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Buddhism is believed to have all but died out in India following the thirteenth
century Muslim invasion. However, in Bengal groups of non-Bengali people have
continued to practice Theravada Buddhism, which they are said to have imported from
nearby Burma, or which they were converted to from other forms of Buddhism after
migrating to Bengal. Their practices were “reformed” in 1856 by Burmese monks.

An analysis of the historical material reveals a tendency by non-Buddhist
Bengalis to downplay any relationship between the Buddhist traditions of Burma and
Bangladesh, and to represent Buddhism as a phenomenon of the past. This
reinterpretation of historical data is part of the formation process of a Bangladeshi
national identity.

That this process is in progress is confirmed by the existence in Bangladesh of
a centralised and standardised educational system, having among its aims the
integration of the national population. Religious education, in Bangladesh as
elsewhere, plays within this system an important role in national integration.

On the other hand, certain institutions of Bangladeshi Buddhism, such as
temporary ordination, and features like the importance attributed to the Mahamuni
temple (which houses a replica of a very sacred Buddha image from Burma) confirm
the historical connection between the Bangladeshi and the Southeast Asian Buddhist
traditions.

Any remaining doubts about the nature of Bangladeshi Buddhism are dispelled
by the reading of a devotional song belonging to the genre known as Bauddha pala
kirtana. The kirtana, a ballad originating within the Hindu devotional movements, is
very popular among all Bengalis, with no distinction of faith. The subject of this text,
deriving from an apocryphal birth-story of the Buddha of Southeast Asian origin,
reveals once again a link between the Buddhist traditions of Southeast Asia and

Bangladesh, its Indian style just indicating regional taste.
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A note on pronunciation and method of transliterating Bengali

The Bengali script, like most South Asian scripts ultimately derives from the
Brahmi script and is relatively closely related to the Devanagari script used by Hindi
(and nowadays for printing Sanskrit). However, in the course of time the
pronunciation of certain letters in Bengali has become very different from the
equivalent Sanskrit.

The inherent vowel ‘a’ is in Bengali pronounced almost like short ‘o’ (as in
English ‘got”). The three sibilants §, s and s are generally all pronounced ‘sh’ in West
Bengal, while in some areas of Bangladesh they are all pronounced like's’. ‘Y’ is
pronounced as *y’ or as ‘j° depending on the position within the word. Also, while in
writing Sanskrit a stop mark indicates when a consonant is not followed by the
inherent vowel, this is not the case in Bengali, leaving the reader with no clue.

Whenever transliterating Bengali I have adopted, with few variations, the so-
called Sanskrit method, that is the one conventionally adopted to transcribe Sanskrit
into roman script. To facilitate pronunciation I have however transcribed the letter ‘y’
as either ‘y” or ‘j° depending on its pronunciation. Also, I have transcribed the
nasalisation symbol known as candrabindu with the symbol ~, which I have placed,
for purely technical reasons, in front of the syllable to be nasalised as opposed to on
top of it.

Personal names have also been transcribed following the Sanskrit method.
However, whenever a name has traditionally been transcribed in English in a different
way, I have maintained that transcription. One such a case is the name Haque, which

following the Sanskrit transliteration should be written as Hak.
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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations have been used in chapter six, in the

transliteration and translation of the Sambhumitta Pila. The abbreviated words

constitute the notation for the performance of the ballad.

K. Katha. Not sung narrative part.

S. Sure. Literally “in a melodious way”. General term referring to the sung part
of the ballad.

Jh. Jhumur. Narrative singing. Name of a particular metre already in use in
Middle Bengali.

D.Jh. Dirgha Jhumur. Modified, longer, form of the jhumur metre.



Introduction

I.1 Aims and methods of the thesis

The aim of this thesis is to contribute to the anthropology of Theravada
Buddhism and to the knowledge of the history of Buddhism in the Indian
subcontinent. It is an attempt to understand Bangladeshi Buddhism through the idea
of Buddhism that the Buddhists of Bangladesh themselves try to convey.
Comparison of this idea with the data available on the history of Buddhism in
Bangladesh will result in the definition of contemporary Bangladeshi Buddhism.
Unlike a large number of works produced in the past on Buddhist communities this
thesis does not aim to measure the “buddhistness” of Bangladeshi Buddhists. Since
the West’s rediscovery of Buddhism and the subsequent translation, mainly into
English, of the Pali Canon scholars have measured the degree of adherence to the
norms expressed in it by different Buddhist communities. I do not believe this to be
fruitful research. More interestingly, other scholars, having accepted the different
manifestations of Buddhism, have analysed the differences between precept and
practice within specific Buddhist cultures and sometimes have compared them. In my
research, instead, I accept the fact that Bangladeshi Buddhists are Buddhists on the
basis of their affirming so and their acceptance of a set of belief and practices that are
commonly recognised as being Buddhist. Instead of describing the peculiarity of
Bangladeshi Buddhist culture by means of outlining their religious practice in relation
to a generally defined “pure” Theravada Buddhist rule, I will match the kind of
Buddhism transmitted within the Bangladeshi Buddhist community with historical
data.

The study of Buddhism in Bangladesh is particularly important because of the
peripheral location of this region within the Indian subcontinent, which has

contributed to its distinctive historical evolution, and because of the consequent



influence it receives from Southeast Asia, in particular from Burma. When Buddhism
had practically died out in the rest of India it was still flourishing in East Bengal and
after the Muslim invasions had wiped out the surviving Buddhist establishments a
considerable part of Eastern Bengal was ruled by the Buddhist kings of Arakan (once
an independent kingdom and now part of Burma). My argument is that despite some
attempts to present Bangladeshi Buddhism as the continuation of an Indian tradition
supposedly going back to the times of Buddha, its links with the Southeast Asian
tradition are predominant and the efforts to deny them are part of a Bangladeshi
nationalistic plan: the imagining of a new political community, that is the Bangladeshi
nation, as one could say using Anderson’s terminology (Anderson 1983). It seems
that, following the principles of social entropy expressed in the work of Ernest
Gellner (1983), the Bengalis are trying to Indianise and therefore Bengalise the
Buddhist tradition of Bangladesh. Gellner writes:

The basic deception and self-deception practised by nationalism is this:
nationalism is, essentially, the general imposition of a high culture on society,
where previously low cultures had taken up the lives of the majority, and in
some cases of the totality, of the population. It means that generalized diffusion
of a school-mediated, academy-supervised idiom, codified for the requirements
of reasonably precise bureaucratic and technological communication. It is the
establishment of an anonymous, impersonal society, with mutually substitutable
atomized individuals, held together above all by a shared culture of this kind, in
place of a previous complex structure of local groups, sustained by folk cultures
reproduced locally and idiosyncratically by the micro-groups themselves. That
is what really happens. ...

The role of culture is no longer to underscore and make visible and
authoritative the structural differentiations within society (even if some of them
persist, and even if, as may happen, a few new ones emerge); on the contrary,
when on occasion cultural differences do tie in with and reinforce status
differences, this is held to be somewhat shameful for the society in question,
and an index of partial failure of its educational system. (Gellner 1983, 57 and
64)

My work attempts to reconcile the Indian and Burmese roots of Bangladeshi
Buddhism. This will be done through the observation of some aspects of
contemporary Buddhism in Bangladesh, in particular the way it perpetuates itself, and
the reading of a Bengali Buddhist literary work belonging to the genre known in
Bengali as Bauddha pala kirtana.

It is generally believed that Buddhism had all but died out in India by the end

of the fourteenth century. This belief is founded on the lack of archaeological



evidence subsequent to that period and to the general tendency to ascribe to the
population of a country the religion of its rulers. The recent research of Michael Aris
(1996) on the Tibetan and Bhutanese biographies of Vanaratna, a Bengali Buddhist
monk who lived between 1384 and 1468, suggests the existence in later periods of a
Buddhist establishment of considerable size in the Chittagong area. This fact, along
with the legends connected with the establishment of the older temples still standing
in Bangladesh, would be an ideal starting point for research covering the darkest
period of Buddhism in Bangladesh. My work, despite dealing with the history of
Bangladeshi Buddhism, has nothing new to say about this period. That task is left to
others, or to my own subsequent research. Still, the history of Bengali Buddhism that
will be presented in the following chapters is not a mere repetition of well known
facts.

My treatment of the history of Bengali Buddhism consists of the analysis of
those historical episodes that are deemed relevant by the Bengali Buddhists to define
their own selves. The periods that are considered the most important for the
definition of contemporary Buddhism in Bangladesh, are its origins and its recent
reform. I have dealt with these two periods in the first and third chapters of this
thesis, while the second chapter merely functions as a logical trait d’union between
the two periods and covers the obscure mediaeval period.

The second part of this work elaborates on the definition of Buddhism given
by the Bangladeshi Buddhists. This is done through an analysis of how knowledge
about Buddhism is transmitted within the community and a description of the kind of
knowledge that is transmitted. This part is substantiated by a comparison of the
Bangladeshi religious education system with that of other countries. I have also
compiled a chapter, chapter five, on monks and monasteries. I have not done this in
the belief that Theravada Buddhism is solely the religion practised by an élite of
religious professionals. The reason why I decided to describe Buddhist monastic life
and the monasteries of Bangladesh is that I think that these elements contribute to

convey a certain image of what Bangladeshi Buddhism is within the Bangladeshi



Buddhist community. Truly, even within Bangladeshi Buddhism one can recognise
different types of religion as described by David Gellner (1992, 6). Specifically
Gellner has recognised a soteriology, a social religion and an instrumental religion.
Soteriology is, as the word says, the religion of salvation intended as salvation from
the evil of this world. Social religion is the label under which the life cycle rites are
grouped; while instrumental religion is whatever one does, or asks someone else to
do, to achieve a particular worldly goal. However, since my work does not consist in
a comparison between precept and practice, I have not tried to describe and analyse
these aspects of Bangladeshi Buddhism, except for monastic ordination and a few
religious festivals. Moreover, as I will illustrate in the last part of this introduction,
Eva Rosén-Hockersmith (1985) has amply dealt with the social and instrumental
aspects of Bangladeshi Buddhism and there seemed to be little point in duplicating her
research.

Last, in chapter six, I present a Bauddha pala kirtana: a Bengali ballad in verse
dealing with the story of an earlier life of the Buddha which, in this specific case, is
part of the Burmese tradition. The pala kirtana is a well known literary genre in India
outside Buddhism. Being a combination of elements belonging to both the Indian and
the Burmese tradition the pala kirtana appropriately exemplifies my thesis. However,
to the best of my knowledge this is the first time that anyone in the academic world
has dealt with this genre of the Buddhist literature. For this reason my treatment of
the Bauddha pala kirtana is far from being complete and I hope others will follow this
lead. Here, besides giving a few explanatory words, I will just present the text of the
pala kirtana in roman script with my translation from Bengali into English.

In order to complete the necessary fieldwork to study Bangladeshi Buddhism
I have lived and worked in Bangladesh and in India for several months over a period
of about four years. I first went to Bangladesh in December 1992 for a total of five
weeks which I spent in Dhaka and travelling around the Chittagong region, visiting
monasteries and getting acquainted with the local Buddhist community. After this

exploratory trip I went back to Bangladesh in October 1993 and stayed there until



June 1994. During this period I was based in Dhaka, where I was teaching at the
local university, but travelled regularly to the Chittagong region. In Dhaka, where
there are few Buddhists, I lived with a Muslim widow but also had a room in the
main monastery. There, my job as teacher at the university gave me easy access to
relevant information on the teaching of Buddhism and Pali within this and other
institutions. In Chittagong I had a room in the main monastery, while when I
travelled in the rural areas I either stayed in monasteries or with local Buddhist
families. Strangely enough, especially being a woman, I lived much closer to the
members of the Sangha than to those of the laity, a fact that accounts for my better
knowledge of these. Later, between October 1995 and January 1996, I lived in
Calcutta, where I further improved my Bengali and met with some exponents of the
Bangladeshi Buddhist community who have migrated to India.

As for the methodology of my research, I do not feel that a particular label
should be used However, I can say that during my fieldwork I was a participant
observer. Having started the study of Bengali in England, before going to
Bangladesh, I was able to conduct conversations in that language soon after my first
visit to Bangladesh. This has enabled me to interact directly with most of the people 1
dealt with for my research. However, since many of those who live in the Chittagong
area speak a form of local dialect, incomprehensible even to native Bengalis coming
from other regions, I had to resort to the services of Bhikkhu Gyana Ratna, who has
also helped me in many other ways, to communicate with them.

I have tried to present the reader with all the information I could gather within
the scope of my research. Still, because of my own shortcomings and because of
some objective limitations to fieldwork on the subject of Buddhism in Bangladesh,
my research can by no means be considered a complete work on the subject. While I
have no excuse for what I may have overlooked, I cannot be held responsible for
having been denied access to important information. As I will have the occasion to
repeat several times, the majority of the Buddhists of Bangladesh live within an area

known as Chittagong Hill Tracts. Because of unsolved disputes between the central



government and the people of this area, and the consequent occasional outbreaks of
violence in the region, this area (except for the town of Rangunia) was forbidden to

foreign visitors during all the time I spent in Bangladesh.

I.2. Historical background

The modern state of Bangladesh is a very recent creation. It corresponds to
the eastern part of the region which in colonial times was called Bengal. Until 1947
Bangladesh was part of the British Empire. After the partition of India, when
Pakistan was created, eastern Bengal having a majority of Muslims in the population
was separated from India to form a state with the distant region of Pakistan under the
name of East Pakistan. The partition of India between India and Pakistan is one of
the darkest pages of modern Indian history. Thousands of families were uprooted
from their homeland to settle on either side of the Indo-Pakistani border according to
their religious beliefs. The only justification for the existence of a united Pakistani
state, which comprised Pakistan proper (than known as West Pakistan) and East
Bengal, was the common religion of the majority of the people of those two regions.
From any other point of view the people of Pakistan and East Bengal are very
different: they belong to different ethnic groups, they speak different languages
written in different scripts, they have different habits, including for example different
diets. Despite all these differences, Pakistan and East Pakistan remained under the
same government until 1971. Then, when the electoral results giving the Bengalis a
large number of seats in parliament were not recognised, an extremely bloody civil
war exploded. This eventually led to the separation of the two countries and the
creation of the state of Bangladesh as we know it now.

The fact that the region of East Bengal has had in the past fifty years three
different names under different administrations can be confusing for the purpose of

research, however one has to remember that in more ancient times Bangladesh has



had many more names and has been part of several states, sometimes at the same
time, thus creating even greater confusion for those wishing to deal with the history
of the area. To clarify things, one of the great historians of the region, R.C.
Majumdar, writes:
1. The Province in British India, called Bengal, was not known by this name
(i.e., its Indian equivalent) before the Muslim conquest of this territory [that is
the thirteenth century].
2. In pre-Muslim period there was no common name for the whole province,
though Gauda, which originally formed only a part of it, was sometimes used to
denote the whole or a considerable portion of it. Even in the nineteenth century
a Bengali poet referred to his native land as Gauda.
3. Vanga was originally the name of the Southeastern part of the Province, but
its boundaries were not well-defined, and other geographical names such as
Samatata, Harikela, Vangala, were used for different parts, if not the whole, of
it at different times during the pre-Muslim period. ...
4. The English name, Bengal, and its Portuguese form, Bengala, were both
derived, not from Vanga, as is generally supposed, but from Vangala which the
Muslim rulers adopted as the name of the Province. (Majumdar, R.C. 1971, 1)

It is apparent that an attempt to write a historical account of Bengal is a
challenging task since there was no such entity as Bengal until recent times. It is even
more challenging to trace the history of something, for example Buddhism, within a
geographical area whose internal and external borders are so mobile.

Due to its geographical position in the extreme east of India, not easily
accessible because of the number of rivers crossing it, this region was not subject to
Aryan influence until at least the second half of the 1st millennium B.C. Very little is
known of Bengal during the period before the rise of the Gupta Empire. Several
scholars have tried to place this region within the Maurya Empire, but I will show in
the first chapter of this work the reasons why I do not believe their conclusions to be
correct . There is, however, no doubt that by the fourth century A.D. Bengal had
acquired a sophisticated from of administration as testified by the accounts of the
Greek and Roman writers of the period. The area presently occupied by the Republic
of Bangladesh was at the time divided among three regions, namely: Vanga-Samatata,
Pundra-Vardhana and Kamariipa. More specifically, Vanga comprised what is now

South Bengal and Samatata Eastern Bengal. The other two countries incorporated

small parts of Northern and Northeastern Bengal in their much larger territories.



From the great amount of epigraphic evidence available we know that several
dynasties ruled over smaller or larger parts of this area between the fourth century
A.D. and the arrival of the first Muslims invaders in the first half of the thirteenth
century. The most important of these dynasties were the Guptas, the Palas and the
Senas. It is not clear when exactly the Guptas subjugated Bengal, but we can safely
assume that it was some time round the first part of the fourth century. Their reign
stretched across Bengal but did not include its easternmost part, Samatata, which
remained a separate kingdom. The centre of the Gupta Empire in Bengal was
Pundravardhana, in modern Bangladesh, near the Indian border. The Guptas ruled
over the region until around the end of the sixth century or the beginning of the
seventh century, when due to external attacks their empire crumbled and in Bengal
local powers took over the administration of the region. Among the dynasties that
emerged in the period between the Gupta and the Pala period most prominent were
the Khadgas of Samatata (630-700), who are said to be the first Buddhist dynasty to
have ruled over any part of Bengal. The region eventually fell into a period of
anarchy and to protect themselves from its dangers in the middle of the eighth century
the Bengalis elected a king: Gopaladeva, the founder of the Pala dynasty. The Palas
reigned over Bengal with fluctuating fortune until the middle of the twelfth century.
They were a Buddhist dynasty and under their reign Buddhism reached it highest
point of development in Bengal. As I will illustrate in more detail in chapter two, it
was during the Pala dynasty that the greatest Buddhist temples and universities
flourished in Bengal. Despite their personal religious affiliation, the Palas were very
tolerant and did not exclusively support Buddhist establishments as one can see from
the many inscriptions of the time. From the beginning of the eleventh century the
Palas gradually lost their kingdom. Between 900 and 1050 AD, Samatata came under
the rule of the Chandra dynasty. Eventually the Sena dynasty, which is said to be
originally from South India, subjugated most of Bengal and ruled over it between
1095 and 1225 AD. The members of this dynasty were Hindus and opposed

Buddhism. It is during their rule that Buddhism in Bangladesh, deprived of any



support, started to decline, at least in its monastic form. The Senas had several royal
cities in Bengal, the most important of which was Vikrampura, near modern Dhaka.
During the Sena period, around 1202, Muslim invaders, led by Muhammad
Bakhtyar Khilfi, made their first appearance in Bengal. A detailed account of this
invasion is given in the Arabic text called Tabaqat-i-Nasiri (Raverty trans. 1881).
From this moment on the history of Bengal practically becomes a list of killings and
usurpation. The history of Muslim rule over Bengal can be divided into two main
periods. The first Muslim people to invade India, and consequently Bengal, were
Arabs, Turks and Afghans. These people had arrived in Bengal after a series of
expansion movements from their homeland to the West. The Arabs, the Turks and
the Afghans were not new to Bengal. For many centuries they had entertained a
commercial relationship, as reported in many contemporary sources, but until
Muhammad Bakhtyar Khilfi’s invasion this relationship had always had only
economic bases. This first period was initially characterised by the Mamluks® rule
(1227-1287) which was to be followed, after a short time, by the two dynasties that
ruled in this period: the Ilyas Shahi dynasty (1342-1481) and the Husain Shahi
dynasty (1493-1538). The Muslim administrations were characterised by high
instability, a factor that led to the momentary emergence of Hindu rulers at the
beginning of the fifteenth century and to the takeover of power by a group of
Abyssinian former slaves, not counting the innumerable assassinations and
usurpation that ordinarily took place. Also, the borders of the Muslims’ territories in
Bengal were, especially towards the Southeast, quite insecure. The region of
Chittagong, with its important port, has always been of great interest to all
neighbouring states. Arakan, Tripura and the Muslims alternated in control over this
territory, so that, if space allowed, it would be more appropriate here to write a
separate history for Chittagong. It will be enough to remember that with the
weakening of Afghan rule Chittagong was from about 1580 to 1666 under almost
uninterrupted Arakanese rule. In this period Portuguese traders were extremely active

in all the Gulf of Bengal being engaged in piracy and slave trade. They had their base
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in Chittagong and were allied to the Arakanese rulers, whom they subsequently

betrayed, permitting their defeat at the hands of the Mughals.

TableI. 1

Main historical dates.!

4th-6th century Parts of Bengal under the Guptas’ rule

630-700 The Khadga dynasty (Buddhist) rules over Samatata
750-1155 The Pala dyanasty rules most of Bengal
900-1050 The Chandras gain power over Samatata
1095-1225 Sena dynasty
1202 Muhammad Bakhtyar Khilfi’s invasion of Bengal
1227-1287 The Mamluks’ rule
1342-1481 Ilyas Shahi dynasty
15th century Hindu dynasties rule over parts of Bengal (dates uncertain)
1493-1538 Husain Shahi dynasty

late 15th century Abyssinian former slaves usurp power
1526-1858 Mughal Empire in India (only until 1757 in Bengal)
1580-1666 Arakanese rule over Chittagong
1600 The British East India Company founds the factory of Calcutta
1757 The Nawab of Bengal is defeated in the battle of Plassey. All

of Bengal under British rule

1947/8 Independence of India from British rule. Partition of India and
annexation of East Bengal to Pakistan with the name of East
Pakistan

1971 After a bloody civil war Bangladesh is declared an

independent state

1 Some of the dates overlap due to the fact that they refer to events taking place m different parts of
Bengal.
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The second period of Muslim rule over Bengal is the so called Mughal period.
The Mughals were originally from the plains of central Asia and descendants of the
famous Gengis Khan. They first invaded India in the first half of the sixteenth
century, but it is not until the second half of the same century that they included
Bengal in their territories. Here one has to keep in mind that as the Mughals
subjugated a large part of India the history of Bengal now becomes the history of the
province of a vast empire. The history of Mughal rule in India in general and Bengal
in particular is well documented in many historic works in Arabic, such as the Ain-i
Akbari of Abul Fazl Allami, available in translation and considered an encyclopaedia
of mediaeval India. Of particular interest for the subject matter of my research is the
Mughal policy toward non-Muslim subjects. Unfortunately, these texts do mnot
specifically mention Buddhism or Buddhists. This fact could mean that by the time
the Mughals established their rule over Bengal all traces of Buddhism had
disappeared or, more likely, it could indicate that the Muslim, as happened later to the
European settlers, did not distinguish Buddhism from other Hindu cults. Despite
periods of heavy persecution and the fact that conversion to Islam both in the Turk-
Arab and in the Mughal period was certainly “encouraged”, the majority of the
population retained its own religion and some non-Muslims reached posts of great
importance within the Mughal administration in Bengal and elsewhere. The existence
of a great number of non-Muslims is confirmed by the promulgation of rules
specifically addressed to the non Muslims such as a poll tax known by the Arabic
name of jizya.

Starting from Bengal, in the eighteenth century the Mughals were replaced
throughout India by the British power. The British were first solely interested in
trade and entrusted the monopoly of commerce with this part of the world to the East
India Company. However, the Company decided to adopt a policy of land acquisition
and later of proper colonisation which in 1757 brought all of Bengal under its control.
Subsequently the British crown took over from the East India Company the rule of its

Indian possessions and a colonisation campaign began, leading to the acquisition of
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all of India with Calcutta as its capital. The history of Bengal during the British rule
is extremely well documented and many volumes have been written on different

aspects of this period, which ended when the independence of India was declared in

1948 and Pakistan was founded.

I.3 The setting of the fieldwork and ethnographic notes

Bangladesh (Map 1, p.23) is an oddly shaped country. To the South it is
bordered by the Gulf of Bengal and to the East and the Northeast by the hills of the
Indian states of Meghalaya, Tripura and Mizoram and those of Burma. The rest of its
borders, apart from a small portion of it near the city of Rajshahi which runs along the
Ganges, look like a very irregular line drawn from north to south through Bengal.
Bangladesh is an extremely flat country and ninety per cent of its land is an alluvial
plain crossed by numberless rivers, including the Ganges and the Brahmaputra (here
known as the Jamuna), and it is said that Bangladesh has the highest number of rivers
in relationship to its size of any country in the world. The only relief from the
extensive plains of Bangladesh are the hills of Chittagong Hill Tracts in the Southeast
and those in the Sylhet region to the Northeast. The hill ranges run north-south and
are on average quite low, with their highest peak reaching just above one thousand
metres. Most of the Bangladeshi coastline is made up of the Ganges delta, a forest
area known under the name of Sundarban. The remaining part of the coast, from
Chittagong to Teknaf, runs in a north-south direction ending in a long strip of sand
from the city of Cox’s Bazar to Teknaf. The rivers are the source of important
resources, from food to transportation. However these rivers have not always been
where we see them now and their movements have caused the fall and rise of many a
town and village. Also, the size of the rivers has caused, even in modern times, great
communication problems where the construction of bridges has been too difficult or

too expensive.
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The climate of Bangladesh is subtropical and tropical with temperature rarely
going below twenty degrees centigrade but reaching unbearable heights, made worse
by the high humidity, in the summer. Most of the rainfall occurs during the so-called
“rainy season” between the months of June and September, when floods frequently
occur. This is also the season when Bangladeshi coastal areas are hit by cyclones and
the consequent tidal waves. The climate of Bangladesh is one of the reasons why we
have relatively few archaeological remains of its glorious past.

Bangladesh has a surface of only 144,000 square kilometres, less than half the
size of Italy, and its growing population of 108 million people (Census of Bangladesh
1991) makes it one of the most densely populated countries in the world. This factor,
combined with underdevelopment and poverty, makes the fight for scarce resources
quite tough and does much to explain why minorities such as the Buddhists are
discriminated against.

I did not concentrate my fieldwork on a specific village or a delimited
geographical area, both because my research is about history and self-representation
in the Bangladeshi Buddhist community in general, and because of some practical
problems, such as the difficulty I faced, as a foreign single woman, in finding my
own accommodation even in a urban setting. As I have said before, I was based in
Dhaka, in the centre of the country and frequently travelled in the Chittagong region.
Most of the research was conducted in Buddhist villages within a few hours journey
from Chittagong, such as Mirzapur, Gahira, Raozan, Kadalapur, Ranguniya, Pahartali
and Joyara. I also made a few excursions to the Ramu area in the extreme south. For
the reasons outlined above, the Chittagong Hill Tracts were systematically and sadly
excluded from the area of my research. In general, I found travelling in rural
Bangladesh difficult and some localities that I have visited could only be reached on
foot even at the best of times, i.e. outside the rainy season. Map 2 ( p. 24) depicts the
region of Chittagong and shows the location of some of the villages I visited.

The people of Bangladesh are far from belonging to a single ethnic group.

Some of them, like the tribal people living in the hills of Sylhet, can trace their origins
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to pre-Aryan times. Others have arrived from far to the west during the Turk and
Mughal periods, and some are of marked Tibetan-Burmese descent. Much scholarly
research has been done on the different ethnic groups of Bangladesh, especially on
the tribes (Bessaignet 1958 among others).

The Buddhists of Bangladesh belong to three distinct ethnic groups. The
largest of these is that of the Cakmas. The Cakmas, who have marked mongoloid
characteristics, live in the central part of the Chittagong Hill Tracts, having Rangamati
as their main centre. They have their own script, a variety of Burmese, which they
have now mostly abandoned in favour of Bengali, and their own language, a form of
Bengali dialect. Some have tried to argue that the Cakmas are of Indo-Aryan origin.
It is however obvious from their physical features that this is not possible. Also, there
is plenty of historical evidence proving that the Cakmas, who once lived in the hills of
Central Arakan, in subsequent stages moved to their present location. Bechert (1979)
mentions a volume by S.C. Gosh published in 1909 in which all the historical records
existing at that time dealing with the history of these people are collected.
Unfortunately I have not managed to find this volume, which I believe to be written in
Bengali. The Cakmas seem to be mentioned in several Burmese sources and can also
be identified with the “T'sagma” named by Taranatha in his History of Buddhism
(Chattopadhyaya ed. 1990). Until recent times the Cakmas, whose previous capital
was Rajnagar, had their own separate administration headed by a king or a queen.
Due to economic reasons it is nowadays possible to find Cakmas in Dhaka and other
parts of Bangladesh. However, the great majority of them still live in Chittagong and
Chittagong Hill Tracts. The Cakmas, like the rest of the Buddhists of Bangladesh
today follow orthodox Theravada Buddhism. This, as I will illustrate in chapter three,
is the result of the reform occurred in 1856. The nature of the Buddhism practised by
the Cakmas before the reform has been greatly debated. The most authoritative view
currently held is that of Bechert. On the basis of the analysis of the sacred texts used
by the Cakmas before the reform, Bechert has no doubt that:

We can definitely reject the suggestions of some Bengali scholars that the Agar
Taras represent texts of the tradition of Tantric Buddhism. C3km3a Buddhism
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had always been of the Theravada type and the texts of the Agar Tara collection
must have been adopted from the collection of parittas current in Upper Burma
and Arakan when the ancestors of the Cakmas had still lived there. (Bechert
1979, 112)

The Cakmas do not perceive themselves as Bengalis or Indian in the broader
sense of “Subcontinental”. Evidence of this is given for example by an episode that
every Cakma person would proudly tell. According to this story, which I was unable
to corroborate, when the independence of India from England was declared, and the
former British colony was divided into separate nations, the Cakmas placed Burmese
flags over their buildings. They did this in the belief that the Chittagong Hill Tracts
would have been declared part of Burma. Certainly they would have never imagined
that their territory, mostly inhabited by Buddhist people of Southeast Asian origin,
would have been annexed by Muslim and Subcontinental Pakistan. Already
ethnically different from the majority of Bangladeshi, the Cakma’s perception of their
own separate identity is enhanced by the fact that they have their own language and,
more importantly, script. Bechert (1977) underlines the fact that a national script, kept
alive by the national religious order is at the basis of the Cakmas national identity.

Another Bangladeshi Buddhist group is that of the Baruds. The Baruas are
said to be the descendants of a Buddhist group that migrated from Magadha to
Arakanese administred Chittagong following the Muslims persecution they
experienced in their country. Some of them would have settled in Tripura and
adopted the Hindu religion. The Baruds support this theory and claim that their
ancestors were princes of Magadha who, having settled in Arakan, established a new
kingdom there. As a result the Baruas of Chittagong and Tripura claim to belong to
the same stock as the kings of Arakan. One can safely assume that the supposed
nobility of the Baruas” ancerstors is just a way to give dignity to their traditions. The
interesting detail here is that the Baruds, given their relatively recent immigrantion into
southern Bengal, perceive themselves as a distinct group within the population of
modern Bangladesh. The Baruds recognise their Indian origins, but also see the close
links they have with Southeast Asia. The kind of Buddhism practiced by the Baruas

before their settlement in the Chittagong region is thought to be of the Mahayana and
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Tantric type. However, Bechert (1977) argues that they were converted to Theravada
Buddhism when they settled in Arakanese Chittagong.

The Baruas are also known as Barua Maghs. The name Magh, which is also
applied to the Arakanese people, is said to derive from Maghada, the land of origin of
the Baruas. According to Hall (1955, 411), despite much speculation about the
etymology of this word the question remains unsolved. However, since the name
Magh has been associated with the piratical activities of the Portuguese in the
sixteenth century, the term is nowadays seldom used and only with a negative
meaning. Another theory of the origin of the Baruas is that they are the descendants
of Arakanese men who settled in Bengal during the Arakanese rule of this region and
married local women. However, this seems to be a hypothesis that would be hard to
prove. Most of the Baruas live in villages on the plains of Chittagong and in
Chittagong itself and all of them speak Bengali. In the nineteenth century some of the
Baruas migrated to Calcutta and they can still be found in that area. A smaller group
of Baruas known by the name of “Simha Baruas” live in the region of Comilla.

The last of the Buddhist ethnic groups found in Bangladesh is that of the
Marmas or, as they call themselves, Rakhaing. These are the Arakanese people who
migrated to the South of Chittagong district following the Burmese invasion of
Arakan in the eighteenth century. They speak Arakanese, a form of Burmese dialect,
and use the Burmese script. Some have for practical reasons adopted the Bengali
language and script; however in my contact with Marma monks I had some difficulty
in finding anybody able to translate their language to me. Most of the Marmas live in
the area of Cox’s Bazar and Ramu, near the Burmese border, and still have strong
links with Arakan proper. The Marmas perceive themselves as Arakanese, no
different from the people who live on the other side of the Bangladeshi-Burmese
border.

In my research I have mainly had contacts with Baruas; nevertheless,
whenever possible I have tried to collect information from Cakmas and Marmas alike.

If the political situation both in Bangladesh and Burma will allow it in the future,
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much anthropological and historical research could be done especially in the border

area between these two countries.

Table 1.2

Former district-wise enumerated census population by religion (percentage).

Former District Muslim  Hindu  Buddhist  Christian Others Total
Bandarban 47.6 3.5 38.0 7.3 3.6 100
Chittagong Hill Tracts 43.0 10.7 454 0.7 0.1 100
Chittagong 85.7 12.0 2.0 0.1 02 100
Comilla 92.7 7.0 0.1 0.1 0.1 100
Noakhali 93.8 6.1 0.0 0.1 0.0 100
Sylhet 82.9 16.6 0.0 0.3 02 100
Dhaka 91.9 74 0.1 04 0.1 100
Faridpur 83.9 15.6 0.1 0.3 0.1 100
Jamalpur 96.9 24 0.1 04 0.3 100
Mymensingh 92.6 6.4 0.1 0.7 02 100
Tangail 91.5 7.0 0.0 04 02 100
Barisal 86.9 12.8 0.0 0.3 0.0 100
Patuakhali 91.3 8.5 02 0.0 0.0 100
Jessore 84.1 15.7 0.0 0.1 0.1 100
Khulna 74.1 233 0.0 0.5 0.1 100
Kushtia 96.3 33 0.0 0.3 0.1 100
Bogra 91.6 7.6 0.1 02 0.5 100
Dinajpur 77.1 21.0 0.1 0.6 12 100
Pabna 942 5.6 0.0 0.1 0.1 100
Rajshahi 89.8 83 0.1 0.5 1.3 100
Rangpur 88.5 10.9 0.1 02 04 100
Total 88.3 10.5 0.6 0.3 0.3 100
Total Number 93,881,029 11,178,866 623,410 346,062 285,625 106,314,992

Source: Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics; 1995 Statistical Yearbook of Bangladesh 2

21 am aware of the fact that the figures of this table slightly differ from those of the Census of 1991. I
have decided here to base the contents of this table, with minor corrections to the arithmetic, on the
figures of the 1995 Yearbook of Bangladesh, which are supposedly based on those of the 1991
Census, believing that the substance of the information given will not be altered.



18

I.4 Previous research on Bangladeshi Buddhism

Not much research has been done in the past on the subject of Bangladeshi
Buddhism compared to the amount of work covering the history and anthropology of
other Buddhist people. This is due to several factors. First of all, the Buddhists in
Bangladesh represent less than one per cent of the population of the country. In other
countries where Theravada Buddhism is present it is usually the religion of the
majority; as a consequence in those areas more material is available to scholars and
writing on the subject is welcomed if not encouraged by the local people and
authorities. Also, the majority of the Buddhists of Bangladesh live in areas which in
the last few years have been out of bounds to foreign researchers, i.e. to the vast
majority of them, because of the current situation of unrest in Chittagong Hill Tracts
between the central government and the tribal people. Moreover, in Bangladesh,
which has adopted Islam as its state religion, the authorities have no interest in
encouraging this type of research. Lastly, I have explained before that the Buddhists
of Bangladesh comprise several ethnic groups, speaking different languages. To
produce a comprehensive anthropological study on them would take a massive effort.

Following the nineteenth century reform of Bangladeshi Buddhism, of which
I write in detail in chapter three, some literature has been produced by Bangladeshi
Buddhists, both laity and members of the Sangha, on the subject of Buddhism in
Bangladesh and its history. This material, which is of great interest for the subject
matter of my thesis, consists mostly of pamphlets and small books, mostly in Bengali,
that are written following oral tradition and the personal belief of the writer. This
material may contain valid and useful information but it lacks any reference to the
sources used.

Some observations on the customs and history of Bengali Buddhists were
collected by the compilers of the Gazetteers and other official records in British
colonial times. These are what we can consider to be the first anthropological and

historical treatment of the subject. Of course, these texts are not void of mistakes and



19

misconceptions; nevertheless they are to be deemed an extremely important source of
information.

The main works on Buddhism in Bangladesh written up to now number three.
None of these works is what could be considered a complete study on Bangladeshi
Buddhism since they tackle different aspects of it. The first one is an article in
German by Heinz Bechert (1977) on the history of Theravada Buddhism in East
Bengal. This article, as Professor Bechert has written to me, contains all the material
that he has collected on the subject and that he had previously published in separate
papers. The article is based on various historical sources and on original information
that Bechert collected when he visited Chittagong Hill Tracts, when Bangladesh was
still known as East Pakistan. The importance of this paper lies in its panoramic
overview of the whole of the history of Bangladeshi Buddhism, focusing mainly on
the Cakmas, and its reference to original material such as the Akhar T3ra, a sacred
book of the Cakmas in garbled Pali language, and other Burmese sources. On the
basis of the linguistic analysis of the Akhar Tara Bechert affirms here that the kind of
Buddhism practised by the Cakmas before the nineteenth century reform is Theravada
in nature. Following the Muslim conquest of this part of Bengal the Buddhist people
living here gradually lost their religious traditions, hence the need of a reform when
the opportunity came.

As a result of his work Bechert sees contemporary Bangladeshi Buddhism as
the continuation of a Southeast Asian tradition. In fact, the Cakmas, as well as the
Marmas, were following the Theravada tradition before they moved into Bengal from
Burma, while the Baruas, who followed the Mahayana and Tantric tradition were
converted to the Theravada one following their settlement in the Chittagong area.

The second work on Bangladeshi Buddhism is a book in English by Sukomal
Chaudhuri (1982), a Professor of Pali at the Sanskrit College in Calcutta. This work
is based on personal knowledge, Chaudhuri being a Bengali Buddhist, and on
information collected during a fieldwork trip to Bangladesh. It is very informative but

at times it fails to adhere to what would be considered the normal standards of
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scholarship. Professor Chaudhuri told me during a series of interviews in the winter
of 1995/96 that he left Bangladesh as a child following a series of personal tragedies.
After some time spent outside Bengal he was finally taken under the protection of
Dharmapala Mahathera of Calcutta and started living in the monastery where that
monk is incumbent. Despite his own academic background, when compiling this
work Chaudhuri follows the manner of the Bangladeshi Buddhist writers of whom I
have written above, and out of religious belief reports historical facts and rituals as he
considers that they should be and not as they in fact are. Also, Chaudhuri does not
analyse the historical material he presents, thus reporting as true some information
that has been recognised by now, by most if not by all academics, as false. The
importance of this book is that despite all its imperfections it is the only work to date
to cover so many aspects of Bangladeshi Buddhism. Chaudhuri in facts writes both
about the past and present of Bangladeshi Buddhism. He talks about the Bangladeshi
Buddhist people, their practices and their festivals. He also writes about the Sangha
of Bangladesh and its organisation. Lacking a clear framework, Chaudhuri has no
thesis to demonstrate, and his book can be considered a useful source for further
research.

Finally, the most recent study on Bangladeshi Buddhism is a book in Swedish
by Eva Rosén-Hockersmith (1985). This work, which can be considered the only
anthropological study on Bangladeshi Buddhism, is concerned with the most recent
developments of Bangladeshi Buddhism as the religion practised by the Baruas. In
particular Rosén-Hockersmith focuses on the evolution of the practice of Buddhism
in Bangladesh as a consequence of its being the religion of a minority of the
population of that country. Rosén-Hockersmith bases her book on direct observation
and the information collected during several periods of fieldwork conducted in the
Chittagong area between 1978 and 1982.

In the first part of her work the author gives the ethnographic and historical
background of present Bangladeshi Buddhism. This brief introduction is not based

on original research and for what concerns the older religious history of the different
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Bangladeshi Buddhist ethnic groups it relies on the work of Bechert. Rosén-
Hockersmith obviously supports Bechert’s opinion on the nature of Bangladeshi
Buddhism before the nineteenth century reform since in the English summary of her

book she writes:

Historically, Buddhism in Bangladesh has several roots. The Cakmas and the
Marmas were Theravada Buddhist before they settled in East Bengal. The
Baruas, however, could conceivably be traced back to an older tradition of late
Indian Buddhism in Bengal; it is possible that there were small groups of
Mahayana Buddhist in East Bengal as late as the 15th century and that such
groups were converted to Theravada during the centuries of Arakanese rule in
the Chittagong area (15th-16th century). (Rosén-Hockersmith 1985, 160)

The second section of Rosén-Hockersmith’s work gives an account of the
Sangha and lay organisations which resulted from the 1856 Theravada reform of
Bangladeshi Buddhism. This part is completed by description of the average temple
and its administration. It is stressed that “lacking the active support of a congenial
government, East Bengal Buddhism has developed a high degree of lay organization
and lay activity within the Buddhist community.” (Rosén-Hockersmith 1985, 161).

The writer, who lived among Barua people, gives in the third part of this book
a precious account of the “worldly” aspects of their religion. Life cycle rituals and
Buddhist festivals are here described. Rosén-Hockersmith stresses in this section that
certain rituals and cults being more of a Buddhist nature are more acceptable than
others that have been borrowed from Hinduism. A large section is here devoted to a
cult specific of the Buddhists of Bangladesh: that of the monk Sivali. This monk,
who is famous in Buddhist literature for being the one who would never return from
an alms’ round with an empty bowl, has come to symbolise material plenty. To him
people address prayers for gain of whatever sort.

In the last part of her work Rosén-Hockersmith argues that to preserve their
own identity where they are so small a minority the Buddhists of Bangladesh had to
free their religion from all non-Buddhist elements, such as the worship of Hindu
gods, which is a very common feature in other Buddhist countries, for instance Sri

Lanka, where Buddhism is the religion of the majority. However, since Buddhism in

its more orthodox interpretation is solely concerned with salvation from the evil of
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this world, and because Bangladeshi Buddhists cannot resort to Hindu gods, they
have as an alternative created their own Buddhist “saints™ such as the figure of the
monk Sivali. Rosén-Hokersmith ends her book by stating that the emergence of the
Sivali cult in Bangladesh supports the idea that Buddhist soteriology needs to be
complemented by a worldly counterpart. The work of Rosén-Hokersmith is of great
value and I hope that one day it will be available in English translation.

Following the lead of my predecessors, I hope that my work will contribute to
a better understanding and knowledge of the Buddhism and Buddhists of
Bangladesh. However, since my research, as well as that of those who have dealt
with the subject before, is only a partial contribution to the goal, I hope there will be
someone in the future who will have the interest and the opportunity to deal with the

subject in a more comprehensive way.
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Chapter one:

The origins of Buddhism in Bangladesh

1.1 Between history, myth and historical inventions

The two most important events in the history of Bangladeshi Buddhism are
the introduction of Buddhism into the region and its reform in the nineteenth century.
The reform is a relatively recent episode and, as I will explain in chapter three, there
are no written records of it. However there is no doubt about its historicity, even
though some details may be ambiguous. The case of the introduction of Buddhism in
this area is a different matter. The conversion of a community to Buddhism is an
event that in all Theravadin countries has a special importance, which is reflected in
the fact that the Buddhists of all of each such country claim that it was the Buddha
himself who preached there. For example, according to the Mahavamsa (Ch. I), one
of the Sri Lankan chronicles, the Buddha visited Sri Lanka several times and declared
it the place where his doctrine would flourish. Likewise, according to The Glass
Palace Chronicle (§103, 6-7), one of the Burmese chronicles, as well as the Thai
chronicle (see Jayawickrama, 1968), the Buddha visited those countries and predicted
the spread of his doctrine there. These accounts contain no historical truth; no scholar
doubts that the Buddha never left northern India. Accordingly, the tradition of
attributing to the Buddha the introduction of his doctrine in all Theravadin countries!
can only be considered a way to legitimise those traditions.

There is no such thing, or at least we do not know of it, as an ancient chronicle
of Bangladesh; however, the belief that the Buddha came to this part of the world to
preach his doctrine is part of the local Buddhist tradition. Despite the lack of any

archaeological or textual evidence not only members of the Sangha and Buddhist

' T am told that according to local traditions the Buddha also visited Cambodia and Laos as well as
Mahayzana countries such as Nepal.
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devotees, but also some Bengali scholars maintain? or at least do not think it
impossible? that Buddhism was preached in Bengal by the Buddha or by some of his
contemporary pupils. This idea, as I will illustrate later, is not a recent introduction in
the religious history of the region, being already present at the time Hiuen-Tsiang
toured the area in the first half of the seventh century A.D. Those who support this
belief have tried to justify their claims through textual and historical evidence. Their
suppositions are based on legends reported in later texts and sometimes on the belief
that the Buddha was endowed with psychic powers - iddhi - one of which allowed
him to fly through the air and therefore visit faraway places. Other evidence
sometimes cited to support the belief that the Buddha visited Bangladesh includes the
popular story of Sumagadha Anathapindaka from Ksemendra’s 1051 A.D. work,4
the Bodhi-Sattvadana-Kalpalata, which tells how the Buddha came to preach in
Pundravardhana at the request of a pious lady, and the Samyutta Nikaya (V, 89 and
168-170) where it is mentioned that Buddha once lived in Setaka, which some?
identify with a town situated in the land of Sumbhas in West Bengal. Unfortunately,
we cannot take these suppositions as relevant because they are not supported by any
evidence: Ksemendra lived many centuries after the Buddha’s death, while the
identification of Setaka is arbitrary.

Even the idea that the missionary Gavampati crossed this region during the
lifetime of the Buddha, on his way to Suvannabhiimi, as suggested in the
Mahakarmavibhanga,® is rejected by Lamotte (1958, 328), who assumes this tradition
to be apocryphal and no earlier than the fifth century A.D. Moreover, there is no
agreement among scholars on the identification of Suvannabhiumi, as explained by
Malalasekera, who writes:

Suvannabhiimi is generally identified with Lower Burma, probably the Pagan

and Moulmein districts. It probably included the coast from Rangoon to
Singapore. ... Fleet [J.R.A.S., 1910, p. 428] suggests, however, that it might be

2 Visuddhananda Mahathera (1983, 2).
3 Chaudhuri (1982, 1-2); S.B. Barua (1990, 1-2) and Akanda (1990, 11)
4 For the dating of this work see the introduction to Vaidya ed. 1959.

> Niyogi (1976, 121); Visuddhananda Mahathera (1983, 2); Ray (1356 Bengali, 494) and Sugatananda
Mahathera (1986) among others..

6 Mahakarmavibhanga, 62, as reported by Lamotte (1958, 328).
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the district in Bengal called by Hiouen Thsangt “Ka-lo-na-su-fa-la-na”

(Karnasuvarna), or else the country along the river Son in Central India, a
tributary of the Ganges, on the right bank of the river which is also called
Hiranyavaha. The probability is that there were two places of the same name,
one originally in India itself and the other in Further India. (Malalasekera 1938,

2:1263).7

Therefore, it could be that Gavampati went to Suvannabhiimi without passing
through Bengal.

Likewise, the fact reported by many authors® that the Anguttara Nikiya
mentions a Buddhist teacher named Upasena, who is described as Vanganaputta, is
not relevant: Vanganaputta has to be regarded as a bad misreading of Vangantaputta.
Indeed, Malalasekera (1938, 1: 404), who lists all references to the monk in the
Canon, writes that “ He [Upasena Vangantaputta] was born in Nalaka as the son of
Rupasari, the brahminee, his father being Vanganta.” Even accepting the reading of
Vanganaputta, one would have no evidence of a link between Buddhism and Bengal
at such an early stage. Firstly, it has not been proven that the term Vangana has
anything to do with Vanga, the ancient name of a part of Bengal. Secondly, that some
pupil of the Buddha might originally have been from Bengal does not mean that the
Buddha’s teaching was preached there.

There are different opinions about the historical origin of Buddhism in
Bangladesh. Again, scholars, members of the Sangha and Buddhist layman are
divided in their views. Some believe that Buddhism was introduced in Bangladesh
during the reign of Asoka or around that time, i.e. the third century B.C.° Others
think that, in the absence of any archaeological evidence, the introduction of
Buddhism in Bangladesh cannot be earlier than the first centuries of the Christian
era.!0

The first thing that is apparent is that the region was not subjectto Aryan

7 See also Skilling 1992
8 Niyogi (1976, 121); Visuddhananda Mahathera (1983, 2); Ray (1356 Bengali, 494) and Sugatananda
Mahathera (1986) among others.

9 Paul (1939, 72-73); Ray (1356 Bengali, 494); Majumdar (1971, 522); Haque (1990, 16) and
Chakrabarti (1922, 63 and 179-180).

10 Mitra (1954, 49); Cakma (1990, 132); Bhikkhu Silacar $astri (1986, 3); S.B. Barua (1981, 31 and
35); Kayal (1993, 16).
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influence until relatively late. The Aryans first settled in the Indus valley.
Subsequently, forced by new migrations from central Asia, they moved east towards
the Ganges valley. For this reason, their influence did not affect Eastern Bengal until
at least the second half of the first millennium B.C. This does not mean that the
Bengalis had not developed a civilisation of their own. Rather, by that time they had
not yet acquired particular features of the late Aryans, such as their state organisation.
This factor is of great relevance. In fact, it would be impossible to postulate the
spread of Buddhism into a country where there is no centralised authority to support
the Sangha. The Buddha himself had counted on royal patronage. Moreover, it is
hard to believe that the Bengalis would have embraced Buddhism before being
exposed to Brahminical culture, even though Majumdar reports that according to
Chatterji:
The ideas of karma and transmigration, the practice of yoga, the religious and
philosophical ideas centring round the conception of the divinity as Siva and
Devi and as Vishnu, the Hindu ritual of piija as opposed to the Vedic ritual of
homa, ... all these and much more in Hindu religion ... would appear to be
legacy from our pre-Aryan ancestors. (Majumdar 1971, 22).

We know that at the end of the fourth century B.C. Candragupta established
the Maurya dynasty in Magadha and subsequently expanded his kingdom to the
neighbouring countries. His grandson, emperor Asoka (circa 268-233 B.C.),
completed his mission and almost forced the submission of the entire subcontinent.
The devotion of this ruler to Buddhism is well known. TUnfortunately, we do not
know the eastern limits of Asoka’s empire. We do know that although Asoka left
inscriptions of various kinds throughout his vast empire, we find no trace of them in
any part of Bengal. This fact strongly suggests that Asoka’s empire did not include
Eastern Bengal. Nonetheless, Kulke and Rothermund (1986, 378) in their map of
“Maurya Empire under Ashoka (268-233)” include part of Bengal. They also
attribute to this emperor an inscription, a minor rock edict, in Mahasthan (Rajshahi
Division), which I will extensively analyse in the next section of this chapter. This

opinion is controversial, and I have not found any mention of this inscription in the

work of Bloch (1950), an important authority on Asokan inscriptions, nor in that of
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Allchin and Norman (1985).

