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Abstract: 

Eastern India, particularly the regions of Magadha, Bengal, and Odisha, played a central role in 

the origin and evolution of Buddhism. This article explores how Buddhism shaped the cultural 

landscape of these regions between the 6th century BCE and the 12th century CE, leaving a 

lasting imprint on artistic expression, architectural innovation, educational systems, and 

societal values. From the earliest stupas and rock-cut caves to the monumental mahaviharas of 

Nalanda and Vikramashila, Buddhist patronage stimulated a flourishing of religious art and 

architectural experimentation. The article also examines the social dimension of Buddhist 

influence, particularly in the fields of monastic education, ethical philosophy, and cross-

cultural exchange. Drawing from archaeological, epigraphic, literary, and art historical 

sources, this study positions Eastern India as a vital cultural crossroads where Buddhism 

profoundly influenced both the material and spiritual life of the region. 
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Introduction: 

Buddhism, one of the most significant religious movements of ancient India, emerged in the 6th 

century BCE in the fertile plains of Eastern India. This region—comprising present-day Bihar, 

West Bengal, Odisha, and parts of Bangladesh—was not only the birthplace of Gautama 

Buddha but also the spiritual and institutional heartland of Buddhist practice and propagation for 

over a millennium. The spread of Buddhism in Eastern India coincided with the rise of powerful 

political entities such as the Magadhan Empire, followed by the Mauryas, Guptas, and Palas, 

all of whom played critical roles in shaping the trajectory of Buddhist culture. Beyond its religious 

dimensions, Buddhism profoundly impacted the artistic, architectural, and social fabric of 

Eastern Indian society. This article seeks to investigate the multifaceted influence of Buddhism 

on the cultural history of Eastern India. It will trace the evolution of Buddhist art and 

iconography, explore the development of monastic architecture, analyze the functioning of 

Buddhist educational institutions, and evaluate the social and ethical changes brought about by 

Buddhist doctrines. In doing so, the article highlights how Eastern India became a cultural 

crucible, where religion, art, and society interacted to produce a distinctive Buddhist heritage. 
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1. Historical Background: The Rise of Buddhism in Eastern India: The emergence of 

Buddhism in Eastern India must be understood in the broader context of the socio-political and 

religious ferment of the 6th century BCE. This period, often referred to as the Second 

Urbanization, saw the rise of mahajanapadas (great kingdoms), urban centers, and philosophical 

debates in the Gangetic plains. Among these kingdoms, Magadha—with capitals at Rajagriha 

and later Pataliputra—emerged as a dominant force and became the cradle of Buddhism1. 

The Life and Legacy of Gautama Buddha: Born as Siddhartha in Lumbini, near the borders of 

present-day Nepal and India, Gautama attained enlightenment at Bodh Gaya, delivered his first 

sermon at Sarnath, and passed away at Kushinagar—all in Eastern India. These sites became 

major centers of pilgrimage and reverence, giving rise to a sacred geography that anchored 

Buddhism in the region. 

Magadhan Patronage and the Mauryan Support: Under the reign of King Bimbisara and 

Ajatashatru, Buddhism received its earliest royal encouragement. However, it was Emperor 

Ashoka (3rd century BCE) of the Mauryan Empire who institutionalized Buddhist patronage on a 

massive scale. After his conversion following the Kalinga War, Ashoka commissioned the 

construction of stupas, pillars, and monasteries across his empire and beyond. His edicts, 

inscribed in Prakrit and Brahmi script, are among the earliest records of state support for 

Buddhism and promote the principles of Dhamma, tolerance, and moral conduct2. 

The Gupta and Post-Gupta Periods: While the Gupta Empire (4th–6th century CE) is often 

associated with the resurgence of Brahmanical Hinduism, it also witnessed the refinement of 

Buddhist art, particularly in sculpture. This period laid the aesthetic foundation for what would 

later become the Pala school of Buddhist art. Despite competition from resurgent Hindu 

traditions, Buddhist institutions continued to flourish, particularly in Eastern India. 

