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The Warrior's Stones in Eastern India 

Pranab Kumar Bhattacharyya 

Among a large number of stone Sculptures taken notice of in a recently published 

Catalogue of North Bengal University Museum, our attention has been drawn to a 

Warrior's Stone (mentioned in the Catalogue1 as Hero-Stone) found in Eastern India. 

In fact, hundreds of Hero-Stones and Sati-Stones have been discovered in Western 

and Southern parts oflndia.2 In comparison, we come across a handful of Hero-Stones 

and a very insignificant number of Sati Stone in Eastern India. Most of the Sati Stones 

found in Eastern India, particularly from Bengal and Bihar are relatively of the modem 

period.3 Below we present the descriptions of the Hero-Stones so far recorded in the 

Museums of Eastern India. 

A] From North Bengal University Museum 

1. Hero-Stone: Sand Stone; 40 Cm. X 20 Cm. X 11 Cm. Depiction of the Hero 

in the act of fighting with one step forward and holding sword in one hand and the 

shield in the other. The figure is accompanied by small figure of a fighter with a weapon 

(indistinct) in one hand and an umbrella looks like a canopy over the head of the hero. 

The solar symbol appears on the top left. The slab with elliptical stela found from 

Rajshahi (Bangladesh) possibly belonging to early Christian era.4 

Hero-Stone - North Bengal University Museum 
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B] The Varendra Research Museum preserves the following Hero-Stones: 

2. The combatant Hero with raised sword and a shield under a cap Canopy 

represented in low relief on a rounded slab made of black Stone: (47 Cm. x 18.5 Cm). 

The Hero wears beard and moustache and ornaments on his ears, neck, arms, wrists 

and ankle. He is clad in a dhoti which is tied round the waist by a piece of cloth and his 

hair gathered in large bun behind the head. Above the Canopy to the left is the solar 

symbol. He is accompanied by another fighter wearing kuntala and holding spear in 

both hands below. 

The two inscriptions, one at the top right and the other below the left foot of the 

combatant are Devata and Thakura, both implying 'god'. The slab was found from 

Deogram, Bogra District (now in Bangladesh) and i:; dated 9th Century A. D.5 

3. Hero-Stone made of -black basalt ( 4 7. 5 Cm. x 31. 7 Cm.) found from 

Kashiabari, Atrai, Naogaon in Rajshahi (now Banf;ladesh). The Hero is standing in 

alidha pose on a pointed slab. He holds a sword in rif ;ht hand ( damaged) raised over his 

head and an indistinct object in the other hand. The fi.5'ITe wears a dhoti and an uttariya, 

and a pearl upavita, a necklace, urujalaka and round ear-rings. The curly hair arranged 

in jatas which are piled cap like on the head. The back slab is plain except for the 

double de:corative borders. The figure may be dated c. 11th Century A.D.6 

Hero-Stone: Kashiabari, Atrai, Naogaon, Rajsahi 
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It is possible to trace the origin of the cult of Hero-Stone to the Menhirs of the 

Megalithic cultures in India of the first millennium B.C. and their geographical 

distribution in the Indian peninsula seems to coincide with that of Megalithic settlements. 

The Hero-Stone is known as kirttistambha inRajasthan,paliya (i.e. protector) in Gujrat 

and its transformation into a deity in the cult of Vithoba in Maharastra and in the Sangama 

literature (c300 B.C. to 200 A.D.). The counterpart of ma-sati-k-kal (Sati-Stone) may 

be found it Vira-k-kal (Hero-Stone).7 We have not come across any such terminology 

for eastern India indicating thereby less popularity of the cult in the region. The Hero

Stone found in Eastern India are much less elaborate in composition than those found 

in peninsular India. Hero is rarely shown on horse-back or seated on elephant.73 

Hero-Stones are generally carved in locally available rocks like sandstone and 

chlorite schist in Purulia and Burdwan and laterite blocks in Midnapore but in eastern 

Bengal in black stone as it is a usual practice for Pala-Sena groups of sculptures. Hero

Stones preserved in the Varendra Research Society Museum bear close resemblance to 

Pala-Sena sculpture, similar to those found in Budhpur. 

Memorial Stones generally dedicated to men who have met their death in an act 

of heroism or have died on the battle field. The soul of the hero goes out of the world of 

the living and enters into heaven ( cf. Hato Va prapsasi Sv_argam .. ). 8 A similar interesting 

tradition exists in Scandinavian mythology, where Odin, god of death and battle, was 

believed to welcome into his hall warriors who died a heroic death on the battle field. 9 

In Indian tradition, in heaven life is timeless, and the heaven is known by various 

nomenclatures: Brahmaloka, Suryaloka, Indraloka, Kailasa, and so on. 

