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Indian Impact on Art, Archaeology and
Culture of South Asia

A. L. Srivastava

Ancient Indian contacts spread and flourished throughout the world. These
contacts were limited to trade and commerce only in parts of Western and
Central Asia, whereas in South Asia Indian immigrants not only created their
contacts there but also established their colonies and later on their Hindu
kingdoms. Owing to their continuous long contacts Indian society of traders,
rulers, builders, artisans, artists, workers, etc. left their impact on the local society
in different parts of South Asia. This fact is confirmed by the buildings, mainly
stitpas (pagodas), temples, sculptures, paintings, epigraphs, coins, literature, etc.,
found in and discovered from South Asian countries.

Indian contacts with South Asian territories started due to trade and
commerce. The land was known as Suvarna-dvipa or Suvarna-bhtimi (land of
gold). The epic Ramayana, Jataka stories, Pali texts like Mahavarmisa, Dipavariisa,
Milindapaiiha and the memoirs of Western travellers Periplus and Ptolemy
corroborate the contacts of the Indian traders with South Asia. Sugriva, the king of
Kiskindha, sent his army men to different sides in search of Sita. The contingent
sent to south was asked to go to Yavadvipa (Java), the cluster of seven kingdoms,
Suvarnadvipa and Rupyakadvipa enriched with the mines of gold and silver.' The
Mahavariisa also mentions that Moggaliputta, the senior disciple of the Buddha,
sent various monks to different countries for propagation of Buddhism. On that
occasion he sent the monks Uttara and Sona to Suvarnadvipa.”The Chinese
ambassador Kai Fang went to Funan during the third century CE. He describes the
greatinfluence of Hindu culture there.
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Indian Colonization in South Asia

Indian colonization in South Asia was due to many reasons viz.(i)
propagation of Buddhist faith by the Buddhist monks, (ii) transmigration of the
people and vanquished rulers from south India due to the conquests of Asoka
against Kalinga and Samudragupta against central and south Indian states and
(iii) the most reasonable cause was the trade and commerce. Indian traders
frequented the lands on all directions to sell their cherished commodities
including the spices. When the Roman emperor stopped the import of the spices
and the attacks of the barbarous Hunas disturbed the Central Asia, Indian traders
took the South Asia as more safe and suitable land to settle there and increase their
trade. Thus, the permanent contacts between Indians and the South Asian people
resulted in Indian cultural influence on the local milleu. This contact is
corroborated by various place names in Indian literature, like Indradvipa
(Andman), Kaseruman (Malaya), Tamraparni (Lanka), Nagadvipa (Nicobar),
Saumya (Sumatra), Gandharva (Yunnan), Varuna (Borneo), etc.’

According to A.K. Coomaraswamy, Indian contacts may have been made
some centuries before the beginning of the Christian era; Suvarnabhtimi is
mentioned in the Jatakas, epics (Ramayana and Mahabharata) and the sea-route
must have been familiar before the commencement of the general eastward
extension of Indian culture. The oldest positive evidence of this Indian movement
in eastward direction occurs in the remotest area, in the Sanskrit inscription of
Vocanh in Annam, dateable about CE 200. Before the fifth century the greater part
of the area, so far as accessible by sea, had been more or less the roughly Indianised
and rulers with Indian names were established in Campa, Combodia, Sumatra
and even Borneo."

The South Asia constitutes the present Myanmar (old Burma), Thailand
(old Siam), Cambodia, Laos, and Indonesia; the latter includes Malaysia, Sumatra,
Java, Bali and Borneo; Sri Lanka (old Sirhhala), etc. In ancient times Burma was
known as Suvarnabhtimi (land of gold), Malaysia as Malaya or Kaserumana,
Thailand and Cambodia as Kambuj, Vietham (Annam) as Campa, Sumatra as
Saumyadvipa, Java as Yavadvipa and Borneo as Varunadvipa.’ During the times
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of Indian colonization, the whole South Asia was known as Suvarnabhtimi. Later
on, there established Hindu kingdoms of Kambuja, Campa, Sailendra and
Srivijaya. The antiquities - temples, stiipas, sculptures, inscriptions and literary
works - speak the influence of Brahmanism (Hinduism) and Buddhism in South
Asia, sometimes in the form of assimilation as well.

