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Abstract
Nalanda, the monastic cum scholastic establishment, is known for higher learning with a unique blend of spirituality, aca-
demia, and holistic healthcare. The paper delves into the healthcare provisions and medicinal plant diversity in the ancient 
monastic complex of Nalanda and its hinterland, situating its significance within the region’s cultural and geographical 
context. The paper further explores the strategic location of the Mahāvihāra and its connection with the Rajgir hills. Draw-
ing from the colonial reports and Buddhist Pāli texts, this study deciphers the region’s rich diversity and use of medicinal 
plants. Further, it examines healthcare provisions in the context of monastic establishments, underscoring the pivotal role 
of the monastic organizations, particularly Nalanda, in fostering spiritual and academic growth.
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1  Introduction

Embracing the principles of interdependence and com-
passion, Buddhism fosters a deep appreciation for the 
environment and all living beings, inspiring a harmoni-
ous coexistence that promotes ecological balance and 
well-being. These beliefs and practices encourage indi-
viduals to be accountable for their actions and recog-
nize their profound impact on the world around them. 
With the belief systems and the moral order based on 
pratītyasamutpāda (law of dependent origination), Bud-
dhism promotes harmony between the physical and meta-
physical realms, emphasizing compassion, interconnect-
edness, and oneness with the natural world, fostering a 
profound sense of unity and balance within the universe. 
Buddhism’s holistic vision weaves together the well-
being of humans, animals, plants, and the planet, guiding 
us towards sustainable living. In Buddhist eschatology, 

the degradation of the world is seen to be due to the moral 
degradation of people and their frivolous attitude toward 
their responsibilities to the world (Dorzhigushaeva & 
Kiplyuks, 2020). Further, the Buddhist moral ideas sow 
the seeds of anthropocentric-teleological concerns. They 
consider the destruction of natural resources as unethi-
cal and encourage sustainable human existence through 
a symmetrical ecosystem (Singh, 2010). The wide circu-
lation and preaching of these philosophies could be seen 
metamorphosing into an academic order to be observed 
and practiced in the monastic complexes associated with 
Buddhism. The Nalanda monastic cum scholastic estab-
lishment in the south Gangetic plains of Bihar stands as 
the best testimony to a disciplined academic ambience of 
higher learning and spiritual growth. This paper explores 
the symbiotic relationship between the natural environ-
ment and the Buddhist architectural complex at Nalanda, 
highlighting its impact on monastic life. Through an 
archaeological reconstruction of the region, this study 
examines the interplay between natural topography and 
the monastic complex, revealing Nalanda’s emergence as 
an epicenter of scholarly learning and practice.
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2 � Understanding the region and its 
archaeological importance

Nalanda Mahāvihāra was reputed to have functioned as one of 
the major centres of Buddhist learning and higher education 
in ancient times. Nalanda Mahāvihāra, strategically located in 
the south Bihar plains, stands in the protected zone between 
the drought-prone and the flood-affected areas with all essen-
tial resources for the sustenance of the monastic complex 
(Map. 1). The region is drained by the non-perennial rivers, 
namely the Panchane and Paimar that have left their imprints 
in the form of cut-off channels and paleochannels, evidently 
influencing the immediate environment and forming major 
sources of water during the heydays of Nalanda. Other than 
the rivers, the region is well guarded by the hilly ridges of 
Rajgir and Giriak, forming an ideal setting for a secluded, 
yet well-connected landscape. The forests along the hilly ter-
rains of Rajgir form an essential part of the natural reserves, 
which were not only used for wood, fodder, and other essen-
tials but also distinguished as having reserves of a plethora 
of medicinal plants (Jha, 2011). The site of Rajgir is one of 

the foremost sites where the monastic complex of Nalanda 
was undeniably linked for regular exchanges and networking. 
Rajgir or Rājagṛha was the first Magadhan capital; Rājagṛha 
had established itself as an important city for primarily being 
a major centre of early urbanisation that served as the initial 
capital of the Magadhan plains. Early Buddhist literature sug-
gests that the city was already well-known in the pre-Buddhist 
era (Jha, 2011). Different localities within the ancient capital 
of Rājagṛha were meticulously excavated through the years, 
pushing back the hills’ antiquity to the Palaeolithic period. 
Given the hilly ridges with ideal location for stone quarrying, 
the palaeolithic antiquity of the site is quite admissible.1 The 
excavations by the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) at 
Giriak (Ghorakatora mound) have revealed neolithic-chalco-
lithic implements with polished stone celts and bone points 
(Jha, 2011). A significant number of palaeobotanical evidence 
is available from sites like Ghorakatora and Juafardih, which 

