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Abstract: This paper examines the Hero Stones discovered within the Jajpur and Khordha districts
of Odisha, focusing on their historical significance. These memorial stones, dating from the ninth
to fifteenth centuries CE, serve as vital artifacts illuminating Odisha's military history,
architectural splendor, and religious importance. This timeline of Odisha indicates the successive
rules of the Somavamshi dynasty, the Imperial Gangas, and the Suryavamshi dynasty. While some
Hero Stones bear inscriptions, others remain unmarked, prompting an exploration into their
historical context, preservation, and conservation efforts. Through this study, a deeper
understanding of these monuments and their cultural relevance is elucidated.
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Introduction

Hero stones, also known as memorial stones, serve as significant cultural and historical artifacts

across diverse regions of India. These vertical monuments commemorate individuals who died
valiantly in battles, encounters with wildlife, or while protecting others or livestock. They are known
by various names but Vira Shila being the specific term used in Odisha. The tradition of erecting
Hero Stones in India dates back to ancient times, as referenced in Vedic texts such as Satapatha

Brahmana and Sangam Period literature such as Ahananuru and Purananuru. Initially associated with
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funeral rituals, Hero Stones evolved over time. During the reign of King Asoka in the 3rd century
BC, they were erected on wooden posts, later replaced by stone for durability.! The connection to
funeral practices persisted, although in later periods, Hero Stones became standalone monuments
which is the striking feature in Odisha.The origin of the hero-stones remains obscure. They may
possibly derive from the menhirs of the megalithic cultures in India of the first millennium BC2.The
location of the hero-stones is neither geographically uniform nor arbitrary.

They are found in larger numbers in western India (Rajasthan, Gujarat and Maharashtra), central
India (Madhya Pradesh and the southern edges of the Ganges valley) and in south India (Andhra
Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala and Tamil Nadu)®. Northern and eastern India generally register fewer
examples.But the fact remains unchanged that Odisha as an eastern state has registered more than
300 Hero Stones in different districts of Odisha. Odisha has a glorious military tradition.During
ancient and early medieval periods, Odia soldiers demonstrated valor in battle, with many sacrificing
their lives on the battlefield. This historical heroism is immortalized in sculptural art. Nevertheless,
the most striking depictions of these heroes are encountered in monolithic shafts, where they are
portrayed in an alidha stance, brandishing a sword in their elevated right hand and a shield in their

outstretched left hand.

Objectives of the Research

1. To understand the meaning of Hero Stones contextualized to Odisha.

2. To project the time period of Hero Stones in Odisha history Timeline.

3. To comprehend the geographical diversification of Hero Stones in Jajpur and Khordha district.
4. Role of ruling dynasties during which these Hero Stones were erected.

5. Historicity of Hero Stones.

(1)Hero Stones in Jajpur

The Hero Stones discovered in Jajpur can be classified into two primary types: those with
inscriptions and those without. In Odisha, inscribed Hero Stones are particularly uncommon, with

only five documented instances discovered in Jajpur. There exists a notable contrast in both style
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and craftsmanship between inscribed and uninscribed Hero Stones.

Inscribed Hero Stones

1. Inscribed Hero Stone in the Viraja Temple
A majestic Hero Stone, towering at a height of 3 feet 6 inches and spanning 2 feet 5 inches in width,
stands proudly on the left side of the Jagamohana within the Viraja temple (refer to fig. 1). This
stone slab is distinguished by its conical apex and divided into three discernible sections. In the
lower portion, a noble figure is depicted in victorious stance over an adversary, accompanied by a
loyal attendant who shelters the royal personage with a parasol. On the opposing side, an enemy
combatant strives to repel the advancing royal, while a warrior kneels defensively with a raised
shield in the central segment. Moreover, the central section features female musicians leading a
procession, carrying a figure in a palanquin. At the topmost part of the memorial stone, three pairs
of hands are depicted clutching bows. Finally, adorning the pinnacle of the stone is a pidha shrine
housing two figures adorned with majestic crowns, facing each other. An attendant is depicted in the
backdrop, with other figures, including an elephant, illustrated outside the shrine. The inscription on
the stone reads as follows:
Line 1. Guna Vahavo
Line 2. Svada bha(rjvi)naha.”
The description of the royal figure on the monolithic slab implies his exceptional nature, suggesting
qualities that set him apart. The subsequent line hints at his persuasive or eloquent speech, alongside
his portrayal as a warrior. Considering the palacography of the inscription and the architectural style,
it is plausible to date this Hero Stone to the 9th or 10th century A.D. Speculation arises that the
depicted heroism might align with the deeds of King Yayati. However, Umakant Mishra & Subrat

