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Finding the Khasa Malla: Preliminary Investigations
of the Surkhet Valley, West Nepal

- Jason D. Hawkes, Bryan Alvey, Christopher Evans, Tim Harward, Ram Bahadur Kunwar

Introduction
_ The developments that took place in West
Nepal during the early medieval period (c. eighth
to fifteenth centuries A.D.) were perhaps some
of the most formative in the history of Nepal and
the entire Central Himalayan sector. Following the
end of Licchavi suzerainty in the eighth century,
there was a realignment of the geopolitical map of
Nepal. Associated with this were a series of social
and economic transformations: social hierarchies
and structures became more complex, economic
specialisation intensified, and various religious
institutions grew and spread.'! In West Nepal,
these developments reached their peak during the
reign of the Khasa Malla from the twelfth to the
fifteenth centuries A.D. The origins of the Khasa
Malla are unclear. Epigraphic evidence testifies
to the existence of a group called the Malla in the
mountains of western Nepal as early as the fifth
century A.D.? Yet, anumber of references in the early
Sanskrit literature suggests that the Khasas originally
inhabited the mountainous areas of present day
northern Pakistan, and gradually moved eastwards
during the first millennium A.D.? Certainly, by the
ninth century, they are mentioned in copper-plate
inscriptions from Kumaon (Sankritiyan, 1953); and
in the early twelfth century they established a Khasa
kingdom, Khasadesa, in West Nepal and began to
include the title’'Malla’ in the late thirteenth century,
presumably reflecting the assimilation of these two
lineages and groups.*
At height of their power, the Khasa Malla
kingdom stretched from Southwest Tibet in the
north to the western Terrai in the south, and from

Garhwal and Kumaon in the west to the Kathmandu
Valley in the east (Adhikary, 1997) (Fig.1). The
extent of their kingdom is marked by pillar stones,
kirti khambas, which were erected throughout their
territory (Naraharinath, 1956; Tucci, 1956). Many of
these pillars bear inscriptions that record the names,
dates and exploits of the Khasa Malla rulers. These,
together with a number of copper-plate inscriptions
found throughout West Nepal, are written variously
in Sanskrit, Tibetan and Sinjali, the official language
of the Khasa. This range of languages reflects not
only the different cultural origins of the Khasa,
but also the scale of cultural diversity within their
kingdom.* Indeed, judging by what can be gleaned
from epigraphic and textual sources regarding
Khasa society, and the seemingly rapid assimilation
of the different cultural and social groups within the
kingdom, the makeup of Khasa Malla society can be
understood to have provided a strong foundation
for the Pahdli socio-cultural system visible in
Nepal today (Adhikary, 1997).° In addition, the
integration of these different groups over such a
large geographical area would undoubtedly have
helped facilitate even greater interaction between
other parts of India and Tibet through networks of
communication, pilgrimage and trade. An important
element of this may have been the movement of
people, objects and ideas along the Silk Road — part
of which is likely to have passed through this area
of Nepal connecting India and Tibet. These contacts
and exchanges would undoubtedly have led to an
increase in economic specialisation, as well as other
social and political transformations. That this was
indeed the case is borne out by evidence of anincrease




intrade and craft production throughout West Nepal
at this time, as well as a renaissance of architecture,
sculpture and literature.” Such changes would have
played an important role in the development of
society, not only in West Nepal, but also the rest of
Nepal and the entire Central Hima layan sector.

1958; Bajracharya, 1962; Gyawali, 1962; Regmi, 1965;
Joshi, 1971; Malla, 1976; Adhikary, 1997; Pandey,
1997).  Notwithstanding this evidence, however,
there remains only the sketchiest of outlines of the
Khasa Malla and the nature of the developments that
took place during their reign. Many questions exist
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regarding the socio-economic,
religious and political dynamics
of West Nepal during the early
medieval period.

In part, this is due to
a traditional bias towards the
Kathmandu Valley in the study
of ancient and medieval Nepal,
meaning that West Nepal
has perhaps not received the
attention it deserves. Inaddition,
West Nepal and contiguous
areas of Tibet are remote, and,
until relatively recently, fairly
inaccessible for all but the
most intrepid of researchers.
Yet, more fundamentally, our

