Mon as a literary vehicle, broadly confirming the
date proposed by Luce.
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Chapter 10
Five Terracotta Plaques
with Figurative Imagery
Serena Biondo

Alexander Cunningham found many terracotta plaques in
the excavation he supervised at Bodhgayā and a number of
these are kept in the British Museum. Five of these plaques
carry figurative imagery and are the focus of this chapter.
They are catalogued under the numbers 1887,0717.69;
1887,0717.81; 1887,0717.83; 1887,0717.84; and 1887,0717.85.
Although studied previously to some extent, my purpose
here is to publish the tablets once again in order to present
hitherto unknown documentation drawn from
Cunningham’s papers and the collection items themselves.
As seen from the discussion below, this provides new
information about the find-spots of the plaques, how they
were collected and their current condition.
Documentation
As the registration numbers reveal, all the objects presented
in this chapter reached the British Museum in 1887. This is
corroborated by a letter dated 26 June 1887 that
Cunningham addressed to Augustus Wollaston Franks,
Keeper of British and Medieval Antiquities at the Museum
at the time. The letter is reproduced here (Fig. 10.1), along
with the text in an appendix to this chapter. In this
document, Cunningham informs Franks that a list of the
objects to be sent to the Museum is ready and that he needs
to arrange a meeting with Charles Hercules Reid [sic] in
order to deliver the pieces. Read was Franks’s assistant and
successor and he seems to have acted as intermediary
between the two, collecting and delivering objects (Caygill
1997, 74, 94–5, 99; Cunningham misspelled Read’s name in
his letter).
The sheets sent with the letter comprise an inventory of
the objects. Here Cunningham gives a brief description of
the items, occasionally accompanied by a sketch. To allow a
clearer correlation of the inventory and the objects,
Cunningham attached little triangular pieces of paper to
each item with a letter written on it, and a further label –
usually rectangular – that provides some information about
the place where the article had been found, and sometimes a
short description. He then used the letters and the place
name as identifiers in his list. In Figure 10.2 one can see the
triangular paper attached to the back of the plaque and find
Cunningham’s description of the object under the same
letter in the Bodhgayā section of his inventory. Next to
Cunningham’s writing in the inventory each item has been
ticked – probably by Franks or an assistant at the British
Museum – to signal that it had been received. At a later
period (when they had already been catalogued) someone
also tried to connect the objects with their catalogue
numbers and annotated them, either in pencil or red pen.
Some of the plaques were photographed as a group in the
time of Cunningham, probably in Calcutta (Kolkata) (Fig.
10.3). This picture was taken by Henry Baily Wade Garrick.
Garrick took many photographs of the Bodhgayā site and its
objects. His pictures are kept in the British Library under
the shelf mark 1003(71). Among the plaques in Figure 10.3
we can see 1887,0717.85 (top left), 1887,0717.83 (bottom left),
1887,0717.69 (bottom centre) and 1887,0717.81 (bottom right).
Interestingly, although 1887,0717.81 appears in the picture, it
does not feature in the inventory nor does it have any label
attached to the back to give the letter or a description of the
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Figure 10.1 Reproduction of the letter that Alexander Cunningham
sent to Augustus Wollaston Franks, 26 June 1887. The name ‘A.
Cunningham’ in red ink as well the annotation ‘belonging to A. W. F’
were added later by individuals in the British Museum. The
notations are between 1887 and 1897 because the Oxus treasure
was bequeathed by Franks to the Museum in 1897. British Museum,
Department of Asia Library

plaque. It is possible that eventually Cunningham sent
Franks more objects than those described in his letter.
The verso of the photograph has been annotated in
several hands: one of these is Cunningham’s. He commented
on the provenance of plaques 1887,0717.69 and 85. Another,
later, hand glossed the British Museum catalogue number of
the top middle plaque as 1904-5-16 1 (now catalogued as
1904,0516.1). According to the Museum’s record, this object
– photographed in 1887 together with others that reached
the Museum – rejoined the assemblage in 1904. For seven
years it was in the possession of Dr John Brighouse and on
his death he bequeathed it to the British Museum. This
shows the way some of the objects now at the Museum
moved around at that time: once they reached England, they
were purchased or given to individuals who later on donated
them to the Museum (see Willis 1997).
Earlier studies and publications
After his exchange with Franks and the donation of the
plaques to the British Museum, Cunningham illustrated
them in his book Mahâbodhi, with the exception of
1887,0717.69 (1892, 50–2, pl. XXIV). The reason for the
omission is unclear, but perhaps he left it out because it was

Figure 10.2 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Verso of plaque 1887,0717.83 with
labels attached by Alexander Cunningham indicating that this
object corresponds to letter E in the inventory and further
identifying the object through its find-spot ‘Bodh-Gaya’ and the
description ‘Sâkya under Bodhi Tree’, mould 10th to 11th century ce,
h. 15.3cm x w. 9.5cm x d. 3.9cm. British Museum, 1887,0717.83

not produced from a stamp. It should be noted that the
letters that Cunningham assigns to the pictures of the
sealings in his book do not correspond to the letters he
previously attached to the objects and referred to in his
inventory. For example, plaque 1887,0717.83 in Figure 10.2
is marked by the letter E, and as such it can be found in the
inventory, but it corresponds to letter D in Mahâbodhi (ibid.,
pl. XXIVd).
Almost a hundred years later, Simon Lawson examined
all the Indian plaques in the British Museum in his thesis, A
Catalogue of Indian Buddhist Clay Sealings in British Museums
(1982). In addition to those in the British Museum itself, he
included specimens from the Ashmolean Museum (Oxford),
National Museum of Scotland (Edinburgh), the Pitt-Rivers
Museum (Oxford) and the Victoria and Albert Museum
(London), together with a few tablets kept in Indian
museums such as the Archaeological Museum of Nālandā,
the Archaeological Museum of Bodhgayā, the Patna
Museum and the Allāhābād Museum. All the tablets
discussed in this chapter thus feature in Lawson’s thesis; this
work is not readily accessible and only available for
consultation at Oxford. His observations, often acute, are
summarised here under each item as appropriate. In
addition, Lawson contributed a chapter to Bodhgaya: The Site
of Enlightenment entitled ‘Votive objects from Bodhgaya’. In
that, he published and briefly mentioned plaques
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Figure 10.3 Photograph, probably
taken in Calcutta (Kolkata) by H.B.W.
Garrick in 1880 and annotated on the
back by Cunningham and others not
yet identified. British Library, Photo
1003(71)

1887,0717.81 and 1887,0717.84 (1988, 70, figs 12–13, and 71).
About the same time, Wladimir Zwalf published and
commented on plaque 1887,0717.81 in his book Buddhism: Art
and Faith (1985, 109, fig. 145). Subsequently, several authors
also illustrated some of the plaques discussed here, but
without making them the object of detailed study (e.g.
Namgyal Lama 2013, 31, fig. 19).
General remarks about the plaques
All the plaques described in this chapter, with the exception
of 1887,0717.69, were produced from a matrix, that is, they
were stamped in a series and the procedure for their
production followed a pattern. Giuseppe Tucci has
summarised the phases of plaque production and
consecration drawing on descriptions given in the
Ādikārmikapradīpa and the Kudṛṣṭinirghātana (1932, 57–60).
In addition to the copper alloy matrix published in
Chapter 9 in the present volume (see Fig. 9.4), an example
of a stamp used to produce tablets is now in the British

Museum where it is catalogued as 1957,0515.1 (see Fig.
10.4a–b). The provenance is not recorded but it may be
assigned to the North Indian plains. The handle of this seal
is around 4.6cm long and has a conical shape; it is made of
fired clay and has been painted with black slip on the
outside. There is a hole near the tip of the cone, suggesting
that the stamp was attached to a string and worn as a
pendant. The seal is circular – its diameter being about
3.5cm – and its face is divided into three sections. Each
section is separated from the others by means of horizontal
lines. The top section represents the seated Buddha in
dhyānamudrā flanked by two stūpas. The middle section
displays a row of eight stūpas. The bottom and largest section
shows a three-line inscription. The letters are not clear and
are worn out in several places, making a reading difficult if
not impossible, but the style of the letters indicates a date in
the Gupta period. Once the impression was made from
stamps such as this, the excess clay around the seal was
usually trimmed. It follows that the dimensions of objects so

Figure 10.4a–b India (site not
recorded). Conical seal with a
seated Buddha, stūpas and an
effaced inscription, terracotta, fired
clay painted with black slip on
outside, probably 5th century ce,
handle l. c. 4.6cm, seal diam.
c. 3.5cm. British Museum,
1957,0515.1
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Figure 10.5a–b Bodhgayā, Bihar. Front and rear face of plaque of the Buddha. Handmade and twice stamped with a ye dharmā seal,
terracotta, mould 11th century ce, h. 16cm x w. 15.1cm x d. 5cm. British Museum, 1887,0717.69, given by Alexander Cunningham

formed, even though they came from the same stamp, were
subject to variation. The quantity of clay used and the
amount that was left on the sides and back of the impression
differed for each plaque. Therefore, although measurements
are sometimes employed in this chapter to compare plaques
and give a general idea of the dimensions of these objects,
they cannot prove definitively whether two plaques were
created from the same mould.
Circular plaque with seated Buddha and ye dharmā
formula impressions (1887,0717.69)
Plaque 1887,0717.69 (Fig. 10.5a–b) differs from the other
tablets in my selection because it is a unique specimen in not
being produced in a series by means of a mould. It measures
h. 16cm x w. 15.1cm x d. 5cm. The main figure represents the
Buddha in bhūmisparśa – the earth-touching mudrā – whose
inception in Bodhgayā has been dated to the 6th or 7th
century (Leoshko 1988, 32). This plaque corresponds to
letter B of the inventory but the label attached to the back
has not survived. Cunningham dated the plaque to 1030 and
recorded its find-spot as a ‘High niche of Great Temple’. On
the reverse of the photo in Figure 10.3, just behind the
picture of this plaque, Cunningham made the following
annotation: ‘From niche high up on the side of the temple’.
On the plaque, next to the Buddha’s shoulders, there are
two circular stamps of the Pratītyasamutpādagāthā. These were
made from a stamp similar to that discussed above (Fig.
10.4a–b). The ye dharmā formula was employed to
consecrate plaques and small clay stūpas. It was stamped on
the outside, as in the example under discussion, or inserted
inside, that is, a small plaque was stamped or carved with
the formula and then placed inside the image or stūpa (e.g.
see Zwalf 1985, 109, fig. 144). The wider use and meaning of
the ye dharmā formula are discussed by Peter Skilling in
Chapter 7 in the present volume. The ‘gāthā seals’ were also

employed to create plaques in their own right, that is,
inscribed plaques showing no image or only a small stūpa in
addition to the text. This sort of seal, in which the script
takes central importance, may also carry dhāra ṇī texts, such
as the Vimaloṣṇī ṣa and the Uṣṇī ṣavijayā (Namgyal Lama 2013,
25–32). These are often called dhāra ṇī sealings (Lawson 1982,
33; and, more importantly, Gergely Hidas in Chapter 8 in
the present volume).
Plaque 1887,0717.69 was therefore consecrated and placed
in a niche of the central temple at Bodhgayā. Of course, it is
impossible to know when this object was put in the temple
niche where it was eventually found. Yet, given that the
Buddha figure was accurately made – not stamped – and
that, as Lawson remarks, the plaque cannot stand without
leaning against a support (1982, 329), it is likely that it was
produced for the niche where it was discovered. The Tibetan
pilgrim Chag lo tsa ba Chos rje dpal (Dharmasvāmin), who
visited Bodhgayā around the middle of the 13th century,
reports that ‘to the east of Vajrāsana there was a hole of the
size of a human head in the wall of a small building where
clay votive offerings were kept’ (Roerich 1959, 66, Chag lo tsā
ba Chos rje dpal bzang po’i rnam thar, 57, l. 6–7: ‘[…] rdo rje gdan
g yi shar phyogs na tsha tsha’i khang bu ‘dra ba’i logs la bug pa mgo
shong ba tsham zhig yod pa […]’). This provides textual evidence
for the suggestion that the tablet under discussion was placed
in the niche high up on the temple in medieval times, and
that it is therefore representative of medieval Buddhist
practice. This may be compared to the Old Mon plaques
that were found inside a subsidiary stūpa beside the temple,
as discussed in Chapter 9 in the present volume.
Plaque with seated Buddha and the Mahābodhi temple
(1887,0717.81)
Plaque 1887,0717.81 (Fig. 10.6a–b) was created using a leafshaped mould. The Buddha is seated cross-legged on a lotus
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Figure 10.6a–b Bodhgayā, Bihar. Fig-leaf-shaped plaque, terracotta. Front depicting Śākyamuni Buddha in the Mahābodhi temple and
inscribed with the ye dharmā formula. Rear showing the impression of the cloth on which the clay was pressed and the British Museum
number, mould 10th to 11th century ce, 15.3cm x 11cm. British Museum, 1887,0717.81, given by Alexander Cunningham

base in earth-touching gesture and he is placed inside the
Mahābodhi temple. Outside the temple are 16 stūpas, eight
on each side disposed symmetrically. From the spire of the
temple emerges the pipal tree. Under the lotus seat there is a
three-line inscription. On the verso of the tablet, the pattern
of the cloth on which the clay was laid while pressing is
visible. It is perhaps useful to reflect that this (and the verso
of plaque 1887,0717.84, Fig. 10.8b) provides the only
evidence for fabric from medieval Bihar.
The exact find-spot of plaque 1887,0717.81 is not
recorded. As noticed above, this plaque does not appear in
Cunningham’s inventory; Cunningham only adds in his
book that:
On all the remaining large seals […] Buddha is represented in
the well-known attitude which he assumed when seated under
the Bodhi Tree in meditation. These, therefore, are the
proper seals of the different Buddhist establishments at
Mahābodhi. Most of them are in excellent preservation, the
edges being crisp and unbroken. The inscriptions consist of the
well-known Buddhist creed in medieval characters.
(Cunningham 1892, 51)

By the Buddhist creed he means the Pratītyasamutpādagāthā.
A large number of seals resembling 1887,0717.81 have
been found in different parts of Asia. Although identical at a
first glance, they vary in detail. Gordon Luce, for example,
found a similar plaque in Bago, Myanmar (1969–70, vol. 2,
24; vol. 3, pl. 33a). Like 1887,0717.81 it is leaf shaped. Its
central figure is the seated Buddha in earth-touching
gesture, enclosed in the Mahābodhi temple and surrounded
by stūpas on each side. However, the two plaques differ in
dimension and in some of their decorative patterns. The

measurements of the Burmese tablet, as Luce gave them, are
5½ inches in height and 4 inches in length (i.e. 14cm x 10cm).
This is slightly smaller than the British Museum plaque,
which is 15.3cm x 11cm. Although measurements alone
cannot prove that we are not dealing with two specimens
from the same matrix, variations in decoration certainly
can. The Bodhgayā tablet shows two small stūpas on the two
sides of the Buddha’s head, while the plaque from Burma
carries two leaves: the continuation of the Bodhi tree
depicted above the Buddha’s head on both plaques. As
Lawson remarked, this leaf motif became prominent in
Burmese plaques and in time the number of leaves increased
at the expense of the stūpas (Lawson 1982, 192).
Two similar plaques were also found in Mīrpur Khās,
Sindh (Cousens 1909–10, pl. XXXIXc; Lawson 1982, 451,
pls 48 and 50). The shape and the general layout are the
same as described above but the pinnacle of the temple in
the Mīrpur Khās tablets is much contracted. Moreover, two
of the smaller stūpas in the lower section of the tablet are
missing and in their stead we see letters of the gāthā
inscription. The multi-tiered umbrellas of the stūpas that
surround the temple have fewer levels and are thicker than
those on plaque 1887,0717.81. Henry Cousens does not
provide the exact measurement of these tablets; he only says
that their length varies from about 1½ to 6 inches (1909–10,
88). This precludes useful comparisons of the size.
Finally, Lawson located another analogous plaque in
Nālandā together with its mould (1982, plaque 35). This also
seems to give more space to the leaf motif and less to the
stūpas as in the case of the Burmese plaques. Unfortunately,
the photograph of this tablet in Lawson’s thesis is unclear
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useful proxies for the movements of Buddhists – both monks
and lay people – who otherwise are difficult to follow from
inscriptions and temple remains.

Figure 10.7 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Recto of plaque 1887,0717.83, showing
Śākyamuni Buddha in the Mahābodhi temple and inscribed with
the ye dharmā formula, mould 10th to 11th century ce, h. 15.3cm x w.
9.5cm x d. 3.2cm. British Museum, 1887,0717.83

and it is impossible to distinguish the details. However, one
clear feature is a line underneath the lotus on which the
Buddha is seated: the lotus stem. The three lines of the
inscription are divided in the middle by the stalk of the lotus.
This is evident both on the mould and on the sealing. It is
notable that a similar element is found also on one of the
Burmese plaques kept in the British Museum, plaque
1896,0314.16. Here, too, the lotus stem vertically divides the
inscription under the lotus seat into two sections.
The abundant evidence of this type of plaque, and their
presence in different parts of Asia, seems to suggest that,
once the pattern was established, variations spread far and
wide. It is possible that the first exemplar of this kind – which
Lawson identified with the Bodhgayā plaque 1887,0717.81
– circulated as a model for further moulds (Lawson 1982,192
n.47). It was copied and elaborated extensively. As Lawson
suggests, pilgrims might have brought these sealings – or
more likely some of the moulds – to their own countries and
there created new ones based on their model (1982, 192). In
this way, they were able to install sacred objects at their own
temples, so recalling and recreating Bodhgayā. Once the
production of these images was established, tablets or
moulds might again return to Bodhgayā and to other
important Indian Buddhist sites with subsequent pilgrims.
The dissemination of types and styles is more likely to be
accurately charted from the relatively humble practice of
making plaques than it is from monumental examples. The
plaques belong to the realm of day-to-day practice and are

Plaque with seated Buddha and the Mahābodhi temple
(1887,0717.83)
Plaque 1887,0717.83 (Fig. 10.7) features at the bottom left of
Garrick’s picture (Fig. 10.3). It corresponds to letter E in the
inventory. There Cunningham states that he saw several of
these plaques and he dates them to the 11th century. Plaque
1887,0717.83 can be identified with two other plaques found
in Bodhgayā and now kept in the National Museum of
Scotland (1883-68-6 and 1883-68-7). There are
discrepancies, however, concerning their dimensions. The
first two measure, respectively, h. 18.2cm x w. 12.2cm x d.
5.2cm and h. 17.2cm x w. 11.2cm x d. 3.9cm, while the plaque
at the British Museum is h. 15.3cm x w. 9.5cm x d. 3.2cm.
Despite the different measurements, Lawson (1982, 174–5)
identifies the two plaques in the National Museum of
Scotland as coming from the same stamp. Luce spotted yet
another of these plaques in the Indian Museum in Kolkata
(1969–70, vol. 1, 102; vol. 2, 27; vol. 3, pl. 36c/d; and Lawson
1982, 186). This also was discovered in Bodhgayā but it was
engraved by hand on the back with Old Mon writing. It
seems likely that 1887,0717.83, and all the other related
plaques, date to the same period of the Mon tablet discussed
in Chapter 9 in the present volume, that is, the 11th to 12th
centuries.
The essential features of 1887,0717.83, of the two examples
in the National Museum of Scotland and of the plaque in
Kolkata are identical. The pinnacle on the top of the temple
spire may be slightly different in 1887,0717.83, but all the
pieces show the same scene: the Buddha in bhūmisparśa
gesture, seated on a lotus supported by a three-step base. The
Buddha is enclosed in the Bodhgayā temple surrounded by 10
stūpas arranged symmetrically on its two sides. On the
outside, the columns of the temple are decorated with a
dotted line. Behind the spire and on its two sides the Bodhi
tree and four of its leaves are visible. The fact that there are at
least four examples of this kind corroborates Cunningham’s
assertion that a ‘large number [of these plaques had been]
found’ (Cunningham’s inventory, p. v).
Plaque with seated Buddha and the Mahābodhi temple
(1887,0717.84)
Plaque 1887,0717.84 (Fig. 10.8a–b) is broken and the top is
missing. Judging from the remaining lower section its style is
similar to that of 1887,0717.81 and 83: the Buddha is inside
the temple surrounded by stūpas on the two sides and the ye
dharmā formula is inscribed at the bottom. However, here
the Buddha is represented seated in pralambapādāsana and his
hands are in the dharmacakramudrā – the gesture of turning
the wheel of dharma. Two leaves support the two big stūpas on
the sides and under the inscription there are two deer, the
well-known emblem of the deer park where the Buddha
taught. As in number 1887,0717.81 the verso carries textile
marks from the fabric on which the clay was placed at the
time of the impression. At its thickest point this plaque
measures 2.4cm, it is about 12cm wide and its height –
though curtailed because broken – is around 10.1cm.
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Figure 10.8a–b Bodhgayā, Bihar. Broken plaque, terracotta: a) front depicting the Buddha in dharmacakramudrā and inscribed with the ye
dharmā formula; b) rear showing the signs of the cloth on which the clay was laid when pressed with the mould, the registration number
and Alexander Cunningham’s labels with the letter, find-spot and description, mould 11th century ce, h. c. 10.1cm x w. c. 12cm x d. 2.4cm
(max.). British Museum, 1887,0717.84

