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Introduction  
 

 

(Fig.1. Ganges in Patna, NIT Ghat Patna) 

 

ÏɭθÛ ÞȓØɭĤÛȎØ ÕÀÛȑÍ ÀʦÀɭ ȐŝÕȓÛÑÍɟȎØζÌ ÍØÙÍØʦÀɭ ] 
Üʦ¾ØÖɩεÙθÛßɟȎØζÌ θÛÖÙɭ ÖÖ ÖȑÍØɟĦÍɟɰ ÍÛ ÒÏ¾ÖÙɭ ^̀^1 

 

Ganga in Bihar is not limited to a geographical watercourse stretch but it inhabits many 

legends of its own. Each river is a special little world2 and the imagination which revolves 

around it is never-ending and transcendental. Bihar, with a geographical area of some 94,000 

                                                            
1Ganga Stotram, In the name of the highest manifestation of the three worlds I pray you O! Devi Bhagvati 

Ganga, the goddess of the Devas, You liberate the three worlds with the (Merciful) waves of your liquid form. 

O! the stainless pure, one who resides in the head of Shankara, may my devotion remain firmly established on 

your lotus feet. Nupur Choudhary (Translation). 

2 Lucien Febvre, A Geographical Introduction to History, in collaboration with LionlBattaillon, tran. E.G. 

Mountford and J.H. Paxton (London Kegal Paul, 1932), 302.  
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sq. km., occupies approximately 89 per cent of the mid-Ganga plain.3 Only some portions of 

eastern Uttar PradeshðBallia, Ghazipur, Gorakhpur, and Varanasiðare part of the mid-

Gangetic plain. Ganga forms the natural boundary between UttarPradesh and Bihar and also 

marked the political boundary between the two parts. Minhajuddin-us-Siraj of Juzjan in his 

Tabqat-i-Nasiri mentions óTirhutô (north Bihar) and Bihar (south Bihar) as two separate 

political regions in the first half of the thirteenth century when Bhakhtiyar Khilji carved his 

own principality in Bengal. Bihar first appeared as a single province for some time under 

Ghias-al-din Tughlaq in 1324, but this excluded Bhagalpur and Moongyer (Munger). 

The river as a clearly defined object- with a beginning, a middle, and an end- is, after all a 

human fabrication. At the same time, the Ganga is also a river incarnate, indispensable to 

thinking about the history and culture of the Indian subcontinent. In this regard it is not only 

a natural entity outside the frame of ordinary human experience but also a reflexive 

extension of something akin to a uniquely Indian consciousness.4The work divides itself in 

several chapters explaining the various historical and sub-historical elements of the river in 

Bihar. Chapter 1 deals with the various empires of the time(s) and how Ganga has played a 

geo-political role in the making of such territorial regimes. Political powers from the 

Mauryas to the British Raj have exploited the Ganga as a highway of imperial conquest, 

control, and exploitation. Although the sources on the Mauryas (321ï184 BC) do not 

specifically link the Ganga to empire, the location of the imperial seat at Pataliputra (Patna) 

speaks of the riverôs importance as the arterial vein of empire.5 The river remained the 

                                                            
3 Vipul Singh, Speaking Rivers: Environmental History of Mid-Ganga Flood Country, 1540-1885. Primus 

Books: New Delhi. 79. 

 
4Sudipta Sen. Ganga: The many Pasts of the River. Penguin Random House, 2019. 6. 

5Kautilya the author of the Arthashastra, a monumental Sanskrit work in political economy assumed to have 

been written in the late fourth and third centuries BC with later additions to the corpus, suggested the worship of 

the Ganga during the famine; see Kautilya, The Arthashastra, ed. and trans. L. N. Rangarajan (New Delhi: 

Penguin, 1992), 107. 
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cornerstone of the state-building projects of later rulers, be it with the far-reaching imperial 

ambition of Harsha of Kannauj (r. 606ï47 AD), or a more regional orbit of the Palas of 

Bengal (750ï1185 AD).  

In the first half of the second millennium AD, Turkish and Afghan conquerors from the 

semi-arid marches of the northwest set up camp in Delhi and started to use the Ganga to 

exploit the far more humid and fertile river-plains of Hindustan to their east.6 Just like 

these Delhi Sultans, their Mughal successors could hardly ensure the survival of their 

empire without exploiting the agricultural resources along the eastern tracks of the 

Ganga.5 Although the first Mughal emperor, Babur (r. 1526ï30), failed to completely 

subdue Bihar in 1529, his son and successor Humayun (r. 1530ï40 and 1555ï56) 

marched eastward along the Ganga to consolidate his empire. Mughal expansion 

encountered serious resistance from the Afghans, who controlled the strategic 

marchlands along the Ganga and had access to the agricultural wealth of the flood plains. 

One of them, Farid Khan, managed to overthrow the Mughals to become Sher Shah (r. 

1540ï45), the first ruler of the Sur dynasty. Humayunôs defeats at the battles of Chausa 

and Bilgram (1540) gave a decisive edge to Sher Shah, who now became the undisputed 

master of the Ganga plain. For obvious logistical reasons, both these encounters occurred 

close to the banks of the Ganga. On the last occasion, Humayun was able to save his life 

by swimming across the Ganga on a leather bag given to him by a visti(water 

carrier).Saved by the river, Humayun survived the Afghan onslaught and successfully 

reclaimed the empire in 1555. Humayunôs successor, Akbar (r. 1556ï1605) could hardly 

delay the conquest of this economic powerhouse of northern India. Hence in the 1570s 

his army marched along the river and conquered Bihar and Bengal, meanwhile pacifying 

                                                            
6 Peter Jackson, The Delhi Sultanate: A political and military history (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1999), 19, 138. 
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numerous landed gentry (zamindars), partly by making them stakeholders in his empire. 

Not surprisingly, when the Mughal Empire began to decline in the eighteenth century, the 

zamindars along the eastern tracks of the Ganga became the focus of a renewed process 

of state formation. This time, the integration of the commercial economy of eastern India 

with the global maritime economy worked as a catalyst on a long-established, if as yet 

unarticulated, geopolitical logic. As we shall see in this study, like the zamindars, 

merchants and imperial jagirdars(holder of revenue-bearing area) also forged links with 

the maritime forces, and eventually one of them, the English Company Bahadur, was able 

to lay the foundation of the British Indian Empire on the banks of the Ganga after1757. 

 

(Fig.2. Battle on the Ganga in eastern India in the 1570s, source: The Akbarnama.) 

Chapter 2 similarly talks about the various sagas related to the epical and mythological 

stories of the Ganga which changes its shift over a period of time. The different empires 

played a crucial role in contributing to the imagery of Ganga, both as an Imperial symbol 
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and as an element of sacredness. The veneration of the Ganga in the form of a goddess 

also relates to the positioning of various Shakti Peethas along the river. Chapter 3 

mentions this aspect of location of Tanta peeth and its relevance.  

As the river nurtured the material life of the people who lived along its banks, these 

riparians reciprocated by vividly imagining and portraying the river in scripture, art and 

architecture as early as the first millennium BC, if not before. Through the process of 

representation  in art and  letters the Ganga came to forge a common bond among diverse 

people who found themselves members of a community based on  material bounty but by 

shared cultural perception generated by their veneration of the river. On a similar tangent 

Chapter 4 revolves around the living communities across the Ganga in Bihar. Bihar is a 

cultural land of much linguistic diversity which has changed its forms often and in 

contemporary times, a few languages like Bhojpuri, Maghi, Maithi, Angika etc.have been 

established as the vernacular majors of the region. Looking at this, chapter 5 details the 

explanations for the linguistic plurality of the region. The final part of this study, chapter 

6, locates history through the present time and space. The various ritualistic fairs, and 

important festivals which take place through the year are referenced here. The cultural 

diversity of food is also taken into consideration.  
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Chapter 1 

Age of Empire(s)  
 

In prehistoric times the area now within the Patna region with the tract known in later days as 

Bihar district, comprises the present districts of Patna and Gaya. It was regarded by the 

Aryans as a land peopled by wild tribes7 and from the early references to Magadha in Epic 

Literature we may conclude that it was still under the possession of aboriginal races, who 

gave place to the Aryan immigrants at a later period than in the areas north of the Ganges. 

This was during the time of the legendary king Jarasandha who was a prominent figure in 

the great conflict between the two branches of Aryan stock recorded in the Mahabharata. The 

date of the monarch is too remote to be fixed with any certainty but his name lives in the 

local legends, and it is known that his capital was at Rajgir, where the remains of his 

stronghold may still be seen in the great stone walls and causeways which skirt and climb the 

rocky hills. (Fig.2) and (Fig.3). 

The first event after Jarasandha dynasty which claims historic reality is the rise of Saisunaka 

(cir.600 B.C). The fifth monarch of the line, Bimbisara, was the first to extend the frontiers of 

Magadha by the annexation of Anga (a small kingdom surrounding the current districts of 

Monghyr and Bhagalpur). The chief interest attaching to the reign of Bimbisara arises from 

the fact that it witnessed the foundation of both Buddhism and Jainism. Gautama Buddha 

came to this district at an early stage in his search after truth, and Rajgir was the first place 

where he settled after leaving his fatherôs territory8. (Fig.4).  

