Chapter: 1
Geo-political History of Bengal

1.1. Physical Setting

The land of Bengal has historically had a distinct ‘regional entity’. The land is
considered as a definite ‘geographical region’ in the entire sub-continent with
distinct geo-features.' Bengal is the name given to the eastern part of the Indian
sub-continent which formed a single province of British India. It extended up to the
Himalayas in the north and the Bay of Bengal in the south. Its eastern and western
limits were Brahmaputra, the Kangsa, the Surm3, the Sajjuk rivers and the Nagar, the
Barakar and lower reaches of Suvarnarekha respectively.2 The above area was
located roughly between 27°9' and 20°50' north latitude and 86°35' and 92°30' east
Iongitude.3 There were deep forests, highlands and mountains in the east, west and
north, and the Bay of Bengal in the south. This way Bengal was surrounded by these
natural girdles. As Niharranjan Roy rightly puts, “At one extreme are the very high
mountains, at the other the sea, and on both sides the hard hilly country, within, all

the land is a plain. Such is the geographical fortune of the Bengali people.”*

In the early period of Indian history, the region of Bengal covered a large
territorial area including the modern state of West Bengal and some parts of the
adjoining districts of Assam and Bihar and also included most of present day of
Bangladesh. In Assam the area included under the provinces of Bengal were
Goalpara, Sylhet and Cachar. The districts of Manbhim, Santal Parganas and Purnea
of Bihar, also formed the part of the territory of Bengal. The sarkdrs of Sylhet and
Purnea, the pargana of Akmahal (now Rajmahal) and the famous pass of Teliagarhi,
now in Santal Parganas, formed the integral parts of the subdah of Bengal in the days
of Akbar.’

The internal area of Bengal mostly depended on its river system which

formed the most characteristic physical feature of the land. Satish Chandra precisely
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states that as we have veins and arteries in our body, Bengal is also vivified by its
numerous rivers.® N.R. Roy also mentions that the course of the history of Bengal
has largely been dictated by its numerous and diverse rivers and streams. These
waterways have developed as the life-force of the country through the ages. They
have determined its appearance and nature, as they continue to do still.” These
waterways, however, have sometimes been a boon to Bengal and sometimes a
curse. Since time immemorial, they played a very important role in the formation of
deltaic land, which, in turn, moulded the nature and character of human inhabitants.
Amongst all the rivers that drenched the region, Brahmaputra was the greatest,
stretching approximately 1800 miles.® The second largest river was the Ganges, over
1200 miles long in the delta. Other rivers included Bhagirathi, Padma, Meghna,
Surma, Ichhamati, the Mathabhanga and the Garai, the Betna, the Rupsa, the Kumar,
the Bhairab, Ajay, Damodar, Kasai or Kapisa, Dvarakesvar, Rlpnarayan, Tista, Tors3,
Karatoya, Atrai, Punarbhava, Koushiki (the modern Kosi) and more. All these rivers
repeatedly have changed their courses over the centuries. The process of
destruction and reconstruction is still active.” M.H. Rashid comments that it was
indeed the tangled network of these rivers and their countless branches that
formulated this geographical entity.® Unfortunately most of the above mentioned
rivers have disappeared in modern Bengal. Apart from rivers, canals, streams, bils
and haors also formed significant elements of the historical geography of Bengal.'!
The total area of the region of Bengal is approximately 80,000 sg. miles (2, 07,000 sq
km).*? Nafis Ahmed and M. Harunur Rashid are of the opinion that the area should
be extended to 84,832 sqg. miles (30,691 sqg. miles in West Bengal and 54,141 sq.
miles of present Bangladesh).®> Two other prominent researchers like B.M. Morrison
and Abdul Momin Chowdhury have indicated the extension of territory as 80,000 sq.
miles on the basis of Spate, Bagchi and Strickland. So it is too tough to verify the

exact geographical area of Bengal.
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The different areas of what was known as Bengal in pre-partition days carried
different geographical designations in ancient times. It is, therefore, very difficult to
ascertain anything definite about the geography and local areas of ancient Bengal. It
can be said that in ancient Bengal and present day, the natural boundary of an area
was usually the river, whose beds changed constantly'* and the area adjoining the
river changed its geographical boundaries accordingly. The difficulty is further
enhanced by the rise and fall of the political circumstances also. It can be clarified
from an example that Tamralipti (modern Tamluk) was included in Vanga and
Kotivarsha (modern Dinajpur) is mentioned as the chief city of Ragha since the early
period of the zenith of Vanga and Radha. But in the era of the Palas and the Senas,
there were two general and broad geographical divisions: Gauda and Vanga. These
were the two broad politico-geographical divisions of the ancient and medieval era,
and can be roughly identified with west and eastern Bengal respectively. From the
12™ and 13"™ centuries onwards, Gauda and Vanga gradually became
interchangeable terms owing to their political unification under the same sovereign,
styled both Vangapati and Gaudes$vara, and the process was completed in the
Mughal and the British periods. Thus the other geographical names of Bengal in
olden days included Pundravardhana and Varendri (North Bengal), Suhma (Hooghly
district), Radha (the Birbhum-Bankura-Hooghly-Howrah and portions of Medinipur
districts, thus including at times the ancient Suhma region),Tamralipti or Tamralipta
(modern Tamluk in the Medinipur district) and Dandabhikti (Danton and its
adjoining regions in the Medinipur district, sometimes including northern portions of
Orissa), Samatata (comprising Chittagong, Comilla and Noakhali districts of present
day Bangladesh), Harikela (Comilla, Srihatta and Chittagong districts of Bangladesh),
Chandradvipa (Barisal district of present Bangladesh) and Vangala (Chittagong,
Noakhali and Barisal districts of present Bangladesh)(Map-1)."> These names have
come to us from ancient epigraphic and literary records. The detailed analysis of the

relevant information shows that they were geographically associated with Gauda or
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Vanga, that is, Western and Eastern Bengal. No two of them are mutually exclusive.
In other words, some geographical boundaries are known to have overlapped and
not remained restricted in the same region, and have assumed different names in
different historical period. Thus it is proven that the well-known area has shifted
boundaries from time to time, assuming a new shape and a new name each time.
The province of Bengal is given its present name by the British, and this name
does not find place in ancient and medieval literature. So the question that naturally
comes to our mind is how Bengal received its present name. In Bengali, the term
employed in modern times to denote the province is Bangla, of which the English
rendering is Bengal. The term ‘Bangla’ or ‘Bangald’ is derived from ‘Vanga’ which is
so frequently used in early and medieval Indian epigraphy and literature. The English
have adapted it into their own language as ‘Bengal’. Before the partition of India in
1947, ‘Bengal’ or ‘Bangla’ was introduced as the name of the province of Bengal in
British India. Due to the division, the area was divided between the provinces of
West Bengal and East Pakistan. In 1971, East Pakistan region became the Republic of
Bangladesh. The word ‘Bangla’ or Bengal is still in use in the areas of West Bengal
(India) and Bangladesh. However, these conditions are largely at a private level
aimed at strengthening the cultural unity between West Bengal and the people of
Bangladesh. These names have been culturally consolidated and kept alive in West
Bengal, Bengali speaking areas of Bangladesh and adjacent areas. Two terms,
phonetically akin to Bengal or Bangala occur in epigraphic and literary documents of
the ancient and medieval periods. They are Vanga and Vangala. The famous historian
Abul Fazl in his Ain-i-Akbari made the following remark, “The original name of Bengal
was ‘Bang’. Its former rulers raised mounds measuring ten yards in height and
twenty in breadth throughout the province which were called al. From this suffix,

718 Under Akbar's rule, the entire area

the name Bengal took its rise and currency.
from Chittagong to Teliagarhi pass was known as ‘Subah Bangalah’. Sources of still

earlier periods refer to a tract known as Vangala. Its existence as a geographical
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entity can be traced from the 8th century AD onwards. But epigraphic and literary
references to Vangala amply bear testimony to its existence territorially distinct from
a region called Vanga. Marco Polo describes Bangla as a province in the south, its
people speaking a strange language and being ‘wretched idol worshipers’. It is
further described as ‘a favorable stop for India’."” According to Yule, Marco Polo’s
Bangala was the Pegu. However, this note may also apply to the Noakhali-
Chittagong-Tippara region of south-eastern Bengal. It is corroborated by the account
of Ovington. It runs, “Aracan is bounded by the kingdom of the Bay of Bengal, some
authors making Chatigam its first border city”.'® It is thus clear that the subdh of
Bangalah during Akbar's paramountcy time marks the entire area which was
equivalent to the undivided province of Bengal. Bengal is referred to as the Bengal
country by Ralph Fitch, and denotes the same region. But the term Vangala is used in
a restricted sense. If Abul Fazl is to be believed, the term Vangala is derived from the
word Vanga. Thus from the above discussion we may conclude that Bangala came
from the word ‘Banga’. It includes the entire Bengali-speaking area of the eastern
part of the Indian sub-continent. Though in early period of history ‘Banga’ denoted a
part of Bengal, that is, south-eastern Bengal, after the assumption of power by the
British the term ‘Vanga’ or ‘Bangala’ converted to ‘Bengal’ linguistically.

From the pre-historic time to the Medieval Age Bengal was divided into
different janapadas such as Gauda, Pundra, Varendra, Radha, Sumha, Tamralipta,
Samatata, Vanga, Vangala etc, as already mentioned before. These janapadas did
not emerge as powers at the same time. In different courses of time, a certain
portion of the entire area emerged as a supreme power and it extended its territory
over a large area. Sometimes it included the other powerful states mentioned above
within its territory. These janapadas had separate existence. It was during the time
of gaudadhipa $Sasanka in the eight century AD and afterwards that the janapadas of

Pundra, Gauda and Vanga became identical with the whole of Bengal. Apart from the

existence of different janapadas, new divisions of Bengal like Vangala, Harikela,
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Chandradwipa, and Samatata emerged and they had further sub-divisions also.”
Gradually, however, those sub-subdivisions ceased to exist. There was an endeavour
to integrate the different areas in the name of Gauda from the period of Sasanka to
the rise of the Palas, but it proved to have been a failure.”® The whole of Bengal
assuming the name of Vanga emerged in the Muslim period. The culmination was
reached during the time of Akbar when the subah of Bengal came into prominence.
Bengal came into existence with more complete form during the time of the British.
Although it was cut to size from what it was during the time of Akbar. From the 4t
century AD onwards, the chronological periods are satisfactorily datable on the basis
of epigraphical records. These help us to trace more clearly the chief political or
geographical divisions and administrative units of Bengal. Therefore, at the present
state of our knowledge, it would perhaps be appropriate to enumerate the more
important divisions along with short explanatory notes on the various connotations

of the names gleaned from epigraphic and literary sources.
1.1.1. Pundravardhana

Pundravardhana was an ancient earmarked kingdom from the Indian sub-
continent. According to P.L. Vaidya, the name Pundravardhana occurred for the first
time in the Buddhist text Divyavadana.”’ It was composed between A.D. 200 and
350 A.D. Generally, the home of Pundra, a group of people speaking a language
different from those of the Indo-Aryan family, was known as Pundravardhana.?
There are various theories about the origin of the word ‘Pundra’. According to a
theory, the word ‘Pundra’ is derived from a disease called ‘Pandu’. The majority of
the people in the area who were suffering from this disease were known as
Pundrakshetra (land of Pundra). Another theory indicates that Pundra is a species of
sugarcane. The land which cultivated a large quantity of sugarcane was known as

Pundadesa (Land of Punda). It is said in a legend that Rsi Dirghatamas, who gave
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birth on the queen of the Asura king Bali five sons Anga, Vanga, Suhma, Pundra and
Kalinga. They established five kingdoms after their own respective names.

The earliest reference to the Pundras as a group of people goes back to the
Aitareya Aryanaka in gt century B.C. along with other peoples like Andhras, Savaras,
Pulindas and Mutivas .They lived in the east of the Sadanira river (Gandaki river).?®
Patafjali also mentions Pundra along with Anga, Vanga and Suhma. There is also
mention in the Epics and the Puranas, the later sdtras and the Dharmasastras of the

2 In the Dronaparvan of the

Pundras as allied to the ddsas and the dasyus.
Mahabharata, Vasudeva is said to have defeated the Pundras along with other allied
peoples. Vasudeva has also been described as a sovereign ruler over the Pundras.”
None of the texts, however, mention anything about the geographical denotation of
the term Pundra or Pundravardhana. The Digvijaya section of the Mahabhdrata
located the Pundras towards the east of Monghyr. In the above text, the epic hero
Bhima in his East Indian campaign is said to have killed the king of Modagiri
(Monghyr) and conquered Pundra and Kausiki-kaccha.”® The name Pundra gradually
developed into that of a territorial unit. Pundra subsequently shaped into a regional
unit. Pundravardhana, land of the Pundras, was placed by epigraphs of the Gupta
period and the ancient Chinese writers in North Bengal.

Pundranagara or Pundravardhanapura, the capital of ancient
Pundravardhana, is identical with the ruins of Mahasthangarh. These ruins were
discovered on the right bank of the river Karatoya in the Bogra district in
Bangladesh.”” Pundranagara was the first ancient urban center with politico-
economic and religious importance.”® It continued to be an important place up to
the 12% century AD, as it is proven by the Karatoyd Mdhatmya.”® However,
Pundranagara as also Pundravardhana, came to be designated as Mahasthan.*® An
inscription of the third century BC found in Mahasthangarh indicates that the
inhabitans of area imbibed many elements of Aryan culture®.The scholars are

unanimous in identifying this administrative division with northern Bengal and
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deriving its name from the well-known ancient tribal name, the Pundras, and also in
identifying their capital Mahasthan in Bogra district. But when the question comes to
the extent of the jurisdiction of the bhukti, no definite answer can be offered.
Moreover, the variations of its extent of jurisdiction at different periods of history
would be worthy of investigation. There is need to answer these points by tabulating
and collating the data available in the epigraphs.

The unit originally included the northern part of Bengal, i.e., R3jshahi- Bogra-
Dinajpur areas of Bangladesh and parts of northern section of present West Bengal
and subsequently extended in a large area to the east of the Bhagirathi up to
Chittagong and Sylhet. It means that it included a wide part of Bengal which
extended from Sylhet to Rajmahal, from the mountain region of North Bengal to the
sea-shore, and from Comilla to the 24 Parganas.*” It also means that about 75% of
the area of Bengal was under the jurisdiction of one administrative division, whereas
in the remaining 25 %, we know of the existence of even three bhuktis in the later
period.® Collating the information of the Gupta epigraphs and Hiuen-Tsang’s
account, the boundary of Pundravardhana-bhukti in the Gupta age and the
succeeding centuries may be fixed with a fair degree of certainty. Thus it comprised
the whole region of northern Bengal from the Rajmahal, the Ganges and the
Bhagirathi to the Karatoya.**

So far no reference has been found of Pundravardhana in any record of the
kings who ruled northern and western Bengal during the period between the Guptas
and the Palas. The five Damodarpur Copper-plate Inscriptions issued from 128 to the
year of 224 (of the Gupta Era) inscribed Pundravardhana-bhukti as an important
administrative division of the Gupta Empire. Seven Pala Copper-plates refer to the
Pundravardhana-bhukti.*> The internal evidence could suggest that the land granted

.3® Thus it would appear that

by them might have been located in northern Benga
the Pundravardhana-bhukti of the Pala records should also be taken to imply an area

similar to that mentioned in the Gupta records, i.e., northern Bengal.37 There is no
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doubt that this geographical division was transformed into an administrative unit
under the imperial Guptas. The rulers of Chandra dynasty, who ruled in south-
eastern Bengal, have mentioned ‘Paundra’ or ‘Paundravardhana-bhukti’, and not
Pundravardhana-bhukti as a bhukti in their records. Four plates of Srichandra, one
plate of Kalyanachandra, two plates of Ladahachandra and one plate of
Govindachandra refer to records of land granted within Paundra—bhukti.38 From
these plates, it appears that the land granted by kings included the Dacca-Faridpur,
Comilla-Noakhali and Sylhet areas of south-eastern Bengal. Therefore, the Paundra-
bhukti of the Chandra records should reasonably be taken to connote an area falling
in south-eastern Bengal.*

Paundra-bhukti is also found in the records of the Varmana rulers who ruled
in south-eastern Bengal in the late 11" and early 12 century AD.The records make
it clear that the place must have been in south-eastern Bengal and there is no
possibility of its having been in northern Bengal. We know that in the said period
North Bengal was first under the Kaivarta rulers and later on retrieved by
Ramapala.”® Later, the Senas ruled the whole of Bengal including northern and
south-eastern Bengal under one patron. In the records of Senas, too, there is
mention of Paundravardhana-bhukti, but the precise location of the land is in
guestion. The Barackpur plate of Vijayasena also records a land grant in Khadi visaya
of Paundravardhana-bhukti.** The Sundarban plate of Laksmanasena is about a land
grant in Khadi mandala of Paundravardhana-bhukti** The Tarpanadighi®® and
Madhainagar plates44 of Laksmanasena are records of land grant in
Paundravardhana-bhukti. Both the plates have an additional phrase varendryam
(Varendri), which unquestionably place the lands in northern Bengal. The
Madanapara® and Edilpur plates®® of the successors of Laksmanasena also mention
Paundravardhana-bhukti and its location with the additional phrase, vange-
vikramapura-bhdge while the Sahitya Parisat plate®’ has the phrase varige névye.

Thus, from the Sena records it would appear that the Paundravardhana-bhukti
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included northern, south-western as well as south-eastern parts of Bengal.48 The
bhukti under the Senas, therefore, can be said to connote a very wide area.

