84 CNAS Journal, Vol. 33, No. 1 {(January 2006}

Though direct correlation is not found between the environmental
degradation and the major diseases in Nepal, it can not be ignored that some
of the diseases like diarrhea, meningitis. kala-azar, viral hepatitis, parasitic
infection, ulcer, respiratory infection, etc., affecting public health and killing
so many people in different parts of the country are caused by environmental
degradation. As a result of these problems, the public health is affected
predominantly. It demands rational and gffective measures from the planners
and policy makers to control and minimize the situation.
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RESEARCH NOTE

BUDDHA'S LIFE DEPICTED IN THE SCULPTURS OF
KAKREBIHAR

Dilli Raj Sharma

The Context

For quite some time Kakrebihar has been an archacological enigma for the
students of cultural history of Nepal, more precisely of west Nepal qills. The
site of Kakrebihar (28°34' north 81°38' cast) lies in the southern fringe of the
Surkhet Valley, almost three kilometers from Birendranagar, the headquarters
of Surkhet district in the mid-western development region of Nepal. The
ruined site of Kakrebihar is known for the conglomeration of its superb art
and architectural remains associated with Hinduism 2nd Buddhism.

This article is intended to identify some of the notable sculptures whose
descriptions have not been published yct. Morc specifically, the rich art of
Kakrebihar shows the distinet knowledge about the advancement of Buddhist
religion and art skill that had long been fostered in the region.

The Valley of Surkhet was popularly known as the central point, an
entrepot of trade in the medieval period. This valley links the northern
Himalayas to southern plains of Nepalgunj bordering India, From Tarai the
route eniers the Surkhet Valley and then passing through the mountainous
regions, embracing the towns of Dullu and Sinja, capitals of the Khasa Malla
rulers of the medieval period, proceeds further north towards the Tibetan
border. During the medieval period this area was important not only for trade
and commerce but also for peculiar forms of culture and art.

The site of Kakrebihar, well known as the centre of Buddhist art and
culture of medieval times, vields many masterpicce sculptures as well as
designs carved on independent stone slabs of the frieze which must have been
the part of old shrine. The temple, which might have been plunged by the
attack most brobably from outsiders, indicates the northern Indian sikhara
styled {i.e. curvilinear) temple fuliy decorated with Buddhist sculptural art
and several other designs. The remains of carved doorjambs confirm the
entrance of the temple was beautifully delineatd with several figures of minor
Buddhist deities in the niches and decorative scroll motifs around. In the year
2003 the Department of Archaeology of Nepal excavated the Kakrebihar site
and successfully unearthed the debris of ruined siructure of a stone temple.
Hence, many sculptures of the Buddha and Buddhist subsidiary deitics arc
recordable. This made us possible to asscss the popularity of the developed
form of sculptural art in this region.
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Early attempts to identify Kakrebihar

Interestingly, the famous Italian Orientologist Prof. Giuseppe Tucci has not
mentioned Kakrebihar in his book. He must have missed to visit the site
during his historical survey of western Nepal. Yogi Naraharinath reported
briefly about the site during the time of his exploration in 2012 VS 11956 A,
D.). According to Yogi, the site could be linked to Asokachalla, a ruler of
Malla dyvnasty during 12" century A.D. (Yogi 1ii 2013 VS: 170-172). Before
excavation only a handful of sculptures and limited number of carved stones
were recorded on the surface of the mound.

Although the name, Kakrebihar, implies a vikara or monastery but, in
fact, the site is nothing more than a sikhara styled temple that consist of
several miniature sikharas in successive layers of the superstructure. We can
casily discern skillfully carved images of the Buddha, Bodhisattva and other
minor Buddhist deities. Many such images are now preserved in the
Birendranagar Regional Muscum of the Government of Nepal. The rest of the
sculpturcs and other artistic carvings can be seen still lying on the site. Thus,
the art activity of Kakrebihar features the beautifully carved images
indicating the spread of the Buddhist art belonging to the Mahayana school of
Buddhism in that part of western Nepal. The interesting part of the images
can be ascertained exclusively carving the life history of the Buddha. No such
other sites of the region have done so.

The tradition of the depiction life scenes of the Buddha in stone art can
be traced out from the inspiration of Gandhara and Mathura School at the
beginning of Christian era. Bharhut art illustrated the narrative scenes related
to the story of previous birth of the Buddha symbolizing Chaitya, Bodhi tree,
dise, etc. during 2nd century B.C. The Gandhara school, on the other, laid the
landmark history of Buddhist sculpturai art, and started to make the images
ol the Buddha that denote different scenes based on his life activities only
after 1% century A.D. (Choudhary 1956: 48).

