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Abstract:Memorial inscriptions are an important genre of epigraph that is inscribed on a
memorial honoring deceased persons in India. These memorials can be divided into three main
groups: Hero stones, Sati stones, and Nisidhis. The undivided Kalahandi is located in the south-
western part of Odisha. Kalahandi truly boasts a rich cultural heritage in the realm of art. Since
the prehistoric era, when art and architecture flourished here, Kalahandi has been recognized as
a center of human artistic endeavor.The present paper focused to highlight the inscribed hero
stones found from the undivided Kalahandi district. These have significant political significance
in history and reveal the military and socio-religious aspects of the region.
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Introduction

Hero stones were erected to honor soldiers who had lost their lives in battle, a custom that was
most likely related to Megalithic funerary customs. The second half of the first millennium BCE
is when megalithic burials in earthenware jars or identified by menhirs, stone circles, dolmens,
etc., were prevalent throughout the peninsula’. These customs are frequently referenced in the
Sangam anthologies' poetry®. In light of the emphasis on honoring the warriors' fame, the
placement of hero stones aligned well with the literary corpus's worldview even if it was related
to the prevalent burial customs in society. Setting up the hero stones is a poetic theme mentioned
in the Tolkappiyam®. 1t is also described as a ceremony that includes finding the right stone,
determining an auspicious time, bathing and setting the stone ceremoniously, celebrating and
feasting on the occasion, and praising and worshiping the stone. The Tamils were the first to
worship idols in this way. The earliest memorial stones in South India are essentially menbhirs, or
upright stone pillars, called Nadukals®. Eventually, these menhirs underwent a process of
transformation and envisioned the sculptural form of Hero stones, also known as Virakals’.

We have evidence of an inscribed Hero stones culture in India dating back to the second
century C.E®. The accomplishments, customs, rites, rituals, and other aspects of this magnificent
culture were documented in the etched Hero stones. Some of these have inscriptions that just
provide the person's name, while others provide information about the circumstances
surrounding their death. Hero stones are found throughout the Indian subcontinent, though
regional names vary. Hero stones are known as Paliya’ in the Kathiawar region of Gujarat,
which means "protect” or "guardian." Hero stones, known as Veeragal in Maharashtra®, typically
have two or three penals. The highest concentration of Hero stones was seen in South India. Hero
stones are referred to as Veerakallu in Kannada and Natukals in Tamil’. The oldest memorial
stone, which is more than 2400 years old dates back to fourth century B.C.E., is located in Tamil
Nadu.

Study Area

The undivided Kalahandi is comprised of Kalhandi and the present-day Nuapada district. Thus,
two districts are located between latitudes 19° 3' N and longitudes 82° 20 E and 83° 47' E2. The
districts of Bargarh, Bolangir, and Kondhmal in Orissa border them on the north, Kanker district
in Chhattisgarh borders them on the north-west and south-west, and the districts of
Nabarangapur, Koraput, and Boudh-Kandhamal border them on the south-east. The combined
area of these two districts is 11,835 square kilometers'’.

From the fourth century CE to the Middle Ages, Kalahandi was ruled by numerous
dynasties and known by various names, including Kantara, Mahakantara, Taitala Janapada,
Indravana, Trikalinga, Karunda Mandala, Kamala Mandala, Chakrakota Mandala, and others.
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These regions were ruled by dynasties such as Nala (Podagarh), Sarabhapuriya (Maraguda),
Eastern Ganga, Kalachuri, Soma Vamsi, Rashtrakuta, Ganga Vamsi, and Naga Vamsi''. These
dynasties vied with one another for political dominance and territorial expansion, and that’s why
the regions saw numerous conflicts. It was further enhanced by a magnificent military culture.
The memorial (Hero and Sati stones) stones revealed us evidence of Kalahandi's sculptural art
and military heritage.

In the undivided Kalahandi region, 45 memorial sculptures have already been found, and
the memorial stones range from the sixth to the fourteenth century C.E. There are twenty-nine
hero stones among these commemorative stones. There are three Hero memorial stones with
inscriptions among these 29 Hero stones. These Hero stones' prominent iconography was the
depiction of the Sun and crescent Moon emblem carved into the top part of a palm encrusted
with bangles. The hero, who perished on the battlefield, is shown below the motif. Memorial
stones of this kind are known as Sati-cum-Hero stones'?. Stones that combine Hero and Sati are
as prevalent as memorials built in honor of the hero's wives, who reportedly accepted sati shortly
after their husband's death'. The present paper aims to study the three inscribed Hero stones of
undivided Kalahandi district of Odisha.