From analyzing the above data of the epigraphs it can be safely concluded
that the ‘Pundravardhana’ in the Gupta and Pala records and the ‘Paundra-bhukti’ of
the Chandras and Varmans cannot be considered to be one and the same.* The
Gupta plates locate the lands of Pundravardhana-bhukti unquestionably in Rajshahi,
Bogra and Dinajpur districts or broadly in the region of north Bengal. The Pala
records also largely locate it in the same location except for the deviation found in
the Khalimpur plate. The plate mentions Vyaghratati-mandala and if it's suggested
location in south-western Bengal is accepted then we have to decide the extension
of its jurisdiction in south-western Bengal. The Chandra and Varmana epigraphic
sources clearly indicate the location of Paundravardhana-bhukti in south-eastern
Bengal with headquarter at Vikramapura and their contemporary Pala rulers ruled in
north, north-western and south-western parts of Bengal. Hence, it is obvious that
the Paundra-bhukti of the Chandras and the Varmanas was definitely different from
the Pundravardhana-bhukti of the Gupta and Pala records.>

So there can be two suggestions regarding the repetition of this name. The
first one is that the names are apparently the same. This can only be the case of
duplication of place names. It is not something extraordinary in ancient India. The
other explanation is that the two names are derived from the tribal names ‘Pundra’
and ‘Paundra’, the latter being an offshoot of the former.®! In view of the fact that
the origin of the name of the bhukti in the Chandra epigraphs cannot be explained
by the extension of Pala rule in the region of south-eastern Bengal .The Senas
established their control on the entire area of Bengal with their headquarter at
Vikramapura. It is to be said that they took possession of south-eastern Bengal
before they completely ousted the Palas from northern Bengal. After that they
adopted the term Paundra following the tradition of south-eastern Bengal and

applied it in their records and thus Paundravardhana-bhukti came to denote a very
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wide territorial unit including the regions of northern, south-western and south-
eastern Bengal. With the occupation of this region, they realised that the names of
two areas are almost the same, and so they chose to use only one. But at the same
time, the need for laying down the conditions for identifying the location of the
lands was also felt.

The Mauryas first established a large empire spread across Ancient India,
with its capital at Pataliputra. It was very near to Pundravardhana. After the fall of
the Mauryas, the Guptas built a vast territory across India including Pundravardhana.
Most copper-plates in the Gupta period refer to her eastern region as
Pundravardhana-bhukti .It was the core territory of the Guptas until the end of their
rule.> In the 6th century A.D., the Gupta Empire decayed and the region was ruled
by the Tibetan ruler in 567-579 AD named Sambatson. Thereafter, Bengal was
divided into two empires, Samatata in the east and Gauda in the west. Gauda
became a part of $asanka’s kingdom in the 7™ century A.D.>* From Pala epigraphical
sources it also appears that Pundravardhana-bhukti was included in a region of north
Bengal, similar to that of the Gupta period, but it was not a power centre any
more.”® It was the part of the empire of Chandra Kings and Bhoj Verma. Finally from
the Sena records it would appear that Pundravardhana-bhukti included northern,
south-western and even some parts of south-eastern Bengal.” Its identity gradually

faded and it became a part of the surrounding area.
1.1.2. Varendra

Another geographical unit came into prominence since the 10" century.”® It
was co-extensive with large tracts of North Bengal and areas now in Bangladesh. This
unit was Varendra or VarendrT or Barind, currently in Rangpur and Rajshahi division
of Bangladesh included in the Pundravardhana or Pundra Kingdom of the ancient
period. Most of the historians believe Varendra is identical with Pundravardhana or

Pundra-desa. It is stated in the Ra@macharita of Sandhyakaranandri in the 12t century
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that Varendra-mandala forms the best part of the world and Pundravardhana is its
crest-jewel (VarendrT—manda/a—cUddmani).57 The third chapter of the Ra@macharita
gives an account of the land of Varendri-its geographical denotation, topography,
flora and fauna and mentions its location with the streams of Ganga and Karatoya
flowing on either side.”® Cunningham located the boundary of Varendra to the
Ganges and Mahananda on the west, the Karatoya on the east, the Padma on the
south and the land between Coochbehar and the Terai on the north.*
Sandhyakaranandi mentions Varendra as the homeland of the Palas. In the Sena
period Varendra constituted an administrative unit under the political division of
Pundravardhana.®® The Madhainagar Inscription of the reign of Laksmanasena
records the grant a village named Dapaniya Pataka near Kantapura in Varendri within
Pundravardhana-bhukti. The Tabaqgat -i- Nasiri mentions Barind as a wing of the
territory of Lakhnauti on the eastern side of the Ganges.®® Morrison writes that
Varendra might be described as a ‘buffer zone’ between the North Indian dynastic
territories and the dynastic territories of the Kingdoms centred further down the
Ganga-Padma rivers at Vikramapura.®

An important part of Varendri was apparently known as Saratthi or Sravasti.
The territory included Baigram near Hili in the Dinajpur District, Krodanja, Kolacha
and Tarkari.®® Among other localities of Varendri may be mentioned Bhagvagrama,
Belahishti, Kantapura and Natari. The first two localities cannot be identified
satisfactorily, while Kantapura and Natari can be identified with Kantanagara in the
Dinajpur District and Nator in the district of R3jéhahi respectively.®* According to H.C.
Raychoudhuri, the Gupta dynasty originated from the Varendri region. According to
the Khalimpur Copper-plate Inscription,® the first Pala emperor Gopala was the son
of a warrior who was known as Vapyata. The R@macharita admits that Varendra was

the fatherland (Janakabhu) of the Palas.

1.1.3. Gaudadesa
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Gauda was home to many ancient kingdoms for many centuries after the
establishment of the territory. There are several opinions about the precise location
of Gauda, mainly due to the obscurity associated with the references made by
ancient literatures. Pémini66 mentions ‘Gaudapura’ in his book. Kautilya also mentions
the name of Gauda along with Vanga and Pur_u;lra.67 In certain ancient records, there
is a reference to Pundravardhana, being a part of Gauc_:la.68 The country was also
known to Vatsyayana, the author of the Kamasdtra. Varahamihira in his
Brhatsamhita distinguishes Gaudaka from Paundra (North Bengal), Tamraliptaka
(part of the Medinipur district), Vanga (central and eastern Bengal), Samatata
(Noakhali, Comilla and Chittagong), and Vardhamana (Burdwan) etc.®* The Haraha
Inscription states that I15anavarman caused “the Gaudas living in the sea-shore, to
remain within their proper realm in the future”.”® The Bhavishya Purana indicates
that on the north the Gauda country was washed by the river Padma and on the
south by Burdwan.”* Murari in his Anargharaghava written in the 8" century AD
mentions the capital of the janapada of Gauda as Champa. Murari identifies Champa
with the city of Champanagari. It stood on the left bank of the river Damodara,
north-west of Burdwan town. It was included in sarkar of Mandaran mentioned in
Ain-i-Akbari. Krishna Misra in his Probadha Chandrodaya mentions Radha and
Bhuriéreshtika as included in Gauda-rdstra.”? In a broader sense, on the basis of the
evidence of the Anandabhatta’s Vallalacharita,” Gauda corresponds with the greater
part of northern India including Saraswata (Punjab), Kanyakubja (Kanauj), Gauda
(Bengal), Mithila (Darbhanga) and Utkala (Orissa). In Kalhana’s Rajatarangini’* we
find the expression of Paficha-Gauda signifying five divisions of Gauda itself. Hence
the sources mentioned above prove its antiquity.

But is does not provide us with any clue as to when Gauda-pura or Gaud-desa
emerged, and its location is also obscure till now. The name Gauda is derived from
the word guda meaning ‘sugar’. The country, of which Gauda was the chief city, was

also known by the same name possibly because it was famous in ancient times for
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its production of sugar. But whether the name of the city was applied to the country
or that of the country to its chief city cannot be determined in the present state of
our knowledge.” In 7t century $Sasanka, the Gauda king, had undoubtedly his capital
at Karnasuvarna, represented by the ruin of Rajbadidanga six miles (9.6 km.) south-
west of present Berhampur, headquarters of the Murshidabad district.”® Hiuen-
Tsang is also of the view that the capital of Gauda was Karnasuvarna situated not
very far from the Raktaviti (Lo-to-wei-chi) monastery.”” Raktaviti is identified with
Rangamati in the Murshidabad district. So it seems to suggest that the centre of
Gauda was formed by the territories in and around the Murshidabad district. There
is a story linking Gauda with Radha region. The Haraha Inscription of 554 AD reveals
the fact that 1s$anavarman Maukhari defeated the Gauda people who lived near the
sea.’”® This information is also supported by two Medinipur Copper-plate grants of
Sasanka (595-619AD)"”° and the Gurgi Inscription of the 11" century AD.®° Another
fact is that the city of Gauda was built in its present site to the south of Malda after
some time, probably in the age of the Palas.

In modern times, the name Gauda is often used in Bengali literature in order
to denote the whole region inhabited by the Bengali speaking people. It is likely that
a little unit of Murshidabad was initially called as Gauda. Afterwards the entire
kingdom was renamed as Gaudades$a. Thus the area overlaps with most of the area
of Uttar-Radha, as is going to be mentioned below. Krishna Mishra, an 11" or 12™
century author in his book Prabodha-chandrodaya mentions that Gauda-rashtra
includes Radha and Bhurishreshthika, identified with Bhurshut, Hooghly and Howrah
districts.®! The country became very popular during the period of $asanka. However,
in a sense, the Gauda country seems to have comprised with the present district of
Murshidabad together with the southern most areas of the Malda district of Bengal.
The location of Gaudadesa and Pundravardhana always kept overlapping. Bhavisya
Purana has given a satisfactory solution in this regard. Pundravardhana comprised of

seven desas, viz., 1) Gauda Il) Varendra (Malda-Rajshahi-Bogra region), 1) Niviti IV)
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Suhma-desa V) Jharikhanda (Santal Parganas District) called jangala apparently
meaning ‘jungly’ VI) Varahabhimi (Barabhum in the Purulia District) and VII)
Vardhamana (Burdwan).®? The localities forming the Gauda country according to the
same tradition are: 1) Navadvipa (in the Nadia District), 2) Santipura (in the Nadia
District), 3) Maulapattana (Mollai in the Hooghly District), 4) Kantakapattana (Katwa
in the Burdwan District).®® The tradition would imply that the Gauda country
comprised the present Murshidabad district together with parts of the Nadia,
Burdwan and Hooghly districts of West Bengal. It extended into Malda during the
time of Pala and Sena kings. Thus, from the Bhavisya Purana, Gauda also appears as
a unit of the Pundravardhana.

Hiuen-Tsang who travelled to India in the 7" century A.D. describes
Karnasuvarna as the name of both the kingdom and the capital of $Sadanka. At the
same time Bana, the court poet of Harsa, who ruled in the same time of Sasanka,
calls her patron as the ‘Lord of the North’ and gauddadhipa. There is no doubt that
Gauda was the usual name of Hiuen-Tsang’s kingdom of Karnasuvarna.®* The Chinese
pilgrim distinguishes the above country from Punyavardhana or Pundravardhana in
north Bengal, Samatata in south-east Bengal and Tamralipti in south-west Bengal.
Indian literature also separates Gauda from that of other parts of Bengal. The
Arthasastra describes the textile products of Vanga and Pundra alongside Suhma,
Samatata, Lauhitya (the Brahmaputra valley), Gaudaka (Gauda), Paundra
(Pundravardhana), Tamraliptika (Tamralipta) and Vardhamana.®

It is known that after the fall of the Guptas the Gaudas established an
independent monarchy in the sixth century A.D. Gauda became famous under the
leadership of $Sasanka. He extended his territory across a vast area of Bengal, Bihar
and Orissa. Besides Sasanka, four other names of kings who ruled over Gauda
consecutively before $asanka, are also yielded by the inscription. The kings are
Jayanaga, Dharmaditya, Gopachandra and Samacharadeva, who ruled in the 6™

century AD.% Under the vigorous rule of these monarchs, Gauda appears to have
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extended its power over the neighboring territories. One of the kings of Gauda
mentioned above fought with the Maukhari King 1Sanavarman about the middle of
the 6% century. Another conquered and annexed Kamarupa to his empire around
the close of that century.87 After the death of Saéanka the sun of Gauda can be said
to have extinguished and it became a territory of the Pala Empire. The Pala emperors
were said to have been known as varigapati (Lord of Vanga) and gaudesvara (Lord of
Gauda).The Sena kings also called themselves gaudesvra. Since then, Gauda and
Vanga were considered to be interchangeable names for the whole of Bengal. In the
early Muslim period, Gauda used to be a city of Laksmanavati and has been renamed
as Lakhnauti in present-day Malda.

In order to determine the limits of Gauda, various cities, which served as the
capital of the state of Gauda from time to time should also be mentioned. The first
capital of Gauda was probably Karnasuvarna established by Sasdnka. A detailed
description was given by the Chinese pilgrim in the 7 century AD. The identification
of Karnasuvarna has recently been made on impeccable archaeological evidences
found at Rajbadidanga in the district of Murshidabad as already mentioned. The last
reference to Karnasuvarna can be found in Karpdramadijari.®® Thereafter no
information is available on how the grand old city of Karnasuvarna came to an end.

Next to Karnasuvarna, Champa has been referred to as the capital of Gauda
in the Anarghardaghava of the poet Murari in the 8" century AD. At that time, the
Pala Empire had already been established and they had founded the capital city of
Champa. The city was located in present Bhagalpur (same as Champanagart in the
Ain-i-Akbari) in ancient Anga-Magadha country, and was ruled by Dharmapala and
Devapala who had assumed the title of gaudesvara. Pala king Ramapala founded
another capital on the north of Ganges and named it Ramavati (referred to in the
Ain-i-Akbari as Ramauti).Moreover, the water-fortress (jaladiirga) mentioned in the
Gurgi inscription might have been another Gauda-capital. The modern Samudragarh

near Navadvipa has been identified with jaladirga. Dhoyt in his Pavanadiita has
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mentioned Vijayapura, a royal residence of Gauda.® It was in all probability a new
capital of Gauda. It has been suggested that perhaps Vijayapura might have been
built on the very site of the present Samudragarh, where the previous capital of
jaladirga was located. Along with Vijayapura, Laksmanasena established another
capital and named it Laksmanavati which is identified with present Gauda.90 The
Ganga ran between the cities of Ramavati and Laksmanavati which lay to the north
and the south of the river respectively. Both of them were around modern Malda.
About a century after the establishment of the Gauda kingdom under
Sasanka, Gauda’s name was used in general sense to indicate the countries of
Eastern India. In Dandin’s Kavyadarsa written in the seventh century A.D., we find
Gauda as Pracya, i.e., Eastern India. Dandin draws a distinction between the Gauda
or eastern and the Vaidarbha or southern styles. The application of the name in the
general sense of Aryavarta or North India can also be traced elsewhere in literature
.There is a tradition regarding king Bhoja (circa 1000-55 A.D.) of the Paramara
dynasty of Malava which claims that he ruled over both Gauda and Daksinapatha for
a little over 55 vyears. This description often confused the scholars. Scholars
concluded that Bhoja extended his territory over Gauda which indicates the whole of
north India and over Daksinapatha or south India. It can be said from the above
statement that Bhoja ruled over the whole of India including both its northern and
southern halves. Thus in a limited sense it can be said that Gauda is an ancient
division of Bengal among many others. The term initially denoted a small area, but it
came to denote a larger area in subsequent times. Sometimes it overlapped with the

other divisions of Bengal, which was quite the norm in that period.
1.1.4. Radha

Radha or Radha is another territorial unit frequently referred to in both
literary and epigraphic records under various names such as Radha, Rada, Ladha,

Lada, Lata, Lala, Rala, Radhi, Rara, Ral, Sumha etc. The unit falls to the west of the
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Bhagirathi. The present districts of Birbhum, Bankura, Burdwan, Hoogly, Howrah and
Medinipur in West Bengal were under the territory of Radha. The old lateritic
alluvium formed the historic land. This area was situated on the rich banks of the
rivers such as Ajay, Damodar, Rupnarayan, Kasai and Bhagirathi-Hughli Rivers, with
rich alluvium soil and mature deltas.”® It is bounded by the Rajmahal and
Chotanagpur plateau on the west and Padma and Bhagirathi rivers on the east. The
region hosted an ancient civilization though not much of its ancient history is
available.”

The variations of the name Radha are found in different sources. The name of
an ancient Indian people, Gangaridai has been referred to in Greek literature. It is
sometimes considered to be a Greek corruption of ‘Ganga-Radha’. The Greek writer
Diodorus Siculus has mentioned that the river Ganges constituted the eastern border
of Gangaridai. Based on this statement and the identification of the Ganges with
Bhagirathi-Hoogli, Gangaridai can be identified with the Radha region. However,
other writers like Plutarch, Curtius, and Solinus mention that Gangaridai was located
in the eastern part of the Ganga river. In addition, Pliny writes that Gangaridai

3 From this, it is

occupied the entire territory in the mouth of the Ganges.
understood that the Gangaridai region comprised West Bengal and the greater
coastal region of Bangladesh, from Bhagirathi-Hughli River in West Bengal to the
Padma River of present day of Bangladesh. However according to D.C. Sircar, the
word ‘Gangaridai’ is simply the plural for ‘Gangarid’ and it is derived from the base
‘Ganga’. It means Ganga people.**

The earliest literary reference to Radha, Ladha, and Lada is to be found in
Jaina chronicle Achdrangasitra. Here we find that Mahavira travelled the pathless
country of Vajjabhtimi and Subbabhlmi in the 6th century BC aiming to promote his
religion.”® During his journey the people treated him very badly. They provoked their

dogs to bite him. These two names Vajjabhimi and Subbabhimi were replaced by

Dakshina-Radha and Uttara-Radha in the 9" or 10™ century AD. The fact indicates
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that the people of Radha of western Bengal were very savage and barbaric at that
time. Dipavamsa and Mahavamsa refer to the tradition that Vijaya, who hailed from
Simhapura in Lala, conquered Srilanka .This ‘Lala’ is identical with Radha.’®

The earliest epigraphic reference to Radha is possibly found in an inscription
from Mathura. It indicates the erection of a Jaina image at the request of a Jain a
monk, an inhabitant of the territory of Rara.”” Scholars have identified this location
with Radha or Western Bengal.”® The succeeding reference has been found in the
Khajuraho inscription of 1059 V.S. It claims that the queens of Kafichi, Andhra,
Radha and Anga were imprisoned by the Chandella king, Dhangadeva. It is known

100 that

from the Naihati Copper-plate Inscription of Vallalasena (1160-1178 AD)
Radha was the ancestral settlement of the Senas. The Deopara Inscription of
Vijayasena also provides us with the fact that Samantasena, the founder of the royal
Sena Dynasty, took shelter in a hermitage on the bank of the Ganges in his old

101

age.”  The hermitage was located in Radha. The Bhivaneshvara Inscription of Bhatta

Bhavadeva'®

records that Radha was a waterless, dry and forested region. The
description is very similar to the weather of parts of West Bengal such as Burdwan. A
tradition mentioned in Digvijaya Prakdsa locates Radha to the north of the river
Damodara and to the west of Gauda. Tabaqgat-i-NasirT also suggests that the territory
of Radha was located to the west of the river Ganga and formed the left wing of
Lakhnauti.'®®

The unit of Radha is further divided into two parts- Daksina Radha (South)
and Uttara Radha (North) with the Ajaya river as their border.'®® Tirumalai Rock
Inscription of the 13t regnal year (1025 A.C) of Rajendra Chola of Chola dynasty
refers to the two divisions of Radha, northern (Uttira Ladam) and southern (Takkana-

105

Ladam).” " The earliest reference to Uttara Radha is found in Indian Museum Plate of

the Ganga King Devendravarmana in the gth century AD. %

The Belava Copper-plate
of Bhojavarmana®®” mentions that Siddbala was a village in Uttara-Radha. The

Naihati Grant of Vallalasena'® also describes Uttara Radha as mandala of bhukti of
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Vardhamana. Saktipura grant of Laksmanasena109 mentions Uttara-Radha as a
territorial unit denoting an area which at least partly included the Mayuraksi Valley
flowing through the Birbhum district. Among the sites belonging to Uttara-Radha are
Rajbadidanga and Gitagrama in Murshidabad, Paikor, Batikar, Bahiri Kags and
Kotasur in Birbhum, and Vallala Rajar Dhibi in Nadia.