In the British Museum collection of Burmese plaques
there is a similar plaque (1896,0314.15). This shows that the
exemplar for 1887,0717.84 was well known to the Burmese
who probably took it as a model. Not surprisingly,
1896,0314.15, although similar to 1887,0717.84, differs in
some details. Under the two big stūpas on the sides there are
no leaves but six smaller stūpas (in this it resembles more
closely the Bodhgayā version of plaque 1887,0717.83). The
columns of the temple and the spires of the two big stūpas
diverge in style. The Burmese plaque also seems to be bigger
than 1887,0717.84, its width being 14.7cm. Luce found several
analogous plaques in Pagan (1969–70, vol. 3, table 50, figs a,
b, c, d, e, f). These are all similar to 1896,0314.15; plaque 50d
only differs in having the columns, with the spires of the
stūpas resembling those of plaque 1887,0717.84.
Cousens records a plaque of this kind in Mīrpur Khās
(1909–10, pl. 39d). The temple columns of the Mīrpur Khās
tablet are like those of 1896,0314.15. On the other hand, the
shape of the spires and the deer below the inscription
connect it closely with 1887,0717.84. The Mīrpur Khās tablet
is unlike both the Bodhgayā and the Burmese examples in
having no decoration beneath the columns: neither leaves
nor stūpas appear but only some syllables of the inscription.
Considering that this was the case also for the Mīrpur Khās
version of plaque 1887,0717.81, it seems this arrangement of
the ye dharmā text was typical of that site. To put the matter
another way, the text is not confined to two lines below the
lotus pedestal, but wraps around it on both sides, as well as
running below. In Mahâbodhi Cunningham writes about this
plaque: ‘C is also an exceptional seal, as Buddha is
represented seated on a throne with his hands raised before
his breast in the attitude of teaching. The seal was probably
brought by a pilgrim from Benares’ (1892, 51). In the
inventory, next to letter F – the letter associated with plaque
1887,0717.84 – Cunningham annotated in pencil: ‘rare
specimen’. This was the horizon of such knowledge in the
late 19th century: we know now that Buddhist pilgrims in
many places created their own versions, and that the

representation of the Buddha teaching the first sermon – as
in the plaque under discussion – is no ground for attributing
it to Sārnāth. Lawson also maintains that 1887,0717.84 was
probably from Sārnāth because of its stylistic features.
According to him the stūpa sealings from Sārnāth (1982, 193,
196) resemble those of 1887,0717.84. The evidence is not
sufficient, however, and the dissemination of types and styles
is not adequately understood to make so firm a conclusion.
Plaque with seated Buddha in dhyānamudrā
(1887,0717.85)
The last plaque, 1887,0717.85 (Fig. 10.9a–b), is different
from the others considered here. It measures h. 11.5cm x w.
8.9cm with a maximum depth of 2.3cm. Its original
dimensions, however, were very different. The old
photographic documentation (Fig. 10.3) shows that there
was much more clay around the impression. It is possible
that Cunningham or one of his team decided to cut off the
unnecessary clay in order to make the object lighter and
neater for transportation to England. It seems that
Cunningham treated at least one object this way, a stone slab
that formed the side of a relic box he collected in his Sānchī
excavations (this was inside stūpa 2, 1887,0717.1; see the
inventory page II; Bhilsa Tope Sanchi No. 2 Tope. See
Cunningham 1854a, 285–7 and pl. XX; Zwalf 1985, 27, no.
2; Willis 2000, 70, no. 2 where the trimming is noted).
The impression of 1887,0717.85 is pentagonal and shows
the Buddha in dhyānamudrā in a pavilion. He is seated on a
pedestal with his right leg over his left. His head is
surrounded by a halo around which a leaf pattern is
discernible. The domed pavilion – supported by columns
– is surmounted by a stūpa-shaped pinnacle. In the inventory
Cunningham writes ‘unique specimen’ and informs us that
this plaque was discovered inside the temple. What he
means by ‘unique’ is unclear because in Mahâbodhi he writes
‘only a few examples of this seal have been found, all in good
order’ (1892, 51). That there were others of this kind is
supported by Lawson, who located another example in the
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Figure 10.9a–b Bodhgayā, Bihar. Plaque of pentagonal shape, terracotta: a) front depicting the Buddha in dhyānamudrā seated on a
pedestal; b) rear showing the registration number 1887,0717.85 and Alexander Cunningham’s labels with the letter C and the words
‘Budh-Gaya – Sakya Muni under Bodhi Tree’, date unknown, h. 11.5cm x w. 8.9cm. British Museum, 1887,0717.85

National Museum of Scotland, also coming from Bodhgayā
(1982, 161). At the back of Figure 10.3 Cunningham
annotates that plaque 1887,0717.85 was ‘dug up’. If we read
this together with his account in the inventory, we can
conclude that this plaque was situated under the floor of the
temple. In his book he also adds that 1887,0717.85 cannot be
older than the 10th–11th centuries (1892, 51), although in his
inventory he suggests 1000 ad, while on the back of Figure
10.3 he seems to write 8th/9th century. Therefore, it looks as
if he never reached a final conclusion about the dating of the
piece, probably in part because of its atypical characteristics.
Lawson acknowledges there are no parallels for this
plaque in Burma, yet he believes these plaques might have a
Figure 10.10 Gal Vihara, Polonnaruwa, Sri Lanka. Seated Buddha,
12th century ce. Photo: Michael Willis

Burmese origin (1982, 195). He grounds this supposition on
the style of the throne base and the roof that he claims is
similar to those in Burmese bronze sculptures. He
recognises, however, that there is at least one difference: the
pavilion in this plaque is domed and those in Burma are not.
In fact, similar pavilions are found not in Burma but in Sri
Lanka. The Buddha in Gal Vihara, Polonnaruwa, shows
nearly identical pavilions carved on two sides of the image
(Fig. 10.10; see also Schroeder 1990, 364, XVI and 368, pl.
109A and 369, pl. 109B), and the domed roof is also typical of
Sri Lankan bronze stūpa reliquaries (Schroeder 1990, 190–1,
pl. 47). Moreover, the position of the legs and feet of the
Buddha in plaque 1887,0717.85 is typical of Sri Lanka.
Burmese Buddhas resemble those in India in that the legs
are crossed, in characteristic ‘lotus posture’ with the soles of
both feet showing. On the other hand, Sri Lankan Buddhas
normally show the two legs one on the top of the other, with
one foot under the upper leg (see, for example, the Buddha
statue from the Abhayagiri complex, Schroeder 1990, 570,
and that already mentioned in the Gal Vihara). Based on
these architectural and iconographic comparisons, it is
evident that plaque 1887,0717.85 and its companion in
Scotland provide important archaeological evidence for Sri
Lankan connections with Bodhgayā, a presence that is
otherwise attested from inscriptions and textual accounts.
The subject is much discussed, so I conclude by referring the
reader to the contributions of Leslie Gunawardana (1979),
Debala Mitra (1971, 62–4), Vidya Dehejia (1988), Tilman
Frasch (1998) and, most recently and in detail, Vincent
Tournier (2014).
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Appendix
I OXUS – RELICS4
Below is reproduced Cunningham’s letter to Augustus
Wollaston Franks followed by the inventory of the objects he
sent to the British Museum. The latter is written on seven
loose sheets of paper. The letter and inventory are currently
stored in the Department of Asia Library at the British
Museum.
Cranley Mansion
96 Gloucester Road
S. Kensington
26th June 1887
My dear Mr Franks
I have now made out lists of the different antiquities, so
that each thing may be identified at once – Nothing is
packed up: but all things are ready for packing, and I shall
be ready to make over everything to Mr Reid1 whenever he
can find it convenient to come2
I have got five boxes, that will, I think hold all the lighter
things – such as
Oxus Relics3
Bhilsa Tope Relics
Punjab Tope Relics
Buddha Gaya Relics
Tibetan figures – & c –
But the heavy stone figures, and stone implements must
go separately – Mr Reid will be able to judge how much
space they will require.
I am very sincerely yours
Alex Cunningham

Original: Department of Oriental Antiquities, BM
(Cunningham Papers)

A

2 silver figures
1 gold Fish
1 gold Handle
1 gold cylinder
1 gold plaque, Magus

B ‒ 3 large double 			
1 small do ---- do
1 Single Bracelet
1 Silver Necklet

Bracelets
gold

C ‒ 7 Single Bracelets, all made up

D ‒ 1 Belt Clasp
1 Hunting Scene

E ‒ 1 Magus Small, Gold
1 Gold Ring
3 Pieces of Bracelets

F ‒ Horse of Chariot (Lord Lytton’s)

G ‒ 1 Stag
1 Sheep
1 Horse’s head
1 Bull plaque
2 Rings
1 Pigeon
1 Small human fig – ? bit of earring

H ‒ 2 Snake finger Rings

J ‒ 1 Sealion – gold

K ‒ 1 Silver Dish – Sapor 1st Killing Lion
These are deposited only
now my own property
			
A. W. Franks5
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II BHILSA – TOPE – RELICS6

III TOPE – RELICS
GANDHÂRA and TAXILA10

SANCHI – No 2 – TOPE –
Inscribed side of Stone Box
No 2 Steatite Relic Casket7
No 3 do ---------- do
No 4 do ---------- do.

PLATE XX

SONARI ⎯ No 1 Tope ⎯		 PLATE XXII
fig 6. sandstone box
⎯ 7 crystal ⎯ do
SONARI ⎯ No 2 Tope ⎯ Pl XXIV like No 2 box8
No 3 Box inscription
SATDHÂRA TOPE No 7 | Plate XXV.
fig 6 ⎯ flat burnt clay box (with bones)
fig 8 tall steatite box (not inscribed)
BHOJPUR – No 4 Tope ∙ D | Plate XXVI
fig 6 ⎯ Black earthenware jar
⎯ 7 ⎯ Crystal relic box (empty)
Pl XXVII. fig 5 – Red earthenware pot inscribed9
(Upahitakasa)
Pl XXVII. fig 6 – Steatite casket (2 chambers) full of bones
– not inscribed
ANDHER No 2. TOPE
| Pl XXIX
fig 3 ⎯ steatite casket – not inscribed
⎯ 5 ⎯ flat clay box ⎯ inscribed
⎯ 8 ⎯ large steatite casket { carved and inscribed |

1
Ali-Masjid – Silver Casket in shape of Stûpa
		 with 2 gold coins –
2
3

Jaoli – Silver cylindrical box with Relics
– Do – Copper Stupa with umbrella pinnacle

4
Manikyala – Blue Stone Relic Casket in shape of
		 Stûpa with 5 umbrellas
		 Small crystal box inside with Relics.
		 Casket in 3 pieces each marked with the letter
			Y = J the initial of Jihonia or Zeionises
			
one of whose coins was found with it and 3
			
others – see Plate
See Archael. Survey of India vol II, plate LXV
			
			
			
			

A – Coin of Sasan
B – Coin of Jihonid
C – Coin of Nameless King
D – Coin of Kujula Kara Kadphises

5. Baoli Pind
		 Small Relics, and 1 gold coin | .Other small things
		 lost at sea11
		
See Archael. Survey of India vol II. p 140.
6. AHICHATRA. 20 miles to W. of Bareli –
See Archael. Survey. vol I. p. 262 – Relic casket
7
Lid of Relic Casket12

No 3 TOPE
fig. 6 ⎯ Steatite casket – full of bones
inside inscription in ink
outside Is engraved

108 | Precious Treasures from the Diamond Throne: Finds from the Site of the Buddha’s Enlightenment

IV GANDHARA Sculptures13

V BUDH-GAYA15

Terra-cottas

Jamal		
A – King with sceptre seated on throne
Garhi			 footstool – below
			
B – Buddha seated ⎯ 2 attendants standing
			
(both hands up? Vairochana)

A ⎯ Ashta-bhuja Devi		
High niche of
8-armed Durgā		
Great Temple
not later than 1030 ad
terracotta

Kâramâr
Hill

B ⎯ Sakya Muni seated 		 High niche of
under Bodhi Tree			 Great Temple
not later than 1030 a. d
terracotta

C – Seated King – right leg raised

Jamâl		
D – 4 Kings presenting bowls
Garhi		
E – Pillar (small) with Persepolitan Capital
			
F – Pillar (small) with Indo-Corinthian Capital
small G – Buddha seated with 2 attendants (Ali masjid)
				 (from Sir Alexr Burnes)14

				
MATHURA
A Red Sandstone ⎯ Inscription of Kanishka
“ Mahârâjasya Devaputrasya
“ Kanishkasya Sam 10
B ⎯ Toran Gateway of 3 horizontal beams
		 Buddha seated inside
C Terra cotta Dragon ⎯ moulded brick

C16
seal – Terracotta
Sakya Muni under Bodhi Tree about
(in a Temple) unique specimen 1000 ad
D Terracotta ⎯ Sâkya under 		
about
			Bodhi Tree			 1000 ad
Several hundreds – found
inscribed

				
SANKISA

E Terracotta Sâkya under		
about
			
Bodhi Tree			
1000 ad
Large number found			
inscribed
(ye dharma hetu prabhava etc)17

						
Carved Brick – ornament –

F

Terracotta – Sakya seated on throne
broken
large			
inscribed
two specimens18

3 small red clay stupas + 1 broken open19
Inscribed seals of baked clay
Ditto ⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ unbaked clay
Lac seals (Archaeological Survey III – Pl XLVI-)
		 Bihar district

BURMA
1 – Large Seal from the Damatha Cave
near Moulmein
(brought from Budh Gaya)
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VII TIBET ⎯ Lhasa
bought from Ladâk

VI BUDH-GAYA sculptures

A – oblong wooden block ⎯ letters reversed for printing20
B – square wooden plank. Tibetan alphabet
with charms. (See Ladâk. Pl. XXXI. p. 392)21

A

Male fig | r. and up		 | Avalokiteswar
standing | l. hand down |

B

Male fig |r. hand up | ⎯⎯⎯⎯Do ⎯⎯⎯⎯
sitting		 |l. hand down |

C

Male fig | hands in lap | Amitâbha Buddha
sitting		 | with bowl |

D

Female 		 | r. hand on knee | Târâ Devi
sitting		 | l. hand lotus |

E

Female 		 | r. hand down | Târâ Devi
Standing | l. hand lotus |

E – Gilt clay figure standing
11 hands + 6 arms

F

Male fig | Vajra in r. hand | Vajra-pâ ṇ i
sitting (small) | l. hand at waist... |

inscribed
Aum! Vâgeswari Hun!
at back			 Aum! Mani padme hun!
					Aum! Vajrapâ ṇ i hun! phat!

G

Female standing with axe

H

Kuvera – sitting

J

Mahâkâla (Mahadeva) with bowl of blood

K

Shashti – Goddess of Fecundity

C – Clay bas relief of Shâkya Thubba
				(Sakya Muni)22
D – Gilt clay bas relief seated with sword } Manju-Sri

F – Gilt clay fig – seated – Buddha –
inscription around edge

				
BENARES – Sârnâth
Buddha seated (hands in lap)
James Princep’s writing on back

NEPAL

I ⎯ Amitâbha Buddha
II ⎯ Vairochana
III ⎯ Amogha Siddha

Avalokiteswar

⎯ sculptures
names on back

G – small seated fig. clay – said to be made of clay and some
ashes from the pile of a deceased monk. A memorial of this
kind is kept of every monk – I have seen many hundreds of
thousands
H Square clay plaque – 5 figures
Grand Lama in middle
Upper left Sakya
J – Gilt metal statuette of Sakya Muni
K – Do⎯⎯⎯⎯ “ ⎯⎯⎯⎯ Grand Lama
L – Blackwood do- of Grand Lama
M – Tibetan Brooch for fastening blankets or cloak – The
pin circle is placed uppermost (similar bracelets in
Highlands of Scotland –)
N – Teapot
2
Bricks23
18 Stone Figures
2
Pillars
1
Inscription Red Stone
		 Kanishka
1
do ⎯⎯⎯⎯ White Stone (Bhilsa)24
1

Bronze head of Buddha
Some Sistan (Persia) Relics25
		arrowheads
1
Sculpture in 2 pieces
Clay Seals
1
Small Sculpture 3 figs
		 from Sir Alex Burnes
Stone Implements of sorts
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Notes
1

2
3
4
5
6
7

8

9
10
11
12
13

Charles Hercules Reid (1857–1929), Franks’s assistant and, from
1896, his successor as Keeper of the Department of British and
Medieval Antiquities, see DNB (1922–30): s.v.
In the margin Cunningham has written: ‘After Monday –
Tomorrow I am going out’.
Franks subsequently purchased these items; thus a Museum clerk
has subsequently added in red: ‘belonging to A.W.F’.
For an account of these items, see Dalton 1905 and Curtis 1997,
231–49.
The comments in these final lines are in a different hand, the last
line and signature being added by Franks.
For an account of these objects, see Cunningham 1854a.
Cunningham has written diagonally to the right: ‘No 1 Box not
present’. This refers to the one relic casket of this group, which was
in private hands at the time and which was acquired in 1921 by the
Victoria and Albert Museum (IM 218–1921).
Here Cunningham erased the words ‘fig 3’ and wrote around it
‘like No 2 box’. The reliquary that Cunningham calls ‘No 2 box’
(1854a, pl. XXIV) is in the Victoria and Albert Museum (IM 221–
1921). No 3, not illustrated in Bhilsa Topes, is in the British Museum.
Cunningham here first writes the name in Brāhmī and then gives
the transliteration in Roman letters.
The objects in this list are dealt with in Zwalf 1996.
This refers to the wreck of the Indus, the ship on which
Cunningham had sent some of his property back to England.
These two objects are numbered Asia 1887, 7–17. 40–41.
For these images, in the order given by Cunningham, see Zwalf

14

15
16
17

18
19
20
21
22
23

24

25

1996: numbers 90 (=A), 111 (=B), 80 (=C), 486, 210 (=D), 452 (=E),
451 (=F). The seated Buddha (=G) is not in Zwalf.
Alexander Burnes (1805–1841) was an Indian political officer from
1821; he visited Afghanistan and neighbouring countries in 1832
and was killed in Kabul in 1841.
Many items in this and the following list are dealt with in
Cunningham 1892.
Next to letters C, D, E and F Cunningham sketches the shapes of
these plaques. See the reproduction of the letter (Fig. 10.1).
This is the beginning of the stanza of dependent origination, i.e. ye
dharmā hetuprabhavā hetu ṃ te ṣā ṃ tathāgato hy avadat te ṣāñ ca yo nirodhaeva ṃ vādī mahāśrama ṇa ḥ. See Peter Skilling in Chapter 7 in the
present volume.
This comment has been added in pencil but the writing is that of
Cunningham.
Illustrated in Zwalf 1985, no. 144.
Zwalf 1981, 120–1, fig. 67.
Cunningham 1854.
Zwalf 1981, fig. 60.
Although this is a rough working list giving a number of the items
found on other lists with this letter, some objects only appear here;
for example, see note 24 below.
This item is not mentioned in any of the other Cunningham papers
that I have been able to trace. The most likely candidate, as there is
no other white stone inscription in the British Museum, is the
record dated Vikrama year 770 (accession number Asia 1880-3535)
mentioned in EI 19-23 (1927–36): appendix, no. 15.
For these items (and Oxus treasure), see Cunningham 1881, pl.
XIX.
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Chapter 11
The Mahābodhi Plaque
of the Goddess Mārīcī
Jinah Kim, Kashinath Tamot and
Sushma Jansari

The terracotta plaques from Bihar are an important part of
the Cunningham Collection at the British Museum. In the
present volume, the plaques with figurative representations
and those with inscriptions have been dealt with separately.
Here we will focus on a single item: a unique terracotta
showing the goddess Mārīcī (Fig. 11.1). Not previously
published, the plaque merits attention because of its size,
artistic beauty and iconographic importance.
The plaque entered the British Museum in 1887 and
Cunningham’s letter to Augustus Wollaston Franks listing
the item is reproduced in Chapter 10 in the present volume.
As this reveals, the plaque was found in a ‘High niche of
Great Temple’, that is, the Mahābodhi. The observations
made by Serena Biondo in Chapter 10 therefore apply here:
plaques were made to be placed in the temple niches, as
testified by Dharmasvāmin in the 13th century.
Mārīcī
The tablet measures h. 29cm x w. 22.5cm and d. 7.4cm
(maximum). It was not made from a stamp, like most of the
other plaques in this volume. Rather, it was modelled in wet
clay that was then fired. The remains of a circle on the lower
left side, with traces of text visible, probably contained the ye
dharmā formula, discussed in detail by Peter Skilling in
Chapter 7 in the present volume.
The goddess is depicted striding to the right in a dynamic
fashion while she gazes at the viewer. Her hair is tied in a bun
and she wears prominent earrings. In each of her eight hands
she displays gestures or holds characteristic attributes. On her
right, the bottom hand shows the granting of boons
(varadamudrā), while those above hold a vajra and a spherical
object, perhaps a skull. The top hand brandishes a large sword.
On her left, the lower hand is raised before her breast and
holds what seems to be sprig of aśoka flowers (Kim 2013, 156;
Shaw 2006, 204 – the text cited places the aśoka in the left hand).
The other hands hold an elephant goad, a book and a bell. Just
above the upper arm is a noose. The presence of the book
suggests the Buddhist wisdom goddesses, especially Cundā,
taken up below. But the striding pose, noose and martial
aspects show this is Mārīcī, the goddess connected with
Vairocana and the light of the Buddha at the moment of
enlightenment (Bautze-Picron 2001; Mevissen 2005; Kim 2013).
The iconography of Mārīcī was fluid at an early date and shows
variation. The codified iconographic features are well
illustrated by a carved stone panel in the British Museum (Fig.
11.2). This shares attributes with the terracotta plaque, notably
the noose, sword, vajra and goad. Most indicative are the pigs at
the bottom of the stone stele, a feature for which Mārīcī is
especially known. In Chinese translations of Buddhist texts, the
pig-drawn chariot appears only in the 10th century (T. 1257, see
Hall 2013). An important archaeological indication of this is a
tablet from Bodhgayā with a Chinese inscription (see Chapter
15, Fig. 15.1). This is important not only for the two images of
Mārīcī with schematically rendered pigs below, but also for the
associated date in the second decade of the 11th century.
Mārīcī’s connection with light and spiritual illumination is
underscored in the Chinese tablet by the seated figure of the
Buddha in bhūmisparśamudrā. The pigs, characteristic of the
mature iconography as just noted, represent a radical
adaptation of the horses that draw the chariot of the sun god.
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Figure 11.1 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Plaque
with the goddess Mārīcī, terracotta,
c. 9th century ce, h. 29cm x
w. 22.5cm x d. 7.4cm (max.). British
Museum, 1887,0717.68, given by
Alexander Cunningham

The connection of the sun with the Buddha is an ancient one,
the oldest representation of Sūrya being a relief panel at
Bodhgayā itself (Fig. 11.3). The interconnection of the solar
cult, Viṣṇu in his boar form as Varāha and Varāha’s female
counterpart Varāhī has been explored by Claudine BautzePicron and Jinah Kim (Bautze-Picron 2001; Kim 2013). The
connection with the sun is made especially clear by Mārīcī’s
name in Tibetan: ‘od zer can ma, the ‘mother endowed with the
rays of the dawn’. The martial aspect of the goddess shares
and appropriates characteristics of Durgā, the warrior
goddess par excellence. Mārīcī is thus as an esoteric amalgam
of a number of religious strands and represents the growing
focus on the feminine that characterises the development of
Tantra (Hall 2013, all of his chapter 1 is relevant).
The cult of Mārīcī can be understood from a cluster of
scriptures that were compiled after the 5th century ce.
Mārīcī is one of the dhāra ṇī goddesses with her own specific
text, preserved in Sanskrit as the Āryamārīcīnāmadhāra ṇī.
This has been studied by Miranda Shaw (2006, 203, text in
Dhī ḥ 42 [2006], 157–8; with a digital version in GRETIL
http://gretil.sub.uni-goettingen.de):

There is a goddess who travels before the sun and moon.
She is invisible, indestructible, unbindable,
Unstoppable, inescapable, unerring,
Unpunishable, unburnable, unassailable by weapons.
Her name is Mārīcī,
Hearing her name, one attains these qualities.

