
The Indian Economic and Social History Review, 56, 1 (2019): 1–31
SAGE  Los  Angeles/London/New Delhi/Singapore/Washington DC/Melbourne
DOI: 10.1177/0019464618817371

India beyond the Ganges:  
Defining Arakanese Buddhism  
in Persianate colonial Bengal

Thibaut d’Hubert

The University of Chicago

In the late eighteenth century a Scotsman returned from Bengal with one of the largest private 
libraries of Persian texts collected in the Subcontinent. Among those manuscripts were several 
volumes of translations of Arakanese and Pali texts into Persian, as well as quasi ethnographic 
accounts on Buddhism as it was practiced in what is seen today as the frontier region between 
South and Southeast Asia. In this article I look at this archive and the historical moment that 
surrounds its making in the perspective of the development of Buddhist studies. This large corpus 
of texts happened to be a false start in the history of the study of Theravāda Buddhism, but it 
constitutes a unique source to learn about local forms of Buddhism on the eve of the fall of the 
Arakanese kingdom and the integration of its religious institutions within the Burmese sangha. 
While discussing a selection of texts from this vast corpus, I pay special attention to the culturally 
layered transmission of knowledge on Arakanese Buddhism via the work of Bengali munshīs 
(i.e., Persian secretary). I argue that this layered transmission caused the almost immediate 
obsolescence of this corpus as a source of information in the early colonial context. However, 
for the cultural historian, those Persian texts contrast with the then emerging institutionalised 
orientalist discourses and offer a new vantage point for the study of Arakanese Buddhism.
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‘There are no countries on the habitable globe, where the arts  
of civilized life are understood, of which we have so limited  

a knowledge, as of those that lie between the British possessions in  
India and the Empire of China. Concerning India beyond the Ganges,  

scarcely more was known to the ancients, than that such a country did exist’.1

wa āb u dāna-yi har diyār k̲h̲wurdam, ammā mis̤l-i  
roshāng jāy-i pākīza na-dīdam

‘I have tasted the water and grain of all regions, but I have never  
seen a land as pure as Roshang’.2

Bengal shares a geographical proximity with Southeast Asian Buddhist polities and 
it was one of the last regions where Buddhism was cultivated in the Subcontinent 
before its gradual demise from the twelfth century onward. Nevertheless, since  
the Pāla period (eighth–twelfth ad) up to the rediscovery of the religious past of 
the region in colonial times, written sources from premodern Bengal show no clear 
familiarity with Buddhism, its symbols, doctrines and institutions. Considering 
the role played by Bengal in the making of Western knowledge on the religions 
of South, Southeast and East Asia, it is no surprise to see that the collection of 
information on Buddhism by Europeans somehow reproduced the epistemic 
gap that we observe between Bengal and its northern and eastern neighbours.3 
Despite the extensive recourse to textual sources from Burma and Thailand in 
nineteenth-century European scholarship, eventually, it is through the study of 
Central Asia, Nepal and Sri Lanka that ‘Buddhist Studies’ would take shape. In this 
broadly defined domain, Theravāda would be quasi synonymous with Sri Lankan  
Buddhism; the other Theravāda Buddhist lands of Southeast Asia were considered 
of secondary importance as the loci of derivative forms of Sri Lankan Buddhism—
a narrative that is partly based on traditional discourses formulated during this 
formative period of Western Buddhist Studies.4

1  Symes, Account of an Embassy, vol. 1, p. 1.
2  Tarjuma-yi kitāb-i mughī dar bayān-i paidāyish-i duniyā wa qiyāmat, Ms. Fol. Orient. Fol. 179, 

Staatsbibliothek (SB), Berlin, fols 73b–74a.
3  This epistemic gap is reflected in written sources of the premodern period, but the reality of social 

interactions between the plains of Bengal and the surrounding hills, which were home to the Buddhist 
populations, give us a different picture. Regarding family ties and religious pluralism in the north-eastern 
regions of Bengal, see Chatterjee, Forgotten Friends.

4  For a synthetic overview of the European knowledge on Buddhism in the second half of the 
eighteenth century, see the entry ‘Samanéen’ by Louis Chevalier de Jaucourt (1704–80) in Robert 
Morrissey and Glenn Roe eds, Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences (http://encyclopedie.
uchicago.edu/). For discussions on the development of Buddhist studies and current directions given 
to the study of Theravāda Buddhism, see deJong, ‘Brief History of Buddhist Studies’; Skilling, ‘Place 
of South-East Asia’; Snodgrass, ‘Colonial Constructs of Theravâda’; Schober, ‘Communities of 
Interpretation’; Schober and Collins, ‘Theravāda Civilizations Project’.
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Today, the landscape of Buddhist studies has thoroughly changed. Scholars 
moved away from the orientalist idea that antiquity is the sole criterion on which 
to index the value of a scholarly endeavour, and that texts—speculative and 
doctrinal texts in particular—contain the essence of a religious movement. As a 
result, we now have a much richer picture of what Buddhism is and has been 
through its history in Southeast Asia. Among the blind spots on the map of 
Buddhist studies, some are of particular historical significance. In the present 
article, I raise the issue of the study of Buddhism in the frontier region between 
Bengal and Arakan and the mutual perception of culturally diverse people in those 
two regions in the late eighteenth century.

Although it represents a major interface in the transition from the ancient land 
of Buddhism to its later abode, compared with central Burma, little is known 
about the history of Buddhism in the frontier kingdom of Arakan. This is all the 
more surprising considering the several instances of renovation of the sangha in 
Sri Lanka through upasampadā ceremonies led by Arakanese monks, and given 
the symbolic weight of Arakanese kingship in narratives of the spread of the 
sāsana in the region during the lifetime of the Buddha through the establishment 
of the Mahāmuni image.5

One reason for this relative ignorance is the fall of the Mrauk U Kingdom and 
the erasure of the memory of its religious institutions. Few decades after the 
conquest of the kingdom by the Burmese troops of the Konbaung king Badon 
(aka, Badowphaya, r. 1782–1819) in 1784, reform activities in south-eastern 
Bengal and Burma further contributed to erase the traces of local forms of 
Buddhism in the region. Recent studies on the political, cultural and religious 
history of the kingdom now provide us with a framework to discuss sources in 
Arakanese, Bengali and Persian that shed light on religious practices and beliefs 
in the second half of the eighteenth century. My contribution to the study of 
Arakanese Buddhism is based on the contextualised reading of some Persian 
translations of Arakanese and Pali texts written in Chittagong and Calcutta in  
the 1770s and 1780s. I focus on three texts—two original documents and one 
translation—which I read in parallel with other sources in English from the period 
that immediately followed the redaction of those Persian texts. The comparison 
between both sets of texts reveals the colonial and orientalist agenda behind this 
archive, which otherwise rely on a cultural idiom of religious encounters that 
stems from Persianate, late Mughal Bengal.

Retrieving Pre-reform Buddhist Literatures and Practices

The German scholar Heinz Bechert (1932–2005) was the first to engage in a 
general survey of the history of Buddhism in the frontier region between Bengal 

5  See below for references on those topics.
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and Myanmar. The history of Buddhism, and especially Theravāda Buddhism, in 
this region was overshadowed by the earlier vibrant Mahāyāna past of Bengal and 
the rich historical accounts and scholarly production in Pali and Classical Burmese 
of Central Burma. For instance, it is striking to see that the kingdom of Arakan is 
virtually absent from Mabel Bode’s (1864–1922) survey of ‘The Pali Literature of 
Burma’.6 Despite the presence of many monasteries and libraries, the patronage of 
Buddhism by Arakanese kings and the recurring exchanges between the Arakanese 
Sangha and Sri Lanka, something stood in the way of the inclusion of this political 
and cultural entity in the historiography of Theravāda Buddhism.7

In the late 1960s Bechert approached the question from what was then East 
Pakistan and focused on the various Buddhist communities in the Chittagong Hill 
Tracts: the Baruas, Marmas and especially the Chakmas. Questions related to the 
Arakanese Sangha, its specificities and relations with the wider Theravāda world 
were only tangentially relevant to his endeavour. What seems to have particularly 
attracted Bechert’s attention was the presence of Hindu elements, and what was 
then called ‘syncretism’ in the Buddhism practiced by those communities.8 This, 
of course, led him to wonder about the possible continuation of Mahāyāna features 
in the Buddhism of those remote and sometimes isolated communities. In addition 
to piecing together the puzzle of the history of Buddhism in the region on the basis 
of travel accounts and local archives (oral and written), his aim was to collect and 
describe the Buddhist texts that circulated in the region. Among these texts, we 
may mention the Āgar tārā of the Chakmas, which is a corpus of ritual formulas 
containing linguistically corrupt quotations drawn from the Pali canon, and 
prayers in a kind of Tibeto-Burman language that was used by the Chakmas before 
they shifted to the Indo-Aryan language that they are using today.9 Bechert also 
worked on another text that was current among the Baruas and Chakmas and 
stems from the reformist activities of the nineteenth century. Although composed 

6  Bode, Pali Literature of Burma.
7  See Leider, ‘Arakan’s Imagined Place’. The material and arguments presented in this article are 

also discussed in Leider, ‘Politics of Integration’; idem., ‘Forging Buddhist Credentials’. For a broader 
discussion on Buddhist institutions and their relations with the royal power in the Mrauk U period of 
Arakan, see Charney, ‘Where Jambudipa and Islamdom Converged’. 

8  See also Lévi-Strauss, ‘Le syncrétisme Religieux’. Earlier, Francis Buchanan-Hamilton made similar 
comments about the worship of Hindu deities among the Chakma and Arakanese of the Chittagon area. 
For instance, he makes the following comment about the religion of the Chakmas: ‘Their religion is that 
of Godama, corrupted by their having adopted many Braminical superstitions, and especially bloody 
sacrifices to the Devtas’. Buchanan, Francis Buchanan in Southeast Bengal, p. 104. 