Map. 1   South Bihar plains with location of Nalanda Mahāvihāra and Rajgir hills

1  Indian Archaeology-A Review Report- IAR 1953–54:9, IAR 1957–
58: 11, IAR 1954–55: 16, IAR 1958–59: 12, IAR 1961–62: 7–8, IAR 
1962–63: 4–5.
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evidently points towards early agricultural practices and the 
emergence of a supportive hinterland of the Mahāvihāra com-
plex (Jha, 2011).

The distance between Nalanda and Rajgir is around 
10–12 km, as the crow flies. Rajgir is also connected with 
the major trade routes stretching across the upper and the 
lower Gangetic plains and connects the major historical 
sites of Pataliputra and Gaya. Singh claims that Rājagṛha 
being guarded by the hilly ridges could not have developed 
and sustained independently with all the daily essentials; 
Bimbisāra understanding this problem developed Nalanda 
as a satellite city to serve the daily necessities of the first 
capital of Magadha (Singh, 2024). In this regard, the Jain 
text Sūtrakṛtāṅga mentions Nalanda as bāhirikā (outer) in 
the north-east direction of Rājagṛha in the sixth century 
BCE where Mahāvīra spent fourteen chāturmāsa or rainy 
seasons. Likewise, Sūyaṅgāṅgasūtra mentions Nalanda as 
a prosperous and populous town. It was situated on the out-
skirts of Rājagṛha. He cites the observations of Hirananda 
Sastri that the Jain literature Pūrvadēśacaityaparipāṭi and 
the Samēta-śikhara Tīrthamālā, the works of the sixteenth 
century mentioned Nalanda as being in the suburb region 
of Rājagṛha where Mahāvīra spent fourteen rainy seasons 
(Singh, 2024). Therefore, from this textual evidence, it can 
be surmised that Nalanda and Rajgir share close ties. In the 
early historic period, a well-developed hinterland with agri-
cultural supplies supported the emergence and expansion of 
Rājagṛha, the first capital of Magadha, as a flourishing site of 
the historical times, following which the same capital served 
as a significant resource base for the Nalanda Mahāvihāra 
in the early medieval period—with supplies of resources 
like wood, fodder, minerals, medicinal plants, forest prod-
ucts the networking between the two sites flourished till the 
medieval period. The ruins of these structural complexes and 
the ancient material vestiges at both sites were discovered 
during the field surveys undertaken by the British surveyors. 
In the days of colonial expansion and consolidation in the 
Indian subcontinent, British administrators made continu-
ous endeavours to undertake surveys and documentation of 
historical sites, uncharted territories, and biogeographic 
resources across India. These records facilitated the Brit-
ish administrators in drafting the expansionist strategies 
along with documentation of the flora, fauna, and different 
kinds of organic–inorganic resources available within the 
subcontinent.

3 � Previous research—contributions of Francis 
Buchanan

Amidst the impressive list of natural historians employed 
by the British East India Company, the name of Francis 
Buchanan (1762–1829) stands out, for the many years he 

spent on major surveys to far-flung corners of the Indian 
subcontinent, and the huge volume of information that he 
gathered, recorded, and documented on a bewildering vari-
ety of subjects (Watson & Noltie, 2016). Buchanan was part 
of the Company’s ‘massive intellectual campaign to trans-
form a land of incomprehensible spectacle into an empire 
of knowledge’, and was one of those ‘at the forefront of this 
campaign who mapped the landscape and studied the inhab-
itants, who collected geological and botanical specimens, 
and who recorded details of economy, society, and culture’ 
– indeed he was one of the first to lay down these methods 
(Edney, Mathew quoted in Watson & Noltie, 2016).

