
HAL Id: halshs-04688170
https://shs.hal.science/halshs-04688170v1

Submitted on 4 Sep 2024

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci-
entific research documents, whether they are pub-
lished or not. The documents may come from
teaching and research institutions in France or
abroad, or from public or private research centers.

L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
destinée au dépôt et à la diffusion de documents
scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
recherche français ou étrangers, des laboratoires
publics ou privés.

Distributed under a Creative Commons Attribution - NonCommercial - NoDerivatives 4.0
International License

Sanskrit Inscriptions in Northeastern Indian Scripts in
Premodern Java and the Maritime Asian Networks of

Mahāyāna Buddhist Tantra
Andrea Acri

To cite this version:
Andrea Acri. Sanskrit Inscriptions in Northeastern Indian Scripts in Premodern Java and the Mar-
itime Asian Networks of Mahāyāna Buddhist Tantra. Acta Via Serica, 2024, 9 (1), pp.91-138.
�10.22679/avs.2024.9.1.004�. �halshs-04688170�

https://shs.hal.science/halshs-04688170v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr


ACTA VIA SERICA

doi: 10.22679/avs.2024.9.1.004

This survey explores artifacts like steles, metal or stone statues, metal foils, 

the interrelationship between languages, scripts, religions, and politics in Java 
and relevant regions of  the wider Buddhist world, it tries to answer questions 
concerning foreign or local agency and audience as well as transregional 
connectivity. In particular, it argues that the quick spread of  varieties of  

“second wave” of  Tantric Buddhism linking the Indo-Tibetan and East Asian 

East Java. 
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Introduction

As suggested by textual, epigraphical, and art historical vestiges, Buddhist soteriologies, 
cosmologies, and ritual practices based on a canon of  Sanskrit scriptures called “Tantras” 

1  The strategic 

constituted nodes that played a crucial role in the history and development of  pan-Asian 
Buddhism, often by supporting prestigious monastic congregations-cum-centers of  learning 
as well as monuments visited by monks and pilgrims coming from all over the Buddhist 
world. 

This article explores an aspect of  the cosmopolitan dimension of  Tantric Buddhism 

2

 

variants or offshoots, such as Proto-Bengali/Gau
Buddhism and followed its spread from the Subcontinent to Southeast and East Asia. A 

and Japan, manuscripts and painted scrolls—has been discovered thus far, spanning from 
elaborate royal edicts to short s engraved on Buddhist statues, amulets, sealings and 
molds, coins, and rings. 

The survey presented here primarily draws from, and synthesizes, the work of  previous 

discusses them from the point of  view of  the long-distance connectivity favoured by the 

the intellectual agenda of  the conference in which it was presented,3 but also the desideratum 
to elaborate wider-ranging questions that have seldom been raised in the relevant regional, 
micro-historical, palaeographic, and philological studies published so far. As documents 
in northeastern Indian script and the Sanskrit language have been found in milieux where 

1

CE,” in Esoteric Buddhism in Mediaeval Maritime Asia: Networks of  Masters, Texts, Icons, ed. Andrea Acri 
Oxford Research Encyclopaedia of  Religion, 

2 
to contextualize the Javanese evidence against a wider geographical framework will be occasionally referred to.

3  Thammasat University, Bangkok, 
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“local” varieties of  Indic scripts, as well as vernacular languages, were prevalent, the following 
questions are in order: why did political elites and religious agents in Southeast Asia choose 
to adopt this “foreign” variety of  script, which was likely to be unintelligible even to the 

This article also aims to bring this often-neglected material to the attention of  Indologists, 

comprehensive palaeographic and textual analysis of  the material from Nusantara4 in 

the Indian subcontinent, Sri Lanka, Nepal, mainland Southeast Asia, China, and Japan.

Language and Script in the 
“Sanskrit Cosmopolis” and the “Buddhist World”

Through the concept of  “Sanskrit Cosmopolis,” a transregional cultural formation that 
extended from the Indian subcontinent as far as Central and Southeast Asia, Pollock6 has 
theorized how the Sanskrit language articulated politics not as material but as aesthetic power, 
being the vehicle of  the elites’ self-representation. As such, the Sanskrit Cosmopolis explored 
the spread of  Sanskrit across Asia, from Afghanistan to Bali. Similarly, the expression “Pali 
Cosmopolis”7 has been used to theorize the spread of  the Pali language—a “cosmopolitan 

heuristic models has been on language. But what about the spread of  scripts
Scripts, like languages, traveled far and wide across Asia and were just as important 

in shaping cultural transactions across geographies and cultures. As a matter of  fact, there 

4 
Peninsula.

 A “comprehensive comparison involving also the inscriptions in similar script from South India and Ceylon as 

Javanese and Sanskrit epigraphy, Johannes G. de Casparis, in his Indonesian Palaeography: A History of  Writing in 
Indonesia from the Beginnings to c. A.D. 1500

and Southeast Asia,” in South Asia 1: 30th International Congress of  Human Sciences in Asia and North Africa, ed. G. 

focus on Buddhist epigraphy, and only sketches some of  the palaeographic aspects, which still await an in-depth 
comparative study.