9  Cākmā, Mālentrā arthasār. The memory of the shift from a Burmese to a Bengali dialect was still 
part of the collective memory when Buchanan visited Chittagong in the 1790s: 

They say that they are the same with the Sak of Roang or Arakan: that originally they came from 
that country; and that on account of their having lost their native language, and not having properly 
acquired the Bengalese, they are commonly called in ridicule Doobadse [dobhāṣī ‘bilingual’]. 
Buchanan, Francis Buchanan in Southeast Bengal, p. 104.
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in Middle Bengali verse, the Bauddharañjikā was written in the nineteenth century 
by Bābu Nīlkamal Dās (ca. 1870) and relies on a Burmese version of the 
Dhātuvaṃsa—a text dealing with the life of the Buddha and the installation of his 
relics in various locations.10

Like Hinduism and Islam, Buddhism knew intense reformist activities in the 
second half of the nineteenth century. The central figure of Buddhist reformism in 
Chittagong and Arakan was Sāramedha Mahāthera (1801–82). His efforts aimed 
at bringing Arakanese monks and Chakmas into the fold of a reformed Buddhism 
recognised by the Burmese Sangha. The main consequence of these changes was 
the gradual disappearance of rituals and texts specific to the Buddhists of the 
frontier region.11

Buddhism in Arakan also underwent a series of radical changes after the 
invasion of the kingdom by the Burmese in 1784. Historians have highlighted  
the erasure of the historical and religious institutions of the kingdom and the 
absorption of the Arakanese into the Burmese Sangha.12 Chronicles were hardly 
preserved or had to be reconstituted in the nineteenth century, and we have barely 
any sense of the characteristic features of the Buddhism that was practiced in the 
kingdom and of the texts that were studied and written by Buddhist scholars.

One of the obstacles to the study of Buddhism in the region is the lack of a 
consistent body of texts that would trace the history of this fragmented religious 
landscape. What we have at our disposal now is a very diverse corpus in a variety 
of languages. The conquest of Arakan, the subsequent reform movements and the 
corollary renewal of the canons contributed to the erasure of the religious past  
of the region. When local, contemporary sources are lacking, one may turn to 
external accounts that may have preserved information absent on the ground. 
Persian accounts on Arakan do provide an alternative point of entry. As we will 
see, figuring out the nature of the religion of the Magh—this is how the Arakanese 
were often called in Mughal texts—was itself a complex issue.13

Figuring out the Religion of the Magh:  
Mughal and Early British Accounts

The kingdom of Arakan appears in a variety of Persian texts from the Mughal 
period. Since Arakan was a disturbing neighbour of the expanding Mughal Empire, 

10  Bechert, ‘Contemporary Buddhism’; idem., ‘Theravada Buddhist Sangha’; idem., ‘Zur Geschichte 
des Theravāda-Buddhismus’; idem., ‘Hindu Elements in the Religion’. For a recent update based on 
fieldwork done in Bangladesh, see Leider, ‘Der zeitgenössische Theravāda Buddhismus’.

11  Charney, ‘Beyond State-Centered Histories’, pp. 213–24.
12  Leider, ‘Politics of Integration’. 
13  The term Magh may be derived from magadha, the region of origin of the Buddha, whence the 

Arakanese rulers’ lineage was supposed to originate. Both the terms magha and magadha are found in 
Middle Bengali sources to designate the Arakanese. In Bengal, the term Magh is rather derogatory and 
associated with expressions such as magher muluk ‘the Arakanese rule’ (i.e., anarchy).
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depictions of the cultural aspects of the kingdom are usually far from flattering. 
Rather than a rival political entity, Arakan was depicted as a kingdom of pirates 
and barbarous renegades.14 The conflicts between the Arakanese and the Mughals 
are documented in historical texts such as the Bahāristān-i ghaybī, some letters 
exchanged between the Mughal governor of Bengal and the Arakanese ruler, or 
Shihāb al-Dīn Tālish’s account of the 1666 conquest of Chittagong, which also 
contains some comments on the customs of the Magh.15 The following passage 
quoted from Jadunath Sarkar’s translation of Shihāb al-Dīn Tālish’s account is 
typical of the way Arakanese were represented in Mughal sources:

The people of the country are called Magh—which is an abbreviation of 
muhamil-i-sag (= despicable dog),16 according to [the proverb] ‘the name 
descends from heaven’. They do not admit into their country any other tribe 
than the Christians, who visit it by the sea-route for purposes of trade. [153, b] 
Good elephants abound; horses are totally wanting.… The inhabitants have no 
definite faith or religion, but incline [a little] to the Hindu creed. Their learned 
men are called Rawlis; they do not transgress the guidance of the latter in their 
earthly affairs. The Rawlis have the ways of the Sewrahs [=Svetambar Jains].17

Similar comments are found in the Āʾīn-i akbarī and in cosmographical works 
such as the Rauḍat al-ṭāhirīn. Although such accounts are heavily biased and not 
very substantial, they at least reflect the fact that religion in Arakan was a complex 
matter and that the Magh were somehow distinct from their Peguan neighbours.18

The figure of the Rawli (/Rāwalī) mentioned by Tālish is perhaps the most 
characteristic element of the religious life of Arakan as it was perceived from 
outside. The term designates Buddhist monks, but, interestingly it is not generally 
used for monks when dealing with Pegu or Ayutthaya.19 Jacques Leider has 
surveyed the presence of the term in European sources since the sixteenth  
century onward and suggested a link between the forest monks called Loris 

14  d’Hubert and Leider, ‘Traders and Poets’, pp. 352–54.
15  Mīrzā Nathan, Bahāristān-i-Ghaybī; Askari, ‘Mughal-Magh Relations’; Subrahmanyam, 

‘Persianization and “Mercantilism”’; Sarkar, ‘Feringi Pirates of Chatgaon’; Choudhury, ‘Eventful 
Politics of Difference’.

16  Perhaps, a better reading would be muhmal sag ‘useless dog’.
17  Emphasis mine. Sarkar, ‘Feringi Pirates of Chatgaon’, pp. 118–19.
18  For instance, in Ṭāhir Muḥammad’s cosmographical account (ca. 1600) ‘[i]t is mentioned that 

this is a land which is ruled over by the Magh who are a kind of Hindus (az firqa-i Hindū’ān and), 
as distinct from Pegu which he regards as different from both Hindus and Muslims’. Alam and 
Subrahmanyam, ‘Southeast Asia as Seen from Mughal India’, p. 223. See also Choudhury, ‘Eventful 
Politics of Difference’, p. 276. 

19  In his article on the religion of the Burmese, Francis Buchanan indicates that ‘[t]hese priests, by 
Europeans commonly called Talapoins, and by Mohammedans, Raulins, are in the Burma language 
called Răhāns, and in the Pali, Thaynka’. Buchanan, ‘On the Religion and Literature’, p. 274.
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(Chakma luris) that can still be found in the Chittagong Hill Tracts and who are 
the last representatives of pre-reformism Chakma Buddhism.20

When the Scottish officer of the East India Company (EIC) John Murray 
MacGregor (1745–1822) decided to gather information about Arakan and its reli-
gion over a century after Shihāb al-Dīn Tālish’s account, it appears that his 
munshīs were equally perplexed when it came to define the religion of the Magh.

If early Mughal sources provide little detailed information on religion in 
eastern Bengal and Arakan, Murray’s collection sheds a substantial amount of 
light on the rituals and texts of Arakanese Buddhism. The corpus under scrutiny is 
constituted by the texts brought back to England from Bengal by John Murray in 
1797.21 Today, the Murray archive is scattered in collections in England, Scotland 
and Germany. It contains several volumes of Persian, Bengali and English 
correspondence (mainly covering the period between 1780 and the mid-1790s), 
surveys, questionnaires and reports compiled in Persian by his Muslim and Hindu 
secretaries, and volumes of Persian works covering virtually all the fields of 
Persian literary culture. From a list compiled by Murray’s Persian secretary in 
1796, and from the report on the acquisition of his collection for the Prussian 
royal library by Friedrich Wilken (1777–1840) in 1829, seven years after Murray’s 
death, we know that he had over 350 manuscripts in his library.22 Wilken also 
purchased 16 Sanskrit manuscripts that belonged to Murray. These are mostly 
original texts that Murray commissioned from local pandits and some of them 
contain Persian transliterations and translations of the Sanskrit texts.23 Finally, the 
British Library has a collection of 22 bundles of Arakanese and Pali Buddhist 
texts.24 To this, one can add the official correspondence in English of the archive 
of the EIC.

John Murray is a fascinating figure of the British settlement in Bengal in the 
eighteenth century. In spite of his multifarious interests in antiquarian subjects 
and the material support that he provided to all kinds of scholarly enterprises, to 
my knowledge no general account of his life has ever been written. One reason for 
this neglect is probably the fact that he was not himself an orientalist, in the  
sense that, to my knowledge, he did not publish any scholarly work based on the 
material that he collected in India. The linguistic skills that he acquired were 

20  Leider, ‘Southeast Asian Buddhist Monks’, vol. 1.
21  Despite the wealth of archive related to this British officer, no general overview of his career has 

been produced so far. Murray was both a military officer of high rank and an antiquarian supporting 
scholarly endeavours around Gaelic culture as well as orientalist studies. For a short account of his 
military career, see Philippart, East India Military Calendar, pp. 461–63; regarding his activities as an 
enthusiast of Gaelic studies, see Black, ‘Gaelic Academy’, pp. 6–7.

