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A. Introduction 

 The archaeological site of LaliPahari (or LalPahari, the Red Hill, near Jainagar), is located 
in District Lakhisarai of Bihar on the left (western) bank the Kiul River, a tributary of the Ganga 
River. The site, a small fort atop the hillock, is about 125 km east of Patna, and around 5 km 
away from the Ashok Dham, a celebrated Shaivite temple complex place of modern time, and 
one of holy places and popular heritage destinations in the region. The fort was discovered 
sometime back in December 2016 when the soil on the hillock, called LaliPahari or LalPahari 
(Red Mountain) in Lakhisarai district, was being dug for building a stage there. Taking into 
account the importance of the site, excavations at the site were commenced in the current field 
session of 2017-18 jointly by the Department of Art, Culture and Youth, Government of Bihar, 
represented through Dr.Bijoy Kumar Choudhary, Executive Director, Bihar Virast Vikas Samiti, 
and the Department of Ancient Indian History, Culture And Archaeology, the Visva-Bharati 
University, a Public Central University at Santiniketan, West Bengal, Kolkata, represented 
through Dr. Anil Kumar, Associate Professor—as Director and Co-Director of the excavations 
respectively. Shri Nitish Kumar, Hon’ble Chief Minister of Bihar, inaugurated the excavation on 
25 November 2017 for his profound interest in the heritage. Excavations at the site continued till 
end of June 2018 before the onset of monsoon, but which would be resumed in the next field 
session. 

 Diligent and systematic work at the site has resulted in rich archaeological finds, throwing 
a welcome light on hitherto little known aspects of Buddhism in Bihar—a moderate-sized and 
meticulously guarded brick fort complex having distinct structural and antiquarian remains, all 
falling within the date bracket of circa 11th/12th – 13th /14th century CE. 

 Secluded spot atop a hillock but not very far away from the contemporary urban 
concentration, carefully guarded fortified establishment, discovery of a large number of 
inscribed plaques showing Buddha in Bhumisparsha Mudra, an inscribed image of Bodhisattva 
Avalokitesvara (now in the collection of Berlin museum) dating from of c. 11th century CE, and 
recording a meritorious gift made by an elderly Buddhist nun to the establishment, together 
corroborate the premise that the establishment at LaliPahari under reference is a holy Buddhist 
Nunnery (a Matha) settlement. 

B.   The site and its environment 

 The ancient site (Lat. 25°09’03.92” N; Long. 86°06’02.03” E) near Jainagar village in 
district Lakhisarai is situated above 79.35 MSL atop a small longitudinal hillock, on the left 
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bank of the Kiul river. The district of Lakhisarai, occupying an important place in the history of 
the Bihar state, was established on 3rd July 1994 after it was separated from the Munger district. 
Earlier, it was a sub-division of Munger district. The Lakhisarai district is surrounded by five 
other districts of Bihar, namely Patna, Begusarai, Munger, Jamui, and Sheikhpura in the 
northwest, northeast, east, south and west respectively (Figs. 1 and 2). 

 On the whole, the district has a diverse landscape ranging from hills to flood plains; the 
major geomorphic units are rocky upland, pediplain, alluvial plain and flood plains. The 
landscape surrounding LaliPahari is dotted with other small hillocks, protruding at some 
distances, giving the area a look of rugged land. The soils (Inceptisols, Entisols and Alfisols 
group of soils) are sandy to loamy with the pH value being on the alkaline side. 
Hydrogeologically, the district is divided into two parts (a) hard rock/ fissured formation— 
comprising rocks of Chhota Nagpur Gneissic Complex (CGC) and Kharagpur formation, which 
are composed mainly of granite gneisses, quartzite and phyllite, and (b) unconsolidated / porous 
formations—the Quaternary alluvium with variation in thickness of the alluvium mainly due to 
uneven bedrock topography and proximity of hillocks/hill ranges. 

 From drainage standpoint, the district forms a part of Phalgu-Kiul sub-basin of the Ganga 
Basin, comprising catchments of Ganga and Kiul river systems. The Ganga, Kiul and Harohar 
are three main rivers flowing through the district. While the Ganga flowing to the east touches 
the northern border of the district, the Kiul River flows to the north, almost bisecting the district 
and joining the river Ganga in the north. As the Kiul is a perennial river in the district, it 
continues to be a lifeline for the population inhabiting Jainagar and other surrounding villages 
and towns in the region. Even today, the river is the main source of water to villages and towns 
thriving in here. 

 The climate of the district is somewhat extreme in nature, i.e., quite hot during the summer 
and fairly cold during the winter. January is the coldest month when the mean minimum 
temperature comes down to approximately 4o C. The temperature rises from March and reaches 
its peak in May when the mercury touches about 45oC. The average annual rainfall of the district 
is 1170 mm and about 85% of the rainfall is by south-west monsoon during June to August 
which may even extend to September. 
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D. Objectives 
 The objectives of excavation at LaliPahari (Jainagar) are to examine the archaeological 
resource on LaliPahari and the surrounding areas within a framework of defined research 
objectives, including the following: 

i) To ascertain the extent of the ancient habitation and the antiquity of the site, 

ii) to seek out a better understanding, and compile a lasting record, of the available 
archaeological resource, and 

iii) to analyse and interpret the excavation results, and disseminate and archive the 
information. 