6 Sheldon Pollock, The Language of  the Gods in the World of  Men: Sanskrit, Culture, and Power in Premodern India 

7 Sri Lanka 
at the Crossroads of  History
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seems to have been a link between scripts and religions in many Asian contexts characterized 
by polyglossia where different religions and institutionalized, state-sponsored cults coexisted. 

of  Islamic religion in disparate locales of  the “Islamicate world,” including Nusantara,  and 

9

by De Casparis in his handbook of  Indonesian paleography:

There are, however, also cases where particular scripts have a religious association. Thus 

but is everywhere closely associated with Islam. There is a similar, though less striking, 
10 script […].11

of  Arabic script (pegon) in later times: the script of  a minority used almost exclusively 
for the writing of  religious texts.12 

Although De Casparis admits that the use of  this script, being limited to Sanskrit language 
13 was connected with the activities of  Buddhist monks 

 , Islam Translated: Literature, Conversion, and the Arabic Cosmopolis of  South and Southeast Asia

9 k  was used not only for transmitting Tantric Buddhist texts, but also to preserve the pronunciation 

discussion of  this material is beyond the scope of  this article, interested readers may consult the following 
 Siddham: An Essay on the History of  Sanskrit Studies in China and Japan 

Susan Dine, Sanskrit Beyond Text: The Use of  Bonji 
(Siddham) in Mandala and Other Imagery in Ancient and Medieval Japan

Brahman and Dao: Comparative Studies of  Indian and Chinese Philosophy and Religion, eds. 
Siddham 

across Asia: How the Buddha Learned his ABC
Oriental 

Epigraphy

: –

 [Journal of  Buddhist Studies] 46, no. 3 

10 k .”
11 De Casparis, Indonesian Palaeography
12 De Casparis, Indonesian Palaeography, 62.
13 See also De Casparis, “Some Aspects,” 126: “In Tami n

gar  became a special
is] its predominant association with Sanskrit and mostly 
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14 did, as a local evolution 
that unfolded over several centuries in Buddhist monasteries in Indonesia, with reference to 
both the forms appearing in 9th-century inscriptions and its putative continuation in 13th-
century East Java.
that was already advanced by Stutterheim nearly a hundred years ago,16 emphasize that the 
use of  these scripts was directly linked to cosmopolitan dynamics involving the displacement 

Diplomacy, Religion, and Politics 

becoming predominant in the northern, eastern, and western regions of  the subcontinent, 

17  Around that 
 in his History of  India

 as differing from each other only in the shape of  the characters.19

14 Nicolaas J. Krom, Inleiding tot de Hindoe-Javaansche Kunst

 De Casparis, Indonesian Palaeography, 36.
16 Oudheden van Bali

vol. 1, 36–37: “in my opinion, this nagari should indeed be understood as a sign of  new or maintained contact 

17 k , which was current from the 10th to the 14th 
Indian Epigraphy: A Guide to the Study of  Inscriptions in Sanskrit, Prakrit, and the Other 

Indo-Aryan Languages
 ila, N gar , Siddham t k , Proto Bengali, Nev r , and 

ñjan
the geographical and cultural origin of  this script,” which “on account of  Buddhist missionary activity […] 
rapidly spread to neighbouring countries such as Nepal and Tibet, spawning a series of  similar, yet distinct 

Sanskrit Print Culture,” in Tibetan Printing: Comparison, Continuities, and Change
Paläographisches 

zu den Sanskrithandschriften der Berliner Turfansammlung 

19 
Verdon, khya and Yoga 

, k  as “principally characterized by 
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region of  the Indian subcontinent but also in the southern regions, where other southern-

the aesthetics of  politics and power as well as what may be regarded as “religious diplomacy” 

acand
sponsored by Narasi

eager to anchor himself  to it by conforming to a cosmopolitan idiom anchored to the old 

aesthetic paradigm in the Indic world of  that period.20 
    

Figures 1a–b. 
Atira aca

a strong tendency toward calligraphic elaboration, especially in the treatment of  the vowel characteristics and 
Indian Epigraphy, 39–40.

20 
k n Antecedents to the Arrival of  the Buddhist Vajray na in Eighth-Century 

Java and China,” 
k , according to the authors, may constitute “an attempt to be cosmopolitan, to connect with a 

respected cultural powerhouse, and implies the rapid dissemination of  knowledge and of  religious innovation.”
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a coins dated to the 10th and 11th c. bear Sanskrit legends, some 
” for 

king as the conqueror of  the river Ga
found in Karnataka, at Pa ukya realm: an octagonal pillar with inscriptions in 

to Emmanuel Francis, these biscript inscriptions participate visually in the rivalry between the 

of  universal rulers of  India “by showing their command of  two distinctive scripts—one of  
southern type, the other of  northern type—for the same language.”21 

(Late 8th to Mid-9th Century) 

Between Diplomacy and Buddhist Networks

Buddhist Tantra by the ruling elites as well as diplomacy. The same attempt to be cosmopolitan 

the 9th century. The inscriptions are the following:22

Pana karana Dyah Pañcapan

21 
the Very Longue Durée,” in Primary Sources and Asian Pasts, eds. Peter C. Bisschop and Elizabeth A. Cecil 

Indian Kings,” Hypotheses, February 1, 2013, . See also the 
inscriptions from Karnataka, Tamil Nadu and Orissa mentioned by De Casparis, “Some Aspects,” 126–131.

22 The monograph by Long, besides making an original contribution in its own terms, admirably synthetizes, and 

scholarship produced in the 19th as well as early to mid-20th century that is mentioned and discussed in that 
Voices from the 

Malay Peninsula

Acri: 97



gau

23

 

northern and southern building of  the eponymous twin temple complex, now in a fragmentary 

24  Deeply imbibed with doctrinal themes, it contains a eulogy 

of  Gurjara to worship a Buddhist temple.

Figure 2. Kalasan charter. Photo: OD-7466, Digital Collections of  the Leiden University Library.

23 Voices

suk ra,” in Esoteric Buddhism in Mediaeval Maritime Asia: Networks 
of  Masters, Texts, Icons

24 Voices
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Commons, .

Digital Collections of  the Leiden University Library.