Evidence supporting the idea of the spread of Buddhism in Bangladesh in
Asokan times is given by two of the inscriptions found at Sanchi (Bithler 1894a, 108,
1894b, 380). Inscriptions no. 102 and no. 217, dating from the second or third
century B.C., record the donations to Buddhist institutions by two inhabitants of
Puiiavadhana (sic), in modern Bangladesh. However, even accepting the contents and
the dating of the two inscriptions, it is difficult to prove on their basis that Buddhism
was practised at all in Bangladesh in that period. In fact, people donating to a
Buddhist temple need not be Buddhist themselves. Furthermore, even if the two
donors of the Sanchi inscriptions were Buddhist, this does not mean that Buddhism
was a widespread phenomenon in Bangladesh. If Buddhism were widespread in
Bangladesh at the time, one would expect to find at least some evidence of Buddhist
communities and yet there is no such evidence for several centuries.

With regard to the specific conditions of Buddhism at the time of Asoka, Dutt
writes that:

At the time when Asoka embraced the faith, it was a faith current, and perhaps
popular, only in the Puratthima. Some scholars hold the opinion that the
Buddhist Sangha itself was then known as the ‘Magadha Sangha’, having only
a regional standing. The boundary landmarks of the Puratthima are mentioned in
a legend from which it will appear that it covered an area extending only from
the east of Hardwar to the eastern boundary of Bihar. (Dutt 1962, 102).

This assumption can be considered correct on the basis of the Sinhalese
chronicles, where no mention is made of Bengal among Buddhist regions. It seems
impossible that had Bengal been a Buddhist country it would have been overlooked
by the Sinhalese historiographers, since Vanga is the motherland of Vijaya, the first
legendary king of Lanka (Mahavamsa VI). Also, as said above, some identify
Suvannabhiimi with present day Burma. As a consequence, they attribute the
conversion of Burma as well as Bengal (which is on the way from Pataliputra to

Burma) to the Theras Sona and Uttara, who were sent out as missionaries by Asoka

after the Pataliputra council.!! However this is an episode that so far has not been

11" According to Lamotte (1958, 276) the Pataliputra council took place in the 18th year of Asoka’s
reign, which he identifies with the year 250 B.C.
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proved to be historical. For example, Lamotte (1958, 320 ff.), who gives a detailed
description concerning the conversion to Buddhism of several regions following
Asoka’s missionary expeditions, does not mention Bengal.

We know, on the basis of one of the Cetiya-ghara inscriptions found at
Nagarjunikonda (Vogel 1933, 22-23), that Buddhism had already been introduced
into Vanga around the third century A.D. The inscription records the foundation of
some religious buildings for the benefit of Sinhalese monks who had converted a
number of countries, including Bengal:

For the benefit of the ...... masters and of the fraternities (of monks) of
Tambapamna (Ceylon) who have converted Kashmir, Gandhara, China, Chilata
(Skt. Kirata), Tosali, Avaramta (Skt. Aparanta), Vanga, Vanavasi, Yavana (?),
Damila (?), Palura (?) ... and the Isle of Tambapamni (Ceylon). (Vogel 1933,
23).

One could argue quite rightly that the Sinhalese monks had not introduced
Buddhism in some of the countries mentioned in the inscription. However, it is
important to note that Vanga is listed here as a Buddhist country. It is therefore
reasonable to believe that at the time of the compilation of this inscription Buddhism
had reached Bengal.

It was not until the establishment of the Khadga dynasty, between A.D. 660
and 750, that we have evidence of any Buddhist ruler in East Bengal. All we know
for sure about this dynasty lies in the content of a copper-plate land grant discovered
at the end of the last century in Ashrafpur, about 30 miles northeast of Dhaka. The
text of the copper-plate, which bears a seal with a couching bull, was first discussed at
a meeting of the Asiatic Society of Bengal on 4 March 1885, and the proceedings of
the meeting also contain a facsimile of it. Sircar (1983, 41-43), who edited this text in
one of his volumes of select inscriptions, wrote:

The charter begins with an adoration to the Munindra (Buddha) and records the
grant of several plots of land ... by king Devakhadga [c. A.D. 670 - 685], in
favour of the Buddhist monastery built by the monk Sanghamitra, for the long
life of the prince Rajarajabhata ... The grant was issued on the 13th of
Vaiéakha in the 13th regnal year of king Devakhadga. It was written by a
Buddhist named Puradasa at the victorious royal camp at Karmanta which N.K.

Bhattasali identified with modern Bad-kanta near Comilla. (Sircar, 1983, 2: 41)

On the basis of the evidence presented above we can safely say that Buddhism
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was introduced in Bangladesh around the second or the third century A.D., possibly
by Sinhalese monks. This view is sustained by the opinion that Buddhism had
reached Burma around that same time (Sengupta 1994, 26 ff.) even though according
to Hall (1955, 152) “So far as historical evidence is concerned, however, there is no
trace of the penetration [in Burma and Arakan] of Indian influence earlier than the
fragments of the Pali canon found at Hmawza (Srikshetra or Old Prome) dating from
c. A.D. 500.” The recent work of Stargardt (1995) has further moved the dating of
these text to the fifth century.

The idea, no matter how old, that the Buddha visited the region, should be
considered merely part of the local tradition. In fact, among the authors I have
examined, only Visuddhananda Mahathera (1983, 2), the late Sanghanayaka of the
Mahasthavir Nikaya, advocates this theory. All other writers, Buddhists and non-
Buddhists, while mentioning the existence of this belief, do not give to it any
credence. Moreover, Sangharaja Silalankar Mahathera, the most senior monk of the
Sangharaja Nikaya, told me during an interview (May 1994) that he had never
considered the question of the introduction of Buddhism into Bangladesh. He added
that he did not know what the answer to this question could be, and that if T had let
him know in advance that I wanted this kind of information he would have asked for
the opinion of some historian. It never occurred to Silalankar Mahathera to tell me
that the Buddha himself had spread his doctrine in Bangladesh.

From the ideas expressed by the Bengali authors presented above, one sees
that two different opinions regarding the historical introduction of Buddhism i
Bangladesh coexist. On one side, there is an attempt to prove the antiquity of this
tradition and its links to the times of the Buddha and of Emperor Asoka. On the other
side, Bangladeshi Buddhism appears as a relatively more recent phenomenon, which,
as I will illustrate in the following chapters, is associated with the Southeast Asian
tradition of the Burmese region of Arakan. This association, which derives from the
physical contiguity of the two regions and the consequent exchanges, is revealed both

by the historical events and cultural institutions shared by the two traditions.
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One may wonder whether the attempt to link Bangladeshi Buddhism to Indian
Buddhism may suggest a desire by Bangladeshi Buddhists to give dignity to their
tradition in the formation process of their national identity. However, upon closer
inspection, it is evident that this theory has no foundation. If this hypothesis were
correct, one would expect Bangladeshi Buddhist scholars to support the link between
Bangladeshi and Indian Buddhism, with non-Buddhist Bangladeshi scholars
opposing the same idea. Yet, the contrary is true. Even though the Buddhist authors
presented above suggest in general that the Buddhists tradition of Bangladesh may be
older than presently known, all of them seem to agree on the fact that it is not possible
to say whether Buddhism was practised in Bangladesh before Christ and that if it was
practised it would not have been much widespread. The non-Buddhist Bengali
scholars instead seem more inclined to accept the hypothesis that Buddhism was
introduced in Bangladesh at the time of Emperor Asoka or around that time. Among
the authors previously mentioned, Ray (1356 Bengali, 494) and Majumdar (1971,
522), two of the greatest Bengali historians, as well as Haque (1990, 16) a leading
figure among contemporary Bangladeshi scholars and the former Director of the
National Museum of Dhaka, support the idea that Buddhism was practised in
Bangladesh during Asokan times.

Since the Bangladeshi Buddhists do not see themselves as part of the older
Indian tradition one can suppose non-Buddhist Bengalis historians to have a purpose
in maintaining the contrary. One reason is that these historians aim to create a Bengali
national identity which includes the Buddhist people of Bangladesh. This aim, which,
as is evident from the dating of Ray’s work, predates the partition of India and the
creation of Bangladesh, follows the principles of cultural entropy outlined by E.
Gellner (1983). Gellner argues that the creation of a national identity demands a
degree of cultural homogeneity which is achieved by the selective use of historical and
cultural traditions. He writes:

It is nationalism which engenders nations, and not the other way round.
Admittedly, nationalism uses the pre-existing, historically inherited proliferation

of cultures or cultural wealth, though it uses them very selectively, and it most
often transforms them radically. Dead languages can be revived, traditions
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invented, quite fictitious pristine purities restored. ... The cultural shreds and
patches used by nationalism are often arbitrary historical inventions. (E. Gellner
1983, 56-57)

In our case, history has been manipulated through the wrong reading of the
already mentioned Brahmi inscription of Mahasthan in an attempt to overshadow the
connection between the Buddhist tradition of Bangladesh and that of Southeast Asia.
Also, as I will show in chapter three, all Bengali non-Buddhist scholars ignore the
recent history of Bangladeshi Buddhism, which emphasises the relationship between
the Buddhist traditions of Bangladesh and Arakan.

Other evidence which highlights the attempt to incorporate Buddhist
Bangladesh in the Bangladeshi nation is given by the way in which Bangladesh has
been divided into Divisions for administrative purposes. We know that today the
great majority of Bangladeshi Buddhists (see Table 1.2) live in Chittagong and in the
Chittagong Hill Tracts. Looking at the map of Bangladesh, one would expect
Chittagong Division to coincide with Chittagong and the Hill Tracts, the part of the
Bangladeshi territory that protrudes towards the Southeast. However, this Division
has been designed to include the town of Sylhet and the surrounding area, and some
of the Division’s administrative headquarters, like the School Board, are not located in
Chittagong but in Comilla. Chittagong Division was evidently designed to prevent
the possible formation of an area inhabited by people ethnically and culturally
homogeneous and distinct from the rest of the Bangladeshi population, which could
have resulted in the formation of a separate nation. To prevent this eventuality, further
measures have been adopted. First, the State has encouraged Muslim Bengalis from
other parts of the country to settle in the Hill Tracts. Second, entire villages have been
dispersed following the construction of the Kaptai dam in the Hill Tracts. Third, it is
illegal to sell maps of the area of Chittagong and the Hill Tracts as opposed to District
maps.!2 The Chittagong Hill Tracts Commission, which investigated human rights

violations in the Hill Tracts in 1990, found that :

12 T the summer of 1994 1 tried to purchase a map of Chittagong and the Hill Tracts at the market i
Chittagong. I was then told by all shopkeepers that those maps were not produced anymore because
they were illegal. I finally managed to acquire a map produced before the ban.
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The authorities in the Hill Tracts are striving to bring the hill peoples into
mainstream Bangladesh national society. This is done through exclusive
development of specified and approved cultural projects. Simultaneously the
authorities are utilising military control to perpetrate structural violence in the
Hill Tracts to deter the people from practising their religion freely. This is still
happening as the events of September 19th, 1990 near Kaptai demonstrate.
Traditional religion and culture are being taken out of their context as a ethical
basis for the daily life of hill people and being transformed into an exotic
folkloric show. Meanwhile those authorities condoning and encouraging this
actually lament the “tragedy™ of the lost cultural past of the hill people and, as
noted in the Chittagong Ethnographic Museum, consider hill peoples’ cultures
as appropriate for archaeological study. The hill peoples of the CHT are indeed
being subjected to ethnocide. (The Report of the Chittagong Hill Tracts
Commission 1991, 100).

While most Bangladeshi Buddhist live in the Hill Tracts, not all the habitants
of that region are Buddhists. Nevertheless, it is not difficult to see, given the few
examples of above, how the findings of the Commission apply to Bangladeshi
Buddhist culture in general.

To complete the picture of the early history of Buddhism in Bangladesh given
here, in the next section I shall proceed to analyse the Brahmi inscription of
Mahasthan, demonstrating that it is absurd to consider it evidence for the existence of
Buddhist communities in Bangladesh before the Christian era. Then, in the section
after that, I will present the diaries of the Chinese pilgrims Fa-Hian, Hiuen-Tsiang and
[-Tsing, who travelled in India between the beginning of the fifth and the end of the

seventh century A.D., which constitute the earliest first-hand accounts of the state of

Buddhism in Bengal

1.2 The Brahmi inscription of Mahasthan

The so-called Mahasthani Brahmi inscription was found at Mahasthan, near
Rajshahi, in 1931. It consists of a “piece of hard limestone measuring 3.1/4" x 2.1.4"
x 7/8".” (Bhandarkar 1931, 84). The script is Brahmi, and the language is a local
form of Prakrit. The inscription is in fragmentary condition but scholars hypothesise,
given the text and the shape of the stone, that it was never much bigger than its

present size.
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The importance of this inscription lies in the fact that it has been considered as
the earliest evidence for the existence of Buddhist communities in ancient Eastern
Bengal. This belief is held despite the fact that the French-Bangladeshi team of
archaeologists who are presently excavating Mahasthan has so far not found any
evidence proving any Buddhist activity there before the sixth century.!> The huge
archaeological site of Mahasthan!4 has so far only been partially excavated and new
findings may in future bring evidence that will oblige us to revise the dating of the
introduction of Buddhism into the region. Still, this seems a remote possibility. Here
I will analyse the Mahasthani Brahmi inscription in order to come to a conclusion
about its content and to determine its dating.

The transcript of the Brahmi text!s, as given by Bhandarkar (1931, 85), is as

follows:

1. nena Sa[m*]va[m*]giy[a]nam [Galadanasa] | Dumadina-[maha*]
2. mate | sulakhite Pudanagalate | efta]m

3. [ni*]vahipayisati | Samva[m*]giyanah [cha di*]ne [tatha*]
4, [dha*]niyam |  nivahisati | da[m*]g[a*[uyay[i*]k[e] d[eva]
S. [tiya*][yi]kasi |su-atiyayika[si] pi | gamda[kehi*]

6. [dhani*][yi]kehi esa  kothagale kosam  [bhara*}]-

7. [niye]

This text has been similarly translated by various scholars. I will here give a
sample of two different readings by means of the translations of Mukherji and Maity

(1) and that of Bhandarkar (2):

(1)
To Gobardhana of the Samvamgiyas was granted by order. (Or To the
Sammvarhgiyas was given by order Sesamum and mustard seeds). The Sumatra

will cause it to be carried out from the prosperous city of Pundranagara. (And

13 Declarationof Dr. J.F. Salles, of the French-Bangladeshi team of archaeologists. at the meeting of
the Royal Asiatic Society held in London on 13 April 1995.

14 Measuring 1 milex 0.75 mile.

I3 The text in parenthesis indicates Bhandarkar's suggested reading. Dr. Fynes tells me that asterisks

conventionally indicatetext that is illegiblein the original. However, Prof. Schopen tellsme that in this
case the asterisks indicate text that is not in the inscription and has been added by its editor.
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and insect, (lit. parrots) in the city, this granary and treasury will have to be
replenished with paddy and Gandaka coins. (Mukherji and Maity 1967, 39-40)

(2)

To Galadana (Galardana) of the Samvamgiyas . . . . .. (was granted) by order.
The Mahamatra from the highly auspicious Pundranagara will cause it to be
carried out. (And likewise) paddy has been granted to the Samvarmgiyas. The
outbreak (of distress) in the town during (this) outburst of superhuman agency
shall be tided over. When there is an excess of plenty, this granary and the
treasury (may be replenished) with paddy and the gamdaka coins. (Bhandarkar
1931, 87)

It is apparent that between the two translations there are no relevant
differences. The real point is to decide whether we can take this inscription as a grant
to a Buddhist community or not. There are two questions that have to be answered:
first, who were the Samvaingiyas; second, is the inscription a grant at all?

Mukherji and Maity (1967, 40) as well as Sircar (1965, 80) report that
according to Barua the term Samvamgiyas should be read as “of persons of the
sadvargika sect of the Buddhists.” This sect should thus correspond to the followers
of the ‘group of the six’ often mentioned in the canon.!® This belief has no logical
foundation. First, the prefix sam cannot have any connection with the Sanskrit
numeral sad meaning six. In fact, all Middle Indo-Aryan languages, of which the
Eastern Magadhi of this inscription!” is one, use the word cha to express this
numeral.!8 The reading of sam as a derivation of sad, is not only implausible, it is not
even coherent with the language of the rest of the inscription. Second, the six monks
are probably not real historical characters. In fact they are commonly regarded, as
reported by Rhys Davids and Stede (1921-25, 273), as a “group of six, a set of
(sinful) bhikkhus taken as exemplification of trespassing the rules of the Vinaya (cp.
Oldenberg, Buddha 7 384).” Since this term Chabbaggiya (Pali) designates a kind of

abstract opposition to the Buddha, it seems most improbable that any real monks

would have taken their name. That would be like having a Christian sect called

16 v7in, i 84 f,, 104, 106, 111, 113, 114, 138, 160, 170, 185, 189, 192, 194, 203 f,, 216, 285, 306, 316;
ii. 73, 105 ff., 145 ff., 213 ff., 241, 262, etc. : J.i. 191, 217, 360; iii. 149; DhA. iii. 48 £, 330, 382. As
listed in Malalasekera (1938, 2: 926).

17 See Bhandarkar 1931, 84.
18 Gee Pischel, 1957, § 441, 317.
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Judasite. This remains true despite the fact that later orthodox historiography
elaborates on the historical personae of this alleged group.!?

The interpretation of Savagiyinam (as in the inscription) given by Bhandarkar
seems much more convincing:

The word may be equivalent to the Sanskrit Samvargiyanam, which, however,
yields no good sense. It may stand for vargiyanam, ‘of the class-fellows, or the
clansmen’, with sam prefixed to it. But this prefix sam remains meaningless and
inappropriate. Besides, what is meant by saying that something was given by
sasana to "Galadana of the clansmen’? Who were these clansmen? Why is their
name not specified? It will be better to insert another anusvara this time after va,
and read the whole word as Samvamgiyanam, ‘of the Samvarigiya (tribe)’.
(Bhandarkar 1931, 85)

Bhandarkar then points out that Vamgiya certainly could be the name of a
tribe.?® The name would designate the tribes of the Vanga region. Those tribes, being
confederated, would subsequently be referred to as Samvamgiya. Bhandarkar’s
argument is based upon a parallel case regarding the Vrjji country. Watters (1905, 2:
81) agrees with Beal, who, commenting on the report of Hiuen-Tsiang on this region,
affirms that “The country of the Vrijjis or Samvrijjis, i.e., united Vrijjis, was that of
the confederated eight tribes of the people called the Vrijjis or Vajjis ...” (Beal, trans.,
1884, 77 n. 100). In fact, this form of confederate government was not at all
unknown in ancient India.?!

The suggestion that the Samvamgiyas were a population and not a Buddhist

monastic community is reinforced by analysis of the nature of the text. Both of the

above translations agree on the fact that grain and money were to be distributed to the

19 “Chabbaggiya: A group of monks, contemporary with the Buddha, frequently mentioned as being
guilty of various Vinaya offences. Six monks - Assaji, Punabbasu, Panduka, Lohitaka, Mettiya and
Bhummaja - were their leaders, hence their name. There were also nuns i their following, who
likewise violated the Vinaya rules in various ways. It is said that Assaji and Puna_bbasu had their
headquarters at Kitagiri, Mettiya and Bhummaja(ka) at Rajagaha and Pan_qua and Lohtaka at Ietayana.
According to the Samantapasadika they were all of Savatthi and all ongma]ly acquamted'. Finding a
living hard to obtain, they entered the Order under the two Chief Disciples. They decided among
themselves that it was unwise for them all to live in the same place, and they therefore divided into
three groups as mentioned above. Each group had five hundred monks attached to it. Of the three
groups, the followers of Panduka and Lohitaka were the most virtuous. They remained near the
Buddha accompanying him on his tours. They did not, like the others, transgress Vinaya rules.”
Malalasekera (1938, 1: 926).

20 still, Sircar thinks that “Sarhvarga however might have been the name of a locality.” Sircar (1965,
80, 1. 5).

21 “Though monarchy was usual in ancient India, tribal states also existed, which were governed by
oligarchies. ... chiefly in the foothills of the Himalayas and in N. Bihar. ...The most powerful non-
monarchical state at this time (the time of the Buddha) was the Vrjjian confederacy ..." Basham (1954,

96).
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Samvamgiyas, and that the granary was subsequently to be refilled with the same
goods. Sircar (1965, 80, n. 6) maintains that “Tt is difficult to understand whether the
keeper of the store-house is ordered to replenish the stores in apprehension of an
impending scarcity or it was the persons receiving grains who had to pay them back.”
Let us consider both options. In the first case, there would have been no necessity to
record the fact. Inscriptions were produced to record important acts that had to be
remembered in the long run. Grants, for example, were engraved in copper plates or
other long-lasting material so that the deed should be known to posterity and the legal
possession of the granted goods assured. The recording of the fact here hypothesised
cannot be included in the above category. In the second case, if the Buddhist Order
was the recipient of these seeds and money one could wonder if the bhikkhus could
have refunded them. Inter omnes constat that the members of the Sangha, as was the
custom among the ascetics of ancient India, lived by means of the material support of
laity. The work of Schopen (series of lectures delivered at Oxford University during
Trinity ‘97) indicates that, at least among the monks following the Milasarvastivadin
Vinaya, the prohibition to handle any gold or silver,?? did not prevent them from
accumulating great wealth. This means that the supposed Buddhist monks of our
inscription, had they followed the same rules, could have negociated and repaid this
kind of loan. On the other hand, it sounds more reasonable that an authority should
grant grain and money to a population affected by natural disasters. This use is
confirmed by the authority of the Arthasastra (IV, 3, 78, as translated in Bhandarkar,
1931, 88) in which it is affirmed that “During a famine, the king may show favour by
giving gratis seeds and food. Either he (may carry out) work in forts and on dams
with the distribution of food, or he may distribute food gratis (without exacting
work).” In this particular case, the power allocating the seeds and the money does not

claim any labour and expects the goods to be returned, but this does not seem to be

22 This includes money in general.
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incompatible with the ideal expressed in the Arthasastra.?3
As for the dating of this inscription, there is no consensus among scholars in

this regard. Most?# believe that it was engraved in the third century B.C. This belief
is based on the resemblance of the script used here with that of the Asokan
inscriptions, especially the letter s, which occurs in a form resembling the letter sh.
Still, there are many differences between the two scripts that cannot be ignored,
namely the different length of the vertical part of the letters t, p, h, v, and s.
Moreover, the use of the danda as punctuation mark was not common in Asokan
inscriptions and was “sometimes inserted meaninglessly”.2> If there is a time gap
between this inscription and those of Asoka, we shall determine whether this one is
earlier or later. The research of Falk (1993) has established that there was probably
no writing in India, therefore no inscriptions, before Asoka. For these and other
reasons, Pandey’s claim (1962, 2) that the inscription dates to the time of Candragupta
Maurya or slightly earlier in the fourth century B.C. seems to be groundless. The
opinion of Dani (1963, 55 ff.), who places the inscription in the second half of the
second century B.C., is more probable. Dani comes to his conclusion by comparing
the alphabet used here with that of the Asokan and other later inscriptions. Assuming
that our inscription cannot be Asokan, the use of the letter dha in the shape of the
Roman capital letter D places it in the second half of the second century B.C., because
later the reverse form became more common. Although the language used in the
Mahasthani inscription may resemble that of the Asokan ones,?® one in the end has
to agree with Dani’s view, when he observes that:

Asokan Brahmi ... had a unity of purpose which ultimately determined the style

of writing. That script, in spite of minor differences, can be termed imperial. In

contrast to the Asokan inscriptions stand a great number of records which ...

show a variety of purpose and are entirely different in content and style from the

Asokan. Whether we take the administrative records, like the Mahasthan

inscription ... we are struck by the great change that marks them out from the
Asokan mode of writing. (Dani 1963, 50).

23 1t is interesting to note that Bhandarkar assumes that the need to assign money together with seeds is
due to the fact that natural calamities (in this particular case a flood) destroy goods that need money to
be replaced (Bhandarkar 1931, 89).

24 Bhandarkar (1931, 84); Sircar (1965, 79, n.3); Mukherji, and Maity (1967, 39).
25 Bhandarkar 1931, 84.
26 Ibid.
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In conclusion, it seems reasonable to believe that the Brahmi inscription of
Mahasthan is the record of a loan granted by some authority to a group of local tribes,
at some time not earlier than the second century B.C. The inscription does not
explicitly mention the religious affiliation of either the donor or the recipients of the
grant. Any attempt to prove the existence of Buddhist communities in Bangladesh at

such an early stage by means of this inscription is therefore arbitrary.

1.3 Buddhism in Pre-Piala East Bengal according to Chinese sources

In A.D. 400, with the arrival in India of the Chinese pilgrim Fa-Hian, a
tradition began of Chinese monks willing to travel to the subcontinent to find original
versions of sacred books, visit Buddhist sites and learn Sanskrit. These monks
collected an enormous amount of information regarding the regions they visited and
the people they met, with special regard to Buddhism, and reported on them in their
journals. For this reason their descriptions are of incomparable value for the study of
the history and religions of the areas they visited. In this section I will outline the
conditions of Buddhism in East Bengal in the period between the beginning of the
fifth century A.D. and the end of the seventh century A.D. by means of an analytical
reading of the accounts of Fa-Hian, Hiuen-Tsiang and I-Tsing.

Fa-Hian entered India in A.D. 400 from the Indus valley, after crossing the
Gobi desert, and subsequently proceeded eastwards, until he reached the Ganges’
mouth. He then reports that:

From this, continuing to go eastwards nearly fifty yojanas, we arrive at the
kingdom of Tamralipti. Here the river empties itself into the sea. There are
twenty-four Sangharamas in this country, all of them have resident priests, and
the Law of the Buddha is generally respected. Fa-Hian remained here for two

years, writing out copies of the Sacred books (Sutras), and taking impressions
of the figures (used in worship). (Beal, trans., 1869, 146-7).7

27 Qee also Giles trans. 1923.
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Tamralipti has by now been unanimously identified with modern Tamluk, in
Midnapore district, West Bengal, a seaport town? of which we find mention in the
Mahavamsa (XI. 38 and XIX. 6).2° Despite the brevity of this account it still is of
great importance since it bears witness to the presence of Buddhism at the beginning
of the fifth century A.D. in West Bengal.3® This does not count as evidence for the
practice of Buddhism in East Bengal, but at this point it cannot be excluded. That Fa-
Hian did not continue his journey into East Bengal might suggest that there were no
Buddhist centres east of Tamralipti, or at least none of importance. However, it seems
at least equally, if not more, probable that Fa-Hian decided not to travel further m
Bengal for the simple reason that he desired to go to Sri Lanka. Within Bengal,
Tamralipti would have been the ideal place at which to embark for such a journey by
sea.

A long time after Fa-Hian’s journey, another monk, Hiuen-Tsiang, came to
India and stayed from A.D. 629 to 645. Unlike his predecessor, Hiuen-Tsiang
extensively toured Pundavardhana, Kamarupa, Samatata, Tamralipti and
Karnasuvarna.3! Accordingly, his account of the eastern part of the subcontinent*? is
rich in interesting data and is considered the most important source on the condition of
Buddhism in the area at the time.

The identification of Pundravardhana, the first region visited by Hiuen-Tsiang,
has been debated for a long time among scholars at the beginning of this century.*3
More recently, in 1931, with the discovery of the Brahmi inscription of Mahasthan,
Pundravardhana’s capital has been fixed near the site of the finding, i.e. north of

Bogra, in Rajshahi division. According to Hiuen-Tsiang, in Pundravardhana:

28 “Tt was formerly on the mouth of the Ganges. It is now situated on the western bank of the
Riipnarayana ...” (Law 1932, 68).

29 For other references see Law 1932, 68.

30 Beal, who translated the Chinese text, writing upon Tamralipti, says i a footnote that “From this
port there was extensive traffic with Ceylon and the southern coasts of India. Buddhism flourished
here, but probably under a corrupt form, as the intermixture of races was considerable, and the people
superstitiously inclined.” (Beal, trans., 1869, 146). One may doubt the scientific basis of this
affirmation.

31 T use the forms of the geographical names as restored in Watters 1905, 2:184, 186, 188, 190 and
191.

32 Beal, trans., 1884, 2:194-204.

33 Watters 1905, 2: 185. Beal, trans., 1884, 2: 194, n. 18.
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There are about twenty sangharamas, with some 3000 priests; they study both
the Little and Great Vehicle. There are some hundred Déva temples, where
sectaries of different schools congregate. The Naked Nirgranthas are the most
numerous. To the west of the capital 20 1i or so is the Po-chi-p’o sangharama.
Its courts are light and roomy; its towers and pavilions are very lofty. The
priests are about 700 in number; they study the law according to the Great
Vehicle. Many renowned priests from Eastern India dwell here. Not far from
this is a stiipa built by As6ka-raja. Here Tathagata, in old days, preached the law
for three months for the sake of the Dévas. Occasionally, on the fast-days, there
is a bright light visible around it. By the side of this again, is a place where the
four past Buddhas walked for exercise and sat down, The bequeathed traces are
still visible. Not far from this there is a vihara in which is a statue of Kwan-tsz’-
tsai Bddisattva. Nothing is hid from its divine discernment; its spiritual
perception is most accurate; men far and near consult (this being) with fasting
and prayers. (Beal, trans., 1884, 2: 195).

Going east about 900 li, Hiuen-Tsiang reached Kamariipa, which scholars
agree is the old name of Assam, which at that time included part of what is now
Bangladesh. Basak explains as follows:

That province included in the past, within its own boundaries in the west,
portions of North Bengal, viz. part (if not whole) of the Kuch Bihar State and of
the Rangpur district, with the river Karatoya as the western boundary. Some
portions of China and the Himalayan regions also formed its northern section
and a portion of East Bengal (i.e. Sylhet) was included in it towards the South-
West. (Basak 1934, 210).

Hiuen-Tsiang would have visited this region following the reiterated invitation
of its king, but it has been argued that he may never have visited Kamartipa at all.34
More will be said later about the eventuality of his visit to this province. What the
Chinese pilgrim tells usin his records about the inhabitant of this area and their

religious behaviour is that:

They adore and sacrifice to the Dévas, and have no faith in Buddha; hence from
the time when Buddha appeared in the world even down to the present time
there never as yet has been built one sangharima as a place for the priests to
assemble. Such disciples as there are of a pure faith, say their prayers (repeat the
name of Buddha) secretly, and that is all. There are as many as 100 Deva
temples, and different sectaries to the number of several myriads. The present
king belongs to the old line of Narayana-déva. He is of the Brahman caste. His

name is Bhaskara-varman, his title Kumara. ... Though he has no faith i
Buddha, yet he much respects Sramanas of learning. (Beal, trans., 1884, 2:
196).

Proceeding southwards the Chinese pilgrim reached Samatata. As for the

34 “We need not suppose that the pilgrim made the journey indicated in the text of our present passage,
and his statements as to distance and bearing are not necessarily to be treated as authoritative. There is
nothing, however, in the text of our passage to indicate that the pilgrim did not actually visit the country
here described.” (Watters 1905, 2: 187).
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identification of this country, Watters writes that:

Cunningham regarded the Samatata of this passage as being the district of ‘the
Delta of the Ganges and its chief city which occupied the site of the modemn
Jessore’. Fergusson considers it to be the Dacca district, the former capital of
which was Sonargaon. We should probably place it south of Dacca, and in the
district of the modern Faridpur. (Watters 1905, 2: 188).

Hiuen-Tsiang writes that in this country:

There are professors (believers) both of false and true doctrines. There are thirty
or so sangharamas with about 2000 priests. They are all of the Sthavira schools.
There are some hundred Déva temples, in which sectaries of all kinds live. The
naked ascetics called Nirgranthas are most numerous. Not far out of the city is a
stipa which was built by AsSka-raja. In this place Tathagata in former days
preached the deep and mysterious law for seven days for the good of the Dévas.
By the side of it are traces where the four Buddhas sat and walked for exercise.
Not far from this, in a sangharama, is a figure of Buddha of green jade. It is
eight feet high, with the marks on its person perfectly shown, and with a
spiritual power which is exercised from time to time. (Beal, trans., 1884, 2:
199).

Continuing west, Hiuen-Tsiang arrived at Tamralipti. I have already
mentioned the identification of this place with modern Tamluk. When the Chinese
pilgrim arrived in this town he discovered that:

There are both heretics and believers. There are about ten sangharamas, with
about 1000 priests. The Déva temples are fifty in number, in which various
sectaries dwell mixed together. ... By the side of the city is a stiupa which was
built by Aséka-raja; by the side of it are traces where the four past Buddhas sat
and walked. (Beal, trans., 1884, 2: 200-1.)

Finally, according to his records, Hiuen-Tsiang went to Karnasuvarna.
Following Watters (1905, 192-193), Hiuen-Tsiang’s “ location of Karnasuvarna ... is
not in agreement with the rest of the narrative, and we must apparently regard that

place as 700 li to the north-east instead of north-west of Tamralipti” Here the

Chinese monk found that:

There are believers and heretics alike amongst them. There are ten sangharamas
or so, with about 2000 priests. They study the Little Vehicle of Sammatiya
(Ching-tiang-pu) school. There are fifty Déva temples. The heretics are very
numerous. Besides these there are three sangharamas in which they do not use
thickened milk (ii Iok) following the directions of Dévadatta. By the side of the
capital is the sangharama called Lo-to-wei-chi (Raktaviti), the halls of which are
light and spacious, the storeyed towers very lofty. In this establishment
congregate all the most distinguished, learned, and celebrated men of the
kingdom.” (Beal, trans., 1884, 2: 201-202.)

In the same paragraph, Hiuen-Tsiang reports an interesting anecdote concerning the

introduction of Buddhism into this kingdom:
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At first the people of this country did not believe in Buddha; at this time there
was a heretic of Southern India who wore over his belly copper-plates and on
his head a lighted torch. With lofty steps, staff in hand, he came to this country.
Sounding aloud the drum of discussion, he sought an adversary in controversy.
Then a man said to him, “Why are your head and your body so strangely
(arrayed)?” He said, ‘My wisdom is so great, I fear my belly will burst, and
because I am moved with pity for the ignorant multitude who live in darkness,
therefore I carry this light on my head.” After ten days, no one was found to
question him. Among all the learned and professed scholars there was not a
single person to discuss with him. The king said, ‘Alas! what ignorance
prevails in my territories, that no one should be able to challenge the difficult
propositions of this stranger. What a disgrace to the country! We must scheme
and seek through the most obscure retreats.” Then one said to him, ‘In the forest
there is a strange man who names himself a Sramana, he is most diligent in
study. He is now living apart in silence and obscurity, and so he has lived for a
long time; who so well able by his united virtue to controvert this irreligious
man as he?” The king hearing this, went himself to invite him to come. The
Sramana replying, said, ‘I am a man of south India; I stop here on my travels
merely as a stranger. My abilities are small and commonplace; I fear lest you
should not know it, but yet I will come according to your wish, though I am by
no means certain as to the character of the discussion. If, however, I am not
defeated, I will ask you to erect a sangharama, and summon the fraternity to
glorify and extol the law of Buddha’ The king said, ‘I accept your terms, nor
could I dare to forget your virtue’. Then the Sramana, having accepted the
king’s invitation, proceeded to the arena of controversy. Then the heretic went
through (chanted) some 30,000 words of his school. His arguments were
profound, his illustrious (figures or writing) ample; his whole discourse, both
as to names and qualities, was captivation to sight and hearing. The Sramana,
after listening, at once fathomed his meaning; no word or argument deceived
him. With a few hundred words he discriminated and explained every difficulty,
and then he asked (the heretic) as to the teaching (the principles) of his school.
The words of the heretic were confused and his arguments devoid of force, and
so his lips were closed and he could not reply. Thus he lost his reputation, and,
covered with confusion, retired. The king, deeply reverencing the priest,
founded this convent; and from that time and afterwards the teaching of the law
widely extended (through the kingdom). (Beal, trans., 1884, 2: 203-4)

In commenting on Hiuen-Tsiang’s report, an important secondary source,
Hiuen-Tsiang’s biography (Beal, trans., 1911), is invaluable. This biography was
compiled by the Shaman Hwui Li, one of the monk’s disciples, after the master
returned from his travels. The work is of great value since it can be considered a
supplement to Hiuen-Tsiang’s own account: “What is obscure or half told in the one
is made clear in the other.” (Cranmer-Byng 1911, v.)

What inevitably strikes the reader of the two books is that, with respect to the
part of the pilgrim’s journey described above, the order of the trip is very differently
told in the two accounts. According to the biography, instead of following the above
itinerary, Hiuen-Tsiang went from Pundravardhana southeast to Karnasuvarna, then

southeast to Samatata and finally to Tamralipti. Only much later would he have gone,
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if he went, at all to Kamarupa. This last route is preferred by Watters (1905, 2: 192).
One could embrace this point of view since it may account for some unclear passages
in the pilgrim’s records, like the misplacement of Karnasuvarna suggested above, but
I am not inclined to subscribe to it. Although the visit to this country is placed in
different succession in the ‘Records’ and in the ‘Life’, and the two accounts partly
differ in content, there is no reason to believe this journey did not take place. As for
the question here posed, there is no doubt that Kamartipa is described in both texts as
a non-Buddhist country, thus eliminating any possible controversy.

With respect to the account of the number of temples and monks as well as the
presence of heretics, the differences between the ‘Records’ and the ‘Life’ are not
important. In Pundravardhana the biography lists twelve sangharamas as opposed to
twenty. The Déva temples, and by extension the nature of the heretic schools, are not
mentioned here or in Samatata. In this last country, the ‘Life’ records twenty and not
thirty temples, while the number of priest increases from two thousand to three
thousand. On Tamralipti the two works agree on all the figures, while in
Karnasuvarnpa the number of temples is identical, but the number of priests goes from
two thousand to three thousand, as in the preceding case. The temples of the supposed
followers of Devadatta are in the biography two and not three. Finally, the anecdote
on the introduction of Buddhism into Karnasuvarna is present in both books. In
short, the discrepancies are minor.

Hiuen-Tsiang’s reference to a group of ascetics following Devadatta’s
proscription regarding milk is of interest. According to the Pali Canon, Devadatta
was the son of a maternal uncle of the Buddha, who had been converted by the
Buddha himself when he visited Kapilavatthu after the Enlightenment.>> After years
in which he had become a respected member of the Sangha, Devadatta is said to have
started a series of manoeuvres, including three attempted murders, in order to take
control of the Sangha from the Buddha. The enmity between the two was not limited

to this life, as illustrated in many Jatakas. However, each of Devadatta’s efforts to

35 For all references to Devadatta in the Pali Canon see: Malalasekera 1938, 1: 1106-1111.
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overthrow the Buddha resulted in failure and when all of his followers left him for the
Buddha, he fell ill and eventually died swallowed up in Avici hell.

The Chinese monk says that the ascetics he met did not use thickened milk
following Devadatta’s prohibition. In the large Buddhist litterature the five points on
which Devadatta confronted the Buddha, in Pali dhutanga,’® are different in different
texts. For example, according to the Pali Vinaya, Devadatta does not mention the
prohibition to have milk. He declares:

It were good Lord, if the monks, for as long as life lasted, might be forest
dwellers; whoever should betake himself to the neighbourhood of a village, sin
would besmirch him. For as long as life lasts, let them be beggars for alms;
whoever should accept an invitation, sin would besmirch him. For as long as
life lasts, let them be rag-robe wearers; whoever should accept a robe given by a
householder, sin would besmirch him. For as long as life lasts, let them live at
the root of a tree; whoever should go under cover, sin would besmirch him. For
as long as life lasts, let them not eat fish and flesh; whoever should eat fish and
flesh, sin would besmirch him. 37 (Vinaya Pitakam, Cullavagga, VIL. 3. 14.
Horner, trans., 1952)

Beside that of the Theravadins, other schools have produced versions of the
Vinaya which have been preserved in Chinese translation. These are: the
Mahasamghika, the Mahiéasaka, the Dharmaguptaka, the Sarvastivadin and
Miilasarvastivadin. Of the last one we have a Tibetan version as well as some parts
of the Sanskrit text.3®

According to Bareau, the exclusion of milk from the monk’s diet is mentioned
in the Mahisasaka and in the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya.’® He also gives us a list of
seven (or eight, depending on the method of counting) different points that, variously
combined in the above Vinayas, would account for the five dhutanga of Devadatta,

which are always five, but not the same five.*0

This is incompatible with my findings. Firstly, thanks to the help of Prof.

36 This term indicates a set of practices appropriate to a scrupulous person leading to the ‘shaking off’
of evil dispositions or obstaclesto spiritual progress. For a study on the subject see Dantinne 1991.

37 «sadhu bhante bhikkhii yavajivam arafifiakd assu, yo gaimantam osareyya vajjam nam phuseyya.
yavajivam pindapatika assu, yo nimantanam sadiyeyya vajjam nam phuseyya. yavajivam pamsukiilika
assu, yo gahapaticivaram sadiyeyya vajjam nam phuseyya. yavajivam rukkhamiilika assu, yo channam
upagaccheyya vajjam nam phuseyya. yavajivam macchamamsam na khadeyyum, yo macchamamsam
khadeyya vajjam nam phuseyya'ti”.

38 Bareau, 1989-1990, 1.

39 Bareau, 1989-1990, 13.

40 1bid.
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Schopen and Prof. Dudbridge, I have traced the presence of the point regarding milk
in a Sanskrit Miilasarvastivadin Vinaya (see below) as well as in a Chinese
Mahasamghika one.*! It is surprising that Bareau missed this and found the same
point about milk only in the Mahisasaka and in the Dharmaguptaka versions.
Secondly, in both versions of the Vinayal examined, the list of the five points differs
from any combination hypothesised by Bareau, containing some elements not listed
by the French scholar and some in contrast to what is generally believed was
Devadatta’s philosophy. These are:

(1) Though he is a renunciate, Gautama consumes milk and yoghurt. From
today forth we should not do so, because it causes trouble to calves.

(2) The renunciate Gautama consumes meat . We should not do so, because
that causes living beings to be killed.

(3) The renunciate Gautama consumes salt. We should not do so, because it
originates from dust.

(4) The renunciate Gautama wears clothes with torn fringes. We should wear
clothes with long fringes, because by that practice the efforts of weavers are
frustrated

(5) The renunciate Gautama lives in the jungle. We should live in villages,
because through that practice the things that people donate are not put to use.
(Gnoli ed. 1978, 259. Translated for me by Prof. Gombrich)*2

Mukherjee (1966) tries to put some order in the great confusion about
Devadatta in the Buddhist literature. The results of his comparative study, confirming
the presence of the prohibition of having milk only in the Mahisasaka and
Miilasarvastivada text, are presented in Table 1.1.

The next question which needs to be answered is that of the identification of
the Bengali monks following Devadatta’s proscription on milk. Watters suggests
that:

With reference to the Brethren who abstained from the use of milk, curds, and
(sic: word apparently missing in Watters® text) as articles of food our pilgrim’s
statement that they did so as followers of Devadatta may have been the
suggestion of a Mahayanist Brother. All Mahayanists were supposed to abstain

from milk food, and I-ching states expressly that it is unlawful food. (Watters
1905, 2: 192)

I cannot find any evidence suggesting that Mahzyanists should abstain from

milk products, but even if this were the case, the attribution of this rule to Devadatta

41 Tajshé Tripitaka, 24:149, text 1450, part B (text available only m Chinese). Translated for me by
Professor Glen Dudbridge, Professor of Chinese, Oxford University.

42 Note that in the Chinese text of the above footnote, the five points are arranged in the same way.
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must be later. It is agreed that Devadatta was a contemporary of the Buddha, if not a
relative of his, and that he attempted to divide the order during the lifetime of the
Blessed One. Following the dating provided by Gombrich (1991b), the Buddha's
Parinibbana occurred in ¢. 404 B.C., but “the expression ‘Mahayana (or its equivalent
in the local language) has been used by Buddhists from perhaps as early as the first
century BCE ..."43 Tt therefore appears absurd to use the term Mahayana in reference
to Devadatta or his followers. Also, Vinaya rules are not Mahayana* so that it
would be impossible to place Devadatta in the Mahayana tradition on these grounds.
As for the allusion to I-Tsing’s work, the Chinese pilgrim outlines in a

paragraph of his text the Vinaya rules followed by the Indians regarding food. He
relates that food is classified as soft and hard and that each group is made of five
kinds of food, milk not belonging to any of the two groups. Then he adds that:

We may regard milk, cream & c., as besides the two groups of the five

mentioned above; for they have no special name given in the Vinaya, and it is

clear that they are not included in the proper food. (Takakusu, trans., 1896, 43).
Even if this were the case, it would not account for the identification of some ascetics
as the followers of Devadatta on the basis of the exclusion of milk from their diet.

Because of the above considerations I believe it is improbable that Hiuen-

Tsiang ever came across any followers who owed eating practices to Devadatta. If
the Devadattians ever really existed and survived their founder, to the extent that
Hiuen-Tsiang found two or three of their monasteries as late as more than a thousand
years after the death of the Buddha, one would expect to find archaeological or textual
evidence of their existence and yet there is none. What the pilgrim might have come
across is a sect of ascetics who followed a particular diet which excluded milk.
Because of the Mahasamghika Vinaya that he probably knew (since it had already
been translated into Chinese), Hiuen-Tsiang may have assumed that these were
followers of Devadatta. Moreover, Chinese people do not traditionally use dairy

products, so Hiuen-Tsiang may have been particularly sensitive on this issue and been

43 williams 1989, 2.
44 Op this point, see Gombrich 1988, 112.
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happy to find some ascetics who appeared to him to follow this Chinese tradition.

With respect to the story Hiuen-Tsiang is told describing how Buddhism was
introduced to Karnasuvarna, it is noteworthy that according to that story Buddhism
came to this region from South India. We do not have any evidence in support of this
account, any more than for the Buddha’s journey to Eastern Bengal or the presence of
Asokan monuments. Still, it is interesting to note a few things about it. As for the
time this episode might have taken place, it has been argued that it may have been at
the time of the Chinese monk’s visit (Beal trans. 1884, 2:202, n.42). But the use in
this text of the Chinese word chu, as Professor Dudbridge tells me, clearly expresses
something that occurred in the past. In fact, this term is usually adopted at the
beginning of this type of legendary story, and literally means “originally™, “at the time
when”.

Commenting on this episode, Watters tells us that:
The haughty conceited pundit with copper sheathing to keep his learning in his
stomach, and the light on his head in pity of the ignorant people who lived in
darkness, occurs in several Buddhist works. One of the best known of these
men is the father of Sariputra, the description of whom recalls in several points
the passage in our text, but Sariputra’s father overcomes his competitor in
discussion” (Watters 1905, 192).

Unfortunately, I have not been able to verify Watters reference to Ta-chih-tu-
lun, ch.10.

Soon after Hinen-Tsiang’s visit, I-T'sing started his journey towards India,
which took place between A.D. 671 and 695. Unfortunately, the accounts of this
pilgrim (Takakusu trans. 1896) are very imprecise; moreover, he did not visit East
Bengal: like Fa-Hian, he only stayed in Tamralipti. His work does not follow, as do
those of the other two Chinese monks, a chronological succession of the places he
visited, but is organised by entries regarding the rules followed and the habits of
Indian Buddhists. For these reasons his journals are not a viable source, even though
by his visit to Tamralipti he testifies that at that time this was still a Buddhist centre of
a certain importance.

Finally, as for the kind of Buddhism practised in the area covered by my

research, it is interesting that the majority of the monks Hiuen-Tsiang met followed
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the Sthavira school. In fact, the only region where the Chinese monk meets followers
of the Great Vehicle is Pundravardhana. Here, as said above, the number of
Mahayanists is about seven hundred, plus part of the other three thousand monks that
lived in the same area. The number of temples in Tamralipti has definitely decreased
since the time of Fa-Hian’s visit (from twenty-four to ten). Unfortunately, I-Tsing
does not give us any figure to compare with these. Moreover, the kingdom with the
most temples is Samatata, the easternmost place in the pilgrim’s journey. This may
well indicate that by that time Buddhism was declining in India proper, but still
expanding towards the east. This fact could explain the lack of archaeological material
predating the seventh century A.D., thus justifying the assertion that before the Palas,

Buddhism was a marginal, and rather new, phenomenon in East Bengal.



(y) 'suress
30T IIm $9qOI JeIm

PINOYS SYUOW YT,

(1) TN sy

(¢) TN ursy

(7) “1esw Auwe je3 )00
pInoys SYTO YL

() "soBe[IA UL 9AT]
p[noys SYUON 3L

(yuysueg)
mvm\rmamm?umwu::qz

URULIS0) Y oL uone[suen A -

(€) "seqoI sdI]) IeOM
pnoys syuo oy 1,

() yqu sy

(D yqusy

(v) 'yqusv

(esouryD)
wﬁm\rwamm\rhmwmﬁw—z

(1) yqusy

() Aep ® 20mo0 ATUO 185
p[noys SYUOA a1

() wapr

() yqusy

() qq @ sy

BPRATISEAIRS

LL-9L ‘9961 (1N :30mog

(7) "Yjrw anos
10U 11T IS JBd 10U

pIIoYS SYUWON oY,

(1) -1es Aue 10 10U
pInoys SYUON YL

(¢) urepr

() ‘sume uo AT
pinoys SYUO Y J,

(g) ‘(uosess

AWeI) S\Puoth SUrIetnsl
o) SurInp SINY-pasx

Ul pue SYIuowW ISUIumg
pue Smidg 3o a1
Sunump wado o1 U1 9ARBI]
pInoYs SYUON Sy,

() eYesesiqey

(7) -sderresm
pnoys sYUoN UL

() ‘wes
IOU IdNNq 189 ISIU

PIROYS SYUOTA YT,

() wapr

(1) ‘pooy mey 10§ 8aq
PIUOYS SYUO YL

(¢) ‘uado o w 0AT
pinoys SyuoN o4,

(yq) erdnSewmreyq

(¢) "sIsployasnoy Lo}

syueuwred 1deode jou
pInoys pue sgel Ieam

prnoys sYUOW oYL

UIOND

($) ysyy
IOU 129U 183 IYNaU

P[uoys SYUON YL

(7) ‘Tesu e 10} UOTIBIIAWL

Aue 1dsooe jou prnoys
PUuB poOj X9 10] 3aq
p[noys syUojy Yy,

pood

(v) "pesy

IId1) WO JoOI & SWiARY
ISAU ‘S331) JOPUN IAT]
PINOYs SYUON Y,
(1) 'seBeria ur Jou
PUE 1S3I0J 31} U JAT]
PNOYS SYUOIA ST,

SURAQ

BPEABISY T,

"SBABUILA JUSISJJIP S} Ul seSueinyp S, elepeAd(]

['T °[qeL,



52

1.4 Summary

The belief that Buddhism was introduced into Bangladesh by the Buddha, by
some of his contemporary disciples or by some early Buddhist missionary is not
supported by historical evidence. The belief that Buddhism was introduced by
Buddha into a given country is part of an old tradition common to many Buddhist
countries.