The dhāra ṇī states that the dawn is the favoured time for
her daily invocation (Shaw 2006, 204), making it appropriate
that the British Museum plaque was found in a high niche of
the Mahābodhi temple where it would have caught the rays
of the morning sun. The dhāra ṇī shows she is a protective
deity, ever circling the earth like the sun, ready to protect her
supplicants from thieves, assailants, wild animals, snakes
and mythical serpents, fire, drowning, execution and enemy
armies. The dhāra ṇī texts set out some of her notable features
(Shaw 2006, 204, drawing on ‘Phags ma ‘od zer can ma’i sgrubs
thabs):
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Figure 11.2 Bodhgayā (?), Bihar. Mārīcī, chloritoid phyllite, 11th
century ce, h. 77cm. British Museum, 1872,0701.43, Bridge Collection

One who merely remembers your name
Will be protected from all fears.
I revere the goddess Mārīcī,
Granter of supreme, stainless bliss.

You ride a jewelled chariot drawn by seven wild boars,
Seated gracefully on a lotus and moon seat,
With one face and two hands, dazzlingly golden,
I pay homage to you, lady Mārīcī.

With your right hand in the gesture of blessing

Figure 11.3 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Pillar with the god Sūrya, while still in
the Mahant’s residence, sandstone, 1st century bce. British Museum,
1897,0528,0.68, bequeathed by Augustus Wollaston Franks

And your left bearing an āsoka tree,
Draped with jewellery and enjoying every opulence,
Adoration to you, glorious Mārīcī.

Substantially earlier are the east Asian texts dating to the
6th and 7th centuries that were transmitted as part of the
first wave of esoteric Buddhism entering China. These texts
preserve material not found in the Sanskrit works dealing
with Mārīcī that remain today (Hall 2013).
This literature emerged around the cult of Vairocana, the
foundational text being the Mahāvairocanatantra. This work
– which took shape in the mid-7th century – focuses on
Vairocana, one of the five wisdom Buddhas (Hodge 2003,
11–14). Śubhakarasi ṃ ha translated the text into Chinese in
724; a Tibetan version was prepared before 812 by
Śīlendrabodhi and Dpal brtsegs. These literary activities

shed light on the kind of Buddhism advanced in eastern
India, Tibet and Japan in the immediate post-Gupta age. It
was, at heart, a royal cult centred on Vairocana with this
Buddha at the centre of the royal circle of power. The
transformed vestiges of these royal temples are preserved at
Nara in Japan and Bsamyas in Tibet (Willis 2013). The
political elites who cultivated the Buddhist masters who
consecrated these temples – Bodhisena in Japan and
Śāntarak ṣita in Tibet – aspired to build an ‘imperial
formation’ based on Buddhist principles, a system that
effectively challenged the rise of Śaivism, if not in India
proper then certainly on the wider pan-Asian stage.
A figure of Durgā as Ugraca ṇḍ ā from Nepal in the British
Museum shows the ongoing links between different
goddesses and the interplay of their iconographic
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Figure 11.5 Pāṭan, Nepal. Viśvakarmā temple, detail of tympanum
with figure of Ugracaṇḍā flanked by Kaumārī and Cāmuṇḍā.
Photo: Kashinath Tamot

The first, on the left side, reads as follows:
siddha ṃ (shown as a symbol) śrī 3 viśvakalmāsta tā ṃ mbakāra
k ṛṣṇadeva rak ṣmidhla bhāt ṛ saha

The next part, one line below the image, reads:
Figure 11.4 Pāṭan, Nepal. Durgā as Ugracaṇḍā, detail, from the
temple of Viśvakarmā, wood and metal, early 18th century, detail
illustrated: h. 41cm. British Museum, 1948,0716.25, bequeathed by
Harry Geoffrey Beasley

formulations (Fig. 11.4). As such, it is a valuable indicator of
how the image of Mārīcī was first created, and how
representations developed to reflect the personality and
visualisations of the deity.
The Nepalese goddess, made of wood and later in date
than those discussed above, has multiple arms – 16 in all –
with a host of attributes, some of which overlap with the
Bodhgayā plaque, notably the sword, elephant goad, vajra
and the gesture offering boons. A book is held in a left
middle hand in both images. The figure is inscribed on its
metal base. As neither the image nor its historically valuable
inscriptions have been published previously, the full reading
is given here. The text is written in four parts; the language
is Newari. The first inscription on the left side, on nine lines,
reads as follows:
1. siddha ṃ (shown as a symbol) śrī 3 viśvaka
2. lmāsta tā ṃva
3. kāra ruvuchu
4. ri ṃ putra jayachu
5. ri ṃ nihmasyana ṃ
6. dohorapā ju
7. ro || ete pu ṃṇya
8. na jajamāna
9. sya śubhamastu ||
The next two parts of the inscription are on one line,
engraved on the metal base immediately below the image.

na du ṃ ntā juro ete pu ṇyana jana dhana santāna v ṛddhirastu ll
śubha ll

Finally, the inscription on the right side on five lines reads:
1. siddha ṃ (shown as a symbol) śrī 3 viśva
2. kalmā priti
3. na hma ṃ 10 sya
4. na dohorapā
5. juro ll śubha ll
These inscriptions document how the figure of
Ugraca ṇḍ ā was donated to the temple of Viśvakarmā by a
series of individuals. The inscription on the left side, firstly,
mentions Ruvuchuri ṃ Tamrakar and his son Jayachuri ṃ as
donors. The record expresses the hope that the merit of the
work should come to them and that it should be auspicious.
The top line of the inscription mentions the donors
K ṛṣṇadeva Tamrakar and his brother Lak ṣmīdhar (written
as Rak ṣmidhla). The second portion of the top line calls for
an increase of wealth and offspring. Finally, the inscription
on the right side mentions that 10 people shared in the
donation to Viśvakarmā. The form of the goddess in the
sculpture is relatively simple with 16 arms; elsewhere she is
shown with 18 arms (Fig. 11.5).
The temple of Viśvakarmā is found at Pāṭan in an area
known as Ikha (see Tamot et al. 2016). The name derives
from Yekha or Yetakha, meaning the southern ( ye) house
area (kha). There is no general tradition of making temples to
Viśvakarmā in Nepal, the only shrine dedicated to him
being the one at Ikha. Ultimately a Vedic deity, Viśvakarma
is depicted in the Purā ṇas as the divine architect of the
universe and is seen, therefore, as the tutelary deity of all
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Figure 11.6 Udayagiri, Madhya Pradesh. Cave 6, relief sculpture of
Durgā as Mahiṣāsuramardinī, sandstone, early 5th century ce.
Photo: Michael Willis

craftsmen. In the Nepalese context he is the deity of the
coppersmiths of Pāṭan and regarded by them as a mighty
god and mūladeva. The donors in the record are named as
coppersmiths (tamrakar), confirming that the image came
from Pāṭan.
The origin and history of the temple is worthy of note.
According to local accounts, Haku Tamrakar, who lived
behind Vidyāpati (mod. Bijyapunani), visualised
Viśvakarmā while working and the deity asked him for an
abode. Haku and his younger brother Birbal donated land
out of their inheritance and built a house for the god. This
was done in NS 790 (1670 ce), although the inscribed decree
of Śrīnivās Malla (1652–1684 ce), King of Lalitpur (Pāṭan),
made the deity public property for the purposes of worship
to prevent subsequent family claims to the land. The
coppersmiths of Pāṭan established a vāhana of two lions for
Viśvakarmā at the main entrance of the shrine, and a lion
pillar in front. In NS 824 (1704 ce), 10 high-ranking persons
from Pāṭan renovated the Viśvakarmā shrine and installed
five companions of the deity there. As noted above, the
inscription mentions 10 donors, so it is possible that the
British Museum image dates to the early 18th century. More
than a century later, in NS 1005 (1885 ce), Bhīm Bahādur
Tamrakar, along with this family from Nhutunthi, Ikha,
covered the front façade of the shrine with brass sheets.
Buddhist goddesses
Mārīcī and the Bodhgayā plaque with her representation
can be put in religious and art-historical context through a
brief review of the other Buddhist goddesses that emerged
within Mahāyāna Buddhism. The development of goddess

worship is a significant feature of all South Asian religions
and has drawn substantial scholarly attention (e.g. Brown
1974; Hawley and Wulff 1996; Ghosh 2006; Shaw 2006).
While Mahāyāna goddesses themselves are related
specifically to dhāra ṇī practice (Shaw 2006), the connection
between text and deity is deep rooted and pan-Indian (Wilke
and Moebus 2011). Although an understanding of relevant
texts is central, it is important to note that texts are not
always primary, as demonstrated by the ascendency of
images in some bhakti settings where the deity comes to the
fore and the mantra becomes secondary and utilitarian
(Brown 1986).
The primacy of images is nowhere more evident than in
the seemingly antique and archetypal female deities at
specific locations. Found throughout India, these are usually
divine mothers that protect a town or village and its people.
Many have no specific form, but manifest in natural
boulders or special rock formations (Kosambi 1960; revisited
in Dehejia 1999). The inherent connection of the goddess
and the rock, and so the earth more generally, is conveyed
by the rock-cut images of warrior goddesses and the divine
mothers at Udayagiri, datable to the early 5th century ce
(Fig. 11.6; Granoff 1979; Balogh 2018). This is presaged in
the Sā ṃ khya system of philosophy that identified primordial
matter as feminine (prak ṛti) in contrast to male consciousness
(puru ṣa) (Knut 1996). In the Bhagavad Gītā, a text circulating
in the early centuries ce (Brockington 1998, 146–7;
Brockington 2010, 81; Fitzgerald 2006, 271), the constituent
elements (gu ṇa) arise from prak ṛti and through their
interaction generate the dynamic universe before our eyes.
From these points it is not difficult to connect mother,
earth, nature and sound. Not only is the earth – as Bhūdevī
– a goddess and the obvious source of food and life, but also
the Sanskrit words for ‘mother’, ‘matter’ and ‘sound syllable’
are the same: māt ṛ. The materiality of the Buddhist bookcult rested on this equation or bandhu (see Smith 1989). The
syllables of the text are the sounds of the mother and find
their embodiment in images and books (Kim 2013). A
textual warrant for this is found in the Chinese translations
of the sūtra texts connected with the goddesses Mahāmāyūrī,
Cundā and Prajñāpāramitā where they are identified as the
‘Buddha mother’ (佛母 fómǔ). The translations of
Amoghavajra (不空 c. 705–775) seem to be among the earliest
to use the term ‘fómǔ’ in the Chinese titles. Fourteen out of
19 translated texts that contain the term ‘Buddha mother’ in
the title are related to these three goddesses and to
Uṣṇ ī ṣavijayā. The term is not always a simple translation of
a Sanskrit word for ‘Buddha mother’ (i.e. buddhamāt ṛkā,
jinamāt ṛ or jinānā ṃ jananī). In the case of Cundā, it is a
translation of Sanskrit devī, the motherly and earthly
connotation of which has just been noted. In the case of
Mahāmāyūrī, fómǔ seems to be a translation of vidyārājñī.
Prajñāpāramitā – the most prominent with an eponymously
named literature of great influence – is supreme as the
mother of all Buddhas. And so Prajñāpāramitā is designated
the ‘great mother’ ( yum chen mo) in the Tibetan tradition. As
we have seen above, Mārīcī is also named as a mother in
Tibetan.
The identification of Prajñāpāramitā, Cundā and
Mahāmāyūrī as wisdom goddesses and protective mothers
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Figure 11.7 Ellora, Maharashtra. Cave
12, part of the relief panel with 12
knowledge goddesses, the central
figure showing Mahāmāyūrī with a
peacock, sandstone, c. 730 ce. Photo:
Michael Willis

overlaps with the Pañcarak ṣā, or five protections literature,
and the protective dhāra ṇī texts of Mahāpratisarā, Mahāmāyūrī,
Mahāsāhasrapramardanī, Mahāmantrānusāri ṇī and Mahāśītavatī
(see Kim 2010). Early manuscripts with the pentad dating to
the 11th century are in Cambridge, notably Sanskrit MS
Add. 1688 and MS Add. 1644 (for Mahāpratisarā,
Mahāsāhasrapramardanī and Mahāśītavatī, see Hidas 2012,
2013 and 2017 respectively). Cundā as a separate deity is met
with in coeval texts like the Sādhanamālā and figured in a
miniature in an 11th-century As ̣ṭasāhasrikā-Prajñāpāramitā
manuscript at Cambridge (Cambridge Sanskrit Add. 1643;
Niyogi 1977; Kim 2013, 88–9; further Kim 2014). The caves
at Ellora predate these examples and it is to these early
examples we now turn.
The oldest female deities in the Buddhist caves at Ellora
are found in the antechamber of Cave 6, excavated during
the early 7th century (Malandra 1993, 25). To the south is an
image of Mahāmāyūrī and to the north Bh ṛkuṭ ī.
Represented in an accomplished manner – probably
because craftsmen already working at the site were involved
– the Mahāmāyūrī in Cave 6 is a seminal image for
understanding the development of the female deities and
their iconography in relation to the book-cult. The
identification is clear thanks to a peacock (mayūra) with
fanned trains immediately next to the goddess, an emblem

that appears consistently in subsequent depictions (Mevissen
1990). Below the peacock is a monk seated at a bench. His
shaven head and the robe covering his left shoulder leave no
doubt as to his monastic identity. He is seated before a crosslegged table on which is placed a long palm-leaf book: the
pothī format for Indic manuscripts. What is depicted here, in
all likelihood, is a copy of the Mahāmāyūrīsūtra, the intention
being to show a link between the deity, her sūtra and the
knowledge-holder responsible for the transmission and use
of the text. The Mahāmāyūrīsūtra itself is an apotropaic text in
which the Buddha explains the power of Mahāmāyūrī
against various disasters, including snake bites.
Amoghavajra’s translation into Chinese of the
Mahāmāyūrīsūtra (仁王護國般若波羅蜜多經) dates to the 8th
century. It begins with the story of a bhik ṣu named Svāti
(莎底) who was stung by a poisonous black snake. The
venom quickly spread through his body and Ānanda saw
Svāti in great pain. He reported the situation to the Buddha
and asked what was to be done. In response the Buddha
mentioned the great power of the Mahāmāyūrībuddhamāt ṛkāvidyārājñīdhāra ṇī (摩訶摩瑜利佛母明王大陀羅尼, the dhāra ṇī
of Mahāmāyūrī, Buddha mother and knowledge queen; T.
982: 416b). The Chinese translates the title as ‘wisdom king’,
a gender transformation discussed by Gerd Mevissen (1990).
This dhāra ṇī destroys all sorts of poison, fear, calamity and
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Figure 11.8 Amarāvatī, Andhra Pradesh. Cundā, limestone, c. 10th
century ce, h. 98cm. British Museum, 1880,0709.127

anguish, and the Buddha instructed Ānanda to protect Svāti
using it. While the Chinese translation makes clear that the
text concerns the power of a dhāra ṇī, a Sanskrit manuscript
from the 11th century (Cambridge Sanskrit Add. 1688, fol.
20v.) is more ambiguous. Although the word dhāra ṇī is
omitted, it is anyway implied by the context, so the epithet
mahāmāyūrīvidyārājñī could refer to the goddess Mahāmāyūrī
as well as the Mahāmāyūrīsūtra.
The nature of the connection between Mahāmāyūrī, her
text in manuscript form and a monastic knowledge-holder is
further elucidated by a second Ellora panel, carved in the
late 7th century at Cave 10. The panel is smaller in scale and
more rugged in its finish, but the iconographic scheme is the
same as the one discussed above. Mahāmāyūrī stands with a
strutting peacock at her side while the monk squats in the
lower left corner. He holds a manuscript in his two hands, his
eyes downcast as if reading the words carefully. That he is
reciting is suggested by his slightly open mouth. This is not
surprising in the Buddhist context: the connection between
text, sound and deity was normative – silent reading, with
which readers of today are familiar, is primarily a Western

and modern development (Saenger 1997). In the traditional
context, the goddess was (and is) activated by monks and
their disciples through the auditory power of the dhāra ṇī –
the monumental size of the goddess beside the diminutive
and human monk indicative of the scale of power that could
be invoked.
The next stage in the development of Mahāmāyūrī’s
iconography is found in Cave 12, completed around 730 ce.
On the third floor of this well-known cave, 12 female deities
appear around the walls of the antechamber, each seated on
a lotus held by a nāga. They all have two arms except for
Cundā and Jā ṅgulī, and display varadamudrā (boon-giving
gesture). A collective identity is signified by iconographic
conformity. Geri Malandra suggested this set of images are
meant to be the 12 dhāra ṇī texts of the
Dharmadhātuvāgīśvarama ṇḍala of the Ni ṣpannayogāvalī (1993,
87–8). The iconographic arrangement in this space does not
conform to the text, however. In addition, using the
Ni ṣpannayogāvalī is anachronistic because it was compiled in
the 12th century by Abhayākaragupta at the Vikramaśīla
monastery in eastern India. Moreover, while the
Ni ṣpannayogāvalī does indeed refer to dhāra ṇī goddesses, those
listed in the Dharmadhātuvāgīśvarama ṇḍala are: Sumatī,
Ratnolkā, Uṣṇ ī ṣavijayā, Par ṇaśabarī, Jā ṅgulī,
Anantamukhī, Cundā, Prajñāvardhanī,
Sarvakarmāvara ṇaviśodhanī, Ak ṣayajñānakara ṇḍ ā and
Sarvabuddhadharmakoṣavatī (Bhattacharyya 1949). While
the application of the text is thus ruled out, the 11 goddesses
may yet represent dhāra ṇī texts whose functions, in this case,
were to protect the central shrine by manifesting the
protective power of the dhāra ṇī texts once recited in this
space. Among the generic 11, the goddess with a peacock is
Mahāmāyūrī, her connection with a text confirmed by a
book placed on top of a peacock feather or a lotus that she
holds in her hand (Fig. 11.7).
While the book serves as a logical attribute for wisdom
deities, only Mahāmāyūrī and Cundā hold a book at Ellora.
Cundā is, in fact, one of the most prevalent goddesses at the
site, appearing at least 27 times. Her earliest images are
found in the intrusive panels of Cave 10 and date to the late
7th century. More formally disposed images are located in
Caves 11 and 12, completed around the beginning of the 8th
century. The iconography is easy to identify. Even at an
experimental stage, Cundā is depicted in a seated posture
with four arms or occasionally six. Two arms are usually
placed in front of her stomach in meditation, holding a bowl
in the palms of her hands. This distinctive combination of
the meditation gesture and a bowl makes it possible to
distinguish her from Tārā and other female deities. In her
two upper hands, Cundā normally holds a rosary and a lotus
with a book superimposed. The book could be described as
the Prajñāpāramitāsūtra based on the description given in the
Ni ṣpannayogāvalī. According to the Mañjuvajrama ṇḍala
(Ni ṣpannayogāvalī, 20), Cundā holds a book of the
Prajñāpāramitā (Prajñāpāramitāpustaka). However, this does not
mean that the book on the lotus shown in the Cundā images
at Ellora is the Prajñāpāramitā, because – aside from the
methodological flaw of using the text anachronistically –
Cundā in the Mañjuvajrama ṇḍala has 26 arms and appears in
a ma ṇḍala that is not testified at Ellora.
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What the Ni ṣpannayogāvalī actually documents is the fact
that by the time of this text – the 12th century – Cundā was
considered a wisdom deity related to Prajñāpāramitā.
Considering Mahāmāyūrī’s iconography and the cult of the
book that surrounded her, and thinking back several
centuries from the Ni ṣpannayogāvalī, it seems logical to
suggest that Cundā originally held her own text, the
Cundādhāra ṇī. As a separate text, the Cundādhāra ṇī is not
attested in the Sanskrit tradition other than as a part of the
Dhāra ṇīsa ṃgraha collection (Hidas 2021), and judging from
the length of the Chinese translations, such as
Amoghavajra’s 七俱胝佛母所說准提陀羅尼經 (T. 1076), a
few palm-leaf or birch-bark folios would have been sufficient
to write it down. Edward Conze pointed out that the book of
the Cundādhāra ṇī is too thin and small to be represented as a
normal pothī-type book in the iconography of Cundā (1949,
47). We do not think, however, that this discredits the
identification of the book as Cundādhāra ṇī. The idea of the
book as a cult object is not represented literally and the
short, rectangular shape of a book was chosen to represent
all texts in a generic fashion. Amoghavajra’s translation, in
any event, indicates the popularity of Cundā’s text. This is
confirmed by its mention in the Śik ṣāsamuccaya, compiled by
the 8th-century scholar Śantideva. He records that a person
should recite the Cundādhāra ṇī until he or she can see the
removal of sins in dreams. Chinese translations of the
Cundādhāra ṇī date from the Tang dynasty and were
undertaken by Divākara (T. 1077), Vajrabodhi (T. 1075) and

