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Faith, Ritual and Feudal Order:
World of Early Medieval Women
in Lower Ganga Valley

Anil Kumar

The study of early medieval eastern India hinges on the eleblatiing
to the concept of Indian feudalism. The entire discoues®ines crucial
in the sense that most of the informed writings on the laa®a joined
issue with this concept. The paradigm of Indian feudalism hesnies
so dominant in current Indian historiography that successiveraiseek
either to strengthen or demolish it. As far as theyeaddieval politico-
economic formation is concerned, the entire eastern imdsaa cultural
region in the making. The shift in centrality from theearea of the
middle Gangetic valley to the erstwhile peripheries dbase a
relationship with the structure of feudalism that tookpsh during this
period. The current historiography has failed to focus oteraindia as
of a cultural unit or socio-economic entity, the only excepkieing the
study of art and characterization of Eastern School of itecture/
Sculpture. While doing this again the sub regional vamatiof styles in
making of sculptures, their socio-economic and politicaplications
were either ignored or not taken into consideration by therkass. In
this chapter | shall endeavor to discuss the aspect, stated, dbat has
hitherto been overlooked.

The early medieval social formation was marked by #imergence of
regional identities. Right from the time of Guptasd more so during the
post-Gupta times, the process of the origin anduéienm of states, which
was till then confined to the upper and middle Gaitgvalley with some
activities on this front also going on in some otparts of the subcontinent,
came to acquire a regional dimension. This wasgaed by a large scale
agrarianisation of the erstwhile peripheral areaml ahis, in turn,
inaugurated the beginning of differing patterns refjional economies
during the period. In the case of eastern Indisspiie sub regional
variations, one encounters the emergence of aralligiom that can be
said to have assumed an identity of its own.
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While talking about eastern India, one needs te iako consideration
the differing conjunction of forces that operatadits three sub-regions —
Mithila, Anga and Bengal. While a large part of Mia constituting the
mid-Gangetic valley had hitherto been the core aofaeconomic
developments, the areas of Anga and Bengal werdoyemndergo that
process of the exploitation of natural resourcessgite of Magadhan
intrusions into these two regions and the emergeicecalized state
systems, the developed elements of material cultade at best, made only
a nominal presence with their major segments s#ithaining in the
backwaters of economic development.

It is true that the mechanism of trade did seeMlirth these sub —
regions, yet the variations remained. It is a comrkiwowledge that by the
early medieval times the value of trade had dirhi@is and therefore,
unlike the earlier periods it had only a limitederto play in homogenizing
the economy of the region. Despite these conssraineé does come across
a historical formation admitting of broad pattedumiformity in eastern
India. The obvious manifestations of this developtrere the system of a
genealogical system for marriage over a large as@ajlarity in the
Maithili, Bangla and Angika languages and evenpgsrithe emergence of
a school of sculpture and architecture, namelyBhstern school in the
region.

Further in the post-Gupta era urban economy dested, trade and
currency network were marginalized in the newly egimg structure of
society. In this period we have enough evidengeréwe the emergence of
feudalism. Land grants were gifted to the Brahnand many restrictions
were imposed on the peasantry. We have definitgeace of extensive
royal grants to Nalanda monastic establishment bgtthe later kings of
the Gupta dynasty and Harshia is also claimed that the later Gupta King,
Damodara Gupta who ruled in th& @entury, created 10@graharas
Similarly, a prosperous village was given to Godd&havani, another
village was granted to some priests. The numbdaraf grants apparently
proliferated by the end of thé'8entury due to the extension of Pala rule in
Bihar. Many villages were granted according to Breumichidranayaya
which has been suggested as tenure of bringinginvitgnd under
cultivation. The overall pattern of agrarian ecoyaifid affect the nature of
contemporary urban economy as well. The existericewns in early
medieval eastern India seems to have been wekddotthe contemporary
milieu. Towns being a super structural manifestatiof the techno-
economic base underwent a decisive transformatidgheir prime features,
a development which was in consonance with the eesnomic pattern.
Earlier urban centres of this region declined osagpeared by the
beginning of the 7 century Pataliputra started losing its importadugng
the Gupta period primarily due to its disassociatipom mercantile
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activities. The new towns that emerged during teeop had a distinctive
nature compared to earlier urban centres. Thesesftnaned towns now
revolved round two functions, political and religégducational