Also, the attempt to prove that Buddhism had already reached Bengal by the
time of the Mauryas on the basis of the Mahasthan Brahmi inscription has proved
groundless. First, the inscription bears no reference to any Buddhist donor or
recipient of a donation. Second, it may by argued that the inscription does not refer,
strictly speaking, to a donation at all. We can consider the misreading of this
inscription as an attempt to Indianise the Buddhist tradition of Bangladesh in the
process of forming a Bengali national identity. The Bangladeshi Buddhist tradition,
instead, as shown by its historical and cultural institutions, is closely linked to the
Buddhist tradition of Southeast Asia.

The available archaeological and textual evidence suggests that Buddhism was
not introduced into Bangladesh before the second or third century A.D. The diaries
of the Chinese pilgrims who visited India in search of Buddhist texts constitute the
earliest first hand account of the state of Buddhism in Bengal. Despite the fact that it
was not before A.D. 400 that these travellers set foot in India, their extremely detailed
descriptions give us an insight into the kind of Buddhism practised at that time and its

geographical scope.
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Chapter two:

One thousand years of Buddhist history

2.1 Introduction

The millennium between the seventh and the seventeenth centuries is, in the
history of East Bengal, the period in which Buddhism went from being the religion of
the ruling dynasties to near extinction. The history of this period is generally divided
into two parts: before and after the establishment of Muslim rule around the thirteenth
century.

It could be confusing to try to follow the political history of the region while
focusing on the development of Buddhism. For this reason, this chapter is not
organised around the political events of the time. At one time different Buddhist
dynasties were ruling over East Bengal, while at another time the same area was
differently divided and ruled by dynasties belonging to different faiths.

Extensive research has been done on the history of both the pre- and post-
Muslim periods. It is however remarkable that all historians tend to focus on the
events that were taking place in only part of Bengal, systematically excluding
Southeast Bengal, i.e. the Chittagong region. This area, partly because physically
segregated from the rest of modern Bangladesh, produced its own dynasties, such as
the Devas, the Chandras, and the Varmans. These dynasties are usually called
“minor” or “independent” in reference to their relationship to the Palas, the dynasty
that ruled over most of Bengal during the greater part of the first period. Still, since
the southern dynasties have left us monumental sites of the calibre of the more than
fifty mounds in the Mainamati-Lalmai range, they are obviously not to be considered
minor in the history of the region. Regarding the systematic exclusion of events

taking place in Southeast Bengal from the history of Bangladesh, Rashid writes:
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The history of South-East Bengal, or what was anciently known as Vanga-
Samatata, is very meagrely known. It has scarcely any continuous narrative as
distinct from that of North Bengal, and till very recently, whatever information
we had of this region as a separate entity was indeed so insignificant and
uncertain that in a comprehensive work like the Dacca University’s History of
Bengal (Ed. R.C. Majumdar, Vol. I, Hindu Period, Dacca 1943), containing
over 700 pages, a minor chapter of only 15 pages was deemed sufficient to deal
with it. (Rashid 1974, 27).

For the study of Buddhist history, the situation gets even worse when it
comes to the second period. In fact, so little material is available for the study of
Buddhism after the Muslim invasion that one could even doubt whether there was
any Buddhism in Bengal at that time. This problem, however, is mainly due to the
fact that on one hand there are no Buddhist archaeological or epigraphic records of
that time, while on the other hand Muslim historiographers were not at all concerned
with any religion other than Islam.

The problems encountered in the establishment of the history of Bangladeshi
Buddhism in this period, and the lack of information regarding the history of
Southeast Bangladesh, are consistent with the thesis of this work. On the one hand,
Bangladeshi Buddhism is presented by modern historiography exclusively as an
Indian phenomenon, having no links with the Southeast Asian tradition. However,
even a superficial examination of the history of Southeast Bangladesh in this period
reveals strong political and cultural links between this region and Arakan, to the
extent that it has been argued (Paul 1940, 78 and Ali 1961) that the Chandra rulers of
Bengal are related to the Chandras who were ruling in Arakan around the same
period, both being Buddhist. On the other hand, it is made to seem as if Bangladeshi
Buddhism completely disappeared with the arrival of the first Muslim invaders, thus
being a phenomenon of the past.

The scope of this chapter is to outline the history of Buddhism in Bangladesh
from the seventh to the seventeenth century on the basis of the evidence available. In
particular, I will try to show that quite probably Buddhism in Bangladesh survived
the Islamisation of the country. Also, when possible, I will highlight the links

between the Buddhist tradition of Bangladesh and that of Arakan. It becomes in fact

increasingly apparent, as I will show in the third part of this chapter, that all evidence
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of the survival of Buddhism in Bangladesh after the Muslim invasion indicates a
strong relationship between the two traditions.

In the next section of this chapter I will give a brief account of the doctrinal
evolution of Buddhism in the period under consideration and the consequent changes
in religious practice. This account is based on the works of leading scholars in the
field of Tantric Buddhism such as Samuel (1993), Sanderson (1994), and Snellgrove
(1987).

In the second section, I will describe what sources are available for the history
of Buddhism in this period. However, since these sources are many and diverse a
complete analysis of them would be beyond the scope of this chapter, so I will refer
to the existing literature. The first part of this section deals with monasteries, stupas
and statues of this period found by archaeologists. The second part deals with the
literary sources. These consist of inscriptions, Buddhist literature, historical records

and the journals of travellers.

2.2 Tantric Buddhism: from monastic to esoteric Buddhism

From a doctrinal point of view, the period under examination is characterised
by the introduction of Tantric practices into traditional Buddhism. In this section I
will try to explain what Tantra is, how Tantric methods were introduced into
Buddhism, how Tantrism changed Buddhism and how Tantrism got adapted to
Buddhist ideals.

Tantrism is a form of religious practice whose origins have been lost in time.
Tn a controversial paper Gombrich (1996, 134 ff.) argues that the Pali Canon contains
references to what would much later be categorised as Tantric practices dating around
the fifth century B.C. If proved correct, this opinion, not supported by any
archaeological evidence, would push the date of the first known Tantric practices back

by over a thousand years.
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Through the performance of rituals and different meditative techniques
Tantrism preaches the attainment of worldly as well as religious goals. Becoming
associated with different religious traditions, from Buddhism to Jainism and
Vaisnavism, it has taken various forms.

Tantric Buddhism differentiates itself from other forms of Buddhism mainly
by its ritualistic nature. Sanderson has thus summarised the character of Tantric

Buddhism:

The term ‘Tantric’ is used here to denote a form of religious practice which is
distinguishable from the rest of Buddhism principally by its ritual character,
only secondarily by soteriological doctrine, and hardly at all by specific theories
of ultimate reality. The basic character of this Tantric ritual is that it entails the
evocation and worship of deities [devata] by means of mantras of which the
visualized forms of the deities are transformations [parindma, paravrtti]. Access
to such mantra-ritual is not achieved by virtue of the pratimoksasamvara. ... It
is necessary to undergo in addition an elaborate ritual of empowerment
[abhiseka) during which the initiand is introduced to a particular mantra-deity
and its retinue. (Sanderson 1994, 88)

With the adoption of initiation rituals, available equally to monks and lay
people, men and women, Tantric Buddhism broke with the traditional hierarchy of
earlier Buddhism. This is a very important event in the history of Buddhism. The
Sangha in fact is no longer the indispensable instrument for the preservation the
Buddhist practice. Gombrich writes:

Access to tantric ritual and the meditations based on them is given by initiation
(diks3), or rather by a graded series of initiations, imparted by teacher to pupil.
Laymen too may be initiated and in due course themselves become teachers and
initiators; and women may be hierarchically superior to men of the same social
category; tantra thus has a different status system from earlier Buddhism, and
one which on the ground may cross-cut the clerical/lay distinction. (Bechert
and Gombrich eds. 1984, 14)

The rituals of the Buddhist Tantras have been studied and described in detail
by several scholars. Among these are D. Gellner (1992), who has described the
Tantric rituals of the Newars of Nepal; Beyer (1973), who has described the Tantric
rituals of the Tibetans; and Sanderson (1994), who has described the empowerment
ritual in the Yoginitantras, a late phase of Vajrayana.

The development of Tantric Buddhism is quite complex and it has not yet

been fully unveiled. This is mainly a consequence of its esoteric nature. One thing

we know is that there is no evidence suggesting that Tantricism was introduced into
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Buddhism by any specific individual. Despite this, earlier scholars used to report
traditions claiming the contrary which have been rejected by all modern scholarship.

Dasgupta, for example, wrote that:

Tradition holds Asanga, the great exponent of the Yoga-cara school, to be
responsible for the introduction of Tantricism in Buddhism; he again, in his
turn, is believed to have been initiated into this mystic cult by Maitreya in the
Tusita-heaven. Others, on the other hand, hold that Nagarjuna, the renowned
exponent of the Madhyamika school, was the real founder of the esoteric
school, and that he, in his turn, received the doctrines form the Celestial Buddha
Vairocana through the divine Bodhisattva Vajra-sattva in the “iron tower” in
South India. Apart from these traditions, some scholars are disposed to think
that in the Mahayana-siitra-lanikara [sic] of Asanga there are clear references to
the sexo-yogic practice of the Tantric Buddhists. ... If this interpretation ...
[is] accepted, it may be inferred that the Tantric ideas were already prevalent in
Mahayana Buddhism in the time of Asanga (4th-5th centuries A.D.) ... Some
scholars are again of the opinion that the Tantric elements were introduced into
Buddhism by Lord Buddha himself as a mere provision for the laities whose
intellectual calibre and moral equipment would not allow them to follow the
path chalked out by him. (Dasgupta 1995, 17-18)

What is now commonly accepted to be the earliest manifestation of Tantrism
in Buddhism, dates around the second century AD. This form of Buddhism can be
called Tantric since it involved initiation by a teacher and because of its ritualistic
nature. It consists, in Skilton’s words, of

... chapters from various Mahayana sutras devoted to dharani, long sequences
of unintelligible syllables, which are attributed with various powers. These are
clearly related both to the mantras of the Mahayana and to the paritta-texts, such
as the Metta Sutta, recited for protection by non-Mahayana Buddhists. (Skilton
1994, 137).!
The same author (Skilton 1994, 137) adds that this early phase “was probably a
private minority interest, which for a long time had no great impact on the Buddhist
community as a whole.”
The Buddhism that Hiuen-Tsiang had found in East Bengal was either

Sravakayana or Mahayana, in their monastic forms. Some of the monasteries of the

time, such as the famous Nalanda, in Bihar, were in fact large centres of learning and

' On the subject of dharani Snellgrove writes: “The Karunapundarika Sitra contains as its second
chapter a whole collection of such formulas listed as “bases for confidence™ (adhimuktipadam) in the
acquisition of the various accomplishments demanded of a Bodhisattva, the four applications of
mindfulness, the four determined efforts, the four magical powers, etc. They are known i this text as
dharani, which should properly refer to a short mnemonic string of words, holding (the terms derives
from a Sanskrit root meaning “to hold”)the meaning succinctly of an intention which m normal speech
would need to be much more prolix. Mantra is a more general term, comprising a vast range of
ejaculations of a fixed traditional form, achieving their powerful effect within the context of a strictly
controlled ritual usage.” (Snellgrove 1987, 122)
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thus can be rightly referred to as “monastic universities”. Within these institutions a

large number of subjects, not exclusively religious, were the object of study. Samuel

writes:

In the later Buddhist period, several large monastic ‘universities’ grew up in
north east India. Abhidharma, Madhyamaka, and Yogacara philosophy, along
with the study of logic and disputation (pramana) and the monastic disciplinary
code (vinaya), formed a major part of the academic curriculum in these
institutions, which were staffed largely or entirely by ordained celibate monks.
They can thus be seen as an outgrow of the monastic communities which, had
existed from the early days of Indian Buddhism.

Secular subjects, however, were also taught at these new institutions, and it
appears that many of the new students at these institutions were not themselves
destined for monastic careers (See Dutt 1962:325-327). (Samuel 1993, 408)

The foundation and sponsoring of these centres had started under the Gupta
rulers; however this practice reached its peak under the Palas, who, unlike the Guptas,
were Buddhists themselves. Among the institutions founded by the Palas in Bengal
are the great monasteries of Vikramasila, Odantapura and Somapura. A detailed
account of Somapura will be given in the next section of this chapter.

The monastic universities proved to be fertile ground for the introduction of
Tantric practices in Buddhism. The Tantric principles were expressed in sitra form in
so called “root texts”. These texts, which were similar in format to the Mahayanist
siitras, little by little gained popularity among the scholars of the monasteries. About
these texts, Samuel writes that:

Like the Sitras, these text were held to represent the teaching of the Buddha,
although they were taught not by his historical form of Sakyamuni but through
his Tantric aspect, called Vajrakhara. ... The prevalence of visionary, yogic, and
analogical procedures within the later Mahayana Sitra tradition has already
been noted, and there was probably no sharp breach between the Iater
Mah3yana Siitras and the early Tantras (for example, Martin 1987: 191-192).
There was however, a real if gradual change. ... New Tantras continued to
appear until the last stages of Indian Buddhism. One of the most important of
all Tantras for the Tibetans, the Kalacakra Tantra, appeared in India not long
before the final destruction of the Buddhist monasteries by the Islamic armies.

... A large commentarial literature on the Tantras also developed in India.
(Samuel 1993, 410)

The Tantras have traditionally been divided (See Snellgrove 1987, 119 and

Samuel 1993, 411-412) between:
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Kriya Tantra (Action Tantras)

Mantrayana
Carya Tantra (Performance Tantras)

Yoga Tantra
Vajrayana
Anuttarayoga Tantra (Supreme Yoga Tantras)

In the Kriya and Carya Tantra the practitioner visualised the deity externally,
while the Yoga and Anuttarayoga Tantra involved the identification, during the ritual,
of the practitioner with the divinity. Because of their less radical approach the Kriya
and Carya Tantra were the first to be introduced in the Buddhist universities. Samuel
(1993, 412) writes that “The Kriya and Carya (‘Mantrayana’) probably grew up as an
extension of ritual, yogic, and devotional tendencies already present within the
Mahayana.” The nature of these Tantras did not conflict with the general principles of
the earlier kind of Buddhism. As a consequence the bhikkhus who followed these
practices kept living within their communities, following the same monastic rules as
the other monks.

Unlike the Kriya and Carya Tantra, the Yoga and Anuttarayoga Tantra
developed first outside the monastic universities. The practitioners of this kind of
Tantric Buddhism are known as maha-siddhas (great adepts). These were yogins
who, having rejected conventional religious practice, travelled around, sometimes
accompanied by a low-caste woman with whom they performed their rituals. The
legendary biographies of these men, preserved in Tibetan, have given us some insight
into their practices.

This new phase of Tantric Buddhism, with the adoption of new terminology
and symbolism, marks the beginning of the “way” or yana known as the Vajrayana,
from the name of its most prominent symbol the, vajra, the diamond or thunderbolt.
Snellgrove writes:

However, it is with the adoption of the term vajra (adamantine) for the absolute
state, as explained above, that tantric Buddhism becomes a separate "Way"

(yana), as distinguishable from the Mahayana as this is distinguishable from the
so-called Hinayana. Mantrayana, the earlier alternative name for Vajrayana,
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continues to suggest closer links with traditional Mahayana practice than fits the
case, as the term Vajrayana comes into use, for both the goal (although some
might dispute this) and certainly the means employed to reach it, are no longer
the same. The followers of the Mahayana had advanced from the earlier goal of
nirvana as achieved by an Arhat to the goal of enlightenment as achieved by a
Buddha. The followers of the Vajrayana in their turn direct their energies
toward a state of enlightenment (for this term is still used) which is also referred
to as Great Bliss (mahasukha) and as the sphere of Vajrasattva (*Adamantine
Being™), while those who achieve it are known as “great adepts” (mahasiddha).
Although it may be shown that many of the roots of the Vajrayana were already
present in the Mahayana, just as those of the Mahayana were in the Hinayana,
the differences between the Vajrayana and the earlier forms of Buddhism are
extreme. The main difference derives from the Vajrayana use of incantation and
ritual as means toward the ultimate goal, whereas in the earlier phases of
Buddhism their use was largely peripheral. By their means one gains power
over beings in other spheres of existence, either dominating them, so that they
may do one’s will, or identifying oneself with them, so that one may enjoy their
higher states of existence. (Snellgrove 1987, 129-130)

It has been commonly believed that after entering this last stage Buddhism
gradually became assimilated into Vaisnavism (Dasgupta 1995, Ch. V). One cannot
deny the close link between Buddhist and Hindu Tantrism. However, even
Sanderson (1994), who argues that this late form of Tantric Buddhism is so similar to
Tantric Saivism because the first is modelled on the second and not because of
“hypothetical common sources”, asserts that Tantric Buddhism remained Buddhist “in
terms of its function and self perception”. Evidence of the fact that Tantric Buddhism
remained a distinct religion, is given by the fact that Buddhist Tantric practices and
literary production remained quite alive in India until the arrival of the Islamic armies.
Also this is the form of Buddhism that the scholars who escaped from the Muslim
destruction introduced into Tibet when they took refuge there.
The very last stage of Tantric Buddhism in India, around the eleventh century,
is characterised by a gradual integration within the monastic universities of the
Mantrayana and Vajrayana trends. As Samuel writes:
The differences between the two bodies of material were already lessening at
this time, and were to become still weaker in Tibet, where identification with the
deity would become common even within the Kriya and Carya Tantras, and the
elaborate ritual of Kriya and Carya would be adapted to the Yoga and
Anuttarayoga Tantra. (Samuel 1993, 413).

From a textual point of view this synthesis is well represented by a text called the

K3lacakra Tantra. This text, written in the middle of the eleventh century, is the last

of the Tantras to appear in India.
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A last question that remain to be answered is how can anyone claim that
Tantric Buddhism could still be called Buddhism, given that some of its rituals have a

sexual component, obviously in contrast with Buddhist monastic law. Sanderson has

thus answered this question:

The general trend, however, has been to modify the rituals so that they [no]
longer involve these infringements. The great Tantric Master Atisa considered
that the sexual elements of Vajrayanist ritual were permissible only for married
householders. Monks could receive all the consecrations, including the most

esoteric, but would receive the latter only in a symbolic or mental form.
(Sanderson 1994, 97)

According to several accounts, as I will illustrate later, Buddhism quite
probably continued to flourish in Bengal, particularly in the southern region of
Chittagong, centuries after the Muslim invasion of Bengal. However, it is difficult to
speculate about the kind of practices and the doctrinal tenets of the Buddhism that
may have been practised in that period. Unfortunately, the otherwise very rich
Islamic historiography is not at all concerned with the religious practices of the non-
Muslims. The only reference I could find in it to any Buddhist people does not even
distinguish them from the followers of any other Indian religion. The piece in
question, from the Tabakat-i-Nasiri, refers to the capture, probably in 1199, of what
has been identified (See Sarcar ed. 1948, 3) with “Odandapura-vihara™ in modern
Bihar. Raverty has thus translated this passage:

There were two brothers of Farghanah, men of learning, one Nizam-ud-Din, the
other Samsam-ud-Din [by name], in the service of Muhammad-i-Bakht-yar;
and the author of this book met with Samsam-ud-Din at Lakhnawati in the year
641H., and this account is from him. These two wise brothers were soldiers
among that band of holy warriors when they reached the gateway of the fortress
and began the attack, at which time Muhammad-i-Bakht-yar, by the force of his
intrepidity, threw himself into the postern of the gateway of the place, and they
captured the fortress, and acquired great booty. The great number of the
inhabitants of that place were Brahmans, and the whole of those Brahmans had
their heads shaven; and they were all slain. There were a great number of
books there; and, when all those books came under observation of the
Musalmans, they summoned a number of the Hindiis that they might give them
information respecting the import of those books; but the whole of the Hindus
had been killed. On becoming acquainted [with the contents of those books], it
was found that the whole of the fortress and city was a college, and in the
Hindui tongue, they call a college Bihar. (Raverty trans. 1881, 552)

Most scholars tend to believe that Buddhism completely disappeared from

Bengal subsequent to the Muslim invasion. However, since there is no doubt about



62

the historicity of the reform of Bangladeshi Buddhism in the nineteenth century, it is
obvious that some form of religious practice, perceived by its followers to be a form

of Buddhism, had survived in Bangladesh until then.

2.3 The Sources

2.3.1 Monuments and images

Centuries of Islamisation, combined with the harsh climate of Bengal, prone
to cyclones and flooding, have preserved very little of the many Buddhist monuments
that must once have existed in East Bengal. As a consequence, the few ruins that
have been excavated are in extremely poor condition and of some of the ancient
monasteries we only know the name and the approximate location from literary
sources and tradition. An example of this last type is the much renowned Pandita
monastery, which it is agreed was once standing in Chittagong but whose ruins have
never been located.’

The two major Buddhist archaeological sites in Bangladesh are Paharpur
Vihara in Rajshahi Division, and the Mainamati-Lalmai ridge near Comilla, in
Chittagong Division. Besides these major sites other Buddhist ruins have been
located in Mahasthangarh and the surrounding area in Rajshahi Division, in Savar,
near Dhaka, and in Sitakot, again in Rajshahi Division.

The most impressive of the Buddhist buildings of Bangladesh is the famous
Somapuri Mahavihara, also known as Paharpur Vihara, from the name of the locality
in Rajshahi division where its ruins are located. This name in turn derives from the
mound formed by the monastery’s ruins: pahar in Bengali means mountain or mound.
On the basis of an inscription of the Gupta period found on the temple site it is

believed that this vihara was built over a Jain monastery.

2 When Chittagong Central Hospital was recently built a Buddhist statue was unearthed. It is believed
that the present site of the hospital may be that of Pandita Vihara.
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A description of this complex will help to understand the high level reached
by the Buddhist religion in Bengal before the Muslim conquest. The following
outline is based on the works of several scholars (Dikshit 1938; Dasgupta 1961;
Quadir 1980 and Chakrabarti 1992, 110 ff. among others), who have described in
numerous articles and books the ruins of Paharpur Mahavihara. It is generally
believed that the temple was built between the end of the eighth and the beginning of
the ninth century by emperor Dharmapala, who also sponsored the construction of
several other religious institutions.  Somapuri comprises several buildings,
surrounded by ramparts on its four sides. Access to the compound was through a
gate in the northern wall. The gate led, through a staircase, to a hall in the main
building. This quadrangular building contained 177 cells for the monks, arranged on
four floors, together with other halls and rooms. Given the size of the establishment,
it is thought that the Somapuri Vihara hosted at any time several hundred Buddhist
monks. The general plan of the complex is very similar to that of much earlier
establishments, such as the famous Nalanda Vihara in Bihar, and other smaller
monasteries found in several parts of India. What is peculiar about Somapuri is not
just the fine sculptures and terracotta plaques that used to decorate the buildings, but
the architectural style of the main temple which stood in the middle of the compound.
This brick temple had an unusual base in the shape of a cross measuring about one
hundred metres both from north to south and from east to west, rising from the
ground in three stepped terraces which contained several chambers. Quadir gives the
following description of the temple:

The greatest architectural attraction during the Pala period was the Somapuri
Vihara (Paharpur), the extensive remains of which have been laid bare by
systematic excavations. It is the biggest single vihara (measuring 922 feet
north-south and 919 feet east-west, externally) so far known in the
subcontinent. The gigantic establishment with surrounding 177 monastic cells,
gateways, votive stupas, minor chapels, tank and a multitude of other structures
for the convenience of the inmates, is dominated by a central shrine,
conspicuous by its lofty height and architectural peculiarities. It is distinguished
by its cruciform shape with angles of projection between the arms, its 3 raised
terraces and complicated scheme of decoration of walls with carved brick

cornices, friezes of terracotta plaques and stone relief. (Quadir 1980, 7).

Everybody agrees that this must have been a very impressive monument and
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some (among others Quadir 1980, 7) suggest that its architectural style greatly
influenced that of later Burmese and Javanese temples. I do not know whether there
is any basis for this statement; however, if it were proved to be true it would indicate
an early relationship between the Bengali and the Burmese Buddhist communities. It
would also testify to a noteworthy exchange, since Bengali Buddhism would have
influenced Burmese Buddhism and not viceversa, as came to be the rule later. As for
the influence of Paharpur on the style of Javanese temples, Hall (1955; 20-21) tells us
that a large number of Indonesian pilgrims used to go to India to study Buddhism and
to look for manuscripts; there are records of the foundation of a temple for their use at
Nalanda. This could suggest the presence of Indonesian Buddhists at Somapuri as
well, which would account for the influence on the style of their temples.

Quite different from the Paharpur site, the Mainamati-Lalmai site lies over an
eleven kilometre long range of hills, extending north to south between the villages of
Mainamati and Lalmai, to the west of Comilla. Besides the twenty or so principal
sites, only some of which have so far been partially excavated, scholars have located
more than thirty other mounds (Chakrabarti 1992, 120-122). As for the dating of the
site, it is argued that its origins must go back to the sixth century A.D. (Chakrabarti
1992, 137-138), while on the basis of the so called Mainamati copper plate, which I
will discuss in the next section, we know that a Buddhist temple must have been built
in the area in the first half of the thirteenth century.

The discovery of the Maindmati site goes back to 1803 (Chakrabarti 1992,
123), when the already mentioned Maindmati copper-plate was found during some
road works. However, it was not until its accidental rediscovery by the military,
during the last World War, that it attracted the interest of the Archaeological Survey of
India. Unfortunately, by the time the area became protected, many of the ruins had
been sacked for construction materials.

What we know about the many buildings of this site is very little. This is due
to the few excavations done in the area and to the fact that most of the collected data

have remained unpublished. The information here presented is mainly based on the
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recent work of Chakrabarti (1992). This in turns contains much information from the
unpublished official reports as presented in Rashid’s unpublished work (Rashid
1968). Other information was gathered from Khan’s report of the 1955 excavations
at Salban Vihara, also known as Salban raja palace (Khan 1955). The scarcity of
material available on this site and the neglect in which it is left confirm the idea that
the official history of Bangladesh tends to exclude the Southeast of the country.

One important thing that emerges from the scant data available from this site is
the fact that the people of Southeast Bengal had established Buddhist centres
competing, at least in size, with those of the Palas. In fact, on the basis of epigraphic
evidence, we know that the monuments of the Mainamati-L.almai range had not been
established by the Palas. Their reign did not extend this far until the first quarter of
the eleventh century and it was not maintained for long (see Rashid 1974). Also, the
building of a new monasteries was still sponsored here, and by a family of supposed
Burmese origin, a quarter of a century after the Muslim destruction of Odantapura
described above, as I will illustrate later.

Among the sites in the Mainamati-Lalami range, Salban Vihara is perhaps the
best known. It is located almost exactly half way between the two villages of
Maindmati and Lalmai. The complex’s name derives from a nearby Sal tree forest
(ban in Bengali means forest); however this name has no historical value. On the
name of this monastery Chakrabarti writes:

Salban Vihar or the Salban monastery is so called because of a forest of Sal
(Shorea robusta) trees in the neighbourhood. The nearest village is called
Salbanpur. There is no inscriptional evidence to support this name.
Inscriptionally the name is Sri-Bhavadeva monastery or Sri-Bhavadeva-
Mahavihara. As the Salban Vihar sequence began before Bhavadeva, who
flourished in the early part of the eighth century, the original name of the place
cannot be °‘Bhavadeva’ monastery. It is probable that Bhavadeva was
responsible for the large-scale building activities of the monastery and thus had
his name associated with it. The original name of the place before the eighth
century remains unknown. (Chakrabarti 1992, 123-124)

This monastery is in the form of a square and was quite large in size,
comprising 115 cells. In the middle of its central courtyard rises a large stupa, which

once contained large Buddhist images. Unfortunately we know nothing about the

practices and activities of the monks who once lived in this monastery.
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Another major site within the Mainamati range, about three miles north of
Salban Vihara, is known as Kutila Mura. Here, a massive wall encloses a large area
on which stand the remains of three main stupas together with nine subsidiary stupas.

About the identification of this site Chakrabarti writes:

These three stupas passably (sic) represented the Buddhist Trinity or Three
Jewels. Tt has been pointed out that ‘no fewer than five epigraphic records
discovered in this area refer to a certain “Ratna-traya” (Three Jewels
representing Buddha, Dharma and Sangha) shrine, a famous Buddhist
establishment at Devaparvata, the Samatata capital’ (BA 1979:72). There is
little doubt that the Kutila Mura complex represents the Ratna-traya shrine of
the inscriptions. (Chakrabarti 1992, 129-130

Other sites in the Maindmati-Lalmai range include Ananda Vihara. This site
has only partly been excavated and has been greatly damaged over time by the activity
of brick-robbers and by the fact that people leaving in the nearby Cantonment have
used the site as a dump. Moreover, it seems that the site was used during the
Liberation war of 1971 as a mass grave where bodies were buried together with live
ammunition (see Chakrabarti 1992, 132-133).

While there are virtually no extant buildings belonging to this period, a
relatively large quantity of images has been preserved. These sculptures and
terracotta plaques come from temples and shrines all over Bangladesh and it is
principally thanks to them and to the literary sources that one can reconstruct any
history of Buddhism in the region. Among the images available one can find a great
variety of Mahayana and Tantric figures as well as images of Gautama Buddha.

The best source for an in depth study of Bangladeshi Buddhist art is
Bhattasali’s work (1929) on the collection of Buddhist and Brahmanical sculptures in
Dhaka National museum. Since the writing of that book the museum’s collection has
expanded; however, it remains a unique guide to Bangladeshi Buddhist iconography.

Among the acquisitions that Dhaka National museum has made since the
writing of Bhattasali’s book are two bronze images of Buddha found in Chittagong
Hill Tracts and described in an article by T.K. Barua (1960). These statuettes, dating

between the twelfth and thirteenth century, are worth mentioning here because of their

Burmese features and style. The two images, of no particular artistic value, testify the
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influence on Bangladeshi Buddhism by Southeast Asian Buddhism in this period.

On the subject of Buddhist art, it has to be noted here that while one can
safely assume that all Buddhist images were once located within Buddhist buildings,
not all Buddhist temples and shrines exclusively contained Buddhist images. The
reason for this is not just the fact that Buddhist practice always had room for deities
of other traditions for the attainment of worldly goals. It has also to be kept in mind
that when building a new temple it was common practice to employ decorative
materials coming from older buildings. For example, Paharpur Vihara's renowned
sculptures and terracotta plaques are by no means exclusively Buddhist. Among the
sculptures, some of which are said to date to the Gupta period, there are images
depicting scenes from the life of Krishna and others portraying scenes from the
Ramayana and Mahabharata. As for the terracotta plaques, which are considered the
most striking feature of Paharpur, they portray besides the usual Buddhist and Hindu
divinities scenes from popular legends as well as decorative motifs from the animal

kingdom.

2.3.2 Journals, inscriptions, Buddhist literature and other textual

sources

The situation regarding written evidence for the history of Buddhism in
Bangladesh between the seventh and the seventeenth century is quite similar to that of
other sources. There is a large amount of material dating to the pre-Muslim period,
while very little is available on the following period. However, the data available on
this latter period is extremely important since it suggests that Buddhism did not
disappeared in Bangladesh after the Muslim conquest. The texts can be divided into
travellers’ journals, inscriptions and Buddhist texts.

As already said, despite the fact that the Muslim rule over Bengal is well

documented in the rich Muslim historiography of the time, no direct mention is made
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of Buddhist practices, since the writers did not distinguish Buddhism form other
Indian religions. Even an in depth research work on the social history of Bengal
during the Mughal period such as Raychaudhuri’s book (Raychaudhuri 1969) does
not contain any information on the state of Buddhism in that period and one has to
assume that the author did not find any reference to Buddhism in his sources.

It is reported (Islam ed. 1992; 763) that sometimes when poor and low-caste
non-Muslims formally converted to Islam, and therefore were for all purposes
considered Muslims, they would keep their traditional religious customs. This
phenomenon was counterbalanced by the adoption of some Hindu customs on the
part of the Muslim immigrants into Bengal as well as by the adoption of the cult of
pirs, the Muslim saints, by the entire population, irrespective of their religious
affiliation. It is therefore clear how Buddhism, which because of its own evolution
and because of the Muslim repression, was no longer a monastic phenomenon, could
have gone totally undetected by the Muslim compilers of the historical works even if
they had been interested in it.

In the same way, the pilgrims who travelled to Bangladesh in this period,
while they often mentioned in their journals the existence of non-Muslim
communities, seldom went into any detail regarding their affiliation. They however
reported a large quantity of useful information and can be considered the best
available source on the Buddhism of the Muslim period.

Marco Polo (1254-13237), the Ttalian traveller, is the first Westerner to report
on Bengal. He labels the people of this country as pessimi idoli (very bad idolaters)
without getting into any detail about their religion. It is however doubted (Ruggieri
ed. 1986, 316-7) that Marco Polo ever visited Bengal, and his account is believed to
be second hand.

Another traveller, the Venerable Dhyanabhadra, an Indian who passed
through Bengal around the first quarter of the fourteenth century, talks about the
flourishing state of Buddhism in India and other countries. According to the

information given in the preface to a poetical inscription on a stupa erected in his
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honour at the Korean temple of Kuei-yen Sit (Waley 1932), it seems that not only did
Dhyanabhadra found several Buddhist communities in various parts of India, but also
that the type of Buddhism they practised was by no means exclusively Tantric.

According to this document Dhyanabhadra said:

On the way to my teacher, I first of all passed through the country of Lo-lo-hsu
(Radhaka i.e. Radhapura in Bengal). Here I found someone explaining the
Lotus Scripture. I talked with him and cleared up some of his difficulties.
(Waley 1932, 362)

The famous Moroccan pilgrim Ibn Battuta (1304-1377) travelled between
Chittagong and Sylhet via Sonargaon, then part of Kamariipa. In his journal he often
refers to non-Muslim people in that region but does not specify their affiliation
(Husain trans. 1953, 237-242). In one case (Husain trans. 1953 241-242) he
mentions some tribal people that he describes as non-Hindu but does not otherwise
identify them.

The existence in the mediaeval period of Buddhist monastic centres in Bengal
is consistent with the information found by Michael Aris (1996) in the Bhutanese and
Tibetan biographies of Vanaratna (1384-1468), a Bengali monk who is mentioned as
“the last of the pandits from India to visit and work in Tibet” The Tibetan sources
used by Aris indicate that Vanaratna was born in the eastern Indian city of Sadnagara,
which Aris tells us Roerich identified with modern Chittagong (for Vanaratna’s
Tibetan biography, see Roerich trans. 1949-53). About the earlier part of Vanaratna’s
life, Aris declares that :

At the age of eight Vanaratma was ordained by his main teacher, the abbot
Buddhaghosa, head of 400,000 monks of the monastery of Mahacaitya. The
abbot was assisted in the ordination ritual according to the rules of the Vinaya
code by one Sujataratna, head of 50,000 monks of the monastery of Suvarna,
and another monk called Buddhajnana. (Aris 1996, 4).

More important evidence for the survival of Buddhism in Bangladesh is, as
pointed out by Aris (1996), the fact that during his youth in Chittagong Vanaratna
had received a complete training in several disciplines, which must have required
institutional support. Aris says:

His studies began with the Sanskrit grammars of Katyayana and the Kalpasutra

of Sarvavarman, also the Mahayana classic of the Bodhicaryavatara by
Santideva and the Vinaya code of monastic discipline. At the age of thirteen his
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teacher Buddhaghosa chose for him the goddess Vajrayogini as his tutelary
deity and from then on he was initiated into many of the mandalas of the
Vajrayana, focusing particularly on the Kalacakra (especially the practice of the
sadangayoga). The realisation that he could not make much headway in the
tantras without further study of grammar took him back to the Kalpasutra and
thence to the study of synonyms (the Amarakosa by Amarasimha and its
commentary) and poetics. He also studied logic (pramana) under one
Ratnakirti, who had himself composed a treatise in this field. His studies
continued up to the age of twenty-one, by which time he had mastered the
sutras, the Jatakas, the Prajnaparamita literature and its commentaries, and a
great number of the tantras while continuing to specialise in the Kalacakra.
When he was twenty his teacher Buddhaghosa administered the Bodhisattva
vow to him, and, at the age of twenty-one he presided over Vanaratna’s full
monastic ordination, assisted in this once again by the senior monks Sujataratna
and Buddhajnyana. (Aris 1996, 5)

At the beginning of the fifteenth century, at the time when Vanaratna was
growing up in Chittagong, Ma Huan, a Chinese sent by the Emperor of that land on
an embassy to other Asian countries, arrived at Chittagong port on his way to the
region he calls Bengal, that is the Dhaka region (Philip 1895). In the section of his
journal relating to this part of his trip Ma Huan (Philip 1895) never mentions any
Buddhist people. Since according to his own account Ma Huan stayed in Chittagong
only the time needed to get a boat to Sonargaon it is quite possible that he never
became aware of any Buddhist living there. Ma Huan does not even mention the
presence in what he calls Bengal of any kind of non-Muslim people, whereas we
know that a part of the Bengali population had not converted to Islam. However,
since Ma Huan was in Bengal on official business, with a large escort, in the name of
the Chinese Emperor, one has to assume that he may have met only top members of
the ruling class, whom I do not doubt to have been exclusively Muslim. In
conclusion, we cannot exclude the presence of Buddhists in Bangladesh, especially in
the Chittagong region, on the basis of the information contained in Ma Huan’s
journal.

A century after Ma Huan’s trip to Bengal another traveller, Duarte Barbosa,
arrived in Bangladesh. The Portuguese noted in his journal (Longworth Dames trans.
1918-21, 2:148) the presence of non-Muslims and reports that “The Heathen of these

parts daily become Moors to gain the favours of their rulers”. Unfortunately, Duarte

Barbosa does not give more details about these converts and therefore we cannot tell
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what their religion was.

Another important, even though not always reliable, source of information
about the history of Buddhism in Bengal in this period is the famous History of
Buddhism in India by the Tibetan monk Taranatha (Chattopadhyaya ed. 1990)
compiled in 1608 (Chattopadhyaya ed. 1970, xxiii). The information he gives about
the earlier history of Buddhism in India has sometimes proved incorrect; however,
one may assume that he would have been better informed about recent and
contemporary events. In the chapter dealing with the spread of Buddhism in Eastern

India (Ch. 39) Taranatha writes:

From the time of Abhayakara [Fol 129 B] the influence of the Mantrayana
went on increasing. As most of the scholars of the madhya-desa went to these
countries after the invasion of Magadha by the Turuskas, the Law extensively
spread there.

At that time lived king Sobhajata. He built many temples and established
about two hundred centres for the Doctrine.

Next came king Simhajati. He also helped the spread of the Doctrine, and the
Law became more extensively widespread in all these countries. It is said that
even now during the occasional congregations (there), the numbers of bhiksu-s
reaches twenty to thirty thousand, not to speak of course of the numerous
upasaka-s.

From these countries came the later pandita-s like Vanaratna, who visited
Tibet.

In the later period, there was a king there called Balasundara. Though in these
countries, the Vinaya, Abhidharma and the Mahayana sastra-s were very
popular, the Guhya-mantra-dharma - excepting a few like the Kalacakra and
Trayavrttamald - had become extremely rare. So he (Balasundara) sent about
two hundred pandita-s to maha-siddha Santigupa and others in Dramila and
Khagendra in the south to learn the practice of the Guhya-mantra and restore
these in these countries. His (Balasundara’s) sons Candravahana now resides
in Ra-khan, Atitavahana rules Ca-gama (? Cakma), Balavahana rules Mu-fian
and Sundara-ha-ci rules Nam-ga-ta. (In these countries) the Law remains
extensively spread till now according to the older tradition. (Chattopadhyaya ed.
1990, 330-331).

This account was originally written in Tibetan, therefore there may be
uncertainty in the identification of some of the people and places mentioned. It is
nonetheless very clear that Taranatha firmly believed that during his time Buddhism
was still practised in Bangladesh. Moreover, one could wonder whether Taranatha’s
reference to “the older tradition” could indicate that Sravakayana Buddhism was
extant in Bangladesh during the seventeenth century.

Soon after the compilation of Taranatha’s work a Portuguese missionary,

Fray Sebastien Manrique, extensively toured Chittagong and Chittagong Hill Tracts
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on his overland journey to Arakan between 1629 and 1643, as reported in his journal
(Eckford Luard and Hosten trans. 1927). At the time of Manrique’s trip the region of
Chittagong had been under Arakanese rule for a long time, a fact that Manrique is
fully aware of (I, 88). In a chapter dedicated to the religious life of the Magh (i.e.
Arakanese), Pegu, Brama (i.e. Burma) and Ava nations (I: 221-231), Manrique gives
an accurate description of the religious rites of these people and there is no doubt that
they were Buddhist. He writes that:

All these four peoples and many of their neighbours are pagans. ... The
priests and monks of these sects and peoples are usually called Raulins ... They
all wear yellow robes and have bare shaven heads, except the Pungrins, who
wear a yellow tiara with the ends and points turned back-wards. On principle
and in accordance with their oaths they do not have any women and live in
chastity. ... Amongst this large number of pagan priests many Raulins are
monks and live in Temples or Monasteries, some of these being palaces most
sumptuous and richly endowed. ... Besides these Raulins there are other
religious persons, Hermits who live like anchorites and cenobites, retiring to
deserts and lonely places. ... (Eckford Luard and Hosten 1927, 1221-223)

One would expect that Manrique, a religious man, very concerned with the
religious life of the people of all places he visited, would have taken note if the
inhabitants of the area of Chittagong had not followed the religious customs of the
Arakanese who ruled over them. Manrique also observed that even in Mughal
Bengal most people had not converted to Islam. He writes:

In early days all the kingdoms of Bengal followed heathen cults, as the greater
part of them do to this day. Except some, however, who since this region
became subject to the Mogol Empire, have abandoned their heathen faith, and
the more difficult road to hell, to follow the wider and easier road which is that
of Alcoran. (Eckford Luard and Hosten 1927, I: 67).

These speculations, suggesting the survival of Buddhism in Bangladesh well
after the arrival of the Muslim, are further supported by the account of another
traveller, Thomas Bowrey, an Englishman who travelled to the countries around the
Bay of Bengal between 1669 and 1679, just after the annexation of Chittagong by the
Mughals (Temple ed. 1905). Bowrey is not as sophisticated an observer of the
religious life of the people he met as was Manrique. He however observed some of

the rituals of the Brachmans, the name he generally gave to the Hindus, and that one

can safely assume he would also have applied to Buddhists. In Bengala he reports:



73

The Brachmans of this Kingdome are great Students in the Magick art, and

make their Sorceries more apparent then they of any Other Kingdome in Asia.

They are a people very much dreaded by the Moors as well as the Idolaters.

They infinitely inhabit this Kingdome, but most Especially on the back Side
thereof, vizt. towards Arackan, where they Enjoy a great part of the Countrey
with great freedom, none dareinge to molest them. (Temple ed. 1905, 205)

Even though Buddhists are not directly mentioned in Bowrey’s account, it is
very interesting here to note that the English traveller refers to the people living in the
area bordering Arakan as practising their own religion undisturbed. This proves that
the Muslims, who we know never managed to convert to Islam a large part of the
Bengali population, had been particularly unsuccessful in the southernmost part of
Bengal. As a consequence, on the basis of the accounts of the foreign travellers who
visited Bengal in the Muslim period one cannot rule out the survival of some form of
Buddhism in the region of Chittagong. Moreover, the evidence so far produced
stresses the link between Bangladeshi and Southeast Asian Buddhism.

Other written sources available for the history of Buddhism in this period are
inscriptions. Inscriptions usually record the foundation of a temple or a grant for its
maintenance. The texts of the inscriptions of this period have been largely examined
and sometimes translated into modern languages. The most comprehensive study of
them is the work of Sircar (1983), who however does not give a translation of the
inscriptions.

The work of all scholars confirms the patronage of Buddhism by the Palas
and by the independent dynasties of Southeast Bengal, the Chandras, but also the
Varmans (Chakrabarti 1992, 85-86). The epigraphic records also confirm that all the
Buddhist dynasties also supported non-Buddhist institutions, and corroborates the
idea that Buddhism was practiced in Bengal after the Muslim invasion.

Tt is clear, on the basis of the so called Mainamati copper-plate, that Buddhism
was still thriving in Southeast Bengal almost a quarter of a century after the Muslim
destruction of Odantapura reported above. This inscription, found during some road
repairs in the Mainamati Hills in 1803, records the grant of a plot of land in favour of

2 Buddhist monastery (Bhattacharya 1933, 282 ff.). Fortunately, the inscription bears

4 clear date which has been calculated (Keilhorn 1893, 107-108) to correspond to 19
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February 1220. Even more important to my analysis is Law’s identification of the
donor with the member of some Burmese family who had settled in Bengal. He

writes:

The extraordinary nature of the three names of the grantor ‘Dhadi-eba’, his
father ‘Hedi-eba’ and the writer ‘Medini-eba’, all apparently belonging to the
same family, deserves more than a passing notice. Though the names have, no
doubt, been more or less Sanskritised in the hands of the writer of the fairly
good Sanskrit verses, they clearly preserve their foreign origin in the unique
appellative ‘eva’ or ‘eba’, found in all the three names, which is entirely
unknown in any Indian dialect as far as we know. Colebrooke also noticed that
contrary to the rules of the language ‘the particle eva is subjoined without
changing the preceding vowel’. Fortunately he did not disturb the text with
proposed emendations and in none of the three names there is any room for any
doubt on the reading. We are, therefore, tempted to hazard the conjecture that
here we have evidence of a respectable family of Burmese origin which settled
and survived in the 13th century A.D. in the district of Tippera. For *ba’ and
‘ye-ba’ (modified to ‘e-va’) seems to be the characteristic of Burmese names
even now. The inscription may thus be regarded as corroborating in a peculiar
manner the intercourse between the kingdom of Pattikerad [identified with this
region] and Burma as recorded in the Burmese chronicles. (Law 1933, 284-
285)

Later epigraphic evidence indicates that a Buddhist temple was built in
Chittagong as late as the sixteenth century. Rizvi writes that:

According to an inscription in a silver plate found in a Buddhist Keyang in
Chittagong, the Keyang was built in 1542 by Chandilah Raja, who was
probably [the] Arakanese Governor for Chittagong. (JASBIP 383) [sic].
(Rizvi 1970, 67)

Unfortunately, I was unable to locate Rizvi’s source. Nevertheless, I have no
reason to doubt the existence of the inscription this author refers to.

The other most important source for the study of Bangladeshi Buddhism in its
Tantric period is the carydpada songs. These are a collection of Buddhist verses
discovered at the beginning of this century in a manuscript in the Raj Darbar Library
of Nepal. It has not been possible to establish the exact time when these songs were
composed; it is however believed that they were originally compiled between the eight
and the twelfth century. The language of the songs is said to be a form of proto-
Bengali, but it has been argued that it could be the ancient form of a number of eastern

Indian languages.

Among the many studies produced on the subject of the caryapadas, the work
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of Dasgupta (1995; 3-9 and 35-50), Sen (1977), and Kvaerne (1977), complementing
each other, can be considered an exhaustive guide to their reading. Sen and Kvaerne
give a complete description, analysis, edited text and translation of the caryipadas.
They analyse their script and handwriting, look into the details of their grammatical
structure, metre and contents. In Sen’s book one can also look at facsimile
reproductions of the actual manuscript. Dasgupta’s work deals instead with the
caryapadas only as part of his larger study of Tantrism and other contemporary cults.
However, he dedicates the opening pages of his book to the caryapadas in general as
well as an entire chapter, the second of the first part, to “The General Philosophical
Standpoint of the Carya-padas™. From the information contained in Dasgupta’s work
one can see how the principles of Tantra outlined in the first part of this chapter
worked in their original context.

Because the Buddhism of the caryapadas is an esoteric religion, its texts,
addressed to initiates, are not readily understandable and some of their meaning may
have been lost. Nonetheless, years of scholarship, especially among the Newars of
Nepal, who still regularly use these texts (in the original language) as part of their
esoteric Buddhist rituals, have managed to provide us with a fairly coherent account

of the Buddhist thought contained in these songs.

2.4 Summary

In the period between the seventh and the seventeenth century the form of
Buddhism that was practised in Bangladesh underwent dramatic changes. The causes
of these changes are two. First, Bangladeshi Buddhism adopted the principles of
Tantra, partially relinquishing the traditional monastic ways. Second, after the arrival
of the Muslim invaders, Buddhism was no more supported by the ruling class but

actively suppressed.
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The evidence we have, both archaeological and textual, on the history of
Bangladeshi Buddhism of this time mostly concerns the pre-Muslim age. It is thanks
to this evidence that historians have been able to reconstruct the evolution of
Buddhism in this period. For the Muslim period we have little and mostly indirect
evidence suggesting that Buddhism was practised in Bangladesh. One important
consideration is the fact that the Muslim conquerors of Bangladesh and the Western
missionaries and colonial officers that followed them did not distinguish Buddhism
from other Indian religions. For this reason, even if Buddhism had still been
practised in East Bengal in this period there would be no record of it. The journals of
the travellers that visited Bangladesh between the fourteenth and seventeenth century
as well as some other contemporary documents contain indications that Buddhism
was still practised in Bengal at that time. However, these statements are not
supported by any archaeological evidence. As the next chapter will show, it is
obvious that some kind of Buddhist practice had survived in Bangladesh , within

non-Bengali ethnic enclaves, until the nineteenth century.
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Chapter three:

The nineteenth century reform and the origin of the present

sects of Bangladeshi Buddhism

3.1 The background: The arrival of the British

At the end of the eighteenth century Buddhism was still practised in
Bangladesh. It however had acquired elements belonging to different local traditions
which were incompatible with the principles of Buddhism, while knowledge of the
monastic rules had been lost. Animal sacrifices and the recitation of garbled Pali
texts' were performed side by side by Buddhist village priests known as ruli
(etymology unknown) It is at this time that a series of historical events created
favourable conditions in this region for the reform of existing Buddhism and the
revival of orthodox Theravada Buddhism.

