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EXCAVATIONS AT PAHARPUR. 
BENGAL. 

CHAPTER I. 

Introductory and Historicai. 

AHARPUR (25° 2’ N. Lat., 89° 3’ E. Long.) is a village three miles to the 
west of the Jamalganj Railway Station on the main line of the E. B. Railway 

running from Calcutta to Darjeeling. It lies in the midst of the flat alluvial 

plain of Northern Bengal, which has hardly any natural line of drainage except 

the sluggish rivers that normally drain out the surplus water to the Ganges and 

the Brahmaputra but fail miserably when faced with an abnormal monsoon. 
In contrast to the monotonous level of the plain, stands out the eminence locally 

called the Pahar or hill, from which the name Paharpur is derived. The name 

is not to be confused with other similar places elsewhere in Bengal or with 

another homophonic place near Gaya in Bihar which has a Railway Station. 

If other places have been named owing to their situation among the hills, the 

present name is entirely due to the presence of the ruins of the lofty ancient 

temple, which must have dominated the landscape ever since the original temple 

fell into disrepair. 

The first notice of Paharpur is contained in the Journal of Buchanan 

Hamilton, who at the instance of the East India Company surveyed Eastern India 

between the years 1807-1812. The Paharpur mound struck Buchanan Hamilton 

as the most remarkable ruin in the Dinajpur Division. He found an immense 

steep heap of bricks “from 100 to 150 ft. in perpendicular height, covered with 

bushes, and crowned by a remarkable fine tree.’ The tree (a Banyan tree) 

or its descendent was still there before the final clearance of the top 

of the mound. It was next visited by Westmacott, whose description does 

not materially differ from Buchanan’s.2 Sir Alexander Cunningham visited 

Paharpur in the season of 1879 A.D. and has recorded his observations in his 

report. General Cunningham's estimate of the height of the mound is not more 

than 80 ft. above the country and only 70 ft. above the level of its own court- 

yard, which is quite accurate. He also corrected the mistakes in Buchanan’s 

1Martin’s Hastern India, para. 2, page 669. 

27, A. S. B., Vol. XLII, page 189. 

3.4 Tour in Bihar and Bengal, Vol. XV, page 117. 

B2



2 EXCAVATIONS AT PAHARPUR, BENGAL. 

account where Gwalbhitar Pahar had appeared as Gopal Chitar Pahar. The 

name, Gwalbhita, which appears to be much earlier than Paharpur, can possibly 

be connected with the earliest documents found in Paharpur as will be seen 

hereafter. It is also worthy of note that between Gwalbhita and Paharpur is 

situated the village of Dharmapuri which may preserve an echo of the name of 

the founder of the great Vihara. 

The story of the exploration of ruins at Paharpur may now be narrated. 

General Cunningham intended to make some extensive excavation in the mound 

and actually brought some skilled labourers with that purpose. But he 

was prevented from carrying out his intentions by the Raja of Balihar, zemindar 

and owner of the land. The General had to rest satisfied with the partial 

clearance of impenetrable jungle which he found both on the surrounding embank- 

ments of the central mound and the low grounds inside the enclosure. He also 

carried a few superficial excavations on the top of the central mound. Here 

he found what he thought to be a square tower of 22 ft. side with a projection 
in the middle of each side. 

Buchanan Hamilton mghtly concluded that the central mound represented 

a solid temple and for the architectural affinities he refers to the Buddhist temples 

of Burma and Nepal, ‘for’, he says, ‘the hollow temple of which the roof had 

fallen in would be much flatter’. General Cunningham, on the other hand, con- 

cluded that the mound was the ruin of a large Brahmanical temple, apparently 

on no more substantial grounds than the find of a terracotta plaque which he 

wrongly believed to represent the goddess Kali. As we now know, however, 

the wide range of subjects represented in the plaques at Paharpur covers all con- 

ceivable subjects of human interest. Buchanan Hamilton’s happy conjecture 

that the ruins belonged to the Pala dynasty has eventually been confirmed by 
the exploration. 

