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Ancient Lumminigame: A Preliminary Report on
Recent Archaeological Investigations at
Lumbini’s Village Mound

- Strickland, K.M., Coningham, R.A.E., Acharya, K.P., Schmidt, A., Simpson, I.A.,
Kunwar, R.B., Tremblay, J., Manuel, M.J., Davis, C.E., K.C., Krishna Bahadur and Bidari, Basanta

1. Introduction

Most previous archaeological activities at
Lumbini have tended to focus attention on the
Maya Devi Temple, Shakya Tank, Asokan Pillar
and the structures in their immediate vicinity,
paying little attention to the potential presence
of archaeological remains beyond. Indeed, P.C.
Mukherji only exposed and planned monuments
adjacent to the pillar, tank and shrine in the 1890s
(1901) and the levelling and construction directed
by General Kesher Shumsher J.B. Rana in the 1930s
was similarly tightly focused. This continued
through to the Indian Co-operation Mission led
by Debala Mitra, when she partially exposed the
Asokan pillar in 1962 (Mitra 1972). This state of
affairs has meant that little consideration has been
given to the location of ancient Lumminigame, the
village named on the Emperor Asoka’s famous
pillar of chunar sandstone. Representing the
oldest named village in South Asia, in 249 BCE
Asoka had famously reduced its tax on account
of its association with the birthplace of the
Buddha (Allen 2008: 142; Falk 1998: 16). Despite
its historic importance, it was not until 1970 that
the first research surveys and excavations were
undertaken to locate and date its sequence. These
endeavours were directed by N.R. Banerjee and

B.K. Rijal and focused on a site referred to as
the ‘Southern Mound’ on top of which General
Kesher Shumsher J.B. Rana had built a rest house
in the 1930s (Rijal 1977: 30). Unfortunately, Rijal
only published a short summary of his findings
in a later paper but stressed that he had found
evidence of a sequence running from the sixth
century BC until the Gupta period (ibid.). With
finds of Northern Black Polished Ware (NBPW) in
the lowest levels, he also recorded encountering a
mud wall and a terracotta ring well of at least 16
coursesas well asa Gupta terracotta “plaque mould
of Lord Buddha in the Earth Touching posture”
(ibid.: 31). Later summarising Rijal’s findings,
T.N. Mishra confirmed that the site had been
occupied between 400 BCE to the eighth century
CE and covered an area of 600 metres east to west
by 300 metres north to south (Mishra 2004: 13).

When the Japanese architect Kenzo Tange
initially developed his Lumbini Master Plan,
it is of note that his early reports showed little
concern for the Southern Mound. Indeed, the UN
Lumbini Brochure of 1970 marked the old Rest
House and adjacent Malaria Post on the plan of
the site and noted that these modern buildings
“could be safely removed to the advantage of
the site” (UN 1970: 6). Recommending that the



area around the Sacred Garden be planted and
landscaped, however, the brochure was clear to
state that “it would be essential to make a careful
inventory of everything which is presently on
the site and conduct a thorough archaeological
survey” (ibid.: 16). Following Rijal’s exploratory
excavation, Kenzo Tange’s detailed report and
topographical map of the area was updated and
the mound was then identified as Zone 2 and
designated a site of archaeological interest (1976:
Figure 2). Tange’s next report considered the
mound more fully and stated that “To the south-
west of the complex, about 300 metres away from
it, is a mound which is believed to be the remains
of the village that existed contemporaneously
with the religious complex and accommodated
facilities for the complex. The complex and the
mound is connected by an ancient road” (Tange
1977: 71). Tange further recommended that the
archaeological remains were thoroughly excavated
to understand the “total picture of ancient urban
composition” and for decisions to be made as to
which phases to expose and present to visitors
As significantly, Tange
warned that the construction of roads and the

and pilgrims (ibid.).

levee might damage archaeological remains and
recommended that when such archaeology was
encountered “the present layout can be modified
without altering the basic system” (ibid.: 71). In
parallel, the UN's 1979 brochure was updated
and the mound was named the ‘Old Lumbini
Village’, defined on its southern and western
edges by the levee surrounding the Sacred Area
(UN 1979: 15). As in the earlier brochure, the
need to protect the archaeological remains was
recognised and it was suggested that walkways
could be raised and that there would be no new
constructions within the Sacred Area (ibid.: 12). In
1978, Tange reported that the “old Lumbini village
is being investigated, but for the present, the top
priority has been given to the sites found around
the Ashoka Pillar and the Maya-devi Temple”
(1978: 7). Therefore, after this date, no additional
archaeological activities were undertaken at

the site and additional buildings, services and
activities affected the site as the Police Station, now
resident within the Old Rest House, expanded. In
addition to this continued occupation and damage
to the subsurface archaeology, and despite Kenzo
Tange’s own warnings about avoiding damage
to archaeological remains, the completion of the
digging of the levee destroyed a significant portion
of the ancient settlement between 2002 and 2009.
Currently, the ancient settlement lies outside the
UNESCO World Heritage property and is thus
not afforded the same level of recognition or
protection. As a result, one of the first activities
of the first phase of the UNESCO/JFiT sponsored
Strengthening the Conservation and Management of
Lumbini, the Birthplace of Lord Buddha project was
to better characterise and date Lumminigame’s
archaeological remains.

2. Topography

The Southern or Village Mound represents a
distinct raised area some 200 metres south-west of
the Asokan Pillar and Maya Devi Temple complex
(Figure 1). The western part of this three metre
high area of ground is covered by the Rana Period
rest house built by General Kesher Shumsher ].B.
Rana in the 1930s which, although recommended
for removal by the Kenzo Tange Master Plan, is
still in use today as a police station. Originally
unfenced, unrest between 1996 and 2006 led
to the construction of barbed wire fences and
a large defensive earthen rampart around the
entire mound, complete with block houses. This
construction involved the introduction of soil
from outside the site onto the mound, potentially
contaminating the in situ archaeological deposits.
As also noted above, the southern edges of the
mound were also destroyed during the digging
of the Master Plan’s central levee and, as a result,
an international team of archaeologists carried out
geophysical survey, auger coring, excavations and
geoarchaeological investigations in order to better
understand both the extent and chronological
sequence of the ancient site. Our investigations