Buddhist sculptures at Kakrebihar

Many Buddhist sculptures found around the ruins of Kakrebihar suggest that
the site was a developed Mahayana centre of art in this region. Most of the
carved images display the theme of dhyani Buddha, sitting independently on
the pedestal whilst other sculptures narrate several themes relating the
incidences of the life history of the Buddha. Interestingly, many Buddhist
sculptures of historical sites represent the scenes based on the life history of
the Buddha, such as birth, death, Sravasti rairacle, monkey's ~offering of
honcy, taming of the mad elephant; enlightenment at Bodhgaya, the first
sermon of Saranath, and Buddha's descend from Traystrimsa heaven, are
noteworthy from the point of view of the development of Buddhist sculptural
art equally in India, Nepal and Tibet. Among these, Kakrebihar promoted
some life incidences of the Buddha through the sculptural art of the region. In
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this sense. as in other Buddhist sites, Kakrebihar played a prominent role for
inspiring on carving the beautiful and expressive images during the 12
century A.D. The followings are the newly recovered important images of the
site.

Birth scene of the Buddha (Figure 1)

A single stone slab with the scene of birth story of Lord Buddha is no doubt a
significant art specimen of Kakrebihar. In this relief, Mayadevi is seen
standing on the pedestal together with her newlyborn baby prince Siddhartha
in samabhanga pose. Mayadevi's head is decorated with usnisher and she has
a lower garment around her waist, which is delineated in beautiful textilc
pattern. Although her left hand is missing, the remaining raised right hand
can be identified in the abhaya pose. Beside Mayadevi, her son Siddhartha is
also standing on the back of the lion clinging on to his mother. Although the
head of the child is damaged, ascribed designs clearly show the beautiful
figure in representation.

Both the upper corners of the stone sfab have the design of half circle
wheels while the lower corner depicts the design of tendrils. The
representation of a lion here, no doubt, symbolizes the clan-name sakyasintha
to which the Buddha belonged. Next to the lion there is a projected band with
decorative niche which contains the figure of an elephant. The elephant must
have been a white elephant Mayadevi, as literary tradition narrates, dreamed
before giving birth to Siddhartha. This relief, thus, indicates the birth-story of
the Buddha. Below the pedestal, one can sce the design of rolling scrolls
with the bud in the centre.

Buddha in the scene of Enlightenment (Figure 2)

The seated image, depicting the scene of the Buddha's Enlightenment at
Buddhagaya after a rigorous practice of dhvana, has been a widely accepted
theme in Buddhism, Normally, in this scene the Buddha is seated in dhyana
touching the carth (bhusparsha mudra) with his right hand showing the
gesture of envoking the earth goddess for the witness of his long awaited
success. It is said that when he was sitting on penance Mara, the demon, sent
his three daughters including Tanha with an army to create disturbance in his
final attainment. Bui despite the attempt he made, the Buddha succeeded to
defeat him and achieved Enlightenment. This was at this historical and
critical juncture when the determined Buddha invoked the earth goddess to be
the witness of his entering Buddhahood. This scene is nicely portrayed in this
relief, The figure of the Buddha is carved seated in dhyana. He is flanked by
two other unidentified figures in seperate niches. Since the image is badly
abraded so one cannot describe its artistic features in details. However, the
niche is embellished with trefoil forana overarching the figure and an
additional small chhatra can be seen above the head of the Buddha, The side
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ngures must be Mara and his assistants in the act of disturbing the Buddha.
Thus, the scene very interestingly represents onc of the illustrable themes on
the stone.

Buddha in Dharmachakra Mudra (Turning of the Wheel of Dhamma
(Figure 3)

Many Buddha images portray the important event of the first sermon the
Buddha gave in Saranath. This incident of the Buddha is knuwn as
Dharmachakraparvartana or first turning of the Wheel in Buddhist literature.
The beautifully carved image has broken hands. The mark made by the