 

                                                            
7 L.S.S. OôMalley, Bihar and Orissa District Gazetterrs Patna, revised edition by J.F.W. James (Logos Press, 

New Delhi), 15. 
8L.S.S. OôMalley, Bihar and Orissa District Gazetterrs Patna, revised edition by J.F.W. James (Logos Press, 

New Delhi), 18. 
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           (Fig.3. Bhima slays Jarasadha, Gift of Cynthia Polnsky, The MET Museum)  

The great contemporary of Buddha, Vardhamana Mahavira, the founder of Jainism, was 

engaged in his ministry at the same time and in the same tract of the country.Followed by the 

foundation of Jainism, Bimbisarawas succeeded in 500 B.C by his son Ajatasatru who later 

made Rajgir the capital and next erected a fortress at the village of Patali on the southern 

banks of Ganges in order to hold in check the powerful Lichchhavi clan to the north of the 

river. There are also legends where Buddha is said to have prophesied about the foundation 

of Patliputra, on how great it was to become but would be always threatened by fire, flood 

and internal dissension. About half a century later (434 B.C) Udaya grandson of Ajatsatru 

transferred the capital from Rajgir to Patliputra.  
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( From the hills of Rajgir, Vultures Peak, 2018) 

 

(Fig.4. King Bimbisara offering his kingdom Magadha to Budha who refused and esired not for wordly 

enjoyment, Burmese Art Gallery)9 

                                                            
9https://www.google.com/search?q=bimbisara%20and%20buddha%20in%20paintings&tbm=isch&tbs=rimg%3ACUe6xPl65-

3nImB9zP5fBa7gcq9rLtFDEpsWI8fbc4gC3H1qYY7nhCCV5_1gzzS8D66p7eCh_1FErkIJ3bh13_12D5w9LsG7WiWuxGJvSmtYEsySF3s

FpoeQPqiqrdKG3PDtIwENDmhdF0_1B2wqEgl9zP5fBa7gchFXW89v3FpsMioSCa9rLtFDEpsWEcYtZ7hndA1ZKhIJI8fbc4gC3H0RT5PE

ujVd7zQqEglqYY7nhCCV5xEu0CzkKTDfeyoSCfgzzS8D66p7ET-

MRxwtd4J2KhIJeCh_1FErkIJ0RsZZtdW3sl9wqEgnbh13_12D5w9BF0aftnHnLABSoSCbsG7WiWuxGJEVN1JSZXYKZ9KhIJvSmtYEsy

SF0R0bcd9dA9H3cqEgnsFpoeQPqiqhHJymUwEk1zUioSCbdKG3PDtIwEEfp3G1cVW-lYKhIJNDmhdF0_1B2wRt-

2EebUMVVRhQK_1BjDvk8KA&hl=en&ved=0CBsQuIIBahcKEwjYu7i95NbnAhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBw&biw=1226&bih=597#img

rc=fcz-XwWu4HJnTM 

https://www.google.com/search?q=bimbisara%20and%20buddha%20in%20paintings&tbm=isch&tbs=rimg%3ACUe6xPl65-3nImB9zP5fBa7gcq9rLtFDEpsWI8fbc4gC3H1qYY7nhCCV5_1gzzS8D66p7eCh_1FErkIJ3bh13_12D5w9LsG7WiWuxGJvSmtYEsySF3sFpoeQPqiqrdKG3PDtIwENDmhdF0_1B2wqEgl9zP5fBa7gchFXW89v3FpsMioSCa9rLtFDEpsWEcYtZ7hndA1ZKhIJI8fbc4gC3H0RT5PEujVd7zQqEglqYY7nhCCV5xEu0CzkKTDfeyoSCfgzzS8D66p7ET-MRxwtd4J2KhIJeCh_1FErkIJ0RsZZtdW3sl9wqEgnbh13_12D5w9BF0aftnHnLABSoSCbsG7WiWuxGJEVN1JSZXYKZ9KhIJvSmtYEsySF0R0bcd9dA9H3cqEgnsFpoeQPqiqhHJymUwEk1zUioSCbdKG3PDtIwEEfp3G1cVW-lYKhIJNDmhdF0_1B2wRt-2EebUMVVRhQK_1BjDvk8KA&hl=en&ved=0CBsQuIIBahcKEwjYu7i95NbnAhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBw&biw=1226&bih=597#imgrc=fcz-XwWu4HJnTM
https://www.google.com/search?q=bimbisara%20and%20buddha%20in%20paintings&tbm=isch&tbs=rimg%3ACUe6xPl65-3nImB9zP5fBa7gcq9rLtFDEpsWI8fbc4gC3H1qYY7nhCCV5_1gzzS8D66p7eCh_1FErkIJ3bh13_12D5w9LsG7WiWuxGJvSmtYEsySF3sFpoeQPqiqrdKG3PDtIwENDmhdF0_1B2wqEgl9zP5fBa7gchFXW89v3FpsMioSCa9rLtFDEpsWEcYtZ7hndA1ZKhIJI8fbc4gC3H0RT5PEujVd7zQqEglqYY7nhCCV5xEu0CzkKTDfeyoSCfgzzS8D66p7ET-MRxwtd4J2KhIJeCh_1FErkIJ0RsZZtdW3sl9wqEgnbh13_12D5w9BF0aftnHnLABSoSCbsG7WiWuxGJEVN1JSZXYKZ9KhIJvSmtYEsySF0R0bcd9dA9H3cqEgnsFpoeQPqiqhHJymUwEk1zUioSCbdKG3PDtIwEEfp3G1cVW-lYKhIJNDmhdF0_1B2wRt-2EebUMVVRhQK_1BjDvk8KA&hl=en&ved=0CBsQuIIBahcKEwjYu7i95NbnAhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBw&biw=1226&bih=597#imgrc=fcz-XwWu4HJnTM
https://www.google.com/search?q=bimbisara%20and%20buddha%20in%20paintings&tbm=isch&tbs=rimg%3ACUe6xPl65-3nImB9zP5fBa7gcq9rLtFDEpsWI8fbc4gC3H1qYY7nhCCV5_1gzzS8D66p7eCh_1FErkIJ3bh13_12D5w9LsG7WiWuxGJvSmtYEsySF3sFpoeQPqiqrdKG3PDtIwENDmhdF0_1B2wqEgl9zP5fBa7gchFXW89v3FpsMioSCa9rLtFDEpsWEcYtZ7hndA1ZKhIJI8fbc4gC3H0RT5PEujVd7zQqEglqYY7nhCCV5xEu0CzkKTDfeyoSCfgzzS8D66p7ET-MRxwtd4J2KhIJeCh_1FErkIJ0RsZZtdW3sl9wqEgnbh13_12D5w9BF0aftnHnLABSoSCbsG7WiWuxGJEVN1JSZXYKZ9KhIJvSmtYEsySF0R0bcd9dA9H3cqEgnsFpoeQPqiqhHJymUwEk1zUioSCbdKG3PDtIwEEfp3G1cVW-lYKhIJNDmhdF0_1B2wRt-2EebUMVVRhQK_1BjDvk8KA&hl=en&ved=0CBsQuIIBahcKEwjYu7i95NbnAhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBw&biw=1226&bih=597#imgrc=fcz-XwWu4HJnTM
https://www.google.com/search?q=bimbisara%20and%20buddha%20in%20paintings&tbm=isch&tbs=rimg%3ACUe6xPl65-3nImB9zP5fBa7gcq9rLtFDEpsWI8fbc4gC3H1qYY7nhCCV5_1gzzS8D66p7eCh_1FErkIJ3bh13_12D5w9LsG7WiWuxGJvSmtYEsySF3sFpoeQPqiqrdKG3PDtIwENDmhdF0_1B2wqEgl9zP5fBa7gchFXW89v3FpsMioSCa9rLtFDEpsWEcYtZ7hndA1ZKhIJI8fbc4gC3H0RT5PEujVd7zQqEglqYY7nhCCV5xEu0CzkKTDfeyoSCfgzzS8D66p7ET-MRxwtd4J2KhIJeCh_1FErkIJ0RsZZtdW3sl9wqEgnbh13_12D5w9BF0aftnHnLABSoSCbsG7WiWuxGJEVN1JSZXYKZ9KhIJvSmtYEsySF0R0bcd9dA9H3cqEgnsFpoeQPqiqhHJymUwEk1zUioSCbdKG3PDtIwEEfp3G1cVW-lYKhIJNDmhdF0_1B2wRt-2EebUMVVRhQK_1BjDvk8KA&hl=en&ved=0CBsQuIIBahcKEwjYu7i95NbnAhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBw&biw=1226&bih=597#imgrc=fcz-XwWu4HJnTM
https://www.google.com/search?q=bimbisara%20and%20buddha%20in%20paintings&tbm=isch&tbs=rimg%3ACUe6xPl65-3nImB9zP5fBa7gcq9rLtFDEpsWI8fbc4gC3H1qYY7nhCCV5_1gzzS8D66p7eCh_1FErkIJ3bh13_12D5w9LsG7WiWuxGJvSmtYEsySF3sFpoeQPqiqrdKG3PDtIwENDmhdF0_1B2wqEgl9zP5fBa7gchFXW89v3FpsMioSCa9rLtFDEpsWEcYtZ7hndA1ZKhIJI8fbc4gC3H0RT5PEujVd7zQqEglqYY7nhCCV5xEu0CzkKTDfeyoSCfgzzS8D66p7ET-MRxwtd4J2KhIJeCh_1FErkIJ0RsZZtdW3sl9wqEgnbh13_12D5w9BF0aftnHnLABSoSCbsG7WiWuxGJEVN1JSZXYKZ9KhIJvSmtYEsySF0R0bcd9dA9H3cqEgnsFpoeQPqiqhHJymUwEk1zUioSCbdKG3PDtIwEEfp3G1cVW-lYKhIJNDmhdF0_1B2wRt-2EebUMVVRhQK_1BjDvk8KA&hl=en&ved=0CBsQuIIBahcKEwjYu7i95NbnAhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBw&biw=1226&bih=597#imgrc=fcz-XwWu4HJnTM
https://www.google.com/search?q=bimbisara%20and%20buddha%20in%20paintings&tbm=isch&tbs=rimg%3ACUe6xPl65-3nImB9zP5fBa7gcq9rLtFDEpsWI8fbc4gC3H1qYY7nhCCV5_1gzzS8D66p7eCh_1FErkIJ3bh13_12D5w9LsG7WiWuxGJvSmtYEsySF3sFpoeQPqiqrdKG3PDtIwENDmhdF0_1B2wqEgl9zP5fBa7gchFXW89v3FpsMioSCa9rLtFDEpsWEcYtZ7hndA1ZKhIJI8fbc4gC3H0RT5PEujVd7zQqEglqYY7nhCCV5xEu0CzkKTDfeyoSCfgzzS8D66p7ET-MRxwtd4J2KhIJeCh_1FErkIJ0RsZZtdW3sl9wqEgnbh13_12D5w9BF0aftnHnLABSoSCbsG7WiWuxGJEVN1JSZXYKZ9KhIJvSmtYEsySF0R0bcd9dA9H3cqEgnsFpoeQPqiqhHJymUwEk1zUioSCbdKG3PDtIwEEfp3G1cVW-lYKhIJNDmhdF0_1B2wRt-2EebUMVVRhQK_1BjDvk8KA&hl=en&ved=0CBsQuIIBahcKEwjYu7i95NbnAhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBw&biw=1226&bih=597#imgrc=fcz-XwWu4HJnTM
https://www.google.com/search?q=bimbisara%20and%20buddha%20in%20paintings&tbm=isch&tbs=rimg%3ACUe6xPl65-3nImB9zP5fBa7gcq9rLtFDEpsWI8fbc4gC3H1qYY7nhCCV5_1gzzS8D66p7eCh_1FErkIJ3bh13_12D5w9LsG7WiWuxGJvSmtYEsySF3sFpoeQPqiqrdKG3PDtIwENDmhdF0_1B2wqEgl9zP5fBa7gchFXW89v3FpsMioSCa9rLtFDEpsWEcYtZ7hndA1ZKhIJI8fbc4gC3H0RT5PEujVd7zQqEglqYY7nhCCV5xEu0CzkKTDfeyoSCfgzzS8D66p7ET-MRxwtd4J2KhIJeCh_1FErkIJ0RsZZtdW3sl9wqEgnbh13_12D5w9BF0aftnHnLABSoSCbsG7WiWuxGJEVN1JSZXYKZ9KhIJvSmtYEsySF0R0bcd9dA9H3cqEgnsFpoeQPqiqhHJymUwEk1zUioSCbdKG3PDtIwEEfp3G1cVW-lYKhIJNDmhdF0_1B2wRt-2EebUMVVRhQK_1BjDvk8KA&hl=en&ved=0CBsQuIIBahcKEwjYu7i95NbnAhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBw&biw=1226&bih=597#imgrc=fcz-XwWu4HJnTM
https://www.google.com/search?q=bimbisara%20and%20buddha%20in%20paintings&tbm=isch&tbs=rimg%3ACUe6xPl65-3nImB9zP5fBa7gcq9rLtFDEpsWI8fbc4gC3H1qYY7nhCCV5_1gzzS8D66p7eCh_1FErkIJ3bh13_12D5w9LsG7WiWuxGJvSmtYEsySF3sFpoeQPqiqrdKG3PDtIwENDmhdF0_1B2wqEgl9zP5fBa7gchFXW89v3FpsMioSCa9rLtFDEpsWEcYtZ7hndA1ZKhIJI8fbc4gC3H0RT5PEujVd7zQqEglqYY7nhCCV5xEu0CzkKTDfeyoSCfgzzS8D66p7ET-MRxwtd4J2KhIJeCh_1FErkIJ0RsZZtdW3sl9wqEgnbh13_12D5w9BF0aftnHnLABSoSCbsG7WiWuxGJEVN1JSZXYKZ9KhIJvSmtYEsySF0R0bcd9dA9H3cqEgnsFpoeQPqiqhHJymUwEk1zUioSCbdKG3PDtIwEEfp3G1cVW-lYKhIJNDmhdF0_1B2wRt-2EebUMVVRhQK_1BjDvk8KA&hl=en&ved=0CBsQuIIBahcKEwjYu7i95NbnAhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQBw&biw=1226&bih=597#imgrc=fcz-XwWu4HJnTM
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Magadha had now become a great kingdom, the suzerainty of which was acknowledged as 