In 1757 all of Bengal came under the administration of the East India
Company and subsequently of the British Crown. The British, unlike most previous
rulers of this region, Europeans and Asians alike, were not particularly interested in
the propagation of their religion. Before their arrival, Hindus, Muslims and
Christians had with varying success tried to impose their faith. The British were
more concermned with the commercial exploitation of their colonies and until 1813 the
East India Company forbade missionaries from residing in the Company’s territory.
At the same time, all religions went through a period of reform in India during the
nineteenth century, as illustrated by Jones (1989) either because their followers
wanted to restore a glorious past or because they were confronted with the supposed

superiority of the religion of the colonisers.

' Bechert 1979, 112.
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The political events that took place in the kingdoms of Arakan and Burma also
contributed to the particularly favourable conditions for the reform of Buddhism in
East Bengal. When war between these two countries broke out in the last quarter of
the eighteenth century, many Arakanese fled their country. The records of the time
speak of thousands of refugees crossing the Bengali border. In a letter sent to the
Honourable Warren Hastings, Governor General at Fort William, the writer states:

I have the pleasure to Acquaint You of two thousand people of Arracan having
deserted their Country and come to settle in this Province. I have therefore
allotted them some ground on terms Agreeable to the enclosed Pottah, which
with good treatment I hope will induce them to stay and cause more to come as
this Province wants much people of the Cultivation of the waste land.
Islamabad the 17th November 1775. (Islam ed. 1978, 73-74)

In 1784 the Burmese conquered Arakan and to suppress the revolts that
followed their occupation they used violence and mass deportation. To save their
lives many more Arakanese people escaped into the neighbouring Chittagong region
and O°Malley (1908, 58) reported that: “Great efforts were made by the East India
Company to induce these immigrants to settle down peaceably, and lands were
allotted to them in Cox’s Bazar.” Sir Arthur Phayre writes:

The conquest of Arakan (1782-4) had promised to bring quiet to that country.
The people rejoiced at the prospect of relief from desolating civil war; but cruel
oppression and severe exaction by the Burmese officers destroyed their hopes,
and roused them to revolt. The fact of thousands of men being forced from
their country to labour on the “works of merit” undertaken by Bodoahpra, of
whom none returned home, is recorded with bitter resentment in the history of
Arakan. The chiefs who headed the insurrection maintained for some years a
guerrilla resistance. Thousands of people abandoned their country, and took
refuge in British territory, where they were permitted to settle on unoccupied
land. (Phayre 1883, 220)

To compel the fugitives to return, from 1793 on the Burmese repeatedly
crossed the border of the British territories. The tension created by these events
resulted in the first of the three Anglo-Burmese wars, after which, in 1826, the British
annexed Arakan to their Indian colonies.

The Arakanese people were Buddhists of the Theravada tradition and those
among them who settled down in the region of Chittagong kept practising their

religion there. This area was not new to Arakanese influence, having been, as

explained in the previous chapter, under Arakanese rule from circa 1580 to 1666.
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The Mughals had chased the Arakanese out of the Chittagong region, but their
influence, especially among the Buddhist community and the Burmese-ethnic people
living in the Chittagong region, never ceased. The strong cultural influence exerted
till now by the Arakanese Buddhists in Chittagong is evidenced, for example, by the
great importance attributed to the worship of the Mahamuni Buddha image, the
symbol of political power in Arakan, a copy of which is preserved in the temple by
the same name in Raozan (Chittagong District). This original Mahamuni statue has
always been the object of great devotion in Arakan, so much so that that country has
been identified with it and has acquired the name of “the land of the great image™.
The Mahamuni temple of Raozan is one of the most sacred places of the Buddhists of
Bangladesh and a full account of it and its Arakanese counterpart is given below.”

The introduction of British rule in the region also promoted the reform of
Bangladeshi Buddhism by dramatically improving local communications. Having
trade as their primary objective, the British administrators built roads and introduced a
railway system that promoted the exchange of ideas as well as goods throughout the
territories under their control. Likewise, the spread of printing technology,” with the
consequent increase of books and newspapers, the relative increase in literacy rates,
and the translation of traditional works into regional languages made it possible for
ideas to reach a large audience. These new conditions, as suggested by Jones (1989,
6-7) contributed to the rise of several socio-religious reform movements in the same
way as the Protestant reform had benefited from the invention of the printing press
and the translation of the Bible into vernacular languages.

Notwithstanding the benefits associated with the introduction of modern
Western technology, the Bangladeshi Buddhist reform movement was essentially a
rural phenomenon. In view of this fact, Ling’s (1990, 19) theory that the creation of
important urban centres in Bengal, subsequent to the British conquest, led to the

Buddhist revival of those years is problematic. Professor Ling considers Buddhism

? See chapter five.
3 According to P.J. Marshall (1995) printing in Bengal was established extraordinarily early.
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as the religion of an urban intellectual class, and sees its revival in nineteenth century
Bengal as a direct consequence of the creation of such a class.

In the same way, S.B. Barua’s theory (1981, 42-44) that Buddhism was
revived in Bangladesh via Bengali Buddhist cooks who went for work all over India
is only weakly supported. According to this author, many Buddhists in Bengal had
become landless after refusing to pay the property tax on land introduced by the
British. For this reason, many of them had to find employment and a great number of
them became cooks. These cooks were mostly illiterate, but being devoted Buddhists,
as soon as they could afford it, they started to found Buddhist clubs and created
scholarships for Bangladeshi Buddhist students, thus reviving Buddhism in Bengal.

The reform movement that brought about the restoration of the Theravada
tradition in Bangladesh can be seen as of a piece with the several Muslim and Hindu
socio-religious reform movements that came into existence all over India in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. However, in accordance with my thesis, none of
the major historical works covering this period of the history of Bengal (Islam 1992,
Sinha 1967 and O’Malley 1925) include this event, even when they comprise entire
chapters devoted to the nineteenth century reform movements of the Hindus and
Muslims. Likewise, Jones® volume (1989) on the socio-religious reform movements
in British India does not even mention the reform of Buddhism in East Bengal.

Jones (1989, 3-4) divides the religious reform movements of the Hindus and
Muslims between ‘transitional® and ‘acculturative’. Transitional movements are those
that “had their origins in the pre-colonial world and arose from indigenous forms of
socio-religious dissent, with little or no influence from the colonial milieu”. The
leaders of these movements were not anglicised individuals and there was no concern
among the members of the movements to adjust their concepts and programmes to the
colonial world. Acculturative movements, by contrast, originated within the colonial
milien and were led by individuals who were products of cultural interaction.

“Acculturative movements sought an accommodation to the fact of British supremacy,



81

to the colonial milieu that such supremacy had created, and to the personal position of
its members within the colonial world.”

It is difficult to use Jones® terminology to define the Bangladeshi Buddhist
reform movement. On the one hand it can be termed as a ‘transitional® socio-religious
movement, since its leaders not only were absolutely not anglicised but were mostly
concerned with a return to origins, a past purity. Also, the reform they were
sponsoring was not a defensive reaction to missionary criticism. On the other hand,
the movement adopted the organisational structure typical of Jones’ acculturative
movements, which modelled themselves on Western religious associations.

One can see that while the Hindu and Muslim movements were in substance
social reform movements that used religion as the source of their legitimisation, the
reform of Bangladeshi Buddhism was primarily the reform of a religious order. Also
(as we shall see) it required the intervention of a foreign element: and unlike the other
reform movements it did not lead to any form of communalism, a fundamental base
for religious nationalism.

Rosén-Hockersmith (1985, Part IV) also compares the revival of Theravada
Buddhism in Bengal in the nineteenth century to “the ‘sanskritization® of the Hindus
and the ‘islamization’ or ‘ashrafization’ of the Muslim.” She writes:

The revitalization of Buddhism in the 19th century represents a contra-
acculturative movement motivated in part by a wish to elevate the social status
of the Bengal Buddhist community of the area, the Baruas, i.e. with the
restoration of their Buddhist identity, the Baruas have wished to remove
themselves from a status as a Hindu low caste (Rosén-Hockersmith 1985, 164).

Despite finding her analysis of these phenomena quite plausible, I have not
found any evidence supporting it. The social status motive operated only in Jones
‘acculturative’ movements, whose members were concerned with the dignity of their
religion vis & vis that of the colonisers and of other religious groups. This does not
seem to have been a concern of those involved in the reform of Bangladeshi
Buddhism. Rosén-Hockersmith’s posited social reasons behind the restoration of

Buddhism in Bangladesh better apply to the case of the reintroduction of Buddhism in

India, in the middle of the twentieth century, by Dr. Ambedkar. Buddhism was then
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embraced by a large number of low caste Hindus in order to improve their social

status.

3.2 The reform process

The reform of Buddhism that took place in Bangladesh in the nineteenth
century was not the result of a single occurrence, but a slow process to which
different elements contributed. Besides the favourable political situation and
technological advances described in the previous section, three elements determined
the reform of Bangladeshi Buddhism. These are: the preaching of the Venerable
Saramedha, the Sangharaja of Arakan, to Bangladeshi monks and lay supporters; the
support given by Queen Kalindi of the Cakmas to the reform process; and the
example set by a local monk, Chandramohan, who was later to become the first
Bengali Sanghardja of Bangladesh under the name of Acariya Punnacara
Dhammadhara.

Between the first attempts to reform Bengali Buddhism made by the
Venerable Saramedha of Arakan and the re-ordination of the first group of monks as
Theravada Buddhists there is a gap of eight years. Certainly, it took even longer
before the results of this reform could spread among the entire Buddhist community.
It is only twenty-one years after the reform of Bengali Buddhism had started that the
Sangharaja Nikdaya of Bengal became independent of the control of the Arakanese
Sangha as a separate organisation.

Despite the fact that these events happened in relatively recent times, it is
impossible to find any original documents giving an account of them. According to
Bechert (1977, 61), the original records of the reform of the Bengali Sangha were
kept in a monastery in Akyab, modern Sittwe, the capital of Arakan, which was

destroyed by bombing during the second World War.
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All authors writing on this subject, apart from Bechert (1977) and Rosén-
Hockersmith (1985), are Bangladeshi Buddhist. They tell, in different degrees of
detail, the same story, at times even using the same words. It is not clear whether all
scholars have been using a single primary source, which none of them mentions, or
have just repeated the same story as reported by tradition.

According to all the authors (S.B. Barua 1990, Bhikkhu Silalacar Sastri 1986,
Chaudhuri 1982, among many others) who report these facts, in 1856 the Venerable
Radhu Mathe, also known as Radhdcaran Mahasthavir, was on a pilgrimage when he
met the Sangharaja of Arakan, the Venerable Saramedha or Saramitta Mahathera.
The Bengali monk told the Sanghardja about the condition of Buddhism in East
Bengal and invited him to come to Chittagong and preach. It is not clear whether the
two were going or returning from their pilgrimage and whether the destination of the
journey was Sitdkunda or some other sacred place. These details are not significant
here. All writers agree on the fact that the Sanghardja accepted the invitation of
Radhacaran and established himself in a temple near that of Mahamuni, in the district
of Chittagong. He stayed there about two years and, being already familiar with the
local language, he preached to local Buddhists, monks and laity alike, trying to
convince them to abandon all practices foreign to Theravadin orthodoxy, such as
animal sacrifice and the worship of gods. The Venerable Saramedha was not terribly
successful in his attempt, especially with the raulis, the Buddhist priests. This is
because the rules of discipline that he was prescribing were very rigid and against the
principles that these Buddhist priests had observed throughout their lives. Moreover,
many raulis were old and did not want to lose their seniority, so they would not
consider submitting themselves to the Sanghardja of Arakan, who, at the time, was
younger than they.

Nevertheless, Saramedha’s preaching was not in vain and he managed to
acquire precious support among the laity. Queen Kalindi of the Cakmas, a feudal
state then under the British government and now part of Chittagong Hill Tracts, was

the most important among those the Sangharaja managed to win over to his side. The
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Cakmas were a Buddhist tribe, but the kind of Buddhism they practised at that time
was pervaded by non-Buddhist elements. After Queen Kalindi had heard a sermon

by Saramedha in 1856 or 57 she decided to support the reform of Bangladeshi

Buddhism. Risley reports:

The Chakmas profess to be Buddhists, but during the last generation or so their
practice in matters of religion has been noticeably coloured by contact with the
gross Hinduism of Eastern Bengal. This tendency was encouraged by the
example of Raja Dharm Baksh Khan and his wife Kalindi Rani, who observed
the Hindu festivals, consulted Hindu astrologers, kept a Chittagong Brahman to
supervise the daily worship of the goddess Kali, and persuaded themselves that
they were lineal representatives of the Kshatriya caste. Some years ago,
however, a celebrated Phoongyee came over from Arakan after the R3ja’s death
to endeavour to strengthen the cause of Buddhism and to take the Rani to task
for her leanings towards idolatry. His efforts are said to have met with some

success, and the Rani is believed to have formally proclaimed her adhesion to
Buddhism. (Risley 1892, 1:172-3)

Without the patronage of Queen Kalindi the reform movement would surely
not have been so successful. However, it has to be noted that the reform of
Bangladeshi Buddhism that took place in the nineteenth century did not occur as the
result of direct intervention by the king or queen as had been customary in the pre-
colonial setting. Queen Kalindi simply set an example to her subjects and, taking
advantage of the new technology available, sponsored the publication of printed
material on Buddhism. Chaudhuri reports:

Queen Kilindi also took initiative to publish religious books in Bengali so that
the Buddhists in her kingdom could learn about Buddhism. She ordered her
court-poet Nil Kamal Das of Betagi village (Chittagong) to prepare a complete
biography of the Buddha. Nil Kamal Das, being a Hindu, did not know much
of Buddhism. He appointed some Buddhist scholars of Chittagong for the
purpose. We learn from the Bauddharafijika itself that Phul Chandra Barua
(popularly known as Phul Lothak) of Noapara village in Chittagong, a Bengali
Buddhist poet of the time, was the pivot among them who translated into
Bengali the “Dhatuvan” (Thaduttam= Thaduttam= Tadhuyaim), written in
Arakano-Burmese language, containing the lives of some previous Buddhas
including Buddha Dipankara, the career of the present Buddha from birth to
Nirvana, and some religious tenets. Nil Kamal Das gave a literary form to the
book. When the work finished the queen sent Nil Kamal Das to Calcutta to
print the book. But unfortunately she died in 1873 before the printing of the
book completed. Only about half of the book (up to the incident of the
admission of Mahaprajapati Gautami and other women in the Sangha) was
published in 1890 from Chittagong under the title “Bauddharafijika™.
(Chaudhuri 1982, 37)

As indicated above, no original document seems to be available on these

important events in the history of Buddhism in Bangladesh, apart from a copy of the
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Bauddharaiijika which is available at the India Office of the British Library. As a

result, the only biographical notes I was able to find about the Venerable Saramedha
are those given in a booklet published by the Pakistan Sangharaja Nikaya Centenary
Committee (1967) (herein after PSNCC), together with the information given by S.B.
Barua (1990, 6-10). Unfortunately, these works contain no mention of the sources
that have been used for their compilation.” Bechert, in his article on the history of
Theravada Buddhism in East Bengal (1977, 61) refers to the work, in Burmese, of
Arhan Vimala (1963), which I have not so far been able to locate.

If the information given by the PSNCC and S.B. Barua is correct, Sangharaja
Saramedha’s relationship with the region of Chittagong had begun much earlier.
According to the first, Saramedha was born in Harbang, Chittagong, where his family
had taken refuge after the Burmese invasion of Arakan (PSNCC 1963, 1), while
according to the second, the future Sangharaja was born in Arakan and later migrated
to Harbang with his tutor, the Venerable Saralankar Mahasthavir (S.B. Barua 1990,
6). Both sources agree on 1801 as the year of birth of Saramedha and on 1821 as the
year of his higher ordination, but while S.B. Barua says that he was born in the royal
family of Arakan, the PSNCC only mentions that he bore royal marks on his hands
and that he was advised to enter the Sangha in order to avoid involvement in a fight
for the throne of Arakan (PSNCC 1963, 1-2 and S.B. Barua 1990, 6). The
attribution of royal descent to important figures is a common theme in Buddhism.
Therefore we can regard this information as unreliable. Only the PSNCC mentions
that when the political situation in Arakan deteriorated, Saramedha and his teacher left
Harbang for Chittagong (PSNCC 1963, 2). In February 1826, Arakan came under
the Government of Bengal and many Arakanese refugees decided to return to their
homeland. At this point both sources agree that Saramedha and his teacher were

among them. They set out for Akyab, where they settled and established a

4 Only in the section dealing with the date of birth of Saramedha does the PSNCC book vaguely refer
to the sources used, saying * Based upon the inscriptions on the seals and titles conferred by different
rulers and memoirs left behind by the succeeding Buddhist monks the date of birth of His Holiness the
Sanghardja Saramedha Mahathera may be assigned to the Christian Era 1801" (PSNCC 1967, 1).
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monastery, later know as Saralankara Vihara (PSNCC 1963, 2 and S.B. Barua 1990,
7.

There is no reason why these accounts should not be believed, at least where
they agree. This would mean that the Venerable Saramedha spent a considerable part
of his life in the District of Chittagong, where he also took ordination. The refugees
from Arakan surely came in contact with the indigenous population of the area of
Cox’s Bazar and this could explain the claim, made by all writers, that Saramedha
could speak the language of Chittagong. However, this does not seem to explain
another claim: that the Venerable Saramedha had to be told, first by the young
Candramohan (see below) and later by the Venerable Radhu Mathe, about the
conditions of Buddhism in Bengal. One can assume that had he lived at least twenty
years among the people of this region he would have seen for himself the differences
between the local form of Buddhism and the one practised by the Arakanese people.
This is especially true if one considers that the Arakanese monks, who, like all monks
of present day Burma, trace back their ordination to the Kalyanisima tradition,” were
particularly concerned with the observance of Vinaya rules. In fact, they were so
concerned with these rules that a major dispute had erupted in Burma in the last part
of the eighteenth century regarding the right way to wear robes - namely, whether to
cover one or both shoulders.’ One may suppose that the Buddhists of Chittagong,
laymen and monks alike, had felt until then no particular reason to reform their
practice and that the Arakanese had deemed it was not their duty to intervene in such a
matter.

In any event, before Saramedha supposedly encountered Venerable Radhu
Mithe he had already presumably been invited by another monk, who had sought

ordination in Akyab, to reintroduce orthodox Buddhism in Chittagong. This monk

5 Bechert in Bechert and Gombrich eds. 1984, 152. One of the most important events in the history of
Buddhism for present day Burma is the reform introduced by King Dhammaceti of Pegu m the last
quarter of the fifteenth century. This king had been a monk m the ‘Sinhalese Sangha’ m Burma and
when he decided that the Sangha of Pegu needed to be reformed he sent a group of monks to be
reordained in Ceylon in 1476. The ordination took place m the river Kilaniganga, after which an
ordination hall or sima named Kalyanisima was established i Pegu.

% Bechert in Bechert and Gombrich eds. 1984, 153. The Burmese Sangha opted for covering both
shoulders, which from an historical point of view is wrong.
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was Candramohan, later known as Acariya Punndcara Dhammadhara. About the
future Sangharaja of Bengal it is said that he was from Chittagong and that after being
ordained at the age of sixteen or seventeen he went to Calcutta. In Calcutta he studied
Pali and Buddhism in general and came to know that a person below the age of
twenty cannot receive the higher ordination. As a result he decided to get reordained
in either Sri Lanka or Burma. He finally got to Akyab and was ordained by
Sangharaja Saramedha before going back to Chittagong, where he worked with great
determination to convince the monks to learn the Vinaya and live accordingly.  After
falling seriously ill he disrobed, apparently on his father’s advice. However, once he
recovered he went to Burma with a group of Sinhalese monks and got reordained by
the Sangharaja of Burma in Pegu. There he was given the name of Punnacara
Dhammadhara. After his third ordination, Punnacara Dhammadhara went to Sri
Lanka in 1864, and there he took part in the establishment of the Ramafifia Nikaya.

Meanwhile, in 1864, Sangharaja Saramedha paid another visit to Chittagong,
invited by those lay Buddhists who had reverted to orthodox Theravada Buddhism.
This time he brought with him a full chapter of trained monks in order to give higher
ordination to those who were willing to take it. He was again based in the area of
Raozan, near the Mahamuni Temple, and it is there that the first historic upasampada
ceremony took place, thereby formally inaugurating the restoration of the Theravada
tradition in Bangladesh.

Two years later, in 1866, Punnacara Dhammadhara returned from Sri Lanka.
He joined the reform movement, started teaching Pali and the doctrine of the Buddha,
and set up several schools, and became known as Acariya, the Pali word meaning
teacher. He also sent some bhikkhus to Sri Lanka and Burma for further training in
Pali.

In 1877 Sangharaja Saramedha visited Chittagong for the last time and handed
over the leadership of the Sangharaja Nikaya to Acariya Punnacara Dhammadhara.
Sanghardja Saramedha then returned to Akyab were he lived until 1882, the year of

his death. Acariya Punnacara Dhammadhara remained at the head of the Sangharaja
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Nikaya until his own death in 1909.

3.3 The present nikayas

Despite the great success of the reformation, which virtually converted all
Bangladeshi Buddhists to the Theravada tradition, not all of the Buddhist priests
agreed to be reordained by the Sanghardja of Arakan. Moreover, the Arakanese
exodus had brought a number of Buddhist monks into Chittagong district, some of
whom never returned to their homeland, while other Arakanese ethnic people already
lived in what now is Bangladesh. Because of these facts, three nikayas are now
present in Bangladesh: the Sangharaja Nikaya, the Mahasthavir Nikaya and the Dvara
Nikaya of Arakan. Historically there have been other nikdyas in Bangladesh, but
these died out presumably either because their members joined other nikayas or
because the pupillary lineage could not be continued, lacking the necessary number of

fully ordained monks to proceed to new ordinations.

Table 3. 1

Ratio of Monks per nikdya among the Bangladeshi Sangha.

nikaya A B
Sangharaja Nikaya 85% 82.64%
Mahasthavir Nikaya 7% 7.89%
Dvara Nikaya 8% 9.47%
total 100% 100.00%

The figures in column A are those given by Pafifiavamsa Mahiathera, those m column B are based on
the incomplete data given by Chaudhuri (1982, 42) which is listed in detail in Table 5. 1 below.

The figures given to me by Paiifiavamsa Mahathera,’ of the ratios between the

" Personal communication, winter 1993
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different nikayas in the Sangha of Bangladesh are illustrated in column A of Table 3.
1 above. These figures appear reliable as they are very close to the figures contained
in the incomplete data given by Chaudhuri (1982, 42) reported in column B of the
table.

By definition, the members of different nikayas do not belong to the same
pupillary lineage and cannot perform religious ceremonies, Sanghakammas, together
since they follow a different set of rules of behaviour.® In the next sections, I will
illustrate some of the characteristics of the different nikdyas. Other characteristics are

elaborated elsewhere, particularly in chapter five.

3.3.1 The Dvara Nikaya

The monks of the Dvara Nikaya who live in Bangladesh belong to the same
lineage as those who live in Arakan proper. Together with their lay supporters, they
are the remnant of the Arakanese community that migrated to the area of Cox’s Bazar
at the time of the Burmese conquest of Arakan and possibly of the Arakanese people
who had settled there over time, especially during the Arakanese rule over the region
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In fact, the monks of this nikaya that I was
able to contact were born and ordained in the region of Akyab, the capital of Arakan.
Both monks and lay followers of this group are completely distinct from the rest of
the population of Bangladesh, Buddhist and non-Buddhist. First of all, they belong
to a different ethnic group, whose features are markedly mongoloid. Second, they
speak a very different language, Arakanese, a Burmese dialect, which they still use in
their everyday life and worship and which they write in their own script.

As far as T was able to witness during the two visits I paid to the area of

Cox’s Bazar, there is not much contact between the members of the Dvara Nikaya

® Gombrich 1988, 110-112. In ancient times these differences were recorded m different versions of
the patimokkha rules. All Theravadin monks follow the same patimokkha, but their nikayas differ on
certain minor points, e.g. the shaving of the eyebrows.
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and other nikayas. Chaudhuri (1982, 58) writes that the monks of the Dvara Nikaya
perform their Sanghakammas with the monks of the Sangharaja Nikaya because they
belong to the same pupillary lineage. However, my impression is confirmed by the
refusal of the Arakanese Sangha in Bangladesh to give up some of their ancient
abandoned temples’ to the Sanghardja Nikaya, who proposed to revive them.

The Dvara Nikaya was founded in Burma as a reform movement in 1854
when the Sudhamma Nikaya was split into Shwe-gyin and Dvara Nikaya. A few
years later the Dvara Nikdya split again into three sub-sects.” According to
Chaudhuri (1982, 58) two sub-sects, the Kyo-upa Nikaya and the Saiken Nikaya, are
now represented in Bangladesh.

The members of this nikdya live exclusively in Cox’s Bazar and the
surrounding area bordering Burma where the Bangladeshi Burmese community lives.
I am not aware of any attempt by the members of the Dvara Nikdya to expand their
sphere of influence into other parts of Bangladesh, probably because they would have

great difficulties in finding any support among the indigenous Buddhist population.

3.3.2 The Sangharaja Nikaya

The vast majority of the monks of Bangladesh belong to the Sangharaja
Nikaya, the one established by the Sangharaja of Arankan and led since then by seven
other Sangharajas, as listed below in Table 3.2.

The members and the lay supporters of this nikdya are divided into two
groups: those of the “plains™ and the “hills”. The Buddhists of the plains belong to
the Barua ethnic group, while different Tribal groups, such as the Cakmas, constitute

the Buddhists of the hills. These different ethnic groups were described in more

% Qee section 5.3.4, part of which discusses the old temples of Ramu.

1 Chaudhuri (1982, 58) reports the existence of only two sub-groups of the Dvara Nikdya and writes
that the split within the nikiya originated over the interpretation of the rule concerning the Kathina
ceremony. Bechert (Bechert and Gombrich eds. 1984,154), whose opinion I regard as more
authoritative, reports three sub-groups within this nikdya.
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detail in the Introduction (I.3). Here it will be enough to remember that the Baruas are
said to be the descendants of a group that migrated from Magadha, modemn Bihar, to
Arakan when the Muslim invaded their country, while the Cakmas are of Tibeto-
Burmese descent.

The division of the Sangharaja Nikaya into these two groups is due to the
different geographical areas where Baruas and Tribals are predominant and, as I will
explain later, to the administrative structure of the nikaya. However, these differences
do not justify, for example, the fact that Tribal monks do not share their temple i
Dhaka with the Barua monks despite the fact that the entire nikdya would much
benefit from this sharing. At the same time, I do not believe that the Baruad monks
ever claimed any right over the Tribal temple in the capital, while their attempts to

establish a temple in Dhaka to represent the Sangharaja Nikaya are well known. !

Table 3.2

Names of the Sangharajas of Bangladesh and their time in office.

I Sangharaja Saramedha from the reform - 1877
I Sangharaja Punnachara Dhammadhara 1877 - 1909

IO  Sangharadja Gunalankar 1909 - 1927

IV~ Sangharaja Varagnana 1927 - 1936

\Y Sangharaja Tejavanta 1936 - 1942

VI  Sangharaja Dharmananda 1942 - 1957

VI Sanghardja Abhayatissa 1957 - 1974

VIII Sangharaja Shilalankar 1974 -

Source: S.B. Barua 1990.

Due to the fact that Bangladeshi law forbids foreigners from visiting

Chittagong Hill Tracts, my knowledge of the Tribal Buddhists of Bangladesh, who

I See section 5.4.1.
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live there, is extremely limited. It is therefore impossible here to attempt a detailed
comparison of the two branches of the Sangharaja Nikaya. It would be desirable to
acquire more information on this point as well as on the dating of this division since it
appears that at the time of the restoration of orthodox Theravada Buddhism in
Bangladesh this distinction did not exist.

To my knowledge, there are no official records of the history of the
Sangharaja Nikdya, and even the works of respectable members of the Sangha, such
as that of Dharmadhar Mahasthavir (1964), are mostly based on oral tradition. Some
information on the history of this nikdya can however be gathered from the material
available in the biographies of the Sangharajas (PSNCC 1967, D.P. Barua 1981, S.B.
Barua 1981 and 1990 among others).

Not counting the founder of the nikdya, who was of Arakanese descent, all
other Sanghardjas come from the District of Chittagong and all of them are Baruas.
The second Sangharaja was first ordained under the pre-reformed system and had to
be reordained in the reformed Sangha, while the third Sangharaja was apparently one
of the first monks to be ordained directly into the reformed Sangha. Of the
Sangharajas who followed, all but the sixth were ordained in Arakan, and all spent
periods of time studying in Arakan, Burma or Sri Lanka. In one way or another all
the Sangharajas are praised for their qualities as social reformers, for fighting non-
Theravada elements in the lives and worship of Bangladeshi Buddhists and for the
institution of several schools. Also, practically all of the Sangharajas have been
greatly involved in the leadership of several welfare institutions, while only one of
them, the sixth, was known to be an Abhidhamma scholar who spent much of his
time in meditation. Lastly, apart from the present Sangharaja, who was born in 1900,
all others were born in the previous century.

From the information available, it seems that the history of the nikdya is
pervaded by awareness of the reform which not only revived the Theravada tradition
in Bangladesh but also reinforced the cultural bonds between the Buddhists of

Arakan and those of Bangladesh. That none of the Sangharajas has been of Tribal
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descent is justified by the fact that usually it is a monk’s senior pupil who takes the

place of the teacher at his death. Since the first Bangladeshi Sangharaja was a Barua

and since boys usually become novices and get their religious education in the local

temple, all the Sangharajas thus far have been Baruis.

As for the administration of this nikdya Chaudhuri reports that:

In the Sanghardj Nikaya, there is a supreme administrative Body called
“Sangharaj Bhikkhu Mahasabha” which practically controls all the monks
belonging to its Nikaya in Bangladesh. The Sanghanayaka is the supreme head
who is assisted by four Anu-Sanghanayakas - all are elected by the members of
the Sangharaj Bhikkhu Mahasabha. There is also a secretariat called Karaka-
sanghasabha consisting of 30 members including a secretary as the chief. The
members of the Karaka-sanghasabha are elected for three years, whereas the
Sanghandyaka and the Anu-Sanghanayakas are elected for life-time. The
Karaka-sanghasabha executes the decisions of the Sanghardj Bhikkhu
Mahdasabha and is empowered to settle all ecclesiastical matters, including
disputes. All the sessions of the Karaka-sanghasabhid are held under the
presidency of the Sanghanayaka, and in his absence, under the chairmanship of
any of the four Anu-Sanghanayakas. The Karaka-sanghasabhda meets
whenever necessary, but the General Assembly of the Sangharaj Bhikkhu
Mahasabha is held once in a year. The Sangharaj Bhikkhu Mahasabha has
fifteen regional branches - ten in Chittagong , two in Comilla and Noakhali and
three in the Chittagong Hill Tracts headed by the Rajgurus of the three
respective circles, viz. Cakma Rajguru in Rangamati, Mang Rajguru i
Manikcheri and Bhomang Rajguru in Bandarban. (Chaudhuri, 1982, 43).

This kind of administrative structure is similar to that of the Sangha of other

Theravadin countries, such as Burma and Sri Lanka, where the State and the

administration of the monastic order are separate.” However, despite the formal

appearance of the administration of the nikaya, one has to keep in mind that the

Bangladeshi Sangha is very small” and that most temples host only one monk.

Accordingly, the degree of formality in the running of the nikdya appears to be less

than that described above. This does not mean, as I will explain in more detail in

chapter five, that the monks do not conform to the Vinayarules.

12 Both in Burma and Sri Lanka since the end of the British rule there have been several attempts on the
part of the State and political parties to interfere with the administration of the Sangha. However these
attempts to interfere have been minimal compared to the kind of power the kings used to exert over the

Order.

b According to my counting, detailed at p. 130, m all of Bangladesh there are rather over 800 monks.
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3.3.3. The Mahasthavir Nikaya

The few Buddhist priests who refused to be reordained in the Sangha founded
by the Sangharaja of Arakan did not belong to a single group. Traditionally, it is
reported that they were divided into three congregations, taking their names from their
founders. These groups were the Titan, Dasya and Abhaya Mathe, founded by Titan
Mahasthavir of Hoarapara, Ramdas Mahasthavir of Hoarapara and Abhayasaran of
Lekhera respectively. Only S.B. Barua (1981, 75) claims that the groups were only
two and that Ramdas and Titan Mahasthavir were not the leaders of separate groups
but members of the same sect, but his report is not very clear on this point.

Despite refusing to be reordained in the Sanghardja Nikaya, the monks of
these groups agreed on the need for a reform of current Buddhist practice. In 1957
the three groups converged into a single nikaya, the Mahasthavir Nikaya, led since
then by nine Sanghandyakas, as listed below in Table 3.3. Instead of seeking
reordination by a chapter of validly ordained monks from another region, as has been
the custom among Theravadins, the members of the Mahasthavir Nikaya just purged
their practice of non-Buddhist elements and started to follow the Vinaya rules again.

Because the reform of this sect of Bangladeshi monks was not effected by the
intervention of any foreign group of monks, its members consider themselves the
direct descendants of the original Buddhists of the region. They also claim that they
have maintained a continuous tradition at least since the sixteenth century and that
since then there have been twenty-four Sanghanayakas who have guided them. This
list is very hard to obtain' and my efforts to acquire a copy of it from monks who
claimed to have it have been in vain. Recently I have finally managed to find this list,
reproduced below in Table 3.4, in a book by Priyananda Mahathera and S.
Dharmapala Mahathera (1980, unnumbered pp. between pp. 74-75.).

Tt seems that existence of a single lineage would be incompatible with the

more recent history of the nikdya, also accepted by the monks, which, as stated above,

14 gee S.B. Barua's 1981, 75 ff.
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was the result of the union of three separate groups. However, one cannot doubt the
fact that Buddhism was practised in Southeast Bengal at the time preceding the reform
or the fact that the kind of Buddhism practised was not orthodox Theravada. Because
of this, one cannot exclude the possibility that the pre-reform Buddhist priests or
monks belonged to some sort of organisation led by a Sanghanayaka. This
organisation may have been politically divided into several groups which came

together in 1957 as a response to the reform movement.

Table 3.3
The Sanghanayakas of the Mahasthavir Nikaya (from 1957 to 1994).

I Sumanatisya Mahasthavir

IT Dharmajyotih Mahasthavir
Jii Jayasumana Mahasthavir

v Prafialankar Mahasthavir

\Y Candrajyotih Mahasthavir
VI Dharmadars$i Mahasthavir
VII Dharmapala Mahasthavir
VIII Visuddhananda Mahasthavir

Source: S.B. Barua 1981.

I am not aware of any relationship between the monks of this nikdya and
those of the Dvara Nikaya. However it is a well known fact that the members of the
Sanghardja Nikaya do not consider the monks of the Mahasthavir Nikaya as truly
Theravadin, because they do not belong to a validly ordained lineage and because of
their sometimes unorthodox behaviour.” While the majority of the public seem not to
be too concerned about the affiliation of monks to either nikdya and in general wish to
see a united Bangladeshi Sangha, the monks of these two groups continuously
oppose each other. In this fight for supremacy among the Bangladeshi Buddhist

community no means has been spared and several times these matters have reached

" See chapter five.
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the courts, as I was told by Gyana Ratna Bhikkhu, a monk of the Sangharaja Nikaya,
S.B. Barua (1981, 78-79) also reproduces the text of an out-of-court settlement of a
quarrel between the two sects.

Recently there has been an attempt by the members of the Mahasthavir Nikaya
to unite the Sanghardja and Mahasthavir Nikayas. Information on this matter is not
easily obtained, monks are reticent on the subject. It appears that an elder monk,
possibly of the Sangharaja Nikaya, had been appointed to head this new group, but
opposition from the majority of the monks of the Sangharaja Nikaya and the death of
the leader of the newly founded sect resulted in the failure of this attempt. When I
was invited, in January 1993, to attend the funeral of Nagosan Mahathera, the head of
this group, I was specifically requested by Sumana Baru3, a layman very close to
Visuddhananda Mahasthavir, the Sanghaniyaka of the Mahasthavir Nikaya and my
host, “not to ask the monks any question regarding the nikdyas.” A large group of
monks from both the Sanghardja and the Mahasthavir Nikayas attended the funeral of
Nagosan Mahathera, who had died some months before's; however I never heard
anything about him or the ‘new’ nikiya after this event.

The Mahasthavir Nikaya consists of a small number of monks and is active in
only a few villages of Chittagong District, but has a large temple in Dhaka. Tts
presence in Dhaka, a fact that will be discussed in more detail in chapter five, has
been the result of the support given to this group by the government and it has
contributed to the relative prosperity of this sect. One could also speculate that the
government of Bangladesh, as well as the previous Pakistani administration, would
have political reasons to favour this minority Nikaya. In fact, its support of this
group, representing a tiny minority of the Bangladeshi Sangha in open contrast with
its majority, clearly fuels their conflict, preventing the formation of a united

Bangladeshi Sangha. Such a united Sangha could in fact support a nationalistic

' The delay in holding this funeral may seem strange. I was told by Bangladeshi Buddhists that on the
occasion of the death of important people the funeral is commonly delayed. This allows the
organisation of a grandiose ceremony. Also, those who wish to attend the ceremony can make the
necessary arrangements. Several people have told me that this practice is also common in Thailand
were funerals can also be postponed when the family of the deceased is poor and need time to gather
the money necessary to pay for the funeral expenses.
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movement in the Southeast of the country where already the friction between the

government and the people of the Hill Tracts has given birth to an anti-government

armed movement. Also this nikaya is the only one with no links with Arakan.

Table 3.4

The Sanghanayakas of the Mahasthavir Nikaya from the seventeenth century to 1994.

I
II
I
v

A%
VI
Vi1
VIII

IX

X

X1
XII
XIII
X1V
XV
XVI
XVII

XVIII
XIX
XX
XXI
XXII
XXIII
(XXX)
XXIV

Sanghandyakas of the seventeenth century
Srimat Cainda Mahasthavir
Srimat N3inda Mahasthavir
Srimat Ancan Mahasthavir
Srimat Kanala Mahasthavir
Sanghanayakas of the eighteenth century
Srimat Suriya Mahasthavir
Srimat Anatha Mahasthavir
Srimat I.ohana Mahasthavir
Srimat Jhala Mahasthavir
Sanghandyakas of the nineteenth century
$rimat Radhacaran Mahasthavir (Radhu Mahasthavir)
Srimat Ramadas Mahasthavir
$rimat Triratna Mahasthavir (Titan Mahasthavir)
$rimat Kesari Mahasthavir
$rimat Pannasar Mahasthavir (Khetra Mohan Mahasthavir)
Srimat Abhayacaran Mahasthavir
$rimat Amaracan Mahasthavir
$rimat Ramadhan Mahasthavir
$rimat Duyabaraj Mahasthavir
Sanghanayakas of the twentyth century
Srimat Agrasara Mahasthavir
$rimat Jayasumana Mahasthavir
$rimat Sumanatisya Mahasthavir
$rimat Prafidalankar Mahasthavir
Srimat Candrajyotih Mahasthavir
$rimat Dharmadarséi Mahasthavir
$rimat Dharmapala 1 Mahasthavir
Srimat Visuddhananda Mahasthavir

Source: Priyananda Mahathero and S. Dharmapala Mahathero,1980
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Following the death in 1994 of Visuddhananda Mahasthavir, this nikaya was
for a number of months without a Sanghanayaka. During my last days in Dhaka, in
May/June 1994, it seemed that, though he was not the senior Mahathera,
Suddhananda Mahathera was to assume leadership of the nikaya. Rumours reached
me of fights, even violent ones, between the monks of this nikaya on the subject of
Viduddhananda’s succession. Finally, during my visit to the Barud and Cakma
communities of Calcutta in November 1995, I was told that Giiyanalok Mahasthavir
of Chittagong had been appointed as Visuddhananda’s successor.

The organisation of the Mahasthavir Nikdya is, according to Chaudhuri,
similar to that of the Sangharaja Nikaya but, given the much smaller number of its

members, on a reduced scale. In fact, he writes:

The Nikaya of the Mahatheras (Mather-Dali) is headed by one Mahanayaka-
Thera. Under him there is one Anu-Nayaka-Thera and a Karaka-sanghasabha
consisting of 11 monks including one secretary. The General Assembly of
monks meets once in three years. In all other cases, the Mahathera-Nikaya has
got the same organisational structure and executive principles as those of the
Sangharaj-Nikaya. (Chaudhuri 1982, 43).

3.4 Religious reform in the Theravada tradition and the nineteenth

century Theravada Buddhist reform movements

Religious reform in the Theravada tradition has not been the result of dramatic
protests by dissident groups. Since the time of Emperor Asoka, who is said in the
Mahzvamsa (V) to have convoked the third council in Pataliputra, rulers of Buddhist
countries have given themselves the duty of overseeing the Sangha of their country to
ensure that it conform to the norms laid down in the Vinaya. This interest of the king
in the orthodoxy and orthopraxy of his national Sangha is due to the particular link
between Sangha and Kingship in Buddhist states. On the one hand, the Sangha
justifies the authority of the king, legitimising the symbols on which his power rests.
This is done in several ways, most noticeably through the compilation of historic

literary works, a phenomenon that has resulted in Sri Lanka in the creation of a
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corpus of historical works without equal in South Asia. On the other hand, the king,

who since the lifetime of the Buddha had been the principal sponsor of the Sangha,

not only acquires great merit, but by giving his favour to one or the other nikaya

makes sure that none of them becomes so powerful as to threaten his control.

There have been basically two ways in which a ruler has precipitated the
reform of a “corrupt” Sangha. In the first case, when the Sangha was deviating from
what was considered acceptable behaviour, the king would invite a monk, in most
cases an ascetic renowned for his discipline, to help him in this task. The ascetic
would compile a list of rules that the members of the Sangha would have to follow if
they did not want to be expelled from the Order. In the second case, when the purity
of the pupillary lineage was in dispute or when a country did not have enough monks
to proceed to a valid ordination, kings have sent embassies to foreign Buddhist
countries, requesting a delegation of fully ordained monks to come and ordain or re-
ordain the members of the Sangha in their country.

When the British subjugated Sri Lanka and Burma, the link between political
and religious power in these two countries broke, with different effects on the Sangha
in the two countries. In Sri Lanka, the major change within the Sangha caused by the
British conquest was the development of the modern nikayas. Carrithers writes that:

The oldest nikdya in Sri Lanka now is the Siyam Nikaya, which traces its
lineage back to the eldest of the monks who came from Thailand in 1753 to
renew the higher ordination tradition. The last Kandyan kings decreed i effect
that all monks must be of this nikdya, by commanding that all monks must be
ordained in Kandy by the monks of that line. This was to insure the purity (at
least in caste, for all monks were to be of the highest caste) and the unity of the
Sangha, under the king’s control, although even at the best of times kings never
long retained such control. On the British-controlled coast before conquest, and
throughout the island after conquest, monks started other nikayas, either by
simply holding their ordinations elsewhere, or by bringing a new ordination
tradition from Southeast Asia. In 1803 the Amarapura Nikaya began, and
sheltered under its name more and more nik3yas until at present there are about
twenty-six under its aegis. ...

Some modern monks have complained that it was the British refusal to regulate
the Sangha that resulted in this, in their words, ‘schism’ and ‘decay’. But in
fact the modern Sangha may have thereby come rather to resemble the early
Sangha, before the intervention of a Buddhist king; many small fraternities,
each its own family, so to speak, but united by very similar observances of
Discipline - or by similar lack of Discipline - and enjoying very similar
positions in society. No longer do monks compete for the largesse of a king.
Rather, they compete for a clientele in their immediate area who support them
on a small-scale, nearly day-to-day basis. They must not be seen to depart too
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spectacularly ﬁ'om the Discipline; and fresh reform movements springing up
frequently, especially in the south, act as their conscience. The Sangha

probably does better without a king. (Carrithers in Bechert and Gombrich eds.
1984, 144-5).

Also, the British conquest of the whole of the island and the subsequent
arrival in Sri Lanka of Protestant missionaries provoked the rise of what has been
known as Protestant Buddhism. Gombrich and Obeyesekere (1988, 202-240)
describe in detail this phenomenon which caused the laity to be more active in all
religious matters and lay individuals to feel that they could aspire to their own
salvation, i.e. nirvana. The greater interest of laity in Buddhism also generated a
sense of national identity, legitimising the political aspirations of the Sri Lankan élite,
and making Buddhism an integral aspect of the island’s politics up to today (see Tissa
Fernando in Smith ed. 1973).

In Burma, the Sangha was much more under the control of the king than it
was in Sri Lanka. A large administrative body headed by a Sangharaja, appointed by
each king, in turn ruled over the Sangha. When the British annexed Burma this
system collapsed and as a consequence new groups and movements originated within
the Burmese Sangha. Bechert writes:

There have, however, been numerous reform movements within the Sangha
since the beginning of colonial times, such as the Shwe-gyin Nikaya and Dvara
Nikaya which were formed as far back as the middle of the 19th century. These
self-governing bodies were modelled on the reform-nikayas which had been
founded in Ceylon in the 19th century. But various more cohesive groups,
such as the so-called ‘Pakkoku’ and ‘Ngettwin® sects, were also created within
the majority group which after the collapse of the Burmese monarchy was
largely ‘non-organized” and which, to distinguish it from the small reform
groups was called Sudhamma Nikdya, after its religious council which
remained in existence until 1938. (Bechert in Bechert and Gombrich eds. 1984,
153)

The Buddhist revival movements that arose in Burma during the British rule
were also closely linked to the independence movements. Buddhism was the factor
that gave the Burmese people a national identity, distinguishing them from the
Christian British and the Hindu and Muslim Indians who ruled and administered
them. In this connection Bechert reports:

Religious concepts did nevertheless play an important part in rebellions against

British rule as early as the 19th century. In this connection, the risings
connected with so-called messianic movements must be mentioned particularly,
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expressing the popular hope for the early advent of a cakravartin or Setkya Min,
the ideal world ruler, and of the future Buddha Maitreya. Pretenders to the
throne who consider themselves incarnations of the cakravartin tended to follow
in the wake of such movements, as did magicians, astrologers and the rituals

and solemn vows characteristic of secret societies. (Bechert in Bechert and
Gombrich eds. 1984, 149)

Thailand also saw in the nineteenth century the revival of Buddhism in
association with the introduction of social and political reforms. This country
however had not been colonised. In this case it was the ruling Buddhist dynasty, that
of the Chakri kings, that sponsored the revival and the social reforms. The Thai kings
practically held divine status and Reynolds explains:

As Indra ruled and maintained the order of Dhamma in his domain, so the Thai
monarch was to rule and maintain the order of Dhamma in his earthly kingdom.
However it must also be emphasized, though this aspect has not been
highlighted in most of the literature on the subject, that this order which the king
was responsible for representing was conceived in more than static terms.
(Reynolds in Smith ed. 1973, 41-42).

As Reynolds illustrates in full detail in his essay, the Thai kings, faced with
the modernisation movement that threatened to make their own existence obsolete,
intelligently decided to use their traditional role to lead the movement.

It seems that the nineteenth century reform of Bangladeshi Buddhism can only
marginally be connected to the revival movements that were taking place within the
Buddhist communities of Sri Lanka, Burma and Thailand during the same period.
One important difference is the fact that the Bangladeshi reform was principally a
monastic reform, requiring the reordination of its Sangha, while the Sri Lankan,
Burmese and Thai movements were mainly social movements legitimised by
Buddhism.

The political and nationalistic motive did not have any place in the
Bangladeshi reform movement. Not only was this purely a monastic reform, but
when the British occupied Bengal the link between political power and Buddhism had
long ceased to exist in the region. Moreover, though the Buddhist population was
concentrated in one area, Chittagong and the Chittagong Hill Tracts, these people had

been ruled for centuries by non-Buddhist Bengalis as well as by non-Bengali

Buddhists. The Buddhists of Bangladesh are ethnically different from the rest of the
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Bangladeshi population, so had Buddhism for them become a source of national
identity, this identity would very likely not have been a Bengali one.

This interpretation is reinforced by the evidence supplied by more recent
events. There can be no doubt that the liberation war of 1971 was fought to assert the
national identity of the Bengalis against the Pakistani government. In fact, the 1971
civil war between Bangladesh and Pakistan has its roots in the so-called ‘language
movement” which began in 1952. The Bengalis had then started fighting the
Pakistanis who wanted to impose Urdu as the only official language of the entire
country. Still, it is well known that leaders of the Buddhist community, such as the
king of the Cakmas, who currently serves as an Ambassador in the Pakistani foreign
service, and Visuddhananda Mahathera,” supported the Pakistani side.  The
Bangladeshi Buddhists had in general no particular loyalty to the Pakistanis and yet
they did not hesitate to stand on the side of the Pakistanis, who were not-Buddhist
and non-Bengalis, against the Bengali nationalists.”

It is however clear that there is a feature common to the Buddhist reform
movements of the nineteenth century: the adoption of modern methods in the
administration of religious affairs, including the use of modem tecnology, e.g.
printing, to promote both old and new ideals. The 1856 reform of Bangladeshi
Buddhism shares in fact with the movements that arose in other countries a large scale
take-over of the sponsorship of the Sangha by lay supporters organised in societies

and clubs

17 To the role of Visuddhananda Mahathera in supporting Pakistani rule Dr. Ahmed Sharif, Quaxi Nur
Uz-Zaman, Dr. Serajul Islam Chowdhury and Shahriar Kabir in their work on the Collaborators of the
Pakistani regime dedicate a long entry (Muktijuddha Chetana Bikash Kendra Central Committee 1987,
115-117).

18 1 situations of conflict minorities have often made alliances with unlikely partners. For example,
Sri Lanka the Muslim community is allied with the Buddhists against the Hindus.
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3.5 Summary

The movement that brought about the reform of Theravida Buddhism in
Bangladesh has its origins in the favourable political and historical situation of
nineteenth century India. The religious freedom enjoyed under British rule and the
wars between Arakan and Burma with the consequent emigration of a great number
of Buddhists into Bengal almost inevitably triggered the revival of Buddhism in the
area. Also, the great improvement in communication made in the same period
contributed to the reform.

The reform process took place over a period of several years. In this period,
pious Bengalis such as Acariya Punnacara Dhammadhara and queen Kilindi of the
Cakmas supported the efforts of the Sangharaja of Arakan to revive the Theravada
tradition in Bangladesh. New monks were ordained and others were reordained
according to the rules of the Vinaya. The teaching of the principles of Theravada
Buddhism in Bangladesh was restored.

