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Asoka’s Pilgrimage to Varanasi:

Varanasi, i.e. Ka§i, the radiant city, is one of the most ancient cities of world.
Its history goes back to the Vedic period but inscriptional material starts coming from
the 3™ century BC only. The Maurya emperor A$oka has the credit of starting tradition
of writing on hard surface like stone in India and we are fortunate enough to have found
his edicts from Sarnath and Ahraura near Varanasi. These two epigraphs tell an untold
story of his visit to this sacred place and A$oka had installed the relics of the Buddha,
first on a platform and later in stdpa, after giving a sermon about the propagation of
Buddhism at the end of 256 night’s tour or dhamma-yatra, as he calls it. The story
needs to investigate his edicts and see how he accepted the path of the Buddha.

Asoka informs us that in the 8" year of his reign, he conquered Kalinga and in
this war one lakh people were killed and one lakh and fifty thousand people were
displaced. His heart felt grief over this misery of people, as he recorded it in his 13"
Rock Edict! (RE). This is again reflected in his administrative instructions given to
the Mahamatras of Tosali. (the Tansuliya of Khiravela), and Samapa, modern Jaugada,
in two separate rock edicts. These give a glimpse of his mind over this tragedy. Perhaps,
Tosali was the provincial capital of Kalinga. Kharavela, in his Hathigumpha Inscription,
confirms this historical conquest by ASoka when he says that three hundred years ago
‘Nandaraja’ excavated a canal at Tanasuliya, i.e. Tosali’.

Aéoka took almost two years to contemplate about his future steps regarding
this stirring mishap in Kalinga. Of course, he was heavily leaning towards spiritualism,
and at last, he found some solace in the teachings of the Buddha. But as a king, he felt
his duties towards his people instead of his personal spiritual gains. He made several
changes in his personal lifestyle and eating habits. In the 10" year of his reign, he went
to Bodhagaya, and with this, started his Dhammayatra, religious tour or pilgrimage”.
This must have been the starting point of his tour that lasted for 256 night-halts, as
mentioned in all his Minor Rock Edicts (MREs). On calculation, we find that it comes
to eight months and sixteen days, i.e. seventeen fortnights or uposathas. It was
concluded at Sarnath. i |

ASoka enumerates five purposes behind this dhammayatra in his 8" RE- (i) to
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have darSana of the Brahmanas and Sramanas and give dana to them; (11) to have
darsana of the elders, i.e. Theras and arrange funds for their livelihood; (ii1) to meet
the people (janas) of the janapadas; (iv) to instruct them in dharma; and (v) to answer
their queries (about religion). He also assures that such steps will be abundantly taken
in the later part of his reign®.

During this pilgrimage of eight and a half months, ASoka addressed the
assemblies of, perhaps, the general public as well as the Buddhist monks. This
memorable event was recorded in his MREs spreading all over the country. In his own
words :

“Devanampriya said this. Since last two and a half years. I am a (Buddhist) upasaka. I could
not do much effort. But now more than a year have lapsed I came in the fold of Sarigha
and I am doing much efforts. During this period in the Jambudvipa. i.e. in my empire, those
deities, who were not known, were made known to the people (people were preached about
dhamma). This is the result of efforts (in the field of religion by me). It is not that only big
people can achieve this; even small people can get abundant svarga through efforts. For
this purpose, savanas (religious lectures or sermons) are arranged so that big and small
should do efforts; the bordering people should also know that results of these efforts are
everlasting. Thus, the purpose will increase: it will increase one and a half times. This should
be written on the hills accordingly. Where there are building pillars and stone pillars (free
standing or in stone buildings or in caves), it should be written. With this purpose this
(dharmalipi), you should send an officer on tour (for encampment) all over in the area of
your operation. This sermon was delivered while on tour of 256 (nights’) encampment or

living out of home (vivasa).”

The Ahraura MRE is more specific about the last sentence. It records ‘esa savane
vivuthen duve sapamna lati sati am mamce Budhasa salile alodhe ti’, i.e. this savana
(religious lecture) was delivered (by the king) while on tour of 256 nights’ halts of
living outside home (vivasa) and the relics of the Buddha were placed on the platform.
In modern Hindi it is now pravasa, instead of vivasa.

