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The archaeological site of Mahasthan, in modern-day Bangladesh, has been known since the beginning 
of the nineteenth century and was identified as ancient Pundranagara by Alexander Cunningham.1 Since 
then, it has been partially but regularly excavated.2 In 1992, an agreement was signed between Bangladesh 
and France regarding archaeological cooperation, and joint excavations at Mahasthan began the following 
year. To date, this joint programme is characterised by its longevity – archaeological campaigns have been 
conducted every year but one over the past twenty-two years and will resume again in 2017.3 Since 1997, 
the results of the French excavations have been regularly presented at the conferences of the European 
Association for South Asian Archaeology and Art (EASAA).4 The aim of this paper is to introduce the new 
phase of our excavations which was launched in 2013. Even though it is too early to propose conclusions, we 
would like to present what has been undertaken and where we currently stand.

Mahasthan is located in north-west Bangladesh, around twelve kilometres to the north of Bogra. In the 
past it was known as Pundranagara and is said to have been the capital of the Pundravardhana province. 
The area is also known as Varendra (or Barind in modern Bangla)–the northerly region of Bengal situated 
between the Ganges and Brahmaputra rivers. Until the eighteenth century, however, the Brahmaputra flowed 
further eastward and the Karatoya was the main river in the region, running just below the eastern rampart 
of Mahasthan.5 The site is surrounded by numerous archaeological remains, including the foundations of 
Hindu temples, Buddhist monasteries and mounds. Mahasthan proper, though, is a city or a citadel built on 
the edge of the Barind tract, above the Karatoya river. It is surrounded by an impressive rampart measuring 
1.5 km in length by 1 km in width. The wall has been reconstructed many times but its original layout dates to 
the Maurya period. Although the decline of the city appears to have commenced in the thirteenth century, 
or possibly earlier, the site has never been fully abandoned.

In spite of it being a crucial issue, a discussion on the foundation of the city is beyond the scope of this 
paper and has already been addressed in different publications.6 A striking feature of Mahasthan is that 
only the eastern half of the site (N-S) inside its rampart wall has provided antique remains and antiquities. 
After more than a century of research and human occupation no discoveries have been reported in the 
western half (N-S) of the site. For the time-being, we can only suggest three hypotheses to explain this fact:

 
(a) The western area was entirely devoted to cultivation and grazing for the almost sixteen centuries of 

continuous settlement of the city (fourth century BCE – thirteenth century CE); protected by the 
rampart wall, the inhabitants were keen to have their staple diet at hand, rather than outside, for the 
sake of security. 
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(b) Through the ages, very light dwellings/small hamlets might have been constructed in this area, all built 
with highly perishable materials which did not leave behind a single remain–a rather unusual possibility 
in such a large archaeological site. 

(c) If there are any antique remains, they are now buried too deeply beneath the cultivated areas. The 
thickness of the cultural deposits, i.e. the unending accumulation of the succeeding settlements over 
sixteen centuries, reaches 6 to 7 m depth down to the ‘virgin soil’. It would, however, be unrealistic to 
undertake test soundings in the western half, because of the vastness of this area and the absence of 
visible signs.

Leaving this puzzle aside, let us keep in mind that everything is gathered on the eastern side of the site, on 
a north-south axis.

To date, the French excavations can be divided into three phases. From 1993 to 2000, they focused 
principally on an area on the eastern rampart, with a more limited excavation conducted on the north-
western gate. The aim was to propose for the first time an extant chronological sequence based on a well-
established stratigraphy. These excavations are now fully published in both French and English.7 

In 2001, the team moved southward to an area locally known as ‘Mazar’, because of the presence of a 
Muslim shrine and pilgrimage locale. The aim was to explore another part of the rampart, with the hope of 
confirming and refining the chronology proposed in the ‘Eastern rampart’ area. Incidentally, after twenty 
years of exploration of this rampart (‘Eastern area’, ‘Mazar’ and ‘North-western gate’), we are now able to 
confirm that, in spite of many reconstructions along the centuries, the overall layout was clearly established 
by the foundation of the city in the fourth century BCE. Meanwhile, the ‘Mazar’ excavations also brought 
to light traces of military attacks on the rampart and the south-eastern gate in different periods, as well as 
traces of an earthquake which took place in the thirteenth century.8 This second phase came to an end in 
2011 and we are now working on the publication–two volumes are expected to be completed by 2019.