The mention of Dakshina-Radha is also found in the Gaonri plates of Vakpati
Mufija (981 AD)."° In the well-known Tirumalai Rock Inscription of Rajendra
Chola,"* Takkana-Ladam (Daksina-Radha) was separated from Dandabhukti,
Vangaladesa and Uttara-Radha. The 10" century author Sridhara Bhatta who
composed the famous philosophical work Nydyakandali in the year 913 A.D. was
born in a village called Bhdarisrsti. This Bharisrsti is identified within the territory of
Daksina Radha.'™? The Prabodhacandrodaya of Krisna Misra®® suggests that
Bhurisresthika, identified with modern Bhusrsut on the Damodar in the Hoogly

114 therefore claims

district, belonged to Daksina-Radha. Rupendra K.Chattopadhyaya
that a large part of West Bengal belongs to what was formerly Daksina Radha, placed
between Ajay and Damodar river. It includes a large section of Burdwan, Howrah,
Hooghly and Burdwan districts. Dakshina Radha's southern boundary could have
extended up to the Rupnarayan river, and its western border crossed Damodar river
and is now in the Arambagh subdivision. The well-known archaeological sites like
Betor in Howrah, Saptagram and Garh Mandaran in Hoogli, Bharatpur and
Mangalkot in Burdwan and possibly Dihar and Puskarana in Bankura, belonged to
Daksina Radha. On the other hand sites such as Rajbadidanga and Gitagram in
Murshidabad, Paikar, Batikar, Bahiri, Kagas and Kotasur in Birbhum, and Vallala Rajar
Dhibi in Nadia were in Uttara Radha. From 16" century A.D. we encounter the name
of Radha in Bengali literature. All poets have written about the glorious past of

Radha from Vrindabon Dasa and Lochana Dasa up to Bharata Chandra and Narahari

Chakravarti of 18" century AD.
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1.1.5. Suhma

Generally the region of Suhma is sometimes identified with Radha. According
to the Achdranga Sitta, Suhma formed a part of the Radha country.115 Pataiijali in

116

his Mahabhasya refers to Sumha along with Vanga and Pundra.” The epic

description of the eastern conquests of Bhima makes the country of the Suhmas

117

distinct from Vanga, Tamralipta as well as the sea-coast region.””” Suhma is also

distinguished from the sea-coast and the country of the Vangas lying within the

18 From these two accounts,

streams of the Ganges, in the Raghuvamsa of Kalidasa.
it is clear that the Suhma country was situated on the northern side of Tamralipta(
modern Tamluk in the district of Midnapore).lt lay a little to the interior but not very
far from the sea-coast and to the west of Vanga, apparently on the other side of the
Bhagiratht. But this information is not enough to identify Suhma more accurately.
The boundaries of the Suhma country, like those of all other states, changed from
time to time. In the Dasakumdracharita Tamralipta is mentioned as a part of

19 1n the Raghuvamsa, Tamralipta is omitted, but apparently it was then a

Suhma.
part of Vanga which seems to have extended up to the river Kapisa, the modern
Kasai flowing to the east of modern Tamluk. Therefore, Suhma might have been
included in the large kingdom of Karnasuvarna during that time. Thus it can be
assumed that the ancient settlement of Suhma extended over the southern stretch
of the west bank of the Ganga-Bhagirathi comprising the southern part of modern

120
h.

Bardhaman, most of Hoogli, and Howra In later times the area came to be

known as southern Radha; indeed, Nilakantha, the commentator on the

121

Mahabharata, said that Suhma and Radha were one and the same.™" Still later, the

name Suhma disappeared and gave way to the more comprehensive name of Radha.

1.1.6. Vanga
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Vanga was an ancient janapada or human settlement in the history of

122 This unit was mainly restricted to Dhaka-Faridpur-

eastern Bengal of history.
Munshiganj and Barisal areas of present Bangladesh. B.N. Mukherjee suggests that
the area covered the modern districts of 24-Parganas (both north and south), Hoogli,
Howrah, Medinipur, and parts of Burdwan (and also of Birbhum, Bankura and
Nadia). He also adds that the coastal region of present Bangladesh up to the mouth
of the Padma during the first three or four centuries AD were included under the

123 Geographically, it was composed of the Ganges Delta. The rivers such as

unit.
Bhagirathi, Padma and Meghna surrounded the unit and its boundaries have
changed from time to time.

The name Vanga, indicating a people and also a state, is mentioned for the
first time in Aitareya Aranyaka."** Here they are represented as a group of people
who were associated with the Magadhas. Vangas have been mentioned in the
Baudhdyana Dharmasatra™® as a group of people who lived in areas beyond the
pale of the Aryan civilization. In the Puranas, other people are mentioned along with
Vangas, such as Anga, Magadha, Mudgaraka, Pundra, Videha, Tamralipta and
Pragjyyotisa. The earliest reference to Vanga as a territorial unit is found in the
Arthasastra. Here we find an area famous for and enriched with white and soft

126 The references in the Mahdniddesha (2™ century A.D.) and the

cotton fabrics.
Milindapanho (c 1°* or 2™ Century A.D.) indicate that there was a coastal area
approachable from the sea in the territory of Vanga' Some indication of its location
and its political power can also be gleaned from Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa. Raghu, the
hero of Raghuvamsa, came to Vanga after having defeated Sumha. Then he set up a
pillar to mark the victory in the islands situated between the channels of the Ganges

127

where people fought in their boats.”™” So the story indicates that the location of

Vanga is on the eastern side of the Hooghly branch of the Bhagirathi.The Sumha
lived on the other side. Mehrauli Inscription of Chandra indicates that the King

128

Chandra extirpated his enemies from the Vanga country in battle.”™ According to
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Yasodhara, a commentator on the KGmasdatra of Vatsyayana, Vanga lies to the east of
the Lauhitya (the Brahmaputra).'?® Thus it may be inferred that the location of Vanga
was in the triangular deltaic land between the two main streams of the Ganges-the
Bhagiratht and the Padma. This was probably what the Classical Greek and Latin
writers referred to by the term Gangaridai or Gafige. The inhabitants of this area
naturally were well-known for their naval power.’*® The Chinese text Wei-luch (3rd
Century AD) referred to Pan-Yech, i.e., Vanga, as the country of Han-yuch (Xan-
gywat) or the Ganga.**

According to the Great Epic,**?

the sage Dirghatamas and Sudesna, queen of
Bali, gave birth to five sons who were named Anga, Vanga, Kalinga, Pundra, Suhma
and the lands conquered by them came to be known after their names. This story is
loosely supported by the Purdanas. Among them, Vanga, Pundra and Sumha formed
three important principalities over Bengal’s territorial area in the early stage.* This
story attests to the fact that the kingdom of Vanga as a janapada existed in the Epic

period extending roughly from 4™ century B.C. to 4™ century AD."*

The story of
Dirghatamas also indicates that in ancient India, rsis and saints used to take an active
role in spreading the Aryan civilization to remote areas.**”

In the Mehrauli Iron Pillar Inscription of King Chandra,’®® dated to the 5t
century AD Vanga has been mentioned for the first time as a janapada. The name of
Vanga used as Vangalddesam in the Tirumalai Rock Inscription of Rajendra Chola,
dated 1025 AD.** Like the other janapadas, with the change of power, the regional
jurisdiction of Vanga expanded at times beyond its boundaries or contacted within
its boundaries. So it is a very difficult task to demarcate the exact boundary of any
janapada like Vanga in the ancient period. But the available sources help us to
hypothesize that at least in the 12 century AD, Vanga (in some accounts Bang or

Bangalah) generally related to the eastern and southern Bengal,™*® lying on the

western side of the Bhagirathi including Chittagong and Dacca Division.™**
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The epigraphical sources reveal that there were two sub-divisions of Vanga

9 1n the later Pala period we find

named Vikramapura-bhaga and Navya-bhaga.
Vanga divided into two parts: northern and southern (Anuttara).The Kamauli
Copper-plate of Vaidyadeva distinctly refers to Anuttara-Vanga or southern Vanga.**!
It implies sharply the existence of Uttara-vanga (Northern Vanga). It has been
suggested that Ganga served as the boundary between north and southern Vanga.
The two divisions of Vanga implied in Vaidyadeva’s Grant might have been identical
to the two bhagas of the same territory mentioned in the later Sena inscriptions,
namely the Vikramapura-bhdga and Navya.'*> King Valldlasena (c 1058-117AD)
divided his territory of Bengal into five principalities or divisions. The divisions are
Radha, Bagdi, Vanga, Varendra and Mithila.*® Thus, the fact is that during the Sena
period Vanga was assimilated within the Sena Kingdom, but it existed as a separate
administrative unit.

Vanga rose as an independent kingdom in the 6" century A.D. Gopachandra
(525-540), Dharmaditya (540-560 AD) and Samachardeva (560 AD) were powerful
rulers of this unit. They issued seven copperplates which suggest that the territory
extended over an area from Baleswar in Orissa, through the southern part of West
Bengal (Vardhanamana bhukti) to the southern part of Bangladesh (Navyavakasika
and Varakamandala).These include three copper plates from Jayaramapura,
Mallasarul and Faridpur issued by Gopachandra, two Faridpur copper plates issued
by Dharmaditya, and two others, the Kurpala and Ghugrahati copper plates, issued
by Samachardeva.'** From the 10" to the middle of 13™ century A.D. Vanga was
under the rule of the Chandras, the Varmanas, and finally the Senas.

From the above discussion it is very difficult to ascertain the exact location of
Vanga in different periods of history because its territorial areas changed from time
to time. Though it extended over a vast area, but in the Sena period the territorial
jurisdiction of Vanga had contracted, and on the eve of the Muslim invasion, the

name Vanga was in vogue denoting a small portion of Bengal. But it gradually
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extended its territorial jurisdiction and ultimately came to denote the entire land

with the name of Bengal.
1.1.7. Vangala

Another territorial unit sometimes considered identical with Vanga, named
Vangala, was a well-known division of ancient Bengal. The unit phonetically similar
to Vanga denotes south-eastern Bengal in general. The location of Vangala and its
relation with Vanga deserve special attention. It might have had a separate existence
at a certain period of time. Vanga no doubt is older than Vangala and it can be traced

back to the Epic Age.**

Dr. H. C. Roychowdhury is of the opinion that ‘Vanga’ and
‘Vangala’ are two separate countries and he suggests that Vangala was probably
identical with Chandradvipa.'*® Several inscriptions of south India and the Tarikh-i-

%7 mention Vanga and Vangala separately.'® On the other hand, P.L. Paul

Firuzshahi
states that Vanga and Vangala cannot be counted as two separate countries.'*
Vangala is probably thought to be an etymological variation of Vanga, possibly made

130 \We do not find any mention of Vangala before 10%"

by southerners and foreigners.
century AD.

Originally Vangala denoted the coastal areas of south-eastern Bengal.™>! Thus
the territory overlapped with the Navya sub-division of Vanga. This area may be co-
extensive with Chandradvipa (present Barishal division in Bangladesh). This was the
stronghold of the Chandras before the expansion of their rule over the whole of
Vanga. Thus the terms gradually superceded Vanga in ordinary use and at a certain
point, started denoting the entire land comprising all the previous janapadas or
divisions in its jurisdiction in subsequent times. Thus Vanga proper was now included
in the new kingdom of Vangala. As a result of this, the name Vangala could be

optionally used in an expanded sense to indicate a large area in east Bengal that

formed part of the kingdom of Srichandra (of the Chandra dynasty) and his
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successors. By this time, Vanga and Vangala apparently signified more or less the
same territory.**?

The earliest reference to Vangala is found in the Nesari plates (805 AD) of the
Rastrakata king Govinda IlI. It speaks of Dharmapala as the king of Vangala.™® The
name is often used in records and works later than 10" century A.D. The Tirumalai
Inscription (1025 AD) of Rajendra Chola speaks of king Govinda Chandra of Chandra

154

dynasty as the Lord of Vangalade$a.”™ In the Ablur Inscription, Vanga and Vangala

15 | 3ma Taranatha, a great Tibetan

have been mentioned as two separate countries.
Buddhist monk used the term Bhangala instead of Vangala to differentiate it from
Radha and Varendra.® After a vivid observation, Abul Fazl comments, Bangal’s
(Vangala) original name was Bang (Vanga).lts former rulers raised hillock. It was ten
yards in height and twenty yards in breadth, throughout the province. These were
called al. The name of Bangal might have come from this suffix."*’

It is recorded in the Raghuvamsa that the Vanga people were defeated in the

18 From the epigraphic references

land watered by the lower streams of the Ganges.
it is revealed that Vanga comprised the Vikramapura region of Dacca and Faridpur **°
and the Navya region most probably the Faridpur and Buckergunge districts.*®® Thus
it indicates that Vanga certainly includes at least the part of present Dacca, Faridpur
and Buckergunge districts."®! Thus it is clear that the southern part of the Vanga
region became known for the first time as Vangala, as known from many references.
In course of time the region acquired a separate identity as Vangala.

European writers of the 16™ and the 17" centuries mentioned a city of
Bengala near the Meghna estuary i.e. the confluence of the Padma and the Meghna.
This estuary extends over the wide area between the districts of Buckergunge and
Chittagong in East Pakistan. Here Bengala is evidently a foreign corruption of
Vangala. R.C. Majumdar, in this connection, has suggested that this late medieval
city of Bengala which was situated near modern Chittagong was the capital of the

ancient Vangaladesa. The city of Bengala was also famous for its sea port.162
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Thus, the above discussion shows that the two words ‘Vanga’ and ‘Vangala’
are indiscriminately used in various sources. Sometimes both are mentioned
together. Most probably the term Vangala first became popular in South India. From
the references of the South Indian inscription, it can be seen that the word ‘Vangala’
used to refer to a part of Vanga and does not refer to a separate unit of Vanga. In this
connection, D.C. Sircar stated that the Chandras of south-east Bengal are sometimes
represented as lords of Chandradvipa and sometimes as lords of Vangaladesa. The
connotation of the name began to expand with the expansion of the Chandra

Kingdom of Vangala over wide areas of south-east Bengal.
1.1.8. Samatata

Samatata is another ancient regional unit of south-east Bengal, whose name
is not ethnic, but descriptive. Since Samudragupta’s time the unit had a distinct
identity and was well-known and well-recognised. It was located at mouth of the
Brahmaputra River (near Comilla) in the south-east of Bengal. It includes the areas of
Noakhali, Comilla, Chittagong and adjacent areas in present Bangladesh and some
parts of present Tripura in India. Geographically it was a low-land constituted by
delta and flood plains made by the activities of the rivers Surma and Meghna. It was
on the surface of Trippera, with the low hill range of Lalmai as its eastern end.'®®
Practically the river Meghna formed the western boundary of Samtata separating
her from the rest of Bengal. This separation makes her distinct geographical entity
from Vanga as well as its close proximity with Devaka and Kamrupa as frontier belt of
Samudragupta's empire.'® Cunningham is of the opinion that Samatata is to be
identified with the delta of the Ganges including the Sunderbans between the
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Huranghata river and Bukerganj.”> He further added that Samatata is a place

covering 200 or 217 miles to the south of Kamaripa and 150 miles to the east of

Télmralip‘ti.166
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In the Allahabad Pillar Inscription of Samudragupta Samatata is mentioned as
a frontier state along with Davaka, Kamarapa, Nepala and Karttrpora.*®’ Varahamihir
who lived in the beginning of the 6" century AD also mentions Samatata as

geographical unit.'®®

The Chinese pilgrim named Hiuen-Tsang, who visited India in
the 7% century A.D., described it as a low and moist sea-side area with Buddhist
monasteries. He mentions that he reached Samatata after a southward journey of
1200 or 1300 /i from Kamarupa and that the country was more than 3000 /i(about

1% He indicates that the land was a Buddhist centre. On the basis

800kms) in circuit.
of the statement of Hiuen-Tsang, it may be assumed that Samatata was bounded on
one side by the sea, and concluded that ‘the districts of 24Parganas, Khulna,
Buckerganj etc, standing near the sea, were incorporated into Samatata’.'”

Further information for the location of Samatata is provided by I-tsing, who
mentions the king Rajbhata ruling over Samatata. This king is identified with
Rajarajabhatta of the Khadga dynasty, mentioned in Ashrafpur Copper-plate.’’* The
king ruled from the capital of Karmanta-Vasaka. On the basis of above sources M.
Harunur Rashid suggested that Karmanta-vasaka was the 2" capital of Samatata.'’?
The capital is identical with modern Bagdkamta in the district of Tipperah (present
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Tripura), situated twelve miles west of Comilla.”"” The fact testifies that Samatata
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extended up to Tipperah (present Tripura).”"" Further information is corroborated by

Baghaura and Narayanpur Image Inscriptions of the reign of Mahipala | and the

Mehar Copper-plate of Damodaradeva.'”

