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The Kesaria stupa in Champaran district of Bihar is taller than its illustrious counterpart
in Borobudur, Indonesia. SOMEN SENGUPTA visits the place to tell us more about it

aught in a long traffic jam over

the Gandhi Setu that connects

Patna and Hajipur on the river

Ganga, I was becoming rest-

less. It was early morning and 1
had to travel a distance of about 151 km
from Patna City to reach a place where an
evidence of India’s pristine past stands
almost in oblivion. I was travelling with
two of my friends who had no idea where
Kesaria was, although they were very
much aware of Vaishali and its past

My introduction to Kesaria came
accidentally when I was reading about
Alexander Cunningham, the legendary
archeologist of the 19th century who
had explored, excavated and saved most
of our glorious relics and ruins. In 1861,
Cunningham, after measuring this site,
realised the potential of unearthing a
huge stupa out of a mound. He di«j‘.}
vivid calculation of the structure and
was sure that the stupa was not less
than 150 ft tall.

Before him, in 1814, a British
archeologist named Colonel Mackenzie
had excavated a part of this mound but
no records of that work are available
now. Again in 1835, another British
archeologist Hodgson published a sketch
of this ruins without any reference. So,
Cunningham and his team can claim the
credit of exploring Kesaria.

The sky was clouded enough to kill
any possibility of good photography.
Thanks to the Bihar tourism department,
we found signboards instructing the way
to reach Kesaria at every crossing. When
our car entered Champaran district, the
sky suddenly smiled with sunshine.

Various Buddbhist texts say that after
spendm&[, many years in Vaishali, Gautam
Buddha left the city for his impending
mahanirvana. The people of Vaishali
could not believe it and followed him
ignoring his advice to go back. R,
Here at Kesaria, then
known as

asenda

¥

Kessaputta, Buddha again told them to
return. Finding their reluctance, Buddha
gifted them his begging bowl as a token
of memorabilia and delivered his last ser-
mon called Kalama Sutta, one of the
greatest of his life. From here Buddha
started his last journey towards Nepal,
but died at Kushinagar on his way.

Later, to commemorate the great
event of Buddha’ life, this stupa was
built in the seventh century by people
of Vaishali. It is believed that they have
buried the begging bowl of Buddha here.
For several centuries after that it was one
of the holiest pilgrimage sites for every
Buddhist. No wonder, Hieun Tsang, the
illustrious Chinese visitor in the seventh
century, gave a vivid account of this stupa
in his travelogue.

Soon I noticed the stupa in the mid-
dle of a field. The first look of the exca-
vated monument was not quite impres-
sive. Neither was it well maintained.
Unlike other protected monuments under
the Archaeological Survey of India, the
Kesaria stupa remains unfenced and
wild vegetation has engulfed its sur-
roundings. At first glance, it does
not look big, but thanks to the engineer-
ing marvel, it appears gigantic as soon
as one walks closer to it.

When first explored during the
British era, the height of this stupa was
123 ft. It, however, got reduced to 104 ft
after the devastating earthquake of 1934,
Still the Kesaria stupa is about a ft taller
than the Borobudur stupa of Indonesia,
making it the tallest Buddhist stupa in the
world. Incidentally, there are several
similarities between Kesaria
and Borobudur. Both are
six-terraced stupa.
Even their width
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TRAVEL LOGISTICS

M Kesaria is a small village about 151 km
from Patna City; it takes nearly three
hours by road from Patna, which is well-
connected with Kolkata, Delhi and
Bangalore

W Vaishali, another rich Buddhist
excavation site, is just 55 km before
Kesaria. It will be wise to club Vaishali
with Kesaria

M Night stay is not required, but one can
stay at Vaishali. Bihar Tourism's
guesthouse can be booked through
www.bihartourism.gov.in. Email:
bihartourism.bstdc@gmail.com

W Photography is allowed, but mounting
on the stupa for a closer view is subject
to the site manager's permission

GAUTAM BUDDHA TAUGHT A MIDDLE WAY
BETWEEN SENSUAL INDULGENCE AND THE SEVERE
ASCETICISM. HE PRIMARILY TAUGHT THROUGHOUT
REGIONS OF EASTERN INDIA SUCH AS MAGADHA,

stitime

VAISHALI AND KOSALA

and diameter are same! The only dispari-
ty is that while 11 Buddha images have
survived in Kesaria, more than 500 such
images can be found in Borobudur.

Three different types of bricks can be
seen here. While two types of bricks that
were commonly used belonged to the
Sunga-Kushan and the late Gupta eras,
the third one must be from the British
period when the exploration started.
From this, both the construction work as
well as the renovation period of the stupa
can be determined.

The stupa has six floors with a cir-
cumambulatory path all around. On the
top of the mound there is a brick-made
cylindrical-shaped structure which stands
partly ruined. Here in every floor, small
brick cubicles are made and in every such
cubicle cell a central platform is found on
which a life-sized stucco statue of Buddha
is placed. Today, one can see only 11 of
them. Unfortunately, these statues are
either headless or broken from the waist.
The existing part still makes a magical
impact on the visitor.