 With a view to realizing the above mentioned aims and objectives, horizontal excavation 
method is being followed. 

E. Layout of Excavation Trenches and the Pottery-yard 

 With a view to realizing the above mentioned objectives of excavation at the site 
simultaneously, horizontal excavation method is planned. For the purpose, during the current 
field season, a grid of 6 by 5 trenches (EW by NS), each measuring 10x10 m, is spanned across 
the highest contours of the site, which measures approx. 7109.93 sq. m atop the hillock, with the 
NE Peg being Reference Peg (RP). In the scheme, Trench N00 is made the central reference peg. 
For the present, the first series of eastern-most trenches, running NS, mark the easternmost 
limits of excavation. As the area excavation method is being followed here, the excavation can 
be extended in any cardinal direction, or diagonally, as per need of the excavation work. An 
overall referencing scheme of all the grids is very handy to find the Easting and Northing of any 
point on a map (Fig. 5). 

 The above grid method of excavation, called Wheeler-Kenyon method, is helpful in 
understanding and evaluating cross sections of fortifications, walls, floors and several other 
settlement features, and their relationship with each other. As exposing the layout of structures 
is another important objective of horizontal excavations, excavation of on-site and off-site 
features are expected to help understand and interpret the settlement contexts and environmental 
interactions. Though the baulks left in between two trenches obscure the view for the time 
being, and restrict the process of interpreting the ancient settlement layouts, they do contribute 
to the scientific understanding of stratigraphy, and help maintain control in large scale 
excavations strategy. At LaliPahari, working through baulks has greatly assisted in  
identification of different working levels, status of foundation trenches, floor levels, all of which 
have their own value to contribute to make hypothesis and interpret excavation findings. 
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 Though the entire settlement area can be seen densely speckled with the bricks and brick-
bats originating from the site, growth of Eucalyptus trees all over the surface area rendered 
problems in mapping. However, somewhere old pits were excavated by the locals for extracting 
bricks and other building material from the site, the efforts had exposed a few shallow sections. 
After the site was physically cleaned, documentation of all features of vandalism, and lay of the 
land was realized by way of sketches, pencil drawings and digital photography. The trenches 
were laid along the length of the hillock and excavation work commenced by engaging local 
work force (Fig. 10). Day-to-day responsibility to document progress of the work was assigned 
to the Post-Graduate students of the Public Central University at Santiniketan. 

(i) Stratigraphy 
 
 The excavations have revealed a total occupational thickness of over 3 m across the 
highest site contours. As the building material here is invariably of burnt brick and stone, 
erosion of settlement remains after it was abandoned was ruled out. As to longevity of the site, 
considering the permanent nature of settlement, the enduring building material, total habitational 
deposit, and the stylistic variations in the findings unearthed, the habitation/occupation at this 
site does not seem to have continued beyond three/four centuries. However, further intense filed 
work undertaken with this end in view could throw more light on this aspect. 

 In general, the bulk of material in all sections is earth strewn densely with bricks, brick-
bats, and fragments of stone and pot sherds. The concentration of bricks is, however, not same 
all over; at some points it is dense enough, and at others, somewhat sparse. It will be an 
interesting aspect to study the behaviour of fall of earth in each trench in order to explain the 
possible cause of collapse of particular wall. On close observation of structural remains and 
association debris, that are so far exposed, it seems convincing that the settlement has undergone 
at least four major and minor building phases (Fig. 11). 

 Some parts of the site have no humus, and, therefore, remains of old structures at these 
spots are visible on surface. Sometimes these remains can be observed following an alignment. 
On close scrutiny, the length, width and direction of these can be ascertained and understood to 
some extent. At some places, cleaning the surface with hard brush can reveal more clear 
information. Following the same methodology, it is proposed to replicate the similar exercise 
on other nearby sites for taking up surface area study and perform site analysis in future field 
seasons in order to assess specific nature of the site. 
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 A sealing that I examined at the site is close to a triangle in shape, and well-baked, 
showing stamped figure of Lord Buddha in Bhumisparsha mudra, a seated posture ‘touching or 
pressing the earth' (Fig. 31). This posture is more commonly known as the 'earth witnessing' 
mudra (a stylized and symbolic gesture), which is formed with all five fingers of the right hand 
extended to touch the ground, symbolizing the Buddha's enlightenment under the Bodhi tree, 
when he summoned the “Earth Goddess”, to bear witness to his attainment ofenlightenment. His 
right hand is complemented by the left hand, which is held flat with palm facing sky in the lap in 
dhyana (meditation) mudra. It is in this posture that Shakyamuni overcame the obstructions of 
Mara while meditating on ‘Truth’. Below the figure of Lord Buddha is stamped a 4-lined 
inscription (a passage), which I could not read instantly at the site. However, the writings found 
on the sealing provide a glimpse of the script used in India and other places in Asia in early 
medieval times around circa 11th /12th CE. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