22  Pertsch, Die Handschriften-Verzeichnisse, p. 173 [MS no. 101, Ms. orient. Fol. 261]. 
23  See for instance Weber, Verzeichniss der Sanskrit-Handschriften, pp. 220–21 [MSS no. 780–82; 

ms. orient fol. 166–68].
24  A description of this collection and a detailed study of the legal texts that it contained is provided 

in Lammerts, ‘Murray Manuscripts and Buddhist Dhammasattha Literature’.



8 / ThibauT d’huberT

The Indian Economic and Social History Review, 56, 1 (2019): 1–31

mostly practical and the result of his extended stays in Bengal was an accultura-
tion characteristic of the figure of the ‘Nabobs’. He acquired a good command of 
Persian, which he used beyond professional correspondence, and he developed an 
interest in Sanskrit, which he seems to have studied (or at least planned to study) 
through a Persian medium. The outline of his biography shows that he was a  
central figure in a complex nexus of economic, political and cultural patronage 
between, Scotland, England and Bengal in the late eighteenth century.25

Murray is a good example of the EIC’s officer/antiquarian hailing from the 
‘Celtic fringe’.26 British imperial expansion provided new means of economic and 
social elevation for Welsh and Scottish members of the higher society.27 The rather 
recent inclusion of the Gaelic speaking region within the system of British politi-
cal power engendered new intellectual projects. The eighteenth century witnessed 
the development of learned societies in Britain, and more specifically in Scotland 
that was the locus of the ‘Scottish enlightenment’. Social advancement in rural 
areas was considered in the new perspective of the rediscovery of the ‘original’ 
values of the people conveyed by popular lore in the vernacular languages. Hence, 
along with the attempt to enhance the populations’ overall living standards in the 
Highlands, traditionally perceived as backward, Scottish intellectuals promoted 
the exploration of their Gaelic roots. The British officer who commissioned the 
Persian translations kept at the Staatsbibliothek may be seen as the epitome of the 
social and cultural aspirations of the builders of the British Empire that were  
the Scotsmen of the EIC.28

Scholars who worked on eighteenth-century British intellectual history already 
pointed at the simultaneous establishment of learned societies in Britain and over-
seas. For the most well-known scholar of the period, William Jones (1746–94), 
the rediscovery of Welsh language and culture during the years preceding his 
departure for India was a period of training for handling similarly challenging 
cultural environments encountered in Bengal.29 Scholarly, antiquarian and  
pragmatic professional activities were then driven by the expansion of bounda-
ries, social and territorial. From this historical phenomenon emerged the figure  
of the polyglot officer/antiquarian, native of the fringe of the recently unified 
Britain (Union Act, 1707) fit to play the role of cultural broker in the newly 
acquired lands.

25  McGilvary, East India Patronage and the British State.
26  McNeil, Scotland, Britain, Empire; Franklin, Orientalist Jones; Wolffhardt, Unearthing the Past 

to Forge the Future.
27  Bryant, ‘Scots in India in the Eighteenth Century’.
28  For a discussion on the Scottish Enlightenment in early colonial times and the possible transposition 

of the British context in the case of the frontier regions of north-eastern India, see Stewart, ‘1774:  
The Scottish Enlightenment’. 

29  Franklin, Orientalist Jones, pp. 90–123.
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John Murray MacGregor was the son of Major Evan MacGregor. He was born 
in 1745, and he was promised a military career that, according to his obituary 
published in the East India Military Calendar of 1823, he seems to have aptly 
pursued. 30 The obituary provides the main events of his military career and helped 
me piece together the bits of biographical information I managed to gather so far. 
The study of the large archive written in Persian, Bengali, Arakanese, Pali, 
Sanskrit and English linked to John Murray’s activities and kept in the United 
Kingdom and Germany will obviously allow us to provide a more complete 
account of his biography in the near future.

When his brother Robert passed away in 1758, John became the unofficial 
head of the MacGregor clan—a fact that must be mentioned in order to under-
stand his subsequent involvement in the writing of his clan’s history and his 
patronage of Scottish Gaelic music and poetry. His name is even mentioned by 
Walter Scott in the preface of Rob Roy, because he managed to create a consensus 
among the members of the clan and revived the honour of the MacGregors (a clan 
that was persecuted by the English state since the seventeenth century).31

John Murray sailed towards Bengal around 1767–70.32 His first journey was 
connected to an event that would contribute to the remembrance of his name: The 
death of the young musician Joseph MacDonald (1739–63), who authored the 
first treatise on the art of bagpiping. The retrieving of this document and its pub-
lication and distribution during piping contests after John Murray’s return to 
Scotland made his fame among bagpipe enthusiasts.33

During the first twenty years of his career in the EIC, Murray seems to have 
focused on gathering the skills necessary to move up the ranks in the army. In 
1770, his name stands among the list of the cadets—a cadet of the EIC was ‘a 
gentleman that bears arms in hopes of a commission’ (B.E. New Dict. Canting 
Crew, 1699).34 Murray did not have to wait long before he was given an opportunity 
to distinguish himself and obtain a higher rank in the army. During the first Rohilla 
war in 1773, he served as a commandant in chief and three years later he was 
made lieutenant. He certainly started learning Persian during his first years in 
Bengal and his travels through India during the Rohilla campaign. A hint at his 
early interest in Persian, is the presence of his name in the list of subscribers of the 

30  Philippart, East India Military Calendar. 
31  Scott, Rob Roy, p. xvii.
32  A letter to the Governor General Robert Clive (1725–74) dated 1767 written by a certain John 

Murray mentions a query formulated by the latter to be promoted. It is not clear whether the John Murray 
who wrote the letter is the same person as the future commissioner of the archive under scrutiny. See, 
India Office Records (IOR) and Private Papers, Mss Eur G37/94/2 ff.58-59.

33  Black, ‘Gaelic Academy’; McAulay, Our Ancient National Airs, pp. 13, 21–23.
34  For a more laconic definition, but closer to our period: ‘A cadet serves without pay’ (T. Simes Mil. 

Medley, 1768). See ‘cadet, n.1’. OED Online. See also ‘Cadet’ in Yule, Hobson-Jobson.
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first comprehensive work of lexicography on Persian language in English, John 
Richardson’s A Dictionary, Persian, Arabic, and English.35

The dates given in the colophons of the Persian manuscripts of the Berlin  
collection suggest that Murray became interested in gathering information about 
Arakan after the Rohilla war in 1773 (11 Shaʿbān 1187 [28 October 1773]).36 But 
from the marginal notes that refer to Richardson’s dictionary, one can assume that 
the manuscripts were closely read only after the late 1770s.37 We will come back 
to the issue of the use made of these texts.

Murray’s involvement in the promotion of Gaelic culture was not prevented by 
his career in Bengal. On the contrary, his career in the EIC allowed him to become 
a major patron of emerging learned societies and publication projects in Scotland. 
He stands among the founders of the Highland Society of London created in 1778; 
its branch of Edinburgh was inaugurated in 1784—incidentally the exact same 
year as the establishment of the Asiatic Society in Calcutta, of which Murray was 
also a member.38

In 1784–85, Murray exchanged letters with James MacPherson (1736–96), the 
controversial translator of the Ossianic ballads. Again, Murray financially sup-
ported a scholarly effort taking place in Britain by sending a thousand pounds for 
the preparation of the edition of the original Gaelic text of Ossian. MacPherson 
was also the agent of John MacPherson in London, a kinsman who became 
General Governor of Bengal after Warren Hastings’ (1732–1818) departure in 
1785. During the short governorship of MacPherson, Murray was sent for a secret 
mission to the Upper Provinces of Bengal. This trip in the eastern wilderness of 
Bengal must have challenged his health and Murray went back to recover to 
Britain for two years.

In October 1787, after he returned to Bengal, Murray was promoted to the rank 
of colonel—a title that we find in several colophons of the Persian manuscripts.  
In 1794, after the death of Sir William Jones, Murray became one of the members 
of the committee in charge of the Asiatic Society of Bengal and he took part in the 
plans to preserve the Taj Mahal.39 In 1795, he was made a Baronet and two years 
later, in 1797, he returned to England and retired from the army in 1798.

35  Richardson, Dictionary, Persian, Arabic.
36  Pertsch, Die Handschriften-Verzeichnisse, 1037 [MS no. 1090; Ms. orient Fol. 213].
37  Richardson’s dictionary is mentioned in the manuscripts of the Staatsbibliothek. For instance, 

in the MS no. 1090, Ms. orient. Fol. 213, fol. 19b, it seems like the word sibūkh (/sipūkh) is glossed 
in English ‘punctur’ (sic.) and then Richardson’s name is given and underlined. If he refers to the 
dictionary, it means that he commissioned the translation in 1773 when he was posted in Bengal, joined 
the Rohilla campaign, and started working on the text when he came back later around 1780 (the date 
of the calendar in the Berlin collection MS no. 1094.3, fols 147–203).

38  John Murray’s name figures as ‘Colonel John Murray’ in the list of the Asiatic Society’s patrons 
from 1784 to 1789. He was elected vice-president of the Asiatic Society on 20 October 1796. See, Index 
to the First Eighteen Volumes of the Asiatic Researches, p. 227.

39  See the advertisement of the fourth volume of Asiatic Researches, published in 1795 (reprinted in 
London in 1799); Etter, ‘Antiquarian Knowledge and Preservation’, pp. 75–95, 87–88.
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After he came back to Scotland, he seems to have devoted his time to his pas-
sion for the history of the MacGregor clan. He also travelled throughout Scotland 
to collect Gaelic songs, appeared at bagpiping contests, and distributed as a  
reward the edition of MacDonald’s treatise miraculously retrieved from oblivion 
and brought back from Bengal. Being back on the soil of Scotland did not make 
him neglect his interest in Oriental matters. A British gentleman born in India 
wrote a Persian commentary of St Matthew’s Gospel in 1799 that he dedicated  
to ‘Sir John MacGregor Murray Bahadur’ (sar jān māk gargur mare bahādur).40 
The manuscript contains a long preface in which the author gives the account of 
his life in Bengal and praises Murray for his achievements. John Murray breathed 
his last at the age of 77 in 1822.