While these excavations were being carried out, a closer re-reading of the old reports was also 
undertaken. As already mentioned, N. Ahmed, in his 1975/1981 monograph on Mahasthan, details the 
results of excavations conducted around and below the ‘bastion’ of the northern rampart which was 
another ancient gateway to the site before being transformed much later (Islamic or Mughal period?) in 
to a defensive stronghold. The gateway, with two large parallel walls, was constructed during the Gupta 
period (even if the role of the dynasty at Mahasthan is debatable). The walls have a south-west/north-east 
orientation, running more or less perpendicular to the rampart-wall, and they provided access to a bridge 
over the northern ditch (bil; tiny traces of ancient brick pillars are still visible on each side of the bil), and 
onwards to the shrine of Govinda Bhita located northwards outside the rampart, the Gupta origin of which 
has been demonstrated by earlier excavations. At some uncertain date, but prior to the Pala period, a new 
monumental gateway was constructed and the access to Govinda Bhita was violently destroyed (charcoals, 
burnt wood beams, sling balls, arrowheads, etc.), and the two broad walls dismantled. Since the event can 
be dated after the Guptas and before the Pala period, it sounds judicious to link this destruction to the one 
uncovered by our excavations on the southern rampart wall. Whoever the enemies were, it can be assumed 
that the city had been attacked simultaneously to the north-east and to the south-east. Moreover, such 
a connection can be justified by the fact that, in the south-eastern part of the rampart and despite some 
uncertainty about the exact location of the ancient city gates, another main gate probably led to another 
extra-muros sanctuary, Mogadasa, located within 200 m southwards of the rampart wall. There, one can see 
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the ruins of a large complex whose construction techniques (brick size, layout of walls, niches) as well as 
the general layout and different features (decor, etc.) are clearly similar to those of Govinda Bhita. Although, 
no excavation or research has ever been conducted on the Mogadasa complex, these two shrines are clearly 
contemporaneous. The topographic symmetry south and north of these places of worship both outside 
the walls as well as the probable symmetry of their access from the city wall, strengthens the hypothesis, 
already suggested, of a north-south axis running along the eastern side of the city. Thus, this formed the 
basis of our third phase which aims at exploring the urban organisation of the site. First we looked for a 
new excavation area along this axis. We decided to avoid a spot which would obviously reveal a temple or 
religious place. According to the availability of the land, we received permission from the Department of 
Archaeology to dig in a plot lying west of our former ‘Eastern Rampart’ excavations and to the south-east of 
the remains of the temple complex locally known as Bairagir Bhita, hence the code name of SEB, standing 
for ‘South-east of Bairagir (Bhita)’. This area, then, sits on the north-south axis and might have a relationship 
with important buildings of the city.

Presentation of the 2014 and 2015 Excavations on the  
‘South-east of Bairagir Bhita’
The so-called Bairagir Bhita area was excavated in the 1930s by K.N. Dikshit.9 Besides the discovery of three 
main temples–rebuilt several times–a long drain, wells and kundas or reservoirs have also been unearthed, 
highlighting some aspects of the use and management of water in the ancient Pundranagara. As stated 
earlier in this paper, we decided to explore this area with the aim of discovering other types of structure 
on this north-south axis. Since the beginning of this new programme of research in ‘South-east of Bairagir 
Bhita’, two campaigns have been conducted and three sectors have been opened: sector 1 excavated in 2014; 
sector 2 excavated in 2014 and 2015; and sector 3 excavated by the Bangladeshi team in 2015 (Fig. 1). We will 
present the different phases of occupation in a chronological order starting from the most ancient phase to 
the more recent one. 