The Pala Empire and the Zenith of Mahayana-Vajrayana Buddhism: The Pala dynasty (8th–

12th century CE) marked a golden age for Buddhism in Eastern India. The Palas, especially kings 

like Dharampala and Devapala, were devout patrons of Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism. 

They established monumental educational and monastic centers such as Nalanda, Vikramashila, 

and Somapura Mahavihara. These centers attracted scholars and pilgrims from across Asia, 

including Tibet, China, and Southeast Asia, reinforcing Eastern India's status as a global hub of 

Buddhist thought. 

Transition to the Next Section: Having established the historical foundation and dynastic support 

that enabled Buddhism to flourish, the article now turns to examine how these developments found 

expression in art and iconography, leaving a rich legacy of visual culture in Eastern India.3 

2. Artistic Expressions and Iconography in Eastern Indian Buddhism 

 
1 Mitra, Debala. The Buddhist Architecture of India. Calcutta: Firma KLM, 1963.p.59. 
2 Harle, James C. The Art and Architecture of the Indian Subcontinent. New York: Penguin Books, 1994.p.122. 
3 Fisher, Robert E. Buddhist Art and Architecture. London: Thames & Hudson, 1993. p.233. 
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Buddhism’s impact on the artistic traditions of Eastern India is profound and enduring. Over 

centuries, Buddhist themes came to dominate the region’s sculpture, painting, and decorative arts, 

producing a distinct visual vocabulary that not only served religious purposes but also reflected 

evolving doctrinal trends. This section explores the development of Buddhist iconography in 

Eastern India from early aniconic representations to the complex symbolic forms of Mahayana 

and Vajrayana Buddhism, focusing particularly on contributions from the Gupta and Pala 

periods. 

Early Aniconic Phase and Narrative Reliefs: In the early stages, particularly before the 1st 

century CE, Buddhist art refrained from depicting the Buddha in human form. Instead, his 

presence was symbolized by motifs such as the Bodhi tree, empty throne, footprints 

(Buddhapada), and the Dharma Chakra. Narrative reliefs on stupas such as those at Barabar 

Hills (Gaya) and Bhita (near Prayagraj), while primarily from nearby regions, show the 

beginnings of this narrative tradition. 

Eastern India, during the Mauryan and post-Mauryan periods, adopted these visual strategies, 

embedding them into architectural and sculptural forms within monastic and pilgrimage 

contexts. 

Gupta Period: The Classic Image of the Buddha: The Gupta period (4th–6th century CE) 

witnessed the emergence of a canonical image of the Buddha, marked by serene expression, 

idealized form, and spiritual symbolism. The Buddha sculptures from sites such as Sarnath and 

Nalanda exemplify the aesthetic excellence and spiritual depth of Gupta art. 

Key features of this style include: Smooth, polished surfaces, Sambhanga posture (gentle 

tribhanga), Downcast eyes symbolizing meditation, Dharmachakra mudra, abhaya mudra, 

and bhumisparsha mudra. This idealized form set the standard for Buddhist art in the centuries 

that followed. 

The Pala School of Art: Complexity and Cosmology: Under the Pala rulers (8th–12th century 

CE), Buddhist art reached its zenith in Eastern India. The Pala School is characterized by: 

Exquisite black stone (chlorite) sculptures, Intricate bronze images (especially from Nalanda 

and Kurkihar), Emphasis on tantric deities, Bodhisattvas, Yoginis, and Dhyani Buddhas4. 

This was a period of Mahayana and Vajrayana influence, and the art reflects complex cosmological 

systems: Five Dhyani Buddhas arranged in mandala patterns, Avalokiteshvara, Tara, 

Vajrapani, and other Bodhisattvas in dynamic poses, Esoteric figures like Heruka, Hevajra, and 

Vajrayogini indicating tantric synthesis 

The Somapura Mahavihara in present-day Bangladesh (a UNESCO World Heritage Site) and 

the sculptures from Nalanda, Jagjivanpur, and Bodhgaya show the reach and sophistication of 

this art form. 