Indian Impact on Art & Architecture
Burma (present Myanmar)

Indian contact with Burma both by land and sea had been established
perhaps already in Mauryan period. In all probability by the first century CE,
Tagaung in the north, Old Prome (Sriksetra and Pisanu Myo or city of Visnu) on
Irawadi River in the middle and Thaton on the sea coast in the south Burma
possessed Indian colonies or at least were strongly subject to Indian influence. The
oldest Burmese Sanskrit inscription of Prome belongs to Mahayana Buddhism
and the Pali inscription of Thaton in South Indian alphabet to Hinayana. Pagan in
central Burma has been a stronghold of Buddhism. Remains of more than 5000
pagodas can still be traced out in and near Pagan. The Nagakye Nadaung at Pagan
is a cylindrical or more accurately bulbous stiipa recalling the Dhamekha at
Sarnath in India. The Nat Hlaung Gyaung at Pagan dated CE 931 is the only
surviving Hindu building, which contains the Dasavatara sculptures. Several
Pagan pagodas contain contemporary frescoes. The Jataka paintings of
Kubezatpaya and Kubyaukkyi are also noteworthy.’

Kambuja (Combodia)

An Indian Brahmana Kaudinya, according to the Puranic legends, landed
in Funan in the first century CE, married a Naga princess Soma and became the
master of the country. He made the barbarous locals to learn a civilized living
including dress, ornaments, education, etc.'Funan was a small part of Kambuja,
butlater on, the whole land became a powerful kingdom of Kambuja.

The capital city of Kambuja, Ankor Thom was fortified on Indian pattern,
surrounded by a moated wall measuring over 3000 metres along each side of its
square plan. The moat is 100 metres in width, crossed by five Sridges with parapets
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of Devas and Asuras, 54 on each side of each Sridge. The five Sridges lead to as

many as triple gateways surmounted by towers over 20 metres in height and
decked with Loke$vara sculptures. The city was beautiful with palatial buildings,
temples and ponds.

In the centre of the city was built the Bayon Temple on the triple base having
nearly 40 spires (sikharas), the central 'one was the highest nearly 100 metres. The
spires on all the sides were decorated with a mask of Lokesvara. Ankor Thom was
one of the grandest cities in the whole world in that age of the 9" century CE (Figs.1-
6.)." The Bayon temple enshrined beside the Devaraja lifigam many other images

including Hindu deities (Siva, Visnu and Devi in various forms), Buddhas, patron
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Fig.5 : Mask from a tower Figih: Lacquered maskof Bisdiha
deities and the majority representing deified human beings. The Bayon was thus a
veritable gallery of historical portraits and a national pantheon. Although the
Brahmanical deities were on dominant scale, yet both the cults were closely
assimilated. The beginning of the city of Ankor Thom is credited to Indravarman
(CE 877-889), but the building of Ankor Thom and its central temple, the Bayon

th

belongs to Yasovarman in the last quarter of the 9" century.’

The grand Visnu temple, Ankor Wat may be attributed to Suryavarman II
(CE 1112-¢.1152). The square planning of the temple is spacious and everything is
on huge scale, and all its proportion. The moat, a hundred and ninety metres in
width and eight in depth requires a walk of nearly twenty kilometres to complete
its perambulation. It is crossed on the west side by a paved Sridge, guarded by
Naga parapets, leading to the central gate of the western enclosing wall, the gate of
whichitself is regarded the great monument of architecture. This entrance is one of
the four, situated in the middle of each of the four sides of the double gallery. The

inner wall of this gallery to a height of some three metres and along a length of, in
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Fig.7 : Apsards, inner court, Ankor Wat

all, above 800 metres, is covered with low reliefs illustrating the scenes of Indian
epics - Ramayana and Mahabharata. This gallery serves as the outer perambulation
and also has staired entrances on all the four sides leading to the main temple on a
higher level having five towers (sikharas). The inner temple walls are beautiful
with several relief sculptures of kings, divine gods, apsaras (Fig.7), warriors, etc. In
the words of R.C. Majumdar, “It was one of the grandest cities in the whole world
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in thatage.”" According to Coomaraswamy, the name Ankor Wat is of much later
origin and the temple can only have been adapted to Buddhist usages in the later
Siamese period; the Buddhist sculptures now found in the temple are all of post-
fifteenth century date.”
Campa (Vietnam or Annam)