Sector 1

Phase 1 

We found one well (UF 524) located almost two metres from the top of the surface (alt. top 23.75 m). The 
well, which had previously collapsed, is composed of rings of 9 to 10 cm in height and has a diameter of 
84 cm. In order to preserve the structure, we excavated it only to 20 cm high (Fig. 2). The filling (UF 526) 
delivered ceramics which could belong to the intermediate period at Mahasthangarh, i.e. the first century 
CE to fifth-sixth centuries CE. Only one potsherd of Fine Black Slipped ware with a ‘chattered’ decoration on 
the external surface–better known as Rouletted ware–has been discovered. This well, whose exact function 
remains to be determined (used as a pit or as a silo?), seems to be ‘protected’ by an arc-shaped wall made of 
reused brick rubble (UF 510) which literally surrounds the western side of the well. The foundations of this 
wall have been discovered at the level of the third ring of the well. Its function remains enigmatic. Was it 
used to protect the well or the silo and to limit its access? 
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Phase 2 

To the north of the wall and the first well, a second wall (UF 515) was built at 2.20 m below the top surface, 
on a layer at the same elevation as the arc-shaped wall. Part of the wall is oriented on a north-south axis, 
with a return built along an east-west axis. This return has been cut by the second well or it has been built in 
order to follow the shape of this well. The northern part suddenly stops after 3.10 m in length and is partially 
destroyed. The wall is made of 40 ´ 25 ´ 5 cm staggered bricks. The brick size and shape indicate that we 
are dealing with a building dated to the pre-Pala period, without being more specific for the moment. On 
its eastern side, we can observe a half recess arc that runs on the first six bricks from the top of the wall. The 

Figure 1: General map of the north-east part of Mahasthangar showing the location of sector 1, 2 and 3.
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function of this recess is unknown but it is possible that part of the wall has been carved anew in a second 
phase to install a device/structure in perishable material in order to protect the building, including the 
second well. This second well (UF 514), which has a diameter of 1 m consists of rings of 14 cm in height. It 
was cleared to a height of 1.28 m but its base was not reached (Fig. 2). Consequently, it seems that the wall 
has experienced two phases: the first marked by the original construction and the second characterised by 
a re-modelling of the wall after the construction of the well. 

Phase 3

Another 1.80 m long wall (UF 523) with a modest elevation (20 cm), inclined and oriented north-south, 
was discovered in the southern extension of wall 515 (Fig. 2). It is made of brick with the same dimensions 
as those used for walls 515 and 520 (40 ´ 25 ´ 5 cm). To the south of the wall 510, other bricks of the same 

Figure 2: General view towards north of sector 1.
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dimensions and built on the same level have been 
unearthed. It is difficult to understand the function 
of this construction. Was this wall built during the 
construction of the second well (UF 514), together 
with the recess of wall 515? The question remains 
unanswered at this time. Regarding the discoveries, 
we found three so-called ‘Shunga’ plaques and few 
stone and glass beads typical of the early historical 
period (Fig. 3). The ceramic assemblage is mainly 
composed of Medium Red-Buff ware including 
cups (sometimes by hundreds), dishes and small 
jars with a low ratio of fragmentation. In some 
layers, potsherds show calcareous traces, certainly 
due to a contact with water. The pottery has been 
dated from the post-Maurya until the pre-Pala 
period but we cannot be more precise since we are 
waiting for the results of 14C analysis (Fig. 9). 

Sector 2 
Sector 2 had already been partially excavated by 
the Bangladeshi team in 2002. On this occasion, 
they discovered a pavement made of bricks of 35-
40 ´ 25 ´ 5 cm. However, for various reasons, they 
did not pursue the excavations and recovered the 
area with backfilling.10 We therefore decided to 
reopen those squares to further understand the 
activity of this sector. We excavated this part of the 
site in 2014 and 2015 and identified several phases 
of construction, some of which match with the 
phases of sector 1. 

