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Abstract

Bengal occupies a unique position in the history of Indian
Buddhism. Although Buddhism originated in the middle
Gangetic valley, Bengal emerged as one of its most
significant centers of growth, intellectual activity, and
cultural transformation. From the Mauryan period onward,
Buddhism gradually spread throughout the region and
received substantial patronage from various dynasties,
particularly the Palas (eighth—twelfth centuries CE). During
this period, Bengal became a major center of Mahayana and

establishment of great monasteries such as Somapura
Mahavihara and Jagaddala Mahavihara transformed Bengal
into a leading center of Buddhist learning. However, the
decline of Buddhism resulted from a combination of
political, social, religious, and economic factors, including
the withdrawal of royal patronage, the resurgence of
Brahmanical traditions, and the Turkish invasions of eastern
India. This paper examines the historical development of
Buddhism in Bengal from its early beginnings to its eventual

decline while assessing its enduring cultural and intellectual
legacy.

Vajrayana Buddhism, producing distinguished scholars,
monastic institutions, and literary works that influenced the
Buddhist world from Tibet to Southeast Asia. The

Keywords: Bengal, Buddhism, Pala Dynasty, Mahayana, Vajrayana, Somapura Mahavihara, Buddhist Monasteries, Medieval
Bengal

Introduction

The history of Buddhism in Bengal represents one of the most remarkable chapters in the religious and cultural history of
South Asia. While Buddhism emerged in the sixth century BCE under Gautama Buddha in northeastern India, Bengal became
one of the last and strongest bastions of the religion in the subcontinent. The region not only preserved Buddhism after its
decline in many parts of India but also contributed significantly to its doctrinal evolution, literary production, artistic
achievements, and international dissemination.

The geographical position of Bengal facilitated cultural interaction between northern India, Southeast Asia, and Tibet. Through
these connections, Bengal became an important center of Buddhist scholarship and missionary activities. The history of
Buddhism in Bengal therefore offers valuable insights into the broader development of Indian civilization and transregional
religious networks.

Early Spread of Buddhism in Bengal

During the lifetime of Gautama Buddha, Bengal did not form part of the sixteen Mahajanapadas mentioned in early Buddhist
texts. Instead, the region consisted of several political entities such as Anga, Vanga, Pundravardhana, Samatata, Harikela, and
Radha. Although direct evidence of Buddha's visit to Bengal is lacking, trade routes and political connections with Magadha
facilitated the gradual spread of Buddhist ideas.

The earliest substantial evidence of Buddhism in Bengal dates from the Mauryan period. The reign of Emperor Ashoka (c.
268-232 BCE) marked a turning point in the dissemination of Buddhism throughout the Indian subcontinent. Archaeological
discoveries, including inscriptions and relics from Mahasthangarh and other sites, indicate the presence of Buddhist
communities in Bengal during this period. Chinese pilgrims who visited India in later centuries reported the existence of stupas
attributed to Ashoka in different parts of Bengal.

Ashoka's policy of promoting Buddhism through missionary activities and state patronage significantly contributed to the
establishment of Buddhist institutions in eastern India. The integration of Bengal into the Mauryan Empire facilitated the
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transmission of Buddhist and monastic

organization.

teachings

Buddhism under the Gupta and Post-Gupta Periods

The Gupta period (fourth—sixth centuries CE) witnessed the
revival of Brahmanical traditions, particularly Vaishnavism
and Shaivism. Nevertheless, Buddhism continued to flourish
in Bengal. Gupta rulers generally pursued policies of
religious tolerance and supported multiple religious
traditions.

During this period, Buddhist monasteries remained active
centers of learning and attracted monks from different
regions. Chinese pilgrims such as Faxian and Xuanzang
recorded the existence of numerous monasteries and
Buddhist communities in Bengal. Their accounts indicate
that Buddhism maintained a significant presence despite the
growing influence of Brahmanism.

The post-Gupta era saw the emergence of regional powers
that continued to support Buddhist institutions. The
development of Mahayana Buddhism gained momentum
during this period, laying the foundation for later Vajrayana
traditions.

The Pala Dynasty and the Golden Age of Buddhism

The most significant phase in the history of Buddhism in
Bengal occurred during the rule of the Pala dynasty (c. 750—
1174 CE). Founded by Gopala, the dynasty became one of
the most important patrons of Buddhism in South Asia.
Successive rulers such as Dharmapala and Devapala
generously supported monasteries, universities, and
scholarly activities.

Under Pala patronage, Bengal emerged as the leading center
of Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism. Several
internationally renowned monastic universities flourished
during this period, including:

Somapura Mahavihara

Founded by Dharmapala, Somapura Mahavihara at Paharpur
in present-day Bangladesh became one of the largest
Buddhist monasteries in South Asia. Its architectural design
influenced religious structures across Southeast Asia and
remains one of the most important archaeological
monuments of the Buddhist world.