Śubhakarasi ṃ ha (T. 1078) in addition to Amoghavajra. This
translation work is coeval with the early carvings of Cundā
at Ellora. The ubiquity of Cundā, and her text, is testified by
a figure of the goddess from the Andhra region, now held in
the British Museum (Fig. 11.8; Barrett 1954, 44–5;
Malandra 1993, 99).
Amoghavajra’s translation has a section on visualising
and meditating on Cundā in the centre of a ma ṇḍala, which
helps us understand the relationship between the text and
the goddess. After explaining the merit of the dhāra ṇī and the
method of reciting it (oṃ cale cole cunde svāhā – Amoghavajra
transliterates the Sanskrit in Chinese), the text sets out the
process whereby the practitioner, the text and the deity are
equated. The practitioner is instructed to consider each
letter of the dhāra ṇī on the part of his or her body that
corresponds to that of the deity. For example, by imagining
the letter oṃ placed on top of the head, the practitioner
aligns his or her head with the deity’s head. Through this
process, the practitioner identifies with the goddess Cundā
until the text, the goddess and the individual merge into one.
This conflation of text and goddess may explain why
Cundā’s origin in the text is more simply displayed through
a small sign of a book. There is no active monastic mediator
to establish her connection to the text, as in the oldest
Mahāmāyūrī panels. This difference between iconographic
formations suggests that Cundā images were more easily
understood and accepted as the symbol of the Cundādhāra ṇī
than the Mahāmāyūrī images were of Mahāmāyūrīsūtra.
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Chapter 12
From Bodhgayā to
Berlin
Claudine Bautze-Picron

The Museum für Asiatische Kunst in Berlin houses a large
collection of stone images and architectural elements from
Bihar and Bengal, only outnumbered outside South Asia by
the collection preserved in the British Museum; this
Museum and the Victoria and Albert Museum conserve
collections of objects from Bodhgayā acquired around the
same period when the Berlin Museum obtained its small
initial collection selected in India by Rājendralāla Mitra
(1823–1891) (Cifuentes 2013, 24–36). Most images were
collected before the First World War, with a major group of
notably high-quality Buddhist sculptures from Lakhisarai,
which had been collected by Laurence A. Waddell (1854–
1938) and were acquired in 1905–6 and 1908 (Bautze-Picron
1998, 9), but the largest group consists of objects from
Bodhgayā. Some of these were offered to the museum as
early as 1879 (Bastian Collection); further acquisitions
followed with items belonging to the ‘Waddell Collection’ in
1905–6 and 1908, the ‘Leitner Collection’ in 1907 and the
‘Rawlins Collection’ in 1912–13.
As it stands today, the museum can look back over a rather
eventful history, tracing its origin to the 19th century.
Frederick William III, King of Prussia (1770–1840), decided on
the creation of a public art museum holding the royal
collections, which basically consisted of European art. An
‘ethnographic collection’ was officially created in 1829
(Höpfner 1973, 312), with the aim of preserving objects of nonEuropean origin, and throughout the century sets of objects of
various sizes would progressively enrich this collection.
Maritime trade was to be the initial source of objects from
Asia, and very soon private collections would also be entering
the museum, and exploration expeditions would bring major
sets of ‘ethnographic’ objects to Berlin (ibid.). The continuous
growth of the collection with objects brought from all over the
world was decisive in the founding of the Königliches Museum
für Völkerkunde in 1873 and the inauguration of the building
in 1886; as early as 1906, the Museum für Ostasiatische Kunst
emerged out of this young institution, whereas it was only in
1963 that the Museum für Indische Kunst came to be founded.
Objects considered to be ‘ethnographic’ or ‘artistic’ would in
both cases find their way either to the Ethnographic Museum
or to one of the two museums devoted to the art of Asia, which
were reunited in December 2006 in the same institution,
Museum für Asiatische Kunst.
Although one of the earliest accessions was a stone
sculpture from Orissa showing the parents of a Jina
(Dokumente der Verluste 2002, 53; Bautze-Picron 1998, cat.
271), acquired in 1846, the collections of South and South
East Asian art were mainly enriched with ‘ethnographic’
objects. At a later period, a major collection of 20 albums of
Indian miniatures was acquired by the Kupferstichkabinett
(Print Room) in 1882 at the sale of the library of the Duke of
Hamilton, together with a collection of 102 Botticelli
drawings; in 1891 the albums were transferred to the
Museum für Völkerkunde, which shifted 13 of them to the
Museum für Islamische Kunst in 1924, while ‘in 1963 the
remaining 7 went to the Museum für Indische Kunst’
(Harris 2002, 237 n. 807, with further references). In this
context, major donations were made by or through Andreas
Fedor Jagor (1816–1900) (Bautze 2016, 27–53), a wealthy
annuitant from Berlin who would prove one of the most
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generous sponsors of the recently founded Museum für
Völkerkunde. Putting his wealth to good use and driven by
curiosity and enthusiasm, Jagor travelled widely in South
and South East Asia, where he made three long expeditions
of discovery, from June 1857 until about the end of 1861 (ibid.,
27–43), from October 1873 to March 1876 and again from
1890 to 1893 (Höpfner 1973, 313–14), bringing from each
journey objects that he eventually donated to the museum
– for instance, an extensive collection of 5,516 items collected
during his second journey (ibid., 313). Most of the
information that is presented here concerns the second
journey to Asia, more particularly with reference to the art
objects then entering the collection in Berlin, was drawn
from the unpublished archives of the Museum of
Ethnography, preserved in Dahlem, Berlin (documents
included in File I.B.13).
Jagor’s main interest lay in ethnography, and he
published seminal works based on extensive observations
made during his first journey in South East Asia (1857–61),
visiting Bangkok and Singapore, travelling to Java and up to
the Philippines. However, he also had a role as a
photographer, documenting Bangkok and the royal Siamese
court in spring 1861 (Bautze 2016, 29). He travelled
throughout India during the second journey (1873–6),
especially pursuing his ethnographic and anthropological
research among the tribes of South India, extensively
visiting North India and collecting a huge number of objects
that he donated to the museum on his return, as mentioned
above (Höpfner 1973, 313). It is most probable that it was
during his journey in North India – where he visited regions
like Gujarat and Kashmir, for instance, as well as cities like
Bombay (Mumbai), Lahore, Jaipur, Delhi, Mathura,
Lucknow, Varanasi and Calcutta (Kolkata) – that Jagor
became aware of the rich artistic past of the country, and,
having developed a network of contacts, he was able to
persuade some of his acquaintances to offer antiquities to the
museum in Berlin. A close reading of Jagor’s diary and the
correspondence exchanged with several individuals reveals
how skilled he was in developing social connections in
various circles and institutions. It also shows how Berlin was
able to make new acquisitions thanks to the contacts he had
developed within this intricate network of individuals.
Thus, we read at the date of 1 February 1874 in the diary
kept by Jagor during his second journey (Files I.B.13:
document ad. No. 547de77) that, while in Calcutta, he was
offered through the good offices of Captain James Waterhouse
(1842–1922; Falconer 2009) books and photographs showing
garments and sculptures preserved in the Museum of the
Asiatic Society, and further presents coming from
Pratapachandra Ghosh (1845–1921) of the Asiatic Society. In a
letter written on 24 February 1874, Waterhouse announces the
dispatch of photographs of jewels, garments and ‘two sets of a
series of photos of … the sculptures in the Indian Museum:
chiefly Buddhist’. The sculptures in the collection of the
Asiatic Society were to be shifted to the building of the
Imperial Museum, i.e. the Indian Museum, in 1876 (Anderson
1883, vol. 1, viii). A year later and after a tour in North India,
back in Calcutta he mentions on 15 January 1875 that Mitra
had intervened in order to have Buddhist sculptures excavated
in Bihar for the museum:

Geschenk erhalten durch Sir R. Temple Govt Bengal: lässt im
Gaur ausgraben und sammeln gemeisselte Backsteine, glasirte
Fliesen, Steinskulpturen. Geschenk erhalten durch
Rajendralala Mitra Vice-Praes.As.Soc. macht den Katalog
dazu, schenkt Geräth der Kharwar hat sich bemüht einen
Theil der in Behar ausgegraben Buddh. Skulpturen für das
Museum zu erlangen, hat versprochen in Orissa für das
Museum sammeln zu lassen … kann viel nützen.
[Gifts obtained through Sir R. Temple, Govt Bengal [who]
allows to excavate in Gaur and collect carved bricks, glazed
tiles, stone sculptures. Gifts obtained through Rajendralala
Mitra, Vice-Pres., As.Soc., [who] writes their catalogue, has
offered utensils of the Kharwar [community], tried to get some
of the Buddhist sculptures excavated in Bihar for the Museum,
[and] promised to collect [objects] in Orissa for the Museum…
is of great help.]

Jagor had come into contact with two members of the
Asiatic Society of Bengal: Ghosh, who in a letter dated 8
April 1875 thanks the Berlin Museum for rewarding him for
having helped Jagor (File Pars I.B.13.1), and Mitra (Mitra
1978, vii–ix), who would play a major role in sending objects
from Gaur and Pandua, and from Bodhgayā, to Berlin.
Mitra produced a detailed list of the objects from Bengal
that is now preserved in the archives of the museum
(document ad. No. 1764de76). Both sites, Gaur and
Bodhgayā, were well known in that period and had been
visited and documented since the 18th century (Chatterjee
2012 and P.K. Mitra’s 2010 and 2012 research on the
historiography of Gaur; Losty 1991 and Guha-Thakurta
2004, 281–98, concerning Bodhgayā).
It is in this context that a first group of 40 objects, glazed
tiles and stone sculptures from Gaur and Pandua reached
Berlin in 1876, accompanied with the descriptive list
provided by Mitra, and that negotiations were embarked
upon to acquire Buddhist sculptures from Bihar. The latter,
including fragments from the railing (vedikā), the Buddha
footprints (buddhapāda) and small shrines (caitya) from
Bodhgayā, were to be handed over to Adolf Bastian (1826–
1905), director of the museum, in 1879, while he was visiting
Calcutta during one of his exploratory travels, hence the
epithet ‘Bastian Sammlung’ (Figs 12.1–12.4). Bastian
(Hantzsch 1907) had been the curator of the ethnographic
section since its creation in 1873 before becoming the
director of the museum (ibid., 151; Höpfner 1973, 312), and
was himself a great traveller and explorer who collected
huge amounts of objects from Asia, Africa and America.
Referring to a journey to Berlin that he had recently made,
Augustus Wollaston Franks wrote on 6 July 1881 to
Alexander Cunningham ín a letter preserved in the British
Museum that he ‘saw at the Berlin Mus. specimens of some
of the sculpt: from Buddha Gaya somewhat enviously’,
correctly believing that ‘Dr Bastian got them when he went
to India’ (Department of Asia, British Museum).
The correspondence preserved in the museum archives
illustrates that this gift was the result of a complicated
process: Jagor had contacted Edward Clive Bayley (1821–
1884), Secretary to the Government of Bengal, who had also
been President of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, and wrote on
his behalf to Richard Temple (1826–1902), then Lieutenantgovernor of the Bengal Presidency. Temple answered on 4
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February 1875: ‘My dear Bayley, I have given order for
collection of the specimens for Dr Jagor as requested in your
note of the 1st current. Yours, R. Temple.’ The information
was forwarded by Bayley to Jagor some days later (8
February), requesting ‘antiquities … from the ruins of Gaur
and other places in the Maldah district … [and] … Behar
sculptures.’ (letter dated 8 February 1875 in File Pars IB13a).
Around the same time, a letter dated 3 February was sent
to Jagor by [Arthur] P[earce] Howell, Officiating Secretary
to the Government of India, Home Department:
Dear Sir, I have heard that Gen. Cunningham has selected for
the archaeolog. Surv. a large number of the buddhistic remains
found at Behar, but that many duplicates are left, from among
which the Govt of India might probably permit a certain
number to be selected for the Royal Mus. in Berlin. I applied to
the Honourable E.C. Bayley who alluded to some possible
difficulties but confirmed the above statement in a general way
and promise[d] to write to general Cunn. for information … I
should like therefore to go now to B., and examine thus the
remains which I only know from photographs… (File Pars IB13a)

‘Behar’ or ‘B.’ might refer here to Bihar Shariff where a
major collection of sculptures assembled by Alexander
Meyrick Broadley (1847–1916) was stored: a large part of the
collection was transported in 1891 under the direction of
Purna Chandra Mukherji to Calcutta where it can be seen
in the Indian Museum (Asher 1970, 105), and, at a later date,
images were also transported to Patna (Bautze-Picron 1998,
46 n. 65). However, no image from the Broadley collection
reached Berlin at that time: only one broken representation
of the Buddha found at Telhārā by Broadley was purchased
in 1906, being part of the Waddell Collection (ibid., cat. 32).
Long after he had returned from India, Jagor had not
been forgotten, and in a letter sent to him on 2 January 1883,
Marion Rivett-Carnac, wife of John Henry Rivett-Carnac
(1838–1923), wrote from Allāhābād: ‘I have not forgotten my
promise of working for the Berlin Museum – and I hope to
send you before long a small box full of native curiosities’, to
which donation the ‘Direction of the Royal Museum’ replied
on 6 November 1883, thanking her for the objects and the
descriptions that she had attached to them (File 1788/83:
letter of thanks; 1340/83: description of the objects). A
moulded tablet from Bodhgayā was part of this lot as we
read: ‘I have also packed up a small-box – it contains an “ex
voto” tablet from Buddh Gya. It is presented to your
Museum by Mr Behrendt who is a German gentleman in the
Educational Department …’ (File 1340/83). [Charles
Augustus] Julius Behrendt had been teaching at the
Behrampore College (Calcutta University Calendar 1860–61, 181)
before becoming the headmaster and Assistant Professor at
the Patna College (Calcutta University Calendars 1865–66, 201;
1874–75, 146; 1881–82, 127); in 1876 he became a member of
the Asiatic Society of Bengal, his candidature having been
proposed by Heinrich [Henry] Ferdinand Blochmann and
Captain Waterhouse (Proceedings of the Asiatic Society of Bengal
for May, 1876, 89 and June, 1876, 101). Rivett-Carnac included
in her letter a short note he had written concerning the
restoration work of 1880 at the site:
To these masses of masonnary [sic] were found attached a
considerable number of votive slabs, all of exactly the same size
and shape as the one which I sent you … The figure of course

represents a Dhyani Buddha, i.e. Buddha engaged in
meditation – right and left of the throne a number of ‘chaityas’
and ‘stupas’, and higher up, the branches of a tree … Number
of small clay seals or tablets of precisely this type have been
found at Buddha Gya and we have a number of impressions
taken from them and sent to us by the Head of the
Archaeological Survey Genl. Cunningham.

This description applies to one of the plaques lost by the
end of the Second World War (inv. IC 11928 and IC 11929:
Bautze-Picron 1998, cats 308–9). These plaques from
Bodhgayā, like those bought between 1905 and 1907 from
Waddell and Gottlieb Wilhelm Leitner (1840–1899), were
unfortunately all lost by the end of the Second World War
(Bautze-Picron 1998, cats 310, 312–16). A further lost plaque
from the Rivett-Carnac collection is mentioned in the
inventory book as having been found at Sa ṅ kisā (BautzePicron 1998, cat. 311). However, similar plaques were found
by Cunningham while excavating the mound of Birdāban
near Lakhisarai: votive plaques of this type are preserved in
the British Museum (Lawson 1982, 521–52) without any
certain provenance, and referring to Cunningham’s writings
(Cunningham 1873, 157–8 and pl. XLVI, figs 2 and more
particularly 3), Simon Lawson suggests, however, that they
were discovered in the vicinity of Lakhisarai, and more
precisely at the mound named Birdāban in the village of
Kiyul (Lawson 1982, 521, 548; and on page 521 he mentions
the existence of a small card labelled ‘Birdāban, Bihār’ in
the box containing them, in contradiction with the reference
to Bodhgayā given in the inventory books of the museum).
Confusion might have arisen (this remains a tentative
suggestion) due to the fact that in 1880 H. Rivett-Carnac had
devoted a paper to some small objects found at Sa ṅ kisā, but
none of the objects that he published looks like these votive
tablets.
While in Calcutta during his last journey in 1890, Jagor
met Fritz Noetling (1857–1928), who was employed by the
Geological Survey of India and who, in this position,
surveyed Burma. Jagor was able to persuade Noetling to
collect objects in that country. He did so, collecting stone
images and terracotta plaques from temples in Pagan, which
he started sending to the Berlin museum from 1891 (Zöllner
2000, 198 n. 85, and 216, n. 157; 2002, 44: correct ‘1881’ to
‘1891’); some of this material is preserved now at the State
Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg (Deshpande and
Gutman 2017, 67–9).
The 1879 group of sculptures from Bodhgayā introduced
a new dimension to the collection of the ethnographic
museum, although thorough study of them would only start
at a much later date with Herbert Härtel (1960). In 1883 the
two footprints (Figs 12.1, 12.3) were presented by Albert
Grünwedel (1856–1935) at a meeting of the ‘Gesellschaft für
Anthropologie, Ethnologie und Urgeschichte’ (Grünwedel
1883). They were initially part of a group of four similar
items that were brought back to Calcutta from Bodhgayā
and illustrated and described at length by Mitra in his book
on the site published in 1878:
Four of these have been brought to Calcutta, and on one of
them there is a wheel in the centre, above it a female in a
dancing attitude holding the musical instrument called vína,
and having a lotus by her side, and below it, near the heel, a
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Figure 12.1 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Buddhapāda, 10th–12th century ce.
Museum für Asiatische Kunst, Berlin, inv. I 17

Figure 12.2 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Buddhapāda (after Mitra 1878,
pl. XLIII, fig. 7)

Figure 12.3 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Buddhapāda, 10th–12th century ce.
Museum für Asiatische Kunst, Berlin, inv. I 1154

Figure 12.4 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Buddhapāda (after Mitra 1878, pl.
XLIII, fig. 5)

bedstead. On each of the toes there is a conch-shell on a stand
(Plate XLIII, fig. 7) … Fig. 5 has the wheel, the bedstead, the
conch-shell mounted on a tripod stand, a lotus bud, and a
female with the lower limbs of a bird … (Mitra 1878, 127 and pl.
XLIII ) [here Figs 12.2, 12.4].

