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Answering the call from Bujang Valley
A Speech by Dato Ir. Ang Choo Hong, President of Buddhist Research Society Malaysia,
at the opening ceremony of the 4™ International Conference on Malaysian Buddhism, held at
Bodhi Park, Shah Alam, Malaysia, on 8-11-2015

A Call to preserve Bujang Valley

The Bujang Valley in the northern part of the Malay Peninsula is perhaps the oldest civilization thus
far discovered in South East Asia. The Bujang Valley was generally accepted to be in existence
since the 1* century AD (according to the LaingSuZfiwritten in 6™ AD, the Langkasuka kingdom
located in old Kedah, where Bujang Valley lies,
already existed for 400 years). This places itself to be older than Angkot Wat in Camdodia (12 AD),
Borobudur in Indonesia (8" AD), Ayuthaya in Thailand (14™ AD), Myson in Vietnam (5™ AD) and
Bagan in Myanmar (3™ AD).  Yet, while the other ancient ruins are UNESCO recognized world
cultural heritage sites, Bujang Valley remains a relatively unknown site in the preservation of world
cultural heritage.

In fact, Bujang Valley become better known only in recent times, and for the wrong reason. It hit
the headlines last year when housing developer was bulldozing away an ancient temple of more than
one thousand years old. Material development was allowed to take precedence over the
preservation of ancient historical sites. This is not new. In 1995, a 1200 year old shrine located on
top of Gunong Jerai, in an area controlled by Telekom Malaysia, was also demolished.

It s a pity than policy makers in our country failed to appreciate the importance of preserving and
conserving the rich cultural heritage that we are endowed with. This may be due to their skewed
perception of history, and their unwillingness to acknowledge certain aspects of their historical past.
This is of course unfortunate for history connects us with the past, and knowing the past can only
enhance our present vision and world view, not otherwise.  In fact, by understanding our history
better, we can look forward to the future with greater confidence and courage.

We hereby called upon the state government of Kedah to do the necessary to preserve these important
artifacts of Old Kedah. Please do not demolise our own history

The Great significance of Bujang Valley - Rewriting the history of Buddhism in Asia.

Despite being lesser known and lesser studied than other ancient civilizations in South East Asia, the
great significance of Bujang Valley in world history as well as the history of Malaya cannot be
under estimated. In fact, our study and understanding of Bujang Valley may compel us to re write
the history of how Buddhism spread across Asia.

Our conventional understanding is that Buddhism spread across Asia from India, through central Asia
into China, then onto Korea and Japan. We forgot or ignored the possibility of Buddhism spreading
across Asia through the maritime routes.  This is strange considering the fact that maritime routes
were the more convenient trade routes since boats carry much more loads than horses or camels, and
much faster (ships built during the time of Roman empire could carry up to 400 tons).
Furthermore, ancient cities and settlements were also almost invariably located in areas accessible by
sea or river transport. A study by Prof. Lewis Lancaster showed that much more ruins were
discovered in coastal areas than in inland areas. According to him, there were several maritime
routes linking India to China at the beginning of the Christian era (and from India to Europe via the
Red Sea), and he postulated that Buddhism might had reached the coastal cities of ancient China via
these maritime routes at about the same time when Buddhism spread through the land silk road.

Along the maritime routes from India to China, many ancient cities were discovered. The several
UNESCO World heritage sites mentioned above were all cities accessible by water. Some of them,
such as the Angkor Wat, were the biggest city in the world then. Could the Bujang Valley be
another testimony of how Buddhism spread across Asia through the maritime routes? Was the Bujang
Valley, one of the biggest cities in the world then? If more research and studies are done on
Bujang Valley, and more discoveries made, we may have answers to the above questions.
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The Great significance of Bujang Valley - Pushing the history of Malaya back by 700 years.
Another great significance of the Bujang Valley is that with its discovery, the history of Malaya may
be pushed back by 700 years. The common perception that the history of Malaya begin with the
founding of the Melaka kingdom around 1400 is now proven erroneous. According to record in the
45 LiangSu, in 515 AD, the king of Langkasuka, Bhagadatta (Langkasuka covered Bujang
Valley) sent an envoy to Nanjing to establish diplomatic tie with emperor Liang WuTi. Another
version has it that around 630AD, a defeated Persian king by the name of Maharaja Derbar Raja
landed in Kuala Kedah and established the kingdom of Langkasuka there. =~ By the time of arrival of
I-Ching in old Kedah (present day Bujang Valley) in 671AD , Bujang Valley has reached its zenith. It
was by then a flourishing commercial centre with large population of traders and pilgrims. From
I-Ching’s description, we can understand that a lot of Chinese traders of the 5® and 6 AD arrived in
Lankasuka on the eastern part of peninsula Malaya, crossed over the land, then took another boat from
Kedah to India. He recorded at least 60 monks landed in the east coast of peninsula Malaya (what
could be today’s Patani area), crossed over by land to Kedah, and then by boat again to India. These
monks in the first place travelled in merchant boats from southern China.