It refers to also a place named
Vilikandhaka in Samatata. It has been identified with the present village of
Bilakindhuai in the Tippera district. The Kailan Copper plate of Sridharana Rata also
refers to Devaparvata as the headquarter of Samatata,'® now styled
sarvatobhadraka (square or rectangle-shaped), encircled by the river Ksiroda like a
moat. Elephants played in its water, and its banks were adorned by a cluster of

boats.”’
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Samatata was created after the fall of the Mauryan Empire, sometime after
the death of ASoka in 232 B.C. Thereafter it has been incorporated into the Gupta
Empire by Samudragupta, around 335 A.D. After the fall of the Gupta dynasty
political unrest arose in north India and also in Bengal. Depending on the scope and
the situation, some small dynasties ruled here, sometimes independently and
sometimes under someone else’s control. Not much is known about the kingdom’s
history. But it is known that it was ruled by Buddhist kings in 7t century A.D. Thus
we find here five capitals of Samatata in five different consecutive phases of history
from 6™ to 13" century AD, namely Kripura,'’® Karmanta-vasaka,'’”® Vikrampura,'®

Devaparvata, 1813nd Pattikera.'®?
1.1.9. Harikela

Another geographical unit in ancient Bengal that existed in the tracts of
south-east Bengal was Harikela or Harikeli or Holikola. There is some controversy
among the scholars on the issue of the exact location of the area. Some scholars

locate the division as a neighbour of the Samatata and identify it with Srihatta or
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Srihattade$a now known as Sylhet.'® After careful observation, Adhir Chakravarti

identifies Harikela with Noakhali, Comilla, parts of Tippera and Chittagong districts,
but claims that it did not extend up to Srihatta, at least not before the reign of

Srichandra.”®® I-tsing, the 7t century Chinese traveler, has defined its position as the

185

eastern limit of the eastern India.”™ The evidence of this information is supported by

that of the Karpdrama#dijari of Rajsekhara®®® written in 9t century AD. It mentions
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girls from Harikela among women of eastern Benga The most confusing

statement appears in two late manuscripts now in the collection of Dhaka University
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Library named the Rudraksa Ma'\hé\tmya18 and Rupachintamanikosa.”™ They take
‘Harikela’ as a synonym for Sylhet, without mentioning any source or evidence. This
has created a lot of confusion. Another confusion comes from Hemachandra, the

12t century lexicographer. In his book Abhidhanachintamani, he equates Harikela
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190This, however, has been contradicted in the Maﬁjus'r/'ml]lakalpa,191

with Vanga.
where Harikela, Vanga, and Samatata are cited as separate units.

The most reliable document is supplied by an incomplete copper plate of
Kantideva who lived around 9™ century AD. It was discovered in an old temple in the
Nasirabad area of Chittagong. The source clearly points out that Kantideva was the
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ruler of Harikela.” But unfortunately no further information has been found from

this source. The epigraphic sources such as the Rampal Copper plate Inscription
describe Trailokya Chandra (belonging to Chandra dynasty of eastern Bengal) as the
mainstay of the royal family of Harikela,'®*> who became the king of Chandradvipa
(Bakarganj district).Two other copper plate inscriptions of the Chandra ruler
Srichandra (930-975 AD), the Dhulla and Madanpur Copper-plate inscriptions, also
furnish the fact that the Chandras belonged to the landowners of Rohitagiri under
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the kings of Harikela™™" The above facts indicate that first Trailokyachandra inherited

his feudatory position, gained more power and became the mainstay of the Harikela
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king.”” But unfortunately the Chandra inscription does not provide any information

needed for the location and identification of this kingdom. However, after careful
analysis of the Chandra inscription and the conquests of the Chandras in Bengal, it
can be clearly mentioned that this region was located in the Chittagong region of the

Arakan border. The discovery of Kantideva’s copper plate inscription supports this
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view.”” However, the view is also supported by reliable evidence furnished by

Harikela coins discovered at Mainamati. It includes about 400 coins, including 3
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hoards consisting of 227 coins.”" A number of silver coins at Mainamati which are

th_oth 198
-8

palaeograplically to be placed in the 7 century A.D.” prove the existence of
Harikela in the 7% century AD. It is strongly indicated by the discoveries that this
Harikela was situated in the neighbourhood of Samatata and towards the direction
of Arakan. Further evidence has been provided by the discovery of the Jobra coin

hoard in the very heart of Chittagong. These were 36 ‘Bull and Triglyph’ type thin
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silver coins, 35 of them with the ‘Harikela’ legend and one with the ancient Arakan
king ‘Pritichandra’ legend.

Though confusion prevails, it may be stated with sufficient information that
Harikela was an important kingdom of ancient Bengal. Of all such kingdoms in this
area, Harikela has been the best for her contribution, but least documented. Possibly
its situation in an obscure corner of the country is responsible for this neglect. It is a
complicated matter that Noakhali, Comilla used to be a part of both Samatata and
Harikela. As a solution to this problem it can be said that when a powerful dynasty
emerged in these two regions, the regions overlapped under their rule. Therefore, it
may be concluded on the basis of these observations that Vanga, Samatata and
Harikela were separate entities in ancient Bengal. But in some places their identity

presumably used to overlap due to their close proximity.
1.1.10. Tamralipta

Tamralipta was also a distinct division in ancient Bengal. The main centre of
Tamralipta was also a famous ancient port city. It is identified with modern Tamluk in
the modern Medinipur district.*® It is justified to say that Tamralipta was the exit or
entry point of Mauryan trade route for south and south-east Asia. It was located

near Rupnarayan River. Tamralipta has been referred to in the ancient literatures
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under various names such as Tamalites,?® Dz&malipta,201 Tamalipta, Tamalini,*®

207 208 209

Tamalipti,?® Vishnugriha,?® Stambapura,®® Tamralipti,®® Velakula,?®® Tamalika,

Tamraliptakas®'® and Tamraliptika.?™*
Tamralipta is mentioned for the first time in Kirma-vibhaga section of the
Atharva-veda Parisista.”*? According to the Sabha-parva of the Mahdbharata,

Bhimasena fought and defeated the eastern countries including Témralipta.213

Tamralipta was one of the tribes mentioned in the Mahabharata who paid tribute to
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the Pandavas.”™" They also fought for the Pandavas in the Kurukshetra war.””> Again

in the Sabhaparva of the Mahdabharata, Tamralipta is mentioned as a political unit
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separate and independent from northern, eastern and central Bengal, and also from

Suhma.?’

But according to Jaina texts, it was one with either Radha or Suhma.
Sometimes it might also have formed a part of the janapada of Vanga.”"’
Vardhamihira in 6" century AD mentions Tamralipta as a town.”® The
Dasakumaracharita (6th century AD.) refers to Tamralipta as situated very close to
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the sea and not far from the river Ganges.”” The Kathdasaritsagara refers to it as
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situated near the eastern sea.”” The territory maintained a trade relation with

China, Ceylon and the rest of the eastern coast.’*
The name of Tamralipta as a port city is also found in the accounts of the
foreign writers and pilgrims. Tamralipta is mentioned by Ptolemy as Tamalites®** and
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by Pliny as Taluctae.””” P. C. Dasgupta finds no less than fifteen textual references to

Tamralipta in ancient literary texts.?**

In the Chinese book Shui-Ching-chu, an envoy
was sent from Tan Mei (Tamralipta) to Yellow Gate (Chinese royal court).’” Fa-hien
who visited India between 405 A.D and 411 A.D during the administration of
Chandragupta Vikramaditya described it as a kingdom at the sea-mouth nearly fifty

yojands east from the city of Champa.?*®

He himself lived there for two years and
then embarked on a merchant vessel and sailed to Ceylon. This fact has been
confirmed by Ptolemy in his book Geography, where Tamralipta is described as a
place on the Ganges under the name of Tamalites. The 7™ century AD marked the
visit of the Chinese travellers Hiuen-Tsang and I-tsing. In the account of Hiuen-Tsang
Tamralipta is recognized as a separate political division. He stated, “The Kingdom of
Tan-mo-li-ti, or Tamralipta, is 1400 or 1500 /i, about 250 miles in circuit, the capital is
about 10 /i. It borders on the sea. The ground is low and wet. It is regularly cultivated
and produces flowers and fruits in abundance. The temperature is hot. The manners
of the people are quick and hasty. The men are hardy and brave. There are both
hereties and believers. There are about ten Samgharamas with about 1000 priests.

The Deva temples are 50 in number in which various sectaries dwell mixed together.

The coast of this country is formed by a recess of the sea, the water and the land
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embracing each other. Wonderful articles of value and jems are collected here in
abundance and therefore the people of the country are in general very rich”.?*’ He
mentions that it lay near an inlet of the sea where land and water communications

228

met He also mentions four kingdoms within the territory of Bengal viz.

Pundravardhana, Karnasuvarna, Tamralipti and Samatata.229

The geographical
position of Tamralipta has been described in the book of I-tsing. He said, Tamralipta
is located 50 yojands south of India’s eastern boundary and is about 60 yojands from
Mahabodhi and $riNalanda. He noticed five or six monasteries there. This is the
place where he embarked on his return voyage to China. The kingdom of Tamralipta
survived for several centuries but was eventually absorbed in the kingdom of
Dandabhukti or South Radha i.e. western Bengal.230

In the 6"-5" century B.C. Tamralipta had acquired importance from a
commercial point of view because of its port city, Tamralipta. The port of Tamralipta
was probably known at that time as Surama. On the basis of a Ceylonese chronicle,
Kern points out that two merchants, Tapussa and Bhallika came from
Utkala(Okkalara) through the port of Surama for offering honey and other articles of
food to the Buddha.?! Another legend in the Mahdvamsa mentions that during the
reign of Tissa, king of Lanka, who ruled over in between 307 and 267 B.C,
Devanampriya celebrated his coronation, many wonders came to pass. In the whole
island of Lanka treasures and jewels that had been buried deep rose up to the
surface of the earth. King Devanampriya decided to send pearls to his friend king
Dhammasoka, and sent four ambassadors. They voyaged from Jambukola and in
seven days they reached Tamralipta and from there in seven more days they arrived
at Pataliputta, and gave those gifts to king Dhammasoka.?*? It is not properly known
exactly when Tamralipta emerged as an International trade centre. But excavations
carried out at Tamluk in 1951-55 and later on, indicate that the site was under
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occupation from the Neolithic to modern times.”™ It may be inferred from the

evidences furnished by Mahavarnhsa that the Maurya King ASoka had established a
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sea-route between Tamralipta and Srilanka.**

In the Maurya period, Tamralipta lay
within the Maurya kingdom. But the decline of Maurya power led to the shifting of
the political power from Pataliputra to Vidisha.Thus a political disintegration
occurred in India and under these circumstances Tamralipta either rose to an
independent status or might have merged with the janapada of Vanga or Radha. It
seems that with the emergence of the Gupta Empire some parts of Bengal were
included in the Gupta Empire. In this period Tamralipta became famous for the
growth of flourishing trade and industry. In the post-Gupta period, the region fell
under the territory of Sadanka. This information is attested to by the discovery of
two copper plate grants of $asanka found at Medinipur.®> It is engraved that
Sasanka was controlling Dandabhukti through his feudatory Somadatta. Dandabhukti
may be reasonably indentified with Danton in the Medinipur district. Saéanka seems
to have enjoyed his authority over the coastal parts of south-west Bengal from his
capital Karnasuvarna. The period from the mid-7"" century A.D. to the middle of the
gt century A.D. witnessed the age of political chaos caused by constant change of
government and instability in the administrative set up of the country. Due to the
lack of central forces, Vanga emerged as a separate unit in south-eastern Bengal and
the region of Tamralipta could also have been included in it. From the above
discussion it may be concluded that Tamralipta played a vital role in maintaining
connection with the neighbouring countries since the remote past. The kingdom
maintained a peace and prosperity in the region. Moreover, it is also clear that in
ancient times Tamralipta was either independently ruled or was included in other
states. It can be assumed that the janapada or kingdom of Tamralipta never rose

into prominence in the politics of Bengal.

1.1.11. Chandradvipa

Probably the name Chandradvipa comes from the name of Chandra dynasty.

The dynasty ruled over the area corresponding to the entire coastal region including
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the island of Sandvipa, a part of the Noakhali district. In a few copperplates
of Srichandra,”®® a well-known Chandra king Chandradvipa has been mentioned.
From the copper plates, it appears that Trailokyachandra became the king of
Chandradvipa towards the beginning of the 10th century AD. There is a geographical
name, which fragmentarily occurs as -ndradvipa in the Madhyapada (Bakharganj
district, Bangladesh) Inscription of ViévarGpasena.??” Scholars have variously read
this fragmentary name as Kandradvipa, Indradvipa, and Chandradvipa. If the last
reading is accepted, the modern Bakharganj district was once included in
Chandradvipa. The famous Buddhist deity Tara found at Chandradvip is illustrated in

a manuscript dated 1015 AD.**

It is believed that Chandragomin, the grammarian,
composed his famous hymns of Tara while he was living in Chandradvipa in the 5th
or 6th century AD. It appears from the South Indian texts and Ain-i-Akbari that
Chandradvip was called as Vangaladesa. It is now agreed that Sarkar Bakla (now
Barisal, formerly Bakerganj) of Ain-i-Akbari”and Chandradvipa were same and

identical.”*®

It is also known that this Chandradvipa or the area of Bakerganj was
within Vanga in the 13th century A.D.

Thus, from the above discussion, it is clear that the different areas of what
was known as Bengal in pre-partition days carried different geographical
designations in ancient times. The boundaries of these territorial divisions varied in
different epochs of history owing to the rise and fall of the political powers under
which they were subjected. These divisions were Gauda (Western Bengal),
Vanga(Eastern Bengal), Pundravardhana and Varendri (North
Bengal),Suhma(Hooghly),Radha(the Birbhum-Bankura-Hoogly-Howrah and a portion
of Medinipur district),Tamralipti or Tamralipta (modern Tamluk in the Medinipur
District) and Dandabhukti (Danton),Samatata (South-Eastern Bengal comprising
Chittagong, Comilla and Noakhali district of present
Bangladesh),Chandradvipa(Barishal district of Bangladesh) and Vangala(Chittagong,

Noakhali and Barishal districts of Bangladesh). Gauda and Vanga were the principal
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among these and roughly denoted western and eastern Bengal. All these have come
down to us from different epigraphical and literary records and a careful analysis of
the relevant data would show that they were geographically connected with either
Gauda or Vanga, i.e. Western Bengal and Eastern Bengal. In other words, there was
some geographical overlapping and not the same region was always denoted a

particular name in different historical epochs.
1.2.  Historical outline

The geographical boundaries of Bengal have changed from time to time. The
heart of Bengal is one of the largest deltas in the world, and it consists of a great
plain of moist silt drawn by the river Ganges and Brahmaputra from the Himalayan
Mountains. But it is very difficult to determine when the first humans settled in
Bengal. Stone tools provide the earliest evidence of human settlements which may
date back to a period of ten thousand years ago. The original inhabitants were non-
Aryan ethnic groups- Nisadas or Austric or Austro-Ariaties. They are now
represented by the primitive peoples named Kol, Bhil, Santal, Sabara, Pulinda etc.?*
Stone Age equipments or pre-historic stone tools have been discovered in various
parts of West Bengal in the districts of Medinipur, Bankura and Burdwan. But it is
difficult to determine that when people using them first settled in Bengal. The
remains of the Copper Age settlements of the Bengal region may be dated to a
period 4000 years ago. In the 1960s, archaeological discoveries in some parts of
Bengal testified to the existence of civilization in the first millennium BC.
Archaeological discoveries at Pandu Rajar Dhibi in the valley of the Ajay River in
Bardhaman district and in different sites on the river of Ajay, Kunar and Kopai give a
new light in the pre-history of Bengal. Pandu Rajar Dhibi represents the ruins of the
trading townships. It maintained trade relations with the countries of the
Mediterranean region, over and the remote regions within India itself. But from the

fourth century onwards, the history of ancient Bengal that appears to us in a more
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or less clear light is gradually the history of the Aryan peoples and Aryan occupation
in Bengal.

However, due to the lack of evidence for the era before the Muslim invasion,
reconstruction of Bengal's history is very difficult. The difficulties are felt more
intensely for the previous period down to the 4% century A.D. when Bengal came
under the rule of the Guptas. For this period we have to depend on very rare written
records such as epigraphs and literary texts. Prior to the Guptas, there exist some
stray references to Bengal in Indian and foreign literatures. Thus it is not possible to
write a chronological history of Bengal in connection with authentic events before
the Gupta period. Thus the early history of Bengal is almost totally shrouded in
mystery and, to some extent, mythology.

There is no reference to Bengal in Rigveda. The Aitareya Brahmana furnishes
some information about some of the peoples of the regions in question. Pundra,
Andhras and Sabaras are described as living in the territory of the Arya country and

L The text ‘Vayarnsi Vanga-vagadhas-Cerapadah’®*?

they are termed as Dasyus.
appears in the Aitareya Aranyaka mentioned. Some scholars opine that the current
reading of ‘Vanga-vagadhas’ should be Vanga-Magadha, which indicate the peoples
of Vanga and Magadha. The Aranyaka refers to them as folks, who were guilty of
transgression. Most probably the expressions in the Aranyaka signify old ethnic
names. The Aranyaka also derogatorily compares the language of Vanga and
Magadha with ‘bird language’. The Baudhdyana Dharmasiitra mentions the
outermost belt of Aryavarta which comprised the Arattas of the Punjab, the Pundras
of north Bengal, the Sauviras occupying parts of southern Punjab and Sind, the
Vangas of central and eastern Bengal, and the Kalinga of Orissa and adjoining tracts.
The inhabitants of these regions were considered completely outside the pale of
Vedic culture. The Baudhdyana provides expiatory rites after a journey to the land of

the Pundras and Vangas. The Mahabhdrata mentions Paundraka Vasudeva as the

lord of Pundra, who allied with Jarasandha against Krishna. In the Mahabharata, the
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inhabitants of Bengal’s coastal regions were described as outcastes. The
Mahabharata further mentions that ancient Bengal was divided into different tribes
or kingdoms. Various janapadas were named after the tribes, such as Vanga
(southern Bengal), Pundra (northern Bengal), and Suhma (western Bengal). In the

%3 the people of Suhma are described as a peevish race along

Bhagavata Purdna,
with the Kiratas, Hanas, Andhras, Pulindas, Pukkasas, Abhiras, Yavanas and Khasas.
They are also mentioned in the Matsya Purana®** and the Vayu Purdana.”* Kalidasa
mentions that Raghu defeated a coalition of Vanga kings. The Jaina text
Achdrangasitra®® mentions Radha inhabited by a rude barbarian people whose
food was disgusting to the ancient monks. These sources seem to suggest that the
people of Bengal were not Indo-Aryans. However, many Jain scriptures identify
Vanga and Anga as Indo-Aryan communities in Bengal. As part of Magadha, western
Bengal became a part of the Indo-Aryan civilization by the A century B.C.