Some of the old Buddhist priests refused to be reordained, while the
Arakanese monks who had migrated into Bengal did not need to be reformed. For
this reason three different nikayas are now present in Bangladesh. The reformed
group that was established by the Sangharaja of Arakan is called Sangharaja Nikaya
and comprises more than eighty per cent of the Bangladeshi Sangha. The group that
refused to be reformed by the Sangharaja of Arakan but declares itself ‘self-reformed’
is that of the Mahasthavir Nikaya. This group is the smallest among the Bangladeshi
Sangha, accounting for about seven percent of the monks. However, this Nikaya is
very influential because of the support it receives by the Bangladeshi government in
its attempt to prevent a united Sangha from inspiring a non-Bangladeshi nationalistic
movement. The remaining part of the Bangladeshi Sangha is ethnically Arakanese
and belongs to the Dvara Nikaya of Arakan.

Religious reform is quite a common phenomenon in the history of Buddhism.

However, it has traditionally been the privilege of the Buddhist king to oversee the
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reform of the Sangha of his country. With the arrival of the colonial powers and the
extinction of the Buddhist dynasties the laity has consequently developed a greater
involvement in the control of the Sangha. In the countries where Theravada
Buddhism is the religion of the majority of the population this event has triggered a
series of consequences such as the rise of nationalist movements. Since Buddhism is
the religion of a small minority of the population of Bangladesh, ethnically distinct

from the rest of the Bengali population, its reform failed to produce the same effects.
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Chapter four:

The Transmission of Knowledge about Buddhism

4.1 Transmission of culture and the formation of national identity

So far we have looked at the history of Buddhism in Bangladesh and how it
has been interpreted in modern times to serve the elaboration of a homogeneous
Bangladeshi culture which has contributed to the formation of a Bangladeshi national
identity. However, still following Gellner’s theory (Gellner 1983), it is through a
centralised, universal, generic and standardised education system that the members of
industrial or would be industrial societies are integrated. For this reason in this
chapter I will examine the Bangladeshi school system and in particular what material
about Buddhism it delivers. Also, I will describe the kind of religious education
Buddhist people, laity and monks, are exposed to in the course of their lives and the
means by which it is transmitted.

In the first part, after giving a description of the Bangladeshi school system
and its aims, I will illustrate what formal teaching about Buddhism it delivers. This
part also contains a detailed account of the official syllabi and the examination
procedure, and it is integrated with official data on literacy and education.

In the following part, the educational activities that take place within religious
nstitutions are analysed. Again, this part is divided into sections. The first one deals
with the teaching activities that are carried out in temples. The second relates the
history of the Bhikkhu Training Centre and its function as a school for monks.

At the end of the chapter I will look at religious education in other countries
and its function, within the education system, as an element of national integration. I
will then suggest a few considerations that arise from the reading of the information

given in the previous parts.
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4.2 Buddhist education and studies in schools: a description

4.2.1 The Bangladeshi School System.

The Bangladeshi school system is divided between primary, secondary and
university level. Primary education lasts five years, while secondary schooling is
divided between junior and senior level: the first a three year course and the second a
two year course. Universities and colleges offer undergraduate and graduate courses
of various length.

No pre-schooling is provided by the government for children below primary
school age, that is five years. Some private institutions exist in the major cities
offering a kindergarten type service. These are small local institutions and it is fair to
say that this sector of the education system is virtually non-existent.

Primary education is free but not compulsory. Bhattacharya (1995, 24)
reports a Government program, started on a limited scale i 1991, to introduce
compulsory primary education. According to S. Haque (1991, 5), the country has
over 40,000 primary schools, nine tenths of which are government managed, with
169,000 teachers, catering for some seven million pupils. Most students only attend
this level of education; however, Haque (1991, 5) tells us that “Drop-out rate is very
high in this stage - as high as 56 per cent from class I to class II. Out of every 100
admitted in class I only 30 or so generally graduate.”

Schools at all levels are badly staffed and equipped, teachers are poorly paid
and often absent. The great majority of schools cannot offer a variety of subjects due
to lack of prepared teachers and resources. This situation is reflected in the country’s
low literacy levels, illustrated in Table 4.1 below.

From the facts reported above it is clear that education in Bangladesh is by no
means universal. Consequently, one could wonder whether Gellner’s theory can still
be applied in the case of Bangladesh. The other characteristics of the education

system of modermn society introduced by Gellner are present in DBangladesh.
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Education is centralised and standardised: curricula are set nationally, while
examinations at primary and secondary level, such as the Secondary School
Certificate, are set by the four Educational Boards. The training given by the system
is, at least in the earlier classes, generic. Also, it is evident that literacy and education
achievement rates show a positive trend. Moreover, the objectives of the Bangladeshi
school system, set by the Education Commission in 1973, include national
integration. Haque (1991, 4) quotes among the goals set by the Commission “to instil
in the child the sense of patriotism, citizenship, dutifulness and curiosity and develop
in him the qualities of perseverance, industry, good manners and justice.” It is
therefore reasonable to see Bangladesh as one of Gellner’s industrial societies in

which the school system plays a key role in the integration of its members.

Table 4.1

Percentage of Literate Persons and Persons Completing at least First Grade of
Education in Different Census Years, 1961-1991.1

Census Year Literacy Rate Rate of People Completed at least 1st grade
All Ages 7+ years All Ages 7+ Years

1961 17.0% 21.5% 14.8% 18.1%

1974 20.2% 26.8% 17.2% 22.8%

1981 19.7% 26.0% 27.2% 35.8%

1991 24.9% 32.4% 34.6% 45.0%

Source: Bangladesh Population Census 1991.

The country also has a parallel system of Islamic schools, the madrasabhs.
According to Haque (1991, 4) there are some 2,500 madrasahs in Bangladesh, with
an enrolment of 350,000 students. Two madrasahs are managed and financed by the

government. The madrasahs offer a Muslim education program of sixteen years,

I Unfortunately, the definition of literacy differs from census to census. The effect of change m
definition has to be kept in mind when comparing the literacy levels obtained from different censuses.
For this reason, the rate of people who have completed at least st grade is a better indicator of the
trend of literacy. Take note that for 1961 the data referring to 7 years and over population is instead

calculated for 5 years and over.
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from primary to post-graduate level; however an institution does not necessarily offer
all stages of education. Tuition is given in Arabic, Persian and Bengali.

The madrasahs are the Muslim equivalent of the Buddhist Pali tols of which I
will give a description in the next section of this chapter. The kind of instruction
given in this kind of school reflects the culture of a sub-group, the Muslim one, and
despite the seemingly large number of students and schools, the percentage of the
population going through this kind of education is minimal. It is also to be noted that
the literacy rate of the Muslim population does not seem to be affected by the
existence of this alternative system of education, as illustrated in Table 4.2 below

showing the literacy rate of the Bangladeshis by religion.

Table 4.2
Literacy Rate by Religion in Bangladesh, 1991.

Religious communities Literacy Rate Literacy Rate
All Ages 7+ Years
All Religion 24.9% 32.4%
Muslim 24.1% 31.5%
Hindu 32.0% 39.8%
Buddhist 23.6% 31.4%
Christian 36.8% 50.6%
Others 6.5% 11.4%

Source: Bangladesh Population Census 1991.

4.2.2 Buddhist education in the Primary and Secondary Schools

Religious education is compulsory in Bangladesh in the primary and
secondary schools from the second to the tenth class. However, it appears that this
aspect of the curriculum is not meant to integrate the Bangladeshi population. We

know that in Bangladesh there are several religious communities. Still the members
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of each community are not given any instruction in any of the other religions.
Moreover, it is actually illegal in Bangladeshi schools to demand that any pupil
should receive religious instruction in any religion other than his own. The
Constitution of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh states in fact that:
No person attending any educational institution shall be required to receive
religious instruction, or to take part in or to attend any religious ceremony or
worship, if that instruction, ceremony or worship relates to a religion other than
his own. (Art.41.2)

Schools in theory provide religious education in the four main religions:
Muslim, Hindu, Christian and Buddhist. In Bangladeshi primary and secondary
schools, teachers give classes in a range of subjects, regardless of their qualifications,
a rule that applies to the teaching of religion as well. It is the headmaster who decides
which teachers are in charge of teaching religious education classes. Since the
majority of the teachers and pupils are generally Muslim, this turns out to be the
religion taught in most schools. Pupils of other faiths are of course not asked to take
the course. At the end of the school year, when the Muslim pupils undertake a
written test on Islam, the Buddhist students are orally tested on Buddhism by a
Muslim teacher. In practice this means that a Muslim teacher asks questions on
Buddhism chosen from the relevant textbook, in which answers are also given.

Only in predominantly Buddhist schools, such as the schools attached to
Buddhist temples, in the Chittagong area and in Chittagong Hill Tracts is Buddhism
actually taught by a teacher. In such schools Buddhist principles are taught and
Buddhist students are required to study Pali in the sixth, seventh and eighth classes.
After that, Pali is optional for the last two years of school. I have not found any
evidence that pupils are actually given Pali classes outside the Chittagong region and
the Hill Tracts and the only school where I have seen Pali textbooks is the Bhikkhu
Training Centre of Kadalpur, Raozan (Chittagong District), which I will describe
more extensively later.

At the end of their secondary education, all pupils undertake the Secondary

School Certificate test, known as S.S.C, that is set by the different School Boards of

Dhaka, Comilla, Rajshahi and Jessore. Among the subjects of the test are Religion
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and Pali, the latter of which is optional. The tests for the different subjects have a
similar format. The pupils have briefly to answer a series of questions, each worth a
certain amount of credit. Some of the questions are in a series and the students are
required to answer only a certain number of them. Despite the fact that the question
papers are prepared by different people in different places it is not rare for the same
question to appear in different papers. In fact it seems that the members of the
Educational Boards draw their choices from a single master list which never changes
over time. Past examination papers in all subjects are published in volumes such as
S.S.C. Test Papers. At the end of these volumes there is a list of the most commonly
asked questions in each subject with the answers. It is common practice among

Bangladeshi students to memorise all these questions and answers.

4.2.2.1 Bauddha Dharma Siksa

The National Curriculum Committee and the Text Book Board are the two
authorities in charge of compiling the syllabi and the textbooks for all subjects,
including religion. The collection of texts used for the teaching of Buddhism is
entitled Bauddha Dharma Siksa (Instruction in Buddhism). It is a series of small
books, one per school year, forty to one hundred pages long, each divided into
sections. The text has recently been revised and a new edition of Bauddha Dharma
$iks3 has been published. The structure of the old and the new edition is basically the
same and it is repeated in all the volumes of the collection. Here below is a list of the
topics in what is more or less the same order as they appear in every booklet, with
only minor variations.

a) Pali formulas and basic Buddhist principles:

(1) worship verses (triple gem, Buddha, Dharma, Sangha, bhikkhu, bodhi,

parents)

(2) verses for offerings (of perfumed incense, light, flowers, drinks, food)
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(3) the precepts

(4) the three refuges

(5) the four noble truths

(6) karma and its fruits *

(7) Buddha and bodhisattva

(8) followers of the Buddha and their meritorious acts

(9) Buddhist celebrations and festivities *

(10) Buddhist sites *

(11) the Tripitaka
b) Readings:

(1) Selection of Suttas

(2) Selection of Jatakas

The first part is almost identical for all the volumes in the series. The items
marked with an asterisk are those which are present only in the new edition of the
series. Differences between the volumes for the different classes include the addition
of appropriate verses for the offering of items not listed in the previous volumes, the
last five of the ten precepts, and the withdrawal of the verses of worship addressed to
one’s parents. All Pali verses are followed by a translation in Bengali. At the end of
each section of the textbook the editors have prepared a list of review questions
covering the materials in the section. The questions are of the same kind as those in
the S.S.C. test described above. The only substantial differences between the
volumes appear in the section dedicated to the readings, the largest in every book.
These readings are Suttas and Jatakas from the Pali canon in their Bengali version.
Each volume contains a different selection of readings, with three to five Suttas and a

slightly larger number of Jatakas.
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4.2.2.2 Pali Bhasa Siksa

Pali Bhasa Siksa (Instruction in Pali) is the title of the manual of Pali
language. It comes in three volumes, one for each class in which the subject is
compulsory. Of the three volumes I could find, the first one was published in Tripura
(India) and the other two in Chittagong. The first book is merely a list of grammatical
rules, each followed by some translation exercises. The other two volumes are each
in two parts. The first part deals with grammar, while the second part is a selection of
Jatakas (in Pali language and Bengali script). I cannot say if the differences between
the volumes are due to the fact that they were written by different authors. As said

above, I have never seen these books actually being used in schools.

4.2.3 Colleges and Universities

Colleges, in the Bangladeshi educational system, offer two different kinds of
certification. Students can attend a two-year course at the end of which they
undertake the Higher Secondary School Certificate test, know as H.S.C., similar in
format to the S.S.C. test. Alternatively, students can take a four-year course, leading
to a Bachelor of Arts (B.A.). Little information is available about Buddhist studies at
College level. Two of the Colleges, Chittagong and Feni Government College, are
said to have a long tradition of Pali studies that goes back to the British period.?
Other Colleges, Raozan, Boalkhali, Shaleh-Noor and Banskhali are known to have
recently introduced Pali departments.? None of the above mentioned institutions

seems to be particularly renowned for its academic relevance in Pali studies.

2 According to S. Barua (1992, 61), the Pali department of Chittagong Government College was
started in 1908, while Feni College opened a Pali department during the school year 1926-27.

3 For details about the history of Pali Departments in Bangladeshi Colleges see S. Barua 1992, 61.
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Table 4.3
Enrolment figures for the Pali courses: Dhaka University.

Class Session No. of students enrolled
B.A. (Honours) 1987-88 to 1989-90 14

M.A. Preliminary 1987-88 3

M.A. Final 1987-88 7

M.A. Preliminary 1988-89

M.A. Final 1988-89 2

B.A. Subsidiary 1988-89 46

Source: Sukomal Barua 1992.

Table 4.4

Enrolment figures for the Pali courses: Chittagong University.

Class Session No. of students enrolled
B.A. (Honours) 1987-88 12
M.A. Preliminary " 16
M.A. Final " 10
B.A. Subsidiary " 18

Source: Sukomal Barua 1992.

No University in Bangladesh offers a degree in Buddhist studies. However,
Dhaka, Chittagong and Rajshahi University offer degrees both in Islamic Studies and
Islamic history and culture. The study of Buddhism is confined to the departments of
Pali, which started their activity in Dhaka and Chittagong Universities in the academic
year 1973-74. At present, four teachers work in the Dhaka department and three
teachers in the Chittagong one. Both Universities offer an Honours B.A. course as
well asan M.A. course. Students who wish to enrol in the Honours B.A. program

have to pass the S.S.C. test in Pali or the H.S.C. test in Buddhist religion at S.S.C or
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H.S.C. level* Immediately above are two tables (Table 4.3 and Table 4.4) adapted
from Sukomal Barua’s article on Buddhist studies in Bangladesh (S. Barua 1992, 60-
61) showing the enrolment figures for the Pali degrees in Dhaka and Chittagong
University. These figures give a limited picture of the scope of the Pali departments.
All of the students enrolling for a degree in Pali have so far been Buddhist.

Occasionally, non-Buddhist students take a limited course at the department for

credits in other degrees.

4.2.3.1 Syllabi for Honours B.A. and M.A. courses in Pali

The syllabi for the Honours B.A. and M.A. courses in Pali are basically the
same in the two Universities offering these degrees. Here I will refer to the one
published by Dhaka University.

To complete the Honours B.A. degree, students have to take a total of nine
papers over a period of three years. In addition to these papers the students undertake
in-course exams and a Viva Voce exam. The syllabus includes excerpts of Pali
Canonical texts,® translation from Pali into English and Bengali and vice versa,
history of Pali literature and comparative philology. Noticebly, the Canonical texts
are seldom read in Pali since the students find it difficult to read that language in
Roman script and very few texts are available in Pali language and Bengali script.
Most times Bengali and English translations are used.

M.A. students take four papersand a Viva Voce exam at the end of each of

4 “The Equivalence committee decides that a candidate after passing the S.S.C. examination with Pali or
H.S.C. with at least Buddhist Religion at S.S.C. or H.S.C. with Madhya passed is eligible for
admission to the lst year B.A. Honours courses n Pali. Science and Commerce students are also
eligible for admission with the special order approved by the authority on the condition that they have
to appear at the admission test arranged by the department if the candidate has minimum qualification
of Second Divisions both m S.S.C. & H.S.C. examinations.” (S. Barua 1992, 59).

> Information received from Professor Sukomal Barua, during a series of interviews held i the Pali
department of Dhaka University during Spring 1994.

6 Excerpts of: Dhammapada, Majjhima Nikaya, Thera-Therigatha, Samyutta Nikaya, Digha Nikaya,
Vinaya Pitaka, Bhikkhu Patimokkha, Mahavagga, Ciilavagga, Mahavamsa.
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the two years of course. The program for the first year includes a selection of
Canonical Pali texts,” history of Pali language and literature and comparative
philology. The second year program includes a selection of Pali and Buddhist
Sanskrit texts,® Political History of early Buddhism, Religious History,® Canonical
and non-Canonical texts,!® Buddhist philosophical texts!! and translation from
English or Bengali into Pali and vice versa. Again Bengali and English translations
are preferred to the Pali texts.

The format of the exams is such that the students have to answer a number of
questions from a larger list. Some of the papers contain passages for translation, but
it is extremely rare for students to do any of them. The different sections of the
exams are worth varying numbers of marks and it is never the case that a student
needs to attempt the translation part in order to pass the exam. In the academic year
1993-94, when I was teaching at Dhaka University, the rule was that in order to pass

a course students need only to achieve an average grade of 40/100.

4.3 Buddhist Education in the Monasteries

4.3.1 Monastic schools, Pali tolsand Colleges

During my stays in Bangladesh I had several opportunities to live on the
grounds of temples considered among the most important in the country:
Dhammarajika Buddhist Monastery, Kamalapur, Dhaka; Sudharsan Vihar, Noapara,
Raozan, Chittagong (also known as Agrasara Memorial Complex); and the
Chittagong Buddhist Monastery of Buddhist Temple Road in Chittagong. Two of
these temples, Dhammarajika and Sudharsan, had regular schools in their

compounds. The third, Chittagong Buddhist Monastery, had a relatively good library

7 Excerpts of: Digha Nikaya, Majjhima Nikaya, Sutta Nipata, Thera-Therigitha, Vinaya Pitaka,
Bhikkhu Patimokkha, Ciillavagga, Mahivamsa.

8 Excerpts of: Milindapafiha, Lalitavistara, Divyavadana, Buddhacarita, Bodhicaryavatara.

9 Excerpts of: Sisanavamsa and Mahabodhivamsa.

10 Excerpts of: Samyutta Nikaya, Anguttara Nikaya, Apadana, Jatakas.
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with Pali canonical texts in Burmese and Sinhalese script. However, I never
witnessed any religious teaching activities within the temples, and I do not believe that
there were any taking place. It is true that in Dhammarajika’s compound there is a
small building (one room) with a large board on its door declaring it a Pali school,
but, according to Suman Barua, who always lived in the temple compound and has an
M.A. in Pali from Dhaka University, the place was never used for this or any other
purpose. This is even more surprising if one considers that Dhammarajika
Monastery was, until his death on 2 March 1994, the main residence of
Visuddhananda Mahathera, Secretary of the Bangladesh Sanskrit and Pali Education
Board. Suman Barua also told me that nobody attends Pali courses in the monastery.
Nevertheless, according to him, from time to time some laymen are granted a
certificate in Pali. As for the Chittagong temple’s library, the books are seldom used
since practically nobody can read the scripts in which they are printed.

Apart from the Bhikkhu Training Centre that I will describe in the next
section, the only trace of activity of religious educational institutions within
monasteries is in the already mentioned article by Sumangal Baruad about Buddhist
studies in Bangladesh (1992, 57) and the data regularly published by the Bangladesh
Bureau of Statistics. According to Barua’s article, during the last period of British
rule a few Pali Tols and libraries were established both in West and East Bengal and
since then they served as “premier monastic establishments where considerable
number of novices and monks take proper religious education regularly.” In the
following pages I reprint two tables (Table 4.5 and Table 4.7) from the above
mentioned article (S. Barua 1992, 58) with a list of the Pali Tols and Colleges in
Bangladesh between 1983 and 1988, and their geographical distribution (1986-877)
as well as the numbers of students and teachers ivolved. These data are
supplemented by Table 4.6, the information given by the Bangladeshi Bureau of
Statistics about the number of Pali tols and the number of students and teachers in

Bangladesh between 1979 and 1984.

11 Excerpts of: Dhammasangani, Atthasalini, Patthana and Visuddhimagga.
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Barua goes so far as to give the following syllabus for Pali Institutions:

Pali Institutions teach the courses; Adya, Madhya and Upadhi. The Adya
course is of one year’s duration with separate syllabi for Vinaya, Sutta and
Abhidhamma. After passing the Adya Examination he may complete the
Madhya course in another one year and thereafter he may do the Upadhi course
in a further one year. The Adya Examination consists of two papers each of
ﬂuee hours duration carrying 100 marks. Each of the Upadhi Examinations
includes four papers. The syllabi of the first three papers comprise the selected
pieces of basic concepts in Vinaya, Sutta and the Abhidhamma - holy
Scriptures and the remaining fourth paper of every examination containing Pali
grammar, translation and prosody. (S. Barua 1992, 59)

My impression is that the establishments of Barua’s article and of the
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics® data operate only on paper. First, while I saw one
of these Tols, the one at Dhammarajika monastery, I never saw it operating. Second,
it seems quite incredible that with a population of less than one million Buddhists,
Bangladesh, one of the twenty poorest countries in the world, should have almost one
hundred Pali institutions. This seems even more incredible if we consider, as said
above, a literacy rate among the Buddhist population in 1991 of 23.6 per cent.

There are two explanations that could account for the figures of Barua’s
article. The first is that several monks might affirm that they have regular Pali
instruction in their temples simply as a matter of prestige, given that one of the
traditional roles of a temple is to be a site of learning. Also, it may be that in fact
some Pali tuition takes places in the monasteries. The degree of formality of such
classes and the details of the curricula would then be different from those suggested
by the data here presented.

The second and less noble cause for this misrepresentation is that Pali schools
attract Government financial support. All schools receive subsidies that are meant to
be the base for teachers’ salaries. According to Barua’s article:

[The Bangladesh Sanskrit and Pali Education Board] receives from the
government a grant-in-aid of taka eighty thousand per annum ... Currently a tol
receives teachers benefit for two teachers only (a) Tk.100/- per head per month,
while a college receives (b) Tk.120/- at the same procedure for three teachers.
Besides, a teacher is entitled to obtain 30% of the total amount as dearness
allowance. (S. Barua 1992, 59)

While laymen are given certificates for courses they may never have attended,

all novices, according to Gyana Ratna Bhikkhu, get some limited education within the
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temple. Still according to Gyana Ratna, a few novices are sent out of the temple for
regular education. The training period of the samaneras varies with their intellectual
abilities, but on average it is five years long. The future monks are taught the Vinaya
rules, which they are supposed to memorise, and a selection of Suttas, mostly from
the Suttanipata, which are essential for their role in lay society. Unfortunately,
canonical texts are very rarely available and the simaperas have to resort to
anthologies both in Pali and Bengali. This is especially the case with regard to

Bengali texts, since there is no complete Bengali translation of the Canon.

Table 4.5
Number of Pali Institutions, Teachers and Students in Bangladesh between 1983 and
1988 according to S. Barua.

Session Institutions Teachers Students enrolled Candidate passed
1983-84 88 385 1318 1083
1984-85 88 385 1350 1134
1985-86 98 408 1337 1049
1986-87 96 405 1270 1082
1987-88 110 430 1116 901

Source: Sukomal Barua 1992.

Table 4.6
Number of Pali tols with teachers and students in Bangladesh from 1979 to 1984,

according to the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics.

Year No of tols Teachers Students

male  female total male female total
1979-80 67 239 27 266 510 198 708
1980-81 75 269 30 299 660 247 907
1981-82 79 284 30 314 719 295 1014
1982-83 79 284 30 314 384 435 1219
1983-84 86 341 30 371 966 352 1318

Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics 1985, 102.
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Table 4.7

Pali tols and Colleges in Bangladesh according to S. Barua.

Location No. of Pali Tols No. of Pali Colleges
Dhaka - 1
Chittagong - 2
Fatikchari 1 2
Hatazari - 2
Raozan 2 17
Rangunia 2 4
Comilla 1

Mirsarai 2 -
Boalkhali 1 1
Patiya 2 5
Chandanaish 3 2
Anwara 2 2
Banskhali 4 1
Ramu 1 -
Cox’s Bazar 5 |
Rangamati 6 3
Barkal 2 1
Khagrachari 14 1
Chandraghona 1 -
Ramgarh ] =
Total 50 46

Source: Sukomal Barua 1992.

4.3.2 The Bhikkhu Training Centre

In 1981, Pafifiavamsa Mahathera went to Sri Lanka and joined the Bhikkhu
Training Centre at Maharagama (Colombo) together with twelve other monks from
Bangladesh. After this experience, Pafifiavamsa thought that a place was needed in

Bangladesh where samaneras could concentrate on their studies, away from the
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distractions of lay communities. Having collected the necessary funds in Bangladesh
as well as abroad, in 1985 he founded the Bhikkhu Training Centre at Kadalpur,
Raozan. This is a very small complex in Chittagong district, run by Sugatapriya
Bhikkhu,!? which comprises a temple, living quarters for monks, novices and
orphans and a cyclone refuge type building to be used as a school once it is
completed. In fact, this is the second institution of its kind to be established in East
Bengal. According to Pafifiavamsa Mahathera (1986, 10), Dharmadhar Mahasthavir,
the present Sangharaja, founded a centre for the education of Bengali Buddhist
Monks in the early 1940s. The centre was based in Mahamuni, Pahartali (Chittagong
District), and had to be closed down in 1943 because of financial problems.

The Bhikkhu Training Centre is secluded and the lack of proper paths leading
to it makes it difficult to reach even at the best of times. Besides Sugatapriya, three
monks leave in the centre together with about thirty samaneras and thirty or so orphan
boys. The novices come from all Buddhist areas of Bangladesh: Comilla, Noakali,
Chittagong and the Hill Tracts.

Life in the Training Centre is very structured.!> Everybody gets up at five
o’clock, sits for a session of worship and then has breakfast. Thereafter, the novices
go begging for alms in the nearby villages with the help of some of the orphans. This
operation requires quite some walking and since not all of the Buddhist villages are
conveniently located on the main paths the novices’ arrival is announced by a boy
banging on a metal plate. In this way, lay supporters are apprised of the novices’
arrival and can meet them at cross-roads. The Training Centre appears to be the only
place in Bangladesh where monks beg for their food in this traditional fashion.
Likewise, the novices of the Bhikkhu Training Centre in Maharagama go on
pindapata and this is probably unique in Sri Lanka. The reason for the Bangladeshi

novices to go on pindapata is that their monastery is extremely poor and not located

12 After I left Bangladesh in June 1994, Sugatapriya went ona trip to the United States. There he fell
ill and died. I have no news on who has taken over his position at the Bhikkhu Training Centre since
then.

13 For a detailed presentation of the daily schedule at the B.T.C., see chapter five, section 5.2.
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within a village, so that it is difficult for the monks and novices otherwise to get
enough food from lay supporters. It is however evident from the Sri Lankan case that
begging for alms is considered to be part of the novices training.

The rest of the day, for both novices and orphans, is spent in studying,
worshipping, resting, and running the place. The only difference between the lives of
the novices and those of the orphans is that the novices take the ten precepts and so
do not take any food after midday. It would be more appropriate to say that the
novices, as well as the monks, do not take any ‘unlawful’ food after midday, as I will
explain in more detail in the section about food in the lives of the monks, in the next
chapter.

The temple’s school run by the monks provides education up to the eighth
class, but during my visits it appeared that these curricula were not formal. For
example, I was told that English was one of the subjects taught, but none of the
monks or the novices at the centre could speak English, apart from Sugatapriya, who
was certainly not fluent. Even the so-called library is nothing more than a cabinet
filled with books and placed behind a door in such a way that access to it is almost
impossible.

Once they complete their education, novices stay in the temple until the age of
twenty, when some of them are ordained. According to Sugatapriya, most of those
who complete their education as novices stay in the Centre and get ordained.
Sugatapriya could not estimate how many samaneras have already completed their
education at the Centre since its establishment, but affirmed that in the period between
1985 and 1994 twenty samaneras had been ordained monks. This figure seems to be
extremely low, considering that it applies to a period of nine years. If Sugatapriya’s
counting is not wrong, the effectiveness of the Centre is obviously minimal. Still,
according to Sugatapriya, the rate of permanence in the order for monks coming from

the Training Centre is higher than average.
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4.4 Religious education and the transmission of knowledge about

Buddhism in other countries: an overview

In pre-modern times, Buddhist temples, like religious institutions of other
faiths, have traditionally been sites of teaching of religious and secular subjects alike.
In chapter two we have seen how some of these centres developed into monastic
universities attracting pupils from faraway places. The subjugation by non-Buddhist
people, the colonisation by European powers, and the advent of modernisation have
eliminated in Buddhist countries the temples® monopoly of education. In modern
times each country has then developed its own education system in which the
transmission of knowledge about Buddhism and other religions has acquired different
forms.

Among Buddhist countries, Thailand has not been colonised by any foreign
power and Buddhism has been the religion of the great majority of its people for
many centuries. As a consequence, the education system of modern Thailand has
evolved directly from the traditional temple education system. The transmission of
knowledge about Buddhism did not have to be reintroduced into the curricula. On the
contrary, a centralised, universal and generic education system had to be imposed
over the Buddhist one in order to allow modernisation.

We have seen in the previous chapter that the royal family of Thailand paid a
key role in the modemisation of the country and that it managed to maintain its
supremacy thanks to its ability to master it. An important element in the role played
by the Thai royal family in the modemisation process of the country has been the
support it has given to the adoption of a modern education system. Wyatt (1994,
223-248) has described in detail how this process took place at the end of the
nineteenth century.

As a result of the social and political history of Thailand, Buddhism and
related subjects, such as Pali, are widely taught. Curricula are extensive and exams

are rigorous. Also, all Thai male Buddhists spend some time during their lives in
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monasteries where they are again trained in Buddhist subjects, and monks have
exclusive access to modern style universities such as the famous Maha Culalongkorn
University of Bangkok.

The citizens of Thailand are by no means exclusively Buddhist. However,
given the close link between Buddhism, kingship, modernisation, and education,
Buddhist religion seems to dominate the scene when it comes to education. Peter
Skilling, a scholar and a former monk who lives in Thailand, informs me, for
example, that in that country:

There have been controversial issues like an order by the Ministry of Education
to place images of the Buddha in all schools--that did not go down well at all in
the southernmost Muslim provinces, and the order was probably later rescinded
or modified. (Peter Skilling, personal communication)

The case of Sri Lanka is quite different. This country was colonised since the
beginning of the sixteenth century by the Portuguese, the Dutch, and the British. In
turn these powers imposed on the people of Sri Lanka an educational system which
excluded the teaching of local religions. However, religious education, in the form of
the religion of the conqueror, was an important part of the curricula of colonial Sri
Lanka. Through the imposition of Christianity the European powers were trying to
forge loyal citizens.

It was not until 1870, with the creation of the Department of Public
Instruction, substituting “the heavily Christian biased Schools Commision™
(Karunaratna 1994, 16), that “non-Christians for the first time got their voices heard.”
(idem). The Buddhist revival of the same period also facilitated the reintroduction of
religions other than Christianity in Sinhalese schools. The credit for reintroducing
Buddhist education into Sinhalese curricula is generally given to Colonel Olcott, the
American Theosophist. Detailed information regarding the history of Buddhist
education in Sri Lanka can be found in the works of Ginigé (19317) and Karunaratna
(1994). This last work also compares the historical evolution of religious education
in the United Kingdom and in Sri Lanka.

From Karunaratna’s work (1994, 68-69) we learn that starting from 1843 a

series of laws were passed in Sri Lanka limiting religious education. As a result,
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religious education was restricted to the religion of the pupil, and teachers of religious
education were required to be trained in their subject. This state of religious
segregation, similar to the one adopted in Bangladesh, persisted in Sri Ianka until a
few years ago. Sumana Ratnayaka, a Sinhalese colleague and a former member of the

Sinhalese Sangha, tells me that:

Religious education is compulsory in Sri Lanka. However, while when I was a
child one was only trained in his own religion, nowadays all pupils are taught
the island’s four religions and the subject of study is no more called Buddhism,
Hinduism, Islam or Christianity, but ‘religion’. The different traditions are also
studied at university level and it is not at all rare to find students pursuing a

degree in a religion other than their own. (Sumana Ratnayaka, personal
communication)

Sumana Ratnayaka also tells me that the Sinhalese monks, like their Thai
colleagues, have exclusive access to special institutions, such as the Bhikkhu Training
Centre of Maharagama, where they can further their studies in Pali, Sanskrit and
Buddhism. Again, the curricula are comprehensive and examination quite rigorous.

According to Karunaratna (1994, 68), in Sri Lanka, at least in the twenty-five
years before 1988, no particular syllabus was followed in the teaching of any of the
religions. Gombrich in his study of traditional Buddhism in that country (1991a, 387
ff.) gives us an example of the contents of texts used there for the teaching of
Buddhism both in schools and in the Buddhist Sunday School. The Buddhist
Sunday Schools were founded by the Young Men Buddhist Association (YMBA)
and for many years they have been the main vehicle for teaching Buddhism to
childern. Some of the texts described by Gombrich may no more be in use in
Sinhalese schools since the recent changes in the religious education curricula
described above. It is however quite interesting to note the great similarity between
the contents of the texts illustrated by Gombrich and those used in Bangladesh, where
pupils are still only exposed to the principles of their own religion and where
Buddhism is the religion of tiny minority. The Sinhalese texts, like the Bangladeshi
ones, include various formulae for worship, a selection of readings from the Jataka
stories and episodes of the life of Gautama Buddha. Also, the format of the texts

from the Sinhalese Sunday school primers presented by Gombrich, where each
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lesson is followed by a series of question that the pupil is supposed to answer, is
identical to similar parts of the Bangladeshi textbooks.

In all countries religious education is a component of the curricula in at least
some institutions. Nowadays the teaching of Buddhism in schools in no more limited
to the Buddhist community and to the institutions of those countries, such as Thailand
and Sri Lanka, where Buddhism is the religion of the majority of the population. The
need for social integration in the United Kingdom, for example, has resulted in the
incorporation of non-Christian religions, including Buddhism, in some religious
education curricula. (See for example Keene 1993a and 1993b).

Like the educational system of many countries, the British system has its roots
in the Church. Schools used to be attached to cathedrals and monks used to be the
teachers. Britain was not exposed to foreign colonisation, therefore British society
has been for a long time relatively homogeneous. Also, the monarch is in the United
Kingdom the head of the Church. Because Church and State coincide collective and
official worship in Britain is Christian.

Foreign powers have not ruled over Britain for centuries. However, as a
result of the British colonisation of many and diverse countries, and the migrations
towards Britain of the people of these, modern British society is multicultural. The
introduction of the study of non-Christian religions in British schools is a response to
this phenomenon.

TLooking at one text used in British schools for the study of Buddhism (Keene
1993a, 56 ff.) one immediately notices the similarities and the differences with the
texts used in Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. Here again one finds the story of the life of
Gautama Buddha, the main formulas and doctrine. Also, the format, with a short text
followed by a series of questions for the student, is similar to that of the Asian
counterparts. However, the English text (Keene 1993a) includes parts on “Being a
Buddhist” (p. 56), “The two main school of Buddhism™ (p. 64) and, “The spread of
Buddhism” (p. 66), which appear to be specifically written for students from outside

the Buddhist community.
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While Britain has recently included Buddhism and other religions in its
curricula, the situation is quite different in India, the country where Buddhism began.
When the Indian state was founded, it was decided that it should be a secular state.
No religion, among the many practised in that country, was to become the national
religion or to acquire special status. To increase integration the State has, at least in
principle, cut all links with the Church. According to the senior monk at the Cakma
refugee settlement in Dum Dum, Calcutta,!4 this attitude has resulted in the exclusion
of religious education from Indian schools. A consequence of this policy is that the
Cakmas in Dum Dum, a community mostly made up of monks and children, do not
study Buddhism in their school and claim that there are no textbooks that can be used

for this purpose.

4.5 Some considerations

Religious education plays a major role in national integration through the
educational system. This is due to the fact that while the generic and standardised
training given through the school system allows the social mobility needed in modemn
society, it is through religious education, or the absence of it, that a society transmits
its moral values, thus completing the integration of its citizens.

From the detail above it is possible to see that there are mainly four models of
religious education in the school system. Different models have been adopted by
some countries in different periods, while other countries have maintained a single
model throughout their modern history.

The first model is the one followed in Thailand and until recently in Great
Britain. The link between Church and State in those countries is very strong and it is
strengthened by the fact that the school system has its roots in the pre-modern

religious institutions where the specialised clerical class used to be trained. The

14 Personal communication Winter 1995/96
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religion of the State is by no means the only religion practised by the peoples of those
countries. However, it is through the identification of the State with one particular
Church and the imposition through the school system of that one religion that the
citizens of those countries are integrated.

A second model is the one followed in India and other countries, such as the
United States. These are secular states. This means that State and Church are in these
nations totally separated. Despite, or maybe because of, the many religions practised
in these countries no religious education is given through the school system. The
transmission of knowledge about any religion takes place only within the individual
communities. National integration is improved by the adoption of a lay moral system.
An exception among the countries where this model has been adopted is Japan. In
fact, the separation between State and Church was here emposed after War War IT by
the winning coalition.

A third model is the one adopted in Bangladesh and until recently in Sri
Lanka. Here religious education is part of the education curricula, however students
are not trained in any religion but their own. At first this model does not appear to
further the national integration which is one of the main aims of the modemn school
system. One could then wonder why this particular model is adopted. The
population of the two countries belong to four religions: Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism
and Christianity. In both countries the majority of the population belongs to one
religious group: Muslim in Bangladesh, Buddhist in Sri Lanka. To impose the
religion of the majority through the education system would lead to great unrest in the
religious minorities, which are the historical rivals of the majority, and the goal of
national integration would then become even more distant. The adoption of
secularism does not seem politically viable in these countries because of the existence
of strong historical links between the State and a particular religion. Religious
segregation seems a possible solution despite the fact that this may fuel the formation
of groups based on religion that can undermine the stability of the nation.

In Bangladesh it would be unthinkable to impose Islam on the whole
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population without major problems, and the Muslim majority would find it
unacceptable to receive religious instruction relating to a religion other than Islam.
The model of religious segregation seems to be the only answer to the problem of
religious education and the formation of national identity through the school system.

In recent times Sri Lanka has abandoned the model of religious segregation.
A new model, consisting in religious instruction in all the major religions, has been
adopted there as well as in other countries, such the United Kingdom, even though in
a limited form. The adoption of this model requires a certain degree of negotiation
between the State and the single national religious sub-groups. While the majority of
the population can still belong to a single religious group and the State could be
attached to a particular Church, instruction in all the main religions is adopted as a
means to greater national integration.

Regardless of the model adopted, it appears from the material discussed in the
previous section that the contents of the syllabi of religious education regarding
Buddhism is quite similar in all countries. What may differ is the degree of rigour in
the application of the syllabi and in the testing procedure. This, however, is not a
peculiarity of religious education. The differences between countries are merely due

to the different resources available.

4.6 Summary

A modern school system is an important means of national integration in
Bangladesh as in any other nation. This remains true despite the fact that due to lack
of resources the system does not reach a great part of the population.

Religious education is an integral part of the Bangladeshi syllabus. Pupils are
taught the principles of their own religion and, in accordance with the national
constitution, they are not required to receive any instruction in any religion other than

their own.
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The syllabi adopted in Bangladesh for the study of Buddhism and Pali, the
language of the scriptures of Theravada Buddhism, are similar to those adopted in
other countries. Also, the programs of formal religious education organised within
the Buddhist community are similar to the foreign counterparts. Unfortunately, i
consideration of certain characteristics of the Bangladeshi population, such as its low
literacy rate, and other factors, such as the economic conditions of Bangladesh, the
teaching about Buddhism in Bangladesh is not always as formal and in depth as
described in the syllabi.

Due to different historical and social conditions, different models of religious
education have been adopted in various countries around the world. Despite the
differences, all models aim to further national integration. The model of religious

segregation adopted in Bangladesh is one of these.
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Chapter five:

Buddhist monks and monasteries of Bangladesh

5.1 Introduction

Despite all attempts to make the Buddhist tradition of Bangladesh part of a
Bangladeshi national image, the fact that it follows in the line of the traditions of
Southeast Asia, in particular that of Burma, is evidenced by some of its institutions.
In order to support this statement, in this chapter I will describe the life of the
Buddhist monks of Bangladesh, as well as some of the most important temples and
festivals as I was able to observe them during my stays in the country.

Notwithstanding the limitations to my research that I have outlined in the
introduction, I take the following description of monastic life as a good representation
of the same in any Buddhist temple in Bangladesh. Monks have frequent
opportunities to meet, thus influencing and checking each other’s behaviour, and
monks belonging to the same nikdya observe the same formal rules.! Furthermore, if
the lifestyle of the monks were to be noticeably different from one monastery to the
other, this would be unacceptable to the lay community. Laymen acquire the merit
necessary for their salvation in may ways, and offerings to the bhikkhus are
considered the most meritorious acts. It is thought that the more pious the recipient of
the dana (offering), the more merit will be acquired by the donor. Therefore a monk
of deviant behaviour would not find any support from the lay community.

As seen in chapter three, the Bangladeshi Sangha is divided into three
nikayas, all belonging to the Theravada tradition. Therefore the life of all Bangladeshi
monks is regulated by the two hundred and twenty-seven patimokkha rules of the Pali

Vinaya Pitaka, as is that of all Theravadin monks.? Naturally, since, the patimokkha

! Gombrich 1988, 110-112.
2 On the discipline of the Theravada Sangha, see Gombrich 1988, Ch. 4.
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rules were laid down more than two thousand years ago’ they cannot provide for
certain issues of modern life. The Buddha himself continuously adapted rules he had
issued, to meet the needs of the different situations the monks were to face. Also, just
before his death, he declared that minor rules could be changed by the Sangha,
provided that the majority of the monks agreed upon these changes.*

This, together with the characteristic of Buddhism of being adopted in the lay
communities, and sometimes in the Sangha, side by side with other cults,> has
resulted in the formation of regional variations in the monastic lifestyle. Through the
observation of these variations in Bangladeshi Buddhism we shall be able to point at
its Southeast Asian roots.

In the following pages, after describing the monks’ ordination ceremony and
the institution of temporary ordination, I will look into the details of monastic life. In
particular, I will describe the daily life of the average monk, his dress, his relationship
with food and money. Thereafter, I will give a general description of the average
Bangladeshi Buddhist monastery, followed by a more detailed account of some of the
most important monasteries: Dhaka monasteries, Chittagong Buddhist Monastery,
Mahamuni and Thegarpuni temples, the old temples of Ramu, and Aggamedha temple
of Cox’s Bazar. Besides these, there are a number of other temples, like Sudarsan
Vihar (Raozan) or the Bhikkhu Training Centre (Raozan), which I visited and where I
stayed on more than one occasion. The communities of these places have contributed
to my understanding of Bangladeshi Buddhism and monastic life despite the fact that
they are not specifically described here.

One characteristic, peculiar to Bangladeshi Buddhism, that will emerge from

the following description and that we have been able to observe also in the previous

3 There is no agreement between scholars and tradition on their dating. Traditionally the Vinaya claims
the authority of the first council, held just after the Buddha’s death, while modern scholars i general
argue that it was compiled over a period of centuries. Comparing the Chinese and Pali versions of the
Vinaya, Gombrich (1988, 91-93) argues that while “the tradition has not yet been proven substantially
incorrect” he accepts the date of 350 BCE given by Rhys Davids and Oldenberg as the date of
completion of the Vinayas.

4 Digha Nikaya2:154.

> Since Buddhism is not concerned with worldly matters, its followers resort to other cults for these.
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chapters, is the lack of material support from the government and the absence of
alternative large supporters. As a result the Bangladeshi Sangha is relatively poor and
even the most important temples are dilapidated. Another result is the relatively small
number of monks and monasteries in Bangladesh, not just in absolute terms, but also
as a percentage of the Buddhist community. From the incomplete data given by
Chaudhuri (1982, 42) I have estimated a total number of just over eight hundred
monks in all of Bangladesh, as illustrated in Table 5.1 below. From the figures of
Chaudhuri I have derived an average of 1.3 monks per monastery. Assuming his
counting of the monasteries to be correct, this gives a total of 824 monks. Since the
Buddhist population of all of Bangladesh is estimated to be of 623,410 individuals
(1995 Statistical Yearbook of Bangladesh) the percentage of monks in the entire

Buddhist population (male and female) is a mere 0.13%.

Table 5.1

Viharas and Monks of Bangladesh per Nikaya.

Nikaya N. of Viharas N. of Monks

Sangharaja Nikaya 200 265

Mahasthavir Nikaya 55 65

Dvara Nikaya 60 (78)

Chittagong Hill Tracts (Sangharaja Nikaya) 320 (416)
total 635 824

The figures i parentheses were worked out from the average of 1.3 monks per vihara i the other
temples. Source: Chaudhuri 1982.

These figures can be compared with those I have calculated for Thailand from
the data given by Bunnag (1984, 164). According to her, during the rainy season 1%
of the whole Thai male population lives in monasteries as monks. Of these monks 25
to 40% are only temporarily ordained, leaving a 0.75 to 0.6% of full time monks in
the total male population. Assuming the male population is 50% of the total (in

western countries it is usually slightly less) this gives us a total of 0.375% to 0.3%
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monks on the entire population. Also, it is possible to compare the above figures to
the historical data given by Spiro (1982, 283-284) regarding Thailand, Sikhim and
Bhutan, Tibet and Ladakh, and Burma.

5.2 Entering the Sangha

Admission as a member of the Sangha is open in Bangladesh, as in any
Theravadin country, to all males who can meet the requirements embodied in the
Vinaya. Briefly, to be eligible to enter the Order one should not be affected by any
deformity, should be in good health, not in debt or convicted of any crime, have
received his parents’ permission as well as that of his wife, if he has one.

Ordination is carried out at two different levels. The lower ordination or
pabbajja can be taken by boys as young as seven, while aspirants to full ordination or
upasampada have to be at least twenty years old.

In Bangladesh, as in the other Theravadin countries of Southeast Asia, all men
at some point in their life take ordination and spend some time in a monastery. As to
this, Visuddhananda Mahathera and Chaudhuri write

Upasampada (sic) (ordination) is compulsory for all male Buddhist in
Bangladesh. In his life time every male shall have to be ordained as Bhikkhu or
Samanera. It is a compulsory social obligation of the Buddhists in Bangladesh.
(Visuddhananda Mahathera 1983, 11)

A boy is given Pabbajja at any age from seven and upwards. It is a social
tradition that a boy must get his pabbajja any time before his marriage. This is
not welcome in the society that a person will get married even if he did not take
pabbajja (Chaudhuri 1982, 66)

This phenomenon, known as temporary ordination, is peculiar to Southeast
Asia (Spiro 1982, 234 ff. and Bunnag 1973, 36 ff) and is not practised in Sri Lanka.
There an attempt was recently made to introduce temporary ordination (Gombrich
1984), but it has fizzled out. Besides its social function as a rite of passage into

manhood, temporary ordination is taken in Bangladesh (Lewin 1869, 40 and

Chaudhuri 1982, 97), as in all the countries where it is practised, as a way of
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acquiring and transmitting merit. However, while in Thailand it is customary for the
temporary monks to spend at least a rainy season in the monastery, in Burma and

Bangladesh this is rarely the case, probably because of the younger age of the

temporarly ordained.

The custom of temporary ordination was not practised during the lifetime of
the Buddha and I have no information regarding the introduction of this tradition into
Bangladesh. The earliest reference I could find to this practice goes back to 1869
when Lewin, describing the people of the Chittagong Hill Tracts wrote that

Every year at the “khiong,” just before the commencement of the jooming
season, the ceremony of “shinag pruhpo” occurs. This is a religious rite
approaching closely in significance to our “confirmation.” The young boys of
the village, on attaining the age of 8 or 9 years, are clothed in the yellow
garments of the priesthood, have their heads shaved, and at the “khiong,” go
through a ceremony which seems to be on their part a kind of assumption of
religious duties. They sit all in a circle before the priest; before each one is an
offering according to the means of his parents, of rice or cloth, and before each
burns a little lamp which is kept trimmed and bright during the ceremony by the
sponsor or nearest male relative of each, who sits behind; each of the acolytes
reverently joins his hands, bows his head, and makes the responses after the
presiding priest. After the ceremony they remain in the “khiong,” dressing and
living as priests for seven days, during which time they must eat simply and
indulge in no sports or vain pastimes. Women do not participate in this rite, but
it is common of a man to perform it two or three times during his life. Is any
one dear to him sick, or has he escaped from any danger, he performs the
“shiang™ as a king of acknowledgement of God’s mercy, or a supplication for
forbearance. (Lewin 1869, 40)

As for the Baruas, in 1908 O’Malley reports that

Every Barua has to be initiated and to live as a Samanera (Sramana) or novice
for at least seven days, and some of them also take vows to be a member of the
priestly order for some years after that period following their initiation
(O°Malley 1908, 69)

The lower ordination ceremony is performed in the same way, whether it is
undertaken for a limited time or for life, and requires that aspiring samaneras be
provided with the Eight Requisites. These are the commodities that, according to
tradition, a monk requires for his daily life and is authorised to own. They are: three
robes, one bowl, one razor, needle and thread, white cloth to filter water, one belt.

While the last four items on the above list are easily obtainable and cheap, the robes

and the bowl are extremely expensive by Bangladeshi standards. Monks told me that
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the price for a set of three robes was around tk.3,000 and that of a bowl tk.1,000.°
Moreover, bowls are extremely difficult to get because, given the low demand, the
only market-place where they can be purchased is at Cox’s Bazar, near the Burmese
border, where they are imported from Burma. Given the great difficulty in acquiring
them, I have very rarely seen monks owning or eating from bowls. They are usually
borrowed from the temple just for the ordination ceremony. Robes, on the other
hand, are usually made in Bangladesh, but importation from Sri Lanka is not rare.
Besides the items of the above list, the aspiring samaneras bring to the temple a pair
of slippers, a pillow and a mattress.

The difficulties, financial and otherwise, encountered by Bangladeshi
Buddhists in the acquisition of the minimum requirements for the ordination
ceremony are in striking contrast with the situation found in Burma and Thailand. In
Burma temporary ordinations are conducted with great pomp and only a minimal part
of all the expenses and trouble goes for the organisation of the religious aspect of the
ceremony (Spiro 1982, 237-8) In Thailand, besides the large sums of money spent
for the ceremony (Bunnag 1973, 165 ff.), a great deal of effort is spent on the
paperwork required by the Thai administration to ensure that the person to be
ordained is not entering the Sangha in order to escape some responsibility in lay
society (Bunnag 1973, 39-40).