The oldest archaeological evidence of Indian colonization, not only in

Vietnam (old Campa) but in the whole South Asia, is the Sanskrit inscription of
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Vocanh, in an early South Indian script recording the name of a king of the Sri-
Mara dynasty and dating from the third or second century CE. A few extant words
of this damaged inscription - lokasyagatiagatim have been located in a verse of
Ayodhyakanda of the Ramayana. At this time there existed a Hindu kingdom.
Later on, their power extended to the north where they established a capital at Tra-
kieu (Simhapur or Indrapura) with a citadel at Kiu-su and temple cities at Mi-son
and Dong-Duong.”” Gunakar Mule, not only quotes the Vocanh inscription but
also credits it to the king Dharma-maharaja Bhadravarman, whose other two
stone inscriptions have also been found from Hon-chuk and Mi-son. The letters of
these inscriptions, according to Mule, are to some extent, similar to those of the
inscriptions of the Pallavas and Vakatakas, hence he dates the Vocanh inscription
to the fourth or early fifth century CE. The name of the king Dharma-maharaja
Bhadravarman, as suggested by Gunakar Mule, does not appear in the extant
inscription quoted by him. But he also mentions two other stone inscriptions of the
same ruler; one or both of them might have mentioned the name.”

The ancient art of Campa is closely related to Combodia, but almost all the
temples are isolated with sikhara shrines of Srick, with stone doorways. The sacred
city of Mi-son was founded by Bhadravarman I about CE 400 when Bhadre$vara
lingam was set up. The sculpture of Mi- son, largely of the seventh century, is now
collected in the Museum at Tourane; itis almost all of Saiva character, and includes
the representation of Siva, Skanda and Ganesa. Later in about CE 900 the only
Buddhist temple in Campa was built at Dong-Duong in honour of Lokes$vara. A
wooden temple of Po Nagar, “the Lady of the Land,” and in 8" or 9" century CE
followed the Srick buildings. The main sanctuary contains an image of Bhagavati
= Parvati, which has replaced an original lingam."

Srivyaya and Sailendra (Sumatra and Java)

Srivijaya kingdom with its capital at Palembang was in Sumatra, which was
actually known in Indian literature as Suvarnadvipa or Suvarnabhtmi. It left
almost no evidence of ancient art and architecture. Later on, this land was under
the rule of Sailendra regime and finally passed on to the Arabian Muslims. The
Kalasan inscriptionin Java dated CE 778 suggests that at this time Prambanan may
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have been the virtual capital of Srivijaya
till CE 860.

The most wonderful and
magnificent architectural panorama of
¥ the South Asia built under the Sailendra
regime may certainly be found in the
Buddhist stiipa at Borobudur, situated at
Kedu hill in the middle Java.
Architecturally, it 'is unlike any other
monument of the period. The complex is
"¥E like a truncated terraced pyramid
- supporting a relatively small central
¥ stiipa surrounded by seventy two much
smaller perforated stilpas arranged in

s . . o ok three concentric circles; a stairway in the
Fig.8 : Borobudur, Java middle of each side of the pyramid leads
directly to the upper platforms with the stiipas. The ground plan of the six lower
terraces is square with re-entrant corners that of the three upper terraces is
circular; in vertical section of the whole structure fills, not a semicircle, but the
segment of a circle. Each of the lower terraces is a perambulation gallery whose
walls are occupied by long series of reliefs illustrating the life of Buddha and the
Ramayana scenes. The rich and gracious forms of these reliefs, which if placed end
to end would extend for over five kilometers. Borobudur is a monument of
Sailendra culture in Java (7" to 8" centuries), which was, probably the real centre of
empire and where the Sailendra kings resided (Figs.8-11).”