Two were then sent to Berlin (Mitra 1878, pl. XLIII, figs 5
and 7; Bautze-Picron 1998, cats 178–9: inv. I 17 and I 1154),
and the other two ‘were presented to the Asiatic Society of
Bengal by the Government of Bengal, 27th March. 1879’,
having thus entered into the collection of the Indian
Museum (Anderson 1883, 34; Quagliotti 1998, 64–6 and figs
41–4). A similar policy of splitting the objects into two lots,
and keeping one of them in Calcutta, had already been
applied to some objects collected earlier in Bengal and
shared between both institutions – for instance, a makara

gargoyle found at Pandua ‘split lengthwise in two, one of
which is sent, the other kept for the Indian Museum’, or two
door jambs collected in the outer courtyard of the Chota
Sona Masjid in Gaur with ‘the left and lower half of this
doorway … [being] kept for the Indian Museum’ and the
right-hand part sent to Berlin, as described in the ‘Mitra
List’ preserved in the archives (document ad. No. 1764de76:
objects Kh.17 and 26; Bautze-Picron 1998, cats 282 and 292).
Together with those buddhapādas, four parts of the vedikā
that used to stand around the shrine of Bodhgayā also found
their way to Berlin (Bautze-Picron 1998, cats 273–6), some
being illustrated and described by Cunningham in his Report
for the Year 1871–72 (Cunningham 1873, 98 and pl. XXV),
who also mentions the location of the find-spot of these
coping stones in the site, and by Mitra in his 1878 publication
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Figure 12.5 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Mārīcī, 9th century ce. Museum für
Asiatische Kunst, Berlin, inv. I 380

Figure 12.6 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Mārīcī, drawn 9 December 1811. British
Library, MSS. Eur.D.95, drawing 107

(Appendix 2 at the end of this chapter). They were most
probably part of those that ‘[had] been brought and
deposited in the Indian Museum, Calcutta’, as stated by
Mitra (1878, 152).
Caityas and their parts were also included in the shipment,
and their selection clearly reflects the intention to offer an
explicit image of the caitya and its components as well as
illustrating the various ways of carving them, for instance
without any niche, with four niches sheltering images of the
Buddha or various deities, its surface plain or covered with a
‘thousand’ Buddhas, and so on, some of which were also
published by Mitra (1878, pl. XLII, fig. 1 or Bautze-Picron
1998, cat. 77; Mitra 1878, pl. XLII, fig. 3 or Bautze-Picron
1998, cat. 81; Mitra 1878, pl. XXVII, fig. 3 and probably
Bautze-Picron 1998, cat. 86, 87 or 88). The shipment also
included pedestals simply moulded or fully adorned with
tiny images of the Buddha, as well as umbrellas that would
be fixed above the caitya.
Similar fragments from caityas or friezes were represented
in the Waddell and Leitner Collections acquired in the 20th
century; those from the collection of Leitner (Stocqueler
1875; Errington 1997, 159–64) are listed in the ‘Short
Catalogue’ of his collection in the ‘Leitner Museum at
Woking’ as being ‘ancient Buddhistic Carvings, many with
Inscriptions, chiefly from Buddha Gaya’ (A Short Catalogue

1902, 13–15). No further precise information is available as to
when or how he collected these carvings, and we read, for
instance, in a letter dated 25 April 1878 that
… [he] also beg[s] to send … a collection of Indian idols of
varying ages down to the present day, which [he] ha[s] either
obtained from independent territories in India itself or
purchased in various parts of British India with the special view
of forwarding … the comparison of Indian with Greco-Indian
sculpture’. (Errington 1997, 165)

Although we can surmise that most of the carvings sold
between 1904 and 1907 to the museum (Bautze-Picron 1998,
9 and n. 18; Errington 1997, 149) were collected at Bodhgayā,
we can only remark on the poor quality of most of them: of
the damaged caityas and unrecognisable fragments from
sculptures that once depicted a character, only a few emerge
displaying either quality (Bautze-Picron 1998, cat. 103) or
illustrating a particular iconography, such as a depiction of
rituals, as seen in 19 panels (ibid., cats 182–201).
Some years later, in 1912–13, J.P. Rawlins, who had been
a Police Officer in Punjab and was known for collecting
coins, sold a small collection of stone sculptures from Bihar
and Bengal to the museum, although some of them might
not have belonged to him; from his correspondence, it would
appear that he mainly acted as an intermediary between
collectors and the Berlin institution (ibid., 10). He was
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Figure 12.7 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Mārīcī (after Martin 1838, vol. 1, pl. IX.7)

Figure 12.8 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Mārīcī (after Mitra 1878, fig. 2, himself
after Martin 1838, vol. 1, pl. IX.7)

apparently on good terms with Vincent Smith, whom he
repeatedly cites in his correspondence (ibid., nn. 22–4) and
who mentions him as a ‘collector of rare coins’ (Smith 1907,
91). Only some carvings were mentioned as having been
collected at Bodhgayā and, like those from the Leitner
Collection, they are either fragments from caityas, or badly
damaged, such as a caitya and a broken image of the
Buddha, which, however, must have once been very
attractive (Bautze-Picron 1998, cats 1, 62).
Another major acquisition was made in 1906 and 1908
when, after an extensive exchange of correspondence
between Waddell and the curators of the Berlin Museum,
Albert Grünwedel and Albert von Le Coq (1860–1930),
Waddell (Preston 2009) sold his collection to the museum
(Bautze-Picron 1998, 9). The collection included not only the
stone images and moulded plaques (ibid., 121 and passim;
Höfer 2017, 49–59), but also objects from Tibet and Burma,
as mentioned by Waddell in a letter to Grünwedel, dated 13
November 1905 (File 2188/05; Höfer 2017, 50–1): ‘The
Tibetan collection is supplemented by numerous mediaeval
Buddhist sculptures from Ancient India illustrating the rise
and development of image worship in Indian Buddhism,
also by a unique collection of Burmese Buddhist objects
which I collected in the Burmese war of 1886–87 when
Thebaw was deposed …’. And as far as eastern India is
concerned, the contents of the collection greatly differ from

those noted in the Leitner or Rawlins Collections, for they
included mainly images and practically no caitya. Moreover,
his collection clearly reflects a quality not reached by the
others. Waddell had unerring good taste, and he was well
aware of it, writing on 13 November 1905: ‘The Indian
sculptures from Magadha are especially fine, several of them
quite unique, and very much superior to any figured in your
Buddhistische Kunst in India, and nearly all are inscribed,
some of the inscriptions containing other matter than the
creed, and hitherto unpublished …’ (file 2188/05): he indeed
collected well-preserved images of rare iconographies and of
real aesthetic value, notably those found at Lakhisarai in
East Bihar (Bautze-Picron 1998, cats 72–6 and 150, cats 72
and 74 being now preserved in the State Hermitage
Museum, St Petersburg: Deshpande 2008, 43–4). Brief
comparison of the caityas that he collected with those from
the Leitner or Rawlins Collections clearly proves their
higher quality (Bautze-Picron 1998, cats 135, 136, 141).
In contrast to these two collectors who resided in the
north-west of India, the region where Waddell had been
mainly active was eastern India. Moreover, although his role
was that of a medical officer, he took a profound interest in
Buddhism, learned Tibetan and Sanskrit, and wrote
publications on the topic. Through his official position, he
also had the opportunity to come face-to-face with Buddhist
culture: after taking part in the Burma expedition of 1886–7,
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he was posted as Deputy Sanitary Commissioner and
Principal Medical Officer for the Darjeeling district in 1888,
and at a later period he also participated in the expedition in
Tibet of 1903–4 led by Colonel Francis Younghusband
(Thomas 1949, 883; Preston 2009, 3). In the meantime,
Waddell travelled in Bihar around 1890–2 (Preston 2009, 46
n. 65), visiting Patna before returning there to excavate at
Kumrahar in 1895 and the following years (Waddell 1903,
11). With his first-hand knowledge, he was to publish in 1892
a richly detailed description of the remains that he had
observed at Uren (now in Lakhisarai district), of which one
pedestal adorned with small Buddha images eventually
reached Berlin (Bautze-Picron 1998, cat. 150).
Sadly, most of the carvings are without any clear
provenance, which can only be suggested on the basis of
comparisons with objects of certain origin despite the
assertion in one of his letters dated 29 January 1906: ‘The
articles have been analyzed by me during my twenty-five
years of travel in India, Burma & Tibet, when I had most
unusual facilities for obtaining valuable specimens. The
exact locality of each of the Ancient Indian Sculptures is
known to me …’ (file 2188/05); however, the list of objects he
sent to the museum does not always include the names of the
find-spots (file 2188/05). For instance, Waddell collected an
important fragment from a Buddha sculpture without any
mention of the site where he found it. Most probably it was
Bihar Shariff, where the collection assembled by Broadley
had once been preserved before most of it was transported to
the Indian Museum in Calcutta while other sculptures were
brought to Patna (Asher 1970; Bautze-Picron 1989a).
However, reading Broadley’s report on his discoveries in
Bihar, we can safely locate the origin of this fragment in
Telhārā, a carving that was lost by the end of the Second
World War (Bautze-Picron 1998, cat. 32 and nn. 65–6).
Only a few carvings were collected at Bodhgayā,
including, for instance, an image of Mārīcī (Fig. 12.5),
which is one of the earliest documented sculptures from the
site. A drawing was produced under the direction of Francis
Buchanan in the winter of 1811–12 (Fig. 12.6) during his
survey of the region. He described it in Volume 1 of his
Account (n.d., 159) as:
Finally among the images are several representing the female
destructive spirits, with many arms or heads human and bestial
and clothed with terror. The drawings from No. 106 to 109 are
of this kind, and No. 107 is distinguished as under the influence
of the Buddhas, by carrying one on her head.

The ‘list of drawings’ was inserted at the end of Volume 2
(n.d., 779–88) with no. 107, i.e. the Mārīcī image, described as
an ‘image at the east gate of the Sannyasis’ [house] at
Buddhagaya’ and with the annotation by the editor ( J.F.W.J.,
i.e. John Francis William James) that it is reproduced as ‘No.
7 facing p. 72 in Martin’s ed.’ (n.d., 783); the drawing is indeed
reproduced as pl. IX.7 in Robert Montgomery Martin’s book
published in 1838 (Martin 1838, vol. 1, pl. IX.7; Fig. 12.7)
from where Mitra borrowed his own illustration of the
goddess (Mitra 1878, pl. XXXI, fig. 2, here Fig. 12.8;
Bautze-Picron 1998, cat. 7; Leoshko 2012, 52–4). Another
example is the stele inscribed during Mahendrapāla’s reign
and showing Avalokiteśvara, which was collected ‘near
Buddh-Gaya’ (Bautze-Picron 1998, cat. 50).

Conclusion
For the purpose of tracing the history of some aspects of this
period of intensive acquisition, consulting the archives of the
museum in Berlin has proven rewarding: the
correspondence exchanged between the various
protagonists has shed light on the commitment of a private
individual like Jagor in creating links between Berlin and
India, and has shown how he was able to persuade private
and official persons, Indian and British, to participate in the
formation of a comprehensive collection of artefacts from
South Asia. He himself collected a very large number of
items, which he offered to the museum, making his one of
the major donations still on display in the Ethnologisches
Museum, whereas the selection and shipping of ‘antiquities’
from Bengal and Bihar to Berlin were carried out under the
supervision of the British authorities. Later acquisitions
would follow a more ‘traditional’ path, acquired from
individuals who had collected the sculptures in India and
brought them back to England. Here we should underline
the involvement of Waddell, who was particularly keen to
have his collection acquired and preserved in its entirety, for
it reflected a life dedicated to the discovery of Buddhism. As
far as the material from Bodhgayā is concerned, these
collections were no longer to include impressive artefacts
such as the buddhapādas or crossbars and parts of the coping
stone of the vedikā, but would complete the collection of
caityas and include only a few images and moulded tablets,
which were, however, lost by the end of the Second World
War.
Appendix 1
The ‘catalogue numbers’ given hereafter are as listed in my
1998 catalogue. Only the objects safely documented as
having been collected at Bodhgayā are mentioned here, and
not the ones of unknown origin that I tentatively attributed
to the site.
Rājendralāla Mitra/Andreas Fedor Jagor/Adolf Bastian:
cats 77, 81, 85–8, 100–1, 104, 109, 155, 157, 172–4, 176–9, 181,
273–6
Marion Rivett-Carnac: cats 308–9, 311
Laurence Austine Waddell: cats 6, 7, 50, 89, 114, 128, 141,
156, 160, 313–16 (plus three moulded tablets lost by the end of
the Second World War; no picture is available)
Gottlieb Wilhelm Leitner: cats 2–5, 8–11, 79–80, 84, 90–
1, 95–9, 103, 105–6, 113,115–18, 123, 125–7, 131–2, 138–9, 144,
153–4, 158–9, 162, 168, 182–6, 188–9, 192, 194–7, 199, 201,
206–7, 214, 225–6, 285–7, 305–6, 310
J.P. Rawlins: objects acquired in 1912–13; cats 1, 82, 120,
148, 165–6, 218
Appendix 2
Bautze-Picron 1998: 104, cats 273–6, give the references to
the places of publication of these objects. We confine
attention here to the publications that originally published
them, thus:
Cat. 274 (inv. I 4989): Cunningham 1873, 99 and pls
XXVIII-A (front) and XXX-A (reverse); Mitra 1878, 153 and
pls XLVI-4 (front) and XLVII-4 (reverse): ‘The fourth stone has
a human-headed winged bull or Minotaur, two winged-horses,
and two bulls, the last driven by a monster-looking pigmy.’
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Cat. 275 (inv. IC 8815): Cunningham 1873, 99 and pls
XXVIII-B and XXX-B: ‘On this the procession of animals
is headed by a pair of winged goats, female and male,
followed by a ewe and a ram, after which come a cow and
bull, and last a winged horse. On the back there is a very
elegant border of lotus flowers represented in Plate XXX,
Fig. B.’
Cat. 276 (I 16): Mitra 1878, 153 and pls XLVI-3 and
XLVII-3: ‘The third stone had the top of a pillar supporting
two leaves and a flower, and three dogs are running towards
it in a line.’
All too clearly, Mitra borrowed a number of his
illustrations from previous publications without specifically
referring to them; his plate XLVII shows mirror-reversed

the same reliefs reproduced by Cunningham in his plate
XXX and other plates show illustrations that he borrowed
from Montgomery Martin’s book of 1838, itself illustrated
with drawings made under the supervision of Francis
Buchanan during his survey of Bihar in winter 1811–12. This
implies that Mitra could not have seen all the images that he
reproduced since some had been part of the Stuart
Collection, which was sold in London in 1830 (Willis 1997,
253; Harris 2002, 268; Bautze-Picron 1989b on the
sculptures reproduced in the Buchanan-Hamilton collection
of drawings and which evidently belonged to the Stuart,
later Bridge Collection in the British Museum). One coping
stone and one crossbar were lost by the end of the Second
World War (Bautze-Picron 1998, 104, cats 273, 275).

From Bodhgayā to Berlin | 127

Chapter 13
Numismatic Finds at
Bodhgayā
Robert Bracey

In his publication of the Mahâbodhi temple, Alexander
Cunningham included a number of coins or coin-like
objects. Like much of the numismatic collection that he
accumulated during his time in India, his Bodhgayā
materials ended in the British Museum as a result of several
gifts and bequests between 1857 and 1897.
In keeping with archaeological investigations down to the
present, Cunningham placed much weight on coins for
dating. For example, in his preface to Mahâbodhi, when first
discussing the temple, Cunningham remarks, incorrectly as
we know now:
a.d. 140. – The age of the present Great Temple is shown by the
presence of a gold coin [sic] of the Indo-Scythian King
Huvishka, amongst the Relics deposited in front of the Throne,
along with some silver punch-marked coins. The date of
Huvishka is now known as covering a large portion of the first
half of the 2nd century a.d. (Cunningham 1892, vii)

The gold coin mentioned here is not actually a coin, but
an impression of a coin, discussed below. It should be
obvious that the presence of a coin, or an impression of one,
in a stratified layer does not prove that the layer in question
corresponds to the date of production of the coin. A coin’s
presence in the stratigraphy is a result of its deposit, either as
a deliberate placement or as a loss. Assuming that it is not
intruding into the stratigraphy, likely if the item is in a
buried hoard but unlikely if it is a loss, some chronological
conclusions can be drawn.
The earliest date of production for a coin (noting that
coins are mass produced and so made over a period rather
than at a particular moment) is a terminus post quem for the
stratigraphy. That is, the date at which the coin or coins
were deposited must be later than the date when they were
made. The date of deposition can be much later than the
date of the coins. A terminus ante quem, the latest date at which
the coins could be deposited, is harder to establish. Once
coins are minted they pass into circulation and they remain
in circulation for some time. As long as they remain in
circulation, coins can be deposited. Establishing the length
of that period is not, however, a straightforward matter.
Both specifically for the terminus post quem and the terminus
ante quem and also for other chronological inferences, the
number of coins found is important. If multiple finds of a
similar type of coin are distributed across a site, this implies
a stronger chronological relationship than a single find of
one coin (or just one hoard). The relationship of numismatic
theory and dating is explored by Kris Lockyear (2012). As a
general point relevant to the present discussion, it is worth
noting the use of evidence by numismatists and
archaeologists: numismatists usually consult archaeology to
date their coins while archaeologists usually consult coins to
date their sites. In the case of the impression of the Huviṣka
coin, Cunningham is referring to a single find in a hoard of
material that was recovered from under the floor inside the
temple. For the circumstances and location, see below and
also Chapter 14 in the present volume. The gold impression
of the Huviṣka coin in this assemblage is probably, therefore,
not a terminus post quem at all.
Based on these preliminary points, this chapter offers a
series of observations on the numismatic objects found by
Cunningham at Bodhgayā. Over a hundred years have
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Figure 13.1 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Plan of the monuments within the Mahābodhi complex (Cunningham 1892, pl. XVIII) with approximate position
of coin finds
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Figure 13.2 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Silver punch-marked coin with ink
note written by Alexander Cunningham on the reverse, 4th to 2nd
century bce, max. width 1.8cm. British Museum, 1894,0507.657

passed since Cunningham published his book Mahâbodhi and
our historical understanding has progressed, in part thanks
to work begun by Cunningham himself. These
improvements change our understanding of the numismatic
material from Bodhgayā. In making these observations, I
owe considerable debt to the insights of Elizabeth Errington
and her unpublished work on the British Museum’s
collection. Any errors are necessarily mine.
Cunningham’s reported numismatic finds
Cunningham refers to several finds of coins in his
publication (Cunningham 1892, 20). A small lump of clay,
presumed to be a relic deposit, found behind the ‘Vajrâsan
Throne’, contained, amongst a variety of small precious
objects reminiscent of the Buddhist concept of seven
precious treasures, ‘2 impressions in thin gold of the obverse
face of a gold coin of Huvishka’ and ‘5 punch-marked coins,
one with human figures’.
The impressions and four of the punch-marked coins are
illustrated in Cunningham’s plate XXII (Cunningham
1892). He took the building work to be contemporaneous
with Huviṣka, probably an unsound conclusion, and dated
his reign, incorrectly, to ‘120 to 160 a.d.’ (Cunningham 1892,
21). This reiterates what he said in his preface, quoted above.
The second type of coin mentioned in the publication are
Nepalese copper types. Cunningham illustrates one of these
(1892, pl. XXVII). He used these to date the figure of the
Buddha built in front of the throne because ‘a copper coin of
Pasupati, Raja of Nepâl, was found in its stomach’
(Cunningham 1892, 24). He noted several more finds of these
coins, but his account is confusing. He referred to a coin ‘in a
small stūpa outside the north-east corner of the enclosure’
(also at 34 and 52). Each of these references strongly suggest it
is the only stūpa in which a coin was found. However, at a
number of points he states that ‘several of the small Stûpas
yielded coins of Pasupati’ (Cunningham 1892, 24, 26, 59).
The publication also specifies that similar coins were
found in Monument J (Cunningham 1892, 37) and the
temple marked K on the plan (Cunningham 1892, 59). The
plan from Cunningham’s publication is here reproduced
with the approximate positions of these various finds marked
(Fig. 13.1). These copper coins are used throughout his
publication to date the monuments in which they were found
and will be discussed in more detail below.
As an aside, it is worth noting that Cunningham (1892,
63–4) transcribed and translated an inscription dated in the

26th year of Dharmapāla (8th century). The inscription
refers to a payment of ‘three thousand drammas’, which
Cunningham assumed to be a silver coin on the model of the
attic drachm. While it is true that silver coins referred to as
dramma were issued in the late first millennium, they are
generally much lighter than the attic standard and usually
associated with western India. In fact, the only extant coin
known from Dharmapāla’s reign is a gold issue (Tandon
2006). So, what exactly are the three thousand dramma
mentioned here? Have numismatists failed to correctly
attribute a coinage to the Pālas? Were coins issued in other
states used? Or is the reference here simply to a unit of
account? These are important questions but are outside the
scope of the present chapter.
The Bodhgayā coins
Some of the numismatic finds survive in the British Museum
collection. As outlined above, a limited number of
numismatic objects are mentioned in Cunningham’s book,
but it seems that at least 42 coins were found. This is shown
by the silver punch-marked coin illustrated on his plate XXII
as no. 15 (Cunningham 1892). This specimen is in the British
Museum today, where it has an ink note written on the back
(Fig. 13.2). As this is numbered as well as labelled, it implies
that at least 42 coins were found during the excavations.
Writing numbers on the coins in this way seems to have been
Cunningham’s practice rather than something that
happened after the coins reached the Museum. The identity
of these further coins can be inferred from other evidence,
specifically some of the photographs in the Cunningham
archive. Two are reproduced in the present volume: Figures
13.3 and 14.9. Figure 14.9 shows six punch-marked coins
(not the four or five of Cunningham’s publication) and a
single copper coin, while Figure 13.3 shows five copper
coins. The six punch-marked coins reproduced in Figure
14.9 are identifiable in the British Museum collection and
are illustrated here (Figs 13.4–13.9).
All of these coins are Nepalese, of which the British
Museum received a total of 29 from Cunningham’s estate. It
is possible, but impossible to prove, that all 29 originated
from the Bodhgayā excavation.
Nepalese coins have received a detailed treatment since
the time of Cunningham by Nicholas Rhodes, Karl
Gabrisch and Carlo Valdettaro Pontecorvo della Rocchetta
(1989). Nepalese coins generally carry inscriptions but these
do not usually refer directly to the ruler. Two exceptions,
where ministers are mentioned, under A ṃ śuvarman and
Jiṣṇugupta, provide fixed points that connect the coins to
inscriptions (the epigraphs can be found online at http://
www.siddham.network). A relative sequence can be
established on numismatic grounds for the rest of the types.
Those coins with the inscription Paśupati are the most
numerous and based on this, and their relative position in
the Nepalese sequence, Rhodes et al. attribute them to
Narendradeva (643–84 ce). It will be recalled that
Cunningham referred explicitly to the coin found in the
stomach of a figure of the Buddha as follows: ‘a copper coin
of Pasupati, Raja of Nepâl, was found in its stomach. The
coin was of the Bull and Crescent type as given in Plate
XXII, fig. 1’ (Cunningham 1892, 24).
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Figure 13.3 Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Alexander Cunningham,
mock-up prepared for
Cunningham’s book
Mahâbodhi but never
published. British Museum,
Cunningham Collection,
bequeathed by Augustus
Wollaston Franks