The career of John Murray-Macgregor is yet another example of the transposi-
tion of a political and cultural situation from Great Britain to Bengal. Without 
further investigation into Murray’s archives, it is not possible to assess how self-
conscious he was of this ideological transfer, but his interest in the eastern frontier 
of Bengal and, as we will see, in local customs and legal texts in particular,  
suggests that he saw the Bengal–Arakan frontier as a ‘Mercia of Bengal’.41 The 
earlier case of John Fraser recently studied by Sanjay Subrahmanyam shows how 
the Indian experience of Scots informed their dealings at home and with the EIC, 
sometimes prompting them to ‘[swim] against the stream’.42 How does Murray 
compare with a figure like Fraser and to what extent his dealings in Bengal 
informed his decisions at home and vis-à-vis the EIC remain to be assessed. But 
there is no doubt that the experience of Bengal of this ‘Highland chieftain  
elevated by Oriental ideas’43 contrasts with that of the more emblematic Orientalists 
and deserves further scrutiny by historians of the early colonial period in India.

The Scope and Purpose of the Corpus about Arakanese Buddhism

The scope of the corpus of Persian texts on Buddhism collected by Murray covers 
law (adālat), cosmology (kaifiyat-i paidāyish-i dunyā wa qiyāmat), medicine (t̤ibb), 
past lives of the Buddha/Jātakas (  paidāyish-i budhū thākur), calendrics (taqwīm), 
ethic or ritual teachings (ʿibādat) and lexicography.44 No written source provides 
such a wide survey of Arakanese written culture through the eyes of the Muslim 
and Hindu inhabitants of the region as does the corpus of the Staatsbibliothek in 
Berlin. Even if the initiative behind the translation project should be considered in 

40  Pertsch, Die Handschriften-Verzeichnisse, 1044 [MS no. 1097; Ms. orient. 4o. 224].
41  I am indebted to one of the anonymous reviewers for suggesting the term ‘Mercia of Bengal’.
42  Subrahmanyam, Europe’s India, p. 210.
43  Black, ‘Gaelic Academy’, p. 7.
44  The Persian words given here are drawn from the titles of the texts. Regarding the last category 

(ʿibādat), see d’Hubert, ‘Bayān-i ‘ibādat-i mukh-hā ba-nām-i Takādībā’.
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connection with the settlement of the EIC in Bengal, the translations themselves 
may be seen as the expression of a cultural potential—that of the regional cultural 
brokers who were able to convey Arakanese religious doctrines and sciences into 
Persian.45 The existence of such cultural brokers is well known through European 
accounts and the Bengali literature produced in Arakan during the sixteenth and the 
seventeenth centuries.46 Moreover, the knowledge that we have of the Arakanese 
and Pali texts circulating in Arakan is so scarce, that the Berlin Persian manuscripts 
provide the most detailed picture of the Buddhist Arakanese literary tradition of 
the eighteenth century.

The history of the corpus during the late eighteenth century comprises two 
dimensions: the commissioning of the texts by Murray during his early career in 
the EIC, from 1773 to 1785, and the actual use of some of the manuscripts by 
Michael Symes (1761–1809) who reached India as a Cadet in 1780. Symes 
became famous for being the author of a detailed report following his embassy to 
the Kingdom of Ava in 1795 on the order of the Governor General.47 In order to 
interpret the choices made when selecting texts translated for Murray, we must 
locate them in the context of his life and possible aspirations—both intellectual 
and professional.

The representation of the several fields of knowledge in the corpus is partly 
mirroring the interests of the commissioner. This explains the overwhelming 
importance given to legal texts—in the present case, translations of several 
Arakanese dhammasatthas.48 During Warren Hastings’ governorship of Bengal 
(1774–85), the EIC made considerable efforts to compile and translate non- 
Muslim legal texts. The first outcome of this endeavour was the publication of 
Nathaniel Halhed (1751–1830)’s Code of Gentoo Laws (1776)—a Sanskrit  
compendium of dharmaśāstras, translated into Persian and then into English.49  
Such scholarly efforts were a way for young British officers to ‘obtain a commis-
sion’ and rise in rank within the EIC.50 The manuscripts commissioned by Murray 
bear marginal annotations showing that, not only did he order a large number of  
translations of such legal texts, but these texts—as well as some cosmological 
accounts—seem to have been the only parts of the corpus that were closely read. 
Marginal notes also indicate that an English translation was being prepared.

Beyond the practical aim of such projects, one must look at the internal dynam-
ics of power and patronage within the EIC. I stress this aspect, because what we 

45  Ernst, ‘Muslim Studies of Hinduism?’ (On Murray’s texts, see especially page 188).
46  d’Hubert, In the Shade of the Golden Palace.
47  Symes, Account of an Embassy.
48  The most comprehensive study of Burmese dhammasattha tradition is Lammerts, Buddhist Law 

in Burma.
49  Brassey Halhed, Code of Gentoo Laws; Derrett, ‘Sanskrit Legal Treatises’.
50  Franklin, ‘Cultural Possession, Imperial Control’; Rocher, Orientalism, Poetry, and the Millennium; 

idem., ‘Career of Rādhākānta Tarkavāgīśa’.
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know about the period during which the first manuscripts were translated does not 
allow us to connect them with any specific political agenda. It seems like the 
instability that prevailed in Arakan during the 1770s and 1780s prevented the 
British to make any official move to establish diplomatic contacts with the kingdom. 
Murray was appointed to perform a ‘secret mission’ in the Upper Regions at the 
instigation of John MacPherson (1745–1821), which may be understood as the 
beginnings of a plan regarding the eastern boundaries of Bengal. We have to wait 
until after the conquest of Arakan by the Burmese army to see the EIC attempting 
to tie diplomatic bonds in the region.

The missions of Symes in 1795 and 1802 were a watershed in the knowledge 
of the British regarding the Burmese kingdom, its geography, its predominant 
religion—Buddhism, its languages and culture. It is then that the Persian texts 
commissioned by Murray proved useful. We do not know how Symes got hold of 
the Persian translations, but one may speculate that he used them first to prepare 
his embassy to Ava, and then to write down his report. The parallel of Halhed’s 
translations and Murray’s collection of legal texts is openly formulated by Symes. 
In the chapter of his report dealing with law, Symes tries to establish the connec-
tion between Buddhist dhammasatthas and the law texts of the ‘Gentoos’, that is 
to say Brahmanical dharmaśāstras. He remarks,

The laws of the Birmans, like their religion, are Hindoo;51 in fact, there is no 
separating their laws from the religion. Divine authority revealed to Menu the 
sacred principles in a hundred thousand slocas, or verses. Menu promulgated 
the code. Numerous commentaries* on Menu were composed by the Munis, or 
old philosophers, whose treatises constitute the Dherma Sastra, or body of law.

*The code of Gentoo laws, translated by Mr Halhed, I am informed, is a compilation from the 
different commentaries on Menu, who was ‘the grandson of Bramah, the first of created beings’, 
and whose work, as translated by Sir William Jones, is the ground of all Hindoo jurisprudence.52

Symes then informs his readers about the way he became aware of the content of 
the laws of the ‘Birmans’ that they call ‘Derma Sath’:53

I was so fortunate as to procure a translation of the most remarkable passages, 
which were rendered into Latin by Padre Vincentius Sangermano, and to my 

51  This remark echoes the Mughal perception of the religion practiced in Arakan as found in T̤āhir 
Muḥammad’s Rauẓat al-t̤āhirīn (Bodleian Library, Oxford, Ms. Elliot 314 [Sachau-Ethé MS no. 100], 
fol. 624b): az firqa-yi hindū’ān and ‘They are a kind of Hindus’) Alam and Subrahmanyam, ‘Southeast 
Asia’,  p. 223.

52  This very translation of the Mānavadharmaśāstra by William Jones was offered by Symes to 
the Burmese king who, according to Buchanan, had it translated. See Buchanan, ‘On the Religion and 
Literature’, p. 308.

53  Symes, Account of an Embassy, vol. 2, p. 326.
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great surprise, I found it to correspond closely with a Persian version of the 
Arracan code, which is now in my possession.

Symes then gave a translation of the beginning and the end of one of the Persian 
translations of an Arakanese dhammasattha.54 That John Murray was still interested 
in collecting texts on Burmese law in 1795 is also attested from the comments of 
Francis Buchanan-Hamilton (1762–1829), who accompanied Symes in his embassy 
to Ava and published an article titled ‘On the Religion and Literature of the Burmas’ 
in Asiatick Researches in 1801.55 In this article, Buchanan provided English trans-
lations of excerpts of Vincentius Sangermano (1758–1819)’s Latin rendering of a 
Burmese cosmological text, a pamphlet written by the ‘king’s confessor, with the 
intention of converting the Christians’, and a book of ordination.56 To his English 
translation, he also added comments based on his own observations, in which he 
indicates that he collected several Burmese manuscripts on the behest of Sir John 
Murray and that these were in the latter’s possession when he wrote the article.57

Symes’ report and Buchanan’s article on Burma—and through their writings 
Sangermano’s study of Buddhist Pali and Burmese texts, allow us to better under-
stand how Murray’s Persian texts, although useful for EIC officers who knew 
Persian, quickly became an obsolete source of information once the contact with 
Ava was established. Murray’s translations were too remote from what was then 
seen as the centre of Burmese political and religious authority to provide any 
meaningful information. The remoteness of those texts appeared in the fact they 
were written in Persian and contained several cultural layers: the perception of 
Indic culture by Persian munshīs and the Bengali idiom that was used to gather 
information orally from their Arakanese informants. Buchanan was clearly aware 
of the conceptual obstacles created by the recourse to a terminology that was 
proper to one religious domain when describing another. For instance, in his 1798 
account of his travels in the Chittagong Hill Tracts, when trying to gather informa-
tion about the religious beliefs of the Mro, he states, ‘I now found out, that the 
difficulty, which had occurred in discovering the Religion of these rude people 
arose from my being obliged in my questions to use terms appropriate to the 
Hindoo, Rakain, or Mohammedan Doctrines’.58

54  Pertsch, Die Handschriften-Verzeichnisse, 1037 [MS no. 1090, Ms. orient. Fol. 213, fol. 6b]
55  Buchanan, ‘On the Religion and Literature’, pp. 173, 303.
56  For an English translation of Sangermano’s works, see Sangermano, Description of the Burmese 

Empire. 
57  These manuscripts are note part of the Murray collection of the British Library, all of which 

were copied and collected from Chittagong. See Lammerts, ‘Murray Manuscripts and Buddhist 
Dhammasattha’. 