Acharya deciphered differently to the same inscription which is as follows-

Line 1: Siddham. Purnarahasi
Line 2: Svahastena utkirna

This can be translated as thus: This [hero-stone] is engraved in his own hand by Purnarahasi.’
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2. Inscribed Hero Stone Image Inscription at Chandital
Near Badachana Women's College in Jajpur district, Chandital is home to the remnants of an 11th-
century Sakta temple atop a hill, devoted to Chandi. Adjacent to the temple's southern side are four
Hero Stones crafted from Khondalite. Among them, one stone, adorned with a conical apex (see
fig.2), bears the inscription "Ranaka Vasudevasya." This inscription finds a correlation in the
Nibinna Charter of Mahasivagupta, attributing the grant's authorship to Mahashapatalaha Sri-
Uchchhava-Naga, son of Allava-Naga, associated with Mahasandhivigrahika Ranaka Sri-
Charudatta, with Thakura Panaka as the engraver. The copper plate charter records the date as the
15th year of the victorious reign of Srimad-Yayatirajadeva. Epithets like Sandhivigrahika and
Ranaka signify roles as minister of war and peace and war-lord respectively. This leads to the
conclusion that Vasudeva held a prominent position as a military general during the Somavamshi
era.
3. Hero Stone image Inscription at Nathuabara

Situated in the Rasulpur block of Jajpur district, Odisha, Nathuabara hosts a memorial stone sculpted
from Khondolite. Standing at 170 cm tall with a pillar-like conical top (see fig.3), it measures 39 cm
wide and 25 cm thick. Divided into three sections, the topmost section features a three-line
inscription. Below, the middle register portrays four royal warriors, while the lowest section depicts
four kneeling warriors in afjali mudra, their bows suspended, paying homage.® Adorned with
weapons, including shields and swords, these warriors symbolize sacrifice in battle, commemorated
by these memorial stones. The inscription, reminiscent of the Siddhe$vara temple inscription near

Jajpur, is engraved in the upper conical register.

Line 1: Saka 1243/

Line 2: SrT Gataphatandra/ Sri Janmenjaya

Line 3: SrT Nidhi Nai(e)ka/ Sri Cakrapani’

Dating back to Saka era 1243, equivalent to 1321 CE, the inscription indicates its installation during

the reign of Ganga King Bhanudeva II, who ruled from 1306 to 1328 CE.
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4. Inscribed Hero Stone at Hanumaneswara Temple

The memorial stone slab, measuring 37 inches in height and 11 inches in breadth, is divided into
three sections by two mouldings and crowned with a conical top. The uppermost section, standing 9
inches tall, resembles a pidha shrine, flanked by two attendants. One attendant stands beside an
elephant, while another holds a chamara. At the pinnacle, two pairs of hands gripping bows are
depicted, also mirrored in the middle section. In the middle portion, a palanquin is borne by two
attendants, with a small female figure between them and a hero seated within. The lower section

showcases a royal figure in alidha pose, wielding a sword and shield, accompanied by an attendant
holding a chhatra. Despite partial wear, the inscription on the lower moulding hints at a ninth-tenth

century CE origin, with faintly discernible letters like ga, da, and sa.

5. Inscribed Hero Stone at Mahavir Square
Distinguished by its taller stature in comparison to other memorial stones found in Jajpur, this
particular monument stands out for its unique presentation style. Divided into two sections, the upper
portion features a hero brandishing a sword in his right hand and a shield in his left, adorned with
Kundala earrings. An attendant stands nearby, holding a chhatra, symbolizing the hero's regal
standing. In the lower section, a scene of combat unfolds, with soldiers locked in battle, one fallen
among them. Two soldiers wield swords in their right hands and shields in their left. At the apex of
the stone, two lines of inscription are etched.
Line 1. Sri Ranakasya vru .....
Line 2. Sri Ranakasya da (dwa) raseh.’
The palaeography of the inscriptions indicates a timeline ranging from the 10th to the 11th centuries
AD. The term "Ranaka" implies a warlord, as referenced in the copper plate grants of the
Somavamshis. Additionally, certain incised letters on the stone hint at an even older origin, perhaps
dating back to the 6th or 7th centuries AD, suggesting the stone's reuse over time. Situated within
the Viraja temple complex, this particular Hero Stone is among the most impeccably preserved

specimens among those found in Jajpur.
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Uninscribed Hero Stones

Numerous uninscribed Hero Stones grace various locales within Jajpur, each imbued with distinct
styles and character despite their lack of inscription. Some among them are meticulously preserved
and venerated as gramadevati. While devoid of written narratives, these Hero Stones exhibit nuanced
variations in their artistic presentation and symbolic significance. Below, a concise overview is

provided of these culturally significant monuments.