far as the Himalayas, and a central site was necessary for the capital. Such a site was found, 

in the shadow of Ajatasatruôs fort, in Patliputra, which stood at a point of great commercial 

and strategic importance, near the confluence of the great rivers of mid India.  

The rule of the Nanda kings was overcome by Chandragupta, the founder of the Mauryan 

Empire. Himself a native of Magadha he headed a revolt against the Greek domination which 

Alexander had established in the north of India and later destroyed most of the Macedonian 

garrisons. He then turned against the Nandas, and in 321 B.C. captured Patliputra. He 

extended his empire from the Bay of Bengal to the Arabian Sea and established his 

expansionist credentials. The empire had excellent infrastructure leading to it developing a 

strong economy. Ancient epigraphical evidence suggests that  Chandragupta Maurya, under 

counsel from Chanakya, started and completed many irrigation reservoirs and networks 

across the Indian subcontinent to ensure food supplies for the civilian population and the 

army, a practice continued by his dynastic successors.10The evidence of arts and architecture 

during Chandragupta's time is mostly limited to texts such as those by Megasthenes and 

Kautilya's Arthashastra. The edict inscriptions and carvings on monumental pillars are 

attributed to his grandson Ashoka. The texts imply the existence of cities, public works, and 

prosperous architecture but the historicity of these is in question.11Archaeological discoveries 

in the modern age, such as the DidarganjYakshani discovered in 1917 buried beneath the 

banks of the River Ganges, suggest exceptional artisanal accomplishment. The site has been 

dated to the 3rd century BCE by many scholars but later dates such as the Kushan era (1st-4th 

century CE) have also been proposed. The competing theories state that the art linked to 

Chandragupta Maurya's dynasty was either learnt from the Greeks and from West Asia in the 

                                                            
10Allichin, Erdosrsy George. The Archaeology of Early Historic South Asia: Emergence of cities and states. 

(Cambridge University Press, 1995), 187. 

11  Thomas Harrison. The great empires of the ancient world. (Getty Publications,2009). 234 
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years Alexander the Great waged war in the region; or that these artifacts belong to an older 

indigenous Indian tradition.12 

 

(Fig.5. DidarganjYakshini, excavated in 1917, 3rd century BCE-2nd Century BCE) 

 

                                                            
12Partha Chatterjee. History and the Present. (Anthem Press, 2006).56. 
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            (Fig.6. Silver Punch Mark Coin, Mauryan Empire, 3rd century BCE) 

 

Later, Bindusara, son of Chandragupta, continued his fatherôs career of conquest and 

annexation. When his son Asoka succeeded to the throne, the Mauryan Empire extended as 

far as Madras, covering almost the whole of India. Ashoka's own inscriptions are the earliest 

self-representations of an imperial power in the Indian subcontinent.13 However, these 

inscriptions are focused mainly on the topic of dhamma, and provide little information 

regarding other aspects of the Maurya state and society. Even on the topic of dhamma, the 

content of these inscriptions cannot be taken at face value: in words of American 

academic John S. Strong, it is sometimes useful to think of Ashoka's messages as propaganda 

by a politician whose aim is to present a favourable image of himself and his administration, 

rather than record historical facts.14 

 

 

                                                            
13Singh, Upinder (2012). "Governing the State and the Self: Political Philosophy and Practice in the Edicts of 

AŜoka". South Asian Studies. University of Delhi. 28 (2): 131ï145. 

14Strong, John S. (1995). "Images of AŜoka: Some Indian and Sri Lankan Legends and their Development". In 

Anuradha Seneviratna (ed) 
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                                   Fig.7. Ashoka Rock Edict at Junagadh 

 

According to the Sri Lankan texts Mahavamsa and the Dipavamsa, Ashoka ascended the 

throne 218 years after the death of Gautama Buddha, and ruled for 37 years.15 The date of the 

Buddha's death is itself a matter of debate, and the North Indian tradition states that Ashoka 

ruled a hundred years after the Buddha's death, which has led to further debates about the 

date.16 

Assuming that the Sri Lankan tradition is correct, and assuming that the Buddha died in 483 

BCEða date proposed by several scholarsðAshoka must have ascended the throne in 265 

BCE. The Puranas state that Ashoka's father Bindusara reigned for 25 years, not 28 years as 

                                                            
15Thapar, Romila (1961). Ashoka and the decline of Mauryas. Oxford University Press. 13. 

16Strong, John S. (1995). "Images of AŜoka: Some Indian and Sri Lankan Legends and their Development". In 

Anuradha Seneviratna (ed.) 
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specified in the Sri Lankan tradition. If this is true, Ashoka's ascension can be dated three 

years earlier, to 268 BCE. Alternatively, if the Sri Lankan tradition is correct, but if we 

assume that the Buddha died in 486 BCE (a date supported by the Cantonese Dotted Record), 

Ashoka's ascension can be dated to 268 BCE. The Mahavamsa states that Ashoka 

consecrated himself as the king four years after becoming a sovereign. This interregnum can 

be explained by the assumption that he fought a war of succession with the other sons of 

Bindusara during these four years. 

Both Mahavamsa and Ashokavadana state that Ashoka constructed 84,000 stupas or 

viharas. According to the Mahavamsa, this activity took place during his 5thï7th regnal 

years.17 

The Ashokavadana states that Ashoka collected seven out of the eight relics of Gautama 

Buddha, and had their portions kept in 84,000 boxes made of gold, silver, catôs eye, and 

crystal. He ordered construction of 84,000 stupas throughout the world, in towns that had a 

population of 100,000 or more. He told Elder Yashas, a monk at the Kukkutarama monastery, 

that he wanted these stupas to be completed on the same day. Yashas stated that he would 

signal the completion time by eclipsing the sun with his hand. When he did so, the 84,000 

stupas were completed at once.18 

The Mahavamsa states that Ashoka ordered construction of 84,000 viharas (monasteries) 

rather than the stupas to house the relics. Like Ashokavadana, the Mahavamsa describes 

Ashoka's collection of the relics, but does not mention this episode in the context of the 

construction activities. It states that Ashoka decided to construct the 84,000 viharas when 

                                                            
17Guruge, Ananda W. P. (1995). "Emperor AŜoka and Buddhism: Unresolved Discrepancies between Buddhist 

Tradition &AŜokan Inscriptions". In Anuradha Seneviratna (ed.).154 

18Strong, John S. (1995). "Images of AŜoka: Some Indian and Sri Lankan Legends and their Development". In 

Anuradha Seneviratna (ed.). 155 
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MoggaliputtaTissa told him that there were 84,000 sections of the Buddha's 

Dhamma. Ashoka himself began the construction of the Ashokarama vihara, and ordered 

subordinate kings to build the other viharas. Ashokarama was said to have been completed by 

the miraculous power of Thera Indagutta, and the news about the completion of the 84,000 

viharas arrived from various cities on the same day. 