The Paharpur mound and its enclosure came into the hands of the Archzeo- 

logical Department after it was declared to be protected under the Ancient Monu- 

ments Preservation Act in 1919. After the formation of the Eastern Circle in 

1920, I paid a visit to the monument early in 1921? and arranged to demarcate 
it by means of masonry pillars. 

The first preliminary attempt at the excavation of this site was made in 

February and March, 1923, when Kumar Sarat Kumar Roy of Dighapatia, 

Founder and President of the Varendra Research Society in Rajshahi, offered to 
co-operate with the Archeological Survey Department in the work of excavation 
by making a grant for the work at Paharpur. A party from the Calcutta 
University and Varendra Research Society encamped near the site and carried out 
the work for a month under the direction of Dr. D. R. Bhandarkar, Professor 
of Ancient Indian History and Culture, formerly Superintendent, Archzeological 
Survey, Western Circle. A few rooms at the south-west corner of the monas- 
tery enclosure (Rooms 106 to 114), together with the adjoining part of the court- 
yard, wereexcavated during this visit. The work was next resumed in 1925-26 

1A, R. E. CO. for 1920-21. page 35.
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by the late: Mr. R. D. Banerjee who for the first time attacked the northern part 

of the stupendous heap in the centre of the enclosure. The main staircase and 

basement with terracotta plaques on the North, and the northern pillared hall or 

mandapa (Plate Villa) with the circumambulating passage in front were cleared 
by Mr. Banerjee and the general outline of the plan and scheme of decoration of 

the building were thus revealed for the first time. From the next season (1926- 

27) onwards, work at Paharpur has been carried out every season under the 

writer's instructions, with the exception of the seasons of 1930-31 and 1931-32 

when Mr. G, ©. Chandra, who was then Superintendent of the Hastern Circle, 

carried out the excavation of the cells on the south-east side of the monastery 

and the adjoining courtyard. In the seasons of 1932-33 and 1933-34 the 

Satyapir Bhita mound, which lies at a distance of 300 yards to the east of the 

main temple, was excavated. 

Situation.—The situation of Paharpur at a distance of about 29 miles to the 

north-west of Mahasthan (ancient Pundravardhana), the capital of this part of 

the country and over 30 miles to the south-east of Bangarh, the ancient Koti- 

varsha, the secondary capital of North Bengal, does not afford any special attrac- 

tion to the founder of a monastic establishment, unless the idea was to develop 

a special centre of Buddhist culture like Nalanda, far away from the bustle of 

the town, so that the monks could enjoy an atmosphere of quiet seclusion and 

contentment. If any suggestion may be offered as to the selection of the place, 

it is perhaps that it marked a stage in the Buddha’s reputed journey from 

Jetavana to Pundravardhana, where Asoka may have erected a stupa, but no 

such remains have survived to this day. The existence of such a large settle- 

ment of monks quite independent of the urban population indicates that the 

royal founders must have provided ample donations for the subsistence of the 

fraternity. 

The monastic establishment of the settlement of Somapura (modern Pahar- 

pur) in its present form is undoubtedly to be attributed to the early Pala Em- 

perors who, as pious Buddhists, must have been anxious to establish a magnificent 

and lofty monument in the heart of their own native land of Varendra. The 

Chinese traveller Hieun Tsang in his account of his visit to the Pundravardhana 

country states that he found that the largest number of monks here belonged to 

the Tac Nirgrantha persuasion, while he noticed about 100 Brahmanical temples 

and only 20 Buddhist monasteries. Some of these Buddhist monasteries can per- 

haps be identified with the remains at Bihar and Bhasubihar, which are situated 

within 4 to 6 miles from the city of Mahasthana. There is, however, no trace 

in the itmerary of the pilgrim of any site corresponding to the lofty temple and 

monastery at Paharpur, which could hardly have been missed by him. It can 

therefore be safely concluded that there was no Buddhist establishment at this 

site in the 7th century A.D. On the other hand, the memory of the grand Vihara 

established by the early Pala kings at Somapura lingered in Mahayana Buddhist 

tradition up to the 17th century, as the author of Pag Sam Jon Zang distinctly 

refers to the ‘lofty vihara built by Devapala (really by his father Dharmapala) 

at Somapuri (Somapura)’. The donations of monks hailing from Somapura in
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other well-known centres of Buddhism, such as Nalanda! and Bodh Gaya” also 

point to the flourishing condition of the Vihara in the 10th and 11th centuries. 