Trade, primarily due to the new social context, vamight to be
localized, a development well-articulated with tphepularity of hattas
(local market). They were periodical in nature amebr the religious
centres. An inscription on a bronze image from Ndéa refers to
‘Devapaladevahatta’ near Nalanda and another smal Nalanda refers to
‘Sri Nalanda Sri Dharmahatta’. An inscription onethimage of
Avalokitesvara found in the Sun temple at BargaearrNalanda refers to
another hatta named ‘Talahatta’ Tal is referred to the region where
Nalanda is situated) in Nalanda.

In these economic and social circumstances reflgo@ntres developed,
which further led to the construction of templestbhg rulers, as well as by
the locally powerful communities. It may be notedttthese temples were
not as gigantic or of great artistic value eithercampared to the Buddhist
monasteries of contemporary eastern India. Theoreédghind this was
probably the fact that the Buddhist monasteriesewimrilt by the state or
supported directly by them as well as patronizedthy rich business
community. On the contrary, few of the Brahminisgilictures were getting
these advantages and they were having supporedbdial followers. From
the various excavation and exploration reports Ihaeologists temple
structures of this period have been reported vdtgno But the ancient
historiography of eastern India obsessed with thddBist, Jaina and other
heterodox monuments, has tended to just ignofidné.question “why such
a large number of temples came up during this desibich is spread over
the whole of modern Mithila, Anga and Bengal parécly near the
important Buddhist sites?” was never posed. Moreabe query that the
Pala rulers who were well known for their Buddhistlination later
extended critical support to Brahmins has also neathunaddressed.

Decline of trade and other economic activities est common people
the situation of stagnation and immobility in theciety. In these
circumstances people of this region were left wathfficient surplus
produced in the fertile Gangetic plains, suffici¢inte for intellectual as
well as religious activities. The horizon of Budsimi was widened by the
philosophical ideas of Aryadeva "{@ntury Mahayana Madhyamaka
Buddhist scholar), Vasubandhu"(éentury Mahayana Yogacara Buddhist
scholar), Bhadantacariya Buddhaghos3 ¢&ntury Theravadin Buddhist
commentator and scholar) and Dinnaga (earty d@ntury Buddhist
Epistemologist). Inscriptions and seals found imiowes places of this
region testify to the phenomenal growth of Vaissavi Saktism and
Saivism during the post-Gupta age. In the periodeuneview there was
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also a restatement of the values of life and a#ition of the Puranic
values, which never denied the authority of the d4ednd held the Sruti as
the infallible source of religion. An outcome ofettgreater intellectual
activity was the controversies between the rivéibimis movements and
philosophical schools. Steps taken by the GuptagKistrengthened the
growth and spread of Brahmanical religion amongniasses. Inscriptions
of the Gupta period suggest that people of lowergetc valley during this
age were well acquainted with Vedic and PuranichsiyThe powers and
qualities of the king have been expressed throughric analogies. In one
of the inscriptions Samudra Gupta has been descebesqual to the Gods
Dhanda, Varuna, Indra and Antaka and who was ting axe of the God
Krtanta. The inscriptions of the Maukharis, whceuin the Gaya region in
the first half of the sixth century, frequentlywaked to the Puranic deities.
The personal religion of Gupta rulers i.e. BudhgtayNarasimha Gupta,
Kumara Gupta Il and Vinaya Gupta, whose royalséalve been found at
Nalanda, must have helped to increase the influaic¥aisnavism in
Bihar. The Basarh seals prove the popularity osWavism in North Bihar.
Popular during the period was tlagatara concept of Vaisnavism. This
avataravada may be taken as an example of religious confliot a
accommaodation, because believers in this theorg Wwging to incorporate
Buddha into their own faith. Whether it was the Bodtdharmachakreaor
the debate over the worship of the footprint of deity, the believers of
Brahmanical religion have their argument that theses of worship were
adopted by Buddhism from Vaisnavism. The practitevorshiping foot
print first started with the worship of the fooingrof Vishnu at Vishnupada
temple of Gaya since the"4century. Not only Vaisnavism but other
branches of Brahmanical religion were equally papuh contemporary
Bihar. Aniconic and iconic forms and representaiari Siva have been
found in a number of places like Basarh, Bhagalplalanda and Gaya.
Other than these Saktism is known from the insomgst and images in
Barabar hills. There are clear evidences for Sumskip from various
places i.e. two seals from Basarh, image of Sunyan fBarauni, etc. The
existence of the votaries of the Sun in Gaya, Shedhand Bhagalpur, a
temple of the Sun at Deo-Barunanak and Naland&rwagh to prove the
popularity of Sun God among the masses.

