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Natural disasters, warfare, poverty and lack of technical 

capacity have, apparently, limited the amount of archaeology 

that has taken place in Nepal. As a result, histories of the 

ancient and medieval period must rely, perhaps overly so, on 

inscriptions and Indian records. This is problematic in that it 

requires assuming that conditions in a remote polity on the 

margin of knowledge, as the Kathmandu Valley then seems to 

have been, are similar to those in more central polities and, 

therefore, technical terms mean the same in all places. As a 

result, this study of ancient Nepal is riddled with lacunae and 

assumptions which make it quite difficult for the non-

specialist really to gather a comprehensive and coherent 

picture of what is known. However, it is perhaps instructive to 

realize that, as is also the case with most of the Mekong 

region with which I am more commonly engaged, not 

everything can be known, at least at the present. 

The story begins with the Licchavis, which was an Indian 

dynasty that took power in the Kathmandu valley around 450 

CE and ruled for three centuries. It is common to observe that 

there are 123 different languages spoken in modern Nepal by 

more than that number of peoples but most of those people 

remain peripheral and their ancestors are scarcely mentioned 

in this book. Indeed, given that inscriptions and records are 

the primary sources of information the focus is on elite 



members of society. Much of the interpretation of history 

depends on analyzing the inscriptions and trying to determine 

their meaning, taking into account what is believed to be the 

case with contemporaneous India. An example of what this is 

like in practice is this: 

“According to records land grants to temples were 

made at the time of its construction or for the 

renovation and maintenance of temples. Whether the 

Nepalese temples had an elaborate administrative 

machinery like the early medieval south Indian 

temples is not known. But [that] devadasa and 

devadasis attached to it were enumerated by land is 

known (p.120).” 

What this history can tell us is the disposition of land, the 

importance of different temples and the sources of power. 

Corvée labour appears to have been widespread and justified 

by the religious-military complex, which conflates the top two 

ranks of the caste system. Separate caste categories and sub-

categories within Nepalese society, according to my 

understanding of the situation, have been incorporated into the 

wider Indian-centric system with loose or tight equivalencies 

in a similar way to the incorporation of local gods and animist 

spirits into the greater Hindu pantheon. Caste, class, ethnicity 

and gender have all become intricately interwoven into the 

intersectionality now very obviously prevalent and which 

makes suppression of the poor (and the Maoist rebellious 

response to it) overdetermined. 

Narayan’s summary of Nepalese society supports the notion 

that it was peripheral in nature: “Society seems to have been 

primarily rural and agrarian in character. Most of the 

inscriptions are addressed to the villagers along with either the 

royal functionaries, village chiefs, Kutumbins etc., informing 



them of the particular favour done by the donors who were 

sometimes the Kings, sometimes Brahmanas and also 

powerful intermediaries and samghas (p.18).” Populations 

were low and there were no sizeable towns. In such 

circumstances, it is easy to imagine energetic and resourceful 

men (actually also women willing to stand outside the law) 

bending all of the regulations and precedents to their own end 

as a means of gaining power and influence they did not 

inherit. It remains to be seen whether further work in this 

history will help to tell some of these as yet unknown stories. 

This book will help a little along the way. 

John Walsh, Shinawatra University 

 