Buchanan was a polymath; he traveled extensively in 
eastern and southern India and was highly motivated and 
trained because of his earlier associations with the Botanic 
Garden in Edinburgh, Jardin Des Plantes in Paris. His exper-
tise helped gather good knowledge of the different classi-
ficatory systems used in the documentation of flora and 
fauna. Buchanan is widely acknowledged and appreciated 
for his knowledge and the wide range of information he had 
gathered on history, geography, climate, topography, agri-
culture, economy, society, religion, health conditions, and 
the larger demographic picture of the region he was survey-
ing. Buchanan is also widely known for his writings on the 
ancient ruins of eastern and southern India. His pioneering 
records played a crucial role in reviving Buddhism in the 
Indian subcontinent. His meticulous notes on Burma, Bihar, 
and Bengal serve as a rich repository, with his writings on 
Nalanda and Rajgir being especially instrumental in shed-
ding light on these historical sites of south Bihar. A large part 
of his writings and manuscripts are now housed in the Brit-
ish Museum (India Office Records) and the Royal Asiatic 
Society of Great Britain and Ireland in London (Buchanan, 
1814; Jackson, 1925).

During his surveys in Bihar, Buchanan elaborately 
recorded the historical ruins associated with Buddhism. His 
survey reports on the regions of Gaya, Patna, and Rajgir, 
highlighted the abundance of medicinal plants in the region. 
Buchanan mentions that, given the number of abundant 
plants, the ones to be processed as medicines are subject to 
disquisitions, which should be strictly scientific. He refers 
to the abundant collection without going into length on the 
description of the different species. He clearly wrote that 
the amount and extensive collection of medicinal plants in 
the region deserves the government’s immediate attention. 
He goes on to discuss how the native physicians used these 
extensive collections of medicinal plants. He elaborates on 
the three sects of the native physicians, i.e. the Yunani (Ion-
ians) among the Muhammedans, the Śākadwīpi Brāhmaṇas 
in Behar, and the Baidyas in Bengal. Along with medicinal 
plants, mineral resources are also abundant in the region, 
some of which were used in the preparation of medicinal 
plants. Of these accounts, the mention of Uruya, the hill 
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cluster in the south-western part of Rājagṛha, deserves a 
mention. He mentions the geological formations, topo-
graphic details, names of the rivers, and specifically the 
outcrops of red and granular jasper along with the outcrops 
of siliceous hornstone. These outcrops were in the vicinity of 
the Tapoban hot springs at Rājagṛha/Rajgir. In the Hangriyo 
locality of Rājagṛha, Buchanan noted the natural outcrops 
of Silajit with a wide opening, approximately 50–60 m in 
diameter, 10–12 feet high, and mostly lofty. He observed 
that the exudations of Silājit could only be accessed by an 
old man of the Musahar tribe. A major part of Silājit found 
in the Rajgir caves was used in the making of medicines, 
and these were owned and sent to the local king, Ray Kho-
sal Singha of Patna. Silājit was a valuable medicine for the 
people (Buchanan, 1814; Jackson, 1925).

This detailed record of Buchanan was mentioned in later 
works, especially the work on the Flora of Rajgir by S.R. 
Paul, where a detailed list of medicinal plants was provided. 
This report mentions around 399 vascular plants in the Raj-
gir hills and discusses each of these species. The names of 
the plants discussed by Paul (1981, Table 1) were largely 
based on his personal surveys and the collective works of the 
National Botanic Gardens (Lucknow) and the Central Drug 
Research Institute (CDRI). The names of the plant species 
found in the reports of Buchanan (1814) and Paul (1981) 
were further clarified with the Pāli texts in the encyclopae-
dic collection on the natural environment associated with 
early Buddhism by Dhammika (2015). Dhammika system-
atically categorises the collection of the plants mentioned in 
the Pāli texts with particulars on the local names of plants 
and their specific usage according to the Pāli texts (Table 1). 
Following the reports of Buchanan (1814), Paul (1981), and 
Dhammika (2015), a detailed list of the plants found in the 
Rajgir hills with their specimen names and their medicinal 
properties have been outlined in the ensuing pages.