University Library.
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These charters, which can be regarded as prime examples of  elaborate Sanskrit , 
and which conform to the genre of  royal  documented across the Sanskrit Cosmopolis, 
are in many respects remarkable and unique. First, while only four of  them are still extant, no 
other region of  both maritime and mainland Southeast Asia has yielded that many Sanskrit 

relatively short time span.  Another striking feature is their dimensions: their quadrangular 
shape, with the horizontal side longer than their height, stands in contrast with royal charters 

of  their relatively small size, the larger measuring 73 cm in length and the shortest only ca. 
40 cm, which leads one to wonder whether they were not meant to be stationary, but rather 
portable, or were in any event housed within relatively small niches inside monuments.26 

These edicts are also remarkable among all the royal inscriptions from Central Java because 

Buddhist masters, who are described as the indirect or even direct agents of  the construction 

looking” political and religious agenda is, in fact, found outside of  Java, in the Indian 

 line of  kings, is praised for having sponsored a  for the use of  monks from 
.27

took place in Central Java in the mid-9th century, as suggested by his mention in the coeval 
ha inscription.

historical and textual reconstructions have been rightly criticized by subsequent scholars, it 

that king, and was the daughter of  the great ruler Varmasetu29 of  the lunar race and resembled 

 

domains, see below, fn. 114..
26 This is true about all the three inscriptions except that of  Plaosan, which is probably the latest, and can 

therefore be regarded as a transition towards the monumental —indeed, it was even housed in its own 
shrine.

27 Epigraphia Indica
 De Casparis, Selected Inscriptions from the 7th to the 9th century AD

29 ,  
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30

31

32 The mention 

highlight the important role played by the maritime routes in the spread of  Buddhism in Java 
and the neighboring regions.

dharmasetu, an 

indeed, the stanza is a cliché found in inscriptions from various regions of  the Indian subcontinent as well 

Bricout has shown that the Kalasan inscription may be the earliest occurrence of  this word, predating the 
rak

“The Dharmasetu Hypotheses, 
January 23, 2024, 

30 
31 Long, Voices, 244.
32 

Bulletin de l’École française d’Extrême-Orient
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from a memorial vih ra
verse 46 of  the 
the Ga  depicted in the uppermost series of  reliefs on Borobudur in Central Java. Since 

in the Indian subcontinent,33 it might represent a new stimulus introduced by the Sumatran 
monarch or, in any event, the existence of  “longstanding similarities in religious practice” in the 
two areas.34

example in the case of  Kern, who even argued that the Kalasan inscription “furnishes evidence 
that Buddhists from northern India were involved in the construction of  the sanctuary,”  

practiced in Java in that period. See, for instance, the reference in the Kelurak inscription 
a, hailing from Gau

jinamandira

36 probably intended for the use by esoteric-
minded Sinhalese Buddhist monks. In the case of  the last inscription, the archaeological 

share with their Sinhalese prototypes—that is to say, some of  the Abhayagiri peripheral 
structures apparently populated by ascetic monks—common architectural features, such as 
the so-called “double meditation platforms” as well as other motifs.37 Thus, the inscription 

33 See Gregory Schopen, “A Verse from the  in a Tenth-Century Inscription Found at 
Nalanda,” Journal of  the International Association of  Buddhist Studies

34 
Journal of  Southeast Asian Studies

ra is in Indonesian Inscriptions,” Bulletin of  the School of  Oriental and African Studies 77 

 Voices “Levensbericht van J.L.A. Brandes”
Period. Indonesian Inscriptions 1], Jaarboek van de Maatschappij der Nederlandse Letterkunde

36 See De Casparis, Inscripties uit de Çailendra-tijd. Prasasti Indonesia ung: A.C. 

37 
Indonesia and the Malay World

Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde 
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and its archaeological context support the existence of  long-distance maritime contacts 
between Central Java and Sri Lanka.

on rectangular stones
such as the graha and the Kara ,39 which are cataloged in 
the Taisho Chinese Buddhist canon as translated by Amoghavajra, an important Buddhist 

Tang imperial court.40 Further, the case of  a Sri Lankan king adopting Tantric Buddhism is 
evidenced by an inscription of  the mid-9th century, found among the ruins of  a group of  

ampoku
Abhayagiri .41

grahaya.42 Perhaps not 

43 according to Sundberg, the so-called Jetavan r

backwards for the space of  as many as three characters.”44 Similarly, De Casparis detected 

elsewhere in Sri Lanka.  This state of  affairs suggests that Buddhist circles in Sri Lanka and 
Java shared a similar cosmopolitan culture that was looking towards the northeastern Indian 

 
aka Texts 

 La k ,” The Indian International Journal of  Buddhist Studies
Buddhist Heterodoxy of  the Abhayagiri Sect: A Study of  the School of  

Abhayagiri in Ancient Sri Lanka
39 Gregory Schopen, “The Text on the ‘

Journal of  the International Association of  Buddhist Studie
40 The Kara amudr dh ra , originating from the h nah dayaguhyadh tu- damudr n madh ra

mah y na-s tra k  Sanskrit manuscripts brought 

K kai,” 
41 

Ceylon Journal of  Historical and 
Social Studies

42 

and tells an interesting story of  the tapasvin-scholars being inducted into some sort of  monastic formalism,” see 

the Institute of  Buddhist Studies, third series, 
43 
44 

 De Casparis, “Some Aspects” 134.
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northeastern Indian scripts “must have had a strong fascination for certain circles in areas at 

46

Photos by Andrea Acri.

latest developments in the script were diffused immediately after they were created,” and 

relations with learned Buddhist circles were looser.”47 In noting major differences between 

inscriptions on the other,  as well as the more correct character of  the Sanskrit used in the 
a’s arrival to, and departure from, Java.49 

46 
47 Tijdschrift voor Indische Taal-, Land- en 

Volkenkunde
 
in the formal organization of  the inscriptions. See also De Casparis, Inscripties Selected 
Inscriptions, 176–77.