1. Hero Stone at Kuamadei
The revered Hero Stone, known locally as "Routrani," is worshiped alongside other matrika images
in the region’. Standing approximately thirty inches tall and spanning sixteen inches in breadth, this
uninscribed monument exudes an aura of reverence. The hero depicted within grasps a sword in the
right hand and a shield in the left, his gaze turned towards the left. Adorned with hair knotted to the
right, the hero's figure occupies the central niche of the stone slab, though the lower portion bears

signs of partial damage, diminishing its once pristine architectural allure.

2. Hero Stone at Siddheshwar Temple Compound
The Hero Stone, affixed horizontally to the inner eastern compound wall of the temple, indicates a
prior existence outside the temple complex. Its placement on the compound wall at a later stage
suggests a subsequent decision to incorporate it within the temple precincts, albeit in an evidently
haphazard manner. This stone slab portrays the hero brandishing a sword in the right hand and a

shield in the left, embodying enduring themes of valor and protection.

3. Hero Stone at Nandipur
An alternative rendition of the hero stone adorns the northern interior wall of the Bhandeswar temple
in Nandipur. Measuring 28 inches in height and 12 inches in breadth, this stone slab depicts the hero
standing atop a pedestal, gripping a sword in the right hand and a shield in the left. Despite facial
damage, the hero's symbolic stance remains intact. Notably, the left edge of the stone slab is adorned
with intricate female figures and a makara motif atop them, reminiscent of decorative scrollwork not

typically observed on Jajpur's hero stones. This distinctive feature suggests its potential origin as a

Journal of Historical Studies and Research, Volume 4, Number 1 (January - April,2024) 25 |Page



Hero Stones in Odisha with Special Reference to Jajpur and Khordha
Districts

component of an earlier temple structure, later repurposed within the confines of the present-day,

more modern temple.

4. Hero Stone at Mudhapada

A unique uninscribed hero stone discovered at Mudhapada stands preserved within a small shed in
the village's Akhadapadia field, approximately 2 km from Mandarakhanda. Revered as "Bhairavi,"
this memorial stone was unearthed six years prior and has since been venerated by locals. The stone
slab is bifurcated into two sections: the upper portion, circular with defined margins, features the
hero wielding a sword in the right hand and a shield in the left, accompanied by an attendant holding
a chhatra, indicative of royal status. Below, separated by a molding, the lower section comprises two
vertical divisions. On their right, another hero figure stands in alidha pose, brandishing sword and
shield, while nearby, an attendant assumes a prayerful stance, facing left. Such a configuration is
unprecedented in the area, distinguishing this hero stone. The presence of the chhatra atop the hero's
head reinforces his regal lineage. Notably, the stone's discovery in Akhadapadia carries significance,
with "akhada" historically connoting a site for martial gatherings, implying potential involvement in
past conflicts where the depicted royal figure may have played a role. Analysis of both inscribed and
uninscribed hero stones underscores Jajpur's reputation as a land steeped in bravery and martial

prowess.

(2)Hero Stones in Khordha

1. Inscribed Hero Stone of Sishupalgarh
An Inscribed Hero Stone was discovered from Sishupalgarh in 1934, which was shifted to the
Ravenshaw College compound where it is now preserved in front of the Vice Chancellor office(see
fig.4).The slab is 133 cms in height and 53 cms in width. The backside of the slab is curved and the
curvature is 112.5 cms. On top of the slab there are four lines of inscriptions which measure 18 cms
in length and 10 cms in width.It may be assigned to the 10th or 11th century AD on the basis of

palaeography. The inscription reads as follows:

Line 1-Danda nayaka Gosa

Line 2-rana Swami Arika
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Line 3-In Bijhari Gandau

Line 4-Bhaya Bala Ma Bhisa'’

The inscription begins with the auspicious Swasti symbol, representing a bearer of good fortune. It
pays homage to Gosarana, the esteemed Commander in Chief, revered for his indomitable spirit
against adversaries. This reverence instills steadfast courage within the warriors of the Bijhari and
Ganda tribes. Initially categorized by Buhler as proto-Bengali script, a meticulous examination
reveals elements of proto-Oriya script, suggesting a subtle fusion. Notably, the inscription showcases
the enduring presence of the Nagari script, reflecting its significant influence during the 10th and

11th centuries AD.