The literary references in the Vedic, Epic, and Shtra texts both Brahmanical
and non-Brahmanical, are not sufficient to make a definite chronological
arrangement about the period of study. For a chronological treatment of the
subject, it is necessary to turn to the testimony of literature, both Indian and foreign
assignable to well-known epochs, and to that of early epigraphs. The first reference
found in foreign literature is that in the writings of Greeks. The Greek writers who
accompanied Alexander mention that there was a powerful kingdom named
‘Gangaridae’ whose people were known by their dominion stretching over the five

mouths of the Ganges. Ptolemy,*”

the famous geographer, refers to five
distributaries of Ganges namely, Kambyson(the most western), Mega, Kamberikhon,
Pseudostomon and Antibole which are most likely to be identified with modern
Kapisa (Kasai), Hoogly, Kumara (branch of Mathabhanga),the estuary of the Padma

28 He clearly states that all the

and Meghna and the old (Buri) Ganga respectively.
country up to the mouths of the Ganges was occupied by Gangaridai whose capital

was Gange. Diodorus writes that Alexander received a description of the country
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(beyond the Indus) from Phegetffe. First, he came to a desert, which would take
twelve days to traverse; beyond this was the river called Ganges. It had a width of
thirty-two stadia and it was deeper than any other Indian river. Beyond this again
were situated the dominions of the nation of the Braisioi (Prasii) and the
Garidarldai.** Almost the same view is mentioned in the account of Cartius where
we find two peoples inhabiting in the banks of Ganga are named as ‘Gangaridae’ and

‘Pharrasii’.”° Strabo also mentions that Ganga lay through the Gangaridae forming

the eastern boundary of the latter.?”*

According to the Greek authors, these two
nations could be assumed to have carried arms against Alexander under the
leadership of the same dynasty. The king has generally been identified with
Mahapadmananda of the Nanda dynasty, who seems to be the ruler of both the
nations. Just after the departure of Alexander, Chandragupta founded Maurya
Dynasty over a vast region of India. It is not yet certain that Chandragupta Maurya,
who supplanted the Nanda dynasty from Magadha, brought Gangaridai under his
authority. He is sometimes called king of Prasii, but no where that of Gangaridae. His
grandson, the great Asoka extended his territory in North Bengal as is known from
his Brahmi Inscription found at Mahasthangarh in the district of Bogra (now in
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Bangladesh).”>* The region became a province of the Maurya Empire under the
name of Pundravardhana and Pundranagara was the capital of this province. In
addition to North Bengal, Maurya rule was established in Karnasuvarna
(Murshidabad), Tamralipta (Hoogli) and Samatata (south-eastern Bengal). After the
Mauryas, the Sungas and the Kanvas appeared in the history of Magadha. But they
ruled over a small area. After that a number of foreign invaders came to India, but it
is unknown whether they came up to Bengal. Among them, Greeks, $akas, Pallavas
and Kusanas are noteworthy. Thereafter the Guptas came to power in the history of
Magadha. A considerable number of sources are available to rebuild the history of

the Guptas and their activities in Bengal. Some portion of North Bengal came under

the possession of Chandragupta Il. Though the whole of Bengal was conquered by
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Samudragupta, Samatata and Davaka became vassal kingdoms. Moreover, from the
inscription of Meharauli Iron Pillar of Chandra,”>® we know that he had defeated the
‘Vanga host in the battlefield’. So in this inscription, it is clear that various parts of
Bengal were ruled by many independent kings, who had taken up arms against the

Gupta kings. They were also defeated by Chandragupta Il. The Dhanaidaha Copper-
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plate”™ and the two Damodarpur Copper-plates of Kumaragupta | and the
Baigram Copper-plate®® of the Gupta year 128 (AD 448) indicate that Kumaragupta |
mightly retained his control over the region of Bengal. Northern Bengal formed an
important administrative division of the Gupta Empire under the name of
Pundravardhana-bhukti. The inscriptions also prove the fact that Skandagupta ruled

.7 The successors of Skandagupta also ruled in Bengal.”®® The

over Benga
Damodarpur Copper-plates of Buddhagupta indicate that the northern Bengal
formed an important part of the Gupta Empire down to the end of 5th century
A.D.”° Like the Mauryas, Pundranagara of Mahasthangarh was the capital of the
province of Gupta Empire. Of Suhma and Radha, the remaining parts of Bengal we
have no detailed information for the period during which it was subject to Gupta
rule.

By the 6" century, the Gupta Empire came to an end. Due to the collapse of
the Gupta Empire, several independent states emerged in northern India. The most
important of them were the Maukharis of Kanauja, the Pusyabhtis of Thaneswar,
the Maitrakas of Vallabhi and the later Guptas of Malava. The various dynasties also
appeared in different parts of Bengal found in these independent kingdoms. Among
them, Vanga and Gauda were prominent ones. Their location was at eastern and
western Bengal respectively. In the 7t century, a little scope to unite the whole area
of Bengal emerged under the leadership of Sasanka, the king of Gauda. He even
attempted to dominate the political efforts of northern India by conquering

Mahodoyasri (Kanauj) and formed an alliance with Devagupta of Malava. Thereafter
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the Palas and the Senas also tried to create a large territory in the eastern side of

Indian sub-continent.

1.2.1. Kingdom of Eastern Bengal
1.2.1.1. Vanga Kingdom

The Vanga Kingdom was the first powerful seafaring nation of South Asia,
especially Bengal. The earliest mention of the term Vanga has been found in the
Aitareya Aranyaka®® of the 7"-6™ centuries B.C. Other important sources about

Vanga are found in the Bodhdayana Dharmasdatra (43"

century B.C.), the Ramdyana
(2™ century B.C.-2" century A.D.) and the Mahdbhdrata (4™ century B.C.-4" century
A.D.), the Milinda-pafiha (1** century A.D.), the Nagarjunakonda Inscription (3"
century A.D.) and the Meherauli Pillar Inscription of g™ century A.D. Historical
evidences prove the fact that an imperial power first developed in Vanga region. A
copper plate inscription discovered at Gunaighar in Tipperah district mentions
Maharaja Sri Vainyagupta, a member of the imperial Gupta family who had assumed
the title of Maharaja and had founded a kingdom.?®* He issued gold coins with the
biruda dvadasaditya dated in the 507-508 AD. It is therefore reasonable to hold that
Vainyagupta was initially a de-facto independent ruler. Subsequently taking
advantage of political crisis he set up himself as an emperor. But the region got
importance by the succession of three kings- Gopachandra, Dharmaditya and
Samachardeva, as proven from the inscriptions.?®> On paleographic basis, these

263 This fact testifies to the

inscriptions can be placed in the 6™ century AD.
disappearance of the last vestige of the authority of Imperial Guptas over the Vanga-
Samatata region of ancient Bengal on the one hand, and the emergence of a new
kingdom therein on the other. But there is a controversy regarding the line of
succession of the three independent rulers of Vanga-Samatata. While Pargeter264 is

of the view that Dharmaditya preceded Gopachandra, Dr. R.C.Majumder265 and

others have put forward arguments in favour of the reverse. Setting aside all
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disputes, it is perhaps reasonable to say that Gopachandra, and not Dharmaditya,
was the earliest of the three kings known to us from the Faridpur Copper plate.*®®
But we are in the dark about the relationship of these three kings. Chronologically,
the rule of Gopachandra, Dharmaditya and Samacharadeva were placed between
525 and 575 AD. It would also seem that their kingdom stretched from Vardhamana
to Tripura and had two divisions: one was Vardhamanabhukti and the other was
Navyavakasika.?®’ It appears from numismatic evidence that after Samacharadeva, a
few other kings ruled in these regions, among them Prithujavira or possibly
Prithuvira or Prithiviraja and Sudhanya or Srisudhanyaditya being far. It is difficult to
determine how this kingdom of eastern Bengal came to an end. It is a notion that
the king of the ruling dynasty of Chalukya Kirtivarman brought the fall of the
independent Vanga kingdom. The fact is attested to by the Mahakita Inscription®®®
dated 602 AD. Here we found that Kirti Varman |, son of Pulakesin |, defeated the
kings of Anga, Vanga and Kalinga. It is also speculated that in the first half of the
seventh century Vanga might have been included in $Sasanka's kingdom of Gauda in
western Bengal. The rise of some feudal chiefs was also responsible for the decline of
the rule of the independent Vanga kingdom, as it is evident that before the 7"
century A.D. independent and feudal chiefs attached to Bhadra, Khadga, and Rata

dynasties rose in the same region or adjoining area.
1.2.1.2. Bhadra Dynasty

In the post- Sasanka period Vanga again emerged as an independent territory
ruled by a line of Brahmana kings. Hiuen-Tsang refers to the kingdom of Samatata

which seems to have included the major part of Vanga proper. There are two names
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found in literary sources. They were Jyeshthabhadra and Silabhadra.”® Hiuen-Tsang,

the Chinese pilgrim, who came to Bengal in 637-38 A.D., mentioned Silabhadra. He
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served as the patriarch of Nalanda and member of a Brahmana family.””” The ending

name ‘Bhadra’ might be considered to suggest the connection of the dynasty with
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the Bhadras, a royal family. But due to paucity of sources, it is very difficult to
identify their relations with each other. It is also very difficult to trace the date and
duration of their rule in Vanga. It could be assumed that they enjoyed a semi-
independent feudal status under the rulers of Karnasuvarna in the first half of 7t
century. A vassal chief named Narayanabhadra is also named in the

Vappaghoshavata grant of Jayanaga.”’*

Thus, the name also hints at a relation with
the Bhadra family. But it is very difficult to draw any satisfactory conclusion about it.
It is also difficult to suggest the actual date and duration of this rule in Samatata. But
it may be inferred that this minor royal family with Bhadra-ending names appeared
in Samatata or south-east Bengal in the first half of the 7" century AD. It can also be
presumed that the Bhadra dynasty flourished in Samatata almost simultaneously
with the well-known Khadgas and Ratas. It is the observation of P.L. Paul that the
claim that the Bhadras and the Khadgas ruled about the same time in eastern Bengal
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seems to be unwarrante and that the Bhadras had been overthrown by the

Khadga dynasty, a line of Buddhist kings.

1.2.1.3. Khadga Dynasty

In the 7" century AD, a dynasty was founded that ruled over Vanga and

Samatata areas of ancient Bengal. This was the Khadga dynasty. This information can
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be gathered from two copper plates found at Ashrafpur (30 miles north-east of

Dhaka) and a short record inscribed on the pedestal of an image of Safvani
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recovered at Deulbadi 14 miles south of Comilla).They have revealed the names

of four generations®”

-Nrpadhiraja Khadgodyama ruling between 641 and 656 AD,
his son Jatakhadga between 656 and 671 AD, the latter’s son Devakhadga between
671 and 695 A.D., and Rajaraja (or Rajarajabhata) between 695 and 710 AD. But
unfortunately they hardly furnish any further historical information. The Chinese

276

traveler Seng-chi“”® spoke of a Buddhist king of Samatata called Rajabhata, and I-

tsing277 reported an eastern king called Devavarma and Rajabhata. The scholars have
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taken Devavarma and Rajabhata as Devakhadga and Rajarajabhatta respectively. All
of these were followers of Buddhism. It is to be noted that Khadgodyama was the
founder of the kingdom. The Khadgas were politically dominant in the region of
Vanga. Therefore, it seems that Devakhadga extended his power by overthrowing
Rata king Sridharana Rata from Vanga to Samatata. This is epigraphically supported
by the Deulbadi Inscription of Queen Prabhavati. Devakhadga is also described in the
inscription as benevolent and powerful and victorious against all enemies.
Rajarajabhata was perhaps succeeded by Balabhata whose name has been found in

278 Another ruler

a copper plate as well as in a few gold coins founded at Mainamati.
named Udirnakhadga is mentioned in the Ashrafpur grant.”® The last part of his
name may indicate that he too probably belonged to the Khadga dynasty, but the
period of his reign is yet to be determined. The Khadga kings did not use any
paramount title like paramesvara. This indicates that they were local rulers. It is
difficult to confirm the extent of their kingdom. The Ashrafpur plates refer to
Talapataka and Dattakataka, which may be identified respectively with Talpara and
Datgaon villages under Raipura upazila in Narsingdi.”® Their capital was ‘Karmanta-
vasaka’.?®! Probably, ‘Karmanta-vasaka’ was the ancient name of Badkamta, a police
station in Tippera district.?®? The possession of the Khadgas was extended to Tripura
and Noakhali region. It is very difficult to ascertain when and how the rule of the
Khadgas ended. The Copper-plate Inscription of king Bhavadeva of the Deva dynasty
shows that the Khadgas could not keep control over the heart of Samatata for a long
time and were eventually driven out by the Devas sometime at the beginning of the
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gth century A.D.”*” This was possible due to the collapse of the Khadga power which

happened as a result of the invasion of Yasovarmana of Kanauj in the second quarter
of the same century.”® It also paved the way of establishing Gopala’s power in the

middle of the 8™ century A.D. But it is not clearly known when Samatata was
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annexed to the Pala Empire.””> We can learn from sources how the Palas first
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achieved success in Vanga.”” According to the Tibetan tradition, Gopala was
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originally the king of Bhangala (Vangala) and later on he annexed the neighbouring

kingdom of Samatata.”®’

1.2.1.4. Natha Dynasty

There is indication of the existence of another vassal dynasty in the 7t
century inscription found in Tripura district. The rulers of this dynasty had names
ending in ‘Natha’, they came to power at an unclear date. They appeared between

1.8 The founder of the

Harsa’s death and the rise of the Khadgas in Eastern Benga
Natha Dynasty also is unknown, but seems to have assumed the title adhimahardja,
or maharajadhiraja. We also do not have any clear idea as to when he asserted his
independence. The second king of this dynasty was Mahasamanta Sivanatha. His son
Srinatha was the next ruler who was a hero and known in history for courage in
battle. The next king Bhavanatha was too much involved in religious rituals and gave
up royalty in favour of his brother’s son, whose name is untraceable. The succeeding
king Loknatha probably was the ablest ruler among the Natha kings. There is some
confusion regarding Lokanatha’s rise to power as the scholars are in the dark about
the date of the Tripura grant. R.G.Bhandarkar places the date as 144 Harsa Era which

roughly corresponds to 750 A.D.”®

According to R.G. Basak, the date was 344 Gupta
Era, which corresponds to 663-64 AD.”® The dating is corroborated by the
paleographic evidences.

D.C. Sircar believes that Sridharanaridta mentioned in the Kailan grant was
more or less a contemporary of both Lokanatha of the Tippera grant and of the
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Khadga kings.”** It is evident that Lokanatha was a very able king>® and his soldiers
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depended for victory on their own swords and on the intellect of his ministers.
has been referred to in verse 7 of the Tippera Copper-plate that a large number of
soldiers of the paramount sovereign (paramesvara) were seriously defeated in the
battle. But it is not certain whom the paramount forces fought and by whom they

were defeated .According to D.C. Sircar, Jayatungavarsha and Jivadharana were two
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refractory feudatories of the ruler titled paramesvara, of whom Loknatha was a
faithful subordinate. Jayatungavarsa was defeated by Lokanatha on behalf of his
master and thereafter paramesvara sent him against Jivadharana of the Rata family,
but failed to subdue him completely.But probably he had to placate Loknatha and
also paramesvara by surrendering a territory and by the payment of a large sum of
money or by an offer of his acceptance of a subsidiary alliance with paramesvara.
The title paramesvara, under whom Loknatha was a feudatory, most probably
belonged to the ruler of Gauda. And the name Jayatungavarsa might have been used
in place of Jatakhadga, the Khadga ruler, because of his victorious career.”®* Another
view is that Lokanatha was a feudatory of the Khadga dynasty, and rebelled against
his suzerain Jayatungavarsha, and got initial success by defeating an army sent
against him by his suzerain (paramesvara).But ultimately he was defeated by
Jivadharana, another feudatory chief of Jayatungavarsha. He (Loknatha) then
submitted to his suzerain, and his dominions were restored to him. Loknath was

succeeded by his son Laksminatha, whose details are also little known to us.

1.2.1.5. Rata Dynasty

The history of Rata dynasty of Samatata is found from the solitary record of
the Kailan Copper-plate issued by king Sridharana Rata discovered in a village of
south-west Comilla and 13 miles west of the Lalmai Railway station. The plate may
be dated to the second part of 7t century A.D. It is supposed that the Khadgas of
Vanga and the Ratas of Samatata emerged almost around the same period in the 2"
half of the 7" century AD as feudatories of the Gauda king. They began ruling semi-
independently after Gauda had been temporarily defeated by the kings of Kanauj
and Kamaripa in the second quarter of the 7" century.”®

The founder of the dynasty was one Jivadharana Rata. But he did not assume

any imperial title as he was a semi-independent feudatory. However, in the Kailan
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Copper-plate grant, we find no reference to the king to whom Jivadharana served as
a vassal. He was not endowed with any other imperial titles. But he is known to have
assumed even the title of nrpa or king in the Tipperah Copper-plate grant of
Loknatha.?® Jivadharana started his life as a feudatory chief under Gauda, as has
already been mentioned above, and achieved independence after Gauda had been
brought under the authority of the kings of Kanauj and Kamripa in the second

297 Two other members of the family were Shridharana Rata

guarter of 7t century.
and the Yuvaraja Baladharana Rata. The Kailan grant mentions that Sridharana Rata
assumed the titles, samatatesvara and prapta pafichamahdasabda. Baladharana Rata
is also known to have assumed the titles prapta paichamahdsabda and bhattaraka.
In case of Baladharana, the use of the title Yuvaraja seems to imply that his father

2% From the Ashraful plates, it can be determined that in the 13™

was still alive.
regnal year king Devakhadga of the Khadga dynasty, had extended his power from
Vanga to Samatata after dislodging Sridharana Rata, and perhaps owing to the
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latter’s deat The third ruler Yuvaraja Baladharana Rata ruled over a reduced

territory.