58  Hamilton, Francis Buchanan in Southeast Bengal, p. 96. More than 150 years later, Claude Lévi-
Strauss would also rely on such layered mediation when doing his field work in the Chittagong Hill 
Tracts. As he indicates in his article on syncretism in a Mog village, he would interview his informants 
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With Buchanan’s article on the religion of the Burmas, we move from a 
regional approach to Buddhism—which, as we will see, is hardly a clear concept 
in the Murray archive—to a pan Asian understanding of the religion of the follow-
ers of Buddha. Buchanan’s article opens with the following comments:

In the celebrated island of Ceylon, in the extensive empire of the Burma mon-
archs, and in the kingdoms of Siam and Cambodia, the prevailing religion is 
that of Bouddha, or Godama; and followers of the same doctrine are probably 
dispersed all over the populous and wide dominions of China, Cochinchina, 
Japan, and Tonkin. However absurd the tenets of this religion maybe, yet, as 
influencing the conduct of so large a proportion of mankind, it becomes an object 
of great importance in the history of the human race.59

Buchanan’s opening comments show that the British had now gathered enough 
information to trace the outline of Buddhist Asia and were ready to turn to what 
constituted for them the essential nature of a religious movement: its cosmology, 
doctrine and religious institutions; the three themes of Buchanan’s selection of 
Sangermano’s translations. By adopting such an approach, early Orientalists set the 
tone for the century to come in Buddhist studies. They attempted to establish the 
canon of what would eventually be called Theravāda Buddhism and commented on 
its scholastic and speculative literature rather than its rituals and what it meant to 
be a follower of the Buddha in the locals of the vast domain outlined by Buchanan.

The Persian texts of the Murray collection provide a different approach to 
define the nature of Buddhism. Nothing allows us to think that Murray thought 
more highly of the religion of the Magh and did not share Buchanan’s view about 
the ‘absurd tenets’ of Buddhism—which he still considered more progressive than 
the religion of the ‘Brahmens’.60 However, the translations themselves and the 
methods used to collect information on the religion of the Magh seem less  
constrained by colonial discourses and evince a cultural polyphony that may not 

with a Chakma interpreter who would translate into English what his informant would translate from 
Arakanese into Bengali. Lévi-Strauss, ‘Le Syncrétisme Religieux’, p. 233.

59  Buchanan, ‘On the Religion and Literature of the Burmas’, p. 163.
60  In his article, Buchanan regularly comes back to the theme of the decadence Brahmans supposedly 

brought with them when they settled in India, because he believed that Buddhism predated Brahmanism 
in the subcontinent. This idea is best encapsulated in the following lines: 

However idle and ridiculous the legends and notions of the worshippers of Bouddha may be, they 
have been in a great measure adopted by the Brahmens, but with all their defects monstrously 
aggravated: rajahs and heroes are converted into gods, and impossibilities are heaped on improb-
abilities. No useful science have the Brahmens diffused among their followers; history they have 
totally abolished; morality they have depressed to the utmost; and the dignity and power of the 
altar they have erected on the ruins of the state, and the rights of the subject. Buchanan, ‘On  
the Religion and Literature’, p. 166.
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have been relevant at the time, but which today constitute a valuable source to the 
study of Buddhism in the frontier area of eastern Bengal.

Defining, Describing and Translating Arakanese Buddhism

Michael Symes used the translations commissioned by Murray to gather knowledge 
about Buddhism, but he did not seem to pay attention to the specific Arakanese 
nature of the corpus. Indeed, several texts found in Murray’s collection are not 
specific to Arakan and may be found throughout the Theravāda Buddhist world, 
while others are definitely more characteristic of Arakanese Buddhism.61 The 
questionnaire commissioned by Murray provides useful information about the way 
Arakanese monks located themselves in relation to their neighbours and stressed 
the link between Magh communal identity, kingship and Buddhism. Another 
remarkable text is a quasi-ethnographic account of rituals from birth to funerary 
rites and monastic ordination written by a Hindu munshī named Jaganath Sahay. 
Among the texts translated, probably the richest source on Arakanese Buddhism is 
a compendium of chronicles and cosmological works completed in Chittagong in 
1779, in which we find a version of a seminal account of the history of Buddhism 
in Arakan and Burma: the story of the Buddha’s visit to Arakan and the making of 
the Mahāmuni image taken from a chronicle titled Rājawang (Rājavaṃsa). These 
three texts constitute a small sample of the large archive gathered by Murray and 
his munshīs.62 I chose two original documents that open a window on the mutual 
perception of the actors involved in this project and one well-known account through 
which we can study the culturally layered transmission of concepts central to the 
religious and political identity of Arakan in a defining moment of the history of 
the region.

61  Both Jacqueline Filliozat and Christian Lammerts who looked closely at some specimens from 
the Arakanese and Pali manuscripts of the Murray collection observed the presence of features in 
dhammasattha and paritta texts that indicate the distinct nature of the textual tradition of Arakan when 
compared with central Burma. See Lammerts, ‘Murray Manuscripts and Buddhist Dhammasattha’,  
p. 436. In notes on a collection of parittas (BL Add 12258/B, 1748 AD) that Jacqueline Filliozat (EFEO) 
communicated to Jacques Leider, she made the following comment: ‘Ce manuscrit constitue une 
recension peu usuelle de parittas si on compare son contenu avec les éditions birmanes’. I am grateful 
to Jacques Leider for sharing these notes. Buchanan, who witnessed Arakanese Buddhism before the 
reforms, made the following comments regarding texts on ordination ceremonies (kammavācā): ‘This 
Priest however had some very fine Copies of the Book Kam-mua (i.e., Kammavācā): but perhaps the 
Rakain Edition of that book differs from the Burma, as I found, that there existed many differences in 
the Religious Doctrines of the two people’. Hamilton, Francis Buchanan in Southeast Bengal, p. 91. But 
much remains to done in order to identify precisely what characterised the Arakanese textual tradition.

62  Studying the translations of legal, cosmological and medical texts would constitute another project 
altogether, which would require not only access to the source texts in Arakanese and Pali but also the 
ability to assess the significance of those works in the scriptural landscape of Arakan and Burma.



The Indian Economic and Social History Review, 56, 1 (2019): 1–31

India beyond the Ganges / 17 

Questionnaire on the Religion and Customs of the Magh

In his catalogue, when describing the content of the questionnaire Wilhelm Pertsch 
(1832–99) states, ‘The questions are precise and probably asked by an English 
man, whereas their answers, which undoubtedly come from a native, are mostly 
unsatisfactory’.63 Here again we are facing the strong bias of the Orientalist 
seeking positive knowledge from the sources he is surveying. Although Pertsch’s 
conclusions may seem unsatisfactory to today’s reader, the question of who was 
involved in the making of this document is worth posing. The document is part of 
a volume containing miscellaneous texts on a variety of topics—called a majmūʿa 
in Persian—ranging from copies of farmāns of Mughal emperors, political satiri-
cal poems, to summaries of military events or dynastic histories. The volume was 
compiled for Murray and copied by one of his munshīs.

The section under scrutiny contains thirty-two questions and answers. The text 
opens with the title, ‘Questions on the Customs of the Magh People and  
Their Answers’ (sūʾāl-i āʾīn wa rawāj-i qaum-i magh wa jawāb-i ān).64 The first 
questions are about the former (dar aiyām-i sābiq) territorial extent of the Magh 
kingdom followed by a series of questions on their modes or worship and beliefs. 
The interview then turns to the definition of the Magh as an ethnic and religious 
group. The interviewer asks about the various groups that constitute the Magh 
people (no. 5); whether they used to be part of the Hindus (no. 6); whether 
someone belonging to another religious group can become a Magh and how the 
conversion takes place (no. 7 and 8); if they can eat, drink or marry with people 
belonging to other communities. Question no. 10 is about the status of Brahmans 
(zunnārdārs) among the Magh, and no. 11 is about the vow of celibacy of monks 
(rāwalīs). Question no. 12 deals with the origin of the language and alphabet of 
the Magh and whether they are derived from Sanskrit or not (this question is 
quoted by Pertsch as an example of the precise nature of the questions and the 
vagueness of the answers provided). The other questions further elaborate on  
the former extent of the Arakanese kingdom, the reasons behind its decline, the 
customs of the Magh and their diet, pilgrimage places, the time when the Buddha 
lived and who was seen as the highest religious authority at that time.