It is thus evident that in spite of the find at Paharpur of sculptural and epigra- 

phical remains of a period earlier than that of the Palas, the main fabric of the 

Paharpur temple and monastery has to be attributed to the time of the early 

Pala emperors in the latter part of the sth century A.D. As Eastern India 

was the last stronghold of Buddhism in India, it was but natural that the great 

monastery at Paharpur continued fo flourish almost up to the Muhammadan 

conquest. 

History.—In connection with the history of the rise, development and destruction 

of this great Vihara it would not be out of place to give a sketch of the history of 

this part of the country. So far as is known at present, North Bengal formed 

part of the empire of the Mauryas in the third century B.C. The recently dis- 

covered inscription* at Mahasthan proves conclusively that a provincial governor 

had his seat at Mahasthan then known as Pundranagara. ‘The stray finds of 

Sunga terracottast at Mahasthan and certain places in Murshidabad district 

and the Kushana® coins found also at, Mahasthan give us just a peep at the period 

intervening between the Maurya and Gupta empires. More material is avail- 

able for the reconstruction of the history of Bengal during the Gupta period. A 

number of records from the middle of the 5th century to the latter part of the 

6th century indicate that the Guptas had established their supremacy over 

North Bengal and had a provincial governor again at Pundravardhana. Most 

of the records relate to the grant of fallow, cultivable as well as homestead land 

at a certain rate for charitable purposes including provision for temples, the 

maintenance of Brahmans, and in the case of the record discovered at Paharpur’, 

for the maintenance of worship at a Jaina temple. The religious atmosphere 

at this period was apparently one of perfect tolerance, although it is clear that 

the Brahmanical and the Jaina faiths were more prevalent among the imhabi- 

tants of North Bengal than the religion of the Buddha. Pundravardhana is stated 

to have been one of the seats of Jaina pontifis and there must have been a Jaina 

Vihara of some repute near the present site of Paharpur. Hieun Tsang’s ac- 

count of his journey in this part of the country in the second quarter of the 7th 

century A.D. corroborates the view that the Jaina and Brahmanical religions 

were more prosperous than Buddhism. 

After the weakening of the central Gupta power in the 6th century some 

scions of the dynasty such as Vainyagupta continued to rule in Bengal. Some 

provincial governors, who were most probably connected with the Gupta royal 

family, assumed independence and a number of local rulers in South Bengal, e.g., 

Dharmaditya, Gopachandra and Samachara are known from their copper plates, coins 

and seals. It is noteworthy that coins of the Gupta type were imitated longer 
  

1Ep. Ind., Vol. XXI, page 97. 
24. S. 72. 1908-09, page 158. 

3 Bp. Ind., Vol. XXI, p. 83. 

40f. 4. S. R. 1928-29, p. 96 and pl. XLIIb. 

5 J, A. 8. B. (N. S.), Vol. XXVIII, p. 127 ff. 

6 Ep. Ind., Vol. XX, p. 59.
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in the province of Bengal than in the central parts of the country. In the begin- 

ning of the 7th century, West and possibly also North Bengal was in the hands 

of King Saganka, a strong adherent of the Saiva faith, whose antagonism 

to Buddhism has been perhaps exaggerated in the accounts of the Chinese traveller 