Besides these forms of worship by the common pedplke idea of
bhakti was also prevalent among them. Reference to theragon of the
foot-prints of Vishnu and Siva at Gaya, Basarh Batskaran are available.
Ridge from Baiskaran, a place near Bhagalpur, sti@nvinfluence of the
doctrine ofbhakti The cult ofbhaktimeant that the universe was a fraction
of God and human beings should earn His grace bypt=ie surrender.
References opposing this concept are also avaithloieg this period as
Buddhist scholars like Aryadeva, Bhavaviveka (ed@fy century — the
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founder of the Svatantrika tradition of the Madhyamaka school of
Buddhism) and Chandrakirti (early' 6entury — a Mahayardadhyamaka
Buddhist and ahenpoof Nalanda Mahavihara) and who flourished in
Bihar during the Gupta age have criticized the $gak Vaiseshika and
Mimamsa schools. Hsuan Tsang's account reveals Brahmanical
temples were more numerous in Vrji (Vaisali) andafgala (Rajmahal)
areas. He found nearly fifty Buddhist monasterges@npared to some tens
of temples in Magadh. From these two referencesifyan-Tsang it is
clear that temple construction in eastern Indiatetaduring the Gupta
period. Hsuan-Tsang’s account could be taken astation for the idea of
sectarian rivalry between the followers of these pepular religions of the
period. Involvement of state in this religious tivais not found. Rather
being believers of the Brahmanical faith Sungarsulgere responsible for
the erection of railings at Sanchi and Gupta rutbyeated lands to the
Nalanda Monastery. It was the common people ardlectuals who were
responsible for the competitiveness although it dmt give place to
intolerance.

In the early medieval period Buddhism and Brahnmaniboth the
religions with their local customs and regional i@dons prevailed in
eastern India. The Palas, Chandras, and other mpotary dynasties of
eastern India were followers of Buddhist philos@shénd with their active
support and patronage Buddhism in this region ghipepularity and
prestige. Buddhistviharas such as Nalanda, Vikramsila, Odvantapuri,
Sompuri, Tarikakutaka, Devikota, Pandita, Vikrampudagaddala,
Pattikeraka, Sannagara were important centres ofdi@ist religion and
learning. These centres were the place where egégbBuddhisacharyas
who wrote numerous works on Buddhist religion. Sénaharasreceived
patronage from royalty andharaslike Vikramsila, Sompuri and Jagaddala
were founded by Dharmapal and Rampal respectivAlcording to
Taranath, Dharmapal founded fiftsharasin his territory.

It appears from the available sources that of the teligions, i.e.
Buddhism and Brahmanism, the position of the formers dominant
between 8 to 12" century, when the Palas and Chandras rule edsidim
But this general view is not accepted by P.C. Bageho believes that “the
patronage of Palas no doubt gave an impetus to lBsiddand saved the
religion from the fate which overtook it in the res India, but does not
seem to have materially affected the dominant jposiof Brahmanical
religion.” ! For it is worth noting that by the large majori§ images and
inscriptions, which may be assigned to the peribd'd century to 13
century, are Brahmanical. But N.R. Rgpints out that the way of worship
followed by the Vajrayana Buddhists was mysticak,omvolving the
concept of worship of a deity without the use ofimage. This is shown
and explained by the different findings of thatioeg which even included
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the number of the various images of Buddhist Godbs @oddesses found
in comparison with those of Brahmanical deitiespuih the Buddhist
works of that period are full of descriptions of dgihist deities some of
whose images are still not found in Bengal.