1.Inscribed Hero Stone of Hirasagarpada of Junagarh (19°57°19”N; 83" 09°53”E):

Junagarh, the erstwhile capital of Kalahandi state, is renowned for its art tradition and sculpture
heritage'*. More than 18 Memorial stones discovered from Junagarh and the present authors
discovered an inscribed Hero stone (fig. 1) from Hirasagarpada'’. The Hero Stone measures
approximately 5 feet in height and 1.5 feet in width. The heroic figure is depicted holding a
sword in his raised right hand and a shield in his left. On the upper left side of the sculpture,
there is a depiction of a crescent moon symbol, with a female palm in Abhayamudra carved in
the center. At the lower portion, a three-line inscription in proto-Odia characters is visible. This
inscribed Hero stone was deciphered on 20" October 2024'°. Epigraphist cum co-author Bishnu
Mohan Adhikari studied the inscribed Hero stones and he reads the inscription as follows:

Line 1: e* pua ka

Line 2: ma da? rda na

Line 3: da/ dha? Ma?/ sa na
The iconography on Hero stone suggests that it was erected sometime between 12th-14th
Century CE. The Epigraphist says the Hero Stone describes a boy named Madana/Mardana,

who suppressed some rebellion or agitation. The characters on inscription belong to Eastern
Ganga region. It can be associated with Eastern Ganga dynasty as there are two Ganga era
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inscriptions of Eastern Ganga dynasty in a nearby area (Kalahandi Dandapata)'’. Hence there is
much possibility of this and mentioned Madana was associated with Ganga ruler Bhanudeva.

Fig. 1 Inscribed Hero Stone of Hirasagarpada

2.Inscribed Hero Stone of Talbandhpada of Junagarh (19°57°19”N; 83" 09°53”E):

Another inscribed Hero stone (fig. 2) also found from Talbandhpada of Junagarh'®. It is a three
lined inscription in the proto-Odia characters of the 13" century C.E has been inscribed in the
lower portion of the stone slab. It has been deciphered by Dr. Snigdha Tripathy as:

Line 1: Sri Durga (or Duva) dasagupta (?) cara

Line 2: Je (ye)...... devarika samastasa

Line 3: marpici (se) — mrta senapati (?)"°.

The hero is depicted in combat stance, holding a shield in his left hand and a sword in his raised
right. It is a rectangular slab of stone with carvings of the Sun, crescent Moon, and female hand
with bangles on the top part. According to epigraphic study, it appears that the Hero was a
"Guptacara" (spy) who was killed on the battlefield. The Hero stone was also built in his honor.
We have observed for the first time here that, this particular Hero stone inscription has been read
once again by Dr. Subrata Kumar Acharya in his book Corpus of Oriya Inscriptions, mentioning

it as Junagarh Hero stone inscription. The inscription read as follows:

Line 1: Sankara Vagha Bhuchara
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Line 2: Kara Paaiam Sargara

Line 3: Papati Niha Dharma®®

Dr. Acharya’s study indicates that the Hero stone commemorates “Sankara Vagha,” an infantary
soldier (Bhuchara) who perished in battle. The Heroic sculpture was installed following rituals
performed for the deceased soldier’s journey to heaven (Sargara). Even, Dr. Acharya mentioned
it as Junagarh hero stone inscription with no proper details of any particular location. Whereas
we are getting a number of Hero stones in Junagarh region as the area is so vast. Further he
mentioned it as three line inscription, which is exactly similar to the Hero stone inscription of
Talbandhpada where letter numbers of the inscription are 8, 7 and 7 respectively.

Fig.2 Inscribed Hero Stone of Talbandhpada

(Courtesy Mr. S.S. Panda)

3.Inscribed Hero Stone of Dumerbahal (200 7°55.95”N; 82° 30°5.69”E):

A Hero Stone (fig. 3) with a proto-Oriya inscription on its pedestal was collected from the
village of Dumerbahal in the Nuapada district by the renowned historian Mr. J.P. Singh Deo of
Khariar®'. It is currently housed in the Nuapada District Museum. The hero sculpture is displayed
in combat stance, with a sword in his right hand and a shield on his left. A conventional
headdress is also worn by the hero. The inscribed Hero stone was deciphered by esteemed
epigraphist Dr. Satya Narayan Rajaguru as "Da (Du) ra Rogare," implying that the hero most
certainly passed away from an incurable disease. The inscription has been palaeographically
dated to the 16th century CE by Dr. Rajaguru®.
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Fig. 3 Inscribed Hero Stone of Dumerbahal

Conclusion

An intricate nexus of historical and cultural significance is revealed by the study of inscribed
Hero Stones in undivided Kalahandi. Generally, the Kalahandi Hero stones consist of a single,
vertical stone slab. This sculpture typically uses locally accessible sand stone. Like the Hero
stones of North and South India, we don't see many ornate carvings on them, and the most of
them non-inscribed in nature. The sun, crescent moon, feminine palm with bangles in
Abhayamudra, and a hero holding a sword and shield are the essential iconographical features
we find here. Even the hero statue was wearing a distinctive headwear. Mr. Jitamitra Singdeo
contended that these hero stones belonged to Kalachuri based on his iconographical analysis®.
However, the discovery of three hero stones with proto-Odia inscriptions and the similar
iconography as previously mentioned revealed that a small number of them might be from the
imperial Ganga period. We have not yet discovered any proto-Odia inscriptions of the Kalachuri
dynasty in Western Odisha (South Kosala) or the Kalahandi region. It was further supported by
the finding of two Odia inscriptions (Narla Shiv Temple Stone inscription®* and Kalahandi
inscription of Vira- Bhanudeva®’) of the Imperial Ganga dynasty from the Kalahandi region that
these inscribed hero stones belong to the of the Ganga hero sculptures. Additionally, these
engraved memorials enlighten us about the espionage system, honoring enemy soldiers, a
successful military past, creative manifestation of socio-cultural beliefs and a long-standing
custom of honoring the deceased. Despite their relative rarity, the inscriptions and sculptures on
these stones are important documents of the area's history, showing the development of art,
script, and memorial customs.
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