This questionnaire is just a few folios long, but the questions that it raises and 
the information that it provides would require a detailed commentary to take the 
full measure of its significance. Questionnaires figure in Murray’s collection 
among his administrative survey on the nature of the zamidari system in Bengal. 
For instance, we find a questionnaire regarding the zamindari of Burdwān (i.e., 
Bardhaman) in a majmūʿa that he brought back from Bengal.65 Such enquiries are 
characteristic of the early colonial period, when the EIC was mapping the domain 

63  Pertsch, Die Handschriften-Verzeichnisse, 54 [Ms. or. fol. 281].
64  Ms. or. fol. 281, fol. 125a, SB, Berlin.
65  Ms. Orient 4˚ 258, fol. 9aff. SB, Berlin. See also Ms. Orient Fol. 281, fol. 89aff. SB, Berlin.
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of their newly acquired territories and their surroundings. This mapping was of 
course geographical but also cultural—for instance, Buchanan was one of the 
most prolific cartographers of the EIC66 but also an early ethnographer. This docu-
ment may be seen as an example of the transposition of an administrative exercise 
meant to enhance the fiscal organisation in the domain of cultural inquiry.

The frontier between Bengal and Arakan was a region particularly difficult to 
understand, because of its cultural diversity, but also because of the contemporary 
political instability. We may compare this questionnaire with the ‘treatise’ that 
Buchanan included as the second item in his article on the religion of the Burmas. 
The text was written by the ‘chief Răhān’ of the Burmese king on a request by a 
‘catholick bishop residing in Ava … to explain the heads of the law taught by 
Godama’.67 The text is actually a dialogue, in which questions are asked by a 
Christian and answers are given by the Buddhist abbot.

Even if the format is very similar, this text differs in significant ways from 
Murray’s questionnaire. The individuals involved in this dialogue are both high-
ranking religious figures and the content of the questions and answers shows an 
exclusive concern for doctrinal matters. Buchanan perceived the treatise as an 
attempt to convert his Christian interlocutor to Buddhism. This comment is certainly 
inspired by the fact that the Buddhist abbot regularly punctuates his answers with 
statements such as ‘O ye masters and wise men of all nations, Armenians, English, 
French, and Dutch, proclaim it to all living beings!’68 The very formulation of this 
invitation to spread the doctrine of Buddha in Christian lands points to the 
missionary rhetoric of the time and the strategy to convert the elites in order to 
reach the other strata of society. This approach is often encountered in the 
subcontinent, but we have here the peculiar case of the appropriation of such 
elitist proselyte discourses by a Burmese Buddhist abbot.

The other contrast, which is related to this elitist dialogue, is that this text was 
written at the heart of a polity that was undergoing a moment of major expansion. 
Murray’s questionnaire involved a munshī and an Arakanese informant, both 
anonymous. But if we judge from the information provided in the colophons of 
the rest of the collection, his munshīs and informants were not belonging to the 
elite literati or higher religious hierarchy of the time. The sense of past glory and 
political decline is very strong in Murray’s questionnaire and rather than proselyte 
discourses, the religious encounter seems to take place through a search of  
religious equivalence. The question of conversion does appear in this document, 
but the informant provides a very succinct answer:

Seventh question: If someone from another community, such as a Muslim, etc., 
wishes to become a Magh, is it possible?

66  Leider, ‘Mapping Burma’.
67  Buchanan, ‘On the Religion and Literature, p. 265.
68  Ibid., p. 270.
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Answer: If someone belonging to another community wishes to become Magh, 
he becomes Magh by taking up their faith (āwardan-i īmān) and listening to 
mantaryānī.

The answer did not seem to be entirely satisfactory, so the munshī reformulated 
it in order to obtain more information on the process of conversion itself. But the 
response that he received this time was even more laconic, which probably shows 
the lack of interest of the informant for such matters. Contrasting with the topic of 
conversion is that of religious equivalence:

Twenty-second question: Do the Magh people believe in the storm of Nūḥ in 
which the entire world drowned?

Twenty-second answer: Long ago, the entire world drowned in water. In the 
Maghī language it is called kānīn pālank, and in the language of Hind, mahāpartī, 
and Muslims call it the storm of Nūḥ.

Twenty-third question: What kind of person was Lord Buddha, who is the prophet 
(  paig̲h̲ambar) of the Magh? What is he called in other languages? How long did 
he act as a prophet (  paig̲h̲ambarī karda)? And how long ago did he pass away?

Twenty-third answer: Dāʾūd is called Gudamā in Maghī, Hindus call him Budh 
awatār, and Muslims Dāʾūd paig̲h̲ambar. In this way, Dāʾūd has ten names, and 
he is also called Budhū thākur. After he was born in the kal jūg and dawāpar 
jūg, he lived for eighty years. Two thousand two hundred and fifty-two years 
have passed since his nirbān, that is to say, since he died.69

The parallels drawn between events and figures from the Biblical, Quranic, Hindu 
and Buddhist domains are probably motivated by the necessity of mutual intelligi-
bility among the people involved in the production of this document: The Christian 
officer of the EIC, the Hindu or Muslim munshī, and the Buddhist informant. But 
the voice of the Scottish patron who was aware of the recent debates around the 
genealogy of religious traditions and the theories regarding relative antiquity of 
the Biblical and Brahmanical traditions must also have prompted such comments.70

69  See the discussion on chronology and parallel questions and comments in Buchanan, ‘On the 
Religion and Literature’, pp. 267–68.

70  Marshall, British Discovery of Hinduism. We may distinguish this kind of religious equivalence 
with what Tony Stewart discussed in the case of Middle Bengali texts written by Muslim authors of 
the same region of Chittagong. In the case of those Sufi treatises, the recourse to an Indic terminology 
thought to be ‘equivalent’ to Arabic or Persian Islamic terms was not meant to compare or even less to 
argue in favour of religious genealogies. Rather, it operated at a more empirical level as a local religious 
idiom, the semantics of which were redefined according to the sectarian context in which it was used. 
See, Stewart, ‘In Search of Equivalence’. 
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Those two questionnaires thus demonstrate the shift in the modes of knowledge 
gathering that took place precisely in the last decade of the eighteenth century.71 
Buchanan’s article is characteristic of the expansion of the scope of the collection 
of information from a purely textual exploration to a combination of scriptural 
knowledge and direct observation. This implied the interaction with a wider range 
of informants belonging to various strata of the local society, but always with a 
concern for identifying ‘intelligent’ interlocutors.72 In the case of the texts on 
Arakan though, the fact that his informants were not part of the religious and 
political elite of the time was due to a lack of access to the capital Mrauk U, rather 
than a deliberate choice. The provincial origin of the corpus also contributed  
to the fact that the archive quickly became obsolete in the colonial context: In 
Buchanan’s time already, Arakan did not exist anymore as an independent political 
entity and the Persian translations reflected a way to access local religious 
knowledge that was already superseded by Sangermano’s direct translations from 
Pali and Burmese into Latin. Sangermano collected his information in the heart of 
Burmese Buddhism, which was then undergoing active centralising reforms.

Jaganath Sahay’s Report on the Religion (madhhab) of the Magh

The report written down (and translated?) by Jaganath Sahay is based on the descrip-
tion of the rites that punctuate the life of a Magh from birth to death. It ends with 
a brief depiction of an ordination ceremony.73 Unlike the questionnaire, we find 
some indication on the circumstances of the production of this document in the 
opening statement that follows the invocation to God (basmala):

The customs of the Magh according to the report (nawīsānīda) of a monk 
(rāwalī), which was committed to writing by the servant Jaganath Sahay on the 
order of the exalted and bountiful lord, the generous and benevolent to those in 
need, Mister Jān Mare (i.e., John Murray) ṣāhib—may the Exalted perpetuate 
his fortune.74

The text then describes the rituals performed after the birth of a child, the temporary 
ordination that takes place around the age of twelve, which is also presented as 
the rite after which ‘one is said to be a member of the Magh community’ (wa 
qaum-i mag gufta mīshawad). When one returns to laity he must then get married 
(chūn dunyādār shud pas shādī ham mībāyad kard). The report provides detailed 

71  Subrahmanyam, Europe’s India.
72  ‘I found many of the Burmas who were very intelligent, and well informed, concerning the situation 

of the different parts of their extensive empire.…’ Buchanan, ‘On the Religion and Literature’, p. 225. 
Or, ‘Somona […] signifies that he had adopted the dress of a Răhān, as I was informed by Mue-Daung 
Seitagio, an intelligent Siammese painter at Amarapura’. Ibid., p. 260.

73  For an English translation of this report, see d’Hubert, ‘Persian Account of the Religious Customs’.
74  Pertsch, Die Handschriften-Verzeichnisse, p. 508 [MS no. 532.5; Ms. orient Fol. 306, fol. 81b].
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information on how a bride is selected by the family of the groom and how the 
wedding ceremony takes place. The text even contains Persian transliterations, and, 
when the informant could provide them, word-to-word translations into Persian of 
the formulas (afsūn) recited during the ceremony.75 Then, follows a brief comment 
on how one may become a Magh by reciting the ten tārā (Burmese tarāḥ; Pali 
dhamma, ‘precepts, laws’), which is reminiscent of questions no. 7 and 8 in the 
text discussed above.76 The report continues with a brief review of various customs 
regarding food, hygiene, and prayers, followed by a description of funeral rites.77 
The remaining folios are devoted to the ordination ceremony. The central part of 
this account in which the novice is asked a series of questions echoes what is found 
in ordination manuals called kammavācā, including the one translated by Buchanan 
in his article published in 1801.78 What frames the account seems to be based on 
direct observation of the ceremony. Considering the very scarce information that 
we have regarding Buddhist ritual practices before the reformist period, it is worth 
providing a detailed summary of this section of the text:

Before the age of twenty one cannot become a monk (rāwalī). In order to  
perform the ceremony, an elder monk (ماتهی چهرا [māthī charā/chirā], which is 
glossed: rāwalī-i kalān [great/elder monk]) accompanied by seventeen monks 
need to be present. The monks go to the village and ask who wishes to receive 
the ordination. Those who wish to do so come to the monks and bring with them 
the appropriate paraphernalia (asbāb wa lawāzim-i rāwalī shudan). Then, they 
dress in fine clothes and the procession sets off to the forest (  jangal) where, 
next to a running stream, ‘they build the ordination hall according to the mea-
surements fixed by the book of the rāwalīs’.79 Then, the monks inquire about 
the ‘pedigree, education, and suitableness of each of them’ (ḥasab u nasab wa 
ʿilm wa liyāqat-i har wāḥid ). Those who appear the most suitable are ordained 
first and then comes the turn of those of lesser status.80 Here, the text provides 
a description of the way the ordination hall is supposed to be built with poles 

75  For instance, in Ms. or. fol. 306, SB, Berlin, on fol. 84a the translation is not given and the copyist 
indicated: ‘the monk could not tell the meaning of this formula’ (maʿnī-i īn afsūn rāwalī guftan na-
tawānist). See also, d’Hubert, ‘Persian Account of the Religious Customs’, pp. 5, 8.