4 � Textual sources on the monastic order, 
healthcare, and medicinal plants

With this enumeration of the medicinal plants, one may 
wonder how the medicines were processed or extracted 
from the plants. In this connection, we have insights from 
the Buddhist texts like Mahāvagga, cited by Zysk (1991), 
to state that the sick monks needed the extracts (kasāva) 
as medicines. The Buddha allowed the following medici-
nal extracts to be made from the Indian lilac or neem tree 
(nimba), from the kurchi tree (kutaja), from the pakkava, 
and from the Indian beech (naktamāla). Likewise, monks 
were permitted to extract any extract that did not serve as 
solid or soft food. The extracts could be stored indefinitely 
(Zysk, 1991). The process of making these extracts from 

the plants, fruits, roots, and leaves of the plants was a 
regular phenomenon; other than the Buddhist texts, these 
extracts and concoctions are also mentioned in the Caraka 
Saṁhitā. In the process of preparing the medicines, large 
and small stone containers were used. According to Bud-
dhaghosa, one stone was large, and the other small (Bud-
dhaghosha’s Samantapāsādikā cited in Zysk, 1991). The 
roots were probably placed in a depression in the larger 
stone or on top of its flat surface and crushed and pounded 
into a powder or a pap with the smaller (Zysk, 1991). 
Singh draws our attention to Āyurveda in this instance 
where it is suggested that all the ingredients of the herbs 
were dried, powdered separately, and mixed as per the 
prescribed method recommended in the medical trea-
tises. Ārista and Āsava are self-generated herbal fermen-
tations used as medicines in Āyurveda (Singh, 2024). 
They are fermented medicaments prepared by allowing 
the herbal juices or their decoctions to endure fermenta-
tion. Ārista is made with decoctions of herbs in boiling 
water while āsava is made with fresh herbal extracts. The 
process of preparation of āsava and āristas is known as 
Sādhanakalpanā as mentioned in the Āyurveda, which is 
usually based on the infiltration and decoction of herbs. 
In the process of decoction, the crude herb is boiled in a 
special volume of water at a specific temperature for a 
definite time. Then it is cooled and strained for medicinal 
purposes (Singh, 2024). The chebulic myrobalan was one 
of the plants extensively used in the Buddhist monastic 
complexes of the region, along with beleric and Terminalia 
bellirica (Gaertn). Roxb. and embolic myrobalan (Phyl-
lanthus emblica L.) as triphala (Singh, 2024; Zysk, 1991).

With the gradual expansion and evolution of the monas-
tic networks and Buddhist practices, there were additions 
and interpolations to the texts, sutras, and dharaṇīs, which 
led medical knowledge to be standardized and codified 
by the middle of the seventh century C.E. This holistic 
perspective of harmonious wellbeing and healing was get-
ting preserved in the classical medical treatises and was 
established in the curriculum as one of the five sciences 
taught in Buddhist monastic universities. The courses 
studied at Nalanda were the works of Mahāyāna and of 
the eighteen Buddhist schools and other works, including 
the Veda, logic, grammar and philology, medicine, Athar-
vavedic magic, Saṁkhyā, and several miscellaneous texts. 
The three beginning with logic (hetuvidyā) and ending 
with medicine (cikitsāvidyā) form part of the five sciences 
(vidyā) of the traditional curriculum. Xuanzang mentions 
that a student began studying these five sciences, along 
with Buddhist textbooks (śāstras), from age seven. With 
respect to medicine, he says that it embraced exorcising 
charms, medicine, the use of medicinal stones, needles, 
and moxa (mokṣha) (Beal, 2008; Watters, 2004).
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5 � Concepts of Bhaiṣajyarājan 
and Bhaiṣajyaguru as healers

During the latter half of the seventh century CE, the other 
Chinese pilgrim, I-Ching (Yijing) visited many monas-
teries in India, particularly Nalanda, on which he left a 
detailed account. However, the accounts vary from Xuan-
zang because I-Ching’s records mostly focus on correcting 
the Vinaya rules’ misinterpretations and refuting the erro-
neous opinions held by the schools of the Vinayadhārās 
then existing in China. He therefore dwells chiefly on the 
monastic life and discipline of his time, but mingled with 
important information regarding the regular lives of the 
monks within the monasteries. Good health and well-
being were extremely essential as part of the monastic 
life. I-Ching dedicated three chapters on the discussions 
of the body, food, medicines, and monastic wellbeing. 
He emphasized that illness is caused by much eating or 
labour. He refers to cholera morbus, which was a tough 
disease to handle, particularly for the poor people who 
could not afford the pills (Takakusu, 1998).