Unfortunately, his reference is incorrect and no coin is
illustrated at that position on the plate named. Two coins,
however, match the description among the six shown in the
archival photographs (compare Figures 13.8–13.9 with
Figure 13.3). These coins are mid- to late 7th century and
provide a terminus post quem for the Buddha image that
contained them. The importance of this is that the terminus
post quem is 250 years later than the date Cunningham
assigned to this sculpture. The matter is further complicated
by the fact that the sculpture in question probably dates to
the 10th century, as noted in Chapters 2 (see Figures 2.9–
2.10) and 14 in the present volume.
The same should be considered broadly true across the
site. Cunningham assigned a significant period of building
and repair to the 5th century based on the Nepalese coins,
but all of the coins were made in the late 6th and 7th
centuries. As we cannot know how long Nepalese coins
circulated in Bihar – and it may have been centuries if they

were supplementing a sparse local coinage – it is hard to give
precise dates to this activity, but it must, in any event, have
occurred much later than Cunningham’s original estimate.
The Huviṣka medallion
The last significant numismatic find to be discussed in this
chapter is the impression of a coin of Huviṣka preserved as
part of a relic deposit (Fig. 13.10).
Cunningham correctly identified the object and little
needs to be added. The portrait of the king appears identical
on both sides and was probably made from the same coin.
This means that the maker deliberately chose the obverse
with the king’s portrait and not the reverse (which would
have shown a standing god). The bust features a spear or
standard held over the shoulder and the king wears a conical
crown with a prominent band tied around it.
Huviṣka’s coins can be divided into six phases at his main
mint located at Balkh in modern Afghanistan (see Bracey
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Figure 13.4 Bodhgayā, Bihar. ‘Sri Mānaka’ type, copper alloy,
576–605 ce, weight 11.1g. British Museum, 1894,0507.290

Figure 13.5 Bodhgayā, Bihar. ‘Sri Mānaka’ type, copper alloy,
576–605 ce, weight 11.66g. British Museum, 1894,0507.292

Figure 13.6 Bodhgayā, Bihar. ‘Sri Mānaka’ type, copper alloy,
576–605 ce, weight 11.1g. British Museum, 1894,0507.293

Figure 13.7 Bodhgayā, Bihar. ‘Paśupati’ type G.5, copper alloy,
641–80 ce, weight 7.4g. British Museum, 1894,0507.303

Figure 13.8 Bodhgayā, Bihar. ‘Paśupati’ type G.2, copper alloy,
641–80 ce, weight 4.39g. British Museum, 1894,0507.308

Figure 13.9 Bodhgayā, Bihar. BM ‘Paśupati’ type G.2b, copper alloy,
641–80 ce, weight 2.18g. British Museum, 1894,0507.312

2012 for mint locations). As Kuṣā ṇa coins are well studied,
the approximate volume of production can be estimated for
each phase. Roughly speaking, the last phase represents one
sixth of the total production, which even if production was
evenly distributed across Huviṣka’s reign, would suggest
their issue in c. 183–90 ce. To avoid oversimplification, it is
important to note that there are uncertainties in this
calculation. The last inscription to refer to Huviṣka’s
predecessor is dated in the year 23 and the first to refer to
him is in the year 26. The last mention of Huviṣka is in the
year 60 and the first of his successor is in the year 64.
Therefore, his reign might have encompassed years 35 to 42.
The era in which those years is recorded is widely regarded
as commencing with year 1 = 126/7 ce, but the margin of
error is probably still of the order of ± 10 years (for a full
discussion of the current understanding and recent
historiography, see Bracey 2017). Given also the uncertainty
of equating production quantity with time, the coins might
have been issued as early 160 ce or as late as 200 ce. This is
still a notably later period than assumed by Cunningham.
Despite the uncertainties just outlined, the coin evidence
is about half a century later than the date Cunningham
assigned to Huviṣka (and the construction of the temple). But

how much longer could have elapsed before the coin was
copied? Kuṣā ṇa gold coins were gradually debased over the
course of the 3rd century, which probably had the effect of
driving older coins out of circulation. The Harchandpur
hoard (for which see http://www.kushan.org) is the last
coin hoard known to feature a gold coin of Huviṣka and its
latest Kuṣā ṇa coins are those of Kaniṣka III (known date
267 ce).
However, a problem is posed by the fact that Bodhgayā
did not fall inside the territory of the Kuṣā ṇa empire. The
map in Figure 13.11 shows the territory directly ruled by
the Kuṣā ṇas in the 2nd century based on contemporary
evidence and assumptions made by historians. Bodhgayā,
along with most of the Middle Gangetic Plain, falls in a
liminal zone. There is material evidence related to the
Kuṣā ṇa empire (inscriptions, coins, etc.) found in the region
but overwhelming evidence, including some for
contemporary kings, that this was not directly incorporated
in Kuṣā ṇa territory. The evidence is complex and
substantial and this is not the place to explore this problem.
Some authors – naively in my view – take the list of cities or
kingdoms in the Rabatak inscription (for which see SimsWilliams 2008) to denote the boundaries of the empire, but
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Figure 13.10 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Gold
pendant made out of an impression
of a Huviṣka coin, c. 2nd century ce,
l. 25mm. British Museum, 1892,1103.14

the areas shown in Figure 13.11 represent current opinion
rather than a settled consensus.
Kuṣā ṇa jurisdiction aside, it is known from the coinage of
ancient Samataṭa (now southern Bangladesh) that coins of
Huviṣka’s predecessor were imitated there in the late 5th
century ce. This means that Kuṣā ṇa coins remained in
circulation in eastern India into the late Gupta period (see,

for example, Bose and Nasir 2016). When Kuṣā ṇa coins first
reached eastern India is unclear. As far as the impression
from Bodhgayā goes, any date between the coin’s production
(c. 180 ce) and the latest evidence for the coins still in
circulation (c. 500 ce) seem plausible.
The conversion of coins into ornaments and pendants
was common in antiquity, as shown in Figure 13.12. When

Figure 13.11 The alleged
extent of the Kuṣāṇa empire
and location of mints under
Huviṣka, c. 150–90 ce.
Map © Robert Bracey
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Figure 13.12 Quarter stater converted into a pendant collected by
Alexander Cunningham, gold, c. 267–80 ce, diam. 16mm, weight
1.98g. British Museum, 1894,0506.119
Figure 13.13 Metal copy of a gold Kuṣāṇa coin of Śaka used as a
pendant, c. 320–60 ce, diam. 24mm, weight 3.55g. British Museum,
1922,0423.29

Figure 13.14 Pierced metal copy of a late gold coin of Huviṣka,
c. 150–90 ce, diam. 19mm, weight 3.78g. British Museum,
1850,0305.280

and where coins themselves were scarce, jewellers would
frequently make casts in other metals. Several such examples
survive in the British Museum (Figs 13.13–13.14).
The example from Bodhgayā is different technologically,
having been made using thin sheets of gold hammered
against an original coin, but the concept is closely allied.
The inside of the two impressions would have been filled in
some way. This may have been purely functional (for
example, resin or clay to support the fragile gold), or it may
have contained a relic and functioned as an amulet box.
Jewellers also made pendants that were based upon coins but
not direct copies. The most famous example in the British
Museum uses a Roman coin of Constantine (r. 306–37 ce) as

its model with the reverse based on a Huviṣka gold coin
(Fig. 13.15).
This pendant provides a terminus post quem. Jewellers must
have still had Huviṣka prototypes available to them in the
time of Constantine in the early 4th century. Unfortunately,
we do not know where the Constantine medallion was
manufactured, so the question remains: what is the most
likely date at which the Bodhgayā impressions were
produced? An additional problem is that if it was made to be
worn, then was it deposited at some subsequent date after it
had served another purpose?
These problems are essentially insoluble. It seems
unlikely in the extreme that a pendant made as a copy of a
gold coin (manufactured thousands of miles away in
Afghanistan) would have been deposited a short period after
the coin’s original manufacture. Thus, we are probably
looking at a post-200 ce date. The presence in the same
deposit of silver punch-marked coins is not particularly
helpful as they were known even in Cunningham’s time to
have survived until at least the 3rd century. The current
author is unaware of evidence that Kuṣā ṇa gold or punchmarked coins were still circulating in the 6th century, but
the survival of coinages has not been properly studied.

Figure 13.15 Gold pendant modelled on a
Roman coin of Constantine (obverse)
and a Huviṣka gold coin (reverse), 4th
century ce, diam. 35mm, weight 19.98g.
British Museum, OR.5200
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Conclusion
Unless further documentation of the site comes to light, it is
unlikely we will ever be able to fully reconstruct what coins
were found or where at Bodhgayā. However, there are a
number of valuable and interesting conclusions that can be
drawn.
Firstly, purely from a numismatic point of view, the
number of Nepalese coins found, apparently to the exclusion
of anything else, suggests that Nepalese copper may have
been supplementing the local currency in the post-Gupta
period. We know that in the 3rd to 5th centuries Kuṣā ṇa
copper coins supplemented the money supply in the
Gangetic Valley, so this is a plausible hypothesis.

Secondly, several numismatic objects were reported by
Cunningham in contexts where they provide a terminus post
quem for sculpture, extensions or building works.
Unsurprisingly, given the late 19th-century context of the
excavation, Cunningham dates these objects too early.
While no reliable terminus ante quem can be suggested, most of
the material so dated should be considered at least two
hundred years later, probably more for the Nepalese coins,
and at least a hundred years later in the case of the Huviṣka
impression. This suggests a major reappraisal of the site’s
chronology is warranted.
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Chapter 14
Deposits at Bodhgayā:
Objects, Materials and
Analysis
Michael Willis, Joanna Whalley,
Beatriz Cifuentes and Robert Bracey

Among the items excavated by Alexander Cunningham at
Bodhgayā were a substantial number of precious and semiprecious stones, several inscribed copper plates and an
assemblage of coins. Many of these items are now in the
British Museum with the rest of the Cunningham
Collection. The purpose of this chapter is to present new
scientific identifications of these materials, and such
information as can be gleaned from Cunningham’s
publications and drawings about the find-spots of the
individual objects. The coins are examined separately by
Robert Bracey in Chapter 13 in the present volume, but
some discussion of the coins is included here because they
were excavated in conjunction with the precious and semiprecious stones.
Shrine J north of the main temple
Cunningham reported that some gem deposits were found
‘in a small stupa outside the north-east corner of the
enclosure’ (Cunningham 1892, 24). The location of this stūpa
is shown in Cunningham’s published plan (ibid., pl. XVIII)
and in his annotated drawing of the site (Fig. 14.1). In both
cases he refers to this using the letter J. An old photograph of
the area to the north of the Mahābodhi shows the condition
of this stūpa at the time of the excavation and is illustrated in
Figure 14.2 (a general view is given in Chapter 9, Fig. 9.5).
The gems in the shrine were found inside two different
vessels: a ‘very thin saucer 2¾ inches in diameter and 1 inch
deep’ (ibid.) and a ‘thin iron vessel, 4 inches in diameter’
(ibid., 24). The two vessels held the following items (ibid., 24,
37, pl. XVIII, stūpa J):
37 pieces of crystal, some broken, some hollowed out.
7 cornelian beads.
19 Lapis-lazuli beads.
30 glass beads.
3 red Jasper beads.
4 garnets.
1 large bead of black stone, polished.
11 small pearls, discoloured.
1 small bit of gold.
13 bits of mother-of-pearl.
2 Jacinth.
1 Amethyst.

Near these objects, but apart from them, Cunningham
found two small copper plates, inscribed with the ye dharmā
formula (ibid., 24). Cunningham’s publication is unclear and
he incorrectly references the illustrations (ibid., 24 n. 2). With
no illustrations, the appearance of these copper plates is not
certain, but it seems that the two plates in question are the
two examples illustrated by him in plate XXVII, F and K;
both are labelled ‘from small stûpa’ in his caption. These
items are registered at the British Museum under the
numbers 1892,1103.2 and 1892,1103.3. Cunningham assigned
the plates to the 7th or 8th century (ibid., 24). Elsewhere
(ibid., 52, 60) he called them ‘medieval’ and dated them
between the 9th and 11th centuries; this fluid approach to
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Figure 14.1 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Alexander Cunningham, excavation drawing of the site, before 1880. British Museum, 1897,0528,0.139,
bequeathed by Augustus Wollaston Franks

Figure 14.2 Bodhgayā, Bihar.
General view of the excavations
on the north side of the main
temple. Photograph collected by
Alexander Cunningham and
acquired from him by Augustus
Wollaston Franks. British
Museum, 1897,0528,0.1 (detail),
bequeathed by A.W. Franks
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Figure 14.3 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Plate
from shrine J north of the main
temple, inscribed with the
Pratītyasamutpādagāthā, copper,
c. 500–800 ce, w. 7cm. British
Museum, 1892,1103.2, presented
by Alexander Cunningham

dating is found also in his discussion of the terracotta
plaques discussed by Serena Biondo in Chapter 10 in the
present volume.
In addition to the plates and gems just noted,
Cunningham reported a copper coin of the Paśupati king of
Nepal from the same stūpa (ibid., 24). Cunningham dated the
coin to ‘about a.d. 300 to 400’ (ibid.), but the Nepal issues
have been revisited by Nicholas Rhodes, Karl Gabrisch and
Carlo Valdettaro Pontecorvo della Rocchetta (1989) and the
coin is probably an issue of Narendradeva (643–84 ce). The
coins from Bodhgayā are discussed in Chapter 13 in the
present volume and illustrated there.
Due to the date Cunningham assigned to the coins, he
concluded that the plates, being placed somewhat apart from
the relics, ‘must have been deposited at least four centuries
later’, and inserted when repairs were made in a subsequent
period, that is, in the 7th or 8th centuries (his date of the
copper plates based on their palaeography). The original
relic deposit he puts to the 4th century (his date based on the
Paśupati coin). This chronological sequence must be set
aside. The coin belongs to the mid-7th century and, if
Cunningham’s assessment of the palaeography holds, then
the entire deposit may be assigned to one period, that is, the
7th century. Naturally, this assumes the deposit was made
when the coin was current. In actual fact, the coin could have
been put in the shrine at any stage after the 7th century.
Given that the coin does not provide a secure date for the
deposit, the palaeography of the copper plates needs to be
examined. This can be done using the tools available,
notably Indoskript (see http://www.indoskript.org/), which
gives numerous examples for comparison.
We begin with the square plate seen in Figure 14.3.
Some letters are not helpful for dating because they do not
change; the example of dha from the word dharmā is given
here to illustrate this point. Among the letters that tend to
develop over time, ye (at the beginning) and ṇa (at the end)
are useful for chronological purposes. Representative
samples are listed in Figure 14.4. The form of ye on the

plate is distinctive and prevailed from about 500 to 700 ce.
Samples of ṇa are also included in Figure 14.4. The ancient
form of the letter is well known, but the shape on the copper
plate represents the style in Gupta and post-Gupta times.
This begins to be replaced by new versions of ṇa from the
mid-7th century. Of course the Gupta form was not
superseded immediately and enjoyed favour into the 8th
century. The letter bha in the word prabhavā supports this
analysis. The bha on the Bodhgayā plate is that used in the
Gupta period, a form that continued to the middle of the 7th
century, when a new letter started to be adopted. This new
letter, as can be seen from the table, is similar to the modern
ha. Finally, we consider śra. This letter was written in many
ways, but the shape employed on the copper plate is found in
the Gupta period and through to the 7th century. Among
the many forms of the letter, the double curve at the top –
like the English ‘m’ (as shown in Figure 14.4) – is seen in
the 8th and 9th centuries. On the basis of the evidence
provided by these comparisons, it seems reasonable to date
this copper plate to between 500 and 800 ce.
The second plate gives the overall impression of being
later in date (Fig. 14.5). Unfortunately, some of the more
useful letters are damaged but diagnostic letters are
preserved, notably śra and ṇa. In both cases, these are the
forms that come into use from the 7th century. Another
important letter is yo. The treatment of the vowel mark (like
modern yā rather than yo) is shown in the examples in
Figure 14.4. This usage was prevalent from the 6th and to
the 10th century. On this basis, it seems reasonable to
conclude that the second plate is somewhat later than the
first and belongs to between 650 and 900 ce. Even if the two
plates are of the same time period (which is possible), they
have different shapes overall and come from different scribal
traditions. The palaeographical evidence, in any event,
suggests that the plates could have been deposited as late as
the 10th century.
The gems from the shrine could be of various dates as
well and are obviously from regions away from Bodhgayā.
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Figure 14.4 Palaeographic table with examples relevant to the ye dharmā formula and the dating of the Bodhgayā plaques in the British
Museum. The letters are numbered from the top down, each with the corresponding Indoskript number
YE (column one)
1. Majhgawam copper plate of Hastin; date: 510; Indoskript ID 362;
dynasty: Parivrājaka
2. Bodhgayā inscription of Mahānāman; date: 588–9; Indoskript ID
27; dynasty: post-Gupta, not named
3. Baud grant of Raṇabhañjadeva; date: 650–750; Indoskript ID 599;
dynasty: Bhañja
4. Multai copper plate Grant of Nandarāja; date: 708–10; Indoskript
ID 606; dynasty: Rāṣṭrakūṭa

YO (column five)
1. Aphsaḍ stone inscription of Ādityasena; date: 655–80; Indoskript
551; dynasty: later Gupta
2. Baud grant of Raṇabhañjadeva; date: 650–750; Indoskript ID 599;
dynasty: Bhañja
3. Pālibhāṣāyāṃ vinaya manuscript; date: 775–825; Indoskript ID 533;
dynasty: no dynasty stipulated
4. Nālandā copper plate of Devapalādeva; date 850; Indoskript ID
535; dynasty: Pāla

DHA (column two)
1. Mathurā Buddha statue; date: 380–480; Indoskript ID 801; dynasty:
Gupta period
2. Bodhgayā inscription of Mahānāman; date: 588–9; Indoskript ID
27; dynasty: post-Gupta, not named
3. Nālandā copper plate of Devapāladeva; date 850; Indoskript ID
535; dynasty Pāla
4. Belwa plate of Mahīpāla I; date 982; Indoskript ID 295; dynasty:
Pāla

DĪ (column six)
1. Madhuban plate of Harṣa from Azamgarh; date: 630–1; Indoskript
99; dynasty: Vardhana
2. Tiwarkheḍ plates of the Rāṣṭrakūṭa Nannarāja; Śaka 553; date 631;
Indoskript ID 611; dynasty: Rāṣṭrakūṭa
3. Paiṭhāṇ plates of Govindarāja III; date: 794; Indoskript ID 77;
dynasty: Rāṣṭrakūṭa
4. Jodhpur plates of the time of Durlabharāja; date: 1013; Indoskript ID
478; dynasty: Cāhamāna

HE (column three)
1. Aphsaḍ stone inscription of Ādityasena; date: 655–80; Indoskript
ID 551; dynasty: later Gupta
2. Nālandā stone inscription of the reign of Yaśovarmmadeva; date:
725–31; Indoskript ID 59; dynasty: Vardhana
3. Nālandā copper plate of Devapalādeva; date 850; Indoskript ID
535; dynasty: Pāla
4. Vañapalli grant of Sauryāditya from Bagaha; date: 1020; Indoskript
ID 326; dynasty: Malayaketukula

ŚRA (column seven)
1. Dubi plates of Bhāskaravarman; date: 600–50; Indoskript ID 345;
dynasty: Nāraka
2. Sāntīragrāma grant of Daṇḍimahādevī; date: 775–800; Indoskript
ID 776; dynasty: Bhauma-Kara
3. Rādhanpur plates of Govinda III; date: 808; Indoskript ID 755;
dynasty: Rāṣṭrakūṭa
4. Rādhanpur plates of Govinda III; date 808; Indoskript 755; dynasty:
Rāṣṭrakūṭa

BHA (column four)
1. Indor copper plate inscription of Skandagupta; date: 466,
Indoskript ID 134; dynasty: Gupta
2. Sumaṇḍala plates of Dharmarāja; date: 569; Indoskript ID 140;
dynasty: Gupta (collateral)
3. Karamḍāṃḍā stone-liṅga inscription of Kumāragupta; date: 436;
Indoskript ID: 407; dynasty: Gupta
4. Multai copper plate grant of Nandarāja; date: 708–10; Indoskript ID
606; dynasty: Rāṣṭrakūṭa

ṆA (column eight)

1. Āraṅg copper plate of Bhīmasena II; date: 601, Indoskript ID 694;
dynasty: Gupta (collateral)
2. Nāgārjunī Hill Cave inscription of Anantavarman (B); date:
550–600, Indoskript ID 686; dynasty: Maukhari
3. Baud grant of Raṇabhañjadeva; date: 650–750, Indoskript ID 599;
dynasty: Bhañja
4. Bodhgayā inscription of the time of Aśokacalladeva, Lakṣmaṇasena
year 51, date: 1171, Indoskript ID 89; dynasty: Sena
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Figure 14.5 Plate from shrine J north of the main temple, inscribed with the Pratītyasamutpādagāthā, copper, c. 650–900 ce, w. 11.3cm.
British Museum, 1892,1103.3, presented by Alexander Cunningham

The overall picture, therefore, is that the assemblage from
shrine J is chronologically and geographically
heterogeneous. To put the matter another way, the plates
and gems were from different times and different places but
made their way to Bodhgayā because it was a place suitable
for the deposition of such things. The date of deposition
should be after 900 ce.
Stūpa shrine N L south-east of the main temple
Cunningham returned to the matter of inscribed copper
plates in his discussion of other subsidiary shrines at
Bodhgayā. He reported that a ‘copper plate inscribed with
the Buddhist creed’ was found in a ruined temple in the
south-western corner of the site (1892, 36, on his plan N and
L, pl. XVIII). Thus, in addition to the two plates from
shrine J noted in the previous section, there was a third plate
from this location.
Shrine to the north of the main temple
In his subsequent Chapter XIV (ibid., 50 ff.), Cunningham
reported that:
In four instances small flat copper plates were found with the
Buddhist creed engraved upon them, the oldest being about the
9th or 10th century, and the others of the 11th century. Two of
the these are shown in the accompanying Plate XXVII, figs F
and K. Of these fig. F appears to be the oldest’. (ibid., 52)

The two plates named here are those referred to (and
illustrated as Figures 14.3, 14.5) above. However, the
quote just given states that there were four plates. Two plates
came from shrine J and one from shrine N L. The find-spot
of the fourth plate is revealed by the site plan in the British
Museum, which carries a notation beside a building near
shrine J that reads: ‘copper plate’ (Fig. 14.1). So, the fourth
copper plate in Cunningham’s count is from this location.
The plates from this location and from shrine N L were
not given by Cunningham to the British Museum. This is
important to note. Cunningham may have retained the
plates, along with the gems deposited in shine J listed above,
or these items may have passed to other hands. The sharing
of finds among excavators often happened in the 19th
century as testified by the Sānchī finds that were shared
between Cunningham and Frederick C. Maisey (Willis
2000).