The lower ordination ceremony takes places first in the house of the person to
be ordained and than at the temple. When I was invited to be present at a temporary
ordination ceremony, I was a guest of the local temple and I only witnessed the part
of the celebrations that took place there.

On the day of the ordination, the future novice’s head is shaved. Then,
according to Chaudhuri

After taking bath he wears new garments. In the Afternoon he is taken to the
vihara in a procession. The civaras are nicely folded (which takes the shape of a
cetiya) and fastened with a waist-band and put into the alms-bowl. While going

to the vihara this bowl is put on his head. The ladies and relatives follow him
with various articles of dana arranged nicely on the trays and winnowing-fans

6 Tn 1994 the monthly salary of a high school teacher was tk.2,000, the cost of a newspaper tk4.
GBE£1 = tk.60.
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carrying on their heads. Sometimes a band-party follows the procession. This

is a happy occasion to earn merit. So most of the villagers participate in it.
(Chaudhuri 1982, 66)

In the ordination I was able to witness, four boys, dressed in their best
clothes, came to the temple accompanied by the population of the entire village in a
very festive mood, followed by a band that had started to play much earlier. The roll
of robes fastened with a belt, with the central part raised, was put into the bowl with
the rest of the Eight Requisites and carried by the aspiring samaneras on their heads.
Relatives followed the boys with trays containing fruit, flowers, and leaves. The
bowls with their contents, together with the offerings, were presented to the bhikkhus
on a table. When the boys had greeted the monks the dinas were placed at the
monks’ feet and the table removed. After everybody had taken the Five Precepts and
the Three Refuges, the boys took leave of their elders, touching their feet. Thereafter,
the future samaneras took their place, squatting in front of the monks, the bowls
front of them and the bedding items with the slippers behind, holding the roll of robes
to their forehead.

It did not seem to me that the future samaneras had undergone any specific
preparation for this ceremony. Bunnag, with reference to the ordination ceremonies
taking place in Thailand, affirms that

The spiritual or educational requirements for entry into this most prestigious
role are minimal. ... ... The candidate’s preparedness is very generally measured
by his ability to learn the Pali responses that he must make during the ceremony,
though vigorous prompting throughout by an older and more experienced
relative is by no means unknown. (Bunnag 1984, 164)

Tn the case of the ordinations taking place in Bangladesh, or at least the case I
was able to witness, the aspiring simaneras do not learn any Pali verses for the
occasion. Whenever they are required to utter Pali verses they are not familiar with
(that is, all verses specific to this ceremony) one of the monks would speak before
them and thus they would only have to repeat the words.

Ideally, the ceremony should follow the pattern outlined by Chaudhuri, who
writes

Then taking the civaras in his hands he will pray to his would be preceptor
(upajjhaya) as follows:
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“Okasa, aham bhante, pabbajjam yacami” (Thrice)

- Reverend Sir, I pray for pabbajja
Then if the bhikkhu gives his consent after observing some formalities
(including various queries as laid down in the Pili Vinaya regarding his
competency to be initiated), then the boy will pray again as follows.

“Bhante, sabba-dukkha-nissarana-nibbéna-sacchjkaranatﬂlﬁya imam kasavam

gahetva pabbajetha mam bhante, anukampam upadaya” (Thrice)

- Reverend Sir, in order to realise Nibbana wherein lies the end of all wordly
sufferings, you please accept these civaras and make me initiated (Thrice)

Thus praying he will hand over the civaras to the preceptor. After that he will
agai pray in the same way to receive back the civaras and make him initiated.
Only in the case of ‘gahetva’ as above he should now say ‘datva’ (meaning
‘giving’).

Then the preceptor will take him inside an enclosure and help him in giving up
his lay-garments and wearing the civaras. Before that the boy has to give up all
his belongings if he possesses any. After that he will be brought in the hall. He
has put on antaravisa and uttarasanga and put the sanghati on his left shoulder.
He will then sit before the preceptor and say:

“Patisankhd yoniso civaram patisevami”

- Having judiciously considered I use these robes.

Then he will pray for ten precepts (dasa-sila) to observe ......
. Then the preceptor will say: “Sadhu Sadhu imani tisaranena saddhim
pabbajja- samanera-dasasikkhapadani appamadena sampadetha.”

Then the novice will be asked to contemplate on the actual purpose of using
civara, pindapata, senasana and gilana-paccaya-bhesajja.

Thus the ceremony comes to an end (Chaudhuri 1992, 66 - 68)

The case I observed only slightly differed from the above pattern. The main
difference that I was able to notice was that although the boys had shaved their heads
in the morning, monks armed with razors symbolically shaved them again. While this
operation was taking place, the monks were uttering the Pali names of the first five of
the thirty-two constituents of the body: kes3 (hair), loma ¢tbody hair), nakha (nails),
danta (teeth), taco (skin). This constitutes a standard meditation exercise, which
Richard Gombrich tells me is part of pabbajjz in all Theravadin countries.

The samaneras thus ordained, unless they have joined the Order temporarily,
now start their careers towards monkshood. The only rules they have to observe are
the Ten Precepts and they have to respect all bhikkhus, regardless of age, as their
seniors.

As seen in the previous chapter, the samaneras undergo a period of training
and instruction which varies in length according to their abilities and to the available
means. Once the samaneras are ready to become bhikkhus and in any case not before

reaching the age of twenty, they undertake upasampada, the higher ordination.
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I am not aware of any higher ordination that took place while I was in
Bangladesh. It is not very often that someone takes upasampada and in any event, lay
people are not supposed to enter the sima, the restricted area of some temples where
the ordination ceremony takes place.’ For these reasons, in this case I have to rely

entirely on the information reported by Chaudhuri. He writes

In the upasmpada all procedures are to be followed as in the case of pabbajja.
In addition to that the following are to be observed:

... He [the aspiring monk] should be informed beforehand about the strict rules
and regulations to be observed in a bhikkhu-life. ... In the case of pabbajja only
one bhikkhu is necessary, but in the case of upasampadd presence of a full
chapter of bhikkhus (i.e. bhikkhu-sangha) consisting of a minimum five
bhikkhus is essential. ... The Pali Kammavaca is to be read out by a competent
bhikkhu. The upasmpada ceremony will be carried out strictly according to the
principles of the Kammavica, which includes seeking permission of the Sangha
to give ordination, to make many queries regarding the competency of the
candidate to be a bhikkhu etc. etc. Two competent bhikkhus are to be selected
to be the acariya (teacher, locally called “Siksa-guru”) and upajjhaya (preceptor,
locally called “Diksa-guru™) of the candidate. ... In the case of upasampada,
sanghati-civara is essential, otherwise the upasampada will not be valid. (T he
Sanghati-civara is of the same size as uttarasangha. Only difference is that the
Sanghati-civara is two-fold). (Chaudhuri 1982, 98)

In principle the above description seems to be a reliable one. However, since
Chaudhuri does not make known his sources, I suspect that his account is merely a

representation of how the upasampada ceremony should be performed according to

the Pali canon.

5.3 The monks® everyday life

The everyday life of the Bangladeshi monks is not particularly different from
that of the monks of other Theravadin countries (compare Spiro 305 ff with Table 5.2
below). However, monastic life is not the necessarily the same for all monks, even
for those living in the same monastery. The differences are due to many factors.

Some monks are devoted to academic studies and meditation. Others are great social

7 Women are forbidden at all times from the sim, but laymen can visit the sima when no religious
function is held there.
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workers. Others again have a quite idle life. The monks’ day is usually divided
between meditating, studying and the performance of their duties for the lay
community. As an example of the ideal schedule of the monks” daily routine I here

below present (Table 5.2) that followed in the Bhikkhu Training Centre of Raozan.

Table 5.2

Daily schedule in use at the Bhikkhu Training Centre - Raozan.

DATLY WORK AND WORSHIP SCHEDULE

time

dawn at 4:00 wake up and get ready for the first worship

4:30 to 5:30 first worship and collective meditation

5:30 to 6:15 different activities according to one own’s duty and
cleaning of rooms

6:15 to 7:00 first collection of alms and eating of first collection

7:00 to 10:00 study

10:00 to 11:00 bathe and go for alms round

at 10:00 the students of 1st, 2nd, &th, 9th and 10th classes will
go to their respective schools

11:00 to 12:00 lunch

12:00 to 4:00 the students of 3rd, 4th and 5th class will go to their
respective schools; the students of 6th and 7th class
will recite texts (in the monastery)

4:00 to 6:00 gardening and children’s games

at 6:00 get ready for evening worship

6:30 to 7:00 evening worship and meditation

7:00 to 7:15 drinks

7:15to 10 study

from 10:00 sleep

every Friday morning at 7:00 extra Dharma class

and from 2:00 to 4:00 children’s meeting
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Monks always get up quite early in the morning, usually before sunrise,® and
meet for chanting and meditation. This is not always a communal event. A monk
could pray and meditate in his room, but this is an exception rather than the rule,
provided there is more than one monk living in the temple. The chanting consists m
the recitation of verses worshipping the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha, and some
suttas.

After the first worship session the monks, according to the above schedule,
attend to different duties, including that of making sure that the temple and their
lodgings are tidy. This is not a task that the monks or the novices always perform in
person. Bhikkhus and samaneras usually get the help of some lay person, like a
temple boy, for this kind of menial work, but in some cases the housekeeping work is
neglected for days. This is true especially of the large temples of Dhaka and
Chittagong, while small temples are usually better kept.

Breakfast is the next activity the monks attend to. There is no prescribed time
for this meal and its timing depends mainly on when the lay devotees bring their
offerings to the monastery.® It usually takes place between 5:00 and 7:00 AM. The
monks do not always eat their breakfast in the monastery. This happens when a
householder has invited them to chant suttas in his home, or there is not enough food
in the monastery to feed everybody.!® In this last case, monks would find a way to
become the much honoured guests of a householder. This kind of invitation is
usually addressed to a specific monk who is particularly close to the host family and
he would extend the invitation to an agreed number of other bhikkhus. These
invitations sometimes take the form of proper rituals, called Sangha dana. Sangha
danas, where monks first are fed and then recite Pali suttas, have to be attended by a
group of five or more monks. However, on special occasions larger groups, of a

dozen monks or more, are not unusual. Sangha danas are a good opportunity for the

8 Tn this monks are no different from most Bangladeshi householders.

9 Tn some of the monasteries, like Dhammarajika, there isa kitchen and a lay person is in charge of the
preparations of the monks’ food; however, this is not common. |

10 This can, for example, happen in Chittagong Buddhist Temple, where there is a large and often
variable number of monks and novices.
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lay devotees to earn merit. Usually they are arranged for occasions like the death
anniversary of a family member or the inauguration of a new house.

After breakfast the monks are free and therefore engage in all sorts of
different activities, including doing nothing, until lunch time. In the schedule given
above, the simaneras spend this time studying, but not all monks do so. In
Bangladesh some monks are involved in the running of welfare agencies, like
orphanages or centres for the immunisation of children, so some of them spend this
time in these occupations.

All activities are interrupted around eleven o’clock, for lunch. In the Bhikkhu
Training Centre monks and sdmaneras beg for their food in the Buddhist villages of
the area; however this is a unique case in Bangladesh. Since Buddhists are a tiny
minority of the Bangladeshi population there is fear, among monks and laymen alike,
even in predominantly Buddhist areas, that the monks would be ridiculed (or worse,
attacked) if they were seen begging for their food. The arrangements for lunch are the
same as for breakfast, but in my experience monks are much more likely to be invited
to private houses for breakfast than for lunch.

After lunch most monks take some rest and than engage again in all sorts of
activities, as they do in the morning, until evening. Around seven they gather again,

chant together, drink tea, and after a few hours go to bed.

5.3.1 Food, dress and money

Food, dress and money are three components of everyday life the use or form
of which differentiate the members of the Sangha from the rest of the world.
However, not all monks have the same attitude when dealing with them and, at least

as regards food and money, their approach is different from that prescribed in the

canon and the commentaries.
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Among the Bangladeshi Sangha the most controversial of the three items
seems to be food. According to the “Middle Way” philosophy preached by the
Buddha, food should not be anything more than sustenance for the body. The monks
should not indulge in the pleasures of food, but at the same time they should not
mortify their bodies through starvation. For this reason, a series of rules regarding
when and what to eat are included in the canon and its commentaries.!! Mainly,
monks and simaneras who are in good health should only eat once a day, any time
before midday, and they are not allowed to express their preferences about food.

With the passing of time and the adoption of new eating habits in society in
general, several local versions of what is lawful or not in food matters have developed
among the Sangha. Nevertheless, on one point it seems that all Theravadins have
always agreed and this is the prohibition of taking food after midday. Sticking to this
principle, Bangladeshi monks, even though breaking the original rule, that prescribes
a single meal a day, have both breakfast and lunch before noon. However, the
Bangladeshi Sangha is divided into different nikayas and these, as already said, are
generally defined by the fact that their members observe different versions of the
patimokkha rules. This fact has produced different behaviour among the Bangladeshi
monks with regard to food restrictions. Therefore, while agreeing in principle on the
food ban after midday, some monks of the Mahasthavir Nikaya regularly have an
evening meal. I could ascertain this in the periods I have spent as a guest in their
monasteries. In doing so they are certainly aware of the general impropriety of their
act since they do not allow lay people, save those in charge of cooking and serving, to
see them at these times. Since I have seen monks of this nikdya dining in the
presence of other monks, always of the same nikdya, this means that there is a sort of
agreement among them that allows them to eat all sorts of food after midday.

What monks eat during their meals is, as said above, provided by lay

supporters. Consequently, the monks diet is the same as that of the families of the

11 For references to the canon on points regarding food and regulations concerning it, see Wijayaratna
1983, Ch. IV, passim. Also Rhys Davids and Stede 1921-25, 510 under the entry bhojana.
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region where they live, though the bhikkhus are always honoured with the best food.
Bangladeshi monks, regardless of their nikiya, are not vegetarians and their diet
comprises meat and fish as well as eggs and, when possible, sweets, of which all
Bengalis are extremely fond.

Having said that all food is permitted to monks at lawfully scheduled meals,
the problem arises of determining what it is still possible to eat and drink outside
those times. I was puzzled on seeing that even those I considered very observant
monks would freely drink Coca Cola and eat mango-flavoured ice-cream after
midday, while refusing a cup of tea containing even a drop of milk. What I could not
grasp was the principle, explained to me by some of the monks of the Sangharaja
Nikaya, according to which some foods are considered ‘energising” while others are
not. Only food that is ‘energising’ should be avoided after twelve. Something is
‘energising’ when it has the property of giving energy to the body so that it can
maintain its functions. Supposedly one could not live on fruit juices, pop drinks,
sesame seed biscuits or any fruit-flavoured ice cream, while it would be possible to
live on milk or vanilla ice-cream, which contains milk.

On this, the point of view of the Bangladeshi monks is not very different from
that of the monks of Thailand, as reported by Bunnag, who writes that:

After this time [midday] he [the monk] is allowed to smoke or chew betel or to
drink liquids which are unsweetened or which do not contain milk. In practice
this often means that the monk takes liquid to which he has not himself added
either sugar or milk, so that, for instance, Coca Cola and manufactured drinks
are not prohibited. (Bunnag 1984, 163)

If monks of different nikayas have different approaches to food and related
matters, it seems that this is not the case with dress and the possession and handling
of money. In dress there has been no substantial change since the Buddha’s time,
while concerning money there has been agreement on change.

Bhikkhus and samaneras wear, from the day of ordination, the typical saffron
robes that, together with their shaved heads, make them so easily identifiable. In

brief, the patimokkha rules regarding clothing specify the robes® shape, dimension

and material, the way they should be properly worn and the quantity that 2a monk can
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possess at any given time.!2 The Buddhist idea behind these rules is that the monks
should be properly dressed, their clothes should not be expensive or made of rags,
should be functional, make the monks easily recognisable and give no reason for
reproof from laymen or members of other sects.

As said above (p. 135), some of the robes come to Bangladesh from other
Buddhist countries, mainly Sri Lanka. This has made even more improbable the
creation of a regional style. Even between the different nikayas there is no distinction
whatsoever in the style or colour of the robes of their members. In this Bangladeshi
monks are not different from the monks of other Theravadin countries, as reported by
Bunnag (1973, 28) about Thai monks. Robes come in different gradations of colour,
from bright orange to deep maroon, and are worn by the monks with no distinction of
age or seniority. On this point Chaudhuri (1982, 99) disagrees and writes that
“Generally the samaneras and young bhikkhus are provided with light coloured
civaras, while the senior bhikkhus with the deep colour ones.” But this appears to be
fanciful.

Another particular differentiating the life of monks from that of laymen is the
relationship the members of the Sangha have with money.!3 Traditionally monks did
not earn their living and lived with food, clothes, medicines and whatever they may
have needed, including dwellings, as offered to the Sangha by the lay community.
Also, the last one of the Ten Precepts undertaken by the novices and repeated (in
substance) in the patimokkha prescribes that members of the Sangha should not touch
gold or silver, which has always been taken to include money in general.

This rule seems always to have led to problems in the practical running of the
community as well as in the lives of single monks. Many artifices have been
conceived at all times to respect it in the literal sense, while being able to cater for the

needs of such a large organisation as the Sangha. Lay temple assistants would, for

12 For references to the canon on points regarding the monk’s dress and regulations concerning it, see
Wijayaratna 1983, Ch. III, passim.
13 For references to the canon and the commentaries on rules regarding monastic life and money, see
Wijayaratna 1983, Ch. V, passim.
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example, be in charge of the physical handling of the money. Bunnag (1984, 163)
indicates that these practices are still adopted in Thailand; however this is not the case
in Bangladesh.

Not being sponsored by a Buddhist government, the different Bangladeshi
nikayas are run like modemn organisations by the senior monks, in co-operation with
lay leaders and, sometimes, with the help of external agencies. This activity involves
the administration of the money donated to the Sangha by lay supporters and foreign
aid agencies as well as the administration of the monasteries’ resources.

What has generally been preserved of the prohibition on handling money is
the spirit of the rule. This requires the monks to give up involvement in worldly
business with the aim of personal profit. I say “generally”, because even though the
great majority of the monks are not involved in the administration of the nikayas’
financial business, and therefore are exempt from any such accusations, in fact some
monks of the Mahasthavir Nikaya have been accused of impropriety. Members of
other nikayas and of the Catholic Church have repeatedly accused the higher levels of
the Mahasthavir Nikdya of the appropriation of large sums of money for personal
use.

To end this section on the daily life of the monks, I will spend a few words on
another characteristic of monastic life: chastity. All monks and novices observe a
vow of chastity. Breaking this rule would mean immediate expulsion from the Order.
This vow seems to be universally accepted and respected by all members of the
Sangha and nothing else is to be said, or, to put it in the words of Bunnag (1984,
163): “Curiously, though in theory regarded as being a difficult rule to observe, in

practice it [chastity] seems to be no more difficult or tiresome than abstaining from

one’s evening meal...”
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5.4 Some monasteries and festivals

At the beginning, the Buddhist movement was a movement of wanderers and
renouncers, so the Sangha did not own any kind of dwelling place. Later, but still
during the lifetime of the Buddha, under the insistence of lay supporters who wanted
to endow the Order with appropriate lodgings and with the establishment of the rule
that monks should spend the rainy season in retreat,!4 the first monasteries were
built.1>

In the following pages, I will give a description of some of the most important
temples of Bangladesh, based on my observations and integrated with the reports of
other authors. As seen in chapter two, in ancient times Bangladesh had large and
renowned viharas, such as Paharpur, the Mainamati-Lalmai temples, or the Pandita
Vihara of Chittagong, of which all traces have been lost. In contrast to the splendour
and glory of these ancient institutions, the temples of modern Bangladesh, not
supported by rich and powerful sponsors, are quite small and simple buildings.

Bangladesh is still largely a rural country and the vast majority of Buddhists
live in the region of Chittagong and Chittagong Hill Tracts. Consequently, there are
only three temples in Dhaka, about six temples in Chittagong, while certain relatively
small countryside villages of the Chittagong Division have two temples, one each for
the Mahasthavir and Sangharaja nik3ya.

The average Bangladeshi temple consists of a single building. Only in Dhaka,
Chittagong and a few other major sites are there temples that are compounds of
different buildings, each with a different function. Temples usually are rectangular
structures, made of brick or stone and painted in white. At the front of these
buildings, along one of the longer sides, there are three openings leading to three
small rooms. One of the rooms is the place where the monk(s) and novice(s) of the

place live, while the other two are Buddha shrines!®. The central room is the most

14 Oldenberg ed., 1878-1883; 1, 137.
15 For references about this point in the Pali canon, see Wijayaratna 1983, 35-47.
16 At times only the central room is a shrine while the other two are the lodgings of the monks.
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important. It usually accommodates a large statue of the Buddha, often accompanied
by smaller ones, and its walls are sometimes painted with scenes from the life of the
Buddha or some well-known Buddhist story, such as that of Angulimala. The third
room, very similar to the previous one, has smaller or less beautiful statues than the
main one. Due to a great number of thefts that have hit the temples, usually the
statues and other objects of devotion, especially if antique or made in metall?, are kept
behind iron bars. The space in front of the temple is usually covered, like a veranda,
with a tin roof so that a relatively great number of people can be accommodated
during celebrations or meetings.

Due to the very basic and similar style of all temples, it is quite difficult,
practically impossible, to find elements that would help one to date them. Moreover,
the climate of the region requires that repairs and renovations should be continuously
made to the buildings. New layers of white paint are constantly laid over the old
ones, with the result that all temples look alike. Unless a temple was built in the last
century or so, and therefore there is still some memory of its establishment, most
temples are said to be extremely old. Some are traditionally attributed, with no
evidence whatsoever, to emperor Asoka.

Given the extreme similarity of most temples, I will here account only for
those buildings of particular interest, especially historical, limiting my writing to
temples I personally visited. These temples are Mahamuni Temple, Thegarpuni
Temple, the ancient temples of Ramu and Aggamedah Temple of Cox’s Bazar. I will

also describe the monasteries of Dhaka and Chittagong.

171 was told by several monks and laymen that sometimes, as in Ramkot (Ramu), bronze statues are
painted so to deceive thieves into believing them to be clay.
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5.4.1 The monasteries of Dhaka

None of the three temples of Dhaka is centrally located. Dhammarajika
Vihara, the most important temple of the Mahasthavir Nikaya and the largest in town,
is in Basabo. This is an area divided from the rest of the city by the railway line and
includes the slums that the homeless and the beggars of this town have built all along
the railway. In his description of the monastery, Visuddhananda Mahathera, the

founder of the complex, writes that:

Savar, not far away from Dhaka was visited by Buddha according to Buddhist
literature and as confirmed by veteran Bengali historian Late J.N. Bose. King
Ashoka had got to erect monuments or Dharmarajika pillars over eighty four
thousand spots, and Savar was one of them. In course of time the place has
been known as Dharmarajika which again turned into Dhamrai. ... After the
name of Ashoka’s Dharmarajika pillar the Buddhist Monastery of Dhaka has
been named Dhammarajika Buddhist Monastery ... The entire campus
comprises an area of four and a half acre of land, gifted to the Buddhists of
Bangladesh by the Government for developing it into a centre of upliftment of
the Buddhist community. ... Within the campus at present four buildings
constitute the entire complex. In one of the buildings one room is reserved for
Buddha worship and offerings of flowers and candles etc. Just beside this,
Atisha Hall is extended facing to the south. Another double storied building is
meant for Dharmarajika Pali College, Dharmarajika Library and a small
museum. ... Within the campus a Bodhi tree spreads its branches and leaves ...
A standing image of the Buddha is placed upon the penacle of a pillar known as
Dharmarajika Ashoka pillar, constructed in memory of completion of 2500
years of Siddhartha’s birth ... Just some yards away a big double-storied
building is meant for housing, educational and technical centre. The inmates of
the orphanage dwell in that building. Another one-storied building of several
compartments is used as medical centre and printing press. (Visuddhananda
Mahathera 1983, 18-21)

The monastery, founded in the late 1960s on land granted by the Pakistani
administration,!® is a compound of several uninspiring buildings, arranged around a
large pond, housing, at the time of my stays in Bangladesh, about thirteen monks and
thirty-five novices. The compound includes a large unfinished prayer hall, the
monks’ quarters, an orphanage, a Pali school and a workshop. The building
accommodating the monks also contains two rooms for the worship of the Buddha,
one on the ground floor, usually open to the public, and one on the first floor. In

these rooms several Buddha statues, pictures of important monks and the like have

18 visnddhananda Mahathera was generally accused by his opponents of being a Pakistani
collaborator.
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been gathered. This collection constitutes what the monks of the monastery call the
museum. The two most important pieces of the collection are an unspecified relic of
the Buddha and some ashes said to be those of the Venerable Atisa Dipankar.l? A
room on the ground floor is where the monks take their meals and watch television,2°
while in another room on the first floor the ashes of a Japanese Buddhist man are
preserved?l,

By Bangladeshi standards Dhammarajika monastery is quite large. The
monastery’s size and its location in the capital, although the Buddhist population there
is very small, are the reasons for its comparative prosperity and fame. However,
since this establishment belongs to the Mahasthavir Nikaya it is not so popular with
all the Buddhists of Dhaka. This means that some of the Buddhists in town attend
services there only on very special occasions.

The second largest monastery in Dhaka, located in the northern sector of town
known as Mirpur, is the Sakyamuni Bauddha Vihara, led by the Venerable
Prajnananda Mahathera. The temple itself is a small building in Burmese style. This
temple, which caters for the Hill Tracts’ Buddhists in Dhaka, was erected by tribal
constructors in the style typical of the temples of that border region. The area
dedicated to prayer and Buddha offerings is a small room with the usual gathering of
Buddha statues.

In contrast to the size and style of the temple, opposite stands a large modern
building, erected by French architects. This building houses an orphanage sponsored
by a French charity that caters for tribal orphan boys and some administrative offices.

When I first visited this temple, in 1992, the orphanage was still under construction

19 Pandit Dipankara §rijfiina Atiga wasa famous Bengalimonk who lived at the time of the Palas and
went to Tibet, where he lived for some time. Notall scholars agree on Atida’s nationality.

20 This is the only monastery equipped with a television, which is regularly watched by the monks. In
other temples it is rare to find even a radio.

21 These are the ashes of a Japanese businessman whose company established the Sonargaon Hotel, a
five star hotel in Dhaka. At the man’'s death his ashes were distributed, according to his will, m
various countries. The ashes preserved at Dhammarajika were donated by the man’s family to the
government of Bangladesh, who put the monastery i charge of preserving them m exchange for an
allowance. Noticeably, the small room where the ashes are preserved is the only truly clean room i
the entire compound.
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and there were only four monks living there. Now with the completion of the
orphanage and the project of building a bigger temple many more monks, all of them
from Chittagong Hill Tracts, live there, but I was unable to ascertain their number.

The third temple in Dhaka is also located in the northern part of town, near Zia
International airport. Its name is International Buddha Vihara, but in spite of its high
sounding name it can be reached only on foot, by crossing an extremely precarious
bamboo bridge. When I visited it, in the winter of 1992, the temple was no more than
a bamboo hut and only three monks lived there, in the only room constituting the
monastery.

The temple belongs to the Sangharaja Nikdya and it is, in the minds of its
founders, the nikdya’s response to the international popularity of Dhammarajika
monastery. Thanks to its location in the capital, Dhammarajika, of the Mahasthavir
Nikaya, which accounts for less than 10% of the Bangladeshi Sangha (see Table 3.1)
has always been very popular with foreigners. For this reason it has so far attracted
most of the aid that foreign institutions have given Bangladeshi Buddhists. The
bhikkhus of the Sanghardja Nikdya planned to set up a Buddhist centre in Dhaka of
easier access to foreign visitors than Dhammardjika, hence the choice of this location
on the way to and from the airport. But, in the summer of 1994 the International
Buddha Vihara had not become completely operative and Dhammarajika was still the
Buddhist temple most popular with foreign visitors. One of the reasons of this is that
the monastery is advertised as “the old Buddhist temple” in the list of city highlights
given to the guests of the Sonargaon Hotel (the only five-star hotel in town). As
mentioned above, some of the ashes of the former owner of the Sonargaon Hotel are

preserved in Dhammarajika.
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5.4.2 The monasteries of Chittagong

The situation is slightly different in Chittagong, since the main temple is on
Buddhist Temple Road, a fairly central area once known as Enayet Bazar -
Nandankanan. It was established in 1899, after the reform of the Bangladeshi
Buddhist Sangha, and belongs to the Sanghardja Nikdya. The small walled
compound, all painted in yellow, consists of a main building, a Buddha shrine and a
Bodhi tree with a small room for offerings attached to it.

The main building has three floors. Two large symmetrical staircases lead to
the first floor, which accommodates a hall for prayer and preaching with a collection
of Buddha images behind an iron gate. This is the room where the monks preach and
take their meals. The same floor contains a small library with canonical texts in
Burmese and Sinhalese script and the rooms of the senior monks. The top floor is a
very recent addition, which was sponsored by the Italian branch of the Catholic
association Caritas. On this floor are the rooms for the rest of the bhikkhus and for
the samaneras.

The Buddha shrine, on the left of the main building, is a small construction
containing a large Buddha statue. This was unearthed during the construction of the
town General Hospital and now is displayed here, behind the usual bars. This statue
is believed to be the only remains of the once glorious Pandita Vihara and for this
reason it is an object of great devotion.

The monks who live in Chittagong Buddhist Temple know nothing about its
history and I have only found two brief reports of it. R.B. Barua (1978, 273) reports
that the temple was established in 1899 by the Chittagong Buddhist Association of
Dr. Bhagirath Barua. According to the same author, it was through the activities of
the first high priests of this temple that Buddhism was popularised in Bangladesh.
Similarly, Visuddhananda Mahathera, of the Mahasthavir Nikaya writes that

This temple was established in the last part of 19th century. Dr. Bhagirat
Baru3, then a Buddhist leader was one of those who sacrificed their best for this

temple. He was the founder of this monastery as the first construction of it
started by him on the land which he bought with his money. At that time he



152

was the General Secretary of Chittagong Buddhist Association. In 1903 Ven.
Dharmavangsha Mahasthavir was the principal of this temple and he reformed
it under his proper guidance. In that year a huge Buddha-statue, discovered at

the_ hills of General Hospital of Chittagong, was placed in this temple.
(Visuddhananda Mahathera 1983, 16)

The total number of temples in Chittagong is about six, but none of the others
is as big or important as the one on Buddhist Temple Road. Also, none of them seem
to have been established before the Buddhist reform of the 19th century. I only had
the opportunity to visit two of the other temples of Chittagong. One, built next door
to one of the city mosques, used to be run by Giiyanilok Mahasthavir, the present
Sanghanayaka of the Mahasthavir Nikaya, and the first disciple of Visuddhananda
Mahathera. This monastery is the stronghold of the Mahasthavir nikdya in
Chittagong. It is a small monastery, arranged around a little courtyard, to which
access from the street is possible only through a small gate. Another temple,
established a few years ago, is built on top of a small hill, among Muslim huts, on

land donated by the government. It has one monk and two novices.

5.4.3 Mahamuni and Thegarpuni temples

The Mahamuni temple of Pahartali (Raozan, Chittagong) owes its name to the
Mahamuni temple of Dinnyawadi in Arakan where the Candasara Buddha image was
once preserved. This was one of the most venerated images in Southeast Asia and
can now be seen in the Arakan pagoda at Mandalay. It is said that the Buddha image
found at the Mahamuni temple in Bangladesh is a copy of the Arakanese one. R.B.
Barua (1965, 28-30), Chaudhuri (1982, 30-31), Qanungo (1988, 95-96) and
Viéuddhananda Mahathera (1983, 15) give slightly different accounts of the history
of the Bangladeshi shrine, which also happened to be the centre of the nineteenth
century reform,?? and the image found there. Both Chaudhuri and Visuddhananda

Mahathera give 1813 as the year the temple was founded. In brief, it is traditionally

22 See chapter three.
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believed that a certain Cainga Thakur, a Buddhist priest from Pahartali, had visited
Arakan and had seen the original Mahamuni image. Wishing to have a replica of this
statue in his own village, he drew a copy and took measurements of the original.
Once Cainga Thakur returned to his village he employed some Arakanese sculptors
and within six months the image, made of brick and cement, was completed.

The story of the Mahamuni image of Arakan is closely connected with the
religious and political history of that kingdom. The fact that the Bangladeshi
Buddhist community attributes special importance to this shrine underlines the close
relationship between their tradition and that of Southeast Asia in general and Arakan
in particular. Moreover, despite the fact that 1813 is traditionally given as the year of
the establishment of the Bangladeshi image and its completion time is given as siX
months, it is obvious that whether we consider the story of Cainga Thakur to be true
or not, the contact with Arakan which inspired the construction of the Bangladeshi
statue had to occur at a much earlier date. In fact, the Arakanese Mahamuni image
was removed from that country in 1784. This would support the view of an early
relationship between the Buddhists of Arakan and Bangladesh.

The importance of the original Mahamuni statue is indicated by the belief that
this is the only exact image of the Buddha. Many authors report the story of this
image; however, the most detailed report seems to be that of Forchhammer (1891),
who gives a full description of the temple site and a translation of “extracts from the
Mahamuni thamein (a history of the shrine) and the Sappadanapakarana
(Sarvasthanaprakarapa), an ancient Arakanese manuscript of great value.”
(Forchhammer 1891, 2). In brief, the image was build during the 51st regnal year of
Chandrasurya, who ascended the throne of Arakan in A.D. 146. Despite this date
being much later than the Buddha’s death, the legend tells that this bronze statue was
cast during a visit of the Buddha to Arakan and it is supposed to be a life size exact
image of the Blessed One. Once the statue had been completed, according to
Forchhammer's translation:

While the great teacher gazed upon the image it slowly rose as if possessed of
life and stood in the attitude of welcoming his elder brother (Gotama); and the



154

Qnmisci?nt One stretched out his right hand, waved his hand, and said (to the
image): “Younger brother, do not stand up. I shall enter Nirvana in my
eightieth year; but you, endowed with the supernatural powers of a Buddha,
sha.ll. exist for 5,000 years, which I have prescribed to be the limit of my
religion; you shall be the means of working the salvation for men and nats.”
After delivering thlS. prophecy the Blessed One continued: ‘In one of my former
existences [ was a king on the island of Cheduba. I broke the thigh-bone of a
gardener and sliced off a piece of flesh from the back of a young prince; you
(addressing the image) are my representative on earth and you shall suffer the
results (Kammavipaka) of these two evil deeds.” Gotama then preached a
sermon on the Candasara image - for so he named it. It is the first and only true
image of the Buddha. (Forchhammer 1891, 4-5)

After relating the legendary origin of the Mahamuni image, the Arakanese
records presented in Forchhammer’s work give a detailed account of the history of
the temple and the image until 1784. In that year King Bodawpaya of Burma
conquered Arakan and had the statue moved to his kingdom. Forchhammer (1981,7)
again tells us that “Until the removal of the Candasara image the Mahamuni pagoda
was the most sacred shrine in Indo-China; the entire religious history of Buddhistic
Arakan centres around this “younger brother” of Gotama ...” The importance of this
centre in the history of Southeast Asia is stressed by the fact that

The kings of Pagan, Prome, and Pegu invaded Arakan from the earliest time,
often with no other intention than to obtain possession of the sacred image of
Gotama preserved in the Mahamuni temple. The first attempt recorded in native
histories is that of King Supafifia, who reigned in the latter half of the first
century of the Christian era. (Forchhammer 1891, 7).

The Mahamuni temple compound at Pahartali comprises several small white
buildings scattered over a large area. Its buildings include dwellings for the monks
who live there and a meditation centre: a couple of rooms in poor condition. There
are also separate temples, built very close to the main one because of its great
importance. The shrine where the famous Buddha image is preserved is a cube-
shaped building topped by five yellow domes. The inner room, where the renowned
statue is placed, is surrounded by a corridor with walls painted with Buddha images.

The temple is visited by many devotees all year round, because this is
considered a particularly meritorious act. Many couples - especially among tribal
people - come here before their wedding, to bring good fortune to their union.

However, the period in which most people visit the temple is during the annual Maghi

Pirnima fair. This is a very old tradition, which according to Qanungo goes back to
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the Mughal period. He writes

The Buddhist fairs of Mahamuni, Thegarpuni, Forachin etc. date back to the late
Mughal period. In the Mahamuni fair the plains people and the hill people met
together to exchange or to trade on goods. People from all corners of the
district and of all walks of life gather in these fairs to sell and purchase
commodities and to enjoy shows and entertainments. (Qanungo 1988, 561)

Unfortunately, no evidence which could support Qanungo’s statement seems

to be available. Certainly the fair was a major Buddhist festival at the beginning of

the twentieth century, when O’Malley wrote that

There are several temples of special sanctity, at which annual fairs are held - in
some on the Maghi Purnima day (the full moon of the month of Magh) and in
others on the Phalguni Pirnima, Bishuba Sankranti and Baisakhi Pirnima. On
these occasions they light candles in the temples and present clothes and money
before the image of Buddha; some Hindus and Muhammadans even do the
same. The Chakmas and other hill tribes also present their offerings and hang
up long flags, especially at the Mahamuni temple in village Pahartali, which is
more easily accessible to them than other shrines; here the fair is held day and
night for seven days and sometimes more. This village contains three temples,
with large images of Buddha, two of which belong to the Baruas and the third
to the Mongh Raja, a hill chief in the Hill Tracts. (O°Malley 1908, 71)

Another old temple, site of the extremely popular Maghi Purnima fair, is that
of Thegarpuni. O’Malley (1908, 72) calls this temple Buragosain and places it in the
locality called Bagahara or Thegarpuni. This information is not correct. At present
both the locality and the temple are known by the same name, that of Thegarpuni,
while according to R.B. Barua (1965, 32) and Visuddhanda Mahathera (1983, 15),
Buragosai is the name of the Buddha statue here preserved.

The author who gives the most complete account of the legend regarding this
temple and the statue here preserved is R.B. Barua, who writes that

At that time there was no human habitation at Thegarpuni. It is said that
Chatafru, a descendant of famous Haidamza made this place habitable by killing
a tiger. For this reason they are known as the descendants of tiger-killer
(Bagmarer gosthi). Rajmahal, an uncle of Chandrajyoti built a monastery at
Thegarpuni and planted a Bodhi-tree from Bodhagaya. On the north side of the
Bodhi he built a small wooden house (Bodhimandapa) in order to install the
sacred image, given by Chandrajyoti. There he dug a tank with the help of
Chandam’s descendant Chendi. In course of time this Tribhanga Buddha image
disappeared after that house had collapsed. The image remained concealed for a
period of two hundred years. After that one Nilamani, wife of Haradhan Barua
of Bagkhali in a dream was asked by Buddha to rescue the statue with vessels
filled with gold and to build a temple. Nilamani did as instructed, but she could
not finish the temple. She entrusted this work to her nephew Haradhan
Mahasthavir who built the temple and enshrined the image. From this time
onwards this statue was known as ‘Budhagonsai’. According to tradition
‘Budagonsai’ fulfilled the desire of the devotees who prayed and worshipped
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him with great devotion. This image was broken into three parts (Tribhanga).

It now consists of two parts (upper and lower parts), the middle part being lost.
(R.B. Barua 1965, 31-32).

It is interesting to note the unusual meaning given here to tribhanga as
“broken into three pieces”. This term is in fact commonly used in Indian iconography
and dance to indicate a characteristic posture with the hips moved on one side. It is
quite ridiculous to think that the Buddha could ever be represented in this posture.

Chaudhuri completes the above anecdote, giving a detailed report on the
recovery of the Buddha statue and the origin of the mela. He writes

About the origin of the fair at Thegarpuni, there is a traditional story as follows:
About 150 years ago Mrs. Nilkumari Devi, wife of Sridhan Barua of Bakkhali,
Chittagong, was informed in her dream that a Buddha image was lying in the
nearby pond. According to the information searches were made and a Buddha
image, broken into three pieces, was discovered along with a jar of gold coins
in a pond. But unfortunately the middle portion was missing. Anyway, the
upper and lower part of the image were made together and it was installed in a
temple erected for the purpose spending all the gold coins received, in the
village of Thegarpuni under the supervision of Nilakumari’s nephew Aradhan
Mahastavir of Karal village. The image was named Buda Gofidai (= Buddha
Goswami). ... The image was installed in the Maghi Full Moon day of 1855
and in every year, to commemorate the event the Thegarpuni Fair (popularly
known as Thefidpairar Meld) is held during the period which lasts for about
three days. (Chaudhuri 1982. 87-88)

An important piece of information contained in the above account and
supported by Viéuddhananda Mahathera (1983, 15) is that there was a Buddhist
temple and an annual mel3 in Thegarpuni before the Buddhist reform and revival that
took place in 1856. Truly, according to R.B. Barua it is thanks to the institution of the
melis, as opportunities for Buddhist people to meet, that this religion has been
preserved till now in Bangladesh. In chapter three I have mentioned his belief that it
was during one of these melas that the decision to reform the Sangha was taken.
Elsewhere he writes that

These melas or fairs seem to have been organised during the period of decay of
Buddhism with the object of sustaining people’s faith and beliefs in that
religion. Buddhism is still found to hold on in this part of East Pakistan
perhaps due to the prevalence of these melas which are the source of inspiration

to the people in general. They give impetus to their religious sentiment by
providing them with occasional festivities and social gatherings. (R.B. Barua

1965, 28)
This theory would support Qanungo’s opinion, which places the origin of

Thegarpuni and Mahamuni melas in the Mughal period. Unfortunately, as often
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happens when we look back to the period before the 19th century reform, no evidence
seems to be available which could help in determining the truth.

Nowadays Thegarpuni is a large walled compound. On the right side of the
main shrine a few low buildings have been erected. The expansion from the first
building, where the famous statue is preserved, seems to be recent. Apparently the
reason for this expansion is not an increased number of monks living here, but the
desire of members of the different nikdyas to have their own premises in such an
important location.

Access to the main building is through a yellow gate topped by Asokan lions,
wheels and swastikas, Buddhist symbols not commonly found in other temples of
Bangladesh. The rectangular shrine is at higher than street level and it is necessary to
climb a few steps to reach the veranda which surrounds the edifice. On its roof are
several stupa-shaped domes: a big central one, flanked by two smaller ones with very
little ones at its corners. The base of the big stupa is painted in pink and, while the
minor stupas are entirely white, the central one is decorated with wheels and
swastikas, and the worlds “Buddha, Dharma, Sangha” are written in Bengali script on
the lower part of its front side.

Inside, the big central room, with pink-tiled walls, is dedicated to the remains
of the celebrated Buddha statue. This is kept in the half of the room enclosed by a
pink gate decorated with wheels and a glass panel placed just in front of it. Only the
bhikkhus have access to the statute. Of this, the lower portion is covered with a
saffron robe and the head is placed on top of it, with a quite unnatural effect. The
head is then covered with several layers of golden leaf donated by devotees, so that it
is impossible to perceive its original features. I believe this to be the only place in
Bangladesh where this practice, common in the countries of Southeast Asia, is in use.

The rest of the compound is almost entirely made up of bhikkhus’ lodgings.
There are some small shrines in the other buildings, but the Buddha images preserved

there are of no particular historical or artistic value.
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5.4.4 The old monasteries of Ramu and Cox's Bazar

By far the most beautiful buildings among Bangladeshi Buddhist temples are
the old temples of Ramu (Cox’s Bazar): Lamarpara Temple, Sima Bihar and the
Rakhine Buddhist Temple. The reason why such a relatively small centre is the site
of such large and beautiful temples is that while nowadays the name Ramu just
identifies a village, it once used to refer to the entire region of Chittagong of which
Ramu was an important centre (O’Malley 1908, 188 and Qanungo 1988, passim).

All of the three temples are made of wood and have a distinctive pagoda
shape, with multiple roofs, covered with tin and decorated with various carvings.
Writing about the architecture of Bengali temples in the nineteenth century, Hasan
states that:

Arakanese, locally known as Maghs, who were Buddhists by faith settled in

Cox’s Bazar, Chittagong in the late 18th century. They erected pagodas and
khyangs where they worshipped. The pagodas are small brick buildings with
circular tapering stepped tops and ornamental pinnacles, while khyangs are built
of wood and corrugated iron on a brick platform. Their tiered superstructures
are carried on rounded wooden columns, and the omamental gables over the
entrance are carved with floral scrolls. (Hasan in Islam ed. 1992, 678)

Lamarpara is the largest and the most beautiful of these temples. It is a
compound of various buildings which must once have housed a large and prosperous
community of monks. Now only an old lady, the government appointed guardian,
lives here together with her family. Nobody remembers when the last monks lived in
this place, not even the guardian lady, who claims to be eighty years old and says that
her family already lived here when she was born.

Because of the state of dereliction of the buildings only one of the many halls
of the temple compound can be visited. This contains three beautiful Buddha statues
in Burmese style, placed on finely carved and richly decorated pedestals.

Besides these three outstanding works of art the only other remains of the
great treasures of the temple, which has been sacked several times, are two big bronze

bells. Of these, one is placed at the entrance to one of the buildings, while the second

one, larger and more beautiful, hangs in the middle of a separate pavilion. Both bells
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are plain on their surfaces and on top bear a sculpture of two dragons.

The only written material that seems to be available about this temple is the

very brief account given by Visuddhananda Mahathera, who writes that
An Arakanese Landlord named Daung set up this temple at Lamarpara, Ramu
in the first part of the 18th century. A number of bronze Buddha statues and a
big bell are perserved in this temple (Visuddhananda Mahathera 1983, 17)

The two other temples, Sima Bihar and the Rakhine Buddhist Temple, are a
smaller, more modest, version of Lamarpara. They both consist of a single wooden
building, in the same characteristic pagoda shape. They both are in poor condition
but, unlike Lamarpara, they are both still in use.

Outside Sima Bihar, a board states that the temple was established in AD
1785, 2329 BE, and I have not been able to find any information or evidence
supporting or denying this claim. Only one monk lives here, with two novices, and
since they only speak Burmese I was unable to gather more information from them.
In a corner of the temple hall a cabinet contains a collection of canonical books in
Burmese script.

The other monastery, the Rakhine Buddhist Temple, is said to have been built
in AD 1885, but as in the previous case, I know of no evidence. Both the monks
who live here come form Akiab (Arakan), a two and a half hour boat journey from
Teknaf, the southernmost town in Bangladesh. T only met the younger monk and
since he could only speak Burmese we could not properly communicate. All
information I got from him was through the tentative translation of Gyana Ratna
Bhikkhu of Chittagong, who was accompanying me.

The young monk told us that the abbot had been here for twenty-three years,
while he had just arrived in 1993, hoping to get better education opportunities than in
Burma. In spite of the fact that both the monks living here were from Akiab the
young bhikkhu said that there were no formal links between the Buddhist community
of that place and this temple. About the age of the monastery the monk could only
repeat the date given on the board outside the temple and added, without giving any

explanation, that Lamarpara temple was contemporary or a litile older. Some local
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people who had come to the temple during my visit affirmed that the temple catered
for all the local Buddhists, with no ethnic distinction.
Last, I am here going to mention Aggameda kiang (= temple) of Cox’s Bazar.
This is a large, old compound in the local Burmese style, catering mainly to the large
Burmese Buddhist population of the town. The several wood and stone buildings
include a bhikkhu sima, several stupas and shrines with Buddha images. An eighty-
four year old local monk who has been living here for the past fifty years says that
this is the oldest temple in the area. He also says that the temple is named after the
monk who transferred it here from Ramu about three hundred years ago, during a
period of political instability and wars. This information is partially discrepant with
that given by Visuddhananda Mahathera, who writes that
About five hundred years ago a merchant of Arakan named Shwe Zanoo
establish this temple at the centre of Cox’s Bazar town in memory of his teacher
and preceptor Aggamedha Mahasthavir. The temple was named after the
Venerable monk. A large number of ancient replicas of Buddha are present in
this wooden temple. It is the oldest temple in Cox’s Bazar. Bew Festival (a
festival when pure water in thrown about) is held here in every vernal equinox.
(Visuddhananda Mahathera 1983, 17)
As has been the case with the other old temples I have here described, it has been

impossible to find any primary sources of information about the monastery and its

history.
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5.5 Summary

Formally, the life of Bangladeshi monks is not very different from that of
monks in other Theravadin countries, since, with minor variations, they all follow the
same rules. Their daily routine and their dress are similar, sometimes identical, and
complete chastity is practised by all of them. However, where a divergence from
tradition occurs, this points to the Southeast Asian roots of Bangladeshi Buddhism.
This is for example the case with the institution of temporary ordination.

Still, anyone visiting Bangladesh would sense a deep contrast between the life
of these and that of all other Theravada monks because of the low standards in all
material aspects of the monks® life. This is due to two factors: the poverty of
Bangladesh and the lack of support from the govenment. The lack of material
support is also the cause of the small number of monks among the Bangladeshi
Buddhist community and of the dilapidated state of the temples.

We know nothing about the history of most of the temples still standing in
Bangladesh. Nevertheless, an observation of some of the establishments exposes
again the Southeast Asian roots of Bangladeshi Buddhism. The architectural style of
some of the temples, the practice of applying innumerable layers of golden leaf to the
Thegarpuni image, and, more significantly, the importance given to the Mahdmuni
temple, which houses the replica of a greatly venerated Arakanese image, are

unmistakable signs.
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Chapter six:

A Buddhist ballad from Bangladesh: the Sambhiimitta P3la

6.1 An apocryphal jataka from Southeast Asia to an Indian tune

To complete my analysis of Bangladeshi Buddhism, in the following pages I
will present an example of the literature this culture has produced: the Sambhumitta
P3ala. Ahmed, in his article on the folk literature of Bangladesh (1992), underlines the
role that folk literature plays “in shaping and determining the character and identity of
a nation”. He also says that “Folk literature is essentially an oral literature that is
composed with a mixture of past tradition and present experience. It originates within
a geographical confine and an integrated social wind [sic].” (Ahmed 1992, 586).
From the analysis of the Sambhiimitta P3l3 it will be apparent that the tradition which
has produced such a work, despite some reference to Indian culture, is substantially
Southeast Asian.

The Sambhiimitta Pald owes its title to the name of the hero of the story, king
Sambhiimitta, and to the particular genre of this work: pala in Bengali means ballad.
Before proceeding with the presentation of the Bengali text and its English translation,
I shall here discuss the subject matter as well as some stylistic details of the
Sambhimitta Pala.