49 
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the beginning of  the 9th century are recorded to have visited Java: according to an account by 
Zhenyuan xinding shijiao mulu 

, 
 both also studied 

granted prime positions at the Tang imperial court, thereby becoming the “patriarchs” of  

in Southeast Asia and to have translated into Chinese the . Since that text, 

at Borobudur, it is thus not impossible that, also considering the other similarities between 

agents involved, even if  indirectly, in the production of  the Kalasan and Kelurak inscriptions  
and, more generally, in the promotion of  the remarkably cosmopolitan Tantric Buddhist 

scribal idiosyncrasies of  monks such as Amoghavajra, Prajñat ra,
 however, these attempts are 

bound to remain fruitless in the absence of  a comprehensive comparative analysis based on a 
wider and more geographically diverse corpus. a 
himself  or any of  the aforementioned masters traveling from the subcontinent to China or, 

 
 

long before the issue of  that charter, or some years before. According to Chinese sources, his maritime journey 
took nearly 20 years: see Paul Copp, “Prajña,” in Esoteric Buddhism and the Tantras in East Asia, eds. C.D. Orzech, 

 

Tang,” in Esoteric Buddhism and the Tantras in East Asia

 
k  

developed fully in the 7th century in northeastern India, thus much earlier than the esoteric Buddhist materials 
mentioned earlier as possible prototypes or cognates of  the Javanese inscriptions.

 k  inscriptions 
as well as manuscripts from Nepal from the 7th to the 9th century may be found in Diwakar Acharya and Nina 

rak
Deciphered Eighth-Century Inscription,” Journal of  the American Oriental Society
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inscriptions, it seems safe to conclude, along with De Casparis,  that 

to close contacts between Buddhist monks in different parts of  South and Southeast 
Asia. […] The use by different Buddhist communities of  a common script—at 

strengthened the links between Buddhist “minorities” in different areas. […] Changes 
in script seem to spread over enormous distances in a minimum of  time, so that they 
sometimes actually seem to occur in the periphery earlier than in the heartland of  

place of  origin. Communications within South and South East Asia may have been 
more frequent and regular than is often thought—at least during certain periods. 

 
On the other hand, it seems far-fetched to regard those documents, along with the 

 as evidence 
that those kings were of  foreign origin.

irrespective of  the dynasty’s geographic origin.”  Furthermore, the relatively high density 

dynasties or regions in Southeast Asia.

Engraved on Gold and Silver Foils at Candi Plaosan Lor

of  Plaosan Lor in Central Java.
in association with a consecration deposit in the southeastern corner underneath the central 

 De Casparis, “Some Notes,” 134–37. See also Indonesian Palaeography, 36: “As the script is, at least in the period 

 
Coinage of  Java,” in Southeast Asian Archaeology 1994: Proceedings of  the 5th International Conference of  the European 
Association of  Southeast Asian Archaeologists Paris, 24th–28th October

 Indonesia and the Malay World

 Long, “Voices,” 60.
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60 this contains the , a 
text that exists in several other versions from India and Tibet and that relates to the practice 
of  depositing a written  inside a caitya in order to multiply the caitya and the merit that 
comes with it.61

 
formula followed by the Saptasaptatisamyaksambuddhakoti  , which stands at 
the start of  section 2.7 of  the d , a  attested in transliteration in the 

.62 This document 
is remarkable, for “the Javanese version of  the  is found in precisely the same form 

sic, actually 9th] 
century.”63

 formula followed by the Saptasaptatisamyaksambud-
ddhako  , then a mantra that forms part of  the expanded recension of  the 

 of  the 
variant of  which is attested in the Chinese canon.64

These documents are in harmony with the coeval evidence discussed in this article 

the rest of  the Buddhist world, the importance of  “ -Buddhism,” as well as the pan-

connecting South and East Asia via Southeast Asia. In these particular cases, the use of  

of  a Central Javanese royal-sponsored monument. 

foils inside their pedestals. All the objects as well as the inscriptions are Buddhist in character 
and several contain the  formula, occasionally supplemented by other mantras in 

60 
61 164.
62 
63 

64 166.
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 No.  Deity  Place of   Current Cat. nr. Literature
   provenance whereabouts

 166

   Semongan 

 2   Temanggung     
 

67

    Asiatische
    Kunst, Berlin

   

   
     
     

 6 Padmap i Unknown   National    
    
 
 7 Buddha in Ampel, Boyolali  National   
  dharmacakra- regency,    

 /  Central Java Jakarta    

          

  Buddha 1,   
69  Java  and Sanyal 2013

  
 9 Buddha in      
       London    
   

66 
whereabouts are not clear.

67 
no Candi by that name exists in Java.

 Rapporten van de Commissie in Nederlandsch-Indië voor Oudheidkundig Onderzoek op Java en Madoera 

69 Its inscription, besides the , includes the heart mantra jinajik

Arts Asiatiques
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 10  Unknown    
    
       

   female 
   goddess   East Java 

 1270

     Indonesia, Jakarta    OV71

     Central Java  
      
 1372

   Indonesia, Jakarta    Oudheidkundig Verslag
       Central Java 

 14 Bh ku
    Central Java  Indonesia, Jakarta    

   
        
        
  
 1673 Gan Gemeentemuseum
    
             

   with book 
      

74

     
       
       
       

70 The inscription is almost completely erased and barely visible.
71 Oudheidkundig Verslag van de Oudheidkundige Dienst van Nederlandsch-Indië

Archaeological Service of  the Netherlands East Indies].
72 
73 The inscription has not been noticed before.
74 

date from the late 9th or early 10th century.
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 2076

 

76 Items 21–23 do not bear an inscription engraved on the piece, but a sealing stamped at the back with the ye 
.
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No comprehensive palaeographic study of  the inscriptions listed above has been 

by continuous lines.77

r
 They further note 

middle of  the 9th century, excepting the somewhat intermediate character of  the  as 

to determine a more precise time frame on the basis of  paleography alone.”79 Commenting 
on the letter ja in the mantra jinajik, Sundberg links it to the “conventional” form found in 
inscriptions from the subcontinent and the Kelurak and Plaosan Lor inscriptions, rather than 
the form that the inscriptions of  Kalasan and Abhayagirivih ra, as well as the Sino-Japanese 