The number 84,000 is an obvious exaggeration, and it appears that in later periods, the 

construction of almost every old stupa was attributed to Ashoka. 

 

(Fig.8. Illustration of original temple made at Bodh Gaya on the location of Mahabodhi 

Temple, 1st century BCE) 
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Shortly after the death of Ashoka,the Mauryan dynasty was overthrown and the power of 

Magadha began to decline. Outlying provinces asserted their independence. Patliputra 

continued to be the capital of the diminished kingdom of Magadha and did not came to 

prominence until the rise of the Gupta empire in the fourth century A.D.  

The Gupta Empire was an ancient India empire in power from the mid-to-late 3rd century 

CE to 543 CE. At its zenith, from approximately 319 to 543 CE, it covered much of 

the Indian Subcontinent. This period is considered as the Golden age of India by some 

historians. The ruling dynasty of the empire was founded by the king Sri Gupta; the most 

notable rulers of the dynasty were Chandragupta I, Samudragupta and Chandragupta 

II  (alias Vikramaditya). The 5th-centuryCE Sanskrit poet Kalisdasa credits the Guptas with 

having conquered about twenty-one kingdoms, both within and outside India, including the 

kingdoms of Parariskaras the Hunas, the Kambojas, tribes located in the west and east Oxus 

Valley the Kinnaras, Kiratas, and others.19 

The high points of this period are the great cultural developments which took place primarily 

during the reigns of Samudragupta, Chandragupta II and Kumaragupta I. Many of the literary 

sources, such as Mahabharata and Ramayana were canonised during this period. The Gupta 

period produced scholars such as Kalidasa, Aryabhata, Varahamihira and Vatsayana who 

made great advancements in many academic fields. Science and political administration 

reached new heights during the Gupta era. The period gave rise to achievements in 

architecture, sculpture, and painting that "set standards of form and taste [that] determined the 

whole subsequent course of art, not only in India but far beyond her borders". Strong trade 

ties also made the region an important cultural centre and established the region as a base that 

would influence nearby kingdoms and regions in South Asia and Southeast Asia. 

                                                            
19N. Jayapalan, History of India, Vol. I, (Atlantic Publishers, 2001), 130. 
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The Puranasô earliest epic poems on a variety of subjects, are also thought to have been 

committed to written texts around this period. 

The empire eventually faded away due to many factors such as a substantial loss of territory 

and imperial authority caused by their own erstwhile feudatories, as well as the invasion by 

the Huna People from Central Asia. After the collapse of the Gupta Empire in the 6th 

century, India again came to be ruled by numerous regional kingdoms. 

 

 

(Fig. 9. Queen Kumardevi and King Chandragupta depicted on a gold coin, British Museum) 

In the heart of the former Gupta Empire, in the Gangetic region, the Guptas were succeeded 

by the Maukhari Dynasty and the Pushyabhuti Dynasty. The coinage of the Maukharis and 

Pushyabhutis followed the silver coin type of the Guptas, with the portrait of the ruler in 

profile (although facing in the reverse direction compared to the Guptas, a possible symbol of 
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antagonism)and the peacock on the reverse, the Brahmi legend being kept except for the 

name of the ruler. 

In the western regions, they were succeeded by the Gujaras, Pratiharas, and later 

the Chalukya Parrmara dynasties, who issued the so-called Indo-Ssanian coinage, modelled 

on the coinage of the Sasasian , which had been introduced in India by the Alchon Huns.20 

 

 

(Fig.10. The current structure of the Mahabodhi Temple dates to the Gupta era, 5th century 

CE. It marks the location where the Buddha is said to have attained enlightenment). 

 

 

 

                                                            
20Ray, Himanshu Prabha. Negotiating Cultural Identity, Taylor & Francis(2019).161ï164. 
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Bealôs Buddhist records of the western world are the last record/account of the splendours of 

Patliputra. HiuenTsiang, another Chinese pilgrim who visited India between 630 and 645, 

found its glory departed. He says ñan old city long deserted; now there only remain the old 

foundation walls. The monasteries, the temples and Buddhist stupas, which lie in ruins may 

be counted as hundreds and only two or three remain entire.ôô The devastation was probably 

due to the invasion of Huns in the latter half of the sixth century. The account of HiuenTsiang 

establishes that although Patliputra was in ruins, Magadha was the peaceful home of 

Buddhism, full of great shrines and splendid monasteries, chief amongst which was Nalanda.  

 

 (Fig. 11. The Chinese travel HiuenTsiang, The Burmese Art Gallery) 
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Upon the death of Harsha in 648, the throne was usurped by Arjuna, one of whose first acts 

was to attack a mission sent by the emperor of China, kill the escort and plunder the property. 

After the many succession the central power declined and each small potentate carved out an 

independent kingdom and later the chieftains of Gopala became the rule of Bengal and 

extended his power over Magadha. The successors of the kingdom was devout Buddhists and 

sent many emissaries across India to establish the fleet.   

 

 

                 (Xuanxang Memorial In Nalanda, Bihar) 

 

The Muhammadan Conquest/ invasion under Bakhtiyar Khalji in 1197 was a beginning of 

a new era in the history of Magadha. Khalji came from the town of Garmisir in present-day 

southern Afghanistan. Tradition has it that Khalji's conquest of Bengal at the head of 18 
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horsemen was foretold.21 He was first appointed as the Dewan-i-Ard at Ghor.He 

approached India around the year 1193 and tried to enrol in the army of Qutb-al-Din, but was 

refused rank. Then he went further eastward and took a job under Maklik Hizbar al-Din, then 

in command of a platoon at Badayun in northern India. After a short period, he went 

to Oudh where Malik Husam al-Din, recognised him for his worth. Husam gave him a landed 

estate in the south-eastern corner of modern Mirzapur District. Khalji soon established 

himself there and carried out successful raids into weakly-defended regions to the east.22 

 

(Fig.12. The end of Buddhist Monks, A.D. 1193. From The End of the Buddhist Monks, A.D. 

1193. From page 168 of Hutchinson's story of the nations, containing the Egyptians, the 

                                                            
21Major H.G Rverty. Tabakat-i-Nasiri: A general histories of Muhummad dynasties of India. (Gilbert and 

Rivington Press 1881).556. 

22Sarkar, Jadunath. ed. (1973) [First published 1948]. The History of Bengal. Volume II: Muslim Period, 1200-

1757. Patna: Academica Asiatica. pp. 2ï3. 
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Chinese, India, the Babylonian nation, the Hittites, the Assyrians, the Phoenicians and the 

Carthaginians, the Phrygians, the Lydians, and other nations of Asia Minor.) 

 

Khalji's career took a new turn when he subjugated Bihar in 1200.23 This effort earned him 

political clout in the court at Delhi. In the same year he took his forces into Bengal. As he 

came upon the city of Nabadwip, it is said that he advanced so rapidly that only 18 horsemen 

from his army could keep up. He conquered Nabadwip from the old emperor Lakshama 

Sena in 1203. Subsequently, Khalji went on to capture the capital and the principal 

city, Gaur, and intruded into much of Bengal. 

Bakhtiyar Khalji's invasions are believed to have severely damaged the Buddhist 

establishments at Nalanda, Odantapuriand Vikramashila. Minhaj-i-Siraj's Tabaqat-

iNasirisuggests that Bakhtiyar Khalji destroyed a Buddhist monastery which the author 

equates in his description with a city he calls "Bihar", from what the soldiers called 

a vihara.24According to American scholar Hartmut Scharfe, Tibetan sources suggest that this 

monastery was the one at Vikramashila; historian André Wink believes that this monastery 

must have been Odantapuri. According to the early 17th century Buddhist scholar Taranatha, 

the invaders massacred many monks at Odantapuri, and destroyed Vikramashila. The Tibetan 

pilgrim Dharmasvamin, who visited the region in the 13th century, states that Vikramashila 

had been completely razed to the ground by the Turushka(Turkic) invaders, and Nalanda was 

the residence of a Turushka military commander. Around 80 small viharas remained at 

Nalanda, but most of them had been damaged by the Turushkas, and had been abandoned: 

only two were in "serviceable condition". 

                                                            
23Sarkar, Jadunath. ed. (1973) [First published 1948]. The History of Bengal. Volume II: Muslim Period, 1200-

1757. Patna: Academica Asiatica. p. 3. 

24André Wink (2002). Al-Hind: The Slave Kings and the Islamic conquest, 11th-13th centuries. BRILL. 

pp. 146ï148. 
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                               (Fig.13.Ruins of Nalanda) 

 

The persistent invasion of Patliputra (Magadha) for a long stretch of time there was no 

records found until South Bihar which was induced under the Bengal viceroyalty of 

Bhaktiyar Khilji and his immediate successors 

In the sixteenth century Magadha emerged again from its obscurity during the era of 

Emperor Babur who in 1529 advanced as far as Maner in order to repel the rebellious 

Afghan chiefs. His death in the succeeding year was a signal to rouse the Afghans chiefs. 

Sher Shah on his return from Bengal in 1541 came to Patna, he was standing on the banks of 

Ganges when he said óIf a fort were to be built in this place, the waters of the Ganges could 

never flow from it and Patna would become one of the great towns of this country. Farid 
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Khan started his service under Bahar Khan Lohani, the Mughal Governor of Bihar. 25Because 

of his valour, Bahar Khan rewarded him the title Sher Khan (Lion Lord). After the death of 

Bahar Khan, Sher Khan became the regent ruler of the minor Sultan, Jalal Khan. Later 

sensing the growth of Sher Shah's power in Bihar, Jalal sought the assistance of Ghiyasuddin 

Mahmud Shah, the independent Sultan of Bengal. Ghiyasuddin sent an army under General 

Ibrahim Khan. But Sher Khan defeated the force at the battle of Surajgarh in 1534 after 

forming an alliance with Ujjainiya Rajputs and other local chiefdoms.26Thus he achieved 

complete control of Bihar. 