broken right hand on the chest no doubt indicates the gesture of

dharmachakraparvartang, Nermally, the depiction of hand gesture should
meaningfully be raised up to chest and the forefinger and thumb of the right
hand form a circle in the gesture like vitarka. According to Ghose (1998: 24),
the gesture of the left hand raised slightly at low level suggests the Tibetan
character. The Buddha, in this popular scene, should be flanked by two
deities i, Padmapani and Vajrapani on left and right respectively
{(Snellgrove 1978:251). In Kakrebihar the figure of Padmapani, on the left.
has worn a wisdom cap while the figure on the right shows the character of a
Brahmin ascetic with shaved head and wearing dhofi as a lower garment. The
seat of the Buddha reveals square shape of which the frontal part bears the
figure of two lions facing and butting each other. Below the seat. there are
two tendrils similarly winding in circular motif on both sides of the lower
section of the niche. The design of the chharra above the head and arching
tretoil sorana is noliceable and exhibit higher art skill. The flanking pilasters
are deeorated in cege-motif at the top with embellishing lozenges around.
ilere. the carved design of the trefoil torana and pilasters suggest the
meticulous decorative skitl. The half-exposed bodies of the side deities are
given special consideration in this relief. The robe worn by the Buddha.
which cling tightly. is falling from the left shoulder and passing under the
aight shonlder, “The swelling chest and thinner waist. no doubt, represent the
notable physical character of the Buddha. Similarly, the half-closed eyes
considerably supports the fact of ascetic nature of the deity.

Buddha in the Sravasti Miracle (Figure 4)
This particufar image based on the story of the Sravasti miracle is believed to
have performed by the Buddha. It is stated that the Buddha performed a
miracle before King Prasenjit at a specially built pavilion in Sravasti. In
many of these types of scenes, the Buddha is seen sitting on the lotus with
special hand gesture for performing the miracle. This piece is considered a
very well ereated art form in term of expression and modeling,

The sculpture is carved in a decorative niche on the single stone slab.
The image is flanked by two beautifully carved pilasters on both sides of the
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niche. The figure of the Buddha is seated in padmasana pose on a dpublc-
petalled lotus. The lots itself rests on a square buse dccoratr:d with the
design of lozenges. Below this, there is the symbol of two lendrils that have
full-blown tiny flowers in the centre. This design associates with the wheels
probably giving the shape of a ratha. In addition, two half chakra symbol can
be seen on the upper section of the niche. The carved image indicates the
Buddha's serene cxpression. The figure of the deity shows his right hand
raising up to the chest with the gesture of farming the circle wilhl l})c thumb
and the index fingure, The gesture of the left hand is not clear as it is broken
off. The Buddha in this relief is decorated with wsnisha (wisdom cap) on the
head while the chivara (robe) can be scen with very thinner line on the body.
This is marked by the folded lines on his left arm, indicating the robe
spreading down between the legs. o -
The figure of the Buddha exhibits an anatomical perfection. The
ph)'siognom,\'y is visible in a round shape and the body of the image is
modeled with soft and encrgetic movement. The half-closed eyes portray the
serene attitude which is common in the sculptures of the Buddha. Similarly,
the eyelids are delineated in arching lines that emerge t‘rom.the oot of the
nose. The lips are gently closed while the chin is modeled in mug\d shape.
Thus, the sculptor very ably presents the divine perfection in this figure. On
both the sides of the deity arc carved small, scated figures in anjali posture.
Several other figures can also be scen carved on both comners of the niche.
They might be the higures of disciples who are gazing at the Buddha's
miracle. Above the head of the Buddha's image has the decoration of the
Lranch of a tree and further abeve is avershadowed by a trefoll arched-band
resting on two pilasters. The arched-band is stamped with scrgll dCS‘igll’lS and
groove pattern. Similarly, cylindrical pilasters show the design q[ c1rcu!ar
bands in a vertical arrangement. The finial of the pilasters is embellished with
smail cage-motif with lozenges. Thiz makes the niche of the figure beautiful

and ¢legant.

Buddha in Abhaya Mudra {Figure 5) ‘
Buddha images in abhava mudra (the gesture ol assurance or Iearlcssnes@
are also popular in the Kakrebihar site. In this particular seene Lbe Buddha Is
depicted in seated posture on a simple square pedestal with his rlght hgnd
raised up to the level of chest showing open paim and lh.f: left pz.ilm is resting
on the lap. This posture of Buddha is considerably assoctated with the theme
of religious sermor. It is also notable that Buddha’s a{uhaya m:{a'ra can be
interpreted as his assurance to the world of his ability to wlths{an_d _all
temptations and find out the cause and remedy of sorrow and‘suﬂcrmg
(Sitaramamma 2004 150). The dress and other attributes of the image are
similar to other images mentioned in the text. The Buddha in abhaya mudra
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is, as has been said. based on the cxpression of Amoghasiddhi, one of the
dhyani buddhas, sitting on the northern dircction of the Chaityas.