The idea of wellbeing and healing being central to the 
Buddhist order could be practiced and propagated with the 
availability of natural resources that made living rather sus-
tainable for the larger society. Hence, the places for medi-
tation and monastic establishments were wisely chosen. 
Nalanda Mahāvihāra remains one of the finest examples in 
this regard. The ideas and concept of a healing and compas-
sionate Buddha (medicine Buddha) emerged and eventually 
gained prominence with the growth of Mahāyāna Buddhism. 
Eric Frauwallner (cited in Zysk, 1991) studied the skand-
hakas of the extant Vinayas and drew our attention to the 
chapter on the medicines, Bheṣajjakhanḍaka (Pāli), which 
is the oldest and most original section of the Vinayas with 
the earliest forms of Buddhist monastic medicines (Zysk, 
1991). Along with this, the Sanskrit composition of the sūtra 
Saddharmapūnḍarikā enumerates the concept of the uni-
versal healer as Bhaiṣajyarājan, the royal physician, who 
was also referred to as Bhaiṣajyaguru (Zysk, 1991). The 
perception of the Buddha in the form of a healer aided in the 
unification of the body and the mind through the acknowl-
edgement of the healing Bōdhisattva. It was believed that in 
reciting the names or pronouncing the Dharaṇīs, the follow-
ers would be blessed with good health and a virtuous life. 
Eventually, the image of the healer Bōdhisattva got absorbed 
in the Mahāyāna practices of East Asia. According to Zysk, 
the healing Buddha in the form of Bhaiṣajyaguru, seemingly 
linked to the worship of Bhaiṣajyarājan, developed as a cul-
tic worship in central Asia and Kashmir around third century 
CE, which spread to China around fourth century CE (Zysk, 
1991). This belief gradually assimilated itself within the fold 
of Mahāyāna works of East Asia and had an entire sutra 
named Bhaiṣajyagurusutra devoted to his worship (Divino, 

2023). Divino emphasizes tracing the originality of the Bud-
dhist medical system without the part that was shared from 
the Aṣhṭāṅgahṛdayasaṃhitā. He draws our attention to the 
first medical treatise named Bheṣajjamañjuṣā, written in the 
Pāli language. Though it is a very late work, probably pro-
duced in the thirteenth century in Ceylon by a Theravada 
monk named Pañcaparivenādhipati who wrote during the 
rule of Parākkamabāhu II, it is still the first systematization 
of medical art within the Buddhist context (Divino, 2023). 
The treatise has numerous affinities with other medical 
treatises such as the Aṣhṭāṅgahṛdayasaṃhitā, with which it 
shares about one-third of its contents. What is significantly 
pointed out by Divino is perhaps Pañcaparivenādhipati had 
extensive knowledge of the Pāli canon and thus sought to 
align his medical system with the most authoritative one 
testified in the episodes of the Buddha's life (Divino, 2023). 
The observations of interest here is how the concept of the 
healing Buddha as Bhaiṣajyarājan and Bhaiṣajyaguru were 
incorporated for preaching the healing role of the Buddha, 
the medicine Buddha, and further propagated through texts 
and practices to be absorbed in Mahāyāna Buddhism in the 
south and Southeast Asia.

Buddhism’s focus on healing and healthcare initiated the 
monasteries’ medicinal doctrines and wellness programme. 
The monks took charge of treating the fellow monks and the 
laity and reaching out to the larger society through the prac-
tice of serving and nurturing the local communities through 
medical and spiritual guidance. Therefore, monasteries grad-
ually expanded their networks by providing spiritual motiva-
tion, guidance, ordination, and health care facilities for the 
general people in the hinterland of the monastic establish-
ments. People joined the Saṅgha specifically to be treated 
by Jīvaka, which perhaps created a disorder resulting in the 
prohibition of the ordination of the sick. Jīvaka was the chief 
surgeon residing in Rājagṛha during the time of the Buddha 
and has been extensively mentioned in the Pāli, Sanskrit, 
Tibetan, and Chinese sources (Schopen, 2017). While the 
Asokan edicts do refer to the medical care facilities for the 
travellers, excavations at the archaeological site of Kumra-
har, identified as the Mauryan capital, have strengthened our 
assumption of the hospital and care centres (Singh, 2024). 
The sealings and the building complex unearthed during the 
excavations at Kumrahar, justify the Buddhist association 
and affirm the dates of the structural complex to be around 
300–400 CE2 (Singh, 2024). The inscription on the seal-
ing reads the lines—śrī ārogyavihāre bhikshusaṅghasya. 
The inscribed lines of the fragmentary potsherds also iden-
tify the complex at Kumrahar as ārogyavihāra and refer to 
(dha) nvanteraḥ. Other than the Kumrahar complex, a part 
of the structural complex identified as Jīvaka Āmravana, in 