In 1538, Sher Khan attacked Bengal and defeated Mahmud Shah. But he could not capture 

the kingdom because of the sudden expedition of Emperor Humayun. On 26 June 1539, Sher 

Khan faced Humayun in the Battle of Chausa and defeated him. Assuming the title Farǭd al-

DǭnShǛr Shah, he defeated Humayun once again at Kannaujin May 1540 and forced him out 

of India. The system of tri-metalism which came to characterise Mughal coinage was 

introduced by Sher Shah. While the term rȊpya had previously been used as a generic term 

for any silver coin, during his rule the term rȊpee came to be used as the name for a silver 

coin of a standard weight of 178 grains, which was the precursor of the modern rupee.27 

 

 

 

                                                            
25Ali, Muhammad Ansar (2012). "Sher Shahò. In Islam, Sirajul; Jamal, Ahmed A. (eds.). Banglapedia: National 

Encyclopedia of Bangladesh (Second ed.). Asiatic Society of Bangladesh. 

26Ahmad, Imtiaz (2008). "State Formation and Consolidation under the Ujjaniya Rajputs.ò In Surinder Singh; 

IshawrDayal Gaur (eds.). Popular Literature and Pre-modern Societies in South Asia. Pearson Education 

India. 80. 

27Goron, Stan; Goenka, J. P. (2001). The Coins of the Indian Sultanates. MunshiramManoharlal Publishers. 

p. 98. 
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(Fig. 14& 15. Tomb of Sher Shah Suri, Sasaram, Bihar) 

 

 

(Fig.16. Rupaiya released by Sher Shah Suri, 1538-1545)  

The rule of the Subahdars came as an intriguing tangent to the history of Patna and Bihar. 

The fall of Patna meant the conquest of Bengal and henceforth the city was designated the 

headquarters of the Mughal governor of Bihar. Patna now became once more a nucleus of 
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political life. During this period the city witnessed the proclamation of two Mughal emperors 

Bagh Zafar Khan, and Khusru which later came in contact with Shah Jhan. During this 

turbulence in 1678, Aurangzeb was appointed as the new subahdar, but it was during his 

grandsonôs time Azim-us-Shan that Patna attained the zenith of its splendour. In 1703 he 

transferred the capital to Rajmahal and then again to Pataliputra (present-day Patna). The 

prince made his court at Patna where he improved the fortification, and in 1704 he named the 

city after himself, Azimabad. Azim got into conflict with Murshid Quli Khan, the newly 

appointed Divan of Bengal, over imperial financial control. Considering the complaint of 

Murshid Quli Khan, Aurangzeb ordered Azim to move  out of Bihar.28  In 1712, at the time 

of his father's death, he immediately proclaimed himself emperor. However, he was killed 

(drowned in the Ravi River) shortly afterwards in the succession struggles that ensued. 

 

(Fig. 16. Azim-Us-Shan on the imperial throne receives the investiture of Khizr ca. 1712, 

Bibliotheque nationale de France, Paris.) 

                                                            
28Chatterjee, Anjali (2012). "Azim-us-Shan". In Islam, Sirajul; Jamal, Ahmed A. (eds.). Banglapedia: National 

Encyclopedia of Bangladesh (Second ed.). Asiatic Society of Bangladesh. 
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After the demise of Azim-us-shan the province was passed on to Farrukhsiyar , his son. He 

was welcomed with acclamation by the people brought in great numbers to the fort and 

enthroned as emperor in Afzal Khanôs garden-house. Later the emergence of Muhammad 

Shah in 1719 as the emperor and the predecessors were ill-treated. Bihar thus passed under 

the rule of the viceroy of Bengal and thereafter remained an appendage of that province.  

The construction of Bihar in the Early Modern Times started with European settlements 

and was followed by many internal coups. The Ganga and its tributaries played a crucial role 

in such a historical progression.29 The Mughalsô political and economic expansion to the east 

along the Ganga coincided with maritime economic boom. The trade of European and Asian 

merchants brought larger quantities of bullion into the Ganga plain. While the expanding 

economy benefited the Mughal state, in the long run it also armed the dissident forces, from 

mobile warlords to zamindars along the Ganga.30 Due to political control over agrarian and 

fiscal policies by the Mughals, the Imperial government was gaining what they wanted; 

however the alteration in the extraction of the surplus by the state and the zamindars made 

them (the Imperialists) take charge of this in their hands. In order to understand the processes 

leading to the dissolution of the Mughal Empire and transition of the EIC rule from, in 

essence, trader turned landlord or zamindar, to the dominant power in South Asia, we need a 

more nuanced appreciation of the transformation of the political economy along the Ganga. 

There were a number of constitutive props which benefitted by holding the Mughal imperial 

edifice together, not only the Mughal administrators and officials, but also zamindars, 

portfolio capitalists, merchants, and financiers who came from a number of ethnic and 

                                                            
29Vipul Singh, Speaking Rivers: Enviromental History of Mid-Ganga Flood Country, 1540-1885. Primus 

Books: New Delhi. 45. 

30Murari Kumar Jha. The Political Economy of the Ganga River: Highway of state formation in Mughal India. 

(Leiden University Press, 2013). 233. 
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religious groups. Many of these competing groups were busy nursing their own economic and 

political ambitions, but they were as dependent upon the empire as the empire was on them.31 

The Mughals were the chief arbitrators of differences arising amongst the ethnic and 

religious groups of zamindars and jagirdars.32In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the 

arbitration and resolution of disputes among these constituencies was one of the empireôs 

essential functions, but in the eighteenth century the so-called successor states to the 

Mughal Empire appropriated some of these functions for themselves. This was thanks in 

large part to the greater opportunities to accumulate resources and raise large militias that 

resulted from regional centralization, a process that reached its acme when the East India 

Company secured the diwani (Mughal taxation rights) and consolidated its authority over 

the river trade emanating from Calcutta. Thus, following the lead of the Mughal successor 

states and big zamindars, by the second half of the eighteenth century the EIC emerged as 

a new diwan and came to be the regionôs supreme arbitrator, although it still 

acknowledged Mughal suzerainty. By the early nineteenth century, the Company 

gradually wrested or won over other regional states and emerged as a paramount 

power in South Asia. 

 

 

                                                            
31 For the dual role of zamindars and jagirdars in stability and unsettling the Mughal Empire in different 

circumstances, see Satish Chandra, Parties and politics at the Mughal court 1707ï1740 (1959; repr. New 

Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2003), 3ï11. For the mansabdars drawn from various ethnic and racial 

stocks, factionalism among them and the Mughal emperorsô balancing act, see Athar Ali, The Mughal nobility 

under Aurangzeb (London: Asia Publishing House, 1996), 7ï 37, see esp. pp. 16, 18ï19. See also Muzaffar 

Alam, The crisis of empire in Mughal north India: Awadh and the Punjab, 1707ï48 (Delhi: Oxford 

University Press, 1986),10ï16. 

32  J. C. Heesterman, The inner conflict of tradition: Essays in Indian ritual, kinship and society (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1985), 166ï67; see also J. C. Heesterman, ñIndia and the inner conflict of 

tradition,ò Daedalus 102:1 (1973): 97ï113, esp. 103ï4. Chandra, Parties and politics, 13ï14. 
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(Map 1. The political and economic geography of Bihar in the early modern period. Adapted from Habibôs 

An atlas  of the Mughalempire.) 

 

The Battle of Buxar was fought on 22 October 1764, between the forces under the 

command of the British East India Company, led by Hector Munro, and the combined 

armies of Mir Qasim, the Nawab of Bengal till 1763. Mir Jafarwas made the Nawab of 

Bengal for a second time in 1763 by the Company, just after the battle. After being 

defeated in 4 battles in Katwa, Giriaand Udaynala, the Nawab of Awadh Shuja-ud-

Daula and the Mughal Emperor Shah Alam II, accompanied by Raja Balwant Singh of 
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Kashi made an alliance with Mir Qasim.33 The battle was fought at Buxar, a "small 

fortified town" within the territory of Bihar located on the banks of the Ganga river about 

130 kilometres (81 mi) west of Patna; it was a decisive victory for the British East India 

Company. The war was brought to an end by the Treaty of Allahabad in 1765. 

 

 

(Fig.17.Shah Alam II, Mughal Emperor of India, reviewing the East India Company's troops, 1781 (1894). 

An illustration from A Short History of the English People, by John Richard Green, illustrated edition, 

Volume IV, Macmillan and Co, London, New York, 1894) 

The British army engaged in the fighting numbered 7,072 34 comprising British and 

Indian sepoys and Indian mounted troops. The alliance army's numbers were estimated to be 

over 40,000. According to other sources, the combined army of the Mughals, Awadh and Mir 

Qasim consisting of 40,000 men was defeated by a British army comprising less than 10,000 

men. The Nawabs had virtually lost their military power after the battle of Buxar. 

The lack of basic co-ordination among the three disparate allies was responsible for their 

decisive defeat. 

                                                            
33ParshotamMehra (1985). A Dictionary of Modern History (1707ï1947). Oxford University Press.54 

34Cust, Edward(1858). Annals of the Wars of the Eighteenth Century: 1760ï1783. III . London: Mitchell's 

Military Library. 113. 
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Mirza Najaf Khan commanded the right flank of the Mughal imperial army and was the first 

to advance his forces against Major Hector Munro at daybreak; the British lines formed 

within twenty minutes and reversed the advance of the Mughals. According to the 

British, Durrani and Rohilla cavalry were also present and fought during the battle in various 

skirmishes. But by midday, the battle was over and Shuja-ud-Daula blew up large tumbrils 

and three massive magazines of gunpowder. 

Munro divided his army into various columns and particularly pursued the Mughal Grand 

Vizier Shuja-ud-Daula the Nawab of Awadh, who responded by blowing up his boat-bridge 

after crossing the river, thus abandoning the Mughal Emperor Shah Alam II and members of 

his own regiment. Mir Qasim also fled with his 3 million rupees worth of Gemstones and 

later died in poverty in 1777. Mirza Najaf Khan reorganised formations around Shah Alam II, 

who retreated and then chose to negotiate with the victorious British. 

