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Abstract

Licchavi kingdom was an ancient kingdom in Nepal, which existed in the Kathmandu
Valley from approximately from ca. CE 300 to ca. 879. Centuries earlier at the start of the
Buddhist era, a powerful republic known as Licchavi existed in what is today Bihar. It is to
be mentioned here, some legendary sources from the Kathmandu Valley also describe the
Kiratas as early rulers there, taken over from earlier Gopals or Abhiras, both of whom may
have been cow herding tribes. The food habit of ancient inhabitants of Nepal was very
simple. Paddy was the most important food grain. Different kinds of fishes were available at
that time. Paniya-gosthikas, Pranalt — Qosthikas were formed to supply water for various
purposes. The preservation custom seems to be practiced from very ancient time. The oil
press (Tailasala), copper smithies (Tamrakutasala), Pharmaceutical laboratories (Arogysala)
and indigo processing workshops (Nilisalad) were given lands. Mallayuddha-gosthikas,
Vaditra — gosthikas existed and functioned in festivities. Varahayatra, Karanapuja were also

used to organise at that time.
Keywords: Nepal, Inscription, food, and festival, gosthika, sala, water, fish.
1. Introduction

The primary source for the history of the Licchavi Period (ca. A.D. 370 to ca.879) is
formed by inscriptions, majority of which appear on stone, the Silapatra-s. Art and
architecture also convey good information in this regard. Other sources for Licchavi history

are the vamsavali-s and the brief but important notes in foreign records, especially the
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memoirs of two seventh-century Chinese travellers, the pilgrim Hsuan-tsang and the envoy
Wang Hsuan tse.

D.R. Regmi has published 164 inscriptions in his book ‘Inscriptions of Ancient
Nepal® in1983. Regmi’s Inscriptions of Ancient Nepal is divided into four sections, viz. (1)
Text, (2) English translation, (3) Plates and (4) Special introductory notes for every
inscription in historical perspective. In this paper sometimes the number of inscriptions is
cited instead of the name of the inscription. So the inscriptions which are collected and
numbered according to D.R. Regmi’s Inscriptions of Ancient Nepal (volume 1) are given

below.

Chabahil Stele (XI1), Chatigu Pillar Inscription (I), Adinarayana (Thankot) Inscription
(XX), Satyanarayana (Harigaon, Kathmandu) Inscription (XXVII), A Stele in front of the
Changu Temple door (west) (LIII), Harthara Image Pedestal Inscription of the Pasupati area
(XLV), Visnupaduka Hill Stele near Budhanilakantha (XLIX), Bhimsena Temple (Patan)
Inscription (LIV), Budhanilakantha Stone Inscription (LIX), Inscription of Lele (LXV),
Bungmati Inscription (LXVIII), Inscription of Bhatuwal (LXX), Chapatolllananhi (Patan)
Buddha Image Pedestal Inscription (XC), Tavajahya (Chinnamastika) Inscription (XCVII),
Bhairavdhoka (southern gate) Inscription in Kathmandu (XCIX), Thankot Inscription (CVI),
Candesvara Pillar Inscription (CIV), Yangahiti (Kathmandu) Inscription (CIII), Lunjhya
Patan (49) Palace Inscription (CXVI), Kasaintol (Deopatan) Inscription (CXIX), Inscription
of Anantalinge$vara area (CXXII), Giridhara Inscription (Patan) (CXXI), Lagantol
Inscription (CXXXII),Sonagothi or Bhringare$vara Slab of stone (CXXXIII), The Pasupati
Stele of Jayadeva Il (CXLII).