2  Indian Archaeology-A Review Report, IAR 1953–54: 10.
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the old city of Rājagṛha has been identified by the excava-
tors as constituting the first hospital complex of the region.3 
Zysk calls for our attention towards the Pāli canon, indicat-
ing a ‘hall of the sick’ (gilānasālā), located at the hall of 
the peaked gable in the great forest near Veśāli with a part 
of the monastic structure dedicated to the treatment of the 
sick brethren. Similar inscription from the site of Nagarjuna-
konda of third century CE bespeaks the importance of well-
being, where a health house for the sick and those recovering 
from fever was included within the premises of the Buddhist 
monastery (Zysk, 1991).

The health care units that were added to the Buddhist 
monasteries not only served the monks but also the immedi-
ate hinterland. In this connection, Furui calls for our atten-
tion because he emphasises how proactively these monastic 
establishments were built and how these complexes catered 
to society’s political, social, and economic needs. The 
Guṇaighar copper-plate inscription of Vainyagupta, dated to 
507 CE, records the donation of land in five plots by a cop-
per plate grant (tāmrapaṭṭena). The inscription mentions the 
practical purposes of donation, in which we find the men-
tion of glānapratyayabhaiṣajya, interpreted as medicines for 
the sick. Another interesting fact noted in the inscription 
is the nature of the land donations to the religious institu-
tions; further the absence of any reference of Vainyagupta, 
the donor, or Rudradatta, the petitioner, to have made rel-
evant arrangements indicates the role played by the Buddhist 
vihāra around this time (Furui, 2023). The other grant, the 
Jayarampur plate of the time of Gopachandra, pertains to 
the area of Rāḍha bordering parts of Bengal and Odisha. 
Gopachandra, who was among the rulers who gained sov-
ereignty in the second half of the sixth century, following 
the collapse of the Gupta rule, in the sub-regions of Vaṅga 
(center-south), Rāḍha (west), and Puṇḍravardhana. The 
inscription mentions the mahāsāmanta mahārājā Acyutā, a 
subordinate ruler, who asked the Adhikaraṇa and associated 
people to sell him the village Śvetavālikāgrāma to donate 
it for the construction of a vihāra, with the usual practice 
of the rituals of offerings, which enlists the regular items 
along with glānapratyayabhaiṣajyapariṣkāra, a preparation 
or an equipment for medicine as a requirement for the sick. 
Furui, while elaborating on the meaning of glānapratyaya
bhaiṣajyapariṣkāra, gives us two interpretations; he states 
that while glānapratyayabhaiṣajya is interpreted as ‘medi-
cine to cure the sick’, which is one of the four pariṣkāra, 
glānapratyayabhaiṣajyapariṣkāra could rather denote cloth 
kept as a fund for purchasing medicines, a requisite for the 
sick. In the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya texts also translated 
by I-Ching, the Buddha is said to have ordered that bhikṣus 

keep yàozhíyī, listed as the last of the thirteen kinds of cloth, 
to sell for supplying medicine when they encounter disease 
(Furui, 2023). Medicines and the proper usage and stor-
age of medicines were no doubt important for the Buddhist 
monasteries and how these were used for the treatments and 
applications must have been a specialised task for the monks 
living in the monasteries. Since the inception of the saṅgha, 
the Buddha emphasized the four necessary requisites: i.e. 
food, robe, shelter, and medicine. Medicine as a necessary 
requirement led to the development of medical arrangements 
exclusive to the Saṅgha (Horner, 1952).