The Sambhimitta P3la narrates the story of king Sambhumitta, the
compassionate and selfless king of the town of Campaka. Sambhumitta, made aware
of the fact that his brother, Asambhiimitta, is plotting to overthrow him, renounces his
kingdom in favour of Asambhiimitta and decides to retire into the forest. His wife,
Kesini, and their two baby children, Jayasen and Jayadatta, accompany him. When in
the forest, after a series of incidents, the four get separated. Kesini is kidnapped by a
merchant, while the children, thought to be abandoned, are adopted by a clan of

fishermen. Sambhiimitta, grieving over the loss of his family, ends up in the city of
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Taksasila. The king of that place has just died leaving no heirs and Sambhumitta is
chosen to become the new king of Taksasila. A series of fortunate incidents reunite
Sambhiimitta to his lost wife and children. At the end of the narrative, it is explained
that Sambhuimitta and his family had to undergo the pain of their separation due to
bad karma.

The theme of the Sambhiimitta Pala is based on the Sumbhamittajataka. This
is one of the fifty birth-stories of the Buddha collectively known as Pafifidsa-Jataka or
with the Burmese name of Zimmeé Pannasa. This collection of non-canonical texts is
believed to have been compiled around the fifteenth century, possibly in northern
Thailand (Feer 1875, 417 ff.). The name Zimmeé Pann3sa in fact means “Chieng May
Fifty” in Burmese, and it is thought that the stories may have originated in that city of
northern Thailand. Three recensions of these birth-stories, all from Southeast Asia,
have survived to our day (see ‘Preliminary Remarks’ in Jaini 1981 vol. 1).

The fact that this particular birth-story of the Buddha should be very popular
among Bangladeshi Buddhists, so much so that a new version has been written of the
Sambhiimitta Pal3, titled Sambhumitta [sic] (Kabiratna Priyadaréi Mahasthavir 1394
Bengali year), with a different ending and added episodes, reinforces the notion that
their tradition should be considered part of the Southeast Asian one. This non-
canonical Southeast Asian jataka seems in fact to be more popular in Bangladesh than
a canonical jataka with a very similar theme: the Vessantara Jataka, “the most famous
story in the Buddhist world” (Cone and Gombrich 1977, xv).

The one element linking the Sambhiimitta P3la to Indian culture, though not
Indian Buddhist culture, is its style. Ihave said above that the Sambhumitta Pala is a
ballad; it is however specified in the second line of its title that this pala is also a
kirtana: a particular type of religious song. A kirtana is a song in praise of a god,
invoking the name, the qualities, and the deeds of that particular god. It is also a love
song that the follower of a god sings to express the pain experienced at being

separated from the object of his devotion. The kirtana was systematised as a regular
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part of worship in South India during the second part of the first millennium and it is
closely related to the rise of bhakti: the devotional movement.

In Bengal, the kirtana is linked with the rise in the sixteenth century of the
Vaishnava movement initiated by Chaitanya, whose family was originally from the
Sylhet area (Kennedy 1925).! After Chaitanya became a bhakta, a man devoted in
heart and life to the service of Krishna, he engaged whole-heartedly in musical
worship, i.e. the kirtana. Chaitanya also introduced the typical Vaishnava way of
begging for alms, inviting people to sing the name of Hari. Chaitanya’s kirtana was
chorus-singing to the accompaniment of drums and cymbals., Beginning in the
evening, the kirtana would increase in volume and emotional intensity as the hours
passed: bodily movements and hand-clapping would become more and more intense,
sometimes resulting in the excesses of hysteria.

One might think that Buddhism, based on the principle of mindfulness and the
doctrine of the Middle Way, could not possibly employ a highly emotional form of
worship such as the kirtana. However, the kirtana as a form of devotional singing
has gained so much popularity in Bengal as to become associated with all religions.
While retaining its character as a song of love and devotion, and other characteristics
such as the invocation of the name of the divinity the song is dedicated to, the kirtana
has lost in Buddhism its excesses.

Very little is known of the history of the Buddhist pala kirtana. According to
Buddhist music teachers I had the opportunity to interview in Chittagong in 1994, the
Bauddha pala kirtana is a very recent invention. According to the same sources, the
first Bauddha pila kirtanas were composed in this century, as a consequence of the
flourishing of Buddhism following the revival of 1856. Supposedly, a relatively
large collection of Buddhist pald kirtanas once existed in Chittagong, but it was lost
during the independence war of 1971. The text here presented was taken from the

hand-written notebook of a singer in Rangunia (Chittagong). In the opening page of

I For the story of the kirtana in Bengal see Sanyal 1989.
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the text 1953 is given as the date of its compilation. There seems to be no reason why
one should doubt that the Buddhist p4l3 kirtana is such a recent phenomenon.

One could wonder whether the Bangladeshi Buddhists’ adoption of the
kirtana as a form of literary expression may imdicate a stronger link between this
tradition and the Buddhist culture of the Indian subcontinent than I have suggested up
to now. Given the nature of the text of Sambhiimitta P3ala, we can consider pala
kirtanas to be a recent addition to the rich world of Buddhist performing arts in
general, and to Buddhist theatre in particular. As will be apparent from the following
text, the pala contains an alternation of narrative (katha) and song (jhumur, sure and
dirgha jhumur). The sung part is divided between chorus and solo singing. In
ancient times Indian Buddhist culture produced a large number of theatrical works. In
all Buddhist cultures this tradition has been kept alive (Ahmed 1995), despite the fact
that Buddhist doctrine does not support this kind of entertainment. The representation
of jatakas is particularly common. The fact that the Buddhists of Bangladesh alone
have chosen the kirtana as a form of expression, and the fact that other religious
groups of this region have done the same, seems to indicate a Bengali regional taste
for this form, rather than a continuity with any ancient Buddhist Indian tradition.

The following text is divided into three parts. The first part, pages ‘a’ to ‘e’
besides the title page, comprises a standard invocation to the Buddha and an invitation
to the audience to join in the worship of the Buddha. The second part, pages 1 to 31,
is the story of king Sambhiimitta. These two parts form a typical pala kirtana. The
third part, which can be divided into two parts, from page I to VII and page VIII,
constitutes a later addition to the main document. The first part is an exhortation to
Buddhist unity in Bangladesh. This text, by two different people, of whom we know
nothing but their names: Baskara and Binay, is not a standard part of a pala kirtana. It
is possible to date this part to after the sixth Buddhist Council of 1956, which is
mentioned on page IV. The last page of the text is on the other hand an alternative

wording to the end of Sambhumitta’s story. The owner of the notebook from which I
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have taken the pal3 kirtana, or one of his predecessor, may have noted this version
after hearing it from another singer.
The text of the Sambhimitta P4I3 is here presented in its original form. No

emendation has been made to the text, but whenever possible suggestions have been

given in the footnotes.



6.2 Sambhiimitta P3la: the Bengali text

[a]

Sambhimitta Pala

(Bauddha Jataka abalambane palakirttana)

by?
Madan Mohan Cakma BA BL
0
Rasmohan Baruya MA
gayak
Srijut Babu Sasanka Bikas Caudhuri
Gram: Thegarpuni
P.O. Bhatikhain
Catgram

vse aktaubar, y5¢9 im

[b]  Buddha bala man rasanay - $amaner bhay rabe na

samaner bhay rabe nare - $amaner bhay rabe na

Buddha Dharmma Samgher nam - balare man abiram

Buddha Dharmma Samgha bine bhabe mukti pabe na

Angulimala byadh chila - Buddher name tare gela
antimer cirasathi - triratnake bhula na

bhabasindhu taribare - daka Buddha - karna dhare?

Buddha kama dhar? bine - bhabe mukti pabe na

paka ghar paka bari - taka payasar jamidari

pran gele pifijar chere sange kichu jabe na

2 | ekhak.
3 Karnadhare (one word).
4 Karnadhar. (one word).
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(Jh.)

(Jh.)

[e]

eidhan jan --- nigr svapana
sakali mayar khela
bhaja triratana --- ore abodh man

bhiilo’ nare aman bholz

(aman) bhulo® nare

madhu makha - Buddhernam ...............

madhu makha - Dharmmer nam ... ...............

madhu makha - Samgher nam .................

bhiila na - bhula na
eman din ar pabe na..........ocveevreennnnn.
jata bala tata bhala..........c..coeevvrenn .,
bala bala dbarbala ..........cc.veuvv ...,

madhu makha Buddher nam ................

jei mukhe kheyecha bhai dudh ar cini
sei mukhe tule dibe jalanta aguni

kiba gar kiba bari kiba sadher bau
jabar kale pather sathi sange naire keu
str1 putra bon bhagina keha karo nay
du diner miche maya pather paricay
kumarer $ara patil bhamle na lay jora
sonar dehakhani kemane jabe pora
pakaghar pakabari kare diye jabe

lohar sinduker cabi kar hate rakhibe

5 Bhula.
6 Bhula.
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(Jh.)

[d]
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keha nay apnar
stri putra bon bhagina ..................
jabar kale pather sathi ..................
dudiner miche maya ...................
pakaghar pakabari .................
bhai bala bandhu bala ... ..

ekd ese eka jabe .............co.eennl,

kothayre kangaler Buddha --- ekbar dekha dao amire

sadhaner dhan cintamani --- tare na herile pran bidare

kisukhe rekecha Sribuddha --- diba nisi bisayanale jvale jay anga
tomar premabari barisane --- $usital” kara amare

bhabanadir kulkinara nai --- akul sagare® majhe bhasiye berai

eman bandhab naire --- dakiye jijfiasa kare

tumi sati sundar karunari samya - he - mukta debata mahan
tumi duhkha baran kariya sukheri sandhan lagiya
janme (2) paramita® purna karile
labhile jfiana, e mukta mahan
duhkher payadhi'® kariya manthan amrteri sandhan labhechile jakhan
jiber lagiya diyachile bikaiya
bisve-karile prajiia dan - he mukta debata mahan,
trijater!! prani kamndila jakhan debatagane (taba) kare nibedan
karuneri krandan
kariye Sraban

bisve karile punah abhijan (he) mukta mahan

7 $ugital.

8 Sagarer.

9 Paramita.
10 Payodhi.
1 Trijagater.



gurube namah

[e]

bandana

ohe Buddha karunasindu dinabandhu jagatpati
Sudhadana!2?-siita Buddha Gopakanta namastute
janaka-Rahula Buddha agatira gati

sastange pranati kari lutaye ksiti

prathamete bandi ami Sribuddher caran
dvitiyate bandi Dharmma ami naradham

trtiyate bandi ami sujana samhati

triratna bandana kari lutaye ksiti

&ribuddher carane ami kari nibedan

daya kari mama kanthe kara agaman

prathame jata bayobrddha kariya bandana
binaya bacane bali niyo sambhasan

pitar carane ami pranati janai

~jahar orade janmi Buddha gun gai
matar carane ami kariye pranam

~jahar jathare jamni gai guna gan

ar o jata guru Ache kariya bandana

(Jh.) Sambhiimitta pala ami kariba kirttan

(S.) Sambhiimitta pala katha §una sarbbajane

pap punyer bicar sabe kara mane mane

12 éydhodana
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ei pala sunle habe jfianer saficar

(Jh.) prakasiya balba ami - sabhar majhar

[1] (K.) Prakitir lilaniketane Campaka nagari pracinkdle ati samrddhagali chila.
Prabal!? boidurjyamani muktar samalankrta suucca gambuja bidistha saudha raji - ei
nagarer Sobha barddhan karta: prakrta dhanasampade Campaka nirantar paripiirna

chila.

(S.) dhanadhanye puspe bhara'4 Campaka nagare
ullasita prajabrnda diba bibhabhare!s

ahimsa paramadharmma rakse sarbbajan

(Jh.) kahar o anistha cinta kare n3 kakhana
Campaka nagare sukhe rajya kare
Sambhumitta! name raja
putrasamajiane parama jatane

raksa kare tar praja

(Jh.) sabe sukhe chilare

ananda hillole bhasi ......ooovevveeevennnnn..

(D. Jh.) sada chila Campakabasi ......cccceeuenen.n..

(K.) Campakaraj Sambhumitter!” Kesini name ek rani ebam sei marumaya samsare

santir nirjhar svarupa.

13 Prabal

14 Reference to the work of D.L. Ray.
15 Bibhari.

I6 Sambhiimitta

17 Sambhumitta
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(8:) tahar chila dui putra
Jayasen Jayadatta ...........ccvvveenernnnnnn

Campaka nagar majhe...........c..eevunn.. ...

(D. Jh.) Jayasen Jayadatta - tahar chila dui putra

[2] (K.) Asambhiimitta name tahar ekjan kanista!® sahodar chilen. Ekdin Asambhii
puspodyane base bhablen: “Jadi d3da mare jay kimba ~tahar brddha abasthay ~tahar
putrarai rajsimhasane base sukh saubhagyer adhikari habe. Ami o!° rajakule janma
niyechi, kintu amar ei pora jibane rajatvasukh je ki taha kakhano ghatibe na. Tai dada
hate chalebale kausale je kona rakame rajsimhasan kere nite habe. T3 nd hale amar

saubhagya $aéi ciradiner janya nairdsyer andhakare acchanna thakbe.”

(S.) jadi dada bina juddhe rajya nahi-chare
abasya laiba rajya astraghate mere

hatya ami kariba go ~tahar $iSugane

(Jh.) tader hate bamsga jena na rahe bhiibane
raktaganga prabahiba tader Sonite

satarl maner trsna mitaiba tate

rajiiita kariba
$isurakte Campakanagar ............

raktaganga prabahiba ................

18 Kanistha.
19 Amio.
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(K.) Asambhii ie pratijfia/pan2° kari gopane dhana diye patra mitrake bhulaiya rakhila

jate tahara Sambhumittake $atru bale mane kare.

(S.) (Jh.) paksabhiita karila
dhanaratna diye bahu ..........cc.........

patramitra bhulaiya .............c.cevveeeees

[3] (K.) Maharaj Sambhumitta ekdin ratasane upabista dchen, eman samay
$adabyaste janaika amatya ese ballen: “Rajan, jatane palita sarpa jeman bipul phana
bistar kare apan prabhuke-damséan karte udyata hay, serip apni jahake parama sohage
buke dhare palan karechen - sei ciraposita Asmbhii 3j Campaka rajya apnar hat theke

kere nebar manase - apnake bisanetre dekhchen.

(S.) roge kasta pete?! jadi Asambhiu kakhana
tar kaste duhkhaklista bisanna badana
roger arogya hetu dibaratra bhabe
$udrusa karita sada ahar nidra chere

manda buddhi adharmmik dusta duracari

(Jh.) rajya lobhe bhule gela hena upakari

(K.) Amatyer mukhe raja ei katha Sune stambhita o ascarjyanvita haye ballen “~Eya!

Amar bhai Asambhii amar biriiddhe sarajantra karcche! N3, eirajya ta 3mi ar caina”

(S.) kiba prayojan rajsimhasan
kaficane rafijita bart

maraner kale jaba sab phele

20 The writer proposes these two words,which have the sam e meanning, one on top of the other.
21 Peta.
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[4] (K.) “Ei asar rajyer janya sahodarer sange juddha kare ange kalamkakali mekhe

rajatva-kara direr katha, ami indratva-o c3i n3.”

(S.)

(Jh.)

(Jh.)

(D.)

Asambhir hate rajya, svarna-simhasan
bina raktapate ami kariba arpan

sukhete katuk kal mama sahodar
svarna-simhasane base - haye - rajyadvar??
kangal bede bane ami kariba gaman

phalamil kheye tatha - raksiba jiban

bane gaman kariba

rajya ebe parihari .................. ..

jaba ami tvara kari, rajya ebe parihari

(K.) Raja sviya rajyer prati bitasraddha haiya banagaman manase - patni Kesinir nikat

biday nite gaman karilen.

(S.) (D. Jh.)

(Jh.)

biday nibar tare raja gela dhire dhire
Kesinir $ayanamandire
pariteche caksujal ganda bahi-abiral

Sokasindhu uthali antare

ranike dakila

0go priye utha bali

22 Rajyes$var.
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epatir dak $uni ......... [manuscript illegible].......... rani

[5] (X.) Raja takhan balilen: “Priye! Jante parlem rajsimhasan kere nebar manase
Asambhii amar biruddhe-sarayantra calacche. Jei rajsimhasaner janya nijer sahodar

bidroh?? nisan urate pare, sei raj simhasan tuccha trna khander nyay eksani chere

dicchi.”
(S.) biday dao go ohe priye, jaba ami rajya chere
putra-jugal laye sathe jeo tomar pitrghare
(S.) ar na dekhibe more
jaba ami bohu diire
(Jh.) jabar kale dekhe jai go putrgane nayanbhare

(K.) Patiprana sati patir mukhe akasmat marmmantika bakya $uniya ~tahar hridaya

éatadha bidirna hate 1agla takhan jantranay ballen:

(Jh.) sange nahi nile more
garala kheye jabamare...........c.cceunnnnnn
(D. Jh.) chayariipi abhagire lao go sangini kare
(Jh.) cariikanthe rajamani
bale takhan ei ban ....coveiiuevaneneceennnne
(D. Jh.) thaka tumi grhabase, jaba ami banabase

23 Bidroher.
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[6] (K.) Raja takhan ranike santvanar sure ballen: “Priye:

(S.) basakale niketane drgaler $abdasune
bhaye tumi ati bhitd hao
himsra-padur garjjan?4 éuni  banete bhay pabe tumi

kon prane - bane jete c30?

(K.) Rajar ei nisedh bani $une ranir puspakamal?® marmmasthal byathita hate Iagla.
Svamir pa dutl jaraye dhare asrupiirna-nayane katarakanthe balilen: “Jibane kona

bhiksa apnar kdache caini, adya ei bhiksa cai.”

(S.) abala sati narir pati alaiikar
pati bine nahi Sobhe abani majhar

emon sadher pati tumi je amar
(Jh.) ekaki na jete diba baner majhar

(K.) Ranike nanarup praboth diyeo rekhe jete asamartha haoyate takhan duijane duiti
$iu - bokse dhariya janmabhtimi - tyager nimitta prastut hailen. Eman samaye raja
asrupiirna - nayane janmabhiimike sambodhan kariyd ballen: “Ayi! Campaka -
anandadayini svargadapi gariyasi janmabhiimi, $iSukal hate - tomar §yamal bakse kata
khelechi tomar phalmiil kheye ei deha pustha karechi. Matah tomake pranam. Aj

ciradiner janya tomar kangal chele tomay chere bahu dire calla.” Ei bale raja rani.

[7] (8.) (Jh.) dhire dhire jay re
Campaka nagar parihari...........cooenne

projabrinda tyag kari........ccevuivenennnnn

24 Garjan.
25 puspakomal.
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(D. Jh.) praner $isu bokse dhari
(S.) 1ajar pascate - cale Ke$i maharani
(Jh.) nayanjale baksa bhase gajendra - gamini

(K.) Tahara bahu - durgam giri kantar maru atikram kare abadese - jalaptrna ek -
mahamati nadir kile upanita halen lat3 bitan sugobhita ekti dumur brkser tale §isu duitl

rekhe.

(S.) ranike takhan laiye rajan
nadite katila ~satar
niye parapare rakhi Kes$inire

jalete namila abar

(Jh.) ~satar dila nadir jale
ranike rakhiya tire .......ocveeeve e ceeven s,
putragan anibare ..........coveivuviieeen cen e

praner ba[ndhab] anibare .....................

(K.) Raja jakhan nadir madhyapathe ese upasthita halen eman samay duijan Kaibartta
katha bale ekkhana nauka beye jacchila. Kaibarttader katha sune pita aschen mane

kare Jayasen anandita haye balla:

[8] (S.) $ighra kare esa pitah nadi ~satariya
santi kara amadere bukete dhariya
eman nisitha kale-nadir puline

taba pane ceye achi bhay lage prane
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(Jh.) ohe pitah esare

nite tvard amadere ...................

(K.) Takhan Kaibarttagan eiriip nibhrta ban majhe $isur dak $une cintita o

ascarjanvita hailen.

(S.) suniya sisur dak Kaibartta duijan
cintita bismita tara haila takhan
bijan nadirkule keba éisu dake

esa esa baba boli ati monosukhe

(Jh.) giye tara dekhila

keba $idu dake sethd........cevveeennnn. ..

(K.) Takhan Kaibarttara Jayasen o Jayadattake nadir tire dekhte pela, $iuduiti dekhe

tahader antare putra-sneher bhab uday halo. Aj duiti putraratna 13bh karlam, ei bole:

(Jh.) ananda hrdaye tara
disujugal niye gela ....cocevvnvii i
tule nila nauka pare ..........o.ceievneen

niye gela naukay kare ...................

[9] (K.) Kaibarttader, prasthaner alpaksan parei - Sambhiimitta raja nadi haite uthe

putrajugal na dekhe.

(S.) kabhu brksatale kabhu nadi jale
dauriye talasa kare

kabhu murcchi jay kabhu kare hay
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kabhu ~kade uccasvare

(Jh.) ~kadi raja dakila
oheputraesabali .......coecvvvvnennnnnn

€53 €53 PranamMAN]  ....eocerveneensansnenne
(D. Jh.) na dekhiye tomadere baksa mama phete jaye
(K.) Putraganer antardhane - raja duhkha ptirna hrdaye:
(S.) ~kadiya balilen raja gada gada bhase

jadumani haralem 3ji hethay ese

tahader laye jadi kangaler bese
(Jh.) bhiksa magi pranadhari phiri dese dese

(S.) rahitam tabu sukhe - e bhaba majhare

klantihara $antibhara $isu bakse dhare

(Jh.) duhkha bhule rahitam
praner jadu bakée dhari.......ccoooineiiinnnnn

jaduganer badan here.......ccoveniiniinineene

[10] (K.) Anek anusandhan kareo jibanasarbbasva putra duiti na peye raja Sok

santapta-hrdaye ranir nikat jabar uddesye 3bar nadir jale ~satar katte laglen.

(S.) punah punah phire cay

jadi $iSur dekh@ pay ....cocvvviiinir i iininenenn
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(D. Jh.) prane?6 nahi - mane hay ....coovveniiinmivineneee

(K.) Mahardj Sambhimitta jakhan nadir madhyapathe ese upasthit halen takhan
paficasata banik ekkhani nauka laye banijye jacchila. Candraloke Kesini soundarjer

samrajya bistar kare prastarmayi pratimar nyay nirabe base ache. Kesinike dekhe -

banikera jijiiasa karla.

(S.) ke tumi riipasi nari etha?? ekakini
base acha kahar lagi kaha go ekhani
abasese maharani bale nimnasvare
parapare gechen rakhi hethay more

bilamba na kari tini nite - abhagire

(Jh.) satari - bipula bari asiben tire

(K.) Banikera eke aparke ballo: “Eman ujjval labanyamayi ramani mirtti amader
carmma cakse ar kakhano dekhini. Jena sarater purna éaéi bhiitale patita hayeche.”
Jyaista banik ranike ballo: “Ogo rani, tumi naukay uthe paro. Ekhan ami [11]
tomake niye jaba.” Baniker kathd $une basanter samirane mrdu kampita madhabi

latikar nyay ranir dehalatika ~kapite lagila.

(S.) Kesini takhan kariye rodan
kahila binay dhire
ami abhagini janamaduhkhini

niona bali go more

pati jadi hetha asi nahi here more

26 Pran.
27 Colloquial form of hefa.
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Sokete akul habe ~kadi - uccaihsvare.
ekhano chare ni dugdha dche eko chele

(Jh)

ke khaoyabe?2® ksir nani tumi more nile.

(K.) Rani takhan katarkanthe banikke balilen:

(D. Jh.) duther $isu karte raksa - cahitechi ei biksa
chara more tumi krpadane
tader bihane ami tabe haba pagalini

putrasoke jvali ratridine

(K.) Ranl eirup anek kakuti minati kara sattveo dusmati?® banik ~tar kathay kanapat

na kariya ~tahake balapiirbbak naukay tule nauka chere dilen. Naukay,

(S.) patiputra $oke rani pagalini pray
kabhu uthe kabhu base dhare rakha day

asadh srabane jena barée jaladhar
(D.) tatodhik asrujal bahe dharadhar
[12] (K.) Patiputra $oke pagalinipray:
(D. Jh.) ~kade rani uccaihsvare karaghat kare Sire
patiputra kotha bole bole

nisthur banikgane tule more jalajane

niye jay ati kautuhale

28 Emendated. The author of the manuscript has tried to correct a misspelling. The result is not clear.
29 Durmati.
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phatiya jaiteche buk na dekhiye putramukh
pranapati na dekhiye ar
patiputra nahi dekha kapale ki chila lekha

janma kire ~kadite amar

(Jh.) dugdha keba dibe go
Jayadattake snehabhare.............c..u. ...,
candrer mata badan bhare...........c..........

ma baliye dakbe kare............cevvvieenen ..

(D. Jh.) ma baliye dakbe kare, dugdha keba dibe go ......

(K.) Banikgan Ke$inike niye jabar alpaksan pare Sambhiiraj jal hate uthe ranike je
brkser tale rekhegiyechilen, sei brkser tale giye dekhlen rani nei. Samudra kalloler
mata rajar $okocchas uthilo takhan uccaihsvare ballen: “Priye! Emon bipader samay

tumi-o amar hrdaye nidarun $okasdalaka biddha kare cale gele.”

[13] (S.) dake raja karunsvare ohe priye bali
kothay gele tvara kare esa etha bali

sada $abda maharanir kichu na paila

(Jh.) caksujale baksabhase ~kadiya uthila
eke to $idur soke hayechi katar

tomay hetha na heriya ~kapiche antar

(Jh.) esa esa pranapriye
kotha30 gele tvara kare.........covceevevenennnn.

santi kara abhagare..........c.ccevee i enn

30 Kothay.
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(K.) Raja ranir $oke muhyaman haye - nad-nadi-brksa jahid samne dekhitechen,

tahakei sambodhan kariya balitechen.

(S.)

(S.)

(D. Th.)

karuna rodane bale sambodhane
giri nadi $éakh3i $akhi

akas paban deba raksagan
tarulata pasu pakhi

kon pathe gele paba dara chele
bala more krpa kare

tader bihane rahiba kemane

jaba ami prane mare

kothay jaba ki kariba bhebe nahi pai

kothay giye Soke para3! ei ange3? jurai

[14] (K.) Raja Soker bhar hrdaye dharan karte na pere mrtyuke dakte laglen: “Ohe

mrtyu, tumi kothay? Amake gras-karo, ohe - rabi $asi-bajramala, tomar®? kaksacyuta

haye.”

(S.)

(D. Th.)

(S.)

dhvamsa kara - abhagare

binaye katare bali........................

duhkha 3r sahite DATL vovvev e venernnnnen

Sokete pagal haye Sambhiimitta hay

31 pora.
32 Anga.

33 Tomra.
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bajrahata mrgasama edikete dhay

nagar prantar bahu ghuri abadese

upanita halen tini Taksa$ila dege
(Jh.) upanita halare
klanta dehe anahiare............

(D) Dagar prantar ghuri rajan...............

(K.) Raja Taksadilar ek puspodyane prabe kare spadamastak kapar diye ek khana
Silar upar nidra gelen. Sei samay Taksasilar rajar mrtyu haoyate rajsimhasan $hnya
chila, karan tahar santan santati keha chila na. Amatyabarga rajsimhasan $tnya thaka

ucita nahe bibecana kare pusparath chere dilen.

[15] (S.) dhire dhire cale rath atimanohar
ihar pascate cale $ata $ata nar
dundhubhi ninade nrtya kare nacoyali

gayak gayika gay diye karatali.

(Jh.) huludhvani kara go

meyegane madhursvare......................

(S.) Sambhumitta je udyane nidra jaitechila

pusparatha se udyane prabes karilo

(Jh.) pradaksin karila tare

saptambar pusparatha .....c.....oeceevenvnnnn.

(S.) purohita takhan ultaye basan

dekhila caranatal
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(Jh.) rajcihna dekhila

Sambhiirdjast kopale3s ........e.eee.n ...

(K.) Purohita takhan sakalke ballen: “Silay nidrita ei byakti-i Taksagilar r3ja habar
upajukta calun ei udyane take a] rajpade abhisikta kari.” Takhan sakale utphulla

hrdaye Sambhiirajke dakte laglen.

[16] (S.) (Jh.) ohe prabhu utha re

nidra tyaji-rathopare .............ceeuvn. ...

(D. Jh.)

sakale balilen:

(S.) raja tomay kariba

Taksasilar rajyamajhe .....cccoeeeennnenne.
(D. Jh.)
(K.) Takahn Sambhiiraj atikaste Sokabhab gopan kare madhur kanthe - balilen:
“Apnara ei pather kangalke kenai ba rajpade baran karben? Ei rdjyer ki kona raja

nei?” Takhan prajapunja balilen:

(S.) chila ek narapati - sarbbagunajuta

sohage raksita tini chila prajajata

34 Sambiiraja.
35 padatale.
36 Sambirdj.
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marana kabale tini giyechen go cale

(D. Jh.) ei samsare keha - nai tar patnikanyachele
(S.) sei karane milimisi mora sarbbajan

rajabaran tomay mora kariba ekan
(Jh.) utha prabhu rathopare

bilambe ar karjya naire ................unn..

[17] (K.) Sambhardj3” prajapuiijer kakuti-minati upeksa karite na pariya abasese

pusparathe uthe basilen.

(S.) dhire dhire cale rath
Sambhiirajke bakse laye..........c.euvenn ...
jayadhvani karago
jubabrddha sabe mile .............cuenn. ..

narigane sabe mile  huludhvani karago

(K.) Maharaj Sambhiimitta3® Taksasilar rajsimhasan 1abh kare sucaruriipe rajya $asan
karite lagilen. Jakhan pranadhik putraganer kathd mane pare, takhan $atasahasra-
bricik jena tar bakse damsan kare. Tibra jvala sahja karte na paria tini gada gada

svare balten:

(S.) putradhan bine rajya ~adhar rajani

biphal suramyabari hira’® muktamani ...[manuscript illegible]

37 Sambiiraj.
38 Sambhiimitta.
39 Hira.
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(D. Jh.) parer chele kole nile maner agun dvigunajvale

eki dada hala mora bhubane
dara putra nahi dekha - kapale ki chila lekha40

maner agun nibaba kemane

(K.) Bhoh érotamandali ekhzne Sambhumitter kathd rekhe Kaibarttader ghare

Jayasen o Jayadatta ki prakare dche calun ekbar daréan kare 3si.

[18] (S.) Kaibarttera rakse $isu parama jatane

suklapakser ~cader mata bare dine dine

(Jh.) barite lagila
Kaibarttader ghare $idu .............
bimal sundar sthane cay thakibare

abilatd aramyata panka ghrna kare

(Jh.) Kaibarttera cinta kare

$isuganer svabhab here .................

(K.) Takhan Kaibarttera balakajugal Taksasilar rajake upahar dilen.

(S.) putrajiane palen raja balak duijan

pitd putrer paricaya na hala ekhan

(K.) Jyaistha banik - ranike niye ~tahar sahit nanariip bakya jal bistar kare bibaher
prastab karlo, takhan rani ghrna o lajjay lajjabatilatikar nyay adhomukhi haye. Sei
apritikar - prastab pratyakhyan karilen. Takhan banik ~t3hdke nanartip pralobhan o

bhay dekhaila. Rani ihate o bicalita na hoye balilen:

40 Nibhzba.
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(D. Jh.)
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svamirupe piirbbejare baraniya ei samsare
debajjane karechi ptijan
niraser asataru chila mor paramaguru

tini bine andhar bhuban
satitvadhan bikray kari ei anathini
kabhu n3hi haba tomar anga bilasini

more badha kara jadi astra angemari

svami pade baran tabu karite n3 pari

(K.) Banik byartha manorath hayeo tathapi bidese banijya karanopalaksye jabar kale

kam pipasa caritartha karte parbe bale ranikeo niye jeta. Jakhan se kam kalusita

hrdaye ranike sparsa karite udyata hay, takhan rani $ilanusmrti-bhavana o buddher

gun Sarana kare ei baliten:

(S.)

(Jh.)

ohe Buddha dinabandu uddhar kara abhagire
bipade parechi ami daki tomay bare (2)
abalaganer bal

tomari caranatal

tumi bine keha naire abhaginir ei samsare
Buddhake dakito jabe rani karunsvare

dustha banik ranir anga dharite na parere

jvalanta aguner mata

ranir anga tapta takhan ........................

cinte banik mane mane
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el keman adbhuta DA ..o e verveerenrceneeenns

(D. Jh.) bujhte ami nai pari, ei kemon adbhuta?!

[20] (K.) Ekdin banik Taksasilar rajghate nauka ~bedhe ranike naukate rekhe katak
nanoram samagri laye Sambharajke upahar dilen. Takhan rja banikke ballen:
“Banik mahasay adyaratri eikhane natyabhinay habe. Taha dekhe jaben.” Takhan

banik sasambhrame ballen: “Maharaj naukate amar strike rekhe esechi.”

(S.) heth3 jadi thaki ami ke raksibe tare
se karape thakte nari ksama prabhu more
narapati Sambhumitta*? Jayasen Jayadatta
nadir kiile dila pathaiye
pathaiye dila re

balak duijan nadir kule ..................
(S.) henakale Jayadatta kare jijiiasan

bala dada krpa kare piirbba bibaran

keba mata keba pita moder ei samsare

ki prakare elem mora Kaibartter ghare

(Jh.) bala dada daya kare

mata pita keba moder ........ccovviiiiiiinnn .

(D.) kothay moder janmabhiimi prakasiye bala tumi

[21] (K.) Aidike naukar mothye putrasokabihvala rani Jayadatter ei marmmasparsi

41 Adbhuta.
42 gambhumitta.
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bani Sraban kare tar hrdayvina pratyek tar jhankar diye uthla. Tini bhablen: “Eta ratre
nadir upakile balak duijan eirip balabali karechen kena? Tara o ki amar putra

Jayasen o Jayadatter mata hatabhaga haye janmagrahan karechen. Dekhi tara ar o ki

bale.”

(S.) (D. Jh.) naukate ~dariye rani Sune balaker bani
kan patiye ati sabdhane
Jayasen balen takhan ogo bhaire kara §raban

duhkher agun uthila mor prane

(S.) janaminu rajkule mora rajar chele

mata pita abhagara harai nadir kiile

(Jh.) tumi ati $iu chile
(D. Jh.) balitechi ekhan bhaire ............ccenee......
(S.) Campaka nagari moder $una janmabhuimi

Sambhiimitta pitd moder - Ke$ini janani

[22] (K) Jayasen o Jayadatter katha Sune rani bujhte parlen. Sei balak duti ar keha
nay, tahari putra Jayasen o Jayadatta.

Manihara phanini jena punah mani praptite dhairjycyita®? ghate seiriip rani
haranu#4 nidhi putragan peye ar sthir thakte parlen na. Unmadinir mata nauka hate

uthe: “Hay putra Jayasen, hay putra Jayadatta, ami toder kangalini m3a esechi.”

(S.) Sokete akul hoye ~kadi uccai svare

43 Dha]lijYI_ltl
44 Harano.
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(D. Jh.)

(Jh.)

(D. Jh.)
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balak duijan jaraye dhare baksopare

~kade rani ghana ghana
bakse dhari jadugan ........ccoeeeeieeiieinnnnnen,

paiya putrathana ..........cc.cecvievneircencannn.

Kesinir katha $une bujhila balakgane
moder mata ei abhagini
ma, ma,bali karunasvare ~kade-ranir caran dhare

Sokasindu uthale takhani

oma, oma, ma [manuscript illegible]
bakse dhara amadere ...................
anga moder abad hala...................

kotha chile etadin ......oevveevvnvenennn.

jadugan bakse dhare ~kade rani uccaisvare

[23] (K.) Rani praner dulal duti bakse jaraye dhare ajasra dharay ~kadchen. Takhan

ekjan lok ei byapar dekhe baniker niykat giye balla. Takhan grtasikta analer nyay

baniker rag prajjvalita haye uthla. Se rajsamipe giye ballen: “Rajan! Apni je prahari

padhaiyachen, jante parlum tahara atyacar kareche.” Baniker mukhe r3ja ei katha

sunibamatra - krodhainvitta simher nyay garjjan kare ghatakke deke ballen: “Ohe

ghatak. Sighra nadir kuilhate balak duti magane niye badh karo. Jena tader papbadan

ar dekhte na pai.” Takhan ghatak rajar ades peye.

(S.)

hate asi caksulal dauri hetha jai
dante kare kharamara jamadiit pray

nisthur ghatak takhan tiksna rasi diya
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balakere badhe tvara khasiya khasiya
bandan sthan hote rapta parte+> lagla

jantrana - sahite nari*S ~kaddiya kahila
sahite nari*’ go
eman jantrana mago ..................

rakta pare dhara dhara .................

bala ghatak tvara kare badhle kena amadere

[24] (K.) Pasan hrday ghatak balak jugaler kathd $une bahu tarjjan garjjan kare

ballo: “Kena ~bedheci ei kila, ei Iathi, ei capetdghati tar uttar debe.” Ei bale balakder

sahyasaktir atit kil lathite tahader anga jarjarita kare madane niye calla. Eman samay

hrday bhedi karun bilape diganta mukharita kare tara balle:

(S.) anga moder abas halo cale na caran
abhagini make phele $vasane*® kari gaman
amader hay hara habe jena jiianahara
nayanete bahibe dhara baksa phete jay (ekhan)
(Th.) calilam, calalam
anathini make pheli ..........c.cviievennnee.
masanete janmer tare ............ccceevuen.n.
putraganer duhkha dekhe
~kade rani mahasoke ...................
amar maran kena hala nare
45 Parite.
46 Nari.
47 As above.

48 {masane.
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ei duhkha na dekhite ......ovveeviinesvee e eeecnnnes
putradoki haoyar age ......ocvvevviienreeneienneenns

eki chila mor kapale

dahite hay sokanale ..........c.ceveuvnn..n,

[25] (S.) lutdye parila bhiime putra putra bali

mahajhare pare jena dharate kadali

(Jh.) garagari diye ~kade
karaghata kari buke .........oevveeeneennnnnn,

aluthalu bede TanT ovververven oo,

(K.) Janaika pandit pather madhye balak jugaler kahini $une byathita hrdaye rajar
nikat ese ballen: “Rajan! Apni adya je balak bhrtya - duijaner pranadander ades
diyechen tahara prakita dosi kina bicar kare dekha apnar ekanta ucit chila. Rajan bicar

na kare dosi sabyasta kara iha rajadharma nahe.”

(S.) rajyer raja jadi kabhu svecchacari hale

rajyabasi jvale mare rajar papanale

(Jh.) rajar amangala sumangla jata
ghate rajyer nrper gUNe ....c.cvvievveiie i vnnenenencnnnns

rajar /nrper*’ gune prajagan, duhkhi sukhi sarbbaksan

[26] (K.) Panditer ei suniti purpa-bani $une raja ballen: “Pandita mahasay
purnendur amal dhabala jyotssnay andhakar rajani jeman zlokita hoye uthe, seirup
apnar jukti piirna-bani $une ami je tahader bicar na kare mahabhul kare phelechi, tzha

bujhte parlem.” Takhan raja ek diitke deke ballen: “Ohe diit $ighra $vasane giye balak

49 The two words are given as alternatives.
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dutiniye esa.” Ghiatak asahdy mrga éisur nyay ei balakduti dharagayi kare niskasita
asi uttolan purbbak tahadigake badh karite udyata haiyache, diit badhy sthaner kichu
dur hate ei drsya dekhe akul kanthe bale uthla,

(S.) rakho rakho ohe ghatak
kata na go ebe balak .........ceeevviiiinnnnnns

ades$ more kareche

nite tader rajasthane .............cccevvenennen.

(D. Jh.) uddhar kare balakgane nila tvara rajasthane
nrpati takhan kare jijiiasan
mrdu bhase tahadere
kaha bhrtyagan sab bibaran

prakasiye tvara more

[27] (Jh.) kiba karja karecha
baniker patnisane .............ceeeenane

nisitha rajani joge ........coceuvenans

(D.) bhay lajja tyag kare prakasiye balore
(D. Jh.) nrpatir katha sune kahila balakgane
ati duhkhe kariye rodan

baniker patni nahe tini moder mata hay

ohe rajan karai Sraban

(Jh.) $una rajan moder bani

tini moder hay janani ............cceeeveevunnnn



195

(D.) dekhlem mata abhagara bali toma iha tvara

(K.) Balakder ei kathi &une raja ascarjanvita haye ballen: “Priya balakgan tomra
Kaibartter chele haye. Baniker patnike “ma” bale paricay diccha kena?” Takhan

balakgan balla raktakta dui hasta afjali baddha kare katar kanthe ballo:

(S.) Kaibartta nay moder pita karaha éraban
prakasiye kaba tomay moder bibaran

janaminu rajjakule mora rajar chele

(Jh.) mata pita abhagara harai nadir kule

[28] (S.) Sambhiimitta pita moder Kesini janani

matrbhitmi Campakanagar sampadasalini

(Jh.) suna $una ohe rajan

ache mata naukopare .........cccveeevenennn,

(D) duhkhini janani moder ache rajan naukapare

(K.) Jayasen o Jayadatter katha Sune raja bujhlen, ei balak duiti ar kei nay, ~tahar
sneher dulal Jayasen o Jayadatta. Takhan ~tahar badanamandal apiirbba anande hatay
megamukta akaser nyay ujjval haye uthla. Takan tini svarnasan hate uthe ballen:

“Batsagan! Ami tomader abhaga pita Sambhumitta” ei bale.

(S.) jaraye dharila raja tvara tahadere

ksane ksane buke dhare mukhe mukha kare
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(Jh.) anandaéri bahila
ganda bhese dhara dhare ..................
nayan jugale rajar ........

(D)) kiba suk, svarga suk - ei samsare putra mukh

(S.) balake takhan kariye rodan

kahila katara svare
janam duhkhini moder janani

ache pitah naukopare

[29] (K) Pitah baner harini jeman byadher jale baddha haye byadher hate bahu
lanchana bhog kare, tadapa amader matake banik lauhasrankhaler dvara naukay

~bedhe rekhe ~tahake asahaniye jantrana dicche.

(Jh.) ohe pitah bali-re

tomar carantale ..................

(D.) cala pitah nadir tire, moder make anibare

(K.) Maharaj Sambhumitta putraganer mukhe pranapriyar katha $une ahlade
unmattva’? haye nadir tire giye banikke ballen: “Ohe bhai banik! Tomar naukar upar
je narita ache, se amar sahadharmmini. Ekdin gabhir ratre daibadurbipake pare
~tahake ek nadir kiile haraye phelechilam, bhai krpa kare amar jiban sanginike phiraye
dao.” Rajar eirup katha $une banik balla: “Phiraye dicchi Maharaj, ~tahake niye jan.”

Takhan,

(S.) raja uthi naukopare Kedinir nam dhare

30 Unmatta.
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(Jh.)

(D.)

[30] (S.)

(Jh.)

(D))

(8.)

(Jh.)
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dake tini ati karunasvare
pranapatir katha suni rani haye pagalini

~kadiye uthila uccaihsvare

mircchagata hala rani

IAJAT CATANE PALE ..vvrevrn e narcnnsreesnsns

etadine pati dekhi, miurcchagata hala rani

caitanya labhila jabe satikulamani

param sohage tuli kahe naramani

ohe priye ~keda na
caleS! ebe IAJPUre ....oovvvvieireienvnniincnnen
putragan tomar kache .............oceiiieis

cala ebe rajpure, putragan laye sathe

patniputra laye raja gela rajpure

bajila mangalabadya ati mistasvare

raja Sambhumitta anande pramatta
ananditta naranari
ananda bajar basila ebar

Taksasila rajapuri

anander bajar basila

Taksa$ila rajyer Majhe ...occverennimminnenseens

51 Calo.
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rajaranr milan hala .....oooovivviviivin e e

mata-putrer milan hala .............co oo viviinis

(D. Jh.) mata putrer milana hala, anander bajar basila

(K.) Jatake ukta hayeche - purba janme-o Jayasen o Jayadatta Sambhiimitta rajar stri
rani Keéinir putrariipe janmagrahan kariyachilen. Sei janme ranir ekanta anurodhe
r3ja Sambhiimitta putradvayer krirar-janya brksagra hate duiti paksisabak (sari paksir
chana) namaye diyachilen. Suk o sari basdya phire [31] $abakadvayer adarSane
bicched jantrandy abhibhiita hayechila. Krida $es hale raja Sambhumitta -
§abakadvayke abar jathasthane rekhe esechilen. Sabakadvhay phire peye Suka sari
bises pulakita hala. S$abakadvhay haran kare suk sarike asahya bicched jantrandy
rekhe punah phiraye deoyay raja Sambhiimitta - ihajanme purbbajanmer duskarmmer
janya sviya putradvay o ranike haraye ades bicched jatand bog karatah punah

tahadigake - phire peyecchilen.

(S.) je jeman karmma-kare e bhabasamsare
teman karmmer phal nite habe Sire
Sambhiimitta pala ebe hala samapan

(Jh.) premanande Buddha bala ohe sadhugan

samapta

bala Buddha bala - bala jay-jay bala sabe
premanande bahu tale

nirbanada dure jabe
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[1]  tora ciniya neyares svajati bandhugan
(amar) Buddha Dharmma Samga dhane (2)
ahimsvar mantra diye jib tvarate$3, e dharate uday halo triratane
kalpanik puja chari, arahater puja kari
bhaba sindhu pari dite ai dayal bine,
himsa ninda daladali chere kara kolakoli54
juger hdoya gaye tuli aikya bandhane
abhijatya jed chara, nikaya gaurab tyagkara
maitri bhabana kara ekagra mane
dui saptami ek masete am3basya piinimateSs
mantra niya ekyogete antima sadhane
grhi jara paficasile - sakale ar baikile
na hay jiban jabe biphale taribi kemane
sarbba dik mangala habe - jati dharmmer gaurab barbe

din Bhaskarer ei prartana jatir carane
[1I] din kathaildm tomare bhabiya bhabe

dharmmare = diba halo - abasan - ~adhar dekhe- ka~pess pran
jam kokila uthila dhakiya

asay (2) railam basi, dekha-dibe ekdin asi
aj kal kare din gela caliyare (2)

(dharmmare) jfiati bamdhur manda-bala- aisab karlam galar mala
kebal tomay paiba baliya

jadi tumi dekha-dibe dayal bale jambe sabe

dhank3 bajuk duniya juriyare (2)

52 Neore.

53 Targte.

54 Kolakuli.
55 Parnimate.
56 ~Kape.



(dharmmare) ahimsz parama dharmma taba dharmmer sara marmma
jhibagan jay uddhar haiya
Bhaskare kay cintaki ar tumji jar karnadhar

sahas acche se isara paiyare (2)

[III] mord dhvansa halem maitrifr bihanere bandhuy
husiyar Bouddha janagane
(bandhugan) jader nitrtve cali tara kare daladali
marme mari paraspar $une
nana bahi istdhare jati kutsa pracar kare
ei bhabe pragati ki anere bandhu
(bandhugan) Bauddha dharmme janma niya abouddher niti laiya
svarthandhe-phiri jane (2),
musthimeya Bauddha jati, na bujhi pragatir riti
dhams$a kare nana pratisthanere bandhu
(bandhugan) sanjoga rakhi paraspare, mete uthe’” aikyer sure
raksa nahi ei kalpana bine
hinsa ninda kara tydg  juger haoya gaye miakha
maitri babana’8 rakha aikya bandane .........
(bandhugan) kul, nikay jed chara, svadharmer unnati kara
$unen Bauddha jana sidharane
din bhaskarer ei prartana jene $une cup theko na

lagche agun moder gharer kone

[IV] bhaja Buddha deb, kaha Buddha deb, laha Buddha debe>® namre

bisay basana- chari maha nidra parihari

57 Utho.

>8 Bhabana.
39 Deber.
60 Moha.

200
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seljan nirbban kari

badjao midangas! dol62 premanande Buddha bala
anande Buddha gun gaore

dutiyampi tatiyampi -- svaran3 kara puna bari%
bhabanadir o parete cala

sakia kula mani -- dibaga rajani
bhramara®® Buddha - gun gaore

Buddha nam rase -- seiS jan bhase

sei jan nirbban payare

jagare jagare bangiya Bouddha - kenare rayecha ghumya (2)
jegeche cin, sinhala japan - jhegeche tibbat nepal bhiitan,

barmma $yam haye - aguyan - sastha sangites” matiya (2)
svarddha%® dvi sahasra barsa somoe - Bauddha dharma uthibe udiye
ahinsar mantre prthibi - juriye - uthibe purna - jagiya (2)
mahamanaber bani agata praye - atma kalahe - (mora) kenare hay,
svamaj®® dainandin hacche mrta pray, svarthandher mohemajiya
hinsa - dvas dvaita kalima muchiye, jata daladali jaore bhuliye
abheda dolate duliye (2) ainsar pataka laiya ... (2)

dina Bhaskarar ei nibedan, maitri bhabanaya rata kara mana,

aikier surete kari kolakuli - daore pran sampiya ... (2)

61 Mridanga.

62 Dhol.

63 Smaran

%4 Bari.

65 Conventional religious literary motif, which was already present in Kalidasa’s kavya. The mind

sucks the nectar of the Buddha's name, as the bee sucks the nectar of flowers. Ecstatic enjoyment =
rasa asvada (Sk.) tasting the (sweet) flavour. From the 18th c. onwards this is a typical Bengali motif

i the worship of Kali and Krishna.
06 Jei.

67 Sangitite.

68 Sarddha.

69 Samaj.
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[V] Buddha bala Dharmma bala - man ekbar Sanga bala
Buddha Buddha - Buddha bole bhabanadir pare cala, (2)
bhabasindu taribare - dhzla Buddha” karnadhare
Buddha je ksudhari anna - Buddha je trsnar jal
jale Buddha - sthale Buddha - candre Buddha - surje”! Buddha

anale anile Buddha - Buddha namare bhiimandhala

ar bandhu naire

aikebal Buddha-bine ..................
aikebal Dharmma bine...............

aikebal Samga bine.....................