 
4 Heirman, Ann, and Stephan Peter Bumbacher, eds. The Spread of Buddhism. Leiden: Brill, 2007.p.125. 
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Artistic Exchange and Legacy: The art of Eastern Indian Buddhism had a pan-Asian influence: 

The Nalanda bronzes were exported to Tibet and Nepal, influencing Himalayan art. The Pala 

style became the prototype for Tibetan Buddhist art, especially in the 11th–13th centuries. 

Buddhist manuscripts like the Astasahasrika Prajnaparamita were illustrated with miniature 

paintings, influencing later Indian and Nepalese manuscript traditions. 

Transition to the Next Section: The flourishing of Buddhist art in Eastern India was inseparably 

linked with its monastic and architectural traditions. In the next section, we explore the 

architectural contributions that physically housed and supported this artistic and religious life. 

3. Architectural Contributions: Monasteries, Stupas, and Mahaviharas: Buddhism in Eastern 

India gave rise to an exceptional architectural tradition that reflected both spiritual ideals and 

regional identity. From the early rock-cut caves and stupas to the grand monastic universities 

of the Pala period, Buddhist architecture in this region served as a physical and symbolic space for 

meditation, learning, and cultural transmission. 

Early Developments: Stupas and Monastic Caves: The earliest architectural forms associated 

with Buddhism in Eastern India include stupas and rock-cut sanctuaries. While much of the 

earliest evidence comes from neighboring regions like Bihar and Jharkhand, Bodh Gaya remains 

the most iconic early site in the region.5 

• Bodh Gaya Mahabodhi Temple (originally a stupa): Built near the Bodhi tree where the 

Buddha attained enlightenment, the current structure evolved from Ashokan foundations 

and underwent later Gupta and Pala renovations. 

• Barabar Caves (near Gaya): Though technically Jain, these caves show Mauryan-era 

stone-cutting techniques that influenced early Buddhist caves. 

The Monastic Complex at Nalanda: One of the most celebrated achievements of Buddhist 

architecture is Nalanda Mahavihara, established during the Gupta period and reaching its height 

under the Palas. Nalanda was a residential university with a meticulously planned layout, 

including: Multiple brick monasteries (viharas), Grand temples (chaityas), Libraries 

(Dharmaganja) and classrooms 

• Nalanda’s architecture featured ornamental doorways, pillared halls, and multistoried 

structures with carved stone and terracotta panels. 

• Excavations reveal systematic urban planning with drainage, kitchens, and staircases, 

suggesting a self-contained academic township. 

Vikramashila and Other Mahaviharas: Founded by King Dharampala in the late 8th century 

CE, Vikramashila Mahavihara in Bhagalpur (Bihar) emerged as a parallel to Nalanda in both 

scholastic and architectural grandeur. The central structure was a cruciform stupa surrounded by 

108 cells for monks. Rich in tantric iconography, Vikramashila's architecture reflected the 

Vajrayana shift in Buddhism. Other noteworthy monastic sites include: Odantapuri (Bihar 

 
5 Harle, James C. The Art and Architecture of the Indian Subcontinent. New York: Penguin Books, 1994.p.203. 
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Sharif), Jagaddala and Somapura (Bangladesh), Telhara and Kurkihar (lesser-known but 

important sites). These institutions formed a network of Mahaviharas that functioned under royal 

patronage and scholarly cooperation. 

Regional Adaptations and Legacy: In Odisha, Buddhist architecture merged with local Kalinga 

styles. Sites like Ratnagiri, Lalitgiri, and Udayagiri feature stupas, votive shrines, and 

monasteries adorned with Bodhisattva sculptures and tantric deities. Architectural remnants 

from Bangladesh (Somapura) show cross-border architectural dialogue, with quadrangular 

layouts and decorative terracotta panels.6 

The design principles of these viharas—emphasizing order, functionality, and symbolism—

influenced later Hindu temple architecture in Bengal and Odisha. 

