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The remains of the Bharhut Stupa stand as one of the most important examples of early Indian art and Buddhist
heritage. Discovered in 1873 in the Satna district of Madhya Pradesh, the site was brought into scholarly
attention through the efforts of Alexander Cunningham, whose work provided a detailed account of its
sculptures and inscriptions. The Bharhut Stupa presents a rich combination of religious, cultural, and artistic
elements, reflecting the life, beliefs, and practices of ancient Indian society.

One of the most significant aspects visible in the Bharhut sculptures is the idea of water cosmology. In Indian
tradition, water is regarded as the origin of all life and a powerful natural element that sustains the universe.
This belief is deeply reflected in the iconography of Bharhut through various symbols such as lotus motifs,
Nāgas, sacred trees, and Pūrṇa Kumbha.

This paper examines how water cosmology is represented in the sculptural tradition of Bharhut and how it
connects with ecological awareness and sustainability. The carvings show that ancient Indian society had a
deep understanding of nature and maintained a balanced relationship with the environment. Thus, Bharhut is
not only an artistic and religious monument but also a representation of early ecological consciousness, which
remains relevant in the modern world.
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INTRODUCTION

Water has always been considered one of the most essential elements in Indian philosophy, religion, and
daily life. It is not only a natural resource but also a sacred element associated with creation, purity, and
continuity. In ancient Indian thought, water is seen as the beginning of all existence, forming the basis of
what is known as water cosmology.

The concept of water cosmology explains that the universe originated from water and that all living beings
depend on it for survival. This belief is reflected in various religious texts and traditions. The association of
water with divine forces is clearly seen in the representation of gods such as Brahma, Vishnu, and
Maheshwara, who are connected with the processes of creation, preservation, and destruction.

In ritual practices, water plays a very important role. Almost every religious ceremony begins with the
invocation of water through sacred mantras. The offering of water to rivers and deities shows the respect
given to this life-giving element. The invocation of sacred rivers such as Ganga, Yamuna, Godavari,
Saraswati, Narmada, Sindhu, and Kaveri reflects the belief that these rivers carry divine energy and possess
purifying power.

Water is also closely associated with purification rituals. The sprinkling of holy water cleanses both the
physical and spiritual environment. Bathing in sacred rivers during religious festivals is considered an act of
renewal and spiritual purification.

This importance of water is reflected in Indian art and architecture as well. Temples and monuments
include representations of river goddesses, aquatic creatures, and natural elements, showing the close
relationship between human life and nature.

The Bharhut Stupa, built during the Śuṅga period, is one such monument where these ideas are clearly
expressed. The sculptures at Bharhut depict various aspects of Buddhist life along with natural and
symbolic elements. Among these, water cosmology stands out as a central theme.

AIM AND OBJECTIVES OF THE PAPER

Aim
To examine the representation and significance of water in ancient Indian thought and art, with
special reference to the Bharhut Stupa.

Objectives
1. To study the artistic representation of water in Bharhut sculptures
2. To understand the concept of water cosmology in Indian tradition
3. To analyze the ecological significance of water symbolism
4. To explore the connection between religion and environmental awareness
5. To examine the historical importance of Bharhut as a cultural center

REFINEDMETHODOLOGY

Research Design
The study is descriptive and analytical, focusing on artistic and symbolic interpretations.
Data Collection

Data Collection
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Primary Sources: Field observations, museum study (Indian Museum collections), inscriptions,
sculptural analysis
Secondary Sources: Books, journal articles, ASI reports, and previous research works

Data Analysis
The data is analyzed through thematic interpretation, focusing on water-related symbols and their
meanings.

Scholars and their Contributions to Bharhut Stupa Studies :-

LITERATURE REVIEW

The study of Bharhut began with Alexander Cunningham, who first excavated and documented the
site. His work remains fundamental for understanding Bharhut’s sculptures and inscriptions.

James Fergusson studied its architectural features, while Vincent Smith contributed to historical
interpretations. John Marshall further expanded knowledge on Buddhist monuments.

Modern scholars such as Susan Huntington and Vidya Dehejia analyzed narrative and symbolic
elements. Recent research highlights Bharhut’s cultural, artistic, and ecological significance.

RESULTS AND FINDINGS

The study reveals that water cosmology is a dominant theme in Bharhut art. Key motifs include:
Lotus motifs symbolizing purity and creation
Nāgas representing water and rain
Pūrṇa Kumbha symbolizing abundance
Sacred trees showing life connection
Birds and animals indicating ecological balance
These elements show that water was central to life, religion, and environment.

DISCUSSION

In the Indian Museum, one of the most remarkable collections is the preserved remains of the
Bharhut Stupa, especially the eastern gateway or torana, which reflects the artistic excellence and
religious depth of early Indian civilization. The torana is large in structure, and its carvings are highly
detailed, presenting a continuous narrative of both religious and social life. These carvings mainly
illustrate different phases of the life of the Buddha along with scenes from the everyday life of the
people.

The sculptural panels show various stages such as the life before the birth of the Buddha, his
childhood, and the surrounding social conditions. Special attention is given to the three important
encounters of his life—old age, sickness, and death—which ultimately led him towards the path of
renunciation and enlightenment. These depictions are not only religious in nature but also show a
deep understanding of human life and its realities.

Along with these narrative scenes, the Bharhut sculptures also give importance to natural elements,
especially those connected with water cosmology. The presence of such elements reflects the
concept of the Pañcha Mahābhūta, where water is considered one of the most essential elements
for the existence of life. In several carvings, pots containing water elements are arranged in a
symbolic and artistic manner, indicating their importance in sustaining life and maintaining balance
in nature.
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The upper portions of the torana often include representations of the Śāla tree, which symbolizes
life, fertility, and ecological harmony. The connection between trees and water is clearly visible
here, as both are essential for the continuation of life. This shows that ancient Indian artists were
aware of the natural balance required for survival.