Outer Buddha
In the British Museum there are four plates from
Cunningham, and two of these come from shrine J, as
observed immediately above. The remaining two plates are
numbered 1892,1103.4 and 1892,1103.5 and are illustrated
here in Figure 14.6. These plates do not come from the
locations just noted, but from inside the ‘outer Buddha’ that
once stood above the vajrāsana (illustrated in Chapter 2, Figs
2.9–2.10). This source for the two plates is shown by two
pieces of evidence. Firstly, on the reverse of both plates there
are labels in Cunningham’s hand. These say
‘MAHABODHI [inside outer Buddha]’. Secondly, one of
the mock-ups prepared by Cunningham for his book but
never published shows the copper plates, with the caption
‘Copper-plate from statue of outer vajrâsan Buddha’ (Fig.
14.6).
There were two images above the vajrāsana. The original
was in a niche on the temple proper, while the second one –
added later – projected outward on a distinct pedestal that
rested on the edge of the ancient āsana, as discussed in
Chapter 2 in the present volume. In his discussion of this
added image, Cunningham said: ‘At what time the new
figure of Buddha was added, may, I think be fixed at about
a.d. 300 to 400, as a copper coin of Pasupati, Raja of Nepâl,
was found in its stomach’ (Cunningham 1892, 24). The coin
appears in the mock-up, but Cunningham has not included
the obverse and reverse of the same coin: the pictures are of
two different coins, no doubt because he wanted to show the
clearest design. In his discussion of shrine J, Cunningham
discussed a Paśupati coin found there, and the copper plates,
his line of argument being that there were two campaigns at
that location, the first in the 4th century and second in the
7th century or later. He wanted the projecting Buddha at the
back of the temple (the ‘outer Buddha’) to be of the 5th
century not simply because of the coin and the date he
assigned to it, but because he wanted the temple itself, and
the āsana, to belong to the mid-1st century (ibid., vii). To
overcome the manifestly late appearance of the pedestal,
with its vajra-emblems and striding Tantric deities,
Cunningham proposed that the small pilasters with bevelled
edges ‘were afterwards turned into vajras or thunderbolts’
(ibid., 25).
These conclusions do not seem tenable in the face of the
evidence. The original lines of images on the west wall of the
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Figure 14.6 Alexander Cunningham,
mock-up of plate XXIV for
Cunningham’s book Mahâbodhi but
never published. British Museum
1897,0528,0.10, bequeathed by
Augustus Wollaston Franks. The
mock-up includes illustrations of the
two copper plates from the outer
Buddha now in the British Museum
(the one above 1892,1103.4, and the
one below 1892,1103.5), and also
shows the coin found in the image
(but which is uncertain because two
coins are used for the illustration:
1894,0507.308 for the reverse, and
1894,0507.312 for the obverse). The
two separate objects are the seated
Buddha in terracotta (1887,0717.69)
and in stone (1904,0516.1). The spear
tip was not given by Cunningham to
the British Museum

temple have vanished but old photographs show them to
belong to the post-Gupta period (Fig. 14.7). The outer
Buddha, on the basis of what can be seen of the style and the
stucco carvings of Mārīcī below, appears to be of the 10th or
11th century (see Fig. 2.9). The copper plates, not mentioned
by Cunningham in his published discussion, are medieval.
The palaeography is best assessed from the mock-up in
Figure 14.6 because the plates, at some stage unrecorded,
were subject to cleaning with acid, a common practice in the
19th century.
Looking at the palaeography of the two plates found
inside the outer Buddha, we can see that it is closely related
to the second plate from shrine J (Fig. 14.5). As discussed
above, the second plate from shrine J can be dated to
between 650 and 900 ce. The plates from the outer Buddha
have the same chronological horizon. As shown by the coin
finds, the deposition is analogous: an earlier coin of the mid7th century has been placed with inscribed material of a
later date. This is confirmed by the outer Buddha itself,
which, as previously noted, belongs to the 10th or 11th
century.

Figure 14.7 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Mahābodhi temple in the course of
excavation; west wall after the removal of the outer Buddha,
showing the original line of stucco images, 8th to 10th century ce.
Photograph collected by Alexander Cunningham and acquired from
him by Augustus Wollaston Franks. British Museum,
1897,0528,0.20.b, bequeathed by A.W. Franks

Deposits from inside the Mahābodhi temple
Turning to the temple proper, a series of finds were
discovered during the excavation inside the building. The
image plinth in the temple was taken apart, and several floor
levels found (Willis 2016; Cunningham 1892, pl. VI).
Cunningham described these from the bottom up as follows:
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Silver – 5 punch-marked coins, one with human figures, besides
many small shapeless fragments. [1892,1103.36]
1 thin hemisphere. [1892,1103.34]
27 large discs. [1892,1103.32]
14 small discs. [1892,1103.33]
Gems – 145 Pearls, small, all black with age. [1892,1103.71]
Coral, pale; about 3 Table spoons of bits and several coral shell
ornaments. [1892,1103.68-69]
Crystal, numerous fragments, all uncut. [1892,1103.54]
Sapphires, small fragments, valueless. [1892,1103.41-42]
Rubies, small fragments, valueless. [1892,1103.44]
Emeralds, small fragments, valueless. [1892,1103.56-57]

Cunningham goes on to report:
Afterwards it was found, on minute examination, that all the
remains of plaster taken off the Sandstone Throne contained
small fragments of pounded coral, sapphire, crystal, pearl, & c.,
of which as much as a basket full was collected. In fact the
mortar, instead of being composed of sand and lime, consisted
of coarsely pounded coral mixed with small fragments of
sapphire, crystal, pearl, and ivory, bound together with lime.
(ibid., 20–1)
Figure 14.8 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Coral sample in a bottle with notations
by Alexander Cunningham. British Museum, 1892,1103.70, presented
by Alexander Cunningham

the Asokan floor, the plaster floor, the sandstone floor and
the granite floor. As explained elsewhere (Willis 2016), the
Asokan floor probably belongs to the 1st century bce, the
date now accepted for the early stone railing at the site
(Chakravarty 1997; some examples illustrated in Chapter 2
in the present volume). The plaster floor followed in the early
centuries ce, and the stone floor above that can be assigned
to c. 380 ce, the date of the seated Buddha once installed in
the brick temple that was erected for it (Willis 2016).
Resting on the plaster floor – and thus deposited under
the sandstone floor of c. 380 when it was laid down – was a
ball of stiff clay. When opened, the items listed below were
found (Cunningham 1892, 20). The list here follows
Cunningham, to which we have added the museum
numbers for those items in the British Museum:
Gold – 2 impressions in thin gold of the obverse face of a gold
coin of Huvishka, joined together, and held by a ring.
[1892,1103.14, see Chapter 13, Fig. 13.10]
1 Crescent of thin gold, 0.6 inch broad. [1892,1103.28]
4 Flowers, 0.75 inch, with a pale sapphire in centre of each.
[1892,1103.13]

A glass bottle filled with coral is a sample taken from the
‘basket full’ that was recovered, as testified by the text on the
label of the bottle in Cunningham’s hand (Fig. 14.8).
While Cunningham’s account is sound, the interpretation
he derived from the finds is not. The early date for the deposit
was, in Cunningham’s view, attested by the presence of punchmarked coins (Fig. 14.9). These suggested a date in the 2nd or
3rd century, as did the gold impression based on Huviṣka’s
coin, which pointed to ‘his reign as the the actual time when
the deposit was made, or about 120 to 160 ad.’ (ibid., 21; also in
Fig. 14.9). He backed up the date with that of the earliest
seated Buddha from the site on which he remarked: ‘I have no
doubt that it belongs to the 2nd century of the Christian era’
(ibid., 21). To achieve this result he assigned the year 64 to the
Seleukidan era, equivalent to 152 ce.
These arguments show a pattern within Cunningham’s
work that has been seen already with the other deposits
discussed in this chapter: a coin necessarily provides the date
for a deposit and all other evidence needs to be marshalled
in a way that supports the numismatic evidence. As we have
noted, however, the coins found in shrine J and inside the
outer Buddha were already old when deposited. The same
holds with the image plinth deposit under discussion here:
the punch-marked coins were antique items when they were
placed under the floor of the temple. The gold ornament
based on a coin of Huviṣka tells a similar story; it is discussed
by Robert Bracey in Chapter 13 in the present volume.

3 Shells, 0.6 inch long. [1892,1103.15]
4 Kamarak fruits, 0.2 inch broad. [not given to the British
Museum]
5 Buttons, or knobs, 0.45 inch broad. [1892,1103.23]
26 large discs, 37.5 grains, or 1. 44 each. [1892,1103.25]
29 small discs, 11 grains, 0.38 each. [1892,1103.26]

Scientific identifications
Not all the items found at Bodhgayā are mentioned by
Alexander Cunningham (1892, 20). Further items are listed
below, with their find-spot taken from the British Museum’s
register of objects. In particular, it should be noted that the
register states that items 1892,1103.13-74 are ‘from part of a
deposit in front of the Vajrâsan Throne’. The early part
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Figure 14.9 Photograph of small finds,
mostly from Bodhgayā. Photograph
collected by Alexander Cunningham
and acquired from him by Augustus
Wollaston Franks. British Museum,
1897,0528,0.140, bequeathed by A.W.
Franks
Top row (left to right): silver
hemisphere, 1892,1103.34; amulet case,
1892,1103.14; silver disc, 1892,1103.32; all
from Bodhgayā
Second row: two small silver discs from
Bodhgayā, 1892,1103.33
Third row: rectangular coin or token
from Bodhgayā, 1894,0507.669
Fourth row: string of beads from
Bodhgayā, 1892,1103.38
Fifth row (left to right): punch-marked
coin from Mirzapur, 1894,0307.630 [type
GH 288 O/S; GH 313]; Paśupati coin,
Nepal, from Bodhgayā, 1894,0507.303;
punch-marked coin from Mirzapur,
1894,0507.631 [type GH 295]
Sixth row (left to right): punch-marked
coin from Bodhgayā, 1894, 0507. 661;
punch-marked coin from Bodhgayā,
1894,0507.657 [type GH 589]
Seventh row: punch-marked coin from
Dharawat, 1894,0507.1 [type GH 367];
punch-marked coin from Bodhgayā,
1894,0507.659 [type GH 593-96]
Eighth row: string of beads from
Bodhgayā, 1892,1103.39

numbers of the series (13–38) consist of gold, silver and other
metal ornaments and were not analysed, the focus of the
scientific analysis for this chapter being the identification of
the gemstones and other material such as coral. An
exception was made for item number 13 because it includes
sapphires.
To identify the stones, the following equipment was used:
Microscope (30X); hand lens (loupe, 10X); gemmological
refractometer; oolariscope; London dichroscope. The
results and observations are listed by the accession numbers.
Selected examples have been chosen for illustration in the
current volume.
1892,1103.13
String of four raised shells and four flowers in gold; each of
the flowers set with a sapphire (Fig. 14.10). The sapphires
appear to have derived from an alluvial source (pebble-like
in form with ‘frosting’ in the recesses). They have each been
polished while retaining as much weight as possible. The
gems are naturally pale in colour and show distinct colour
zoning, one having a particularly deep colour saturation to
one side. There are a number of neat intersecting

fingerprint-type feathers with folds and some short, aligned,
colourless tube-like crystals/cavities. These inclusions are
distinctive and may help to identify the source. The loose
sapphires, numbered 1892,1103.40 (see below), share the
same characteristics and appear to have derived from the
same source.
1892,1103.38
Group of nine gemstone beads (on a wire), from the left
(Figs 14.9, 14.11).
1. White coral or shell, carved into the form of a conch shell.
Wavy parallel growth lines, perpendicular to the length of
the shell-form. Radial lines emanating from a ‘core’
perpendicular to the length of the shell-form.
2. Mother-of-pearl, carved into an unidentified form.
3. Quartz, variety rock crystal. Carved into the form of a
conch shell. Refractive index (RI) measures approximately
1.54.
4. Pale orange-red coral. Square tabular form, with four
grooves loosely creating a swastika shape. The natural outer
surface of the coral branch can be seen and can be used to
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Figure 14.10 Bodhgayā, Bihar. String of four conch shells and four flowers in gold; each of the flowers set with a sapphire. British Museum,
1892,1103.13, presented by Alexander Cunningham

Figure 14.11 Bodhgayā, Bihar. A group of nine gemstones. British Museum, 1892,1103.38, presented by Alexander Cunningham

Figure 14.12 Bodhgayā, Bihar. A group of 11 gemstones. British Museum, 1892,1103.39, presented by Alexander Cunningham

determine the orientation of the cut. Very probably Corallium
rubrum.
5. Mother-of-pearl, carved into an unidentified form
(praying man?).
6. Glass. Pale green, transparent. Distinct gas bubbles.
Carved into an unidentified flat form.
7. Quartz, variety rock crystal. Carved into an unidentified
seed-like form. RI measures approximately 1.54.
8. Ancient glass. Badly deteriorated (rainbow iridescence
and delaminating). Heavily fractured surface.
9. Pale orange-pink coral. Carved into the form of a conch
shell. The natural outer surface of the coral branch can be
seen and can be used to determine the orientation of the
cut. ‘Worm holes’. Wavy parallel growth lines and radial
lines emanating from a ‘core’. Very probably Corallium
rubrum.
1892,1103.39
Group of 11 gemstone beads on a wire, from the right (Figs
14.12, 14.9).
1. Beryl, variety emerald. Pale and heavily included with
natural healed fractures. Natural hexagonal prism crystal,
cut in half along the c-axis and then additional facets added
to create a very early table-cut, polished overall.
2. Microcrystalline quartz, variety carnelian. Faceted with

six curved planes with tapered ends, flattened hexagon in
cross section.
3. Microcrystalline quartz, variety pale yellow chalcedony.
Cut as no. 2.
4. Quartz, variety rock crystal. Interior relatively ‘clean’. RI
measures approximately 1.54. Cut as no. 2.
5. Microcrystalline quartz, variety pale brownish-yellow
chalcedony. Cut as no. 2.
6. Beryl, variety emerald. Small, pale and heavily included
with natural healed fractures. Natural hexagonal prism
crystal, polished. Possibly Egyptian?
7. Quartz, variety amethyst. Cut as no. 2.
8. Microcrystalline quartz, variety carnelian. Cut as no. 2.
9. Garnet, variety almandine. Polished irregular form. RI
measures approximately 1.54.
10. Glass (‘paste’) faceted bead, greenish-yellow, possibly
uranium glass. This could be confirmed by response to UV
or checking with a Geiger counter, but in any event the bead
cannot pre-date 1835 (http://www.sis.org.uk/bulletin/92/
Brenni.pdf). It does not appear in Cunningham 1892; see
also Figure 14.9 (eighth row). Compared to this old
photograph, the beads are in a different order, with one of
the originals replaced by the current sample.
11. Microcrystalline quartz, variety carnelian. Cut as
no. 2.
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1892,1103.40
Corundum, variety sapphire (Fig. 14.13). A total of 12
stones, although the earlier inventory records 14. Generally
pale blue in colour. The appearance of these gems suggests
an alluvial source in that some recesses retain a ‘frosted’
appearance. The gems have been polished to a cabochon
form while retaining as much of the weight as possible (the
original crystal habit is still discernible for most). Inclusions
present: distinctive blue/colourless colour zones; light ‘silk’;
short aligned colourless tube-like crystals/cavities; neat
intersecting fingerprint-type feathers with folds. Eduard
Gübelin and John Koivula’s Photoatlas of Inclusions in
Gemstones, vol. 3 (Basel, 2008), may help determine the
origin; possibly Sri Lanka or Kashmir.
1892,1103.41
Corundum, variety sapphire. Broken fragments, mostly pale
blue and colourless.
1892,1103.42
Corundum, variety sapphire. Broken fragments, generally
darker blue.
1892,1103.43
Corundum, variety sapphire. Broken fragments, largely
colourless.
1892,1103.44
Corundum, variety ruby. Two cabochons and an
assemblage of broken fragments.
1892,1103.45
Spinel (?). One cabochon and five partly worked stones.
Identified as a spinel in the 19th century and currently
unverified.
1892,1103.46
Nesosilicate, variety zircon. Fragments and some partly
worked stones.
1892,1103.47
Amethyst, pair of cabochons (Fig. 14.14); one is a high
cabochon with a polished recess on the reverse (a
‘carbuncle’); this has been done in order to lighten the colour
by removing material as well as increasing the surface area
for reflection. The surface of the cabochon is heavily worn,
although the lower edge is not, suggesting it was once set in
the rub-over setting of a much-loved object. The colour and
clarity of both these examples is unusually fine. This shade
of velvety reddish-purple is one that, in Europe, has been
commonly associated (perhaps wrongly) with Siberian
amethysts from the Urals.
1892,1103.48
Garnet, variety almandine. RI measures 1.765. Teardropshaped cabochon bead, borehole situated halfway down the
teardrop form.

Figure 14.13 Bodhgayā, Bihar. A group of pale sapphires. British
Museum, 1892,1103.40.a-n, presented by Alexander Cunningham

1892,1103.50
Garnet; seven cabochons, one teardrop-shaped, and an
assemblage of broken and unworked fragments.
1892,1103.51
Quartz, variety aventurine (?). One fragment identified as
aventurine in the 19th century and currently unverified.
1892,1103.52
Quartz, variety rock crystal; Large oblong cabochon,
underside sheered off (with Museum number written in ink);
smaller oval cabochon; two fragments of the same spherical
bead.
1892,1103.53
Quartz, variety rock crystal. Polished hexagonal prism;
natural crystal form having had pointed terminal removed.
1892,1103.54
Quartz, variety rock crystal, small fragments.
1892,1103.55
Unknown material, an alluvial pebble (containing a
brownish inclusion) and a broken fragment. Identified as
chrysoberyl in the the 19th century; this is possible, but
colourless chrysoberyl is rare and these gems have no
obvious diagnostic features.
1892,1103.56-57
Beryl, variety emerald, with some pale malachite,
tourmaline (?) and translucent green glass. In the
Figure 14.14 Bodhgayā, Bihar. A pair of amethyst cabochons. British
Museum, 1892,1103.47.a-c, presented by Alexander Cunningham

1892,1103.49
Garnet, variety almandine. RI measures 1.773.
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Figure 14.16 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Quartz, variety aventurine, with platy
green mica, and pyrite inclusions; identified as jade in the 19th
century. British Museum, 1892,1103.59.a-c, presented by Alexander
Cunningham

Figure 14.17 Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Microcrystalline quartz, variety sard,
possibly showing part of a standing
figure with pantaloons and, to one
side, part of his staff. British Museum,
1892,1103.66, presented by Alexander
Cunningham

Figure 14.15 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Beryl, variety aquamarine, 22 natural
crystals. British Museum, 1892,1103.58, presented by Alexander
Cunningham

assemblage, two are natural hexagonal prisms, polished and
pierced along the axis to form beads; one large black
inclusion has been deliberately polished from the surface of
one of the beads leaving a small recess and traces of the
inclusion itself. Two further natural hexagonal prisms,
polished but not pierced; one shows evidence of the removal
of an inclusion (oval recess on surface). Of the remaining,
there are some cabochons and partly worked, other
fragments, one a fragment of pale green translucent natural
crystal with mica matrix. Hexagonal or trigonal crystal
system, with longitudinal striations to the surface parallel to
the axis. The small fragment of greenish-blue opaque rough
material is possibly turquoise or pale malachite. Finally, one
item is translucent green glass (‘paste’) moulded into a ‘tablecut’ form with a flat back; inclusions: bubbles and swirls (of
paler colour). This piece deliberately simulated an emerald,
a useful comparison being the real emerald of 1892,1103.39
(no. 1), which has been polished into the same form.
1892,1103.58
Beryl, variety aquamarine (Fig. 14.15). Twenty-two natural
crystals.
1892,1103.59
Quartz, variety aventurine (Fig. 14.16). Platy green mica,
and pyrite inclusions. RI measured in confirmation against
the identification as jade in the 19th century.
1892,1103.60
Unknown crystal. Colourless, transparent natural crystal in
rhombohedral crystal form (trigonal?). Strong cleavage.
Pearly lustre, heavily worn. Not calcite; no strong double
refraction; identified as a moonstone in the 19th century.
1892,1103.61
Unknown, the larger fragment scored with a cross mark.
Identified as a common opal in the 19th century.
1892,1103.62
Fragments of glass. Identified as an aquamarine in the 19th
century.