Vikramashila Mahavihara

Established by Dharmapala in Bihar, Vikramashila
maintained close intellectual connections with Bengal. It
became a leading center of Buddhist philosophy and Tantric
studies.

Jagaddala Mahavihara

Founded by the later Pala rulers in northern Bengal,
Jagaddala emerged as an important center for Buddhist
scholarship and manuscript production.

These institutions attracted students and scholars from Tibet,
Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Southeast Asia, demonstrating
Bengal's importance in international Buddhist networks.

Development of Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism
The Pala period witnessed the flourishing of Mahayana
Buddhism and the emergence of Vajrayana (Tantric
Buddhism). Vajrayana emphasized esoteric rituals,
meditation techniques, symbolic practices, and the guidance
of spiritual masters.
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Scholars have long debated the significance of Tantric
Buddhism. Earlier colonial scholars often portrayed it as a
degeneration of classical Buddhism. Modern historians,
however, view Vajrayana as a creative adaptation of
Buddhist teachings to changing social and cultural
conditions.

Bengal played a central role in the development of
Vajrayana traditions. The Siddhacharyas, a group of
accomplished Buddhist mystics, composed mystical songs
known as the Caryapadas. These texts represent some of the
earliest examples of Bengali literature and provide valuable
insights into medieval religious culture.

Among the most influential Siddhacharyas were Saraha,
Luipa, Kanhapa, Tilopa, and Naropa, whose teachings
profoundly influenced Tibetan Buddhism.

Buddhism and Cultural Achievements in Bengal

The influence of Buddhism extended far beyond religion.
Buddhist patronage contributed significantly to the
development of art, architecture, literature, education, and
philosophy.

Art and Sculpture

Pala art is widely recognized as one of the finest artistic
traditions in Indian history. Buddhist sculptures from Bengal
exhibit remarkable craftsmanship and influenced artistic
styles in Nepal, Tibet, Myanmar, and Southeast Asia.

Literature

The Caryapadas represent the earliest surviving specimens
of Bengali literature. Buddhist scholars also contributed
extensively  to  Sanskrit  philosophical  writings,
commentaries, and religious texts.

Education

Monasteries functioned as universities where students
studied philosophy, logic, medicine, grammar, astronomy,
and religious sciences. These institutions facilitated
intellectual exchange across Asia.

Causes of the Decline of Buddhism in Bengal

Despite its remarkable achievements, Buddhism gradually
declined in Bengal between the eleventh and thirteenth
centuries.

Decline of Royal Patronage

The fall of the Pala dynasty deprived Buddhist institutions
of their principal source of financial support. The
succeeding Sena rulers were strong patrons of Brahmanical
Hinduism and provided limited assistance to Buddhist
monasteries.

Revival of Brahmanism

The growing popularity of Brahmanical traditions
contributed to the gradual absorption of many Buddhist
beliefs and practices into Hindu religious life. The Buddha
was increasingly incorporated into Hindu traditions as an
incarnation of Vishnu.

Institutional Weaknesses

Many Buddhist monasteries became dependent on royal
patronage and accumulated considerable wealth. This
dependence reduced their ability to adapt to changing
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political circumstances.

Turkish Invasions

The Turkish conquest of eastern India during the late twelfth
and early thirteenth centuries dealt a severe blow to
Buddhist institutions. The destruction of major monastic
centers disrupted educational networks and accelerated the
decline of organized Buddhism.

Legacy of Buddhism in Bengal

Although Buddhism ceased to be a dominant religious force
in Bengal, its cultural influence endured. Buddhist
contributions to art, literature, architecture, philosophy, and
education continued to shape Bengali society.
Archaeological remains such as Somapura Mahavihara,
Mainamati, Mahasthangarh, and Jagaddala testify to the
region's rich Buddhist heritage. Furthermore, the
transmission of Bengali Buddhist traditions to Tibet helped
preserve important texts and teachings that might otherwise
have been lost.

Today, Buddhist communities in Bangladesh and eastern
India continue to maintain aspects of this ancient tradition.
Modern archaeological research and historical scholarship
have renewed interest in Bengal's Buddhist past and
highlighted its significance within the broader history of
Asia.

Conclusion

The history of Buddhism in Bengal illustrates the dynamic
relationship between religion, politics, and culture. From its
early spread under Mauryan influence to its golden age
under the Pala dynasty, Buddhism played a crucial role in
shaping the intellectual and cultural landscape of the region.
Bengal emerged as a major center of Buddhist learning
whose influence extended far beyond the boundaries of
India.

The decline of Buddhism resulted from a combination of
political transformations, religious competition, and military
upheavals rather than any single cause. Nevertheless, its
enduring legacy remains visible in Bengal's archaeological
monuments, literary traditions, artistic achievements, and
cultural memory. The study of Buddhism in Bengal
therefore remains essential for understanding both the
history of Indian Buddhism and the broader processes of
cultural exchange in medieval Asia.
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