Phase 1

The lower part of a building was discovered in 
2014 and we have pursued its excavation in 2015 
(Figs. 4 and 5). Under this main building, we found 
several large ‘deposits’ of fallen tiles which can be 
linked to another construction–not cleared yet– 
constructed before the main building. Belonging to 
the same period as these ‘deposits’ of tiles, a floor 
(UF 533) has been discovered. It is made as a kind 
of ‘pavement’ with large fragments of bricks and 
tiles more or less well laid-out. Two features seem 
clearly associated with this floor: a small pit (UF 

Figure 3: ‘Shunga’ plates and mould.

Figure 4: Top: General plan of the remains 
discovered in the sector 2; below-left: phase 1 of 
sector 2; below-right: phases 2 and 3 of sector 2.
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541) and a circular structure (UF 542) made with re-used large bricks (width 23 cm, thickness 6 cm). No 
ashes or any trace of firing were found inside the circular structure while a large jar crushed (UF 523) on 
the floor was found nearby, suggesting that this circular structure might have been a device to hold this jar 
(Fig. 6). Moreover, only a few fragments of bone have been discovered during the excavations at Mahasthan, 
but in 2015 big fragments were unearthed nearby the circular storage-structure. All these remains lead us to 
suppose that this was probably a place of storage or exchange of food products. 

Figure 5: General view towards south-east of the structures of sector 2. 

Figure 6: Floor, circular pit and crushed jar belonging to the phase 1 of sector 2.
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Phase 2

During the second phase, a quadrilateral-shaped building was constructed with bricks of the same size as 
the walls in sector 1, that is to say 40-35 ´ 25 ´ 5 cm. An interesting feature is the presence of a floor made 
of small and compact brick rubble along the inside part of all walls (Figs. 4 and 5). The northern wall is 
disrupted and the floor recovers this space. Since it measures 85 cm, it could be a threshold. Here as well, 
we observe two half arc-recesses on the external part of the east wall. It can be assumed that they are post-
holes for the setting of a roof (or even walls) in perishable materials such as bamboo or wood. It should also 
be noted that there is a sharp break in the wall, probably as a result of the 1255 CE earthquake of which the 
disruptions are clearly visible in the Mazar area.11 

Phase 3

During a third phase, three existing walls (north, west and south) have been raised and other walls were 
built up, notably one in the south and another one in the west (Figs. 4 and 5). The inside of the first building 
has also been converted. This third stage of construction possibly corresponds to a restoration but would 
be rather close to the first construction phase. Interestingly, the type and size of the bricks remain the same 
through the two stages but their display has changed. In the first stage, the bricks are horizontally laid with 
their small side outwards, while, in the second stage, they are laid with their large side outwards. One of the 
aims of the 2015 campaign was to discover the limits of the building. In doing so, we unearthed a wall in the 
south and in the west. The latter is linked to another well composed of rings of 10 cm in height. Furthermore, 
we have cleared out a gutter oriented north-south as well as post-holes in several places. Two particularly 
large post-holes have been identified near the gutter and could have been used to build a porch or a door. 

In the Bangladeshi excavations, the team discovered what we can suppose to be the continuity of the 
building with the same phases and deposits of fallen tiles (Fig. 7). 