(Jh.)  jege utha Bauddha jubak svamaj jacche chare khare ... (2)
tathagater gourab tari dhubibeki ghor amdhare ... (ai)
abhijatya modal jata, calche nare ritimata
abidyaya haye mohit lathi ghuray ghare ghare ... (ai)
dhvansa hay jati Dharmma, bujhie dio sar marmma
svarthak kara sviyajanma - svadharmmayi’? rakha ghere?... (ai)
diksita nayak jara - daladalite 3tmahara
jiane’ tader hrday bharé svarthandhe svamaj dhvansakare
bangiya Bauddha chatrer prati, din Bhaskarer ei minati

ahimsa maitri ki pragati bujhiye dao tader tare

[VI] man tui sadhan bhajan karli na
(Jh.) - sadhaner dhan cintamani tare cinte parli na

dhara man katha dhara Sribuddher smaran kara (hay hay re)

70 Corrected by the author ;,who had originally written: Buddha bala.
71 Siirje.

72 Svadharmmai.

73 Ghire.

74 Ajfiane.
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Buddha Dharmma Samga balle, paper bhay ar rabe na re (man)
janma jvara’s bhaba byadhi rabe n3
guru guru guru bala ai mantra tomay kebadila (hay hay re)
dhakar matan dhakle tare - dekh3 pabe hrd antare  (reman)
asalete dhakar matan dhakte janana
kothay ghar kothay bari kothay kara basat giri (hay hay re)
Sariputra Mudgalayan chila tara prabhur sisya haila
tumi kon jugete kon $isya kule bala na
(Jh.)  prani hatya curi ar o jejan karibe
babicarer’® phal jib niraye jaibe
mithya katha surapan jejan baribe?’
dine-dine bhagya laksi’8 tahare charibe
Silete sadgati hay svajan prakise
sadhu sange ranga kara esa sidhu bhase
sadhu sange kara priti bhatti matha noyaiya

bakti lata diye tare caran dhara jaraiya

[VII] nadir bhab na buje (man) se nadite jhap dio na
nadir akul pat[h]ar- dio na satar
jhap- dile se kul pabe na
giyechilem nadir kule - katajan achego bhiile
nadir dheu dekhe mare
dayal guru sri Gautam achen para pare
(aman) - bhakti haile jete pare paysar darkar kare na
Buddha Dharmma Samga bala triratner nam svaran”kara

tabe jete parbe man

75 This word is meaningless. The author may have intended to write jad3 , meaning old age.
76 Babhicarer.

77 Karibe.

78 T aksmi.

79 Smaran.
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dharmmikera jete pare nadir para pare
papirao jete pare na - hangar kiimbhir chare na

tomar dehatari soja kara man majhire talas kara

tobe jeta parbe man
asta $il panca $il 1aohe® tari smaran

mukhe mettakarunadi nitya kara bhaba na
tomar deha tarir chay jan dari tara saday?! kare chal chaturi

bebas?? kena ore abadh man
din hin binay kahe dhara gurur caran

guru bine bhaba sagarer pare jete pare na

[VIII)? Sambhumitta pitd moder Keéini janani
prakasiya bale dilam suna raj mani
(Campak nagar chila moder janmabhumi)
janmabhumi chila moder Campak nagar

karmma dose halem mora nagar bahir

Sambhuimitta pita moder
Kesini moder janani ..................

prakasiya bale dilam ..................

ohe Buddha dinabandhu - udhar kara abhagare
bipade parechi ami - daki tomay bare bare
anathganer bal
tomari caran tal

tumi bine keha naire - anathganer ie samsare

80 Naole.

81 Sadai.

82 Be isa Persian negative particle.

83 As mentioned above, on this page the author of the manuscript introduces an alternative ending to
Sambhiimitta’s story.
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Buddhake dakibe3* jabe anatha karunsvare

deya kare ekbar more - dekha diye jao amare uddhar kara abhagare
daki tomay bare bare

bipade parechi ami

tumi bine gati naire

caran dhare daki tomay

adham baloke daki

amitomay abvatare

84 Dakibe.
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6.3 Sambhiimitta P3l3: the English translation

[a]

[b]

Sambhiimitta’s ballad
(a devotional song based on a Buddhist birth-story)
writers
Madan Mohan Cakma BA BL
and
Rasamohan Barua MA
singer
Srijut Babu Sasanka Bikas Chaudhuri
Village: Thegarpuni
Post Office: Bhatikhasin
Chittagong

26 October 1953 CE.

oh my mind, utter on [your] tongue “Buddha” [and] there will be no fear of
death

oh there will be no fear of death, there will be no fear of death

oh my mind, ceaselessly utter the name of Buddha, Dharma and Sangha
without Buddha, Dharma and Sangha there would be no release from the
world

Angulimala was a hunter, through the name of the Buddha he completed his
crossing [i.e. was saved]

at the end [of life], forever companion, do not forget the triple gem

to cross the ocean of life call the navigator Buddha

without the navigator Buddha there would be no release from the world
brick house, brick residence, the rich landlord

leaving the cage of life cannot take anything with him
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these wealth, people, [are] night dreams
worship the triple gem, o senseless mind

80, you, do not forget this

(Jh.) (so) don't you forget
honey smeared, the name of the Buddha .....................
honey smeared, the name of the Dharma.....................

honey smeared, the name of the Sangha ......................

(Jh) don't forget, don't forget
such a day will not come again ........cccovveveneierrennnnns
the more you say, the more goodness will come.........
SAY, SAY, AZAIN SAY «uvvueernvreanronsanesesnnsnnnersnnssnnenns

honey smeared is the Buddha's name.........

[c] inthe same mouth, o friend, in which you ate milk and sugar
there they will put burning fire
great house, marvellous residence, favourite wife
at the time of leaving there is no companion for the road
wife, son, sister, nephew, nobody belongs to anybody
[all are] false affections of a short time, acquaintances of the road
if the clay pot [or its] 1id break it is not possible to fix [them]
golden body, how will [you] be burned!
to whom will you give the brick house and the brick residence?

In whose hands will you deposit the key to the iron safe?

(Jh.) nobody belongs one

wife, son, sister, nephew .....ccoovivviiiii i

at the time of going, companion of the road .........



208

affections are of a short time .......covevveverevarnennn
brick house, brick residence ..........cecvveeeeeennnens
speak of brother, speak of friend ................eoi.

alone you come, alone you go .......ecvvvivenenvinanns

[d]  where is the Buddha for the suppliants, please, appear to me [just] once
most precious gem3’ of my adoration, whom if I do not see my heart would
break
in what happiness, venerable Buddha, you have kept me; day and night, the
fire of my possession burns my body!
showering [me] with the water of your love, [please] cool me down
the stream of life%6 has no shore, [and] in the middle of the ocean [which has]
no shore I float around

there is no such friend [here], who calls out to ask [if I need help, i.e. to offer

his help]

you are the Truth equal to the beautiful Karuna®’, Oh! great liberated divinity
you welcome sorrow for the search of bliss
you fulfilled your excellence in your repeated births
you have gained knowledge, oh! great liberated divinity
when having churned the milk ocean of sorrow, you found the nectar?®
that [i.e. the path to liberation] you gave away [to your disciples] for
the benefit of living beings
you gave the world supreme knowledge, Oh! great liberated divinity

when the creatures of the three worlds wept, the gods appealed to you

85 Cintamani: wish-fullfilling gem.

86 [ jterally “flow of becoming” thus referring to the Buddhist idea of the five aggregates continuously
changing.

87 personification of karuna.

88 Reference to Hindu myth in which the ocean of milk was churned to obtain the nectar that made
gods immortal. Means of liberation.
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having heard the wails of the miserable ones

again you made a trip to the world, o great liberated divinity

obeisance to [my] teacher

mvocation

oh you Buddha, ocean of compassion, friend of the poor, lord of the world

Buddha, the son of Sudhodana, husband of Gopa, I salute you

Buddha who is the father of Rahula, the refuge of those with no refuge

prostrating myself on the ground, I salute [you] with my eight limbs

firstly, I prostrate myself at the feet of the venerable Buddha

secondly, I humbly pay my respects to the Dharma

thirdly, I salute the assembly of the excellent people

I pay homage to the triple gem, prostrating myself to the ground

at the feet of the venerable Buddha I present my petition to please, o voice of mine,

come

first I salute all the elders

please accept my humbly spoken greetings

I send my respects to [my] father's feet

from whose semen I was born, I sing Buddha's song

I obediently bow down at my mother's feet

in whose womb having been born, I sing songs of obeisance

and all the savants I praise

(Jh.) I will sing the ballad of Sambhtimitta

(S.) all of you people, listen to the story of Sambhumitta
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in your heart judge all merit and demerit

if you listen to this story there will be advent of knowledge

(Jh.) I will openly speak, in the middle of this assembly

[1] (K.) The very prosperous town of Campaka was, in the old times, the playhouse
of nature. Rows of buildings with very high cupolas decorated with coral, opals and

pearls used to increase the beauty of the town: Campaka was always full of natural

wealth.

(S.) the town of Campaka was full of natural crops and flowers
the happy subjects day and night practised non-violence [as] the

greatest Dharma

(Jh.) nobody ever thought of harming anybody
[There] happily reigned in Campaka
a king named Sambhumitta
treating them as his own children, he very carefully

cared for his subjects

(Jh.) everybody was happy

floating on the waves of happiness ........c...oeeeeen.

(D. Jh.) always were the residents of Campaka .........

(K.) Sambhiumitta, the king of Campaka, had a queen named Keéini and, like a

spring of peace in the desert of life

(S.) he had two sons
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Jayasen [and] Jayadatta............oooeeennn ...

in the town of Campaka................ovoe..n ...

(D) he had two sons, Jayasen [and] Jayadatta

[2] (K.) He® had a younger brother named Asambhiimitta. One day Asambhu sat
in the flower garden and thought: “If [my] elder brother were to die or to get [too]
old, indeed his sons would sit on the royal throne and there would be happiness and
prosperity. Itoo was born in a royal family, but in this life I shall never get to know
the joy of kingship. Therefore, by hook or by crook, I shall usurp the royal throne
from my elder brother. Otherwise the moon of my fortune will forever be covered

with the darkness of hopelessness.”

(S.) if [my] elder brother does not leave the kingdom without a fight,
I would certainly take it by killing him with the strike of weapons

[and], oh yes, I shall kill his children.

(Jh.) so that no lineage from them will survive in the world
I will make their blood flow in a stream

having swam [in it] I shall quench my thirst in it

I will paint
the town of Campaka, [with] the blood of the children............

ariver of blood T will 1et flow .o vvrveevinvie i vvecervrnsnrmeencnnnees

(K.) Asambhi took this vow [and] giving secretly riches to courtiers and friends

confused them so that they would think of Sambhiimitta as an enemy.

89 Sambhiimitta.
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(S.) (Jh.) he brought them to his side

giving much wealth

confusing courtiers and friends .....................

[3] (K.) One day, while His Majesty Sambhuimitta was sitting on the throne, a
minister came in an excited state and said: “Your Majesty, like a snake which is
brought up with care, becoming ready to bite his own master, spreads [his] large
hood, in the same way the one you brought up, holding him against your chest with
great love, that very one, the always nurtured Asambhi, today, wishing to snatch

away the kingdom from your hands, looks at you with poisonous eyes.”

(S.) if Asambhii ever got to suffer some disease
[you] became sad, suffering out of sorrow for his pain.
for the cure of [his] disease, day and night without resting
always you nursed [him] giving up eating and sleeping
the wicked, dishonest, mean criminal, performer of bad actions [ as

he is]

(Jh.) out of greed for the kingdom [he] forgot such a benefactor

(K.) Hearing these words from the mouth of the minister, the king, speechless and

surprised said: “My brother Asambhii is intriguing against me! No, I do not want

this kingdom anymore.”

(S.) what is the use of the royal throne
the golden palace
at the time of death I shall leave all behind

[these] gems [and] money
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[4] (K) “Far from wishing to continue my reign [at the cost of] making war on my

brother, and consequently acquiring the black infamy,® I do not want even the

kingdom of heaven.”

(S.)

(Jh.)

(Jh.)

(D.)

in the hands of Asambhii the kingdom [and] the golden throne
I will put with no blood shed.

let him spend time in happiness
having sat on the golden throne and reigned as king
[now] dressed like a beggar I will go to the forest

eating fruits and roots I will maintain [my] life there

I will go to the forest

Inow give up my kingdom ......ccovvvvienuninnnnnnen

I'am going, I am hurrying, I now give up the kingdom

(K.) The king having become disgusted with his own kingdom, and intending to go

to the forest, went to his wife Ke$ini in order to take leave.

(S.) (D. Jh.) in order to take leave the king went slowly

(Jh.)

to the room of Kesini
tears were falling down his cheeks incessantly

having an ocean of grief in his mind

he called his queen
Oh! you my beloved, do get up ....coveevervnevuaennnnens

This call of her husband......[manuscript illegible]......... the queen

90 1it. smear my body.
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[51 (K.) The king then said: “My dear, I have come to know that my brother

intending to usurp the royal throne is leading a conspiracy against me. The throne for

which one's own brother can raise the flag of rebellion , that royal throne like a

worthless bit of grass T am right now throwing away.”

(S.)

(S.)

(Jh.)

oh! my beloved bid me farewell, I shall go away leaving the kingdom,

taking with you the two children please go to your father's house

you shall never see me again

I'shall go very far

but at the moment of going [forever] let me see the children to fill up

my eyes

(K) [When] that virtuous wife, devoted to her husband, suddenly heard from the

mouth of her husband these heart breaking words, her heart broke into a hundred

pieces. Then, in pain, she said:

(Jh.)

(Jh.)

(Jh.)

(D.)

if you don't take me with you

I shall die taking poison.......c.covvvevvenennnn ..

please take me along as your companion, me who am like your

shadow and am wretched

the gem of a king in his beautiful voice

then S2id 1heSe WOTAS. v vus oee oer aee tensen ses arnsre sen s sss anssssannnses

you stay and live at home, I shall go and live in the forest
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[6] (K.) Then the king said to the queen in a tone of consolation: “My dear,

(S.)  while living in a house on hearing the cry of a jackal
you become very frightened in terror.
hearing the roar of the ferocious beast you will be terrified in the forest

what makes you so brave that you want to go to the forest?

(K.) [When] the queen heard these prohibitive words of the king, her heart, soft as a
flower, became pained. Having embraced and holding the feet of her husband, with
eyes full of tears, she said in a sad voice: “In my life I have not asked you for

anything, today I ask you this.”

(S.) husbands are the ornament of powerless virtuous wives
without husbands they do not shine in the world

you indeed are the husband of my heart’s desire

(D.) I will not let you go alone to the depth of the forest

(K.) He did not succeed in his efforts to console the queen in various ways and leave
her behind. At last the two of them, each clasping one of the two babies to their
chests, got ready to leave their motherland. At that time the king, with tears in his
eyes, addressed the motherland [and] said: “Oh! you, Campaka, the delighter, my
land of birth, which is superior even to heaven, from childhood [I] played a lot on
your green lap, and I have nourished this body eating your fruits and roots. Mother, I
salute you. Today, your beggar son is going for ever to far lands, leaving you

behind.” Having said this, the king and queen

[7] (S.) (Jh) slowly went

having abandoned the city of Campaka.......cccuvvunienene
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abandoning all SUBJECtS..........ve eeeeeeeere s e eeeeen e,

(D. Jh.) clasping the children to their Chest........vvvrveeseeseeonsnnn,
(S.) after the king - followed queen Kesi
(Jh.) moving majestically,®! her breast flooded with tears.

(K.) Having crossed many difficult mountains, forests and deserts, at last they
arrived at the bank of a mighty river, full of water. Having put the two children under

a fig tree well decorated with dangling creepers

(S.) the king having taken the queen
swam across the river
having brought Kesini to the other bank and keeping [her there]

he got down into the water again

(Jh.) he swam in the water of the river
keeping the queen on one bank.......c.ccevvvviiiiiii i
in order to bring the children........ccccooeiiiviiiiiiiii i,

beloved like one s Life..cvurveriiiie it it vt e e vetaee cr v en nne e

(K.) Just when the king was half way across the river, Kaibarttas®? were passing on

a rowing boat, talking to each other. Having heard the words of the Kaibarttas,

Jayasen thinking that their father was coming, happily said these words:

(8] (S. come quickly, oh father, having swum across the river

911 ike an elephant.
92 Hindu caste of fishermen.
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calm us down clasping us to your chest
on such a night, on the sand bank of the river,

We are awaiting you because [we] are frightened in [our] heart

(Jh.) oh father, come

take us quickly...................

(K.) Then the Kaibarttas having heard the call of the children in the middle of such a

quiet forest, were worried and surprised

(S.) having heard the call of the children the two Kaibarttas
then became worried and surprised
whoever is this child calling on the deserted river bank

uttering “come, come, father”, in great confidence

(Jh.) they went and checked

who [was] this child calling at that place ...........ccevrenunnn....

(K.) Then the Kaibarttas saw Jayasen and Jayadatta on the bank of the river. Having
seen the two children, they felt filial love for them. Saying: “Today we have got two

jewels of sons”

(Jh.) with happy hearts
they took away the two children..................
they put them in the boat...........c..co e invnnnne

they took them away in the boat..................

[9] (K.) Very soon after the Kaibarttas had gone away, king Sambhiimitta coming

out of the river could not see [his] two children [and]
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(Jh.)
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218

sometimes under the trees sometimes in the water of the river
he searched for them running around
sometimes fainting sometimes lamenting

sometimes weeping loudly
the king weepingly called saying
oh sons come to me

do come o jewels of my heart

not seeing you my heart breaks into pieces

(K.) The king’s heart [was] sad for the disappearance of [his] sons.

(S.)

(Jh.)

(S.)

(Jh.)

weeping the king said in a choked voice
today having come here I have lost my darlings.
if taking them with me[and] dressed as a beggar

we wandered in different countries [despite of] our begging;

even then we would have lived happily in this life

tirelessly peacefully clasping my children to our chests

I would have remained oblivious of my troubles

clasping to my chest my heart’s beloved..........coeiviiiiiniiii i e,

having seen the faces of my darlings.........ooviviiriii i i s

[10] (K.) Even after much searching he failed to find his two sons: the wealth of his

life. The king, his heart heavy with grief, started to swim again in the water of the

river in order to go back to his queen.



219

(S.) repeatedly he looked back

if he could see the children

he could not believe in his heart that he had lost them, alas..........

(K.) Atthe time when king Sambhiimitta was half way across the river, five hundred
tradesmen were going for trade on a boat. Kegini was seated in the moonlight,

spreading the kingdom of her beauty, quietly, like a stone image. Seeing Kegini the

businessmen asked:

(S.) who are you, beautiful woman, [staying] here all alone
waiting for whom you are sitting here, tell us now
at last the queen said in a low voice
he went to the other bank leaving me here

without any delay he will come back

(Jh.) to this bank to take the wretched me swimming the huge river

(K.). The businessmen said to one another: “We have never seen such a bright,
charming female form in our mortal eyes. As if the full moon of autumn has come
down to the ground.” The eldest businessmen told the queen: “Oh queen you come
on board. I[11] shall come and get you now.” Having heard the words of the

businessmen, the slim?3 body of the queen trembled like a madhovi creeper slightly

shaken by the spring breeze

(S.) Kesini then weeping
said slowly with modesty
I am a wretched [woman] from my birth full of grief

I'tell you do not take me[please]

93 1it. creeper-like.
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if my husband comes back here [and] does not see me here
he will be agitated in grief crying loudly

I have one such son who has not yet been weaned

(D) if you take me who will feed him [and the other one] with evaporated

milk and cream.

(K.) Then the queen told the businessmen in a pitiable voice:

(D.) to save the suckling baby [I] am begging this
[that] you release me compassionately
without them I would go crazy

day and night burning with grief for my children

(K.) In spite of the queen’s great begging and persuading, the evil-minded
tradesman, without listening to her words, forcefully took her on the boat and started

it. On the boat,
(S.) the queen, almost crazy, grieving for [her] sons and husband
sometimes stood and sometimes sat, it was difficult to keep her still

her tears [were] flowing incessantly

(D.) even more than the rains showered by the clouds of the months of

Asad and Sraban%

[12] (K.) The queen [was] almost crazy grieving for [her] sons and husband.

94 June July, monsoon months.
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(D. Jh.) the queen weeping loudly striking her head with her fist

repeatedly saying: where are my husband and sons,
the cruel businessmen have pulled me on to this boat
and are taking me away with alacrity
my heart is breaking [because] I cannot see the faces of my children
and I cannot see my dear husband
[that I should] not see my children and husband  was that written on my destiny?

Is it that T am born to weep?

(Jh.) who will give milk
to Jayadatta affectionately .......ccccecviiiiiiiiiiiiiee e

with [his] moon like face whom will he call mother ........

(D. Jh.) whom will he call mother, who will give [him] milk

(K.) Shortly after Ke$ini was abducted by the businessmen king Sambh, getting out
of the water, went to that tree where he left the queen [and] saw that the queen was
not there. Like the waves of the ocean the king’s grief swelled and then he cried
loudly: “Darling at this time of danger you too left me, having stuck the arrow of

great grief into my heart.”

[13] (S.) the king called pitifully , oh darling,
where have you gone, come back here quickly

[but] he did not get any sound from the queen

(Jh.) he cried out flooding his chest with his tears
in the first place, the grief for the children left me

feeling wretched, [and now] not finding you here, my mind is

trembling.
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(Jh.) come back quickly, darling

wherever you have L8] 1 1T

give peace to me, the unhappy one...........eeueus

(K.) The king, overcome by grief for the queen, addressed big and small rivers, trees,

whatever he saw in front of him, asking.

(S.) pitifully weeping addressing [them] he asked
the mountain, river, branches, trees
sky, wind, gods and demons
creepers, animals and birds
following which path would I meet my wife and sons

please tell me

without them how shall T live
Ishall die
(S.) where shall I go, what shall I do I can’t think any more
(D. Jh.) going where [can] I cool down this body which is scorched by grief

[14] (K.) The king not being able to bear the burden of grief in his heart, started to
call death: “Oh death, where are you? Gobble me up. oh sun, moon, lightening,

falling out of your orbit

(S.) destroy me the unlucky one

I beseech you meekly and wretchedly .......covvvveeiiiiininnnnnnn

(D. Jh.) I cannot bear my SOITOW any MOTe ....oeueeeereeeveeveeceeveeeeeenee
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(S.) alas, Sambhiimitta almost mad in his sorrow
ran aimlessly like a deer struck by lightening.
Wandering through many towns and forests, at last

he arrived in the country of Taksasila

(Jh.) he arrived
with an exhausted body and without food

wandering through many city and forests, the king .........

(K.) The king entered a flower garden of Taksasila and covering all his body with a
piece of cloth slept on a piece of rock. At that time, the king of Taksadila had died,
and since he did not have any children, the royal throne was empty. The ministers

considering that the royal throne should not remain empty, let go the flower chariot.

[15] (S.) the very beautiful chariot moves slowly
behind it followed hundreds of men

dancing girls danced to the beat of the drum

male and female singers sang clapping to the beat.

(Jh.) oh you please ululate

oh girls, in a sweet VOICe ....cvvrnvervnvnnnn.

(S.) in that garden in which Sambhumitta was sleeping

there entered the flower chariot.

(Jh.) [it] circumambulated him

[when] the flower chariot for the seventh time ..........ccvvevveernnn ven.

(S.) then the priest removing the cloth
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inspected the soles of [his] feet

(Jh.)

he saw royal marks

on the soles of the feet of king SambhAmitta ......cveeveeeeensnnn.

(K.) Then the priest told everybody: “This person sleeping on the stone [is] worthy
to be the king of Taksasila. Let us today consecrate him as king in this garden.”

Then everybody with delighted heart repeatedly called king Sambhii:

[16] (S.) (Jh.) oh master, wake up

having shaken off [your] sleep, get on the chariot ..........ce.vreuneen.

(D. Jh.)

(K.) When king Sambhu woke up from his sleep, he asked: “Why did you call [me]?

Then everybody said to him:

(S.) we want to make you king

of the kingdom of Taksasila .......cccvvvivneiiiiin i,

(K) Then king Sambhi having concealed his sadness with great difficulty, asked
them in a sweet voice: “Why indeed should you invite this beggar of the road®* to be

your king. Is there no king in this kingdom?” Then the subjects said:

(S.) there was a king, who possessed all good qualities
he used to protect all his subjects with love

[but] he has gone to the realm of death

95 Pauper.
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(D. Jh.) he has nobody in this world, no wife, daughter or son

(S.) for this reason, we the people [of this country], all got together,
now we shall consecrate you as our king

(Jh.)

get on the chariot, our master!

do not delay any more ..........ceeeeiveireeeeineinnane.

[17] (K.) King Sambhii unable to ignore their persuasion, finally got on the chariot.

(S.) slowly slowly went the chariot

taking king Sambhii on its bOSOIM vuvuveevveieevvevirieecvn van e
oh “hail the king”
young and old collectively

oh all women ululate (2) ................... collectively

(K.) King Sambhii having taken the throne of Taksasila ruled the kingdom
efficiently. Whenever he recollected his dear children, he felt as if a hundred
thousand scorpions stung his heart [and] unable to endure the sharp pain he used to

say in a choked voice:

(S.) without my dear children it is dark [as] night

useless are the palace and gems like diamond and pearl

(D. Jh.) if T hold someone else’s child, the fire of my mind burns doubly
what is this condition I have reached in this world.
was it written on my forehead [that I should] never see [my] wife and
children?

how can I put out the fire of my mind?
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(K.) Oh, my audience, here I postpone the story of Sambhimitta. Let’s go and see

again how Jayasen and Jayadatta are doing in the house of the fishermen.

[18] (S.) the fishermen looked after the children with great care

[they] were growing day by day like the moon of the bright fortnight

(Jh.) in their house kept on growing

the children in the house of the fishermen ........ccoovveviiiiniiinnnnee
[the children] wanted to stay in a clean and nice place...................

they hated dirtiness, ugliness and mud .......ccoivii i ien

(Jh.) the fishermen pondered

having seen the nature of the children ..........ccocoviveriieinninne

(K.) Finally the fishermen took the pair of boys and presented them to the king of

Taksasila.

(S.) the king[too] brought up the boys like his own sons

[but] at this time father and sons did not know each other

(K.) The eldest trader abducted the queen. Then, talking to her in an elaborate
manner, he proposed marriage to her. But the queen in disgust and embarrassment
bent her head like a Iajjarati creeper and refused this unpleasant proposal. Then the
trader threatened her in many ways and also tempted her with many promises. The

queen was not distracted even with that and said:

(Dasadhusi)

(S.)  whom, earlier, as my husband I honoured in this world
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as my god and worshipped him
[he was like] the tree of hope for the hopeless, he was my great teacher

without him this world is dark

[19] (S.) [I,] this helpless one, selling the wealth of my chastity
shall never be your sexual partner

even if [you] kill me stabbing me with a weapon

(D. Jh.) I cannot ever accept you as my husband

(K.) The tradesman, despite being disappointed, when going abroad for trading, used
to take the queen [with him] in order to be able to fulfil [his] lust. Whenever he, his
heart contaminated with lust, tried to touch the queen, the queen would take refuge in

the Buddha’s qualities and meditating on the $ilanusmyti®® would speak thus:

(S.) oh Buddha friend of the poor save this wretched one
I have fallen into danger and I call you again and again
your feet are indeed
the strength of women
but for you there is nobody in this life for this wretched one
whenever the queen would call the Buddha in a pathetic voice

the wicked tradesman could not touch her body

(Jh.) like burning fire
then the queen’s body would become hot ......oeevennee.
the tradesman kept on thinking

how strange is thisS WOINAD ....vevercvrvreirevuernsnnacenn e

96 See Visuddhimagga VII, 101-6.
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(D. Jh.)

I cannot understand, how strange is this woman

[20] (K.) Once the tradesman anchored the boat at the royal pier of Taksasila.
Having left the queen in the boat, taking some attractive objects he made a gift to king
Sambhui. Then the king told the tradesman: Mr. tradesman tonight here there will be a
theatrical performance. You shall depart after seeing it. Then the tradesman

respectfully told him: “Oh great king, T left my wife in the boat.”

(S.) If I stay here who will protect her?
[I] cannot stay, therefore please excuse me, master
king Sambhiimitta sent Jayasen [and] Jayadatta
to the river bank
he sent them

both the boys to the river bank

(S.) at that time Jayadatta asked
kindly brother give me an account of [our] antecedents
in this world who are our mother and father

and how did we get into the house of the fishermen

(Jh.) kindly tell me brother

who are our mother and father .....................
(D.) explain to me, where is our birth place
[21] (K.) Meanwhile, in the boat, the queen, grief-stricken for her sons, having

heard those heart-rending words of Jayadatta, [felt] as if every string of the harp of

her heart was tingling. She thought: “This late in the night, on the bank of the river,
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why do these two boys chat like this? Are they too like my children Jayasen and

Jayadatta, born unfortunate? Let me see what more they say.”

(S.)  standing on the boat the queen listened to the boys’ conversation
carefully, with attention
then Jayasen said listen, oh dear brother

the fire of grief arises in my heart

(S.) we were born in a royal family, we are princes

we, wretched ones, lost our mother and father at the bank of a river

(J.) you were very young
(D. Jh.) Itell you my dear brother ......ccovvveviiieiinvneennnn.
(S.) listen, the city of Campaka is our birth place

Sambhiimitta is our father, Kedini our mother

[22] (K.) Hearing the chat of Jayasen and Jayadatta the queen understood that those
two boys were indeed none but her own sons Jayasen and Jayadatta

As a she cobra who has lost her crest jewel becomes impatient when she finds
it back, the queen having got her sons, the lost jewels, could no more keep quiet.
Like a mad woman she got out of the boat [and exclaimed:] alas my son Jayasen alas

my son Jayadatta, here I have arrived, your beggar mother

(S.) having become agitated with grief, crying loudly

embracing and holding the two boys to her chest

(Jh.) the queen kept on crying incessantly
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holding the darlings to her Chest ...... ... veveeeeereeeeeereenae,

getting back her jewels 0f SODS ... uuvvveveeeer e veeeereee e e eee

(D. Jh.) the boys having heard the words of Keéini understood that
this wretched woman is our mother
[then,] crying pitifully “ma ma” they held the queen’s feet and wept

at that time their ocean of grief overflowed

(Jh.) ma ma ma
hold us against your chest ..................

our bodies are paralysed ....................

where have you been so long

(D. Jh.) holding the darlings to her chest the queen cries loudly

[23] (K.) The queen embracing the two darlings of her heart wept copiously. Then
a man having seen this occurrence went to the businessman and told [him]. Like a
fire fuelled with ghee, the anger of the businessmen flared up. He went to the king
and said: “King, I have come to know that those guards you sent are harassing her
[my wife].” The king as soon as he heard these words of the businessman, became
angry and roared like a lion and having called the executioner said: “Oh executioner,
take the two boys without delay from the river bank to the execution ground, [and]

execute [them], so that I need not see their sinful faces.” Then the executioner, getting

the royal command,

(S.) sword in hand, eyes red, running, repaired there
gnashing [his] teeth, [looking] like the messenger of death,

the cruel executioner, tied the boys quickly
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with a sharp cord. By the rubbing [of the cord]
blood oozed from the tied places.

We cannot endure the pain, they said crying

we cannot endure

o mother, such pain ................ov .

blood is falling in streams ..........

(D. Jh.) executioner, tell us quickly why did you bind us

[24] (K.) The cruel-hearted executioner having heard the words of the two boys
threatening and shouting said: “Why did I bind you ? The answer to it would be
giving this punch this kick and this slap.” Having said that, he took them to the
execution ground [while] punching and kicking [them] beyond the boys® endurance,
greatly hurting the bodies of the boys. At that time, filling the horizon with their

heart-piercingly sad lamentation, they said:

(S.) our limbs are paralysed, we cannot lift our feet
leaving our unfortunate mother we are going to the cremation ground
deprived from us she will be as if unconscious

her eyes will shed a flood of tears, our hearts are bursting [now]

(Jh.) we are going we are going
leaving our helpless mother .......cccvviiiiiiiiin i i,

for the last time in our lives we go to the execution ground ......

having seen the suffering of the sons

the queen Was Crying with great SOITOW ... ....vveee veserevenenrnresnserenessnes
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why does my death not come

so that I do not see this grief

before I witness the bereavement of my sons ... .

was this in my destiny

that I should burn in the fire of grief .........voomeeoeenn .

[25] she prostrated herself on the ground shouting: “Children, children”

as a banana tree falls on the ground in a great storm

(Jh.) rolling about she wept
beating her chest .......cocevvviiiiieiieienennnn,

in disarray the queen .............covevvunnnnn.

(K.) While on the way, a pundit heard the story of the two boys [and] his heart [was]
afflicted, [so] he went to the king [and] said: “King, before you condemned to death
these two slave boys today, you should have judged whether they were really guilty

or not. Oh king, finding guilt without investigation is not proper justice.”

(S.) if the king of the kingdom ever becomes a tyrant

the subjects die burning from the demerit of the king

(Jh.) whether bad or good luck

happen in the kingdom .......ccocoviviiiiiiiininn.n.

according to the nature of the king the subjects are happy or

unhappy

(K.) Having heard the good advice of the pundit, the king said: “Respectable pundit,

as the dark night becomes lighted by the clear and white moonlight of the full moon,
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having heard your rational words I can understand now that I committed a great
mistake in not investigating them.” Then the king called a messenger [and] said: “Oh
messenger, without delay go to the cremation ground and fetch the two boys.”

The executioner put the two boys on the ground like helpless baby fawns,
pulling the sword out of its scabbard he was about to kill them. The messenger saw

that scene from a distance from the execution ground [and] rising his voice shouted:

(S.) stop, stop, oh executioner!

do not slay now the boys .....cceeuveveeieniennnnns

I have orders

I have to take them to the king ...............

(D.Jh.) having rescued the boys [he] took [them] quickly to the king’s presence

then the king asked
asked them gently
tell me, oh servants, tell me quickly all the full account clearly
[27] (Jh.) what have you done

with the tradesman’s wife .......covevvneonennn

in the dead of the night ................co.cl .
(D.) leaving aside fear and embarrassment,tell me clearly
(D. Jh) hearing the king’s speech weeping in great grief
the boys said

she is not the wife of the tradesman  she is our mother

oh king, please listen to us
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(Jh.)

please, king. listen to our words

she is our mother ...........

(D.)  we, the wretched ones, saw our mother we tell you this quickly

(K.) The king was surprised to hear the account of the boys and said: “Dear boys,
you are the sons of the fishermen, how can you introduce the wife of the tradesman

as your mother?” Then the boys, clasping their bloody palms together, said in a

tormented voice:

(S.)  the fishermen are not our parents, please listen
we shall explain to you our account

we were born in a royal family, we are princes

(Jh.) we poor ones lost our father and mother on the bank of a river

[28] (S.) Sambhiimitta is our father Ke$ini is our mother

the prosperous city of Campaka is our motherland

(Jh.) Do listen, oh king!

our motherisinthe boat ..................

(D.)  Our sad mother, oh king, is in the boat

(K.) Having heard the words of Jayasen and Jayadatta the king understood that those
two boys were none but his beloved Jayasen and Jayadatta [and] his whole face lit up
in ecstatic happiness like the sky suddenly free of clouds. Then he rose from the
golden seat and said: “My boys, I am your wretched father Sambhumitta.” Having

Said th-iss
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(S.) the king quickly embraced them

again and again [he] clasped them to his chest [and] kissed them

(Jh.) tears of joy flowed down
flooding his cheeks ....vecvvvurvnsiuvvee s
from both the king’s eyes .........uvoneonn.on.
(D.) what happiness, what heavenly happiness, [brings] in this world the

face [of one’s] son

(S.) the boys then weeping
said in a distressed voice
ever wretched our mother

is, oh father, [still] in the boat.

[30] (K.) Oh father, as a wild doe caught in the hunter’s net suffers much torment
at the hands of the hunter, in the same way the tradesman having bound our mother

with iron fetters is inflicting on her unbearable tortures in the boat.

(J.) Oh father we beseech you

falling at your feet .......cccceieriviiinvinirenennn.

(D.) let us go father to the river bank to fetch our mother.

(K.) The great king Sambhiimitta, having heard from the words of his sons that news
of his dearest [wife] became mad with joy and having gone to the river bank told the
tradesman: “Oh brother tradesman, that woman who is in your boat is my wife. One

day in the dead of night, due to an evil turn of fate I lost her on the bank of a river.



236

Be Compassionate my brother, please return [to me my] life companion. The
tradesman having heard such words from the king, said: “Oh king I return her, you

take her along.” Then

(S.)  the king climbed on the boat Kes$ini by her name
(D. Jh.) he called in a very sad voice
hearing the words of [her] dear husband the queen went crazy

[and] cried out in a loud voice

(Jh.) the queen swooned

having fallen at the feet of the king ..........eveuvuenn.. ...

(D.) seeing [her] husband after such a long time the queen swooned.

[30] (S.) when she gained consciousness, the chaste wife

the gem of mankind [Sambhiuimitta] raised her in great love and care and said

(Jh.) oh dear, do not cry
let’s go to the royal palace now ..................

OUr SONS are With US .ot vve ittt titet e ven ee senan

(D.) let’s go to the royal palace now, with our sons

(S.) taking his sons and wife the king went to the royal palace
various auspicious instruments were played to an extremely sweet tune
king Sambhuimitta was intoxicated with happiness

all the subjects were rejoicing
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in the royal palace of Taksasila there started a great celebration®?

(Jh.) there started a great celebration

in the kingdom of Taksadila ........c.oevevvurvseiseoe s
the king and queen were reunited ............oovooeooeon

mother and sons were reunited ..................

(D. Jh.) mother and sons were reunited, there started a great celebration

(K.) It was mentioned in the Jataka [that] in their preceding lives Jayasen and
Jayadatta were born as the sons of king Sambhiimitta’s wife, queen Kesini. In that
life, at the queen’s importuning, king Sambhiimitta brought two young chicks from
the top of a tree for the entertainment of the two boys. Returning to the nest, the
couple of talking birds [31] were overwhelmed with the pain [caused] by the
separation [from their chicks] due to the disappearance of the two chicks. When
they®® stopped playing, king Sambhiimitta put back the two chicks in the right place.
The parrot and mina were very delighted to get back the two chicks. Because of the
bad deeds of his previous life king Sambhumitta lost his own two sons and wife in
this life and had to suffer the endless pain of separation before getting them back

again because he stole the chicks [and] caused unbearable pain, [even though] he

returned them again.
(S.) in this earthly life, whatever one does
one has to accept a similar result.

Sambhumitta’s ballad has now come to an end

(Jh.) Oh you, assembled good people, shout the name of the Buddha in love and

97 pazaar=market=festivity
98 Jayasen and Jayadatta in their preceding life.
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bliss

the end

shout the name of the Buddha and hail him
raising your arms in the ecstasy of loving bliss .......e.oeevevvneevevn o

all your sufferings will 20 away ......covveverveeeieeis e

[I] Oh you, assembled friends, recognise this

(my) wealth of Buddha Dhamma and Sangha (twice)

the triple gem appeared on this earth in order to save beings by giving [them] the
mantra of non-violence

we give up the worship of illusory things when we worship the Arahant

[there is no one] but that compassionate one to get across the ocean of life

give up jealousy, abuse, quarrelling and embrace each other

take on your body the bond of unity, accepting the tendency of the current time

give up the stubbornness of aristocracy, give up the glory of nikaya%’

with concentrated mind meditate on loving kindness

in order to practise the means to the life beyond, you should communally take up
initiation!%° [, i.e.:] on the two seventh days in the month!°! and on the new moon and
full moon days

those who are householders either in the morning or in the evening should take the
five precepts

otherwise life would pass fruitlessly, and how shall you be liberated?

all around there will be prosperity, the glory of the nation and Dharma will increase

this is the pleading of poor Baskar at the feet of the nation

99 This is a clear appleal for the unity of the Bangladeshi Sangha.
100 T jt. get the mantra.
101 the dark and bright fortnight]
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[II]  Ihave spent my time meditating on you in this world

oh Dharma - my heart is trembling seeing the darkness [and] the days finishing
the cuckoo started calling

1 kept waiting hoping that [you] would appear one day

day after day all my days have passed (ditto)

oh Dharma - T have made the abuse of relatives and friends my garland

only because I shall get you

if you appear everybody will know [you] as the compassionate one

let the drum sound filling up the world (twice)

oh Dharma - non-violence is the greatest Dharma which is the essence of your
religion

[by it] people get liberated

Baskar says that when your are one’s navigator there is nothing to worry about

one gets encouraged by getting that sign.

[III] We get destroyed because we lack the attitude of friendship, oh friend, beware
of Buddhist people

(oh friends) the leaders that we follow quarrel with each other [and] we are ashamed
when we hear the rumour

in many books and pamphlets they make negative propaganda about different races
oh friends, is this the way to bring development?

(oh friends,) being born Buddhist, [we] have adopted non-Buddhist costumes

each of us lives blinded by selfishness

there are only a handful of Buddhist people, we do not understand the rules of
advancement

oh friend, we destroy various [Buddhist] institutions

(oh friends,) keeping together, let’s be intoxicated by the music of unity
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there is no deliverance without this idea

getrid of jealousy and abuse, take upon yourselves the tendency of the present time
keep your meditation on loving kindness in the binding of unity

(oh friends,) give up the differences of lineage [and] nikdya, improve your own
religion

please listen, oh you, the whole Buddhist public.

this is the prayer of poor Baskar, do not keep quiet when you know the truth.

the fire [of destruction] has caught the comner of our house.

[IV] worship the divine Buddha, utter the word of the divine Buddha, take the name
of the divine Buddha

giving up attachment to possessions avoiding great slumber (slumber of delusion)

he is the practitioner of salvation

oh you, play on the mridanga and drum and utter Buddha [’s name] with blissful love
sing the qualities of the Buddha with ecstasy (three times), remember it again

let’s go to the other side of the river of life

o you black beel0? sing day and night the qualities of the Buddha, the gem of the
lineage of Sakya

he who floats on the nectar of the name of the Buddha attains salvation

wake up, wake up, Buddhists of Bengal ! Why are you sleeping?

China, Ceylon and Japan are awake, Tibet, Nepal and Bhutan are awake, Burma,
Thailand push forward, they are intoxicated by the sixth Council

within the time of two and a half thousand years the Buddhist religion will rise
pervading the hearth with the mantra of non-violence, it will rise again

the speech of the great man is about to come, alas! Why are we immersed in the
delusion of blindness selfishness, quarrel internally [and hence our] society is

becoming as if dead every day?

102 Gee note 65.
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wiping away the black smear of violence, animosity and duality, oh you, forget all
group quarrels.
swinging on the swing of unity holding the banner of non-violence ,oh you, forget all

group quarrels.

this is the appeal of poor Bhaskar: engage your mind in meditation on compassion

embracing each other with the tune of unity, dedicate your life

[V] say Buddha, say Dharma - oh [my] mind once say Sangha
saying Buddha, Buddha, Buddha let’s go to the [far] bank of the river of
life103
to cross the ocean of life!% - call Buddha the helmsman
indeed the Buddha [is] food for hunger - indeed the Buddha is water for thirst
the Buddha is in water, Buddha is in land, the Buddha is in the moon, the
Buddha is in the sun
the Buddha is in fire, the Buddha is in wind - oh you people heartily salute
the Buddha

(D. Jh.) there is no other friend
ehi, without the unique Buddha .....................
ehi, without the unique Dharma........................

ehi, without the unique Sangha...................ce 0.

Wake and arise young Buddhists, society is going to pieces (twice)
should the glorious boat of the Tathagata sink into deep darkness?
the aristocratic chiefs [of the villages] are not conducting themselves according to

laws, being deluded by elusion, they wield the stick in every house (twice)

103 Which separates this world from the other.

104 Use Of uoceann a.nd “river” Wlth same mealling. In Chlttagong Coastal area the ocean is ca_]]ed
boronadi or bhairernadi, meaning the river of outside.
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the religion of the nation is falling apart; teach [them] the essence [of religion];

make your birth useful, and fence around your own religion

the leaders who are educated - have completely lost their personality in quarrels
their hearts are full of delusion, being blind with selfishness they destroy society.

this is pour Bhaskar’s appeal to the Bengali Buddhist students, please for them

explain the modern development of non-violence and loving friendship.

[VI] ohyoumymind, you didn’t practise worship and devotion

(Jh.) you did not recognise who is the philosophers’ jewel which is the treasure of
religious practice

listen, my mind, listen to my words, keep your mind fixed on the Venerable Buddha
(alas my poor mind)

if you say Buddha Dharma and Sangha, there will be no fear from sin, oh my mind
birth, old age and the disease of being, will not exist

repeat the name of the guru who has given you that mantra (twice)

if you can call him in the proper manner you will realise him inside your heart (twice)
in fact you don’t know how to call properly

where is your country house, where is your house, where do you conduct your living
(twice)

Sariputta and Moggallana were the ones who became the Lord’s disciples

tell me indeed in which age, to which pupillary lineage you belong

(Jh.) Those who will engage in killing and stealing
as a result of their misconduct will go to hell
whoever will lie or drink alcohol
the goddess of good luck will leave him day by day
your own friends revealed that by the performance of sila one goes to heaven

the virtuous people are inviting you, go and rejoice in their company
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love the company of the virtuous, show them your respect by bowing your
head

entwine their feet with the creeper of your devotion.

[VII] not understanding the nature of the river (oh my mind) don’t dive in that river
the sidless expanse of the river - do not swim
if you dive in you will not be able to find the other side.
I went to the bank of the river - oh! how many people are deluded
they are suffering only watching the waves of the river
the benign teacher Venerable Gautama is on the other side
(oh my mind) one can cross if one has devotion, there is no need for money
say Buddha Dharma and Sangha, remember the name of the triple jewel
then, my mind, you can go
the meritorious people can reach the other bank of the river
the sinner cannot go - sharks and crocodiles will not leave them alone
make the boat of your body balanced, find the boatman, your mind
then you will be able to go
take refuge in the eight precepts and the five precepts
and follow every day calmly the meditation on loving kindness and
compassion and so on
there are six oarsmen in the boat of your body they always try to cheat you
oh my silly mind, why are you not in control?
poor and humble Binay says: get hold of the feet of the teacher

without a guru you cannot go to the far bank of the ocean of life

[VIII] Sambhuimitta is our father, Kedini is our mother
we have explained everything, oh you, our beloved king
(the city of Campaka was our motherland)

Campaka city was our motherland
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we left the city due to our bad karma

Sambhumitta is our father
Keséini is our mother .......vveennnn..

as we have disclosed ...cooveevinioi i e e,

oh you Buddha friend of the poor people, save this unlucky one
I'have encountered danger - I call you again and again
the power of the destitute
comes from your feet
there is nobody besides you - in this world for the destitute
when you will call Buddha, in a helpless pitiable voice
please appear in front of me once
save me this luckless one
I call you again and again
[ am in danger
besides your there is no rescuer
I call you holding your feet
like little children

I call you the incarnation of Buddha
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Conclusion

I have stated in the Introduction above that the aim of this thesis is to further
our knowledge of the history of Buddhism and to contribute to the anthropology of
Theravada Buddhism. Moreover, I have underlined the importance of such a work
given the peripheral location of Bangladesh within the Indian Subcontinent and its
proximity to Burma, a Buddhist country.

To achieve my objectives, first I have looked at the history of Buddhism in
Bangladesh, from its introduction into the country to the present. It was immediately
apparent that it was possible to divide the accounts available into two groups.

The compilers of the first group are non-Buddhist scholars and official
historians. They are keen to link Bangladeshi Buddhism to the Indian tradition of
Emperor Asoka, even at the risk of forcing a misinterpretation of data, as in the case
of the Mahasthani Brahmi inscription. The non-Buddhist scholars and official
historians also systematically exclude the history of the Chittagong area from their
works and completely ignore the presence of any Buddhist community in Bangladesh
after the Muslim invasion of the country in the thirteenth century. So important event
in the religious history of Bangladeshi Buddhism as the Theravada reform of 1856 is
totally ignored by these authors, even when the subject matter of their work is
precisely the religious reform movements of nineteenth century Bengal.

The second group of compilers can be called the Bangladeshi Buddhist. This
group is not at all concerned with the antiquity of Bangladeshi Buddhism. Although
reporting the belief that Buddhism was introduced into Bangladesh by the Buddha (a
belief common to all Theravadin countries, constituting a standard way to legitimise a
Buddhist tradition), Bangladeshi Buddhists are ready to accept that there was no
Buddhism in Bangladesh before the second century A.D. It is through the works of
this group that we are made aware of the recent history of Bangladeshi Buddhism and

its links with the Buddhist tradition of Arakan, now part of Burma. A comparison
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between the material presented by the two groups reveals a tendency by the non-
Buddhist and official historians to downplay any links beteween the Buddhist
tradition of Bangladesh and any non-Indian traditions, such as the Burmese one. This
is done in order to produce a homogeneous cultural background common to all the
people of Bangladesh: the Bangladeshi nation.

Second, I have looked at that the way Bangladeshi Buddhism perpetuates
itself and at some of its institutions. If a plan existed to create a Bangladeshi nation
which would include the Buddhist community of that country, this would have been
apparent from how the Bangladeshi school system transmits knowledge about
Buddhism and the other religions practised in the country. The regime of religious
segregation adopted in Bangladeshi schools at first may lead one to believe that
religious education is not used as a way of integrating the citizens of Bangladesh.
However, after some considerations and after comparing the system adopted in
Bangladesh with those in use in other countries, it becomes apparent that indeed
religious education is here used as a way to further national integration.

To confirm that Bangladeshi Buddhism is in fact part of the Southeast Asian
tradition I have then considered some aspects of Bangladeshi Buddhism, such as the
institution of temporary ordination and the special sanctity attributed to the Mahamuni
temple and the image there preserved. All findings support that view. Further
evidence came from the reading of a Bauddha pala kirtana, a literary genre peculiar to
Bangladesh. It consists of a ballad, in a format typical of Vaishnavism, narrating an
episode of a previous life of the Buddha. Despite the Indian style of this ballad,
which only reflects a regional taste common to all religious groups, the subject matter
of the song, which is taken from a Southeast Asian apocryphal birth-story of the
Buddha, confirms the link between the Buddhism of Bangladesh and that of
Southeast Asia.

In conclusion, all Buddhism, especially Theravada Buddhism, contains
elements of the Indian civilisation within which and against which the Buddha

operated. Also the great monastic establishments which existed in Bangladesh during
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the P3la period were part of the Indian cultural scene. However, with the Muslim
invasion of India and the destruction of the large monastic centres, Buddhism in
Bangladesh was relegated to the southeast region of the country. There, because of
the geographical contiguity with Arakan, it absorbed elements of the culture of that
country and of Southeast Asia in general. We do not know when this process started.
There is no reason to exclude the possibility that the Buddhist commumities of
Bangladesh and Arakan had influenced each other since the introduction of Buddhism
in the region, whenever that happened. It is however undeniable that contemporary
Bangladeshi Buddhism, the direct and indirect result of the 1856 reform operated by
the Sangharaja of Arakan, is part of the greater Southeast Asian tradition. The only
elements that distinguish Bangladeshi Buddhism from its Southeast Asian
counterparts are its material poverty and the fact that this is the religion of a small
minority of the population of a country. Any attempts to portray Bangladeshi
Buddhism as a phenomenon of the past, exclusively Indian and Bengali in character,

constitute a manipulation of historical data typical of nationalism.
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