2. Hero Stone at Lendo

The village lies approximately 3 km from Nirakarpur, situated near Daya river in Tangi tehsil of
Khordha district. A medieval saiva temple named Ladukeswara faces east and comprises a rekha
vimana and a pidha jagamohana. Inside the temple complex, an uninscribed hero stone has been
found (see fig.5). Additionally, a votive stupa is located outside the temple complex.The Hero stone
is a monolithic slab having a semi arch structure. On a niche, a figure stands upright with feet apart,
clad in a long robe, exuding determination. His right hand holds a sword poised for action, while his
left hand grips a shield. The figure's braided hair, fashioned into a chignon at the back, signifies
Balaganthi. Crafted from sandstone, this depiction captures a hero ready for battle.

The figure looks more of female character and can be designated as a female Hero Stone.

3. Hero Stone at Pandiabili

Pandiabili village stands along the Bisiapara-Tirimal road Jatni tehsil of Khordha district. Within
the recently constructed Dadhikhai temple lies a small structure. Notably, an uninscribed hero stone
from the late medieval period was discovered inside and is revered by local Villagers (see fig.6).
The monolithic stone erected vertically has a hero within the niche having a sword in right hand and
a shield in left hand. The hero, poised to launch the sword, stands with a dagger secured at their
waist, ready for both ranged and close-quarters combat.This Hero Stone is quite a bit bigger than the

Hero Stone found at Lendo.
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4. Hero Stone at Mahatapalla
In close proximity to Anda village and within Bajapur panchayat, lies the village of Mahatapalla of
Khordha district. Situated on the outskirts of Mahatapalla is the site known as Atharabhaya, where
a collection of nineteen laterite stone slabs, ranging from 3 to 5 feet in height, can be found scattered
across an open field. These slabs, arranged in four rows, depict hero stone and linga worship
practices. Datable to the 15th-16th century CE, these artifacts provide insight into the religious and
cultural practices along with the Military traditions of the era (see fig.7),

5. Inscribed Hero Stone at Chandramapatapur
The village of Chandramapatpur, is located in the Deipur Panchayat of the Kanasa block, just two
kilometers south-east of the Nirakarpur railway station. The inscribed Hero Stone is peculiar in nature
as an elephant is carved along with the figures in middle section.The Hero Stone has three sections.
The lower section depicts a battle scene and the upper section has the inscription but due to exposure
to the elements such as rain and wind, many letters have become unclear. Therefore, a precise study
of the inscription remains challenging, yet possible, under the expertise of Dr. Satyanarayan Rajguru
and Dr. Snigdha Tripathy, who suggests that the inscription could potentially date back to the 11th
century CE. Dr. Tripathy says, “the stone was rectangular in shape. In subsequent ages, it might be
possible to round off the upper portion due to which some letters have been lost from the second and

third lines, making it impossible to discern the specific meaning of the writing (see fig.8).
The inscription deciphered by Dr. Snigdha Tripathy is as follows-

Line 1- Om Ranaka Sri Prahasah

Line 2- Baddhaam Dala Sannipatayani

Line 3- Hasti Bhagapati Jasyadhumorahu'!

The inscription deciphered by Dr. Satyanarayan Rajguru is as follows-

Line 1- Om Sri Ranaka Siya Dasah
Line 2- Brahmabala Sannipatayani
Line 3- Hari Bhagabati Jasa Dharmorahe

Line 4- Kimba Dharmachara®?
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The meaning suggests that this is a depiction of a battle, and roughly it appears that the inscription
is referring to a brave warrior named Sri Prahasa (Siya Dasa), who was the Ranaka (military
title/warlord) of the elephant division. He defeated many enemy armies in that war. He was as fierce

as the smoke of the wrath of Rahus or righteous in that battle.

Conclusion
This paper encapsulates the essence of Hero Stones in Odisha, revealing their portrayal of a
formidable militia spanning from the 5th-6th century to the 17th-18th century. The enduring
architectural intricacies of these stone slabs, coupled with the presence of votive temple structures,
reflect an enduring artistic legacy that transcends epochs. Beyond delineating the hero's religious
affiliation, these artifacts offer profound insights into the nuanced beliefs surrounding death and the
afterlife within popular religion. The tradition of honoring those who met an untimely demise,
termed akala mrityu, likely served as a pivotal factor in the erection of hero-stones for select
categories of departed individuals, underscoring a significance far beyond mere commemoration.
As most of the Hero Stones can be traced back to 10™-11% century on basis of Inscriptions, it can be

concluded that the commemoration of dead was a wider phenomenon at that time as well as before.
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