On occasion the divinization of the hero, it is compared to such other religious 

activities, like the sacrificial ritual and asceticism, which are said to be conducive to the 

attainment of heaven or of release from rebirth. The metaphors which like battle, sacrifice 

and asceticism are found in various texts. 10 Great hero Arjuna is welcomed in Indra's 

heaven, 'the abode of heroes. Incidentally, Arjuna was, in fact, the son oflndra. 11 

The austerities and practices of the ascetics are compared to the painful death of 

the hero in the battle, or the voluntary death (sometimes, of course, against her will) of 

the sati on the funeral pyre of her husband. All are seen as superhuman feats, and were 

assured of the bliss in highest heaven. The symbolic death of the as-cetic leads him, 
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however, to a different life from that of the hero in heaven, For example, the ascetic 

denies himself sexuality, whereas the hero is waited upon by damsels (Apsaras) in 

heaven and lives a life of enhanced sexuality. 12 The Sati, on the other hand, also attains 

heaven, after self-immolation and is destined to live a bliss-ful life in company of her 

beloved husband. 13 

As mentioned earlier that though the Western and Southern parts oflndia yielded 

a large number of Hero-Stones and Sati-stones, we have come across a very few of such 

stones in eastern India. 

C] From other places of West Bengal: 

In recent years, a few more Hero-Stones have been found in Purulia, Bankura, 

Midnapore and Burdwan districts of West Bengal. Again, it is only in the extremely 

western A~.ansol sub-division and the upland areas rather than the coastal or alluvial 

plains of Midnapore, Hero-Stones have been discovered. 14 It appears, however, that 

Hero-Stones become fewer in agriculturally fertile areas. 15 When agriculture became 

mainstay of the people, the necessity of fighting for snatching live-stocks from other 

hordes became unnecessary, for which the services of the heroes was very much sought 

after on earlier occasions. 

The Hero-Stones were generally related to the exploits of the people who remain 

unnoticed in royal charters and Panegyrics, and the oral traditions preserve the memoirs 

of heroes. The Hero-Stones, it may be pointed out, show clearly 'a substratum cult' ,16 

and the veneration of these is rooted in tribal and folk religion'. Hero-stones, perhaps, 

commemorate the conflict between the emergent political elite and autochthons 

population of the region. Sengupta17 has drawn our attention to the new geopolitical 

formation called bhums (cf. Birbhum, etc.) of the Hindu tribal chiefs in the medieval 

west Bengal to the conflicts mentioned above. 

The presence of the Sun and the Crescent Moon usually at the top of Hero -

Stones and Sati-Stones, possibly signify the indestructible time, and the land-grants 

usually contain a phrase indicating perpetuity i.e. 'as long as the sun and the moon 

exist'. 18 Thapar has drawn our attention to the Mahanirvana Tantra, a later text, mentions 

that the nada and the vindu- two nerve centres of the human body - actually stand for 

the Sun and the Moon and their union is sought in yogic practices. 19 The rituals which 

are being performed by the sadhaka also known as vira (hero), are the same as are 
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associated with the worship of the Hero-Stone, like male animal sacrificing and use of 

intoxicants for libations. 

But in course of time some sort adjustment and assimilation between the cult of 

Hero-Stone and Brahmanical became inevitable as the Hero-Stones are in many cases 

situated close to Brahmana grantees. 'The upward mobile family of the hero and the 

newly settled Brahmana grantee may well have had to make major adjust-meats.20 The 

establishment of Hero-Stones in temple court-yards was, however, considered to be 

concessions made by the Brahmanical system to local tradition, and this practice 

apparently enhanced the prestige of Hero-Stones, and the worship (puja) of Hero-Stones, 

were to be performed in accordance with the Brahmanical practices, shedding the earlier 

Tantrika form of worship. It is interesting to note since 9th century A.D. onwards, the 

perceptible changes in popular attitude towards the Hero-Stones began to be felt. Hero

Stones are now made of black stone and their ornamentation and sophisticated method 

of wearing cloths and above all inscribing inscriptions on them as Thakura and Devata 

i.e. god, tended to show that they began to come loser to the main deity for which the 

temple was dedicated. 

In the process some elements of high culture are borrowed and some elements 

of folk culture are elevated and became visible. Hence, it becomes difficult to categorize 

Hero-Stones as belonging to either the folk or the high culture. 20 But definitely represents • 

unrecorded accounts of the heroic resistances of the people who tried to save their own 

stocks from attacks of wild animals, also sometimes, the clutches of the more 

Sophisticated predators who attempted to profane their soils. 
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Asochya hi hatah surah 

svargaloke Mahiyate I I 

varapsarah Sahasrani suram 

ayodhane ham I 

tvaramanani dhavanti mama 

bhartta bhavediti II 
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