Now we can speculate about the place where the relics of the Buddha might
have been placed on platform (mamca) for the purpose of worship and suitable
enshrinement later. Certainly, it was Sarnath near Varanasi where the Lord preached
his First Sermon. The last encampment of ASoka, on the 17" uposatha day. i.e. 256™
halt was planned at Sarnath. Kasi was under the direct administration of Pataliputra
since the time of AjataSatru. This can be confirmed by the partly obliterated text of
the Sarnath Pillar Inscription, which is addressed to the Mahamatra of Pataliputra. Thus,
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it is certainly plausible proposition that ASoka visited Varanasi on this occasion.
Perhaps, it was the dilapidated Dharmarajika Stapa of Sarnath where the relics were
ceremoniously deposited after proper religious rites. Later, it is said that, this stipa
was dismantled and the debris was used in establishing the Jagataganja Mohalla of
Varanasi by Jagata Singh, a Divana of Kasi state. As the king wished, the account of
this ceremony and the summary of his lecture with its effect on the people he met,
was engraved on the hills through out his empire. It was also recorded at Ahraura, the
nearest suitable hill near Varanasi with specific mention of the relics of the Buddha a
and a hint of the ceremony at Sarnath. This practice was not singular to ASoka, but in
later period also, we find some such examples. The Taracandi Rock Inscription was
engraved about fifteen miles away from the site of the village it concerns”.

Kaniska’s Administration at Varanasi :

The foundations of the Kusana Empire in India were laid by Vima Kadphises,
who was the father of Kaniska I. The Rabatak® Inscription was issue by Kaniska
declaring the inauguration of an era starting from year 1 and hoping that it will last
until Year 1000. This was done to celebrate the extension of the Kusana empire - ‘unto
India, unto the whole of realm of the ksatriyas, that as far them - both the (city of)...
and the (city of Saketa, and the (city of) Kosambi, and the (city of) Pataliputra, as far
as the (city of) Sri Campa’. This list of the places conquered by or included in the
Kusana Empire in the 1* year of Kaniska’s reign and the foundation of an era in his
own name shows that a long heartfelt desire of the Kusanas was fulfilled. At the same
time, it also shows that most parts of northern India were under them before Kaniska.
Varanasi was one such place where Kaniska posted a ksatrapa as well as a mahaksatrapa.
The Sarnath Bodhisattva Image Inscription of Bhiksu Bala informs us that the image
of the Bodhisattva and the chattrayasti was established at Varanasi with Ksatrapa
Vanaspara and Mahaksatrapa Kharapallana’. Among these, Vanaspara proved to be
more illustrious because in the early medieval period, we find that in the legends, two
successors of Vanaspara, Alha (Allhana) and Udala (Rudrala) were in the service of
the Candela king Paramadri. These two brothers are claimed to be ksafriyas in legends.
Incidentally, Kaniska in his above mentioned inscription claims whole of the north
India to be the realm of ksatriyas. It is possible that by ’ksatriya’ he meant ‘the ruling
class’. This inscription of Bala is dated in the year 3 of Maharaja Kaniska and is a
sigﬁificant record of the Kusanas for the history of Varanasi.
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Early Medieval Period

The Kalacuris:

During the early 11th century AD, Kalacuri king Gangeyadeva and his son
Laksmi Karna were ruling over Varanasi. Vaihaki in Tawarikh-I-Subugtaghin gives
an account of the Varanasi exploit by Ahmed Niyaltighin in 1033 AD during the reign
of Gangeyadeva. The description appears to be imaginary and doubtful. It says that in
1033, he started from Lahore and after crossing Ganga and marching on its left bank,
he suddenly reached the city of Banaras and looted it till noon and returned before
namaz because they wanted to escape safely with their exploits without confronting
the army of the king. Considering the distance between Lahore and Banaras, it seems
to be a flight of imagination to march with an army and return after half-a-day’s
looting®. I have every doubt about this exploit of Varanasi in 1033 by Niyaltighin.