76  Ms. or. fol. 306, fol. 85a-b, SB, Berlin.
77  Ms. or. fol. 306, fols 85b–86a, SB, Berlin.
78  Buchanan, ‘On the Religion and Literature’, 280–89. Buchanan also commented on differences 

that he noticed regarding ordination between the Arakanese he met in the Chittagong area and in Burma 
proper. See Hamilton, Francis Buchanan in Southeast Bengal, p. 91.

79  tā miʿyār-ī-ki dar kitāb-i [fol. 87a] rāwalī muʿaiyan wa muqarrar ast daira k̲h̲wāhand zad. We 
may compare this passage with the procession described in Buchanan, ‘On the Religion and Literature’, 
pp. 289–91. The main difference being that in the present text, the ordination hall is built in the forest, 
not in the village or town.

80  This may be compared with the comments made in the Sinhalese Cūḷavaṃsa regarding the 
ordination ceremony performed by Arakanese monks, in which priority is given to sons of noble families. 
See, Leider, ‘Arakan’s Imagined Place’, p. 21.
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(sutūn) covered with fabric or paper (az pārcha k̲h̲wāh kāg̲h̲az̲). The elder monk 
begins the questioning of the novices by groups of four: ‘You who came to me 
clad in fine garments and ornaments, who are you?’ To which they answer: 
‘We have heard that the shade of Lord Buddha is cool, this is why we came 
under his shade’ (shanīda-īm sāya-yi budh thākur bisyār sard ast, az-īn-jihat 
dar sāya-yi ū āmada-īm).81 The elder monk asks if they are humans or other 
kinds of creatures who took the appearance of human beings. He proceeds with 
questions also found in other ordination manuals, concluding with a query to 
make sure that the candidates’ parents or other persons toward whom they may 
be responsible allowed them to leave the household to become monk. Then, the 
elder monk recites a formula that the four novices must repeat while performing 
specific gestures with rice in their hand (birinj dar dast karda), with their robe 
( pārcha ki rāwalīyān bar dūsh mīdārand), and with a razor (ustura) under the 
lobe of their ear (narma-yi gūsh). Finally, they repeat the ten precepts that they 
had recited when becoming a Magh (dah kalima ki dar waqt-i mag kardan 
mīdahand k̲h̲wāhand guft).82

The Buddha’s Visit to Arakan and the Mahāmuni Image

One section of the compendium of chronicles and cosmological texts written in 
Chittagong is exclusively devoted to the origin of Buddhism in Arakan and the 
account of a visit of the Buddha in the kingdom during his lifetime. The first English 
rendering of the story was given by Forchhammer in his archaeological survey of 
Arakan in 1891.83 His version was drawn from a unique manuscript in Pali titled 
Sappadānapakaraṇa (Sabbatthānappakaraṇa?),84 which dealt with the making of 
the Mahāmuni statue. The image of Mahāmuni was the most important symbol of 
Arakanese kingship. When the Burmese conquered Arakan, the statue was relocated 
in Amarapura as a sign of the political and religious submission of the kingdom.85

A few years after the story of Mahāmuni was translated into Persian, the  
significance of the cult of this image considered as ‘Buddha’s younger brother’,  
is expressed in the way Buchanan described the contrast between Arakanese 
Buddhism as it was practiced in Chittagong with so-called orthodox  
Buddhism:

81  Ms. or. fol. 306, fol. 87b, SB, Berlin.
82  Ms. or. fol. 306, fol. 88a, SB, Berlin. For the sake of comparison, one may consult the description 

given by the Venerable U Bodhinyana of the ordination ceremony in contemporary Arakanese society in 
Bangladesh, which broadly follows the Burmese model. Venerable U Bodhinyana, ‘Initiation Ceremony 
in Arakanese Society’.

83  Forchhammer, Report on the Antiquities of Arakan; Raymond, ‘Etude des relations religieuses’.
84  Forchhammer also gives the Sanskrit form, Sarvasthānaprakaraṇa.
85  For a discussion on the significance of the Mahāmuni image and the rituals surrounding its worship 

in modern Burma, see Schober, ‘In the Presence of the Buddha’.
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Among other opinions, which the Burma Rakains would consider as very 
unsound, this priest believed in Bramah, or the Supreme being and that this 
author of nature had given a different religion to each of the one hundred and 
one Nations, with which he had peopled the Earth.86 The Sect of this Priest 
believe in the same Moonies, or Gods, that are alleged by the Burmas to have 
appeared in this World; namely Chaucasam, Gonagom, Gaspa, and Godama:87 
but to these they add a fifth named Mahamoony. They are possessed of the Books 
said to contain the Doctrine of the two last Gods only, and to them alone they 
address their prayers, as they have no formula, by which they could supplicate 
the others. They have books containing account of Ram, his Wife Seita, and 
many other of the Hindoo Gods: but like the Burmas they consider these as 
being still liable to the infirmities of Mortality, and not yet arrived at Nieban, 
or the state of perfect bliss free from change or misfortune. The Poungri [i.e., 
monk] compared Godama to himself, and Mahamoony to his young disciple.88

In the orientalist literature of the late eighteenth century, we observe a clear 
interest for the image of Mahāmuni. In the same issue of Asiatick Researches of 
1801, in which Buchanan published his article, in the ‘desiderata’ section (i.e., 
topics that should be covered in future issues of the journal), we find the following 
item: ‘The history of Mahamoony, a disciple, or follower of Godama, to whom, 
also, adoration is paid, by many among the worshippers of Bouddha’. This lacuna 
was filled almost a century later by Forchhammer in his archaeological survey of 
Arakan. The manuscript used by Forchhammer was subsequently lost, but the story 
appears in a series of Arakanese texts that have been studied by Jacques Leider.89 
The way the story was rendered by the Bengali Muslim munshī raises questions 
about the significance of this account within the context of the encounter between 
Murray’s munshī and his Buddhist informant.

The narrative opens with the Buddha (here simply called Thākur) willing to 
visit the kingdom of Arakan. Indra came and provided a chariot (rath) to the 
Buddha as well as flying horses. He ordered the charioteer (sārathī) to go east-
ward to the Kachabā/Kechabā river (i.e., the Kaladan river), next to Mt Sīlāgīrī. 
They reached the place and eventually settled somewhere west of the mountain. 
The Buddha then asked his disciple Anāyandā (i.e., Ānanda) if he knew all the 
rivers and cities of this region. The disciple answered that he did not and the 

86  This may be compared to the answer given to Question 27: ‘The Magh usually perform religious 
duties three times a day. First in the morning, then at midday, and for the third time in the evening 
they remember the lord Buddha by imagining him as Niranjan, that is to say the Creator’. Ms. or. fol. 
281, fol. 130b.

87  These names correspond to Kakusandha, Koṇāgamana, Kassapa and Gotama in Pali.
88  Buchanan, Francis Buchanan in Southeast Bengal, p. 92.
89  Leider, ‘Relics, Statues, and Predictions’.
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Buddha, who knew all about the external and internal nature of things, invited him 
to listen to what he was about to say.

Then, begins an elaborate description of the kingdom of Arakan (Roshang), 
introduced by a prediction regarding the installation of his relics throughout the 
land and the worship that would develop around them. The Buddha proceeded 
with his description mentioning about 25 places where relics of his previous 
incarnations as a man or an animal would be revered in shrines (the translator uses 
the term masjid ). Each birth is associated with a mountain or a river and a specific 
relic.90

After the tour of this sacred geography of Arakan, we learn that while the 
Buddha was telling all this to Ānanda, king Mahāsūryā-cāyandā (Mahāsūryacandra) 
of the fort (qilaʿ) of Dhyān-wādī (Dhan͂n͂avatī) resolved to go and find the Buddha 
(now called Godamā) to receive his teaching. He set off with his army and crossed 
several places that would be named after events that occurred during the expedi-
tion, but after some time the king despaired to be able to reach the Buddha.  
The latter perceived the king’s thoughts and his body started glowing intensely. 
The king saw the light from afar and resumed his expedition. When he reached the 
mountain where the Buddha was with his disciples, after spending sometime 
there, he invited them to his court in Dhyān-wādī. There Mahāsūryā-cāyandā fed 
the Buddha and the monks (rāwalī) that were with him and the Buddha read the 
scriptures (the text says the Qurʾān) to the king. After the reading, the king became 
sad thinking that the Buddha would have to leave and that he would fatally suffer 
from this separation. In order to cure his pain, he asked if a statue of the Buddha 
could be built that he would worship every day. The Buddha told the king that in 
the past, men used to worship idols but gradually lost faith and Indra buried all the 
statues. This new statue would allow his devotees to continue worshiping his 
image. The Buddha summoned Indra and Biswakarmā/Bisokarmā (Sanskrit: 
Viśvakarmā; Pali: Vissakamma) to gather the material and build the statue. They 
followed the Buddha’s order and the statue was installed in Dhyān-wādī.