In the Kakrebihar rclief the Buddha is seated in dhyana on a seat made
of double-petalled flower. The right hand of the figure is however broken off.
The mark on the abdomen level suggests abhaya posture. The remaining
right hand is resting on the lap. Although the head of the image is partly
damaged, the other feature can, no doubt, be ascertained a beautiful
representation of the body. The half-closed eyes signify the gesture of deep
meditation. The robe worn by the deity is marked in various plcated lines
across the chest leaving the right shoulder bare. Here. it clearly indicaies the
fringe of the robe swinging out of the left elbow. The image shows a carving
in the niche flanked by beautiful design of pilasiers. The decoration of the
remaining pilasters suggest cylindrical in shape including the cage-motif
design and a trefoil arch torana above.

Buddha in Dana Mudra (Figure 6)

This figure portrays the feature of Ratnasambhava, one of the five dhyani
buddhas who is normally seen facing to the southern direction. The Buddha
is touching the earth with his upturned palm of the right hand while his left
hand rests on the lap, represents the theme of life activity of the Buddha
particularly giving dana in this relief. The Buddha is seated on a decorated
seat which is embellished in the foliages designs. Although the head of the
Buddha is missing the other features suggest its notable hand gesture. As
with other Buddha images, the robe worn by the Buddha displays several
pleats at the edge that emerges from the left shoulder and is hidden behind his
lower right chest. This may slightly be considered dissimilar with the above
images so far. The edge of the robe is clinging out of the left elbow of the
deity, which could be the common features of images. One of the distinct
characters of this image is the representation of solid and columnar limbs of
the deity.

The Buddha holding noney offered by tl.e monkeys (Figure 7)

This is a unique image and can be identified as the first sculptural example of
Nepalese Buddhism so far recovered in the country. In this context, the image
places a prominent role not only for Kakrebihar but also for the whole
country from the point of view of the developed Buddhist sculptural art. The
image, no doubt, portrays the life story of the Buddha based on honey
offering to him by the monkey. The legend tells us that in course of the
offering the honey to the Buddha, a group of monkeys danced in extreme
ecstasy but while doing so one monkey fell down into the well and
immediately died. This story is described in Dhammapada Commentatory
and also narrated by Xuan Zang (H{uen Tsang} (Pal 1984 48).
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In this relief, the Buddha’s figure is beautifully carved in a seatcd
posture on a three-tier seat with both legs pendent. Another remarkable
feature of the image is the representation of aureole around the head of the
Buddha indicating a divine status. This is embellished with sun-rays around.
He also wears the usual usnisha on his head and a thin robe can be seen an
his body across the chest. The left arm of this image is broken off while his
right hand carries the bowl type object. This might have been the bowl of
honey as it is dripping down from the palm of the deity. In front of the deity
there is a tiny figure of a monkey carved in the lower corner of the niche in
an acrobatic posture. This, no doubt, is the expression based on the literars
tradition of Buddhism.

The expression of the deity is cheerful and is seen with opening his
mouth and eyes slightly. The physical appearance of the Buddha reveals
younger in both modeling and expression, It is noteworthy that one Thanka
painting from Tibet which has 16 various life incidences of Buddha, One of
them shows the scenc offering honey to the Buddha by monkey. Here, the
Buddha is seated on the pedestal as the one in the figure of Kakrebihar. In the
Tibetan Thanka the monkey is touching the knees of the Buddha (Pal 1984:
63), but this feature is not found in the Kakrebihar figure.

Above the central image, the tree indicates the beautiful scenery of a
forest. Similarly, the niche is carved in trefoil arch and side pilasters are
decorated with cage-motifs. Below the seat is the design of two tendrils
culminating in a tiny bud carved on both sides, while the central section
depicts kirtimukha design. Thus, the image carries skillfully the idea of
narrative scene of the Buddha on stone.

Narrative Scenes in a single stone-slab (Figure 8)

It is interesting to note vet another illustrative scene based on Buddha’s life
history in a single stone slab. There are three different narrative scenes
representing the distinct postures of the Buddha seated in the separate niches,
while additional two niches that are carved in alternate row contain the
standing figures of the demon-like creature. These figures might have been
associated with the story of Mara and his daughters that are giving a trouble
to the Buddha during his dhvana.

Almost three scenes of the life of Buddha can be identified in this single
slab. The first scene, from the right, displays dhyana, the second exhibits the
first sermon while the third reveals the miracle performed by the Buddha in
Sravasti. The rest of the figures, depicted in two alternate niches, can be
identified with Mara and his assistant, represent in their unique posture.

Finally, the historic site of Kakrebihar offers the marvelous collection
of monumental art comparable in the whole region, which confirms the fact
that the region has a higher advancement of the Buddhist Mahayana tradition
that might have been under the inspiration of western part of India