In their official records Palas styled themselpesamasaugatgsand
we find regular invocation of Buddha at the begngnof these records. In
most of the Pala inscriptions we come across thiewfong invocatory
verse at the very beginniddn the Chandra records also we find first verse
invokes the Buddha in the following words, “May tthard Jina (i.e.
Buddha) who is unique receptacle of mercy, be \a&gdr and triumphant
also beDharmag the lamp of the worlds — in consequence whoseshkipr
the entire noble mindedangha of monks transcends the series of
continuous existencé.”

But, though the Pala and other contemporary royahbsties of eastern
India were all Buddhists, they had a very cathaliitude towards other
religions and they were liberal in their social &elour. Most of the Pala
rulers married their daughters to Brahmanic royaiadties. Palas also
granted land to Brahmanic tempfe€itramatika, the chief queen of
Madanpal, regarded it as meritorious to hear tlgaleof Mahabharata
and Madanpal gave the reader Brahmana VatesvaraSanaima a land
grant as fee.n the official records of Dharmapal and Vigrhapilit is
mentioned that these two maintained the orthodaiaborder of castes.
Chandras also gave land to Brahmins.

Though the Palas and other contemporary royal digsasvere
Mahayanists, the Buddhism of Pala period was nake pMahayana
Buddhism but was clearly influenced by TrantricisAs a result “ the
original ethical and philosophical principles wesgperimposed in such a
way by an esoteric yogic system, combined with esslfituals and forms
of worship, that it could hardly be called Buddhismy longer ....The
religion lost itself in the maze of mysticism andsvengulfed by a host of
mudras mandals krias and charyas'® From 8" to 11" centurytantric
Mahayana Buddhism developed into Mantrayana, VajraySahajyana and
Kalacakrayana and most of these later form of Bigidlbegan in the Pala
empiret*

The Mantrayana was the first stage in the evolutibthe Mahayana
into tantric Buddhism, wheranantras mudrasand mandalaswere given
the greatest prominence for the attainment of pedie or omniscience.
The next stage igajrayan which is the most general name denotamgric
Buddhism as a whole. Buddhidantrism laid emphasis upon *“the
theological principal of duality in non-duality, @rhold that the ultimate
non-dual reality possesses in its nature the pgtaictwo aspects of
attributes, viz. the negative and the positive,dta¢ic and the dynamic, the
principal of pure consciousness and the realitycareceived as Siva and
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Sakti in Brahmanicaltantrism and Pranja and Upaya in Buddhist
tantrism”*? According to thevajrayanistsand all othettantric Buddhists
truth is a matter for inner realization which ist to@ be found flowing free
in a world of which man is essentially a part, butcomprehending it in its
true condition and by continuing to live in it. Theeans of realization of
this state involved a ritual, an expression of ithea, which is, therefore,
itself symbolic in the two fold unity, for it is éhexpression and idea, action
and realizationsamsaraandnirvana As such the rite of the union of the
yogin andyogini was conceived® But yogin andyogini should experience
their union as the union of Wisdonprénja) conceived as female and
Means (payd conceived as malé$ Thetantric Buddhism also believes in
the indulgence of senses. One can attain Buddhamobddoy austere
penances and vows but “by the enjoyment of allrdssito which one
devotes oneself just as one pleases. It is by puattices that one may
speedily gain Buddhahood"and “Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, followers of
the mantra practice have attained to the supreme place obtrema by
devoting themselves to all desiré8.”

VajrayanaBuddhism developed not only secret yogic practibasalso
numerousmantras descriptions ofmandalas divinities and rituals and
ceremonies. As a protest against this aroseShleajayanaBuddhism,
which criticized all formalities and ceremonials refigion, and stressed
esoteric yogic as the only method for realizing thighest truth for
attaining the perfection.

The Kalchakrayana according to the Tibetan sources, was developed
outside India, and was introduced into Bengal duthme Pala rule. There
seems to be no fundamental difference betweenethetd ofVajrayana
Buddhism and those oKalchakrayana Buddhism. ¥alchakrayan&
attached a great importance in the practicgagfg to the time factor, the
muhuratasandtithesetc. Hence, astronomy and astrology came to play a
important part in this system. But so far as theieaement of the goal is
concerned it was same as those of the other system.