 
Inscribed statues from the Indian subcontinent suggest that members of  the royal elites 

sponsored the production of  such images and donated them to temples in order to produce 
merit and this practice must have been common in Java too.
statues, and especially those in precious metals like gold and silver, would have constituted 
expensive commodities, it appears that they were not owned exclusively by the political and 
religious elites but also by laypeople of  the wider community.  The circulation of  some 
statues may have been restricted because of  their esoteric nature, while others may have been 
in the possession of  prominent monks for personal worship. 

connectivity and transfer: insofar as they are often portable objects of  worship, they lend 
themselves to transregional circulation. In fact, in both the Indian subcontinent and Southeast 
Asia, metal images were often discovered in coastal areas, deltas, and on the banks of  rivers 

77 ” [Two major acquisitions of  the 
Feestbundel van het Bataviaasch Genootschap van Kunsten en Wetenschappen bij gelegenheid van zijn 

150 jarig bestaan 1778–1928
 

79 
 
 Buddhist and Hindu Metal Images of  Indonesia: Evidence for Shared Artistic and Religious 
Networks Across Asia (c. 6th–10th century),

 “Buddhist and Hindu Metal Images of  Indonesia,” 
images indicate that their donors were monks, nuns, lay people, and elite members alike, so anyone could 
commission a metal image of  the Buddha. The situation was probably similar in Southeast Asia.”

Acri: 111



and streams, i.e. in locales near commercial nodes where trade and religious centers were 
located.

than purely northeastern Indian features. Just like in the cases of  the stone inscriptions 

such images to the northeastern Indian Buddhist tradition, although it is not to be excluded 
that they might have been used by monks coming from the subcontinent. An instance of  

ye 

Buddhist persuasion who traveled to India from 724 to 727 CE and back—possibly even 
more than once.  In the light of  some strange palaeographical features, Deeg concludes that 
the Chinese inscription was added in India by a scribe who did not know Chinese.  Could 

A corpus of  statues from both the subcontinent and Southeast Asia highlights idioms 

 in Sanskrit 
 a set of  three 

heart-mantra ,  which is found in Tantric Buddhist texts preserved in Sanskrit, Tibetan, 

opening with the  formula followed by the long  known as the “casket seal” 
Kara

 “Buddhist and Hindu Metal Images of  Indonesia,”
 
Chronology of  Indian Esoteric Buddhism,” in From Turfan to Ajanta: Festschrift for Dieter Schlingloff  on the Occasion 
of  his Eightieth Birthday

k , have dated the statue to much later than the Chinese inscription 
implies, i.e

Project Himalayan Art, 
of  Art, 2023, https://rubinmuseum.org/projecthimalayanart/essays/crowned-buddha/.

 
 Peter Skilling, “Traces of  the Dharma,” Bulletin de l’École francaise d’Éxtreme-Orient
 

Arts asiatiques
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Abhayagiri  and which was also 

direct cultural contacts between these regions.”

Inscribed Terracotta Sealings and Bronze Molds

Other types of  artifacts that are highly portable and that, having been found in disparate 

used to print them. According to a recent interpretation, these artifacts were not produced as 
pu ya

to promote welfare, whether for the one who produces the images or for the deceased as 
dedicated.”90 Although by no means a rule, these artifacts, displaying Buddhist motifs, tend 

91

92 
, whereas the iconography 

and the goddess Cu 93 According 

 -
s tra from Udayagiri II],  166: 134–24.

 Nalanda, Srivijaya, and Beyond: Re-exploring Buddhist Art in Asia, ed. Gauri 
Parimoo Krishnan,” Journal of  the Siam Society

90 
South Asia Archaeology 2001: Proceedings of  the Sixteenth International Conference 

of  the European Association of  South Asian Archaeologists, Held in Collège de France, Paris 2–6 July 2001, ed. Catherine 

91 On both inscribed and non-inscribed clay tablets and metal molds from Southeast Asia, see Delphine Desoutter, 

s and clay sealings at Pejeng and Blahbatu 

92 Apart from their iconography, their archaeological context sometimes supports this fact: see, for example, the 

were associated with a vajra Notulen van het Bataviaasch Genootschap 
van Kunsten en Wetenshappen 

, 
Desoutter, Printing the Faith, cat. Nr. Indo. 6, Indo. 16, Indo. 20/1.

93 k
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and aesthetic principles shared with South Asia.”94 The corpus of  objects found in Java is not 

museums.  Findspots include the entire island of  Java, but especially the central part of  the 
96

Intan 97 Commenting on 
 Flecker states that “There is little doubt that 

some votive tablets were imported from India,” most likely as protective amulets, but also that 
“[t]he moulds in the Intan cargo indicate that votive tablets were made locally in Indonesia, 

99 interestingly, from the distribution of  the 
small s, which were widely distributed around the site, Flecker concludes that the objects 
“were therefore probably stowed separately, perhaps as the personal property of  merchants 
or priests.”100 

 

is the occurrence of  the word , which could be the earliest attested in Java.101 The 
image on this mold is similar to that found in South Asian counterparts, as well as matching 

102 Similarly, a bronze mold found in Semarang representing a Buddha 
in 

a cosmopolitan outlook and artistic as well as religious connections with clay tablets found 
103  

94 See Desoutter, Printing the Faith, 
 Printing the Faith

96 s.
97 Six copper-alloy votive tablet molds were recovered from the Intan The Archaeological 

Excavation of  the 10th Century “Intan Shipwreck”
 
weathered one attested on another mold bearing central Javanese features: see Desoutter, Printing the Faith,

99 See Flecker, The Archaeological Excavation
“souvenirs” but were printed during rituals to produce icons and generate merit, and that the bronze molds 
could travel, probably with religious masters. Still, it is not beyond the realm of  possibility that some tablets, for 
a reason or another, might have travelled along with human agents.