1.2.1.6. Deva Dynasty

Deva Dynasty ruled in Samatata with Devaparvata as their capital. The rule of
the Devas was indeed a period of peace, prosperity and creative excellence. The rule
of this dynasty also has been designated as the ‘Golden Age’ of Vanga-Samatata

(South-East Bengal).>®

The grand achievement of the Devas was in the field of art
and architecture. The dynasty is often confused with the other Deva dynasty, which
belonged to the 13" century A.D. But the recent discoveries attest to its separate
existence. It is very difficult to determine their first arrival in history as none of the
plates clearly indicates the tenure of the dynasty. D. C. Sircar holds that they might
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be placed, on the ground of paleography, in the gt century AD.”"" On the other

hand, F.A. Khan has stated that the Devas flourished in a period between the last
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part of the 7t century and the middle of the gt century AD.3%

On the ground of
close resemblance of the Mainamati plate scripts with the later Gupta scripts, the
Devas might be located to a period between the last part of the 7" and the middle

of the 8™ century A.D.3%

How the dynasty came to power and how long they kept
their hold are also obscure. We know that the Ratas of Samatata and Khadgas of
Vanga showed their independence in the 2" half of the 7™ century A.D. But shortly
after that Khadgas captured Samatata, as is evident from the testimony of Chinese
traveler I-tsing, who saw Samatata under the rule of the Khadga dynasty.>** Khadgas
also failed to retain their hold over Samatata as they were ousted by the Devas
sometime around the beginning or the middle of the gt century A.D. It is not
possible to assert the exact time when the Devas ruled as sovereign kings. But it may
be presumed that they were contemporaries of the early Palas who came to power
in the middle of the 8" century A.D. Thereafter, the four rulers belonging to the
Deva family might have ruled for 50 to 60 years in south-eastern Bengal during 750-
800 A.D.**®

Greater details about the family are furnished by the Mainamati excavations.
Five copperplates and one stone plaque inscription of the Deva period have been
recovered from Mainamati. Among them only two have so far been deciphered and
published. These are: 1) The Maindmati plate of Anandadeva with an endorsement of
the grant by his son and successor Bhavadeva on the reverse and Il) The Calcutta

3% 1t is known from the Mainamati Plates that

Asiatic Society plate of Bhavadeva.
Santideva was the first ruler of the dynasty with Devaparvata as his capital. There is
little scope to know more about him. The succeeding rulers were $ri Viradeva (735—
750 A.D), son and successor of Santideva, Sri Anandadeva (750-775 A.D.), son and
successor of Viradeva by his wife Somadevi, and Anandadeva’s son $ri Bhavadeva
(775-780 A.D).>” It is very difficult to ascertain the date of plates as none of these

clearly indicate the ruling tenure of the dynasty. The Devas were mostly known for

their three great Buddhist monasteries in Salvan Vihara, Ananda Vihara and Bhoja
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Vihara. Finally, the dynasty was assimilated into the Pala Empire. No other fact is

available about them.
1.2.1.7. Dynasty of Kantideva

In the 9th century, there was struggle for supremacy among minor powers to
retain control over the north-eastern part of Bengal, but the one which succeeded
best was the Pala dynasty. They grew to rule most of the territory of Bengal. The
emergence of the kingdom of Harikela near the Samatata region of south-eastern
Bengal can also be noticed around the same time. The region was located on the
eastern coast of the Bay of Bengal. I-tsing, the 7t century A.D. Chinese traveler,
refers to Harikela as the eastern boundary of eastern India.>®® An inscription found
near Chittagong has brought to light the existence of a new dynasty.>*® According to

319 On the basis of paleographic

one view, the dynasty is assigned to 750-850 AD.
sources, R.C. Majumdar places the dynasty in the oth century AD.3'! Keeping aside all
the confusions, it can be concluded that Harikela was an important kingdom of
ancient Bengal. Though among all the kingdoms in this region, Harikela was one of
the best known, it is one of the least documented. But its position had been

312 )¢ may be assumed, therefore, that like other

indicated by It-sing quite clearly.
geographical terms Harikela was used both in the broader sense as a synonym of
Vanga and in a limited sense to denote various parts of the latter. However, a line of
three generations of kings has been mentioned in an inscription. These are
Bhadradatta, his son Dhanadatta and the latter’s son Kantideva, who only assumed
the full royal titles. Kantideva did not use the name -ending of his father and
grandfather. It is suggested that Kantideva inherited the kingdom of Samatata from
his father and he ruled sometime between 800 and 825 AD. Kantideva had assumed
the title paramasaugata, paramesvara, and maharajadhirgja. Present Sylhet was

included in the kingdom of Kantideva. The name of his capital was Burdwanpur. At

present there is no existence of any region by this name. A new power known as the
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Chandras rose in South-east Bengal after Kantideva. The kingdom built by Kantideva

was destroyed by this Chandra dynasty.
1.2.1.8. Chandra Dynasty

The dynasty of Kantideva was succeeded by the Buddhist Chandra dynasty
from the beginning of the 10%" century A.D., ruling in south-eastern Bengal (Vanga-
Samatata) for about a century and a half. The Tibetan historian Lama Taranath in his
History of Buddhism has mentioned a long line of kings in Bengal whose name ended
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in —Chandra and they might have had connections with the Chandra dynasty.
fact, it was the only dynasty in Bengal, before the Palas, which is referred to by
Taranatha in his book. But the proof of the existence of the Chandra dynasty ruling
between 6™ and 8" centuries A.D. in eastern Bengal was not yet provided by any
reliable testimony other than the one written by Taranatha. However, it may be
stated in this connection that inscriptions, coins, and Burmese articles also
corroborate the existence of a long line of rulers with names ending in -Chandra in
the Arakan region. On the other hand, thirteen inscriptions found in East Bengal
have helped historians to reconstruct the history of a family of kings, whose names
ended in ‘Chandra’. They ruled between 825 and 1035 AD. A long list of kings along

with their periods of reign has been inferred from these inscriptions. Each of these

kings was the son of his predecessor.>"*

Name of the ruler Reining period(Years) Approximate Date
PlGrnachandra ? Exact date is not recorded
Suvarnachandra ? )

Trailokyachandra 30 875-905 CE

Sri-chandra 44(46) 905-955 CE
Kalyanachandra 24 955-985 CE
Ladahachandra 18 985-1010 CE
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Govindachandra 23 1010-1035 CE

The above table is also corroborated by A.H. Dani.?* Thus the history of the south-

eastern part of Bengal is now much clearer than before. The epigraphic records are
now clear evidence of continuous rule by the dynasty for five generations in Vanga
and Samatata, while the Palas were in power in northern and western Bengal and
Bihar simultaneously.

The origin and early history of the family is known from a passage contained

3% The verse reads, “In the family of the

in a verse occurring in several inscriptions.
Chandras, who were rulers of Rohitagiri, and were possessed of enormous fortune,
Parnachandra, who was like the full moon, became illustrious in this world”. This
verse confirms that Pdrnachandra was an independent king. His forefathers were
said to be rulers of Rohitagiri .The natural presumption is that Pdrnachandra also
ruled there. His son Suvarnachandra was also the king of Rohitagiri. R.D. Banerjee®"’
and N.G. Majumdar'® identified Rohitagiri with Rhotasgarh in the Shahbad district
of Bihar. But N.K. Bhattasali**® related it with Lalmai Hills in Tippera and H.D.Mitra**°
with Rangamati in the Hill Tippera. Thus it can be concluded from the discussion that
the Chandras who ruled in Rohitagiri did not come from outside and they were
surely native.

But perhaps Purnachandra and Suvarnachandra were petty local rulers or
landlords in Rohitagiri and ruling as vassals of the Harikela rulers. It was
Trailokyachandra, son of Suvarnachandra, who laid the foundation for his family's
greatness. He established his sovereign rule in the region of Samatata and gradually
spread it in different parts of Chandradvipa, Harikela and parts of Vanga and took the
title of maharajadhiraja.®** He established Devaparvata as the centre of his power.
Trailokyachandra had been described as adharo-harikela-raja-kakuda-chchhatra-

2

smitanam-sriyarm,***> which would mean that Trailokyachandra was both the de-

facto and the de jure king of Harikela. The rule of Trailokyachandra probably
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coincided with the rise of Kambojas in western and northern Bengal, and with that
of the Pala Empire. He ruled supposedly for 30 years. It is a well-known fact that
Trailokyachandra’s deserved son Srichandra had been styled as parama-saugata,
paramesvara, paramabhattaraka, and mahdrdjadhiraja.*”® He ruled as an
independent king. During his rule honour and power of the Chandra dynasty
reached the pinnacle of success. Srichandra moved his capital to Vikramapura in
Vanga. The king was credited with the spreading of his empire over the entire region
of Vanga and he also campaigned towards Kamaripa in the north-east. He also
battled against the Gaudas (either the Kamboja Gaudapatis or the Palas).
Undoubtedly he might be regarded as the best ruler of his dynasty. He ruled for

324 But most of the evidences go on to imply that $richandra ruled

thirty-five years.
forty-six years.>” It is also known that he removed barriers created by Prithivipala
against Gopala and helped Gopala to be restored to the throne. It is possible that
Gopala and Prithivipala were brothers and they fought for the Pala Kingdom. So he
played a vital role in saving the tottering Pala power restoring Gopala to the throne.
This Gopala was undoubtedly the same as Gopala Il who ruled between 940 and 960
AD. It has also been suggested by some that Srichandra himself defeated the Pala
king and then helped him to be restored to the power.**

The subsequent rulers were Kalyanachandra (son of Srichandra),
Ladahachandra, and Govindrachandra. In verse 7 of the Mainamati plate of
Ladahachandra, Kalyanachandra has been referred to as ‘pure or purifying like water
of the Ganges’. In verse 8 of the same plate, it is said that he gave women sorrow in
Mleccha and Gauda. It thus indicates his success against the Mleccha king of
Pragjyotisha and the Pala king of Gauda. It seems that he increased his power in
Kamaripa and the deltaic region of Bengal. He might be responsible for delivering
the final blow to Kamboja power in Northern and Western Bengal and thereby

passing the way for the revival of Pala power under Mahipala |. We can say that
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during his reign, the kingdom of Chandra continued to enjoy prosperity and
happiness. It is clear from the records that he had ruled for 24 years.

Ladahachandra, son of Kalyanachandra was the succeeding king. The two
copper plates assigned to Ladahachandra refer only to his religious activities and do
not mention anything about his military activities. It is speculated that the Chandra
Empire was firmly settled and that he devoted himself to peaceful religious
activities. In verse 13 of the Mainamati plate, he is described as the Lord of the
whole universe surrounded by the ocean, and he was the master of all vidyas or

sciences.

Govindachandra is the last known king of this dynasty. He ascended the
throne after Ladahachandra, son of the latter. It was during his rule that
‘Vangalade$a’ suffered from a Chola invasion.*”” It was Govindrachandra or his
unknown successor who suffered an attack by the Kalachuri king Karna. This attack

might have brought about the fall of the Chandras.
1.2.1.9. The Varmans

The Chandras were succeeded by the Varmanas in eastern Bengal. In the last
quarter of the 11" century A.D., the Hindu Varmana dynasty, having taken
advantage of the weakness of the Pala Empire, established their independent rule in
south-eastern Bengal. They ruled for less than a century. The Belava Copper
Inscription of Bhoja Varman®® is the only inscription furnishing any information
about the Varmans. Their capital was Vikramapura. The Varman kings claimed to be
the descendants of the Yadava dynasty, who at the same time ruled in Simhapura.
But there are different views regarding the exact location of Simhapura. Some
scholars locate it in the Punjab,**® some identify it with modern Sirhhapuram in the
Kalinga country®*® and the rest identify it with Singur in Hoogli falling under the

Radha country. The first one is too far away, and no evidence is available that it
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existed after the 7" century A.D. The third is only known from the legendary account
of Vijayasimha, contained in Mahavamsa, which can hardly be accepted as authentic
history. On the other hand, the kingdom of Simhapura in Kalinga was famous from
5% to 12 century AD.**! Thus the original homeland of the Varmans was probably in
Simhapura and certain Varman kings also ruled Simhapura in the 5th century AD.>*?

It is unclear whether they had any connection with the previous Varman
kings of Assam. It is also not clear from the inscriptions how the Varmans of
Simhapura came to establish their kingdom in eastern Bengal. From the Belava
Copper-plate, it appears that Vajravarman was the founder of the dynasty and the
next ruler Jatavarman brought the dynasty to significance in south-eastern Bengal
through his military conquests. The activities of Jatavarman were recorded in the
Belava plate of Bhojavarman, his grandson. He gained success over western Bengal
with the help of the Kalachuri king Karna due to anarchy created by Kaivartas in the

Pala Empire.**

He married Virasri, daughter of Karna, whose another daughter
Yauvanasri got married to the Pala king Vigrahapala Ill. Thus it is evident that
Jatavarman was the contemporary of Kalachuri king Karna ruling between 1041 and
1070 AD*** and of Vigrahapala Ill reigning from 1058-1075 AD. Jatavarman was also a
contemporary of the Kaivarta chief Divya and of Mahipala Il, who ruled between
1075 and 1080 AD. Thus, the tenure of Jatavarman may be placed between AD 1055

335 that Jatavarman

and AD 1073. It may be inferred from the Belava Copper-plate
had been famous for his mercy, heroism and charity and expanded his paramount
power, by putting many heroes to shame and conquering the province of Kamarupa.

Subsequently, Harivarman, Samalavarman, and Bhojavarman formed a series
of rulers, who ruled over the territory. Harivarman, the eldest son of Jatavarman

336
h.

ruled for 54 vyears at a stretc From the reference in verse 15 of

Bhubanesvaraprasasti of Bhattabhavadeva, it may be inferred that Harivarman or his
son conquered Utkala by destroying the Nagavamsr Sindas ruling from Barasura in
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Bastar in Central Provinces in the 11%" Century A.D.™" He was on good terms with
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the Pala kings. He extended his kingdom to Nagabhdmi and Assam. Harivarman was
succeeded by his brother Samalavarman. There is little information about the rule of
Samalavarman. Bhojavaravarman succeeded him. The Belava plate does not mention
any achievement of Bhojavarmana. He was probably the last king of the Varman
dynasty as after the end of his reign there is no account of his dynasty. Perhaps in
the middle of the 12" century A.D., Vijayasena of the Sena dynasty led to the decline
of the Varman dynasty and started the rule of the Sena Dynasty in south-eastern

Bengal.
1.2.1.10. The Later Deva Kingdom

During the ruins of the Sena Kingdom, the later Deva dynasty rose in Eastern
Bengal. It had a series of rulers. The history of this dynasty is known from the Mehar
Copper-plate, the Sobhrampur Copper-plate, the Chittagong Copper-plate of
Damodardeva, the Adavadi Copper-plate, and the Pakamoda Copper-plate of

338 that the later Deva

Dasarathadeva. It is known from the Sobhrampur copper plate
Kingdom began with Purushottama. He rose to power from the position of a village
headman and finally dealt a blow to the Sena dynasty. On the other hand, it is
known from the Mehar plate®® that Purushottama has been called dev-anvaya-
gramani i.e., ‘leader of the Deva family’. It indicates that he was only a gramani and
not a ruler. His son and successor Madhumathana (Madhustdana of the other plate)
rose to eminence as a king and assumed the title of nripati or ‘king’.
Madhustdhanadeva was called ‘Lord of the earth’ and devavamsodadhindu, viz.,
‘moon in the ocean of the Deva dynasty’ and is credited with having snatched away
the wealth of the enemies in war. These verses established that Madhumathana got
success against his contemporaries and carved out a principality for himself. The
subsequent rulers were Vasudeva and Damodaradeva, who would destroy the rule of

Pattikera. Vasudeva had also been called ‘the lord of the earth’ and ‘a great archer’.

He was well-versed in all the sastras and all the military skills. Damodaradeva, the
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son of Vasudeva, was the most powerful ruler of this dynasty. He was well-versed in
polity and took the title of gajapati and arirdja-chanira-madhava-sakala-bhipati-
chakravarti. In the Chittagong plate®* he is referred to as the overlord of all kings.
The plate also mentions that he defeated many kings and brought them under
subjection. He extended his dominion after the death of Visvarlipasena, the Sena
King over Tripura, Noakhali and Chattagram. But at the same time Pattikera kingdom
of Tripura maintained an independent existence even in the heyday of the Deva
Kingdom in eastern Bengal. The name of the successor of Damodaradeva and the
history of the family after him are really obscure. But the inscription features one

31 He also extended the

more name ending in ‘deva’, and that is Dasarathadeva.
empire further and set up his capital at Vikramapura. He incorporated the Dhaka
region into his domain. He was called paramesvara, paramabhattaraka,
mahdrdjadhiraja, arirdja-danuja-madhava.The  title  arirdja-danuja-madhava
assumed by Dasaratha is largely identical with that of king Danujamadhava,
mentioned in the genealogical records of Bengal, and also with that of Danuj Rai, the
Raja of Sonargaon, near Dacca.>*? According to Yahya-bin-Ahmad in his Tarikh-i-
Mabarakshahi, Danuj Rai made an alliance with Ghiyas-ud-din-Balban in 1281.3* The
two copper plates discovered at Bhatera also give us the names of a number of
rulers after Dasarathadeva ruling under the Deva dynasty. The names are as listed
below:***

1. Kharavana( or Navagirvvana)

2. Gokuladeva(Gokulabhlmipala)

3. Narayana (Narayanadeva)

4. Govinda-Kesava-deva(KeSava-deva)

5. lsanadeva
There is a difference between the Devas of the 8™ century and those of the gth
century. The earlier ones were devoted to Buddhism, while the latter were

Vaishnavas. However, more details are not available about this dynasty, and later
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kings are almost completely obscured. After the conflict with the lliyas Shahi rulers
of Bengal who were busy consolidating a single kingdom in the region, this dynasty

took a back seat in the mid-fourteenth century.
1.2.1.11. The Kingdom of Pattikera

The evidence of the existence of Pattikera kingdom can be found in the end
of the 11% century A.D. The manuscript of Astasahasrikd Prajidparamitd, now
preserved in Cambridge University Library, and containing the picture of a sixteen-
armed goddess with the label pattikeri chunda-varabhavana chunda, is the earliest
source of its existence. It is evident from this that the image of the Buddhist goddess
Chunda in Pattikera was widely popular in the 11t century A.D.