In the plagues and sculptures of the period we femresentations of
Buddhist divinities such as the Buddha, Vajrasatt®Bodhisattva,
Avalokitesvara, of different varieties such as HKhpsana, Sugati
Sandarsana, Lokesvara, Padmapani, and other Btdagsasuch as
Manjuvara, and Jembhala, the Buddhist countergaBrahmanic Kuvera.
Images depicting Hevraja with héaktiare also found. Images of Buddhist
female deities are also many. We have images & dfdifferent varieties,
Prajnaparamita, Marichi, Parnasavari, Cunda, Haritl Vagesvari. Most
of the sculptures depicting Buddhist divinities drgjing to a period
extending from 8 to 11" century. This period could be considered as most
important period of Buddhism in eastern India.

We have seen th&ntric Buddhism in its later stage began to give less
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and less importance to the ceremonial aspect ajiorland gave more
importance to esoteric yogic practices. The fundaaiéasis of this new
Buddhism wasathyoga The Brahmanicatantric system of eastern India
had during this period attained a similar form ahdre was a fusion of
Brahmanic Saktism with mystic Buddhism. Before #red of Palas this
fusion and assimilation had clearly begun and waspteted before the
14" century. This gave rise to a new school of Sakfimown askaula,
which accepted thearnasramaand identified itself with Brahmanical
Saktism. The fusion of Brahmanic Saktism and Bustdhiysticism also
gave rise to certain other religious groups suchNathas, Avadhutas,
Sahajyas, Bauls etc. in this period.

Apart from this fusion of Buddhist mysticism atahtric Brahmanism
that Buddhism was influenced by Brahmanism is aswenced by the
findings from Paharpur which represent the ruinthefDharmapala Vihara
at Sompura. The Paharpur sculptures and also ¢dtaaglaques not only
depict scenes from the Krishna legend, thlmhabharata and the
Ramayana but also Brahmanical deities such as Siva, Brahvisnu,
Yama, Indra, Agni, Kubera and Ganesha. Brahmasicalptures are also
found in the Buddhist sites of Mainamati and NaknBvidences of the
Buddhist sculptures found from this region alsovprthat the attempt of
tantric Buddhism to exhibit the superiority of their Gaoler those of the
Brahmanical faith. A terracotta plaque from Maindmalepicts
Trailoyavijaya, but unfortunately it is mutilatédin the Nalanda Vihara
itself we find images such as Trailokyavijaya trdimgp upon Siva and
Gauri.

But the lay follower of Buddhism seemed to havenbeery catholic in
their attitude towards other religions and there a@so evidences of their
gradual merger into the Hindu community. In a tisoshell inscription of
about 11" century, from Bajrayogini in the Dacca district aeva and
Buddha are adored and the person responsibleifoingtription was most
probably a Buddhist Besides, a couple of inscriptions found in the
Coomilla district record the erection of an imagé&/mayaka Ganesha by a
merchant family which was Buddhist or the membefswbich were
originally followers of Buddhism but were graduatherging themselves in
the Brahmanical Hindu community.

Buddhism, though a catholic religion, initially dibt place men and
women equal level. According to Buddhist traditipBaiddha taught his
followers to look on women with great suspicion andput no trust in
them: and his preaching encouraged all married tmebandon their wives
and children for the religious life, in order tocoene monk. This attitude of
the Buddha is quite inconsistent with the pictue ave getting elsewhere
of the wise leader of the order, who had completebnscended all
sentimental and emotional ties. Nevertheless, #Hpproach of early
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Buddhist philosophy toward women provides us ampitmpe for
constructing the historicity of women followerstbfs philosophy. Buddha
made many strict rules regarding the conductbikus and bhikhunis
towards each other. Ahikhu could not give instructions to lahikhuni
without the permission of theangha Even with the permissiobhikhu
could not give instructions to her after sunseter€hare similar rules
infringement of which would have entailed penararetiebhikhus®

Even after women got permission to enter the Ottierrules made the
nuns rank lower than the monks. Even 100 yearshaild is to worship a
new monk and a nun is to receive instructions frarmonk twice a
month?! There are other similar rules. The rules for théguce of the
bhikhuni sanghaare also very strict. However, the Order of Nuesen
became very popular and the number of nuns wasy/alsmall??