6 � Conclusion

The initiatives in Buddhist practices for holistic healing of 
all sentient beings and preservation of the universe’s natural 
order have been significantly evident throughout the passage 
of time. In what ways were the ideologies and practices of 
good health and morality held upright and sustained? This 
is systematically preserved in the texts and is well corrobo-
rated by the material vestiges of the past. From the onset of 
the Buddhist faith and order, nurturing the earth (bhūmi) 
and being connected to the bhūmi has been fundamental. 
The earth or the bhūmi remains witness to the illustrious 
moment of enlightenment of the Buddha, with the shelter 
being provided by the sacred Bodhi tree (Ficus religiosa L.) 
that continues to be the focal point of worship. The impor-
tance of the animal world is equally evident in the scriptures, 
the events of the master’s life, and the artistic expressions on 
the Buddhist sculptures. Stūpa, which is fundamental to the 
Buddhist practice and ritual, is the earthen mound consecrat-
ing the sacred remains of the Buddha. Stūpa, as argued by 
Fogelin, represents a form of emotional immediacy because 
of its direct association with the land (bhūmi) as well as the 
relics of the Buddha. With the omission of the relics and 
reduction of this emotional connection in the later stupas, 
the focus had to shift to the creation of the Buddha images 
(Fogelin, 2014). However, in the sculptural depictions of the 
Buddha, the constant presence of nature and the constituent 
beings remains evident along with the subtle expressions and 
semiotic significance of everyday lives.

The Buddhist emphasis on environmental and ecologi-
cal harmony is well reflected and preserved in the natural 
surroundings of the Mahāvihāra complex at Nalanda. The 
hinterland sites supporting the monastic complex were 
largely agricultural settlements with sufficient reserves 
of food crops, minerals, and other necessary resources. 
Two key insights emerge from the discussions. The Nal-
anda monastic complex and the Rājagṛha capital site were 
not isolated; they had connections with the ancient cit-
ies, markets, and villages of the immediate and extended 
hinterland. The convergence of trade routes in these 3  Indian Archaeology-A Review Report, IAR 1958–59.
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areas is well-documented. Initially, sites like Rājagṛha 
may have been chosen for their strategic location where 
structural establishments could be raised with chosen 
donations from individuals and merchant guilds. The 
convergence of trade routes around these areas is well 
cited and documented.

Initially, Nalanda might have served as a bāhirikā for 
Rājagṛha, providing a tranquil retreat for the monks and schol-
ars. However, the dynamics reversed over time, and Nalanda 
emerged as the hub of higher learning and meditation. Yet, 
Rājagṛha’s importance never eclipsed; it continued as a major 
support system to the monastery. Hence both sites are be 
seen in conjunction along with the small-scale archaeological 
sites of the vicinity. Fogelin (2014) emphasizes how the ini-
tial secluded retreats expanded over time and developed into 
centres of networking, communication, and exchange. These 
exchange networks were not only meant for the daily essen-
tials but for the propagation and circulation of ideas, beliefs, 
and knowledge systems. Over time, from ancient to medieval 
periods, the significance of Nalanda’s topography and natural 
surroundings remained unwavering, consistently influenc-
ing the region’s cultural, spiritual, and intellectual landscape. 
Secondly, the availability of the healthcare facilities within 
the monastery, along with flourishing academic and cultural 
pursuits, demonstrates the strength and effectiveness of the 
monastic order. These aspects need more dedicated research 
with introspection on the available healthcare facilities, includ-
ing hospitals and care units associated with the Buddhist estab-
lishments. The importance of medicine, as enumerated in the 
Buddhist texts, demands a cautious approach to understand 
how these amenities were incorporated within the fold of Bud-
dhism and how these practices served the monasteries and the 
larger society. The majestic monastic complex at Nalanda 
poses an intriguing paradox, however- how did its construc-
tion, reliant on vast quantities of baked bricks, align with the 
site’s emphasis on environmental stewardship? The grand 
structure’s sheer scale reveals the immense resources needed to 
build it, highlighting significant consumption of energy (fuel), 
water, and natural resources (clay, sand, earth). To resolve this 
ecological mystery, we may investigate the historical environ-
mental records of the region and explore the traditional Indian 
architectural practices prioritizing environmental harmony and 
holistic wellbeing for all.
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