One of the most significant figures found on the pillars is the Śilābanjikā or Śālabhanjikā, a
beautifully carved celestial maiden. She is depicted holding the branch of a Śāla tree, standing in an
elegant posture. Around her, birds are shown in motion, and scenes of daily life activities are also
present. She is adorned with ornaments and has a calm yet slightly rigid expression, which reflects
both beauty and artistic discipline. This figure symbolizes fertility, prosperity, and the welcoming
nature of life supported by natural elements, especially water.

Below these structures, various figures of gods, goddesses, and human beings are depicted in
different artistic styles. These figures together create a complete visual representation of life where
the divine, human, and natural worlds are interconnected.

The railing of the Bharhut Stupa is particularly important for understanding the concept of water
cosmology. The decorative patterns on the railing are mainly plant-based, which reflect the ancient
belief that all life originated from water. According to this belief, the “Tree of Life” emerged from
the primordial waters, giving rise to gods, humans, and all living beings.

Water is believed to exist in every part of nature—in trees as sap, in the sky as clouds, in rivers and
oceans, and within the earth. This idea is clearly expressed through the carvings, where different
natural elements are shown as interconnected and dependent on water.

Sacred trees such as the Aśvattha (Peepal) and Nyagrodha (Banyan) are also represented in the
Bharhut sculptures. These trees are considered immortal and hold great religious importance in
Indian tradition. The association of Brahma with the lotus, which emerges from the navel of Vishnu,
further strengthens the idea of creation arising from water. In some representations, the lotus is
also shown emerging from the mouth of Makara, again emphasizing its connection with water.

The lotus motif is one of the most dominant features in the Bharhut railing. A large number of lotus
medallions are carved across pillars and crossbars. These include both full-blown lotus designs and
bust-bearing lotus medallions. The repetition of this motif highlights purity, spiritual growth, and
the process of creation. The lotus, though born in water, remains untouched by impurity,
symbolizing the ideal condition of life.

Another important symbol is the Pūrṇa Kumbha, or the full water pot, which represents abundance,
prosperity, and life-giving energy. In many carvings, this pot is shown as a decorated vessel from
which plants are emerging. Around it, birds such as parrots, pigeons, peacocks, and swans are
depicted, creating a lively and flourishing natural environment. This representation reflects the idea
of a “Garden of Abundance,” where water acts as the central sustaining force.

The depiction of animals and birds in Bharhut art also shows the close relationship between all
living beings and water. These elements are carefully arranged to show ecological balance and
harmony in nature.

A very important aspect of Bharhut iconography is the presence of Nāgas, which are closely
associated with water in Indian tradition. Nāgas are believed to live in rivers, lakes, and other water
bodies and are considered as controllers of rain and fertility. In many Jataka stories, the Buddha is
associated with Nāga forms in his previous births. In Bharhut sculptures, Nāgas appear in several
panels, sometimes interacting with the Buddha as divine beings.
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There are also traditional beliefs that Nāgas have the power to bring rain. In some legends, when
Nāgas leave a place, drought and famine occur, and when they return, rainfall and prosperity are
restored. This shows the early understanding of the importance of water for agriculture and human
survival.

It is also observed that snakes come out during the rainy season, which may have led ancient
people to associate them with water and rain. Over time, this belief became strongly rooted in
cultural traditions and was reflected in art and sculpture.

Thus, the depiction of Nāgas in Bharhut is not only symbolic but also represents the deep
connection between water, fertility, and life.

Another symbol seen in the medallions is the svastika, which is used mainly as an auspicious design.
It adds to the decorative beauty of the carvings while also carrying religious significance.

Overall, the Bharhut sculptures present a complete and interconnected picture of life. Religion,
nature, and human existence are all linked together, with water acting as the central element. The
artists of Bharhut were not only skilled in their craft but also had a deep understanding of nature
and its importance.

Their work reflects a balanced and harmonious view of life, where respect for nature and
conservation of resources were essential values. This makes Bharhut not only an important
historical monument but also a meaningful source of inspiration for understanding ecological
balance in the present time.

CONCLUSION

The Bharhut Stupa, as preserved today in the Indian Museum, stands as a powerful reflection of the
cultural, artistic, and ecological understanding of ancient Indian society. The sculptural remains
clearly show that water was not only considered a basic necessity of life but also a sacred and life-
giving force that connected the physical and spiritual worlds.

Through the detailed carvings of lotus medallions, Pūrṇa Kumbha, Nāgas, sacred trees, and various
natural elements, the idea of water cosmology is strongly expressed. These representations show
that ancient people had a deep respect for nature and understood the importance of maintaining
balance between human life and the environment. Water was seen as the origin of creation, the
source of prosperity, and the foundation of ecological harmony.

The presence of aquatic symbolism, plant motifs, and divine figures associated with water indicates
that conservation and sustainability were not separate ideas but were already embedded in
religious and cultural practices. The Bharhut artists successfully combined spirituality with
environmental awareness, creating a visual language that reflects both devotion and ecological
wisdom.

At the same time, these artistic expressions remind us of the importance of preserving natural
resources in the modern world. In an age where environmental imbalance and water scarcity are
becoming serious concerns, the teachings reflected in Bharhut gain even greater significance. The
ancient concept of living in harmony with nature, as seen through water cosmology, provides
valuable guidance for sustainable development.

Thus, Bharhut is not only an important historical and artistic monument but also a meaningful
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source of inspiration for understanding the relationship between humans and nature. It teaches us
that respect for water and natural elements is essential for the continuity of life and for maintaining
balance in the world.
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