During the early medieval period women of this oegisometimes
renounced worldly life and became nuns is alsoengdd by the records
left by the Chinese traveler I-tsing, who came &onifalipti in 673 A.D. |-
tsing stayed in @ihara at Tamralipti for sometime and has left an account
of the life of the residents of thaihara.”®

Buddhism of this period in area was largdgntric in character.
According totantric Buddhism,prajna or supernatural wisdom resides in
every woman and, hence, participation of womaredgired in thdantric
rites for emancipation or attainment sifldhi by sadhakas In choosing
female partner theantric Buddhism are enjoined not to make any
distinction between women of higher and lower casied there can be no
doubt that some Buddhist women of early medievsieza India took part
in thesetantric rites®

Apart from participating in théantric Buddhism rites and some times
becoming nuns the women of early medieval eastetialpresumably also
participated in the worship of Buddhist divinities.

Though Buddhism was dominant religion during Pakriqu the
Brahmanical religion had also great following andoécame dominant
during Sena period when there was a revival ofcaltlx Brahmanical
religion. Among the cults of Brahmanical religioaidsm and Vaisnavism
seem to have been most important. Many imagestktatthese two cults
have been discovered from this region. One of thstrimportant aspects
of Vaisnavism in eastern India was the divine lovdRadha and Krishna.
The wide popularity of the cult is evidenced frotre tsculptures and
terracotta plaques belonging to this period fowodnfdifferent sub regions
of eastern India. The love of Radha-Krishana &fsts place in these two
anthologies, (apubhasitratnakosand (b)Gita Govinda During the Sena
period Vishnu was also worshiped in Laxmi Narayam.

Savism was also not less popular during this pefiqugraphic as well
as literary evidences and large number of Saivibages found from
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eastern India prove the wide popularity of thist.cBhivism in this region
was of the Pasupata sect. other forms of Saivisre aleo popular.

Ganesha, Kartekeya, Sun, and other popular Bralualadeities were
also worshipped during this period in this regi@antricism which had
profound influence on the Buddhism of this perialdo made it felt in the
Brahmanical religion. Though, none tdntras were written before 12
century, the orthodox traditions of Saktism, by evhthetantra aspect of
the Brahmanical religion is known, seem to havenh@evalent in Bengal
in the later Gupta and Pala perf8dDefinitely the traces ofantricismare
not to be found in the inscriptions of the Palad 8enas. But Saktism can
be traced in some of the images of the early medliperiod. Uma
Maheswari, Hara Gauri, Siva Durga, and Ardhanargwaages no doubt
reflect thetantric tendencies of the period.

We find independergaktiimages mythologically principally connected
with Siva, though some of them were associated Watisnavism. Some of
thesedevis are Bhadra Durga, or Bhadra Kali, Durga, ChandauiG
Parvati, Sarvangla, Bhuvanesvari, and Mahalgxmurga is also depicted
in herugra aspect as Mahisasurmadini, Nava Durga and Ugra®far

Some Matraka images are also found in this reg@mmposite reliefs,
depicting the Matrakas flanked on either side bsabhadra and Ganesha,
have been discovered. Separate images of Camuredahiyand Indrani
are also found and Camunda seems to have a venjapd@poddesses.

The religious rites of women in the Brahmanicaigieh were curtailed
by certain limitations. Naipanayanano sacramental rites with sacred text.
They could not offer sacrifice and Vedic ceremoniesluding Vedic
Sandruti were banned for them. Inspite of these limitatiomemen
participated in the religious activities along witieir husbands. Therefore,
no independent rites were given to women in Brahsmanduring this
period® A wife could not perform any type of religious smdependently
i.e. without her husband or without his consentliika, commentator on
Manu, belonging to this period, agrees with thessas$ and laid further
restrictions on women. “No sacrifice, no vows, astfmust be performed
by women apart (from their husband); if a wife abégr husband, she will
for that reason be exalted in heavén.”