Historian John William Fortescue claimed that the British casualties totalled 847: 39 killed 

and 64 wounded from the European regiments and 250 killed, 435 wounded and 85 missing 

from the East India Company's sepoys.35He also claimed that the three Indian allies suffered 

2,000 dead and that many more were wounded. Source says that there were 69 European and 

664 sepoy casualties on the British side and 6,000 casualties on the Mughal side. The victors 

captured 133 pieces of artillery and over 1 million rupees of cash. Immediately after the battle 

Munro decided to assist the Marathas, who were described as a "warlike race", well known 

for their relentless and unwavering hatred towards the Mughal Empire and 

its Nawabs and Mysore. 

 

 

                                                            
35Cust, Edward (1858). Annals of the Wars of the Eighteenth Century: 1760ï1783. III . London: Mitchell's 

Military Library.113. 
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(Fig. 18 and 19. Clive examining the enemy lines from the roof of the Navab's hunting lodge; the Navab's 

arrival before Clive's position; the Navab's artillery on a special movable platform: three commemorative views 

of the Battle of Plassey from the Illustrated London News, 1893) 
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(Fig.20.Mir Jafar and his son Miran delivering the Treaty of 1757 to William Watts. Platinotype by Henry 

Dixon and Son, London, c.1890*) 

 

(Fig.21.Excerpts from the peace treaty with Shujaud-Daulah, and the whole of Shah 'Alam'sfarman, as translated 

and reported by "The Universal Magazine," London, Dec. 1766 
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(Fig22.Shah 'Alam conveying the grant of the Diwani to Lord Clive, August 1765; an oil painting by Benjamin 

West, c.1818) 
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Chapter 2 

Ganga, Saga(s)& Historicity  
 

Gangecha Yamunechaiva Godavari Saraswati  

Narmade Sindhu Kaveri jaleasminsannidhim kuru 36 

When a Hindu takes Ganga water and Toolsee in his hand he will sacrifice his life 37 

 

 

The Ganga is one of the most celebrated rivers in the world. It is not only a river but an 

emblem of civilization. It is a sacred river to Hindus along every fragment of its length. 

All along its course, Hindus bathe in its waters,38 paying homage to their ancestors and to 

their gods by cupping the water in their hands, lifting it and letting it fall back into the 

river; they offer flowers and rose petals and float shallow clay dishes filled with oil and lit 

with wicks (diyas).On the journey back home from this sacred river, they carry small 

quantities of river water with them for use in rituals (Ganga jal, literally water of the 

Ganges).Few would argue that these rivers bring us very close to the source of the 

historical processes that have given rise to and nurtured civilizations. Indeed, these rivers 

are visible relics of the past no less than ancient monuments or ageless trade routes. Study 

of these rivers helps us gauge some of the structural continuities of the economy, society 

                                                            
36 O Holy Mother Ganga! O Yamuna! O Godavari! Sarasvati! O Narmada! Sindhu! Kaveri! May you all be 

pleased to be manifest in these waters with which I shall purify myself. See Eric Newby, Slowly down the 

Ganges (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1966), 23. 

37 Petition of the sepoys to the Commander in Chief, Barrackpore Parade ground, 1 November 1824. See 

Premansu Kumar Bandyopadhyay, Tulsi leaves and the Ganges water: The slogan of the first sepoy mutiny at 

Barrackpore 1824 (Kolkata: K. P. Bagchi, 2003), 27. 

 
38Eck, Diana L.(1982), Banaras, city of light, Columbia University,212 
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and geo-politics over the longue durée. Yet as they change their course across the 

landscape, these rivers influence the trajectory of history too. Thus, the Ganga embodies 

the characteristics of both continuity and change.39 

 

(Fig.23. Gangavtaran," or the descent of the Ganges into Shiva's hair; an oleograph from 

the Ravi Varma Press, Lonavla, c.1910's) 40 

                                                            
39Murari Kumar Jha. The Political Economy of the Ganga River: Highway of state formation in Mughal India. 

(Leiden University Press, 2013). 13. 

 

40http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00routesdata/0400_0499/pantheon/arddhanarishvara/arddhanaris

hvara.html 

http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00routesdata/0400_0499/pantheon/arddhanarishvara/arddhanarishvara.html
http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00routesdata/0400_0499/pantheon/arddhanarishvara/arddhanarishvara.html
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The river occupied a prominent place not only in the later Vedic texts but also in the epics 

such as the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, believed to have been composed between 400ï

100 BC and 400 BCï400 AD respectively.41 Like the Sarasvati, the Ganga was supposed to 

have originated from  the kamandalu or water-pot of Brahma, the primeval grandfather of the 

Indo-Aryans.42 When the Ramayana was composed, the Ganga was imagined to have 

descended from the heavens in a story nicely encapsulated in the ñGangavataranò(descent of 

the Ganga) episode of the epic. This myth forms an essential part of the Hindu religious 

tradition. The long story was narrated to young Rama by his royal Guru, the sage Visvamitra, 

in order to familiarize him with the legendary history of the Ikshvakus, the lineage which 

Rama belonged to.  

 

(Fig.24. Rama, Lakshmana and Visvamitra crossing the Ganga, image taken from the 

Ramayana, Bala Kanda. Originally produced in 1712 at Udaipur, Rajasthan. Source: BL, 

London). 

                                                            
41 John S. Bowman, ed., Columbia chronologies of Asian history and culture (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 2000), 328. 

42 Steven G. Darian, The Ganges in myth and history (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2001), 58ï62 
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As the story goes, once a just and righteous king of Ayodhya named Sagara wanted to 

perform ashwamedha (horse sacrifice) in order to claim the title of chakravartin 

(universal ruler), and for this purpose he let loose a sacrificial horse. Whatever lands the 

horse roamed in during the year became the territory of Sagara. Eventually, the gods 

became worried about the expansion of the kingôs realm. Fearing that even heaven would 

be annexed they beseeched the sage Kapila to capture the horse. When the horse did not 

return to Ayodhya at the end of the year, Sagara commanded his sixty thousand sons to 

find out who had captured the horse. When the sons of Sagara went to the northeast of the 

Jambu-dvipa (name of the Indian subcontinent in the epics) they found the horse and the 

sage in the netherworld. They attacked Kapila who reduced them to ashes by uttering the 

syllable óHumô. Later a great, great-grandson of Sagara named Bhagiratha decided to do 

the funerary libation for his sixty thousand dead ancestors. Bhagiratha was told that the 

sixty thousand souls would reach heaven only if their ashes could be purified with Ganga 

water. As the Ganga was still a celestial body, Bhagiratha did penance and strove hard to 

bring her to earth in order to carry the river water to the netherworld to liberate the souls 

of his ancestors.43 

 

After years of austerities and aesthetic living, Bhagiratha was able to please Brahma, who 

asked him to request a favour. When Bhagiratha said he wanted to be the one who could 

perform the funerary libations for his ancestors with Ganga water, Brahma replied that 

only the god Shiva could hold the fall of the Ganga on his matted hair because the earth 

would be unable to withstand the force of such a thunderous fall. In order to please the 

                                                            
43 Valmiki, Ramayana: Boyhood: 38ï41, book one, trans. Robert P. Goldman (New York: New York University 

Press, 2005), 217ï29. 
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god Shiva, Bhagiratha stood on the tip of one toe for a year and constantly worshipped 

him. In acknowledgment of this dedication, the god Shiva agreed to allow the Ganga to 

fall via his head. As the Ganga plunged from the sky, she got entangled in his matted hair 

and after many years Shiva released her into a lake from which the river then flowed onto 

the earth, this was a great event that was watched by all the celestials and worldly 

creatures with great astonishment. The mighty flow of the river was not uniform. In some 

places it flowed swiftly, winding its course while at other places the river moved slowly. 

In some areas it broadened out while at some other places it narrowed. Riding his 

celestial chariot, Bhagiratha guided the course of the Ganga to the ocean. He then entered 

a gaping hole in the netherworld where the ashes of his ancestors were washed in Ganga 

water and the sixty thousand sons of Sagara ultimately attained heaven. Then Brahma 

made an appearance and spoke to Bhagiratha congratulating him on his momentous feat. 

He named the river after Bhagiratha and called it Bhagiratha Ganga.44 

 

A host of economic, political and cultural factors contributed to the emergence of the 

Ganga as the river par excellence, and the word Ganga became a generic term for a river 

in the Indian subcontinent. In myths and legends, the Ganga was perceived as a 

manifestation of the celestial body on earth and the river could transport oneôs soul to 

heaven. The notion of the Ganga as purifier who washes away all sins became deeply 

rooted among Hindus of all classes. Its sanctity was beyond question for most Hindus and 

gradually a pilgrimage to the river for the purposes of ritual ablution became one of the 

most common ways to purify oneself from accumulated sins. The pilgrimage to the river 

                                                            
44Diana L. Eck, ñGaŒgǕ: The goddess in Hindu sacred geography,ò in The divine consort: RǕdhǕ and the 

goddesses of India, ed. John Stratton Hawley and Donna Marie Wulff, 1st Indian ed. (Delhi: Motilal 

Banarsidass, 1984), 175. 
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evolved and became more popular over the course of time. That the Ganga was a holy 

river for a majority of their subjects was not unknown to the Muslim rulers who came to 

dominate a large part of the Indian subcontinent in the thirteenth century. As a result, 

many of these Muslim rulers also connected themselves with the river and its water in 

various ways. Some made it a habit to drink water from the Ganga alone, even though 

they were stationed far away from its banks. Others used its waters during the coronation 

ceremony. These attachments on the part of these Muslim rulers with the river might not 

have sprung from religious sentiments but they were certainly aware of the political 

ramifications of such acts of association with the river.45 

 

 

(Fig.25.Devotees going on a boat ride on the bank of river Ganga) 

                                                            
45 Richard M Eaton, ñTemple Desecration and Indo-Muslim States,ò in Beyond Turk and Hindu: Rethinking 

religious identities in Islamicate South Asia, ed. David Gilmartin and Bruce B. Lawrence (Gainesville: 

University Press of Florida, 2000), 246ï81. 
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Historically, Ganga has survived its illustrations in many forms and signs through 

various kingdoms. To begin with, inscriptions, coins, sculptures, and dedications that 

have survived over the eras indicate a widespread plethora of images and motifs that 

suggest generic Hindu expressions of divinity. During the times of the Guptas the 

resurgence of iconography provides the context for the proliferation of an image of river 

Ganga as a female deity and one of the enduring symbols of imperial might.46 

Figures of female Yaksis and guardians (dvarapalikas) served as models for the earthly 

and sensuous figures of the rivers Ganga and Yamuna that appear in the caves and 

temples of the Gupta period.  