The Borobudur stiipa is the largest Buddhist stiipa in the world and it may be
called “The Wonder of the World.”” Although in the art of the South Asian
architecture Indian influence cannot be denied, yet, so far as the excellence and
stupendous size is concerned, no such amazing architecture like AnkorWat and
Borobudur stiipa is found in India.
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Figs.9-11 : Sculptural scenes from Borobudur

The other Buddhist monuments in Java were Candi Kalasan on the west side
of Prambanam plain, erected by a Sailendra king in CE 778 as the inscription informs;
Candi Sari, a large Sailendra building containing a shrine and monastery; Candi
Sewu having a large Buddhist temple complex and Candi Loro Jograng, the greatest

Hindu monument in Java and comparable in scale with Borobudur. The complex
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consists of eight temples dedicated to Brahma, Siva and Visnu. The largest is the
central temple of Siva. The word Candi is Javanese designation of temple.

Like religion and literature, Indian art has also influenced South Asia to a
great extent. Some sculptures of Thailand and Malaysia are so close in appearance

Fig.13 : Buddha, coppe;: gu-l:t'emganj
Fig.12 : Buddha, Bronze, Boston Bermingham Museum & Art Gallery
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Fig.14 : Mahabodhi Temple at Bodh Gaya

to those of India that scholars believe them either brought from India or made by
Indian sculptors there. For example, a bronze image of the Buddha belonging to
the Gupta style, presently housed in the Museum of Fine Arts Boston (Fig.12), was
found in Burma but believed to have been made in India because it is somewhat
like the copper image of the Buddha from Sultanganj (Bihar) in India, early fifth
century, now in the Birmingham Museum , and Art Gallery (Fig.13).” Similarly, in
the architectural design and name may be considered the case of the Mahabodhi, a
Buddhist temple at Bodh Gaya in India, fifth century CE (Fig.l4) and the
Mahabodhi shrine at Pagan in Burma, CE 1215 (Fig.15). The Indian influence may
also be seen on the Nagakye Nadaung at Pagan, a cylindrical or bulbous stiipa of
the tenth century (Fig.16) recalling the Dhamekha stiipa at Sarnath in India of the
sixth century CE (Fig.17)." Although the South Asian art later on also adopted
some local traditions and features, yet the Indian influence is predominantly
obvious on earlier art produced just after Indian colonization, which is clearly
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Fig.15 : Mahabodhi, Pagan, Myanmar

seen in town planning, architecture and sculpture.
Sri Lanka (Lanka or ancient Simhala)

The case of Sri Lanka is a bit different. There were neither trade contacts nor
colonization by traders. The contacts between India and Sri Lanka have been
religious and political. According to the tradition, Indian contacts with Sri Lanka
started with a prince Vijaya from the Ganga Valley who founded a city
Tambapanni (Tamraparni) in the southern part of the island in the fifth century
B.C. About a hundred years later, with the foundations of Anuradhapura, the
whole island was brought under one rule, During the reign of Devanampiya Tissa
(BCE 247-207), Asoka sent his son Mahendra and daughter Sanghamitra with a
branch of the Bodhi-tree of Gaya, which was planted at Anuradhapura.
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fig.i? : Dhamekha Stiipa at Sarnath

" Fig 16: Nagakye Nadaung, Pagin

After some time the south Indian Tamils usurped the throne of Lanka for
several decades, but. Dutta-Gamini (BCE 101-77) ultimately recovered the
sovereignty and reoccupied Anuradhapura.” In Sirhhalese history, he has similar
place as that of Asoka in India. The Mahavariisa (XXXII, 3-5), a Pali chronicle of Sri
Lanka composed in the fifth century CE, describes how the king Dutta-Gamini
constructed the great stiipa over the relics of the Buddha. This stupa had a covering
of white cloth bearing designs such as railing (vedikd), a row of full vases

(piirnaghatas) and a row of five finger marks (pasicangulankas) :
Cittakarehikaresivedikamtatthasadhukam /
Pantipunna-ghantanampaficangulankapantikam //*

The earliest surviving structures are stiipas or dagabas as they are called in Sri
Lanka. The Mahanaga dagaba built in third or second century BCE was repaired in
the third century CE and again in CE 1100. Few of the early dagabas at Anuradhapura
exist, the most of which preserve the early Indian hemispherical stiipa type. Another

dagaba Maha Seya was erected in the reign of Devanampiya Tissa, ¢. 243 BCE at
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Mihantale, about 13 kilometres from
Anuradhapura. The famous king Dutta-

Gamini built two large dagabas at

Anuradhapura. The one of these,
Ruanweli, according to the Mahavamsa,
has its relic chamber adorned with
paintings and contained a Bodhi-tree with
silver stem and leaves of gold, relics of

Buddha, gold image of Buddha and a i

representation (painting) of the giisgEss:.