Determining the status of the Pattikera Kingdom during the Pala and the Sena
periods is not always easy. It is difficult to ascertain whether the extreme districts
like Noakhali and Chittagong were included in the Pala or the Sena Kingdom. There is
no evidence to prove the expansion of Sena power in the Chittagong Division.
Harikaladeva, who founded he kingdom, came to the throne in 1203-04 AD. If he
was the first of his dynasty and this rule overlapped with that rule of the Senas, it
seems that after the fall of the Sena kingdom in Gauda an independent kingdom
arose in East Bengal. Harikaladeva Ranavankamalla who ascended the throne in 1204
A.D and ruled till 1225 A.D was, no doubt, an independent king. Another family,
named Deva family ruled in eastern Bengal in an area adjacent to the kingdom of
Ranavankamalla. It can be assumed that both of them perhaps took the advantage
of the Sena power and created independent states for themselves together.

The Copper-plate of Ranavankamalla®*®® engraved in around 13th century
furnishes evidence about significant events in the history of this dynasty. It donates
a grant of 20 dronas of land by Dhadi-eba, the prime minister of $ri Harikaladeva in
the 17th year of his reign (1202) to a Buddhist monastery, which was situated in the

village named Bejakhanda in the city of Pattikera. There is no doubt that this
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Pattikera was the state capital, which is mentioned in Burmese chronicles as
Patikkara or Pateikkara. Although no city today is named as Pattikera, it must have
been located in Tripura district, for an important pargana in this district, which was
situated to the west of Comilla, from the Mainamati hill, and extends up to the hill of
Mayamati, is still known as Patikara or Paitkara, which is closely, reminiscent of the

old name.

1.2.2. Kingdoms of Western Bengal
1.2.2.1. Kingdom of Sasanka

Apart from eastern Bengal, the western side of Bengal also got prominence
in ancient times. Historically, the northern part of western Bengal and the whole of
North Bengal were evidently outside the domain of Gopachandra and his successors.
From this period, these territories came to be known as the kingdom of Gauda,
though this geographical term sometimes denoted an area that comprised the
whole of western Bengal. From this time onwards, throughout the Hindu period,
Gauda and Vanga loosely denoted the two prominent political divisions of Bengal,
the former comprising the northern and either the whole or part of western Bengal,
and the latter, southern and eastern Bengal. Although actual political boundaries
varied in different times, this rough geographical division persisted throughout the
ages. However, the names Pundra or Varendri (northern Bengal), Radha or Suhma
(western Bengal), Samatata or Harikela (eastern Bengal) were also used.>*®

After the fall of the Guptas, Gauda got independence under the rule of
Sasanka, who extended his territory in a vast area including whole of western Bengal
and even also some part of eastern Bengal. Historians view Sasanka as the first
independent ruler of Bengal including Gauda. Two dated inscriptions, issued in his
8" and 10" ruling years from Medinipura, and another undated inscription from
Sasanka’s subordinate king Madhavavarma of Gafjam (Odisha), Harsavardhana’s

Banskhera and Madhuvana Copper-plates and the Nidhanpur Copper-plate of the
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Kamardpa king Bhaskaravarmana, contain information about Sasanka. Some
historians mark his rule approximately between 600 and 637 AD. His capital was at
Karnasuvarna, 9.6 kilometres south-west of present Baharampur, headquarter of
Murshidabad district.**’ The Chinese traveller Xuanzang (Hiuen-Tsang) travelled from
the country of Karnasuvarna to a region in the present-day state of Odisha ruled by
$asanka.>*® From some ancient records, it appears that $asanka was a contemporary
and adversary of king Harsavardhana of Thaneshwar. Sasanka and his allies fought in
battle with the then emperor of Thaneswar, Harsa and his allies. The result of the
war was inconclusive because $asanka is documented to have retained his authority
over his lands. It is known from the sources that the king of Malava, Devagupta, bore
enmity towards the ruler of Kanauj, Grahavarmana who was also the brother-in-law
of the Vardhana princes, by his marriage with Rajyashri, the princess of Thaneswar.
Devagupta attacked Kanauj and killed Grahavarmana in the battle and imprisoned his
wife Rajyashri. After the death of his father Prabhakaravardhana, Rajyavardhana
became king of the kingdom in ThaneSwar. R3jyavardhana went to Kanauj to take
revenge on the death of his brother-in-law. The battle was followed by a sudden
assassination of Rajyavardhana. There is no conclusive evidence, but it is possible
that Sasanka, who was involved in the war as an ally of Devagupta, killed him. After
the death of Rajyavardhana, his brother Harsa became the king of Thaneswar and
rebuilt the army and attacked Kanauj. It is evident that Devagupta and Sasanka had
to retreat from Kanauj. Saéanka continued to rule in Gauda, facing frequent attacks
from Harsa which he bravely encountered. $Sasanka himself also extended his
territory. It is stated that as a follower of Saivism, Sasanka destroyed the Buddhist

349 Saganka is known to have cut

stupas of Bengal and was an oppressor of Buddhism.
the Bodhi tree beneath, which the Buddha is belived to have found enlightenment in
the Mahabodhi Temple of Bodhgay3.>*® Following his death $asanka was succeeded
by his son, Manava, who ruled the kingdom for eight months. However his weak

successors could not retain their control over the Gauda territory, and therefore
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subsequently Gauda was soon divided amongst the Harsa and Bhaskaravarman of

351 After a turbulent

Kamaripa, the latter even managing to conquer Karnasuvarna.
hiatus, the 2" half of the 7" century saw the emergence of a new line of kings in
Bengal: the later Guptas in Gauda and ancient Magadha (western Bengal and
southern Bihar) and the Khadgas in Vanga and Samatata (southern and south-
eastern Bengal). In the gth century, a Buddhist dynasty called the Devas emerged in
south-eastern parts of Samatata. Neither of these, however, succeeded in
establishing a strong rule in Bengal.

At this point, we find another king named Jayanaga who ruled in Gauda from
the source of Arya-mafjusri-milakalpa. R.G. Basak declined to accept any
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connection between Jayanaga, a king of Karnasuvarna, and $asanka.>” The title

maharajadhirdja assumed by Jayanaga of the Vappaghosavata grant indicates that

Jayanaga was an independent king.**?

He was also styled as paramabhdgavata. But
Arya-mafjusri-milakalpa places Jayanaga after Sasanka. It has been stated in the
work that there was a Gauda King whose name began with ‘Jaya’ and ended with
‘Naga’. It is difficult to say anything definitely on the chronological position of these
two kings on the basis of paleographical sources,** as the interval between them
appears to have been very short. But judging from his coins and inscription, Jayanaga
might be placed within the period from 550 to 650 A.D. It may be presumed on the
basis of Arya-mafjusri-milakalpa that when anarchy and confusion caused by the
invasion of Bhaskarvarmana, the king of Kamartpa, ended, and when the attempt to
ascend the throne by a son of Saéanka ended in vein, the kingdom went to the hands

of Jayanaga. But it is very tough to ascertain any conclusion regarding the reign of

Jayanaga.
1.2.2.2. The Palas

After the death of Sasanka, Bengal descended into a period marked by
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disunity, anarchy, mutual distrust, jealousy and intrigue once more. It is
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mentioned in the Arya-maijusri-malakalpa that the death of Sasanka paralysed the
Gaudatantra (system).It describes, “After the death of Soma (Sasdnka) the Gauda
political system (Gaudatantra) was reduced to mutual distrust, raised weapons and
mutual jealousy-one (king) for a week, another for a month, then a republican
constitution- such will be the daily incident of the country on the bank of the Ganges
where houses were built on the ruins of monasteries”.>*® During the reign of one
king named Sisu, it is said that the influence of women was felt and that he ruled for
a fortnight before getting killed. To crown the misery of the people, it is predicted
that a severe famine would visit the eastern country. This certainly points to the
absence of any stable government in Gauda. Might was right and there was disorder
and anarchy, and this is just the state of things which had been very appropriately
described in the Khalimpur Copper-plate of Dharmapala®>’ as Matsyanyaya. In the
plate it is engraved in the following manner:

matsya-nyayam=apohitum prakritibhir-

lakshmyah karan grahitah

Sri-gopala iti kshitisa sirasam chidddmanis=tat-sutah

The term matsyanyaya is vividly discussed by the thinkers and historians.
Some ancient writers used it to express the extreme state of anarchy and chaos.
Taranatha describes the condition of Bengal just before the election of Gopala | in
the following way, “In Bengal and in the other five provinces of the east, each
Kshatriya, Brahmana, and merchant constituted himself king of his surroundings, but

there was no king ruling the country.”*>®

From the various discussions, it may have
concluded that in the absence of a strong and centralized government, every man
considered himself stronger in his own surroundings and engaged himself in acts of
self-aggrandizement at the cost of his weaker neighbours. This situation prevailed in
Bengal for one hundred years.

The weakness of the political power of Gauda naturally invited many foreign

invasions by the neighbouring powers. Three or four invasions of this period are
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definitely known. It is stated in the Ragholi Plates®® assigned to gt century A.D. that
a king of Sailavarhsa named Jayavardhana killed the king of Paundra (Bengal and
Bihar). But it is uncertain whether the unnamed Saila prince established himself on
the throne of Northern Bengal.

Thus the minds of the people of Bengal were embittered with long-awaited
anarchy and disorder. In order to get rid of such extreme sufferings, the various
regional chieftains or little rulers elected one chieftain named Gopala, a resident of
Gauda as their overlord in 750 AD. Thus the Pala rule started in the territory of
western Bengal. With the accession of the Pala king in the throne of Bengal to the
middle of the eight century the period of anarchy and disorder which lasted for one
hundred years came to an end. The period lasted for the succeeding four hundred
years and the Palas proved to be a formidable dynasty, not just in Bengal but in the
surrounding area as well. But by this same time a number of petty states ruled at
different parts of Bengal. Nothing is clear about the origin of the Pala dynasty and
their native abode. It is known from the Pala epigraphs that the father of Gopala was
Bapyata, also known as a ‘destroyer of enemy’.*®® His grandfather was Dayitavisnu. It
is presumed that they were ordinary persons as no royal title was seen before their
names. After coming to power, Gopala paid attention to extension of his kingdom.
He brought the whole region of northern and eastern Bengal under his rule. Under
the leadership of Gopala, south-eastern Bengal came under the suzerainty of the
Palas.

Gopala was succeeded by his son Dharmapala (770-810) who was successful
both as a conqueror and as a ruler. Dharmapala engaged in a struggle with the
Pratiharas of Kanauj and Rashtrakitas of south over the control of Kanauj. In history,
the fight is known as ‘the tripartite struggle’. In this struggle, he achieved little
success. Yet Dharmapala conquered quite a number of regions beyond Bengal. He
extended his kingdom to the region between the Ganges and Jamuna, conquering

Varanasi and Prayaga. He assumed the highest sovereign titles paramesvara,
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paramavattaraka maharajadhiraja. Dharmapala was also a great patron of art. His
son Devapala (810-850 A.D.) was able to build the Pala Empire as one of India's
greatest empires. It was Devapala who took the Pala Empire to the position of a
regional empire. He was an able successor of his father. Like his father, he was able
to expand the kingdom. Devapala directed successful military expeditions against
Pratihara and the Rastraklta kings in northern India. He occupied a large region of
northern India. He was also able to exercise his domination over Orissa and
Kamaripa. After all, it was under his rule when the Pala Kingdom expanded the
most. Devapala also patronized the Nalanda University and he built a number of
Buddhist monasteries. The Pala Empire temporarily declined after the death of
Devapala. After his death some chickenhearted and good for nothing heirs ascended
the throne. They could not maintain the glory and power of the Pala kingdom. As a
result, the Pala Empire progressed gradually towards decline. Names of a number of
weak rulers who ruled after Devapala are as follow.*®*

1. Vigrahapala | or Surapala | (c 850-854 AD)

2. Narayanapala (c 854-905 AD)

3. Rajyapala (c 905-940 AD)

4. Gopala Il (c 940-960 AD)

5. Vigrahapala Il (c 960-988 AD).
By the time of these weak successors, the boundary of the empire started to shrink.
During the time of Vigrahapala Il, the power of the Pala kings was limited only to
Gauda and its adjoining regions. During this period, the destruction of the Pala
kingdom was greatly enhanced by the invasion of the Chandellas and the kings of the
Kalachuri dynasty from northern India. As a result, there emerged the Kamboja
dynasty in the region that lay in the north-west part of the Pala Empire.

The glory of Bengal was restored with the accession of Mahipala to the
throne. He ruled between 988 and 1038 AD. He managed to recover his ancestral

paternal kingdom. The most notable achievement of his life was the reconstruction
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of the Pala Empire after occupying East Bengal from the Kambojas. Then he
concentrated on conquering other kingdoms. His empire expanded from East Bengal
to Varanasi and Mithila. He could maintain his own domination in most of the places
in the kingdom, and successfully defended the attacks of two strong royal powers of
that time, the Tamil king Rajendra Chola and the Chedi king Gangeyadeva. After a
temporary revival under Mahipala I, decline set in once again in the fate of Bengal as
the king could not leave any capable successors. Therefore, as soon as he died, the
empire started to be divided. After the time of Mahipala |, his son Nayapala who
ruled between 1038 and 1055 AD, and grandson Vigrahapala Ill who ruled between
1055 and 1070 AD, ascended the throne. During the reign of these weak kings, the
Kalachuri kings, Chalukya king of Karnataka, and the kings of Orissa and Kamarlpa
attacked Bengal. These Pala rulers failed to resist those attacks bravely. When the
Pala Empire was exhausted from facing overseas attacks one after another for a long
time, opposition and disagreement were noticed inside the country. With this
chance, small independent kingdoms came into being. Bihar which was beyond
Bengal started to secede from the control of Pala kings. Thus, during Vigrahapala Ill,
the Pala Empire of Bengal got divided into many independent parts.

Mahipala Il, son of Vigrahapala Ill, ascended the throne after his father.
During his reign the disastrous condition got more intensified. At this time the
Zamindars openly declared revolt in the Varendra region of North Bengal. This revolt
is known as the ‘Kaivarta Revolt’ in history. The leader of the Kaivarta Revolt was
Divvoka or Divya. He occupied Varendra by killing Mahipala Il and established his
own rule. Thus the rule of the Palas had been interrupted for a short time in the
history of Bengal. Divya was an able and powerful ruler. He made his position quite
secure in Varendri and repeatedly rendered Ramapala’s efforts to recover Varendri
futile. He was succeeded by his younger brother Rudoka, but nothing concrete is
known about him. The next king Bhima, the son and successor of Rudoka, was highly

praised as a ruler by the author of Ramacharita.
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Under Ramapala (c.1077-1120AD), the Pala empire once again revived,
though temporarily. The author of Ramacharita, the biography of Ramapala, states
that Ramapala just after taking the responsibility of the kingdom, made attempts to
regain Varendra. To this end, the kings of fourteen countries came forward to extend

382 The allies mentioned in

their support to Ramapala with soldiers, arms and money.
Ramacharita are as follows:>®*

1. Mahana, the Rashtrakita chief and his two sons, Mahamandalika
Kahnaradeva and Suvarnadeva, and his brother’s son Mahapratihara
Sivarajadeva.

Bhimaysas, the king of Pithi and lord of Magadha
Viraguna, king of Kotatavi in the south
Jayasimha, king of Dandabhukti (Medinipur district)

Vikramaraja, ruler of Bala-Balabhi

o v~ w N

Laksmisdra, lord of Apara-Mandara, and head of the group of feudal
chiefs of the forest (samast-atavika-saGmanta-chakra-chiaddamani)

7. Sarapala, ruler of Kujavati (Santal Parganas)

8. Rudrasikhara, ruler of Tailakampa(Manbhum District)

9. Bhaskara or Mayagalasimha, king of Ucchala

10. Pratapasimha, king of Bhekkariya (Dhekuri near Katwa in the Burdwan

district)

11. Narasimharjuna, king of Kayangala-mandala(south of Rajmahal)

In this battle, the Kaivarta king Bhima was defeated and killed. Then
Ramapala set up a new capital named ‘Ramavati’. During the rule of subsequent
kings ‘Ramavati’ became the capital of the empire. After establishing the supervisory
power over Varendra, he established authority over Magadha, Orissa and Kamaripa
so that the lost glory of the empire was restored. The bad luck of the Pala dynasty

was that the subsequent rulers of Ramapala were very weak. As a result they failed
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to retain control over the empire. After Ramapala, a series of rulers ruled. They were
as follows:

1. Kumarapala( 1120-1125 AD)

2. Gopalalll (1125-1140 AD)

3. Madanapala (1140-1155 AD)

4. Govindapala (1155-1159 AD)
The internal disruption and foreign invasions finally gave a blow to the Pala Kingdom
and it collapsed. Govindapala was the last ruler known from the tradition, but not
mentioned in RaGmacharita. But the identity of the names of some kings ending with
—pala found from records in Bihar, has not yet been established. Palapala and
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Indradymnapala are the examples found from this tradition.”™" The Pala dynasty was

replaced by the Sena dynasty,*®

the last powerful Hindu kingdom in Bengal. The
following table may be drawn up to tabulate the names of the Pala rulers reigning in

different times:>®®

SI. | Name of the kings Probable Year of
No. reigning period Accession

1 Gopala - 750 AD

2 Dharmapala 32 years 776-810 AD

3 Devapala 39(or 35),, 810-850 AD

4 Vigrahapala | or Surapala | 3 years 850-855 AD

5 Narayanapala 54 855-910 AD

6 Rajyapala 24 910-935 AD

7 Gopala ll 35(?) 935-970 AD

8 Vigrahapala ll - 970 AD

9 Mahipala | 48 980-1030 AD
10 | Nayapala 15 1030-1045 AD
11 | Vigrahapala lll - 1045-1072 AD

80



12 | Mahipala Il - -

13 | Surapalall - -

14 | Ragmapala 42 1080-1123 AD

15 | Kumarapala - -

16 | Gopala lll 14(?) 1125-1139 AD
17 | Madanapala 19 1139-1158 AD
18 | Govindapala - 1162 AD

1.2.2.3.  Sira Dynasty

Ranasira of Daksina-Radha suggests the existence of the Sira dynasty. This
dynasty is much heard of in the genealogical books and other sources, but very little
is known from reliable documents. The first member of the dynasty is called Adisira,
who was one of the central figures in the social history of Bengal. We have tried to
show that he (Adisira of Kilasastras) can be identified with Sri Adisirmha of Magadha

mentioned in the Dudhapani Rock Inscription of the gt century A.D.3¥

Hereditary
books preserve a tradition that after the establishment of Buddhist Pala power, the
Brahmin Sdra was forced to take shelter in Riadha. The names of Bhusira,
Madhavasira, Adityaéira, Yaminisira, Varendrasira, Pradyumnasira, Anusira and
Vanusira are found in Kdlagranthas. This reconstruction of the Siira dynastic history
based on the account of hereditary books is not reliable. Occasionally, the names of
the Sdra rulers are found in inscriptions and contemporary literature. A pillar of
Rajaona carries the word 'Rana-Surasya' in the 7™ and 8™ centuries. Laksmisira of
Ramacharita was the ruler of Aparamandara. Vijayasena was married to Vilasadevr,
who has been described as Sirakulambodhi. All of this will indicate the existence of

Sara family, although we do not know the extent of their region or their political

condition. This evidence of Tirumalai Inscription and Ramacharita indicate that they
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raised their heads during the rule of weak Pala kings, but when a powerful Pala king

came, they were forced to take a backward position in Samatata.
1.2.2.4. The Kambojas

The Kamboja aggression was the first blow to the Palas. It compelled them to
leave their ancestral region of Varendra and gave Kambojas the title gaudapati. The
Kamboja dynasty ruled over a part of Bengal from the 10" to the 11™ centuries CE.
Now the question that definitely arises is to who were the Kambojas? Were they
native to Bengal or were they outsiders? And how did they rise to prominence?