 

 

(Fig.26. The depiction of Ganga in Udaigiri Caves, Kalhana, Gupta Period) 

 

                                                            
46Sudipta Sen. Ganga: The many pasts of a River. (Penguin Random House, 2019).199-203 
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(Fig. 27. Vishnu as Varaha Avatar lifting bhudevi in his tusk, Udaigiri Caves) 

 

 

(Fig.27. Tiger Slayer type gold dinar of Samudrapupta, with Ganga astride Makara on the 

observance, ca. 335-375)47 

 

(Fig.28. Rhinoceros-slayer type gold dinar of Kumargupta, with Ganga astride Makara with 

parasol on the obverse, ca.415-455 C.E. Bristish Museum.) 

                                                            
47http://coinindia.com/galleries-gupta.html 

http://coinindia.com/galleries-gupta.html
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(Fig. 29 &30. This depicts Ganga on Makara overlooking the entrance of the Vishnu temple, 

Deogarh, Madhya Pradesh, ca. Fidth-sixth century. C.E., Photography: Frederick Asher. The 

above picture is of Ganga and Yamuna as guardians of the Nachna Kuthara Parvati Temple, 

Madhya Pradesh, fifth century.) 
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By the second century C.E. the waters of Ganga became an indispensable ingredient in the 

sumptuary rituals of Kinship in North India. Early evidence, though scattered, comes from 

the little-known line of the Naga kings of central India. The legendary contestation also goes 

back to the Mauryan Empire, of which the co-structural artefacts remain intact till date in the 

outskirts of Patna. 

Agam Kuan is another ancient site in Patna; situated at a short distance south-west of 

Gulzarbagh Station. It is said to date back to the period of Mauryan emperor, Ashoka (304ï

232 BCE). Agam Kuan is a huge well which is also referred to as the infinity well, circular in 

plan, with a diameter extending over 20'2". It is 105' deep, as far has been fathomed and 

recorded. Upto a depth of 44' from the surface, a finely worked brick-casing is envisaged. 

The lower half, a further depth of 61' is, however, secured by a series of wooden rings.As 

many as eight arched windows, all at regular intervals, adorn the well just above the ground 

and form its most distinctive future. 

 

The Agam Kuan is set within an archaeological site identified by the Archaeological Survey 

of India which also contains the adjacent Shitala Devi temple where the folk 

deity Shitala Devi is venerated. Inside this temple, the pindas of the Saptamatrikas (the seven 

mother goddesses) are worshipped. The temple is widely revered for its belief in 

curing smallpox and chicken pox. The entire site, considered as Patna's most quaint 

monument, is famous for its two important relicsðboth enveloped in the mystery of 

legendsðAgam Kuan (the unfathomable well), the fabled huge well of Ashokan legends and 

the famous temple of Shitala Devi, the goddess of the smallpox, associated with many 

miracles. 
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 The temple is widely revered and worshipped not only for containing the small-pox, but for 

fulfilling all sorts of desires. The site once contained several ancient and medieval sculptures. 

Of these, at least one was that of the Yaksha of the Mauryan art-affiliation. This is what 

Cunninghum reported when he visited the site in 1879-80. But we have no idea now of its 

whereabouts. 

  

Waddell on his exploration of the ruins of Patliputra during the 1890s identified Agam Kuan 

with the legendary ñhellò built by Ashoka for torturing people as cited by the Chinese 

travellers of the 5th and 7th centuries A.D. Another legend, still very strong, is that Ashoka 

threw 99 of his elder brothers in this well after killing them, in order to become king. The site 

also feeds the Jain legends. The most famous of them is about a Jain Monk Sudarshana who, 

when thrown into the well by an atrocious king Chand, was found floating over its water 

seated on the lotus.  

People, generally, believe the well's water to be endowed with miraculous powers, and the 

well auspicious. 

 

(Fig.31. Agam Kuan. The will is surrounded by recent constructions and is supposedly 

connects itself to the Ganga. The site is located near Gulzarbagh. Patna) 
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       (Fig.32. Shitala Devi Temple on the outside of Agam Kuan, Patna (Bihar) 

 

(Fig.33. Statue of Matrikas found near Agam Kuan, said to have been built by Ashoka, Patna 

1895) 
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Photograph of an ancient female statue near Agam Kuan, at Patna, taken by Alexander E. 

Caddy in 1895. In his report of a tour in 1879-80, A. Cunningham wrote, 'When I saw the 

two statues in the New Indian Museum at Calcutta, I then remembered that a broken statue of 

a similar kind was still standing at Agam Kua, just outside the city of Patna, adorned with a 

new head and a pair of roughly marked breasts, so as to do duty for the great goddess Mata-

Mai...The Agam Kua is a very large and very old brick well...The broken figure is said to 

have been found in this well, and it seems probable therefore that the two statues were also 

found either at or near the same place.'48 

 

Ashoka's Hell was, according to legend, an elaborate torture chamber disguised as a 

beautiful palace full of amenities such as exclusive baths and decorated with flowers, fruit 

trees and ornaments. It was built by Emperor Ashoka (304ï232 BCE) in Pataliputra (modern-

day Patna, India), the capital city of the Maurya Empire. The torture palace's legend is 

detailed in the Ashokavadana, the text that describes Emperor Ashoka's life through both 

legendary and historical accounts. 

According to legend, the palatial torture chamber was artfully designed to make its exterior 

visually pleasing, and was referred to as the "beautiful gaol". Beneath the veneer of beauty 

and deep inside the exclusive mansion, however, chambers were constructed filled with 

sadistic and cruel instruments of torture, including furnaces producing molten metal for 

pouring on the prisoners. 

The narrative states the chamber's architect drew inspiration from the five tortures of 

the Buddhist hell. The Ashokavadana describes the torture chamber in such terrifying detail 

that it spawned a belief that Ashokaðin his quest to perfect its sinister designðhad visited 

                                                            
48http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/apac/photocoll/a/019pho000001003u0210c000.html 

http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/apac/photocoll/a/019pho000001003u0210c000.html
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hell itself. Through a pact made between Ashoka and the official executioner of the torture 

chamber anyone entering the palace, even by chance as a visitor, was not allowed to come out 

alive. 

According to the narrations of Ashokavadana, Emperor Ashoka, prior to his conversion to 

Buddhism, was a fierce and sadistic ruler, known as Ashoka the Fierce, or Chandashoka 

(Ashoka the Cruel),49who sent his minions on a quest to find a vicious man to work as his 

official executioner.50 

After some searching, Ashoka's men found a suitable candidate by the name of Girika who 

was so vicious that he killed his own parents because they did not want him to become 

Ashoka's executioner. Girika was introduced to Ashoka who soon appointed him as the 

official executioner of his Empire. 

According to legend, Girika persuaded Ashoka to design the torture chamber based on the 

suffering endured by people reborn in Buddhist hell.51 The Ashokavadana documents a long 

list of torture acts Girika designed and planned to force upon his prisoners including "prying 

open their mouths with an iron and pouring boiling copper down their throats".52Innocent 

persons were not exempt from such treatment. 

In the narrative of Ashokavadana, Ashoka asked Girika to disguise the torture chamber as a 

beautiful and "enticing" palace full of amenities such as exclusive baths and to decorate it 

with flowers, fruit trees and many ornaments. The palatial torture chamber was artfully 

                                                            
49GananathObeyesekere (2002). Imagining Karma: Ethical Transformation in Amerindian, Buddhist, and Greek 

Rebirth. University of California Press. pp. 172ï173.  

50Bruce Rich (1 March 2010). To Uphold the World: A Call for a New Global Ethic from Ancient India. Beacon 

Press. p. 147. 

51Ben-Ami Scharfstein (1995). Amoral Politics: The Persistent Truth of Machiavellism. SUNY Press. pp. 61ï

62. 

52Bruce Rich (1 March 2010). To Uphold the World: A Call for a New Global Ethic from Ancient India. Beacon 

Press. p. 147. 
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designed to make people long to just look at it, and even attract them to enter, and was 

referred to as the "beautiful gaolò.53 In the Biographical Sutra of Emperor Ashoka  the palace 

is described in the sentence: 'Emperor Ashoka constructed a hell'.54 

Ashokavadana refers to Girika as Chandagirika or Girika the Cruel. It appears that Girika 

overheard a Buddhist monk recite the Balapanditasutta which contains vivid descriptions of 

the five tortures of hell, such as: 

óFinally, there are beings who are reborn in hell whom the hell-guardians grab, and stretch 

out on their backs on a fiery floor of red-hot iron that is but a mass of flames. Then they carry 

out the torture of the five-fold tether; they drive two iron stakes through their hands; they 

drive two iron stakes through their feet, and they drive one iron stake through their heart. 

Truly, O monks, hell is a place of great suffering.ô 

He got his ideas of how to torture prisoners from here. The text describes Girika's attitude 

toward punishment as follows: "Such are the five great agonies, Girika reflected, and he 

began to inflict these same tortures on people in his prison". In addition, 

the Balapanditasutta compares the King's torture methods to the tortures of hell.  

The Ashokavadana further mentions that sometime later a Buddhist monk by the name 

of Samudra happened to visit the palace and upon entering he was informed by Girika that he 

would be tortured to death, and was subsequently led into the torture chamber. His torturers, 

however, failed to injure him and he appeared able to neutralise their torture methods by 

realising that the suffering of the other prisoners is part of the Buddhist dogma of suffering 

and attaining arhatship. 

                                                            
53Ananda W. P. Gurugé (1993). AŜoka, the Righteous: A Definitive Biography. Central Cultural Fund, The 

Ministry of Cultural Affairs and Information. Retrieved 22 April 2013. Ashoka is reportedly ruthless enough to 

aid and abet with Gririka in attracting innocent people to an infernal prison, a veritable hell, ...ò 

54David Brazier (1 June 2002). The New Buddhism. Palgrave Macmillan. p. 59 

https://archive.org/details/newbuddhism00davi/page/59
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A particular narration detailed how Samudra, while tortured in a cauldron full of boiling 

water, human blood, bone marrow and excrement, caused the contents of the cauldron to cool 

down and then sat meditating cross-legged on a lotus sprouting from the fluid. 