The Brahmanical religion which prevailed in thiggien during this
period wasPuranic in character. This is evident from inscriptionsdan
images discovered belonging to this period. InDharmapreached by the
Puranas Vratasor vows occupy a very important role. Theatas seem
originally to have been non Aryan religious praesicout later on were
incorporated in thé>uranic Brahmanical religiof® In the Kasvivekaof
Jimutvahana we find mention of numerowsatas i.e. Sukraharat]
Kojagra, Pasanachaturdasi Asokastmi Bhratrdvitya, Tradasj
Kartikasanana Vidhanasaptami Nagapanchmi Ekadasj Vasachaturthi
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etc. But it is difficult to determine which amonigese were practiced in
Bengal during this period. Although, all thuranasallowed women to
performvratas but due to lack of evidence we cannot deterntira¢ how
manyvrataswere performed by the women during this period.

We have seen th#&ntricisminfluenced the Brahmanical religion during
this period. Theantra exalts women as form of Mother Godd&s%he
tantras also speak highly of the worship of maidérThe Vamachara
Saktapracticeyogatogether with women. Their ritual requires fitzvas
or elements ofmadya mamsa matsva madra (parched cereal) and
maithuna The Devi Puranacomposed about the end of th8 @entury
gives evidence of the existenceMtdmachakra Saktduring this period in
different places in Radha and Varerdri.

There are epigraphic as well as archaeologicaleees of the religious
zeal of the women of early medieval Bengal. A pietéand was granted
by Vijayasena to a Brahman Udayakaradeva Sarmadioductinghoma
for his chief queef® During the period of Ballalsena his wife Vilasadev
donated golden horse on the bank of Ganga to an@mafl On the
occasion of lunar eclipse observed by the QueerhenoVisvarupsena
granted three plots of land manditaHalayuddha Sarmmafl.Sometimes
images of deities were also made by the munificefitkee pious ladies. An
image was made to the order of Vikramdevi, the fchieeen of Ranaka
Yasapald® Sometimes both the husband and wife are mentigmete
inscribed line at the base of a sculptfirghich seems to indicate that both
were its donor.

Some cult of non Aryan origin, which was later occepted by the
orthodox Brahmanical, religion were also practibgdhe women of early
medieval Bengal. These are the cults of Goddessassd and Sasthi.
Literary evidences of this period show that thdyesredieval lower Ganga
valley women practiced the cult of snake Goddesaddaand they had a
great part in the spread of this cult. Sasthi, gheer and guardian of
children, who assists women in child birth, alsemeto have been
worshipped by womet.

The cult ofDharmaor Dharma Thakura cult of non Aryan origin, was
also popular with the women of lower Ganga valleyirty this period and
in the development and practice of it they seematee had a special role.
Dharma is a giver of the boon of sons and we caitygaresume that, like
Queen Madana and Queen Ranjavati of the Dharma Islgogms, some
women of early medieval Bengal sometimes worshippeddeity for the
boon of soné?

From what we have discussed above we may arrisome general
conclusion that the study ofedas ad Smritis was banned for women
during this period. Moreover, child marriage wasague which provided
little opportunity for getting education. But inigpof these handicaps some
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of them seem to have been educated especially loséelong to upper
strata of the society. In the anthologies compife@engal we find verses
of poetesses such as Vijja, Vikatanikatamba, LaksBaghanacupala, and
Bhavadevi etc. We have also the names of Lakshmardad Sabajayogini
Cinta, who occupy a prominent place in the doctah&antric Buddhism.
The Buddhistviharas were centres of learning and culture during this
period and tradition gives us the nameblukhuniMekhla and Lilavajra as
connected respectively with Devikotaihara of north Bengal and
Vikrampurivihara of East Bengal.

Except these few prominent names of the women df/ eaedieval
eastern India hardly we get any reference of lehmemen belonging to
middle or lower class during this period. Majority people during this
period were living in villages and their primarycopation was agriculture.
Expansion of agrarian economy was the primary featd early medieval
society and economy, which led to assimilation amdgration of local
deities and customs into Buddhism and Brahmaniseve@pment of self-
sufficient villages and closed economic activijigsvided space for spread
of religious activities during this periodsmriti ideas of Brahmanism
became popular among the masses. The moral ideasched by
Brahmanism seem to have had better effects inuttad areas where, as it is
even now a days, the standard of morality seemate libeen stricter and
there was a dislike for all customs of the town ahhis evident from
following verses of poet Govardhana: “@Ghkhj walk straight steps, and
give up all the customs of the town. Here the gi#laheadman gives
punishment as a witch if one castes a side |d8k.”
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