Very little dating material has been found. We discovered one coin, which, from preliminary information, 
might be a type Sangam age Chola coin from South India; and a mould for terracotta plaques and decorated 
bricks. Regarding the pottery, the study is still in progress but we can already discern the predominance, 
in both sectors, of the Medium Red-Buff ware including cups and a large number of jars, typical of the 
post-Maurya and pre-Pala period. One novelty is 
the discovery, unfortunately in mixed up layers, of 
a type of pottery characterised by a very fine clay, 
red with patches on the external surface and light 
grey on the internal surface. A black or grey slip was 
possibly present but it was probably washed out. This 
category is often called ‘Rouletted ware’ but here, the 
potsherds do not show any rouletted decoration. 
Together with this bi-coloured fine ware, we found 
a group of very fine grey ware. Both categories were 
found on the East coast of India, in South India, in 
Sri Lanka and in Thailand during the period from 
the second century BCE until the second century CE 
(Fig. 9). Since no physical or chemical analysis has 

Figure 7: General view towards east of the Bangladeshi 
excavations in sector 3.
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thus far been conducted, the origins remain unknown. However, the finesse of the clay and the low number 
of potsherds could be evidence of a non-local production.  

The function of this building currently remains open. It is, however, plausible that it was not a religious 
structure since no trace of any religious practice was found, including no sculptural artefacts. A secular 
function seems more justifiable–maybe a market-place that provided facilities to the nearby temple area.

Phase 4

In the centre of this main building, we found what could be a floor composed of a very compact layer of 
small brickbats and clay, along with another elevation made of six bricks on the top of the southern wall. 
This could be associated with a third phase of occupation of this main building. 

Phase 5

If phase 4 is not clear, phase 5 is easily distinguishable. Indeed, two walls made of reused bricks have been 
unearthed. One is oriented north-south and is associated with a floor. At the same elevation, a large pit 
full of pottery (mainly cups) has been discovered (Fig. 8). Two wells could be dated to the same period. 
The other wall has been built on a layer of potsherds and has collapsed in an interesting way, probably as a 
consequence of the 1255 CE earthquake.  

Figure 8: Large pit filling up with cups and jars belonging to phase 5 of sector 2.
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Phase 6

Finally, a last phase has been identified by the 
presence of another wall oriented east-west and built 
with reused bricks located 20 cm under the topsoil. 
A similar wall has been found in the Bangladeshi 
excavations. 

An important feature of these excavations is the 
discovery of a thick layer of a loamy compact black 
clay which has been found in sector 1 but also in 
sector 2 (Fig. 10). This layer, whose upper and lower 
limits are absolutely not horizontal, is certainly 
related to the presence of a big concentration of 
water. It is interesting to point out that in some places 
this clay layer is mixed up with sandy layers in which 
pottery has been found. Samples have been taken 
by Ania Morley-Kotarba and will be analysed in the 
laboratory of the University of Wollongong, Australia, 
with the help of Conor McAdams. The aim is to know 
if this loamy stratum is the result of the existence of a 
tank–which would explain the presence of wells–or 
is due to big flooding or any natural event. During the 

Figure 9: Jar and cups in Medium Red-Buff ware; so-
called ‘rouletted ware’; decorated brick; decorated plaque 
showing a shelter with jars. 

Figure 10: Thick clayey layer mixed up with sandy thin layers found in sector 1 and 2.
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2015 excavations, a layer of carbonised rice has also been discovered and sampled. We hope that our close 
collaboration with the Archaeo-Botanical Department of Jahangirnagar University, Dhaka, which began in 
2014, will help us to learn more about the geographical environment. 

To conclude, we can hypothesise that the presence of those clay layers, the numerous wells discovered 
in sector 1 and sector 2 such as in the nearby Bairagir Bhita area, as well as the absence of ‘precious’ artefacts 
(such as sculptural fragments) indicate a secular function of this area, most probably a public market. The 
use of water might be linked to libations before going to the temples, the entire area being devoted to a 
public use. 

Finally, the rare discoveries concerning the coins and the pottery highlight once again the place held by 
Pundranagara in the ancient trade network in the Bay of Bengal. Since the Brahmaputra and the Karatoya 
were abundant rivers in ancient times, we can imagine that the boats from the Bay of Bengal arrived directly 
at Mahasthangarh. Of course, all these hypotheses will need to be ascertained through further research and 
in future excavations.  
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