Hieun Tsang. It is at this period that Bengal was trying to assert its indivi- 

duality in the sphere of art and the first attempt at the formation of a school of 

sculpture (as at Paharpur), must be traced to the end of the 6th and beginning 

of the 7th century A.D. ‘This effort, however, appears to have proved somewhat 

abortive, owing probably to the unsettled political condition of Bengal from the 

middle of the 7th to the third quarter of the 8th century and no vigorous attempts 

were made to continue any sustained activity in the domain of sculpture. Torn 

between internal dissensions and the rivalries of local rulers, the rich province 

of Bengal formed the happy hunting ground of ambitious rulers from far and 

near and there are records of the country being overrun by the forces of the kings 

of Kamaripa (in Assam), Kanyakubja (Kanauj), Maha-Kogala (Hastern C. P.), 

and even distant Kashmir. These successive invasions must have had 

the effect of thwarting the development in the sphere of art that had been fostered 

by centuries of peaceful and enlightened rule under the Guptas. At this juncture 

a definite attempt seems to have been made by the people of Bengal to put an 

end to the state of anarchy by selecting Gopala, the founder of the Pala dynasty, 

as their ruler. This dynasty was successful in obtaining a foothold in Bengal 

for over three and half centuries and it is due to them that Bengal was once again 

able to enjoy peace and develop its arts. 

With the advent of the Palas who professed the Buddhist religion, Buddhism 

was in the ascendent in Bengal and Bihar, although the determined antagomsm 

of the later Buddhists to Brahmanism does not manifest itself in the establish- 

ments at Nalanda and Paharpur which flourished during the times of the Palas. 

The second and third kings of the dynasty, Dharmapala and Devapala, built 

up at the end of the 8th and beginning of the 9th centuries A.D. a large empire 

which embraced Bihar and at times the Gangetic valley up to Kanauj, where a 

nominee of Dharmapala was for some time set up. It was during this period 

that many new Buddhist temples and vihdras must have been established in 

Bengal under royal patronage. Besides the Vihara at Somapura (Paharpur), 

there are references in Buddhist literature to the vihkaras at Agrapur (possibly 

identical with Agradigun near Balurghat), Ushmapura, Gotapura, Gopura, Hta- 

pura and Jagaddala (possibly identical with Jagaddal in Dinajpur District). 

The biggest and most important of these must have been the establishment at 

Paharpur which received royal patronage from the kings of the early Pala empire. 

In the last quarter of the 9th century the Pala empire received a 

great setback at the hands of the Gurjara emperors Bhoja I and Mahendrapala. 

A glimpse of the Gurjara invasion is afforded by the inscription of the 5th 

year of Mahendrapala found on a pillar at Paharpur. Prosperity seems to have 

returned at the end of the 10th century when Mahipala I founded the second 

Pala empire. According to the Pag Sam Jon Zang, Mahipala, who was a devoted 

Buddhist, served thousands of Buddhists at Udantapuri (Bihar) and offered
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worship in Nalanda and Somapura. A monk from Somapura Vihara named Viryen- 

drabhadra visited at this period the well-known shrine of Bodhgayaé and made 

certain donations. About the end of the 10th century or beginning of the 11th 

century, the prosperity of the establishment was reflected in a wholesale renova- 

tion in the Main Temple and in the monastic cells where a number of ornamental 

pedestals seem to have been installed and at the shrine of Tara in the Satyapir 

Bhita numerous votive stipas were constructed. After Mahipala and his son 

Nayapala, the fortunes of the Pala dynasty again suffered a reverse and Bengal 

was overrun in tum by the Chedi king Karna (Central India), the Chola king 
Rajendra and a local Kaivarta chief named Divya. At Paharpur itself, the 

incendiarism of the invading armies from Vangala or Hast Bengal referred to in 
the Nalanda inscription must have occurred at this period. Thereafter Rama- 
pala retrieved the fortunes of his dynasty and once again established a stable 

Pala kingdom in the last quarter of the 11th century. In the 12th century the 
sovereignty of Bengal passed over to the Senas, a dynasty of southern extraction. 

At this period the establishment at Paharpur seems to have suffered decline and 
the renewal and reconstruction to be attributed to this period are of the nature 

of make-shiff arrangements. 