Transition to the Next Section: The architectural and artistic achievements of Buddhism in 

Eastern India were supported by robust monastic institutions and scholastic traditions. In the 

next section, we will explore how these institutions shaped the educational and intellectual life 

of the region.7 

4. Educational Institutions and Scholarly Legacy: Eastern India was not only the spiritual 

heartland of Buddhism but also its intellectual nerve center, particularly between the 5th and 

12th centuries CE. The emergence of world-renowned mahaviharas such as Nalanda, 

Vikramashila, Odantapuri, and Jagaddala transformed the region into a global hub of Buddhist 

education. These institutions played a key role in the preservation, interpretation, and 

transmission of Buddhist philosophy, science, medicine, and arts. 

Nalanda: The First Great Buddhist University: Founded in the 5th century CE during the 

Gupta period, Nalanda Mahavihara was the earliest example of a residential university in the 

world. At its peak, it accommodated over 10,000 students and 2,000 teachers. The curriculum 

included Buddhist scriptures (Tripitaka), logic (hetu-vidya), grammar, medicine, astronomy, 

mathematics, and philosophy. Nalanda attracted scholars from China, Korea, Tibet, and 

Southeast Asia. The most famous among them was Xuanzang (Hiuen Tsang), who studied and 

taught at Nalanda and left detailed records of its architecture, curriculum, and academic 

atmosphere. 

Vikramashila: A Tantric and Scholarly Beacon: Established by Pala king Dharmapala in the 

late 8th century CE, Vikramashila Mahavihara specialized in Tantric Buddhism (Vajrayana) 

while continuing scholastic traditions. It had six gates, each overseen by a scholar known as a 

Dvarapandita. It emphasized logic, epistemology, and tantric rituals. The great scholar Atisha 

Dipankara, who later reformed Tibetan Buddhism, was a product of Vikramashila. 

Other Mahaviharas: A Network of Knowledge: Besides Nalanda and Vikramashila, the Palas 

supported other great Buddhist universities: Odantapuri: Possibly the second oldest after 

 
6 Mukherjee, B.N. Ancient Indian Inscriptions and Buddhist Monuments. Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1983.p.312. 
7 Fisher, Robert E. Buddhist Art and Architecture. London: Thames & Hudson, 1993.p.122. 
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Nalanda, located at Bihar Sharif. Jagaddala: Located in present-day Bangladesh, known for its 

Vajrayana scholarship. Somapura: Famous for its unique architecture and global connections. 

These institutions shared scholars and texts, creating a pan-regional academic ecosystem often 

referred to in Tibetan sources as the "Five Mahaviharas". 

Curriculum, Pedagogy, and International Influence: Teaching was conducted in Sanskrit, 

Pali, and Apabhramsha. The method emphasized debates, commentaries, and memorization. 

These centers also became major manuscript production hubs, with elaborate illustrated palm-

leaf manuscripts that were exported to Tibet and other regions. Tibetan Buddhism owes much of 

its scriptural canon, monastic rules, and philosophical doctrines to this scholastic heritage. 

Decline and Destruction: The glory of these institutions came to a tragic end with the Turko-

Afghan invasions in the late 12th century CE: Bakhtiyar Khilji’s destruction of Nalanda and 

Vikramashila around 1193 CE led to the collapse of Buddhist learning in India. Libraries, temples, 

and thousands of manuscripts were burned, and monks were killed or dispersed. Transition to the 

Next Section: The educational contributions of Buddhism were intertwined with its broader social 

and ethical influence. In the next section, we explore how Buddhism shaped the social values, 

community life, and cross-cultural exchanges of Eastern India.8 

5. Social Influence and Cultural Integration 

Buddhism in Eastern India was not confined to monasteries and scholarly circles—it had a 

profound and lasting impact on society, ethics, and culture. Rooted in principles like ahimsa 

(non-violence), karuna (compassion), and shunyata (non-attachment), Buddhism reshaped the 

social fabric of Eastern India. This section explores how Buddhist ideals influenced caste 

dynamics, gender roles, lay-monastic relations, and fostered interregional cultural exchange. 