An ancient Iron Age of India tribe called the Kambojas is, frequently
mentioned in Sanskrit and Pali literature. The tribe changed their status to become a
part of the sodasa (sixteen) mahdjanapadas of ancient India mentioned in Buddhist
and Jaina literatures. The earliest reference to the Kambojas is found in the works of
Panini around the 5th century BC. They are referred to as kshatriyas (warrior caste)
in the Manusmriti (2" Century BC) and the Mahdbhdarata (1% Century BC).
Subsequently, they degraded from their caste position through a failure to abide by
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Hindu sacred rituals.”™ The ancient Kambojas were probably the descendants of the

Indo-Iranians popularly known later on as the Sasanians and the Parthians. In the
first and second centuries BC, they occupied a part of north-western India. They are,

however, sometimes described as Indo-Aryans>®® and sometimes having both Indian
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and Iranian affinities.>’° They are also described as a royal clan of the $3kas. In the 1

century and 2" century BC, many clans of the Kambojas entered India along with

Sakas, Pahllavas and Yavanas and spread into Indus, Saurashtra, Malava, Rajasthan,
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Punjab and Sirasena.’”* They established independent rule in western and north-
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western India.”’“ A branch of the same community moved eastwards and entered

the Pala domains in the 10" century AD. They took Gauda and Varendra (north-west
Bengal) from the Palas and established the Kamboja-Pala dynasty of Bengal in
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eastern India.””” Earlier they were employed by the Palas following Devapala’s
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conquests due to the lack of native cavalry in Bengal. It is to be mentioned that the
Kambojas were famous as cavalrymen and also for their horses (kambojesku yena
vaji-yuvabhih).*’* ‘Aévakas’, ‘horsemen’, was the term popularly applied to them. The
Asvakas inhabited eastern Afghanistan, and were included within the more general
term Kambojas.>”

A Kamboja country on the north-eastern frontier of India is known to have
existed. In the edicts of ASoka, Kambojas are mentioned along with ‘Yona’ and

37 The Tibetan work

probably they enjoyed autonomy under the Maurya Empire.
Pag-sam-jon-zang mentions the country in the north-east region of Lusai Hills and
calls it Kdm-po-tsa or Kamboja. It is also correct to think that Kam-po-tsa of the
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Bangarh Inscription and Kamboja of the Irda Inscription were one and the same.
is likely that a branch of Kambojas migrated eastwards towards Nepal and Tibet in
the wake of the Kushana (1* century) power or else Hina pressure (5t century).
Hence they were noticed in the chronicles of Tibet and Nepal. The 5"-
century Brahma Purana locates the Kambojas around Pragjyotisha and
Tamraliptika.*”®

There are several ancient inscriptions which are assigned to the rule of the
Kambojas in Bengal and Bihar. The most important are the Dinajpur Pillar
Inscription,®”® Irda Copper-plate of Nayapala,** and Bangarh Grant of Mahipala.®®* It
is evident from Mahipala’s charter that the Kambojas seized the northern parts of

382 The names of a series of

Bengal from Gopala Il or Vigrapala Il of the Pala dynasty.
rulers have been found Rajyapala, Narayanapala and Nayapala.®® The Copper-plate
Inscription®* indicates that the founder of the Kamboja dynasty was Rajyapala. He
has been referred to as kambojavamsatilaka paramasaugata mahdarajadhiraja

paramesvara paramabhattdraka-Rajyapala.®®®

R.C. Majumdar states that the
expression Kufdjaraghdatavarsana of the Dinajpur Pillar indicates that
Kufijaraghatavarsana is the personal name of Kambojanvaya Gaudapati. If this bears

out, then this Kambojanvaya Gaudapati was the fourth known king of the Kamboja
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dynasty of Bengal. However, some scholars believe that the Kambojanvaya
Gaudapati of the Dinajpur Pillar Inscription is the same as Kambojavamsatilaka
Rajyapala of the Irda Copper plate. This, however, does not appear to be correct,
since Rajyapala of the Irda Copper Plate has been described as a devotee of Buddha
(parama-saugata), whereas Kambjanvaya Gaudapati of Diajpur Pillar has been
described as a devotee of Siva. But perhaps Kambojanvaya Gaudapati was the same
as the Kamboja king Nayapala of the Irda Copper-plate, since king Nayapala is also
said to have been Saivite in the Irda Copper-plate.

Dharmapala is known to have been the last known ruler of the Kamboja
dynasty who ruled in Dandabhukti in the first quarter of the 11" century A.D.
Bangarh charter of Mahipala | asserts that Mahipala had recovered nearly the whole
of north and east Bengal after defeating the intruders who had seized his ancestral

kingdom.®

It is engraved in the inscription as follows:

hata-sa (ka) la vipaksah sangare va(ba)hu-darppad
anadbhikrita-viluptam rajyam=asadya pitryam
nihita-charana-padmo bhi-(bhritam)

mirdhni (tasmad=a) bhavad=avani-palah SriMahipala-devah

The intruders are likely to be identified®’

with the Kambojas of north Bengal.
There is no specific information available regarding the specific geographical area of
the kingdom of Kamboja in Bengal. According to the Irda Copper-plate, the Kamboja
kingdom definitely comprised Varadhamana-bhikti mandala and Danda-bhikti
mandala. The last known ruler of the Kamboja dynasty was Dharmapala who was
ousted from Gauda by Mahipala | of the Pala kingdom. He continued his rule in the
first quarter of the 11" century in Bengal and Bihar. The capital of the Kamboja Pala
kingdom was probably Pryangu which is not yet satisfactorily identified.**® However,

some scholars tend to identify Pryangu with an old village known as Pingvani located

in Thana Garbeta.*®
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1.2.2.5. The Dynasty of Isvaraghosha of Dhekkari

The decline in power of the central authority of the Pala Empire naturally
gave an opportunity to the feudal chiefs to assume prerogatives.’®® There is
probably no doubt that the major part of the Pala Empire was destroyed due to the
Kalachuri invasion by Karna. The Pala ruler Nayapala and Vigrahapala Il were
gradually losing their control over western Bengal. A land grant probably dated to
the 12" century AD mentions a chief named lsvaraghosha, who called himself
mahamandalika, and took an independent royalty. Vigrahapala Il was in power
when lsvaraghosha rose to prominence. It happened in Dhekkari, probably situated

31 1t is stated by Atul Sur that Tévaraghosha came into

in Burdwan district.
prominence in the 11" century AD and he was a contemporary of Vigrahapala lll in
AD 977-1027. But the information is still not confirmed. The plate mentions the
genealogy of Isvaraghosha. It mentions Dhirtaghosa and his son Balaghosha.
Balaghosha was a warrior by profession and his son was Dhavalaghosha. The son of

Dhavalaghosha was Isvaraghosha. No other information is available about them.
1.2.2.6. The Sena Dynasty

The Sena family ruled in Bengal after the Palas. They originally migrated from
Karnata in South India in the time of the invasion of Vikramaditya VI (1076-1126),>*
the famous ruler of the Western Chalukya dynasty. Subsequently, they rose to power
in Bengal. The Senas started as feudal vassals in the Radha region of the Palas after
coming to Bengal. In their family records, they are stated as ‘Brahma-kshatriya’, but
they became full Kshatriyas after changing their occupation. They attained their rule
in Bengal under the leadership of Samantasena (1060-1080 AD), mainly confined in
the Radha region. But he did not assume any royal title. He was succeeded by his
son Hemantasena (1080-1095 AD) who had been given the title maharajadhirdja in

the Barrackpur Copper-plate.>® It assumed that he just founded the independent

85



principality, but no other achievement is attributed to him. The real founder of the
great dynasty was Vijayasena (1095-1158 AD), son of Hemantasena. He assumed the
imperial titles paramesvara, paramabhattaraka, maharajadhirdja, and the proud
epithet arirdja-vrishabha-sankara. That he had to fight with several independent
chiefs is expressly referred to in the Deopara Inscription. All of the regional chiefs
were probably aspirants for the Pala throne. He ousted the Varmans from East
Bengal. Therefore, it is justified to say that south-eastern Bengal, which was included
in the domains of the Varmans, became an integral part of the Sena Kingdom
sometime in the middle of the 12" century AD. During the Kaivarta Revolt,
Vijayasena helped Ramapala. He was recognized as an independent ruler in
exchange of helping Ramapala to regain Varendra. Again, Radha came under the
possession of Vijayasena due to a nuptial relation with the Sira dynasty of South
Radha. Then Vijayasena brought south and east Bengal under his possession. Taking
advantage of the weaknesses of the last kings of Pala dynasty, Vijayasena extended
his lordship by defeating Madanapala and driving away the Palas from south and
south-east Bengal. Then he launched an attack on Kamartpa, Kalinga and Mithila.
Vijayapura situated in Triveni of Hooghly district was the first capital of Vijayasena.
The second capital was established in Vikramapura in the district of Munshiganj.
Vijayasena was succeeded by his Vallalasena (1158-1179 AD), who assumed
the imperial title of ariraja-nihsanka-sankara. He not only protected his father’s

kingdom, but also expanded it to a large extent and established Sena rule on a

strong foundation. It has been pointed out that Vallalasena ousted Govindapala, the
last Pala ruler of Magadha in 1162 AD, from his kingdom. Thus, Magadha came
under the suzerainty of Vallalasena. It is stated in the Vallalacharita (1520 AD) of
Ananda Bhatta that his kingdom comprised five provinces, viz. Vanga, Varendra,
Radha, Bégcﬁ394 and Mithila.>*> He was a great scholar and an author of repute, and
two of his works Danasdgara and Adbhutasagara are highly impressive. During his

reign, the caste system was re-organised and he introduced the tradition of kulinism
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among Brahmanas, Vaidyas and Kayasthas. He used to practise Brahmanical
Hinduism and favoured the Tantric form of religion. He sent several missionaries
among the Brahmanas to Magadha, Bhutan, Chittagong, Arakan, Orissa and Nepal.396
He married the Chalukya princess, Ramadevi. It proves the growing strength and
prestige of the Senas as a political power and also shows that they had still retained

contact with their ancestral land Karné\ta.397

In his old age, he handed over the
charge of running the kingdom to his son Laksmanasena and passed the rest of his
life by following Vanaprastha with his wife near Triveni on the Ganges, and finally
ended his wife's life and his own by drowning themselves voluntarily in the holy
water of the Ganges.

Laksmanasena, the son and successor of Vallalasena, was the last great king
of the dynasty. It appears from the epigraphs of Laksmanasena that he was the first
king to assume the title of gaudesvara and also of imperial title ariraja-madana-
sankara. He also took the title of parama-vaisnava or parama-narasimha. He was a
great warrior like his father and showed his skill in the battlefield. He brought
Pragjyotisha, Gauda, Kalinga, Kasi, Magadha and other regions under Sena Empire. It
appears from the available sources that Laksmanasena carried on military
expeditions far away from the frontiers of Bengal in all directions. It was a great
achievement on the part of Laksmanasena as no other ruler since the days of
Dharmapala and Devapala in Bengal had carried on such wide and extensive military
campaigns.’®  Laksmanasena was famous for his extraordinary qualities and
proverbial generosity which attracted Minhaj-i-Siraj, author of Tabagqat-i-Nasiri. He
designated him as “the great of Rae of Bengal”. Siraj adds that he was respected as

the hereditary Khalif (Caliph) or spiritual head of the country.®®

But although
Laksmanasena began with a brilliant career of conquest, his reign ended in a sea of
troubles that shrouded him and his empire. Towards his later career, he became
inattentive to the running of his kingdom, probably due to long-standing warfare,

old age disability and for other reasons and started to reside in his second capital
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Navadvipa on the Ganges like his father. At this time, in different parts of the Sena
kingdom, a number of chiefs emerged who broke off from the empire and paved the
way of its downfall. An inscription found in western Sundarbans, shows that
Dommanapala had set up an independent realm in the eastern part of Khadi (in
Sundarbans) in 1196 AD.*® The Deva family also established an independent
kingdom to the east side of the river Meghna around the same time. Gauda turned
into a playing ground of fearful intrigue and mutual conflict and there grew internal
disorder. Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khalji, a Turkish general gave the final blow to the
Sena Kingdom. In 1204 AD, he suddenly attacked the royal palace at Nadia where

91 Laksmanasena managed to escape to east Bengal

Laksmansena had taken refuge.
and took shelter in Vikramapura of the pre-Sena Munshiganj district, sailing all the
way. He ruled there for a few more years. Bakhtiar Khalji easily occupied north and
north-west Bengal. In this way, Muslim Empire was established in Bengal centering
round Laksmanabati (Gauda). After Laksmanasena's death, his two sons,
Vishvartpsena and KeShavasena, ruled one after another for some time. It is evident
from the epigraphic records that southern and eastern parts of Bengal were under
their domain for a period of nearly twenty-five years and it means that they kept the
kingdom under their control until 1230 AD. There is no evidence that the Senas ruled
Bengal after KesSavasena. We found in Tabdaqat-i-Ndsirr that the descendants of
Laksmanasena ruled in Bengal at least up to 1245 AD. Thus, it is almost certain that
Viévaripasena and Keéavasena were succeeded by other members of the family.*%?
In the Buddhist work, Paficharakshd,*®® the name of one Madhusena, who was given
the title gaudeshvara, is recorded. Madhusena, with a ‘Sena’ -ending name, was the
last known ruler of the Sena dynasty. In the third quarter of the 13t century AD, the
Devas supplanted the Senas from their hold over Vikrampura. By the end of the

century, the whole of Bengal came under the control of the Muslims. R.D. Banerjee

has drawn up a chronology of Sena Kings furnished by the literary works written
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during the reigns of Vallalasena and Laksmanasena, and this chronology is now

accepted by all. The table is as follows:*%*

Name of the Kings Probable duration of | Year of accession and
rule last year of reign

Samantasena - -

Hemantasena - -

Vijayasena 62 years 1097-1159 AD (1125)

Vallalasena 19 1159-1178 AD

Laksmanasena 27 1178-1205 AD

Kesavasena 3 years -

Visvarilpasena 14 years -

1.2.2.7. Dommanapala of Raksakali

Getting opportunity from the weakness of Laksmanasena, the last powerful
Sena ruler, an independent kingdom rose to prominence in the Sundarban region

405 p C. Sircar seems to indicate

under mahardjadhirdja Sridommanapala in 1196 A.D.
that Dommanapala was a feudal chief of Laksmanasena. It is known from the
inscription that the Pala family to which Dommanapala belonged migrated from
Ayodhya and took the possession of Purva-Khatika either by conquest or by other
means. It refers to two rulers. The proper name of the first ruler of this line is
unknown to us. But sources highlight that he was styled as parama-mahesvara-
mahdamandalika. He was succeeded by Dommanapala, who is called

mahdasamantadhipati, mahdrajadhirdja etc. The subsequent history of the family is

unknown.

1.2.2.8. Mallabhiima Kingdom
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Mallabhima was the kingdom ruled by the Malla kings of Vishnupura. It
comprised primarily the present day area of the Indian state of West Bengal from
the 7% century CE. The area of Bankura, a part of Burdwan, Birbhum, Santhal
Parganas, Medinipur and also a part of Purulia were under the kingdom. The R3jas of
Vishnupura were also known as Malla Kings. ‘Malla’ is a Sanskrit word meaning
wrestler, but there could also be some links with the Mal tribes of the area, who had

406

intimate connection with the Bagdis.”~ The Malla Rajas ruled over the territory in

the south-western part of present West Bengal and a part of south-eastern
Jharkhand.*”” Right from 7" century A.D. till around the 19" century, for around a

millennium, the history of Bankura district is largely identical with the rise and fall of
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the Hindu Rajas of Vishnupur.™ The legends of Vipattarini Devi are associated with

% The kingdom was founded by Adi (Raghunath)

the Malla Kings of Vishnupura.
Malla and the last ruler was Kalipada Singha Thakura. The kingdom’s contribution is

its famous terracotta temples.
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