Karna was the most illustrious ruler of Kalacuri dynasty. His Banaras Copper
Plates” inform that he performed the samvatsara Sraddha of his father Gan geyadeva at
Allahabad after bathing in (7ri)veni or Ganga at Prayaga in 1042 AD. Scholars hold
this Sraddha was performed on the first anniversary of Gangeyadeva’s death. From other
Kalacurf records we know that Gangeyadeva died at the foot of the holy banyan tree
at Prayaga. But the donated village Srusi was in the Kasi area. The Kalacuri Empire,
at times, included Kannauja and most of north India during Laksmi Karna’s rule.

The Sarnath fragmentary inscription of the time of Karnadeva informs about
one Mamka, wife of Dhamesvara devout worshipper of Mahayana, caused to be written
a copy of the Astasahasrika-prajiia and ‘donated it to the Order of Venerable Monks’ ™.

Karna is credited to have erected a Siva temple at Varanasi known as Karnameru
at a place, which is still known as Karnghanta. Varanasi and Allahabad were his
favourite cities and at Allahabad he is said to have constructed a ghata called Karna
Tirtha on the banks of Ganga. It is also said that the Kashmirian poet Bilhana stayed
with him at Varanasi for some time.

The Gahadavalas:

The Gahadavalas were the direct successors of the Kalacuris in Varanasi. Their
first king Candradeva is said to have acquired the kingship of Kanyakubja, i.e. Kannauja
by valour of his arms after quelling the unrest among the people. Kanyakubja being a
traditional seat of imperialism since the time of the Pratiharas, it might have been their
capital of honour; but Varanasi seems to be their most favoured capital. There are about
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ninety inscriptions of the Gahadavalas; and in a majority of them, they donated land
to the Brahmanas after bathing in the Ganga at Varanasi. Thus, it is natural that many
places of the city find mention in their donations. Among these places we find some
temples, ghatas on Ganga as well as some other places. These kings, even princes and
queens have donated land and villages to the learned Brahmanas, sometimes as large
a number as five hundred, after bathing in the holy river, or at a ghata in the vicinity
of some temple or god, or simply with the Ganga water, perhaps in the palace. Often
they claim ‘after bathing in the Ganga at Varanasi’. But sometimes, they mention the
god and the temple, ghata or even a pleasure garden (vatika). In one of the inscriptions,
Ganga is described as north-flowing (uttaravahini)''. Among the temples, we get the
names of AdikeSava'® Krttivasa®, Lolarka', Avimukta'®. etc. Some of the ghatas
mentioned in the epigraphs are - Kapalamocana Ghata'®, Ghata of Deva VedeS§vara'’,
Koti Tirtha', AdikeSava'® & c. Krishna Deva opines that the god Adike$ava might
have been the family deity of the Gahadavalas. He writes; ‘The Candravati Plate of
Candradeva of V.S. 1156, which is described as janita-surasarid-varan-aghamarsana,
implying that it was situated on the sacred confluence of the Ganga and Varana. Now
the river is locally called Varuna. The present situation of the AdikeSava Ghata exactly
conforms to this description and it is interesting to note on the close proximity of the
ghata to be find-spot of the present copperplates. Two other Gahadavala records mention
the AdikeSava Ghata and three more the god AdikeSava, whose shrine then, as now,
was situated on the ghata bearing the same name. But the earliest epigraphical reference
to this deity, probably the family deity of the Gahadavalas, is found in the following
verse occurring in the Candravati plates of Candradeva of V.S.1150:
Fuifr 3= wftrRy: wfearemeidty froed o frgwontn
FYAT AYTAGIRaUReE gnieRvatasr: fant favaiisi

This gives us valuable information that the image of AdikeSava was installed
by Candradeva in or before V.S.1150%. Thus, it is quite possible that AdikeSava was
the family deity of the Gahadavalas because it was nearer to their residence in Varanasi.
Their palace might have been on the present mound of Rajaghata. Perhaps, the name
Rajaghata was given to the place because of its association with the kings of Banaras.

One copperplate of Govindacandra, dated in the V.S.1190* records that a grant
was given after bathing in the Govindavatika (Srimadgovindavatikayam snatva). This
Govindavatika must have been situated within the royal palace at Rajaghata.

This is not an exhaustive study of inscriptions of Varanasi that throw light on
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its history. But these selected epigraphs present some little known facts about the history
and culture of Varanasi.
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