On the first floor I found a stone plat-
form, which actually worked as a path. It
is the pradakshina path. Here I found
three headless Buddhas placed on the
central brick platform. While one is in the
posture of dhyanmudra, the other two are
sitting in the famous bhumisparsha
mudra. Some Buddha statues are also in
the Padmasana mode, the famous lotus
position. The statues are made of mud
and thick brick jelly with lime wash.

Standing close to these broken stat-
ues and breathing the smell of the
bygone era, I found a chill passing
through my spine. I was standing where
once Buddha walked. And with him

walked thousand other noble
souls. I silently thanked
my serendipity.
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New Delhi, October 13, 2013

Ramayana,
once again

The Akshara Ramayana that went onto
Broadway is right here in Delhi this week.
JALABALA VAIDYA has more to say

en burning heads falling

to the ground, shot to

extinction with a single

arrow. Lord Rama’s. Once

more the coming of Rama
— the Ramayana — is upon us.
And with Rama, Sita. Beautiful,
learned, found in a furrow of
ploughed earth, is she a victim? Or,
as the Akshara Ramayana, written
and directed by Gopal Sharman
says, is it she who, hand in hand,
leads Rama and herself to divinity?
So that, in the final words of the
play, Rama responds to her words:
“Then grant me my universe in my
love for you, my freedom absolute,
salvation absolute in my love for
you. Let me cease to be in my love
for you. My being merge with you””
And Rama: “So that we be both
cause and effect, both beginning
and the end, both form and form-
lessness, locality, totality and suffer
no duality”

Year after year the Ramayana
leads me, inexorably, to a re-evalua-
tion of existence — my own life, the
life of our Akshara Theatre with its
young, aspiring, brilliant boys and
girls teetering on the brink of a
harsh, buffeting life-ocean. The
ocean of this huge diverse country
with its myriad conflicting currents
once harmonised into one by
Rama’s idealism. The existence of
the world, the physical earth, the
universe — a Big Bang from out of
nothing? An existential nothing or a
perpetual sanatan dharma, the con-
tinuous emerging of manifest exis-
tence out of the unmanifest? And
thus, emerging into the manifest,
willy nilly following the unbreak-
able laws of cause and effect,
karma? And the innumerable
actions of the energy that is mani-
fest existence, creating such a com-
plex web, so nixing understanding
that we can only name it maya.

This philosophical quest can go
on forever, yet in the play,
Sharman’s Ramayana, or the
Akshara Ramayana as he prefers to
call it, the quest is encapsuled in
human life that unfolds before our
eyes. Not the black and white of
good and evil as shown in the bel-
lowing Ramleelas that are played
enthusiastically on every street cor-
ner and big maidan, but the layered
motivations, the loves and lusts and
politics of real people traversing
their lives with forgotten actions
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from the past tripping them in the
present, obsessions which are a
complex of ego and libido, as in
Ravana, or ego and his reading of
dharma as in Rama.

Then the three women in the
play — Sita, Kaikeyi and Mandodari
— how do they come out? How
does their human nature handle the
social constraints of the time, not so
much voiced as assumed?

Above all, lilting through the
text, the lovely language, especially
evident in Hanuman's speeches, the
only metaphysical character pre-
sent. All else are purely human,
making human mistakes, painted
with human conceits, Rama and
Sita too, and of course, the others.

So, year after year the
Ramayana rolls round, particularly
for me, with its memories from my
own life — the extravagance of a
Broadway opening, flowers all day,
baskets of gifts, the celebrities walk-
ing into the audience: Arthur
Miller, Kurt Vonnegut, Time maga-
zine editors, whispered to me in my
dressing room.

Today, in our own dear Akshara
theatre, hand crafted by Gopal with
so much love, watching the audi-
ence enter, creatures of this period
of time which is heavy with the
impending 2014 national election,
playing out its fierce fight to the fin-
ish, no holds barred, just like it hap-
pened in Ayodhya so many thou-
sand years ago.

How strange that this thousands
of years old story, enacted by real
people once upon a time, and then
recreated by different poets in dif-
ferent periods of history, each with
their own compulsions, of pol
or of a quest for divinity, colour
not just us, the actors but also our
time too.

Time is the curtain, are
opening words of the play and it
seems that time is ultimately circu-
lar while being so incredibly linear
to us. Its invisible barrier a prison
and a glass wall that shows us a
way to freedom, as Hanuman tells
us, by listening to the story of
Rama, the man and woman, the
two human beings, who became
free of the curtain of time without
ceasing to be human.

The performances will run from October 15-17

7 pm at the Akshara Theatre. Tickets will be

available at the Akshara Theatre-0112336107¢
and on bookmyshow.com