The narrative further describes that when Ashoka heard of these miracles, he was overcome 

with curiosity and decided to enter the chamber to verify for himself the veracity of the 

stories. After arriving there he witnessed Samudra levitating with half his body on fire and 

the other half raining water. Intrigued, he asked Samudra to identify himself. 55 

Samudra replied that he was a disciple of Buddha and adherent to the Dharma. Samudra then 

chastised Ashoka for having built the torture chamber and further instructed him to build 

84,000 stupas according to Buddha's prophecy, and to guarantee the security of all beings. To 

those demands, Ashoka acquiesced. Further, he confessed to his crimes and accepted Buddha 

and the Dharma. 

The Ashokavadana describes the events leading to the demolition of Ashoka's torture 

chamber. According to the text, the torture chamber had become the site and the reason for 

his conversion to Buddhism. Girika, as the resident executioner of the chamber, however, 

reminded Ashoka of his pledge to kill anyone entering the chamber including Ashoka 

himself. 

Ashoka then questioned Girika as to who had entered the torture palace first during their visit 

to see Samudra's miracles. Girika was then forced to admit that it was he who entered first. 

Upon the executioner's confession, Ashoka ordered him burnt alive and also ordered the 

demolition of the torture palace. According to the Ashokavadana, "the beautiful jail was then 

torn down and a guarantee of security was extended to all beings".  

                                                            
55The Legend of King Ashoka: A Study and Translation of the Ashokavadana. Motilal Banarsidass. 1989. 

pp. 73ï77. 
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From that point on, Ashoka became known as Ashoka the Pious. Buddhist monk Xuanzang in 

his writings mentions that in the 7th century AD he had visited the place where Ashoka's 

torture chamber once was and that it was, even at that time, referred to in Hindu tradition as 

"Ashoka's Hell". Xuanzang also claimed that he saw the column identifying the location of 

Ashoka's Hell. 

In India, "Ashoka's Hell" and its location near Pataliputra became a popular destination for 

pilgrims. In the 5th century, Faxian, also a Buddhist monk, reports visiting it and his account 

of the story of the palace differs slightly from that of Xuanzang's.56 In the 1890s, British 

explorer Laurence Waddell, while in Patna, established that Agam Kuan, which means the 

"unfathomable well", was part of Ashoka's Hell as reported also by the two Chinese 

monks.57 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                            
56Will  Durant (7 June 2011). Our Oriental Heritage: The Story of Civilization. Simon & Schuster. p. 707. 

57Asha Vishnu (1993). Material Life of Northern India: Based on an Archaeological Study, 3rd Century B.C. to 

1st Century BC. Mittal Publications. p. 173. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Xuanzang
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Chapter 3 

Under the mysticism of ¡ÁËÔÉ 
 

In Hinduism and Shaktism, Shakti is the primordial cosmic energy and represents the 

dynamic forces that are thought to move through the entire universe. Shakti is the 

personification of the Energy that is creative, sustaining, as well as destructive, sometimes 

referred to as "The Great Divine Mother" in Hinduism. Also known as Mahaamaya (The 

Greatest Delusion), it is a metaphor for energy, which no layman has ever been able to 

decipherðwe see energy in all forms all around us. Everything is just a manifestation of 

energy, but what exactly energy is, no one knowsðhence energy is considered the greatest 

delusion i.e. Mahaamaya. 

Amidst many Shakti peethas situated here, Bihar is a land of Tantra, and devi-samhita forms 

an integral part of this. The interesting tangent along this land of Tantra (Bihar) is the 

location of this along the banks of river Ganga. This enigmatic structure of the terrain makes 

the research geographically more divine and introspective. Here we are going to refer two 

major site(s) one, Ami Temple (Saran District now),Hariharnath temple and Patan Devi 

temple. All three are situated on river Ganga. In relation to this there are several other shakti 

peeths which have a connective narrative. 

Patan Devi, also called Maa Patneshwari, is the oldest and one of the most sacred temples 

of Patna. It is regarded as one of the 51 Siddha Shakti Peethas in India. According to Puranic 

legends, the right thigh of the corpse of Devi Sati had fallen here when it was chopped off by 

Lord Vishnu with his 'Sudarshan Chakra.ô The ancient temple, originally called Maa 

Sarvanand Kari Patneshwari, is believed to be the abode of the goddess Durga. The name of 

the city Patna is widely believed to have been derived from the name of the BadiPatan Devi 

Temple. Some, however, doubt whether the name of Patna is derived from this temple. 



 
 

52 
 

According to them, the name is derived from patan, which means a town, whereby Patna was 

a big place for export and import. 

According to Hindu mythology, it is believed that the right thigh of Devi Sati fell 

in Magadh and it is said that the parts of the body of Sati fell in both Maharajganj and Chowk 

areas in Old Patna city. At these places, the BadiPatan Devi temple and the ChhotiPatan 

Devi temple were built. According to the Tantra Charumani, the small images of the Bari 

Patan Devi Temple, Patna, are the Goddess Mahakali, Mahalakshmi and Mahasaraswati. 

In Hindu mythology, these Goddesses protected Putraka, who was the founder of Pataliputra. 

A strange stone image was found in a tank near the Bari Patan Devi Temple, Patna. This 

image has been kept in the eastern veranda of the main temple where it is worshiped 

regularly. 

The Bari Patan Devi Temple, Patna, faces North, towards the Ganga river. The statues of the 

temple are made up in black stone. At the entrance of the temple there is a portico of 

dimensions 1.5' x 15'. After that there is a room of about 8' x 8' for gods 

namely, Mahakali (12"), Maha Lakshmi (6"), Maha Saraswati (12") and Bhairav (3").All 

these idols are kept on simhasans (thrones) of about 4 square inch cross section and have a 

height of about 7 feet. The first three goddesses are attired in sarees. 

Devotees can go to the temple at any time of the day. The temple does not distinguish 

between any caste or creed and hence is open for all religions and castes. The temple remains 

open from morning 6 am to 10 pm. Tuesday is a special day for the devotees and a large 

number of worshipers visit the temple. Promises are made before the Goddess and on the 

fulfilment of the wishes, devotees offer gifts and sarees at the temple. 
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This temple of Choti Patan Devi is situated in the Chowk area of Patna City and was once 

considered the main presiding deity of Patna. Over the years it has slipped to the second 

position of eminence, after the Bari Patan Devi temple, as city's presiding deity, with epithet 

'Choti' (smaller) to the more popular one. But a historian called Buchanan was very specific 

in stating that it was this very temple (Choti Patan devi) which held the primary position as 

the city's presiding deity during 18th and early 19th century. 

The present temple does not seem to be of any great antiquity. The images inside the temple, 

if Buchanan is to be believed, were installed by Man Singh the famous general of the Mughal 

emperor Akbar. The temple, however, houses a host of intact and severed Brahmanical 

images, including, Ganesh, Vishnu and Surya. Beyond the temple, but within its precincts, lie 

in the open, fragments of door jambs/lintels and yet more sets of images. Of these, an 

impressive, but broken, sun-image, is the most prominent. According to many historians, it is 

very likely that some early medieval temple was built here sometime in 9th-11th Century 

A.D. and these fragmentary stray sculptural/structural relics are its ruins. Probably, these 

were reinstalled in a new temple, built during the 16th-17th century by Man Singh. But 

authentic information on this count is lacking. 

 

 

 



 
 

54 
 

 

 

(Fig. 35 & 34. Entrance and main sanctum of Choti Patan Devi) 
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Aami Mandir  is considered as a shakti peeth and is a temple of Goddess Sati situated 

in Dighwara area. According to legends, King Manan Singh was the king of Hathua. He 
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considered himself to be the greatest devotee of Durga. The temple is in the structure of a fort 

that is surrounded from all sides, on the bank of the River Ganga. It lies in the flood-prone 

district of Saran and it is very near the Ganges. The Ganga takes a curb at this point going to 

South. The image of the Ganga at this point is Lingvat. Even during a flood, the Ganga never 

touches the fort. The entire structure of Temple is on debris. During 1973 the then Director of 

the Department of Archaeology of the Government of Bihar Sri Prakash Chandra excavated 

and found a wall made of bricks used during the Pal dynasty. 

In the worship of Sakti an equidistant triangle has the same importance as Saligram for Lord 

Vishnu and Shiv Ling for Lord Shiva. The centre of the triangle is called Prambika Or 

Ambika. Surprisingly the distance of the three Shiv Temples (Baidyanath, Vishwanath and 

Pashupati Nath) are equal and if you draw an imaginary line connecting the three Shiva 

Temple it will an equidistant triangle with Ambika Asthan Ami in the centre. This shows the 

importance of Ambika Asthan Ami. 

This place is also said to be the same place where King Surath & Samadhi Vaishya, 

performed AGYA for three years and got the desire fulfilled with the grace of Divine mother. 

It is also said that the place Digwara was originally called Drigdwara. This was the main gate 

of the palace of Daksh Prajapati where he organised Yagya. The palace was destroyed by 

Maa Sati. 

There are many other places claiming the same importance but in view of the fact that the 

incidence of Sati Sacrifice took place in Adi Satyug and has been repeated in every Satyug 

such claim and counterclaim ca not be denied. 

There is a belief associated with the temple is that one who worships over here, his/her 

wishes get fulfilled by the Goddess. Hence in Dussehra, worshippers from different places 

gather here to obtain the divine blessing. 
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The temple priest (interview conducted) claims that whatsoever asked in the lap of maa is 

always fulfilled and one you make a wish and the goddess grants you something from the 

Kund. Eventually once your wish gets fulfilled you have to come back and return the object 

you have received from the kund. Not completing these rituals will bring bad-ills to the 

devotee. This explanation gives a message to the followers that whatever you take from the 

universe you have to give it back in forms of devotion and faith. 

 

 

(Fig. 36. Entrance Gate of Ami Sidha Shakti Peetha) 