Vessantara Jataka. On the platform of this S5 8

dagaba there were colossal standing

figures, two of Buddha and one of a king e

(Dutta-Gamini) or Bodhisattva, c. second -
century CE. Another life size seated Eaeeo

Buddha in dhyanamudra in the forest near

Anuradhapura, ¢. 400 CE is noteworthy (Fig.18).”

Fig.18 : Buddha, Anuradhapura

Near Anuradhapura is the Isurumuniya Vihara. There is an outcrop of

enormous granulite boulders, divided by a fissure and having before them a

partly artificial pool. The seventh century site has been treated very much in the

manner of the Garngavatarana at Mahabalipuram in India. A niche cut in the face of

the rock contains a seated figure in relief with a horse; apparently representing the

sage Kapila. Itis in pure Pallava style and one of the finest sculptures in Sri Lanka.”

Some metallic images of St Lanka comparable to Indian ones in Gupta

style deserve mention here —

1. Buddha seated in vyakhyanamudra from Badulla, fifth-sixth century CE,

Colombo Museum.

2-3.  Avalokitesvara, seated in wvyakhyanamudra, eighth century CE and
Jambhala (Kubera), seated, holding nakulaka, c. eighth century CE, both

from any site in India or Sri Lanka.
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4. Vajrapani, seated, Kusana; all the
three (2-4) are now in the
Museum of Fine Arts Boston.

B, Pattini Devi or Tara, life size 4'
10” standing, c. tenth century
CE, comparable to a splendid
brass standing Buddha from
Sultangan;.”

On the summit of a natural
™ fortress of Sigiriya (Lion Rock), the king
A Kassapa (CE 475-497) has built a palace,
the foundations of which still survive.
For going to the palace he built a
remarkable walled gallery, with a
facade in the form of an enormous
seated lion. In the vertical wall of the

Fig.20 : Rama, Sita, Laksmana, Hanuman & other characters bow before the audience at the end of the ballet, Indonesia
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cliff above the gallery are two sheltered rock pockets in which are still preserved
frescoes of the fifth century CE in a style closely related to that of Ajanta and
representing celestial women. These paintings combine a great elegance of
manner with a penetrating sensuality.” At Polonnaruwa, there is a series of Hindu
temples (devailayas) in Cola style, built during the Cola occupation. Smaller Hindu
temples are numerous at Kataragama, Kandy and Ratnapura.”
Impact of Ramayana

Tremendous impact of the Ramayana is found on the people of South Asia.
Some versions of the Ramayana are found there viz. Ramakian, regarded as the
National Epic of Thailand, and Ramaker (Ramakear or Ramakerti = Ramakirti, i.e.
Glory of Rama) in Combodia. Like India, Rama-/7la is very famous there. Masked
characters play their respective roles. People of Thailand believe that all the
characters of the Rama's story belong to their own country and all its episodes
happened there. They have the city of Ayodhya, established by the king Rama
Tibodhi in the fourteenth century CE. A river in the middle of Java is called Seryu
(Saryn). A cave Kiskenda (Kiskindha) and a town Setuvinda (Setubandha) are also
there. A Burmese king Kyanzittha (CE 1083-1113) believed himself to be the
descendant of Rama. The people of Laos pronounce the name of their country as
Lava and believe it to be named after the son of Phra Rama (Sri Rama), Phra’ in
Laos is a honourific term like 'Sy’ in India. So they call Phra Rama (Sri Rama), Phra
Lak (Sri Laksmana). Similarly, the honourific term for a lady is 'Nang' meaning
'srestha’. So Sita is called Nang Sida. Rama-katha is so deeply rooted in South Asian
people that they compare a woman with beautiful eyes with Sita and the one with
ugly eyes with Sarpanakha (Figs.19-20). In Indonesia 87% are Muslims but they
love Rama-katha similar to Hindus. The Rama-katha there has the royal patronage.
Once a delegation from Pakistan surprised to see Rama-/ild in a Muslim country.
They asked about it to the President Sukarno, who replied - “We have changed our

religion but not the culture.””
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