2. Food and Drink

It is very difficult to have a comprehensive account of food habit of the people of
ancient Nepal from the data available in the inscriptions. It is assumed that there might also
be variations of food stuff and drinks. Paddy was the most important food grains cultivated
in ancient Nepal. So, boiled rice must have been as at present the most commonly used and in
all probability the staple food of the rich and the poor in their everyday life. The words
Gohale Goyudhe (Thankot Inscription) suggest that ploughing was done by bullocks. The
word Manikaor Ma appears as the grain measure in the inscriptions of Nepal and Bhumi

appears as a land measure and Pindaka is the paddy or grain measure. Soil of Kathmandu
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Valley is very fertile from the ancient time. It is said that “The Valley is filled with alluvial
soils deposited under lacustrine conditions with characteristic telltale ripple marks,
diatomaceous clays, and peat lenses. The presence of fossils dates the soils to the Pleistocene
age. In time the relatively level expanse of grazing and farmlands and the exceptionally

fertile soil of the former lake bed began to attract settlers.”?

There were different types of fish available in Nepal. Fishes were brought and sold in
the marketplace. Bhukkundika fish (L) Malla and Mallpota fish (XLIX, LXVIII, CII, LXII),
Bramsafish (LXXVIII) Mukta fish (L) are mentioned. The common people obviously had the
food habit of taking fish or meat regularly. Bungmati Inscription (LXIII) indicates that the
profession of raising fowl, pigs, and young mallas was encouraged by the royal authority. To
make the food delicious potherbs might be used by them at that time because through one
inscription potherbs were prohibited for sale (LIII). In the same inscription some privileges
were given to the villagers to bring charcoal, chakra, a medicinal plant and pine wood pieces
from the forest.

In Nepal, the royal authority was very much conscious about water. In Lele Stele
certain amount of land had been given to Paniya-gosthikas, the body that was in charge to
supply drinking water and Pranali — gosthikas, the body that was in charge of the irrigation
channels. The Paulampaniya- gosthika was perhaps related with water supply. In the
Pharping Inscription dated 605 A.D. (LXXXIII) it is stated that the king Kalahabhimani
(Amséuvarma) brought a channel from some river into the residential complex of the
Aryasand the work is compared with the great effort of Bagiratha to coax the sacred Ganga to
come down from heaven to earth. Jisnugupta refers in one of his edicts to the repairs of a
water course (tilamaka) which had been dug by Ams$uvarman for the benefit of some
villages. About agricultural development in Nepal, Banerjee says “Repeated mention of
renovation of conduits and water- tanks seems to indicate that Ancient Nepal had been reach

in agricultural resources which had developed to a great extent.””

In this connection it is to be noted that-
Like India, in Nepal too. the preservation custom seems to be practiced from very

ancient time. The caves of the Muktinath valley of Nepal are the most prominent examples.
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The series of caves are found which are seems to be the dwelling caves, storage caves etc. It
is said that “In settlement C, the storeys 1- consisted completely of dwelling caves. The
middle storeys were obviously storage caves. In these storeys the caves generally comprised
of small, walled chambers for the storage of grain. The caves C 17 and ¢ 18 show clearly how
these chambers were constructed. Additional storage capacity was derived from holes of
different sizes.... the organic samples from the bricks of the storage-chamber revealed that

some of the chambers were constructed between 600 and 100 B.C.” 3

Plans of Caves at Muktinath in Nepal

In the Sanga Inscription (608 A.D.) there is a reference of the custom of preserving
oil. According to Dr. Banerjee*custom of preserving oil and other commodities is very
ancient. In this respect he gives the examples of Brahmilnscription of Mahasthan of 3'
century B.C. and Sohgaura Copper Plate Inscription. He reminds that Kautilya also uses the

words kosthagara (store house) and atyayika (emergency).

Great care was taken by Am$uvarman and his followers to procure water in tunnels
and tanks on which agricultural economy depended. Water in the hills had generally been a
comparatively scare commodity. Inadequate rain was one of the reasons for this scarcity. So,
people of this area perhaps had to collect water from the far-off springs and had to sustain
their agricultural lands and meet other requirements. To remove these discomforts of the

people the king had to make permanent arrangements for storing water.