[-Ching himself preached the Dhamma in Bujang Valley for four months, presumably to the Chinese
traders.  He not only kept some Suttas in Kedah but also together with his monk assistant Zhen Gu
b1 did translation work in Kedah.

Hence we can understand that by the 7™ century Bujang Valley was a thriving city with a lot of traders
and pilgrims from east and west. If we take the 7™ century AD as the beginning of a sizable
civilization in Bujang Valley, it is still 700 years older than the establishment of the Melaka kingdom
in 15" century.

Were the Natives of Bujang Valley Hindu- Buddhists?

The Bujang Valley was a Hindu-Buddhist polity. This is accepted without debate. However, the
questions of whether the natives were Hindu-Buddhists or to what extent did they accept the religion
were still being debated.

H. G. Quaritch-Wales and Nik Hassan Shuhaimi are inclined to the idea of actual conversion to
Buddhism by the natives. The Kedah state public library (www.mykedah2.com) also stated that
“until then the Malays were either Hindus or Buddhists and only converted to Islam in 1474 in the
footstep of their king”. Lamb and Hergoaulc’h are less committed. They vaguely mentioned
about the presence of Buddhist communities which either consist of foreign traders or locals culturally
influenced by the foreign traders. On the other hand, Nasha Rodziadi Khaw and Nazarudin Zainun,
two distinguished researchers present in our conference here today, argued that the ancient
Buddhist communities in the Bujang Valley probably consist of foreign settlers who were either
traders or pilgrims who lived side by side with the natives who retained their old believes.

I am, however, inclined to believe that the natives were Buddhists, or at the lease, culturally
influenced by the Buddhists and hence somewhat Buddhists. 1 offered two arguments for this.
Firstly, Bujang Valley was an entreport where traders from East and West met and traded. Initially
there may not be many natives there but as the settlement prospered, more natives were bound to be
drawn there. These natives living together with the foreign traders were unlikely to be insulated
from the cultural practices, inclusive religion, of the traders, particularly the traders from India.
South East Asia went through a period of Indianization and such a process is unlikely to happen
without natives’ participation. The natives had in fact assimilated the language, customs and
traditions which are evident even today, and there was no reason to suppose that religion was the
exception.  Furthermore, one must bear in mind that the traders did not bring their wives along, a
lot of them married native women, thus their offspring are partly natives. These partly-natives
married natives again and their offspring are almost totally natives but practicing the culture, inclusive
religion, of their foreign grandfathers.
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Secondly, as we gleaned through the other ancient cities in South East Asia, we found all of them to
be well participated by native population, and ruled by native kings, and followed Buddhist or Hindu
beliefs. Buyang Valley should be of no exception. (Albeit at times the kings could be of Indian or
Chinese origin, for example the King of Palembang who sponsored I-Ching’s trip to Bujang Valley
(or old Kedah) was said to be a Chinese, and Parameswara was said to be an Indian or a Indian/Malay
descendant).  If the Bujang Valley was indeed an ancient city, which could well be, judging from
the vastness of the area it covered (about 224km2) and the jetty remains, iron smelting sites and clay
brick monuments dating back to 110AD, it could not just be a city of foreign traders. There is a
strong probability that a large population of natives were living there as well, and equally likely that
they were following the religion of the Indian traders, like what happened in other cities.

The Call from Bujang Valley

The ruins that we see at the Bujang Valley today remind us of the rise and fall of an ancient
civilization. Why Bujang Valley rose as a port, and later an entreport, and why it eventually
declined and only ruins are left to be seen today?