In the beginning of the 13th century came the onslaught of the Muham- 
madans who before long overran the whole of North Bengal and it is not improb- 

able that the Paharpur temple with its conspicuous height must have been one 
of the first places to attract the attention and stimulate the iconoclastic zeal of 
the invaders. Thereafter the temple and monastery seem to have fallen into 
desolation. The finds of coins of the Sultans and last independent rulers of 

Bengal made in the course of the excavation of the monastery only serve 
to emphasise the secluded position of the ruins, where in times of turmoil, 

money could be safely hidden. A late temple to the south-east of the 
Paharpur monastery beyond the enclosure (Plate XXIIc), im which lime 

mortar has been used and a few bricks with lotus rosette decorations found on 

the surface, are all the traces of occupation during the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries A.D. found among the ruins of the grand monastery, resorted to by 
casual visitors and temporary sojourners. The overgrowth of jungle must have 

made access to the ruins progressively more difficult during the period of the 
Mughal empire and early British rule. Cunningham refers to the fact that the 

central mound was the haunt of wild animals, particularly leopards. Meanwhile, 

stray exploitation of the ruins for bricks by the neighbouring villagers continued 

until the area was brought within the provisions of the Ancient Monuments 
Preservation Act.
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CHAPTER II. 

The Main Temple. 

The type of plan on which the main temple at Paharpur was erected is so 

far unknown to Indian archeology nor is its further development on Indian 

soil traceable. Its cruciform shape with angles of projection between the arms. 

(Plate I), its 8 raised terraces and complicated scheme of decoration of walls 

with carved brick cornices, friezes of terracotta plaques and stone reliefs 

(Plate II) are not found in any of the developed styles of temple architecture 

in India: nor can it be supposed to have evolved from the ancient Buddhist 

Stipa as its symmetrical arms constitute an entirely novel development. The 

only suggestion that can be offered is that there may have been a four-faced 

(Chaturmukha) temple of the Jainas on the spot or in the immediate vicinity as 

appears probable from the fact that an ancient copper-plate attributed to the 

last quarter of the fifth century A.D. discovered on the site records the dona- 

tion of certain lands for the maintenance of worship’ of the Jinas or Arhats at 

the Vihara of Guhanandin. If such a vihdra or temple ever existed on the 

spot, it is likely that it furnished the barest outline of the present structure. 

But the erection of the lofty terraced edifice with the shrine crowning the top 

of three terraces and halls and antechambers on the second and cireumambulat- 

ing passage on each floor, appears to have been entirely original in an Indian 

monument. There can be no doubt that this style of architecture has most 

profoundly influenced that of Burma, Java and Cambodia. The nearest ap- 

proximation to the plan and the superstructure of the Paharpur temple is afiord- 

ed by the temples known as Chandi Loro Jongrang and Chandi Sevu of Pram- 

banam in Central Java. The general view of the former with its angular pro- 

jections, truncated pyramid shape and horizontal lines of wall decoration re- 

produces some of the prominent characteristics of Paharpur. The inner plan 

of the Chandi Sevu shrine strikingly resembles that of the central shrine and 

the second terrace at Paharpur, while the disposition of the outer temples of 

the Java example resembles that of the monastery at Paharpur. The close 

connection between Hastern India and the Archipelago in the early Pala period 

which has already been evident in the Nalanda® copper-plate grant must be 

responsible for the development of this type of architecture in Java, where it 

has found far more suitable soil for its growth than im the country of its origi. 

Although not found im any of the other styles of architecture that were 

developed in India the plan of the Paharpur temple is one of the simplest to 

conceive of (Plate I). Unlike the great Buddhist temple at Nalanda which con- 

sisted of a solid nucleus of a temple which was capable of receiving and actually 

received accretions in every succeeding age, the plan of the Paharpur temple: 

was the result of a premeditated development of a single central unit, in which 

1 Ep. Ind., Vol. XIX, page 57. 
2 Ep. Ind., Vol. XVIL, page 310 8.