100 Flecker, The Archaeological Excavation, 42.
101 

Printing the Faith, 129.
102 Desoutter, Printing the Faith
103 Buddhist and Hindu Metal Images, 174–79.
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transregional maritime network of  Buddhism that involved the transfer of  artistic models 
and metallurgic technology and also included aspects of  ritual practice, pilgrimage, and 
personal devotion.

    

tha surrounded by a Siddham t k  inscription, Fogg 
.

 Pictorial 
History of  Civilization in Java

kings, were at play. In spite of  the criticism rightfully voiced by subsequent scholarship, De 
Casparis’ historical reconstruction was taken as a point of  departure by Aichele’s as well as 

the Old Javanese a, and was complemented by Jordaan’s and Colless’ interpretation 
of  the regional and supra-regional historical scenario.104 Some subtle political metaphors 

104 a” 
[Forgotten metaphors as criteria for dating the old Javanese a], Oriens Extremus
Andrea Acri, “On Birds, Ascetics, and Kings in Central Java: a Kakawin Bijdragen 
Tot de Taal-, Land- En Volkenkunde
Kings in Central Java: Kakawin a From La k a 
in the Literature and Visual Arts of  Indonesia
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in the Old Javanese a ha inscription, if  read against the 
background of  a series of  established facts, support the scenario that a struggle for succession 

religion as well as large-scale Buddhist architecture in Central Java, concomitantly with the 

large sanctuary of  Loro Jonggrang in Prambanan as well as a myriad other smaller temples 

Boko hillock. 

 Thus, the substitution of  Sanskrit with Old Javanese and the 
kakavin literature in mid-ninth century Java could then be regarded as a shift 

to the vernacular for representing epic allegories of  local political power.
An emblematic case of  such dramatic shift, also remarkable insofar that it constitutes 

the earliest epigraphic attestation of  Old Javanese composed in meters instead of  prose, is 

This inscription, besides allusively referring to a dynastic struggle and elliptically mentioning 
also relevant to the issue discussed here since on its back side there appears to 

in history.106 I believe that the most compelling explanation for this intriguing fact is that 

other face, as a deliberate act of  damnatio memoriae

 

 Fruits of  Inspiration: Studies in Honour of  Prof. J.G. de 
Casparis

106 De Casparis, Selected Inscriptions

of  the ak aras already became small horizontal strokes, which do not yet constitute a continuous line although 
some ak ara  ma e is a real horizontal line 
at the top of  the ak ara ak ara is characterized by a little loop, which is completely absent in the 

ak ara
preserved for a palaeographical analysis. They might permit the conclusion that the type of  script represents a 

is, however, impossible to base any more positive conclusions on the few ak aras that have remained visible.”
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Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Shivagrha_Inscription.jpg.

Sandalwood-Flower Coins from Central Java

The thousands of  gold and silver coins found in Central Java in the period from the 9th to 
the early 10th century bear the inscribed a, a unit of  measure equivalent 

107 Unlike the character 
on the gold coins, that found on the silver alloy coins “degenerated very quickly into an 
unreadable pattern.” Interestingly, only the coins dating to the early or mid-9th century bear 
the character in undistorted form, while those dating to the second half  of  the 9th century 

have an open top, and the upper half  of  the character leans to the left. By the early 
tenth century, however, the character had already begun to disintegrate into a loop-
and-chevron pattern that was no longer recognizable as the  character of  the 
early coins. […] The speed with which the  character ‘ ’ disintegrated during 
the central Javanese period is probably partly a consequence of  the fact that the  
character was so different from that for ‘m ’ in the local kawi script that most people 
using the coins must have failed to recognize it as anything other than a pattern of  loop 
and line. In addition, it appears that the minting of  silver alloy coins was far less strictly 

107 
Journal of  the Economic and Social History of  the Orient
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regulated during most of  the central Javanese period than was that of  gold coinage. Not 
only did the character on the obverse of  these coins change radically within the period of  
less than a century, but so did the shape of  the coin, its weight, and its silver content.  

The use, in particular, of  the same anvil—which bore the obverse character—for 
striking all denominations of  coinage, reinforces the impression that the  ‘ ’ 
appeared to the users purely as an abstract pattern identifying the metal pieces as coins. 
This rather indiscriminate use of  the dies and anvils also suggests that by the mid ninth 
century the minting of  silver alloy coinage—unlike that of  the gold coinage—was not 
carried out under strict supervision of  the court. Their minting appears to have escaped 
into the markets, where these coins were most used.109

strictly supervised by the courts. In my opinion, it is reasonable to associate this sudden 
change in script and coinage standards from exactly the mid-9th-century with the political 

that the prestige borne by the northeastern Indian script in Central Java rapidly dwindled as 
the result of  a new political course, which may have disrupted the Buddhist-oriented links 

  

top-left 

 
109 ,”
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Ornamental Signet Rings from Central Java

makers and users of  the inscribed objects—is constituted by gold signet rings showing 
110

111 112

object as “seen quite commonly in collections of  ancient Javanese rings,” the “imitated ‘texts’ 
113 

The use of  this script suggests, just in the case of  the coins discussed above, that it must have 
held a certain prestige and perhaps even aesthetic value. The fact that the rings are made of  

mastery by the engravers or the socio-political dynamics mentioned above, which caused the 

script, or both, is still a matter of  speculation.