Challenging the Caste Hierarchy. Buddhism emerged as a reformist movement in reaction to 

the rigid Brahmanical caste order. In Eastern India, especially under Mauryan and Pala 

patronage, Buddhist institutions welcomed all castes. The emphasis on karma over birth offered 

an alternative moral framework. Monastic orders provided social mobility for lower castes, 

artisans, and tribal groups, many of whom became lay followers or monks.9 

Women's Role and Agency: While monastic Buddhism was predominantly male-led, texts and 

archaeological records suggest that nunneries (bhikkhuni sanghas) existed in places like 

Nalanda and Bodhgaya. Buddhist literature such as the Therigatha preserved voices of early 

Buddhist women. Goddesses such as Tara, Prajnaparamita, and Vajrayogini rose to prominence 

in the Vajrayana phase, symbolizing wisdom, protection, and liberation, and challenged 

patriarchal religious norms. 

 
8 Walter, Michael. Buddhism and Empire: The Political and Religious Culture of Early Tibet. Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 2009.p.200. 
9 Williams, Paul. The Making of Buddhist Traditions. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005.p.195. 
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Monastic-Lay Interactions: The sangha (monastic community) depended on dana (charity) 

from the lay public, creating a symbiotic relationship. Monasteries often acted as community 

centers—offering food, medical help, education, and mediation in disputes. Annual festivals and 

Buddha Purnima celebrations attracted people across regions, promoting social cohesion. 

Integration with Local Cultures: In Odisha, Bengal, and Bihar, Buddhism adapted to local 

deities and folklore. For example: The worship of Tara and Hariti incorporated local mother-

goddess traditions. In Bengal, Buddhist rituals absorbed folk music, drama, and art, making the 

religion more accessible. The Buddhist charita literature (like Ashvaghosha’s works) and 

Jataka stories shaped regional narratives and storytelling. 

Cultural Exchanges and Cross-Border Influence: Eastern India became a gateway of Buddhist 

transmission to: Tibet through scholars like Atisha Dipankara, China and Southeast Asia via 

visiting pilgrims and maritime trade, This region’s tantric practices, monastic models, and 

philosophical texts heavily influenced Tibetan and Himalayan Buddhism. Cross-cultural 

exchange also brought new rituals, manuscripts, and iconographic innovations back into 

Eastern India, creating a dynamic loop of cultural interaction. 

Transition to the Next Section: While Buddhism’s cultural and social influence flourished in 

Eastern India for over a millennium, it eventually faced decline. The following section will 

examine the reasons behind this decline, especially in the face of Islamic invasions, 

Brahmanical revival, and institutional erosion.10 

6. Decline of Buddhism in Eastern India 

Despite its immense spiritual, cultural, and scholarly legacy, Buddhism began to decline in Eastern 

India from the 12th century CE onward. This decline was gradual and multifactorial, involving 

political upheaval, religious shifts, economic disruption, and institutional decay. Understanding 

these factors provides insights into how a once-dominant tradition became marginalized in its own 

birthplace. 

Political Instability and Foreign Invasions: The Turko-Afghan invasions, particularly by 

Bakhtiyar Khilji around 1193 CE, marked a catastrophic turning point. Major Buddhist centers 

like Nalanda, Vikramashila, and Odantapuri were sacked and burned. Thousands of monks 

were killed, manuscripts destroyed, and libraries lost forever. The collapse of the Pala Empire, 

which had been the chief patron of Buddhism, created a political vacuum that Brahmanical and 

Islamic powers filled.11 

Rise of Brahmanical Hinduism: The revival of Brahmanical orthodoxy through Bhakti 

movements and the works of Adi Shankaracharya diminished Buddhism’s appeal. The concept 

of Advaita Vedanta and growing temple culture attracted mass following. Many Buddhist deities 

 
10 Edelglass, William, and Jay Garfield, eds. Buddhist Philosophy: Essential Readings. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2009.p.101. 
11 Thapar, Romila. Ashoka and the Decline of the Mauryas. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961.p.103. 
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and symbols were absorbed into Hinduism. Buddha was incorporated as the ninth avatar of 

Vishnu, and Tara, Avalokiteshvara, etc., were reinterpreted as Hindu goddesses and gods. 

Temples like those at Konark and Jagannath Puri rose in prominence, overshadowing Buddhist 

sites. 