1892,1103.63
Pink tourmaline. Natural unpolished crystal.
1892,1103.65
Quartz, variety chalcedony. Unworked fragments.
1892,1103.66
Microcrystalline quartz, variety sard (Fig. 14.17). Two
small fragments from an oval intaglio plaque, measuring
0.71mm in depth. Possibly showing part of a standing figure
with pantaloons and, to one side, part of his staff.
1892,1103.67
Microcrystalline quartz, variety carnelian.
Two beads, faceted with six curved planes parallel to the
bore-hole. Tapered ends.
1892,1103.68
Three pale pink coral beads, carved in the form of conch
shells (Fig. 14.18). Each of the beads is pierced twice in two
opposing directions. The surfaces are eroded with wear
indicating that the original colour was deeper, possibly red.
Probably Corallium rubrum.
1892,1103.69
Assemblage of pale pink coral barrel-shaped beads of
varying size, including broken fragments. The surfaces are
eroded but wear indicates that the original colour was much
deeper, possibly red. Probably Corallium rubrum.
1892,1103.70.a-b
Coral sample in a bottle with notations on the label by
Alexander Cunningham (Fig. 14.8). Part of the coral was
found separately and is kept separately in the British
Museum.
1892,1103.71
Assemblage of pearls (Fig. 14.19). Natural pearls made into
beads or fragments of beads, with some fragments of shell.
Various sizes and levels of deterioration; many appear
bluish, although this colour may be the result of
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Figure 14.18 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Three pale pink coral beads, carved in
the form of conch shells; each of the beads is pierced twice in two
opposing directions. The surfaces are eroded with wear indicating
that the original colour was deeper, possibly red. British Museum,
1892,1103.68.a-c, presented by Alexander Cunningham

Figure 14.19 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Assemblage of natural pearls made
into beads, some fragments of beads, with some fragments of
shell. Various sizes and levels of deterioration; many appear bluish,
although this colour may be the result of deterioration. As noted
above, these were found in the temple, under the stone floor of the
late 4th century ce. British Museum, 1892,1103.71, presented by
Alexander Cunningham

deterioration. As noted above, these were found in the
temple, under the stone floor of the late 4th century.

1892,1103.73
Malachite nodule. Incorrectly identified as paste in the 19th
century.

1892,1103.72
Glass fragments. Five fragments: one green bead, one blue
bead (broken), two clear fragments and one semi-opaque
nodule with inclusions.

1892,1103.74
Cowrie shells.
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Chapter 15
Chinese Inscriptions
from Bodhgayā
Michael Willis and Serena Biondo

That pilgrims from distant countries found their way to
Bodhgayā in the Pāla period is shown by inscriptions from
the site in Tibetan, Burmese and Old Mon. These records
are discussed elsewhere in the present volume. To complete
the picture, we add here a catalogue of the Chinese
inscriptions. These are not unknown, having been published
first by Samuel Beal (1881a, 1881b) and then included by
Alexander Cunningham in his book on Bodhgayā
(Cunningham 1892). Further analysis by other scholars is
also not wanting, such as that by Émmanuel-Édouard
Chavannes (1896). What is not generally known is that the
photographs of these records by Joseph David Beglar – the
officer in charge of the excavation and restoration of the
Mahābodhi temple under Cunningham’s direction – were
collected by Cunningham. Subsequently, Cunningham gave
these photographs to Augustus Wollaston Franks, who left
them to the British Museum in 1897. The photographs are
important because they were made from glass-plate
negatives and offer clear pictures of the inscriptions, much
better than those published in the 19th century. Moreover,
due to Cunningham’s garbled account of the Chinese
records and the disparate character of subsequent
publications, the nature of the Buddhist connections with
Bodhgayā under the Song dynasty is not well understood.
Our purpose here is not to give a definitive critical account
of the texts of the inscriptions, but rather to provide a guide
for further research. Some of this work has now been
undertaken by Yasuo Inamoto with whom we interacted in
the course of preparing this chapter (Inamoto 2019). Our
study gives particular emphasis to the site and some of the
terminology, but the texts merit close attention from many
points of view. Here we list the records according to the
numbers given to them by Cunningham and subsequently
taken over in the online open-access resource for Asia
inscriptions (http://www.siddham.network).
Inscription no. 1. Bodhgayā stone stele with a Chinese
inscription dated 1022 ce (Fig. 15.1)
This inscription is number 1 in Cunningham’s listing
(Cunningham 1892, 69) and numbered INCH0001 in the
www.siddham.network. Cunningham (ibid.) refers to plate
XXX, figure 2, but this is an error; he means figure 1. The
find-spot is mentioned in Cunningham (ibid., 68). He
reported that the inscription was found ‘under the north face
of the northern Samādh cenotaph of a Mahant’, which stood
to the east of the main temple, in the spot marked as Z2 (for
which location see his original plan in Chapter 14, Fig.
14.1). Cunningham noted also that the inscription reports
the original location as ‘30 paces, or 75 feet to the north of
the Bodhi Tree’ (ibid., 68; line 2 in the inscription: 於道樹比
三十餘步). Thus, he concluded that this stele was originally
located at a point he called Z3 (see Fig. 14.1). There is no
archaeological evidence for this. John Anderson (1883, vol. 2,
55–6, no. B.G. 122), misidentified the two figures of Mārīcī
on the stele and the sows below, and reported that the tablet
was ‘found in the summer of 1883, under 12 feet of rubbish
surrounding the Great Temple’, a statement that appears to
have been drawn from Beal (1881b).
The chronological data is provided in the third line from
the left [時大宋天禧年歲次壬戌酉己月標記 …]. Beal
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Figure 15.1 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Inscription no. 1, stone stele with a
seated Buddha flanked by figures of Mārīcī and a Chinese
inscription below dated 1022 ce praising the three bodies of the
Buddha, h. 84.1cm, w. 47.4cm. Original in the Indian Museum,
Kolkata. British Museum, 1897,0528,0.31.a, bequeathed by Augustus
Wollaston Franks

Figure 15.2 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Inscription no. 2, stone stele with a
Chinese inscription dated 1022 ce recording the gift of a monk’s
robe (袈裟jiāshā) embroidered in gold to be placed on the throne of
the Buddha (佛座fózuò), h. 40.1cm, w. 17.5cm. Original in the Indian
Museum, Kolkata. British Museum, 1897,0528,0. series, bequeathed
by Augustus Wollaston Franks

summarises the text and gives an illustration, along with a
‘corrected’ Chinese transcription in printed form. Beal gives
us only天禧tiānxǐ (his Tien hi) in his discussion of the date.
The content of Beal (1881a) in the Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society is repeated in his longer contribution on pilgrims in
Indian Antiquary (see Beal 1881b, 192–7). Cunningham (1892,
69–71) provided a translation from Herbert A. Giles,
Professor of Chinese at Cambridge from 1897. Giles gave
only 壬戌 rénxū (his Jen hsu) in the discussion of the date.
Chavannes (1896, 7–21) provided a transcription, translation
and detailed commentary on the record. He called the
inscription number II. More recently, the record has been
given detailed treatment in Inamoto (2019, no. 2).
The inscription is a long one, important for the history of
Buddhism and state of the doctrine of the Buddha’s three
bodies in 11th-century China. In view of the fact that the
record is published thrice – in Chinese, Japanese and in
translation – we do not give the text here. The inscription is
in the Indian Museum, Kolkata, and was seen there by
Yasuo Inamoto and Akira Shimada along with some of the
other inscriptions discussed here.

Cunningham (1892, pl. XXX, fig. 2) and he gave a
translation into English provided by Giles. Cunningham
recorded (ibid., 68) that the ‘Chinese inscriptions, Nos. 2 and
3, Plate XXX, were actually found in situ on two slabs
forming the lower part of the basement of two small Stûpas
built of sandstone at the spot marked Z1 in the plan. See
Plate XVIII.’ Cunningham’s original plan, on which the
published version was based, is given in Chapter 14, Figure
14.1. Chavannes (1896, 21–2) gave a transcription,
translation and commentary. He called the inscription
number III. The present location of the record is the Indian
Museum (Anderson 1883, vol. 2, 57, B.G. 123–4), where it was
seen by Yasuo Inamoto who provides a recent photograph
(Inamoto 2019, 526).
Two translations are available: Giles’s translation in
Cunningham (1892, 71–2) and Chavannes (1896, 22). More
recently we have Inamoto (2019). The purpose of the
inscription is to register (with inscription no. 3, below) the
gift of a monk’s robe (袈裟jiāshā) embroidered in gold (金襴
jīnlán) to be placed on the throne of the Buddha (佛座 fózuò).
The term金剛座 jīngāng zuò is not used, but the throne
referred to is most probably the vajrāsana, for which see
Chapter 2 in the present volume. The inscription, it should
be noted, seems to be the earliest record of the practice of
covering the throne with cloth (for which see Chapter 2, Fig.
2.16). Additionally, the inscription records that a stone
shrine (石塔shítă) – no doubt the tablet on which the record

Inscription no. 2. Bodhgayā stone stele with a Chinese
inscription dated 1022 ce (Fig. 15.2)
This inscription is number 2 in Cunningham’s list
(Cunningham 1892, 71–2) and INCH0002 in the www.
siddham.network. A small illustration appeared in
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Figure 15.3 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Inscription no. 3, stone stele with a
Chinese inscription dated 1022 ce recording the gift of a monk’s
robe (袈裟jiāshā) embroidered in gold to be placed on the throne of
the Buddha (佛座fózuò), h. 38.4cm, w. 16.1cm. Original in the Indian
Museum, Kolkata. British Museum, 1897,0528,0. series, bequeathed
by Augustus Wollaston Franks

Figure 15.4 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Inscription no. 4, stone stele with an
imperial Chinese inscription dated in the second year of Míngdào
(明道1033 ce) of the Song emperor Zhēnzōng (真宗). Original not
traced. British Museum, 1897,0528,0.30, bequeathed by Augustus
Wollaston Franks

is engraved – was raised by the dedicatee ‘in humble
recognition of the Four Mercies, and the Three States of
Existence, of which I have been mercifully permitted to
partake’ (Giles, in Cunningham 1892).

Inscription no. 4. Bodhgayā stone stele with an imperial
Chinese inscription dated 1033 ce (Fig. 15.4)
This inscription is number 4 in Cunningham’s list
(Cunningham 1892, 72–3) and INCH0004 in the www.
siddham.network. Anderson (1883, vol. 2, 55–9) did not
mention the records so it appears that it was not transferred
to the Indian Museum. The location is not known at present.
Cunningham did not illustrate the inscription, but an image
was provided by Tsering Gonkatsang and Michael Willis
(2013), who also gave a modernised translation based on that
of Giles in Cunningham (1892, 72–3). Chavannes (1896)
called this inscription no. V. More recently, the record has
been given detailed treatment in Inamoto (2019), no. 1.
Cunningham found the inscription ‘concealed under
numerous coats of whitewash in the wall of one of the
buildings of the merchant’s residence [sic, mahant’s
residence is intended]’ (Cunningham 1892, 72). He gave
similar information elsewhere in his volume: ‘a fourth
inscription, No. 4, was found by myself built into one of the
walls of the Mahant’s residence, and thickly covered with
repeated coats of whitewash’ (ibid., 68). The slab is broken
diagonally at the bottom and the missing part has not been
recovered.
Giles’s translation is given in Cunningham (1892, 72–3).
As pointed out by Giles in his commentary, the term Taizong

Inscription no. 3. Bodhgayā stone stele with a Chinese
inscription dated 1022 ce (Fig. 15.3)
This inscription is a companion to number 2. It is number 3
in Cunningham’s list (Cunningham 1892, 72) and
INCH0003 in the www.siddham.network. A small
illustration appeared in Cunningham (ibid., pl. XXX, fig.
3), and he provided a translation into English by Giles. As
noted immediately above, Cunningham (ibid., 68) recorded
that the ‘Chinese inscriptions, Nos. 2 and 3, Plate XXX,
were actually found in situ on two slabs forming the lower
part of the basement of two small Stûpas built of sandstone
at the spot marked Z1 in the plan. See Plate XVIII.’
Chavannes (1896, 22) gave a transcription, translation and
commentary. He called the inscription number IV. Inamoto
(2019, 527) calls this no. 4. The present location of the
inscription is the Indian Museum (Anderson 1883, vol. 2, 57,
no. B.G. 123–4; Inamoto 2019, 226–7 with photograph). The
purpose of the inscription is the same as number 2, and it
uses the same terminology; only the names of the monks
differ.
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Figure 15.5 (above) Bodhgayā, Bihar. Photograph of a stone slab with Buddhist figures and a Chinese inscription,
11th century ce, h. 27.1 cm, w. 50.0cm. Original in the Indian Museum, Kolkata. British Museum, 1897,0528,0.32.a,
bequeathed by Augustus Wollaston Franks
Figure 15.6 (right) Bodhgayā, Bihar. Inscription no. 5, stone stele with seven Buddhas, Maitreya and a Chinese inscription,
detail of the inscription. Original in the Indian Museum, Kolkata. British Museum, 1897,0528,0.32.a (detail), bequeathed by
Augustus Wollaston Franks

belongs to the titles bestowed on emperors after their decease
and so provides no evidence about the identity of the ruler.
Near the end of the record, however, a date in the second year
of Míngdào (明道) is given, a phrase used to designate the
posthumous years 1032–3 ce of the Song emperor Zhēnzōng
(真宗). This designation being in use for two years, and the
record belonging to the second year, shows that the
inscription belongs to 1033 ce. Zhēnzōng died on 24 March
1022 and the throne was then occupied by Rénzōng (仁宗,
r. 1022–63 ce). A further date was added at the bottom of the
last line, apparently after the inscription had been completed.
This follows the Sexagenary cycle (六十干支 liùshí gānzhī)
and gives 丙子 bĭngzĭ, either as the year or month of the
inscription. If referring to the former, 丙子bĭngzĭ would
confirm the year 1033 as the date of this inscription.
The purpose of the inscription is to register the building
of a shrine (塔 tă) by a monk named Huaiwen ‘beside the
金剛座 jīngāng zuò or vajra seat, i.e. vajrāsana’. Giles added
‘bodhima ṇḍa’ by way of explanation but that word is not
testified in the inscription itself. The record is of particular
interest being an imperial record showing that a Song
mission was sent to India at this time. This mission has not
been traced in Pāla sources.

Inscription no. 5. Bodhgayā stone stele with seven
Buddhas, Maitreya and a Chinese inscription (Figs
15.5–15.6)
This inscription is number 5 in Cunningham’s list
(Cunningham 1892, 73–4) and INCH0005 in the www.
siddham.network. The inscription was found to the southwest of the main temple and is shown in Cunningham’s plan
(see Fig. 14.1). Anderson (1883, vol. 2, 58, no. B.G. 133) listed
the object and quoted Beal (1881b) at length. The slab is
carved with the seven Buddhas (saptatathāgata, i.e. Vipaśyin,
Śikhin, Viśvabhū, Krakucchanda, Kanakamuni, Kāśyapa
and Śākya). They are accompanied by Maitreya. There is a
Chinese inscription on the base, written horizontally (see
Fig. 15.6). This disposition of the inscription prompted Beal
to suppose that the inscription was earlier and that the
sculptures were added later, an interpretation that is found
sometimes in subsequent publications. The content of the
inscription shows, however, that it refers to the sculptures
and is thus coeval. Cunningham (1892, 72–3) quoted Beal’s
translation and added that, in his view, the sculpture cannot
predate 1000 ce. Chavannes (1896, 2–7) called this
inscription no. I, and gave an account with text and
translation. He judged this to be the earliest of the Bodhgayā
inscriptions in Chinese. A reply to Chavannes appeared
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Figure 15.7 Bodhgayā, Bihar.
Inscription no. 6, stone stele with
a seated Buddha, figure of Mārīcī
and a Chinese inscription naming
the vajrāsana (金剛座 jīngāng
zuò) and the throne of the Buddha
(佛座 fózuò), 11th century ce.
Original not traced. British
Museum, 1897,0528,0. series,
bequeathed by Augustus
Wollaston Franks

under the initials T.W. (= Thomas Wade) in the Journal of the
Royal Asiatic Society (W[ade] 1897, 659–61), with a further
response from Chavannes himself (Chavannes 1897, 88–112).
The inscription on this sculpture was revisited with
translation and commentary by Prabodh Bagchi and Ta-fu
Chou (2011, 101–3). Through the identification of one of the
monks referred to in the record, they concluded that it dates
to between 981 and 990 ce. Inamoto (2019, no. 6) has also
given a detailed assessment, providing art historical
discussion and new photographs of parts of the inscription
not visible in Figure 15.6.
Inscription no. 6. Bodhgayā stone stele with Buddhist
figures and a Chinese inscription (Fig. 15.7)
This inscription is number 6 in Cunningham’s list
(Cunningham 1892, 74) and INCH0006 in the www.

siddham.network. There is no photograph of the original,
only of the inked impression. Nevertheless, the impression
shows a seated Buddha in the central niche, with a striding
figure of Mārīcī to one side. It is thus similar in design to
inscription number 1 and probably dates to the same time
period. The find-spot is also the same: ‘… Z2 shows the spot
where the two large Chinese inscriptions were found, one of
them broken’ (Cunningham 1892, 38). This is not explicit but
because the find-spots of the other five records are known, as
shown above, we can conclude that the second inscription
(the one that is ‘broken’) was found at location Z2. The top
portion, however, clearly names the vajrāsana (金剛座jīngāng
zuò) on the right side and the throne of the Buddha (佛座
fózuò) on the left. The only discussion subsequent to
Cunningham is found in Inamoto (2019, 524). The location
of the original is not recorded.
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Chapter 16
Materials of British
Museum Plaques
1887,0717.146-147
Marei Hacke

Materials from two sets of plaques in the British Museum
(1887,0717.146 and 1887,0717.147) were analysed in order to
assess the conservation and condition requirements of the
collection items. The results were logged in British Museum
CSR Report no. AR2009/13.
Summary of findings
The Museum’s records state that the plaques are composed
of lac, but visually they appeared to be made of clay. FTIR
analyses of a plaque from set 1887,0717.146 confirmed the
presence of both materials with two layers of shellac
sandwiching clay in the relief areas. For plaque number 9
from set 1887,0717.147, it was only possible to identify that the
top and bottom layers were composed of shellac. The bulk of
the relief area was not accessible for sampling, hence the
presence of clay could not be confirmed in this set.
Background
Individual examples of several sets of plaques impressed
with images of stūpas (1887,0717.146) and the Buddha
(1887,0717.147) were proposed for loan, travelled to
Shanghai and were published in 古印度文明: 辉煌的神庙
艺术 (see Willis et al. 2010). Some of the items have been
published separately in a study by Beatriz Cifuentes
(Cifuentes 2016). The pieces chosen for study were
selected by Michael Willis and a general assessment of the
condition and materials of the plaques undertaken in
order to determine loan and exhibition requirements. As
noted in the summary above, the Museum records state
that the plaques are made of lac based on Cunningham’s
statement that ‘in the south-west corner of the brick-work,
about one foot below the surface, I found 84 seals of lac
firmly imbedded in the mud mortar.’ (Cunningham
1862–6, 17). Visually the plaques appear to be made from
clay rather than lac, that is, the shellac excretion from the lac
insect. A scientific analysis of the bulk and surface materials
was needed to verify the materials used.
Sampling and sample preparation
Tiny samples (grains of < 0.3mm) were taken from already
broken edges, shown in Figures 16.1–16.2. The following
five samples were taken for analysis by Fourier Transform
Infrared spectroscopy (FTIR).
• 1887,0717.146 top surface
• 1887,0717.146 relief
• 1887,0717.146 bottom surface
• 1887,0717.147(9) top surface
• 1887,0717.147(9) bottom surface
Analysis
FTIR spectroscopy was performed on a Nicolet 6700 with
Continuum IR microscope equipped with MCT/A
detectors. The samples were analysed in transmission mode,
flattened in a diamond cell with a small amount of KBr
crystals that were used to obtain a background spectrum
prior to the analysis. Spectra were acquired over a range of
4000–650cm-1 using 32 scans at a resolution of 4cm-1 and
automatic gain. The field of view was controlled by the
sliding aperture, which, when fully open, gives a maximum
area of analysis of 100µm x 100µm.
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Figure 16.1 Bodhgayā, Bihar. Photograph of plaque 1887,0717.147
(example from a set of multiples, shellac, c. 11th century ce. Each
plaque h. c. 6cm. British Museum, 1887,0717.147.a-av, given by
Alexander Cunningham

Figure 16.2 Giriyak, Bihar. Photograph of plaque 1887,0717.146
(example from a set of 10), shellac, c. 11th century ce. Each plaque
h. c. 7cm. British Museum, 1887,0717.146.a-j, given by Alexander
Cunningham

Results and discussion
The broken edge on 1887,0717.146 revealed a layered
structure of the plaque with separate top and bottom layers
sandwiching the bulk material of the relief. Top and bottom
layers were also visible in the broken edge of 1887,0717.147(9)
but a separate bulk layer was not obvious. This may be
because the relief of the seated Buddha was relatively
shallow in comparison to the thick stūpas on 1887,0717.146.
The top and bottom layers of both plaques were identified as
shellac, confirming the statement made by Cunningham
(Fig. 16.2). The bulk layer from 1887,0717.146 showed a
typical clay or earth pigment spectrum with bands
characteristic for hydrated mineral oxides such as iron
oxides/hydroxides and alumina silicates (Figs 16.3–16.4).

Conclusions
FTIR spectroscopy confirmed that the plaques 1887,0717.146
and 1887,0717.147 are primarily composed of shellac as stated
in the objects’ records. The plaques show a layered structure
with the top and bottom layers made of shellac. Clay
material was also identified in the bulk (relief area) of plaque
1887,0717.146.
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Figure 16.3 FTIR spectra of top and bottom layers with reference spectrum of shellac

Figure 16.4 FTIR spectrum of 1887,0717.146 bulk and reference spectra of clay materials
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