110 ”
rings], Djåwå

111 Old Javanese Gold: The Hunter Thompson Collection at the Yale University Art Gallery. Second revised and 

112  
Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde

113  ,”
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Northeastern Indian Scripts in 13th Century East Java: 
K tanagara’s Cosmopolitanism, Religious Innovation, and 

Transregional Connections

114 inscriptions in 
northeastern Indian scripts suddenly appeared in East Java in the second half  of  the 13th 
century. As far as Java is concerned, this hiatus may perhaps be explained in the light of  several 
factors, namely the virtual obliteration of  Central Javanese civilization due to a catastrophic 

114 
years if  we take into account the 913 CE bi-script, bi-lingual inscription from Sanur in Bali which, given its 

 Acta Orientalia

Indic Manuscript Cultures through the Ages: Material, Textual, and Historical 
Investigations

Bulletin de 
l’École française d’Extrême-Orient  

k  dateable to the period from the 9th to the 12th century was discovered in Ayutthaya: 
see  “ ” [Notes on an 

Artibus Asiae A handful 

History of  Padang Lawas, North Sumatra. II: Societies of  Padang Lawas (9th c.–13th c.), ed. Daniel 

k  was 

century, in the Buddhist circles of  the great master Suvar adv p ya Dharmak rti. For instance, according to Iain 
Zhu Jiao Jueding Mingyi Lu  

k  var am l
, which is one of  the names used by Suvar adv p ya Dharmak rti. The importance of  this short text 

see Tansen Sen, Buddhism, Diplomacy, and Trade: The Realignment of  Sino-Indian Relations, 600–I400 

Buddhism, Diplomacy, and Trade, 122.
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a raids in the early 
11th century as well as the decline of  the Buddhist monasteries-cum-institutions of  higher 

well as the rise of  Islamic states in the region.

small in comparison to the hundreds of  inscriptions in Kawi script found in the region, it 
is nonetheless important and rather unique in the whole of  Southeast Asia, not the least 
because it tells something about the historical and religious dynamics of  the period and 
especially the aspect of  intra-Asian maritime mobility, on which this article focuses. The 
corpus, spanning inscribed bronze and stone statues as well as stone inscriptions, includes 

and female deities from Ca 116 and the British 
117

Bh ku
 all dateable to approximately the second half  of  the 13th century—the 

period coinciding with the reign of  K tanagara. The statues that are not damaged119 bear 
inscriptions on either side of  their aureole containing the word 
and 
inscriptions on either side of  the headdress, reading, from right to left,  and , 
while on the back slab to either side of  the aureole are the words 

ca. 22 cm in height, 14 cm in width, and 4.1 cm in depth, inscribed on the back with the ye 
 formula followed by a dedication by K tanagara, who is indicated as the donor and 

 
in The Creative South: Buddhist and Hindu Art in Mediaeval Maritime Asia, eds. Andrea Acri and Peter Sharrock 

116 
Indonesia, Jakarta.

117 
 ala, i.e. Amoghasiddhi and 

headdress.
119 
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son and successor of  Vi uvardhana.120 One plaque is now missing, while the other four are in 

121 122

123

inscriptions, it was engraved separately in each plaque as the metal was solidifying.124

3. A small number of  inscriptions from Candi Singhasari, including the famous “dancing 

back-slab inscribed with the words cakra cakra
avindu, two of  the Seven Seers, inscribed 

i  and  t i

 

sic

Bhairava” and the Ga 126 

year of  death of  K o  nama]  yai in 
127  

120 See Krom, Inleiding
inscription from Java], Verslagen en Mededeelingen der Koninklijke Akademie van Wetenschappen
44, Divine Bronze: Ancient Indonesian Bronzes 
from AD 600 to 1600 Violence and Serenity: Late Buddhist Sculpture 
from Indonesia The Iconography of  

pls. 200–3.
121 August J. Bernet Kempers, Ancient Indonesian Art
122 Javanische Bronzen 

123 
124 The Iconography

 
126 Pauline Lunsingh Scheurleer, “Skulls, Fangs and Serpents: A New Development in East Javanese Iconography,” 

in Southeast Asian Archaeology 1998: Proceedings of  the 7th International Conference of  the European Association of  
Southeast Asian Archaeologists Berlin, 31 August–4 September 1998

127 
Bulletin de l’École française d’Extrême-Orient
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161112, public domain.
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Bh ku

University Library, public domain.
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cakra cakra inscription on the top-left of  the backslab of  the 

Photo: Digital Collections of  the Leiden University Library, public domain.

Photo: Digital Collections of  the Leiden University Library, public domain.

T
Photo: Digital Collections of  the Leiden University Library, public domain.

i 

Javanese statues known to us, and which might perhaps be linked to the eclecticism, or 
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outright syncretism, of  K tanagara.

linguistic hierarchy or “division of  labor.” Third, the occurrence of  the words  

on the Candi Jago statues, which suggests a possible northeastern Indian, and especially 
Newar, link. These forms are “Prakritisms” derived from the Sanskrit bha [-ka]: 
compare the probable cognates ,  and a, all attested in Newar sources.129 
 This link is strengthened by the fact that all the artifacts listed above are exquisitely crafted 

for instance, the ornamentation.130 It seems, therefore, likely that the local artistic and 

employed by K tanagara, who were also employed with the same function at the court of  

a diaspora from the Subcontinent to the “peripheries” of  the Buddhist world.131

Besides the palaeographic, linguistic, and art historical evidence mentioned above, 

northeastern India as well as the Sino-Tibetan sphere to East Java during K tanagara’s 

and suddenly reappeared at Candi Jago during the late phase of  K tanagara’s reign. Sinclair 

kingdom and were later introduced to insular Southeast Asia, East Asia, and eventually 

 tanagara’s Tantric Buddhism in Transregional 
Perspective,” Entangled Religions

129 a,” Bijdragen tot de Taal, Land- en Volkenkunde

bhar a is also attested in Old Javanese Buddhist texts like the Sa  Hya , 
Kalpabuddha, the 13th century Joko 

Dolog Sanskrit inscription issued by K
and the 14th-century Buddhist poems Kuñjarakar a and ana brahala and 

berhala
with any certainty, it might predate the aforementioned attestations. Even so, since one of  the bronze molds 

 never gained a wide 
currency in Java, and might have been reintroduced to East Java at a later date.