Institutional Decay and Internal Fragmentation: Over time, monastic institutions became 

elitist and inward-looking, focusing more on ritualistic Vajrayana practices and tantric 

mysticism. There was a decline in popular outreach, moral discipline, and community 

engagement, weakening their social base. Sectarian divisions within Mahayana and Vajrayana 

further fragmented Buddhist unity. 

Economic Decline and Loss of Patronage: As donations from merchant guilds and kings 

declined, many monasteries struggled financially. The shift of trade routes from land-based to 

maritime reduced the economic relevance of inland Buddhist centers like Nalanda and 

Vikramashila. Urban centers that supported monastic life lost vitality, further eroding Buddhism’s 

material base. 

Legacy Despite Decline: Although institutional Buddhism vanished, its values, art, and 

symbolism endured: Folk traditions and village rituals preserved Buddhist stories. Some 

communities, like the Baruas in Bengal and tribal groups in Odisha, maintained Buddhist 

customs. In modern times, the rediscovery of sites by archaeologists and revival efforts by leaders 

like Anagarika Dharmapala and Dr. B.R. Ambedkar reignited interest in Eastern India’s 

Buddhist past. 

Transition to the Final Section: Despite the decline of institutional Buddhism in Eastern India, 

its intellectual, artistic, and ethical legacy remains deeply embedded in the region’s cultural 

DNA. In the final section, we reflect on this enduring legacy and how it continues to shape modern 

identities and scholarship.12 

7. Conclusion – Legacy and Relevance of Buddhism in Eastern India Today 

Though Buddhism as a mass religious movement declined in Eastern India by the end of the 12th 

century CE, its intellectual, cultural, and ethical legacy continues to shape the region and inspire 

global discourse. From ancient universities and monumental architecture to values of compassion 

and non-violence, the Buddhist imprint on Eastern India remains profound and enduring. 

Enduring Cultural Imprint: Architectural marvels like Mahabodhi Temple in Bodh Gaya, 

Ratnagiri in Odisha, and the ruins of Nalanda stand as testaments to a golden age of spiritual 

and scholastic excellence. Sculptural traditions influenced by Buddhist iconography continue to 

appear in regional art and even Hindu temples. Folk tales, local festivals, and oral traditions 

retain Buddhist motifs, especially in rural and tribal regions.13 

 
12 Raychaudhuri, H.C., and B.N. Mukherjee. Buddhist Monks and Monasteries of India: Their History and Contribution to Indian 

Culture. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1981.p.222. 
13 Prebish, Charles. The Origins of Buddhist Monasticism. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996.p.304. 
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Modern Revival and Recognition: Sites like Bodh Gaya, Nalanda, and Vikramashila have 

become UNESCO World Heritage Sites and global pilgrimage destinations. The Dalai Lama’s 

visits, Vipassana meditation centers, and global Buddhist tourism have revived interest in the 

region’s Buddhist heritage. Institutions like Nalanda University (2010) aim to revive the 

intellectual spirit of ancient Buddhist academia in a modern context. 

Social and Political Resonance: The teachings of Buddha have played a major role in social 

reform movements, particularly under Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, who inspired Dalit communities to 

adopt Buddhism for liberation from caste oppression. In Eastern India, Ambedkarite Buddhism 

is gaining ground, especially in parts of Bihar and Bengal, as a symbol of equality and dignity. 

Academic and Global Interest: Scholars across the world continue to study Buddhist 

philosophy, art, architecture, and texts produced in Eastern India. Tibetan monastic lineages and 

Southeast Asian Buddhist traditions trace their roots to the institutions and thinkers of this 

region. The transnational legacy of Nalanda, Vikramashila, and other mahaviharas places Eastern 

India at the center of the Buddhist world map. 

Final Reflection 

Buddhism in Eastern India was more than a religion—it was a civilizational force. It built 

universities, inspired literature, shaped moral values, fostered transcontinental exchanges, and 

envisioned a society grounded in compassion and knowledge. While historical circumstances led 

to its institutional decline, its spiritual glow and intellectual brilliance continue to illuminate the 

past and guide the future. 
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