Fig.1 Map of the Khasa Malla Empire c. 12th-15th century AD

Problems and Limitations

Despite their importance, relatively little
is known about the Khasa Malla. That is not to
say that there is a paucity of evidence—a large
number of archaeological sites and inscriptions are
known throughout West Nepal, Tibet and Garhwal-
Kumaon. Many of these were discovered during the
pioneering surveys of Yogi Naraharinath (1956) and
Giuseppe Tucci (1956, 1960, 1962); with subsequent
surveys having been carried out by Mohan Prasad
Khanal (1973), Raja Ram Subedi (1979, 1984), Harka
Bahadur Gurung (1980), Surya Mani Adhikary
(1986), and the Government of Nepal Department
of Archaeology. Many of the architectural and
sculptural remains of the Khasa Malla from West
Nepal have been since been reviewed by Prayag
Raj Sharma (1972), and the epigraphic evidence
has been well documented and incorporated into
histories of West Nepal by various scholars (Petech,

understanding is limited by an
over-reliance on epigraphic and textual sources.
What little is known about the Khasa Malla is mainly
that which has been inferred from the inscriptions
and ancient texts. The archaeological evidence, on
the other hand, has received little or no attention. -
Since the discoveries of Naraharinath and Tucci
in the 1950s, the only investigative archaeological
works targeted specifically towards the elucidation
of the Khasa Malla have been the recent excavations
at Sinja (Evans & Gibson, 2003). Archaeological
investigation has the potential to ground the
inferences that can be made from the inscriptions
and texts in the archaeological and geographical
realities of West Nepal, and to expand the range of
questions that can be asked of this important period
far beyond the current scope of inquiry. There is,
therefore, a serious need to develop archaeological
understanding of Khasa Malla. Then, and only then,
can some of the larger questions pertaining to the
development of society in West Nepal and the wider
Central Himalayan sector begin to be answered.



Points of Departure: the Surkhet Valley

As a first step towards reinvigorating the
examination of the archaeology of the Khasa Malla,
the Surkhet Valley Project (SVP) was established in
order to examine the archaeology and geography of
the Surkhet Valley in the Bheri Anchal (Zone) of West
Nepal.® Geographically, the Valley is located in the
southern extent of the Mahabharat range before they
fall away to the western Terai further to the South
(Thapa & Thapa, 1969). The Valley is almost circular,
with the modern settlement of Birendranagar located
at its northern edge; and at its centre is a prominent
and distinctive hill that dominates the valley floor.
Topographically, Surkhet is fairly inaccessible; even
today roads are only able to enter and exit the valley
in five locations. These points of ascent and decent
enable movement across the Mahabharat Range
in this area, and thus suggest that the Valley is
important nodal point in the network of routes that
spread throughout this region.
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Fig.2 Map of the Surkhet Valley

Historically, Surkhet would probably have
fallen within the Khasa Malla sphere of influence,
and was most likely part of the wider Khasa
kingdom. This is suggested by the existence of four

pillars in the Valley that correspond to the type of
kirti khamba erected by the Khasa Malla throughout
the kingdom, which are still visible in a number of
locations such as at Dullu (Naraharinath, 1956, II,
i; Tucci, 1956). In this connection, it is also worth
mentioning that Bheri Anchal is contiguous to the
Karnali Basin, which remained the heartland of the
Khasa Malla kingdom throughout their rule. The
Valley is also home to alarge and important Buddhist
temple, marked by the remains of the temple at
Kankrevihar located on the summit of the hill that
dominates the centre of the Valley. First discovered
by Naraharinath in the 1950s, the site was excavated
in the early 2000s by the Government of Nepal
Department of Archaeology.” These excavations
focussed exclusively on the main temple building,
and revealed the original foundation of the temple
platform, which was subsequently reconstructed.
The site has been assigned an approximate date of
between the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries
A.D. (ie. during the reign of the Khasa Malla).
However, the basis for this date is not clear.’ A
clue as to the importance of the site in antiquity is
provided by a manuscript of the Buddhist text, the
Abhisamayalankara, currently preserved in the sPon
K’an monastery in Tibet."" In the colophon of this
manuscript is inscribed a note that records the fact
thatitwas copied from an original in Surkhet (Petech,
1980: 108-109). Given the size and importance of the
temple at Kankrevihar, it is likely that this original
copy would have been housed there.

Other archaeological remains found in the
Surkhet Valley include a series of mounds located
in the modern settlement of Birendranagar, in
which fragments of bricks are visible (Gurung, 1980:
125). It has been suggested that these date from the
thirteenth century A.D. (Ibid.). However, the basis for
this date is unclear, and appears to have been based
primarily on the proximity of Birendranagar to the
nearby site of Kankrevihar. Two of these areas have
been protected by the Department of Archaeology:
one at Chaughanchaur, and another adjacent to the
Danda Primary School. These sites have not been
excavated, and, due to a lack of diagnostic surface
remains, they have not yet been dated securely.
Also in Birendranagar is a fragmentary inscription