130

Javanese Statue in the Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam, and Its Place in Javanese Sculpture,” Artibus Asiae 

131See Ulrich von Schroeder, Indo-Tibetan Bronzes

Esoteric Buddhism in Mediaeval Maritime Asia: Networks of  
Masters, Texts, Icons
Filliozat, “Emigration of  Indian Buddhists to Indo-China c. A.D. 1200,” in Studies in Asian History: Proceedings 
of  the Asian History Congress 1961
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reintroduced from the subcontinent to East Java in the 13th century.132

for the Visn 133 

Bengali pa ita 
was active in Tibet, Nepal, and China between the early to mid-13th century, and at least 1279 

including the , which he taught to Tibetan disciples and which were adopted by the 

Dan-ba Guoshi

134 

 The inscription, 

Translation of  the Pasir Panjang Inscription,” Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde

132

133

Jago,” in Ancient Indonesian Sculpture

134 For a visual example of  this script, see the tables in Anshuman Pandey, “Preliminary proposal to encode 
Unicode, January

from Gaur,” NSC Highlights
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Analogous examples of  the introduction to East Java of  new or “forgotten” icons 

tanagara, 
whose prototypes may be found in the Nepalese and Sino-Tibetan tradition.136 In the light of  

Javanese statues traceable to K tanagara’s reign as a “late revival

century seems speculative and ultimately untenable.137 In the light of  our knowledge of  the 
historical, geopolitical, and religious landscape of  the period in East Java and, indeed, the 
rest of  Buddhist Asia, the use of  northeastern Indian scripts outside of  their “homeland” 

Java as diagnostic of  K tanagara’s remarkably cosmopolitan outlook and his eagerness to 
revive Buddhism  

to the court while being personally initiated into them. The iconography of  the artistic 
production of  K
and an emphasis on “State protection Buddhism” of  the kind that was widespread in that 
period across Asia and, more importantly, followed by his arch-enemy Kublai Khan who 
unsuccessfully attempted to invade East Java.139 Thus, while the northeastern Indian scripts 
may have been perceived as “fashionable” by K tanagara and his entourage it is not to be 
excluded that they were used “by default” by foreign artists who would have considered it 
natural to write labels in the scripts they mastered.

investigating the transregional networks of  Tantric Buddhist masters who plied the overland 
and maritime routes connecting the centers of  political power and Buddhism in southeastern 
Asia. Unfavorable socio-political developments—most notably the Turkish invasions and 
the demise of  the Sena dynasty in northeastern India—resulted in the decline of  Buddhism 

in northeastern India from the 12th century. This triggered an exodus of  Buddhist masters, 
scholars, and artisans, from northeastern India and Nepal to seek sponsorship in Tibetan, 

136

Entangled Religions
137See De Casparis, Indonesian Palaeography

sic] of  Gujarat of  the thirteenth century, such as that 

“As this script cannot apparently be related to that of  any contemporary or near-contemporary inscriptions 

Note that Candi Jago, built during K
in Java since the end of  the Central Javanese period.

139
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the Tantric systems adhered to by Krtanagara and Kublai Khan. The Karimun inscription 
mentioned above was found in a region removed from both East Java, northeastern India, 

get the opportunity to spend some time in East Java, which by his time constituted a major 
political and religious powerhouse under Krtanagara’s dominion.

Conclusion

a transregional and coherent phenomenon shaped by religious as well as political and 
diplomatic dynamics, especially from the point of  view of  maritime connectivity, has seldom 

the disparate epigraphic material that has survived to the present from the island of  Java, 
contextualizing it against a wider historical—both local and trans-local—background and 
discussing the interrelationship between languages, scripts, religions, and politics in Java and 

so doing, it has tried to answer, albeit in a preliminary manner, questions concerning foreign 

Asking whether the use of  northeastern Indian scripts can tell us something about the 
circulation of  Sanskritic Buddhism via maritime networks, the article has argued that the 

of  Tantric Buddhism linking the Indo-Tibetan and East Asian Buddhist world is associated 

linking northeastern India, Sri Lanka, Java, and China, the “second wave” was characterized 
by a diaspora of  masters as well as artisans abandoning the declining northeastern Indian 
centers of  Buddhism to seek fortunes in Tibet, Southeast Asia, and East Asia. Prominent 
masters of  their time were employed as ritual specialists at the court of  Kublai Khan and, 
arguably, K tanagara too—the two rulers being arch-enemies whose expansionistic and 
imperialistic agendas clashed shortly before their demise at the end of  the 13th century. 

A consideration that could be made in association with both “waves” or periods in 
which northeastern Indian scripts were used in Java is that only a minority of  individuals 

Acri: 129



whether an inscription was a dedicatory text or a . This raises questions about the 

may not have garnered extensive support among the populace.
For reasons of  space as well as thematic focus regarding the agenda of  the conference 

and the special issue stemming from it, the question of  paleography has been set aside here 

into account a quantitatively greater and qualitatively better—in terms of  reproductions and 
access to original artifacts whenever possible—range of  material as well as a chronologically 
and geographically wider corpus of  sources. This desideratum might perhaps one day be 

geotagged artifacts and the networks linking them across vast geographical distances. 

Figure 21. Table with different letters in northeastern Indian scripts drawn by Damais from stone 
inscriptions, stone statues, and bronze statues. Photo adapted from Louis-Charles Damais, “Les 

écritures d’origine indienne en Indonésie et dans le Sud-Est Asiatique continental” [Indian scripts in 
Indonesia and continental Southeast Asia], Bulletin de la Société des Études Indochinoises
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