The text then describes the way the statue was worshipped with music and 
flowers. It relates an episode in which the Buddha set off and the statue followed 
him. The Buddha had to tell the statue to stay where it was. After building the 
statue some material was left over. The king asked what he could do with these 
precious metals and stones. He expressed the wish to give them to the monks  
who declined his offer. Eventually Indra built 30 more statues and the remaining 
materials were buried under the Mahāmuni image. The Buddha then retold the 
story of the statue and delivered other divine speeches (kalām-i qudsī) to the king 

90  The number of shrines seems to vary from one text to the other. Forchhammer’s text partly agrees 
with the list given in the Persian translation.
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who obtained gnosis (maʿrifat) and the sovereignty over the seven climates  
(he became rājādhirāj and ruled over the haft iqlīm).

The Buddha continued his visit of Roshang and deeply enjoyed its climate, 
sweet water, and food, especially the dairy produced there. He related that three 
previous Buddhas (Thākurs) came there before him and called this land Dhyān-
wādī (the blessed land/the land rich with rice). Before leaving Roshang, he and his 
disciples then visited the region of Duwārā-wādī (Dvāravatī) and predicted the 
building of three more shrines containing relics from his previous incarnations.

Finally, he left Roshang on Indra’s chariot and visited the kingdom of Kapilasar 
(Kapileśvara? = Pali Kapilavatthu). There, the king who had heard about the instal-
lation of Mahāmuni in Roshang desired to have a similar image of the Buddha to 
worship in his kingdom. Indra and Bisokarmā built the statue of Sawākyā-mūnī 
(Śākyamuni). The Buddha proceeded to the land of angels (  firishta stands for 
gods; Indra is the ‘king of angels’ bādshāh-i firishtagān) in Hīmant (Himavant). 
There too the angels asked him to give a statue that they could worship. Indra and 
Bisokarmā built the statue called Chāyandā-mūnī (Candamuni). This section of 
the text ends here with a reference to the Rājawāng (Rājavaṃsa).91

This account was originally in Arakanese, then translated orally into Bengali, 
and finally rendered into Persian. This story is of central importance for the  
making of Arakan as a quintessentially Buddhist kingdom. It provides a detailed 
sacred geography of the region that is established by the Buddha himself and relies 
on the presence of his previous incarnations in Arakan. There is clearly a sense of 
the peripheral location of Arakan in the East relatively to Kapilasar and Hīmant in 
the West. This peripheral region is then becoming the centre of the diffusion of the 
worship of all Buddha images that are said to stem from Mahāmuni.

In the Persian rendering, this story provides a myth of origin of idol worship in 
the world.92 We may also read this story as a rationalisation of idol worship: the 
king of Dhyān-wādī asks to build a statue in order to remember the teachings of 
the Buddha. This way to present things echoes the tone of some of the exchanges 
between Murray’s munshī and the Arakanese monk in the questionnaire, when the 
former asked the latter what the difference between the Hindus and the Magh was:

Second question: In the past, did the Magh people use to worship idols? Do 
they still do this now?

Second answer: In the past, the Magh people revered the idol of Lord Buddha 
and used to bring his name to remembrance, and now they still do that. They 
do not perform pūja, that is [idol-]worship (  parastish).

91  Pertsch, Die Handschriften-Verzeichnisse, pp. 1039–41 [MS no. 1093, Ms. Orient. Fol. 179, fol. 
58b-76b].

92  Whether the translator was aware of it or not, it is worth noting that the Persian word for idol is 
but and it is actually derived from the word Buddha. B. Carra de Vaux, ‘Budd’, p. i. Consulted online 
on 17 May 2018. http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_1489 
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This rather unexpected answer—as well as other passages of this questionnaire—
suggests that the munshī and the monk tried to find common grounds and define 
Buddhism primarily in contrast with Hinduism. In the description of the rituals 
of the Magh, it is stated that ‘[t]he Magh should not treat any person as an idol 
and worship him’.93 The almost elliptical answer of the informant thus means that 
none but the image of the Buddha should be worshiped. Moreover, as we learn in 
this story, ‘men used to worship idols but gradually lost faith and Indra buried all 
the statues’. The formulation of this account read alongside the other texts of the 
corpus, evinces a will to present the worship of Mahāmuni as a shift from a form 
of polytheistic idol worship associated with Hinduism to the exclusive cultivation 
of the Buddha’s doctrine, of which the image is first a life-like memorial.

A careful reading of Murray’s corpus of Persian texts as a whole not only  
provides rare data on Arakanese Buddhism but also testifies to encounters that 
contrast with the stereotyped accounts found in earlier Mughal literature and with 
the decontextualised study of doctrinal canons and philosophical tenets by later 
Orientalists.

Conclusion

Symes’ way to describe what we would call today mainland Southeast Asia as ‘India 
beyond the Ganges’ emphasises a sense of cultural continuity. This continuum was 
not merely the creation of a distant European observer. Some traditional discourses 
on the history of what is now called Buddhism did put forward the narrative of 
a traveling doctrine that originated from an epicentre—the Majjhimadesa of Pali 
literature—and established its teachings (sāsana) in peripheral lands. Beyond 
traditional accounts of the diffusion of the sāsana, the study of the various modes 
of literacy, non-canonical sciences and the role of Brahmans in Southeast Asian 
polities confirmed this historical continuum. Buchanan even expressed a sense 
of the historical complexity and the various waves and channels of later cultural 
influences from Brahmanical India on Burma. For instance, he warns his reader 
not to assume that, because references to Brahmans are found in the dhammasat-
thas, one should think that they were equally influential in the entourage of kings 
since ancient times:

I am inclined to think that the introduction of the Brahmens into the Burma 
kingdom is a very recent event. I spoke with none of them who had not himself 
come from Cussay or Arakan, or who was not the first in descent from such as 
had come from those countries: and they all either were, or affected to be, very 
ignorant of the country.94

93  d’Hubert, ‘Persian Account of the Religious Customs’, p. 9.
94  Buchanan, ‘On the Religion and Literature’, p. 169.
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Buchanan was right when considering that the Brahmanical presence in Burma 
was not a historically stable phenomenon. What is clear is that these connections 
between Arakan, Ava and Bengal did not contribute to bridge the epistemic gap 
that separated Bengal from the Buddhist polities ‘beyond the Ganges’. Another 
sign of this inability to recognise one another in any meaningful way is the term 
mag/magh itself. In his 1798 account about the Chittagong Hill Tracts, Buchanan 
made the following comments regarding the bad relations between Bengali Hindus 
and Muslims, and their ‘Mug’ neighbours:

I find, that the appellation of Mug is given by the people of this province to ail 
the Tribes, and nations, east from Bengal, who as differing from the Hindoos, 
and Mussulmans, are considered as having no Cast, and as therefore being 
highly contemptible.95

He further explains what ‘having no cast’ means in the present context, when he 
reports on the prejudices of Bengalis toward the Chakmas:

The magical power attributed by the Chakmas to their Deearees96 has by the 
silly Bengalese been extended to the whole tribe, and about Luckipour a mug 
is beheld with a mixture of abhorrence and fear, from his eating without the 
observances of cast, and from his supposed power in the black art. It is to such 
foolish prejudices, joined to the absurdity of national pride, that we are to attri-
bute much of the unfavorable character given by the people of Hindoostan to 
their eastern neighbours.97

In this context, we better understand not just the challenge that Murray’s project 
must have posed to his munshīs to gather information about the scriptural knowledge 
of the Magh but also their customs and rituals. When putting together this corpus, 
Murray’s munshīs crossed a barrier that was rarely crossed in the history of cultural 
encounters between Hindu–Muslim Bengal and Buddhist Arakan and Burma.

To such obstacles in the perception of the other at the local level, we may add 
the variety of the forms of Buddhisms practiced in this frontier region, which 

95  Emphasis mine. Buchanan, Francis Buchanan in Southeast Bengal, p. 28.
96  In the glossary compiled by the editor of the text, the term ‘Deearee’ is defined as ‘Chakma woman 

in contact with devtas’. Buchanan, Francis Buchanan in Southeast Bengal, p. xxix.
97  Buchanan, Francis Buchanan in Southeast Bengal, p. 112. Such cultural prejudices had, of course, 

very concrete consequences on social interactions in the region. Here is an example that Buchanan 
conveys in his survey: 

The Seekdar or Zemeendar’s Collector, is a Rakain. He says, that the cultivators being Bengalese, 
he has fallen into arrears, as they yield him no obedience; and that he would most willingly go 
along with me, as he daily expects to be taken up, and flogged by the Zemeendar. The Havildar 
says, that he is a very good man, but from want of cast cannot expect to meet with respect from the 
Bengalese. Ibid., p. 54.
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rendered the information gathered by Murray less relevant because they stemmed 
from unorthodox informants in comparison with the orthodox discourse of the 
newly established Burmese empire. Ironically, one of the reasons of this unortho-
doxy was precisely the presence of practices and beliefs that were shared with 
Bengali Hindus. The religion of the Buddhists of Arakan and Bengal was there-
fore too Hinduized to meet the expectations of the Burmese sangha, and it was 
undecipherable from the standpoint of Bengali Hinduism and Islam.

Beyond the prejudices of the past, Murray’s Persian texts provide a densely 
mediated access to the scriptural world of Arakanese Buddhism as it was transmit-
ted in Chittagong and first-hand accounts of the customs of Arakanese Buddhists. 
The present article sets the frame for the exploration of those texts and provides  
a first glimpse into the Persianate perception of a virtually extinct religious 
tradition.
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