Language in India www.languageinindia.comISSN 1930-2940Vol. 24:3 March 2024
Dr. Arpita Tripathy, Assistant Professor

Food and Festivals of Ancient Nepal (4th to 8thCentury A.D.):

An Inscriptional Overview 67



http://www.languageinindia.com/

“In this context information supplied by the Vamsavalimay be taken note of. It is
recorded there in the reign of Raja Ams$uvarma, a certain VibhuvarmaRajavamsi, having
consecrated a Budhha, built an aqueduct with seven dhara-s or spouts and wrote the
following sloka on the right side of one of the dhara-s: By the kindness of Ams§uvarma, this

aqueduct has been built by Vibhuvarma to augment the merits of his father.””

Jisnugupta was also conscious about the continuous supply of watercourse. The
Chinnamastika Inscription (XCVII) informs that Jisnugupta presented some irrigable lands or
gardens to three villages so that the repair of the Tilamaka channel was not interrupted. It was
also instructed that out of the income (Pindakam) collected from these fields future repair

work of the water course was to be done.

Again, the repair-works of watercourse Tilamakais mentioned in the Mina-Narayana
Inscription (XCIX).Banerjee says about this “The villagers and cultivators making use of this
water-course ordered through this edict to pay revenue of one-tenth of their produce
[pindaka-dasa-bhagampratyakalayya bhavadbhirevopasamhartavyah-1.15]. The edict further
carries for the villagers the instructions to worship the deity whose name ends in
lesvarasvamin (1.16; it is most probably a portion of one of the names of Lord Vishnu), to
feed every day the Paricalis [Pancalibhojananica-1.16], i.e., the members of the village
committee and to provide as soon as possible for the repair of the water course
[tilamakapratisamskarascakalanatikramenaivakaryah-1.17], Thus the villagers had to share
the expenses and lend manual labour for the fulfilment of Jisnugupta’s mission. This revenue
was collected also for the purpose of affording protection and beneficial services to his

people.”®

In the Cande$vara Inscription of Jisnugupta (CIV) it is declared that from the donated
lands the repair work of the temple of Chatra Cande$vara and the occasional renovation of

the spout of the water course in Kiigrama will be continued.

To show the common practice of drinking habit in ancient Nepal, Prof. Jha has taken
the word Paniya-gosthifrom Lele Stele of Sivadeva I dated 604 A.D. and the word
Karanapija from Pasupati Inscription of Jayalambha dated 419 A.D. (XI) and Giridhara
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Inscription of Narendradeva dated 659 A.D. (CXXI). According to him the word Paniya-
gosthi probably speaks of the organisations which arranged for wine drinking at least during
ceremonies occasions.’In support of this view he thinks that very cold climate of the country
would have necessitated the people to take wine with which the Licchavis and the Guptas
were closely associated even before their migration to Nepal. But Regmi, Vajracharya and
others take the word Paniya-gosthias a kind of organisation which provided drinking water

for the traveller or for irrigation.’

According to Vajracharya® Karanapijameans naimittikapiija which does not indicate
the sense of wine worship. It is not known if the people of ancient Nepal know about the
techniques of making wine. But the sources of ancient history mention that the Kiratas,
Shakyas, Koliyas, Licchavis, Mallas, Abhira Guptas, Pundris were the main habitants of the
Nepal and due to commercial trade, some people were related with Tibet and India. At that
time the drinking pattern was already flourished in China, Tibet and India.® It might be
possible because of cold weather Nepal people used to take liquor but Paniya-gosthiwas
certainly not the organisation to provide liquor and Karanapujameans naimittikapija in

which it is not known if wine was used or not.

Different Salasare mentioned in the inscriptions. The household products might be
available from production workshops. The oil press (Tailasala) (LXXV) copper smithies
(Tamrakutasala) Pharmaceutical laboratories (drogysala) (LXV) and indigo processing

workshops (Nilisala) (LXXIX) were given lands.

The inscriptions of Nepal mention various taxes on necessary products of their day to
day life. These products are Jars of oil (LXXV), copper pots (LXX), firewood, iron, flywhisk,
hair of deer, musk (LXX), textiles (CVI), onion and garlic (LIV), fish, pig and sheep
(LXVII). The Harigaon Inscription of Amsuvarma (LXXIV) mentions the phrase grha —
Kshetradisravanika-dana....which seems to refer to gifts, grants, or donations of houses and

fields through oral orders (sravanika) or through gift —deeds (dana).