Researcher generally agreed that the rise of Bujang Valley was attributed to its ideal location. It is
the entry point to the Straits of Malaka and the nearby Gunong Jerai provided the direction for traders
to sail there. It is located mid way between the maritime trade route of China and India hence
providing an ideal location for exchange of goods, particularly among Arab and Indian traders from
the west, and Chinese traders from the east. The Bujang Valley was also an ideal place for traders to
wait for the monsoon to subside before proceeding on their sea journey.

This ideal location of Bujang Valley provided the physical space for traders from East and West to
meet and trade. It is believed that the local natives also part took in the trade and assimilated some
of the cultural practices of the foreign traders. The peaceful and harmonious coexistence of people
of different parts of the world led to the prosperity of Bujang Valley.

History has shown that many civilizations perished because of invasion. However, in the case of
Bujang Valley, it was believed that the decline of Bujang Valley was also because of geographical
reason.  According to Lamb, the Bujang and Merbok rivers had become shallow and moved much
further inland, forcing traders to look for areas further south. The force of nature could be so
insurmountable that a civilization had to give way.

Bujang Valley enabled us to see the rise and fall of a civilization. It also left with us a lot of
unresolved questions. The ruins that we see in Bujang Valley to today is a call to us to discover
more about Bujang Valley, to seek answers those unresolved questions and to preserve and conserve
the cultural heritage of humanity for posterity.
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Early Arrival of Buddhist Traders in Old Kedah:
Historical and Archaeological Evidences

NashaRodziadiKhaw
NazarudinZainun
rnasha@hotmail.com

Abstract

Bujang Valley is an area which covers from the Muda river in the South to the Jerai peak in the North.
Since the 2" Century C.E., the area has been the seat of an ancient port-polity, presently known as the
Old Kedah. The presence of this kingdom is recorded in various Indian, Arab and Chinese sources
dated between the 2™ to 9" Century C.E. The importance of Old Kedah as an ancient entrepdt is
evident from the historical records as well as numerous archaeological discoveries unearthed from the
area. The most significant findings are monuments, sculptures, inscriptions, ceramics and beads. Most
of these materials were brought in by the ancient traders coming from the Middle east, Indian
subcontinent and the far east. Among the most significant discoveries in Bujang Valley are the
numerous Stupas, Buddhist sculptures and inscriptions containing Buddhist texts, which proves the
presence of ancient Buddhist travellers or pilgrims. This paper attempts to discuss the history of the
arrival of Buddhist traders in Old Kedah and their relation with the political and economical
environment of the region.

Introduction

Old Kedah is an ancient city state situated in the Bujang Valley which covers an area between
the valleys of Muda river in the South to the Merbokriver in the North. This ancient coastal settlement
served as a port, and in later period an entrepdt between the 2™ Century B.C to the 14" Century A.D.
Strategically located at the entrance of the Straits of Malacca with a suitable geomorphological setup
for a natural harbour, Old Kedah was continuously visited by foreign traders as well as pilgrims
mostly coming from China, the Indian Subcontinent as well as the Middle East. Due to the economic
importance, Old Kedah continuously existed as a part of a more dominant empire such as Funan,
Srivijaya, Suvarnabhumi, Majapahitdan Malacca. Aside from the Arabic, Indian and Chinese
historical records, the history of Old Kedah is interpreted according to the vast discoveries unearthed
from various archaeological complexes in the Bujang Valley such as Kampung Sungai Mas,
KampungPengkalanBujang, KampungSireh, KampungSimpor Tambang and the recently discovered
Sungai Batu. Among the findings include monuments, sculptures, inscriptions, ceramics, beads and
metal objects. These cultural materials give important insights into the political, economical and
cultural landscape of the area. One of the most important aspect in the history of Old Kedah is the
religion. A number of historical records and artefacts discovered in the Bujang Valley hints the
presence of Buddhists in the area between the 6™ to 13™ Century C.E. However, the questions on
when and how Buddhism arrived, to what extend was it accepted by the natives and until when did the
faith remained in the area are still being debated.

This paper attempts to revisit these issues.

Previous Researches on Buddhist Period in Old Kedah

Interpretation of artefacts which are related Buddhism and their impacts to the history of Old
Kedah was madeby a number of prominent scholars such as H. G. Quaritch Wales, Alastair Lamb,
Nik Hassan Shuhaimi and Jacq-Hergoualc’h. Each of them have proposed their own hypothesis
regarding the position of Buddhism in the chronology of Old Kedah.

According to Wales (1940), Mahayana Buddhism developed in Old Kedah between the 4™ to
the 6™ Century C.E. based on the various sculptures and monuments discovered in the Bujang Valley.
Buddhism in Old Kedah was again reinforced in the 8" to 10™ Century C.E. when the city stated
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became part of the Srivijayan Empire and the cultural influence of the Mahayanist Pala kingdom
spread to this area during this period. He also mentioned that the ancient society in Old Kedah was
fully Indianized, and Indian culture was the dominant in the area due to the constant arrival of the
Indians over a long period of time. This caused the local culture to be eroded. They were among the
earliest recipients of Buddhist influence as well as the Amaravati, Gupta and Post-Gupta art coming
from Southern India which is potrayed in the material evidences in the area (Wales 1976: 70-71).
However, the interpretation by Wales was proven to be problematic, and was revisited by Alastair
Lamb.

According to Lamb (1959; 1961; 1962; 1980;), the Buddhist period in Old Kedah was
between the 4™ to the 7™ Century C.E. This phase involved the early trade relation between the local
populace with Buddhist traders from the Indian Subcontinent. He defined this phase according to few
Buddhist inscriptions discovered by James Low and Wales which include Bukit Meriam,
Mahanavika, Bukit Choras and CherokTokkun inscriptions which contain Buddhist mantras shlokas
and credos.Although Lamb mentioned that these discoveries show the presence of small Buddhist
communities along the coastal area of Bujang Valley during this period, he did not answer the
question of whether the communities were local or foreign traders. During the Srivijayan period
which Old Kedah became part of the empire, Mahayana Buddhism was said to flourished until the 9
Century C.E. But again, he did not specify whether the Mahayanist faith were practiced by the locals
or the foreign traders.

Nik Hassan Shuhaimi(1982; 1986; 1984; 1993) on the other hand clearly placed the Buddhist
period between the 5™ to the 10" Century C.E., which took place in the Kampung Sungai Mas site.
The phase is defined based on the discoveries of several Buddhist inscriptions, sculptures and
monuments in the area. According to him, the natives of Old Kedah established trade relation with the
Indians.Due to the continuous relation, Mahayana Buddhism was widely accepted. Among the
artefacts which are said to support this notion include site 16A Buddha sculpture, Buddha Head of
Kampung Sungai Mas, Hariti terracotta sculpture of Kampung Sungai Mas, and ruins of some
Buddhist sites. However, after the 10™ Century, Nik Hassan Shuhaimi hypothesized that Hinduism
started to gain popularity, and the centre for Old Kedah shifted to KampungPengkalanBujang. Parallel
with the interpretation of Nik Hassan Shuhaimi, Jacq-Hergoualc’h (1992; 2002) also mentioned that
between the 4™ to the 10™ Century C.E., Buddhism gradually gained foothold in Old Kedah through
trade contacts with the Indians. However, he placed more emphasized on the arrival of Buddhist
traders rather than actual conversion of the locals into the religion.

Although the same historical and archaeological data were used for the analysis by these
scholar, they appear to have had different point of views about the arrival and expansion of Buddhism
in the area. This is due to the lack of conclusive evidence regarding Buddhism which still leaves a
room for interpretations.

Historical and Archaeological Evidences

The historical records regarding Old Kedah are mostly retrieved from a gothr Indian literary
sources as well as Arab travel accounts. The Indian sources arePattinappalai (2™ Century B.C),
Sillappadikaram (2™-3" Century C.E.), Parungkathai (10® Century C.E.), Kathasaritsagara (811"
Century C.E.), Kaumudimahotsava (8" Century C.E.), Larger Leiden Plate (985-1014 C.E.), Smaller
Leiden Plate (1068 C.E.) andTanjoreinscription (1025 C.E.). As for the Arab sources, they include
Akhbaras-sinwa’l-hind (850 C.E.), IbnuKhurdadhbih (850 C.E.), Ya’qtib1 (897 C.E.) and many more.
Other sources include the Old Javanese Nagarakritagama, HikayatMerongMahawangsa and Al
TarikhSalasilahNegeri Kedah. However, the only written source which mentioned anything about
Buddhism in Old Kedah is by I-Tsing (671 C.E.). Old Kedah which was mentioned as Chieh-Cha was
the stopping place for him en route to Nalanda. Although the historical sources regarding Buddhism
in Old Kedah is extremely scarce, the same could not be said for the archaeological evidences. A
relatively good number of Buddhist sculptures, inscriptions as well as monuments were discovered in
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