The normal and simple food habit of Nepal people indicates the poor economical

condition of Nepal. It seems that they tried to earn their food and drink from their unlimited
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natural treasures. The hills, forests, rivers were the primary sources of their foods and other
necessary commodities.

“In addition to observations on Nepali clothing, ornamentation and personal hygiene, Wang
Hslan-t'sé noted that the Nepali utensils of copper and that they eschewed spoons and

chopsticks but ate, as they still prefer to, with their hands.” 1°

Wang Hslian-t'sé observed that the wooden houses were sculptured and painted and
one of the earliest Licchavi inscriptions refers to a Budhhist shrine decorated with paintings
of Jataka stories.

3. Festivals & Enjoyments
Man is a social being, so they want to have the company of their fellow creatures to
share his pleasure as well as his sorrows. The people of ancient times were delighted by the
beauty of nature, seasonal changes, and good harvest etc. They wanted to enjoy these in
company of those whom they loved or liked. That is perhaps why the seasonal and pastoral

festivities developed.

In ancient Nepal the festivities were almost all religious. They arranged various type
of enjoyment in these ceremonies. In the Lele Inscription (LXV) it is stated that some plots
are allotted to Mallayuddhagosthika-s. It means the wrestlers of the village of Lembatidranga
were getting help from the royal palace to make the shows of wrestling at the time of festival
of Vasudeva. Among many sports. Vatsayana refers to wrestling matches. In the Mahabodhi

inscription ! the word Malla indicates a boxer.

Thankot Inscription of Bhimarjunadeva (CVI) states that the people got a special
favour from the authority that the tax which they had to pay for a show of bull fight and for
every plough of land in Daksinakoligrama was cut by half. So, it is proved that Goyuddhawas
a bull fight show, which was very popular among the local people of Daksinakoligrama. The
consecration of Lokapalasvamin is mentioned in the inscription of Anantalinge$vara (CXXII)
of Narendradeva dated 656 A.D. On the day of the twelfth phase, the consecrations had
arranged and for the sake of propitiatory water to be arranged by Brahmins, 25 Puranas of

Panas were allotted. It is mentioned that for the provision of materials for setting up the flag
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for the cow fight 25 Puranas were allotted. It seems bullfights or cow fights were arranged
regularly during special occasions and festivals.

The hosting of the flag (dhvaj-arohana) which is popular in the south Indian temples
was done in Nepal with due Vedic rituals and it was a signal of the commencement of
festivals. In the Lele Inscription there is Dhvaja-gosthika. In the Anantalinge$vara Inscription
there is a long list of budget items for the ceremony of Lokapalasvamin. At the last paragraph
there is a reference to Varahayatra within the Hamsagrhadrasiga on the day of Jyesthasukia
11. May be Varahayatra indicates that there was a temple in the Drasiga complex wherein
God Visnu in his incarnation as the boar was worshipped. It is also possible that in the
incarnation of Lokapalasvamin (Visnu) a procession of god Lokapala (mounted on a boar)
was arranged. The Chando Varaha of Nepal confirms the popularity of the deity in the form
of a boar lifting the earth. Giridhara Inscription (CXXI) of Narendradeva dated 659A.D.
mentions Dharmikaganas, who were the several members of a body in charge of the conduct
of rituals in temples with their administration. The members conducted the ritual of worship
called Karanapuja. The Karanapuja is mentioned in these inscriptions — 1) Jayalambha
inscription of Mandaeva | (XI) 2) Buddhanilakantha Inscription of Mandeva | (VI) 3)
Kevalpur Inscription (CI). But there is no useful information available about Karanapuja in
these inscriptions. The Vajraghar Inscription of Narendradeva (CXXVIII) dated 679 A.D.
says that the Karanapuja involves snapana (bath) gandha(sandal wood paste),
puspa(offering of flowers), dhapa(burning of incense) lighting the lamp with oil,
vaditra(playing of musical instruments) usually played in the rainy season and
Japakadina(muttering of prayers) etc. In the Giridhara Inscription (CXXI) the phrase appears
like this-
snapanagandhapuspadhiipapradipavarsavarddhanavarsakalavaditrajapakadikakaranapiijak
artavya (CXXI-line 14-15).

According to Alakananda Bhattacarya, “the karanapija was associated not only with
the Saivite and Vishnuite cults but also with the cult of Vaisampayana....The manner in which
thekaranapiuja has been referred to in early Nepalese inscriptions indicate worship of images

of various deities.” 2
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Literally karana means wine, use of which was one of the essential accessories of
tantric form of worship. But epigraphic documents of early Nepal do not indicate the use of
alcohol in the worship of a deity or of a linga.*®

Karana according to M. Williams’ Dictionary means, among other things, a deity.!*

Originally Karanapuja means worship done for particular purpose and it is more
interesting that special instruments were played in the temples to ensure sufficient rain. In the
special occasions this kind of pija happened. The rainy season was the special occasion here
and the worship of Vajresvara was arranged. Sometimes the birthday ceremonies became the

special occasions. On those days the Brahmanas and Pasupatas were to be fed.

Regarding this occasion Regmi says — "The pija is always associated with the
Pasupata sect which was popular in India in those days... According to the Pasupata Siitra
the Lord Siva Pasupati is the cause of universe as well as the destroyer and agency to
maintain it. Although it cannot be said precisely if the Karanapuja derived its name from the
fact of Pasupati being the cause of Universe, some people think the cause of creation was

Pasupati and hence the name of his pija. *°

It is said that “One of the temples of Matsyendranath, who is a form of Avalokite$vara
(Lokanath)... he is believed to bring rain, is situated in Bungamati”.!® The deity Vajresvara'

may be one of the forms of Avalokite$vara.

Lele Inscription mentions Vaditra — gosthikas also. The inscription of Gorkha dated
698A.D (CXXXIV) informs that a grant of certain land for Karanapuja was allotted and

vaditra, pancharangacitrakarma (painting) are mentioned in this connection.

It is said that “The worship of the Caitya and the Rath Jatra cart festival of
Avalokitesvara were introduced around this period. The chaitya worship in its earliest
incarnation was related to the worship of stones, which may have originated in the early
Caitya worship -- an important factor in bringing more of the proto-Newar tribal inhabitants
into the Buddhist fold, as it was a devotional practice designed for the general public. Thus,

the masses probably began practicing the cart festival of Avalokitesvara/Matsyendranath
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(Jana Baha Dyah Jatra and Bunga Dyah Jatra) during the latter half of the seventh century
AD....The religious processions were not unknown and the beginning of the annual festival of

the god Loke$vara-Matsyendranatha is associated with Narendradeva’s reign.”!’

Indrayatra of Kathmandu, Rato Machhindranath Rathayatra of Patan, Bisketyatra and
Bhairavyarraof Bhaktapur, Ghodayarra of Kathmandu, Chandesvariyatra of Banepa,
Bhagavatiyatra of Palanchok and Pulpa are popular cart festivals in Nepal which probably
started from Varahayatra mentioned in the Anantalinge$vara Inscription (CXXII) of
Narendradeva dated 656 A.D. The present condition of Nepalese festivals has been painted in
this way, Nepalese Festivals are generally woven around the monsoon-driven agricultural
cycle, and with rice being the most important staple crop many of these festivities are
observed after the planting and harvesting of paddy.

Every festival involves the worshipping of the concerned deities and then sitting for a
fest thereafter. A legend or folk lore is behind every festival in Nepal. Mask dances having
religious significance are popular with the masses in the country. Masks are used for different
religious purposes, and some Gods, particularly Bhairav is worshipped in mask form. All

mask dances observed in Nepal have some legend behind them.”8
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