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STUDY OF EARLIEST BUDDHIST PERIOD SETTLEMENTS IN REGION 

OF TAXILA PAKISTAN 

YASMEEN ABID MAAN AND MARYAM JAMIL 

Abstract 

Pakistan inherits most sporadic civilizations as well as cultures spanning over a considerable 

length of historical eras. The city of Taxila predominantly became known to Europe after 

Alexander the Great invaded India; was located at the head of the Sind Sagar Doab between the 

Indus and Jhelum rivers; in the shadow of Murree Hills towards western plain. A vast series of 

Buddhist marvels of art and architecture were found here in a time period straddling between 1
st

to 5
th

 Century BC and were later on also enlisted in UNESCO World heritage Site. This study

focuses on earliest Buddhist settlement as a unique stand out culture among the 

contemporaneous cultures in the world. The most symbolic architectural specimens have been 

excavated in this valley. The present work presents archaeological investigation in this valley 

that has laid bare the remains of three settlements i.e. Bhir Mound, Sirkap and Sirsukh a host of 

stupas and monasteries at Jaulian and Mohra Moradu in terms of city planning, street layouts, 

sewage and drainage with use of rock cut masonry. 
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Introduction 

Pakistan owing to its large possession of ancient civilizations; Harappa as being an 

important constituent; prospered in the Indus valley  between third & second millennia BC is 

termed as unique and stands out amongst synchronous cultures of the world. With its decay, the 

localized culture continues to flourish with a new phenomenal revival, after the name of territory 

of Gandhara it developed in, took the best of northeast Pakistan about the middle of first 



280    PAKISTAN HERITAGE 12 (2020) 

millennium BC to 7
th

 century AD. In the past areas beginning from junction of the river Kabul

and the river Indus including Taxila had also been known as Charene.  

The most demonstrative architectural specimens have been excavated in this Taxila 

valley. The archaeological probe in this valley has laid bare the remains of three urban sites Bhir 

Mound, Sirkap and Sirsukh a host of stupas and monasteries at Jaulian, Mohra Moradu etc. The 

richness of Gandhara culture is evident from remains of cities and other sites that are 

predominantly religious nature.  

The city of Taxila more famously known to Europe after Alexander the Great invaded 

India, was located at the head of the Sind Sagar Doab between the Indus and Jehlum rivers and 

in the shadow of Murree Hills in the western plain at the junction of three ancient trade routes 

one is from Hindustan, the second was from Western Asia and the third from Kashmir and 

Central Asia. 

For a city like Taxila which was reckoned by ancient writers to be three days March from 

Indus is very much possible to come into existence. In second millennium, BC when Indo Aryan 

had time to settle there a new and advance state of society was emerged from the union and it 

may have been until after the Achaemenid conquest when Punjab was linked with great Persian 

Empire.

Apart from debt which Taxila owed to its position on these trade routes, the city enjoyed 

many advantages. Arrian speaks in time of it as a great booming city during period of Alexander: 

“The greatest of all cities between Indus and Jhelum”. The country was thickly populated and 

extremely fertile, as mountains here begin to subside with plains.  

To have an overall picture of Gandhara vestiges of Taxila it may be surmised on the 

scientific data that some of the most important excavated sites assigned to the three eras of 

extensive building activities as shown in table:  

ACHAEMENIAN ERA GREEK ERA KUSHAN ERA 

Bhir Mound Sirkap Sirsukh 

Jandial Jaulian 

Mohra Mound 
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Bhir Mound: The First Historic City of Taxila 

Bhir Mound, the earliest historic city of Taxila was destroyed and rebuilt thrice. 

Archaeological evidences show that it was continually occupied from the 6
th

 / 5
th

 century BC to 

the 2
nd

 Century BC.
 
The oldest stand on the small plateau, known locally as Bhir Mound, 

between railway junction and Tamra Nala above the bed of which it rises to a height between 60 

to 70 ft. from the north to south the mounds measure about 1200 yards and from east to west, at 

its widest point, about 730 yards. On its western and southern sides its edges have a fairly regular 

line but on the east and north they follow the bays and bluff above the Tamra Nala, and in some 

these bays, where the soil has been eroded, it is no longer possible to trace original defence 

mechanism of city.  

The walls were built of unbaked brick or mud, supplemented by timber, which has now 

decomposed. The layout of the city was haphazard, the streets a large portion is narrow and 

tortuous, and the house plans were irregular. According to the local tradition, Bhir Mound was 

one of the most ancient of all the sites at Taxila, and this tradition has been fully confirmed by 

excavations.  

Characteristics 

Changing character of Rubble masonry: The buildings located here were alleviated with rubble 

masonry. The topmost layer as observed was limestone compacted with kanjur. The walls in 

second layer were mostly constructed of kanjur and limestone but in some portions only 

limestone was also used. The walls depict a distinguishing finish characterized by mud plaster 

both internally and externally. 

Foundation: The foundations on site of Bhir Mound were in depth and sectional details reveal 

layers above one another; river pebbles used up to 2 – 3 ft.   

Plans & Illustrations: The layout of plan shows dwellings in form of blocks with divisions. 

However, overall planning does not follow a symmetrical order. Plans of buildings in different 

strata vary with distinguished shading techniques.  

Street layouts: The most important street is FIRST STREET, which runs approximately north 

and south. It is a fairly straight line with an average width of 22 ft other streets, Second, Third 

and Fourth vary in width 9 to 17 ft and follow winding courses. Squares were provided 

nevertheless no curves seen within.
 
 The main streets were not been provided with drainage and 

would require, therefore, to be well solidified, in order to carry off the heavy flow of water from 
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the side streets and lanes. At southwest corner of excavation revealed a rough but well-worn 

bench against corner of wall.  

On the other hand, the main streets which served large sections of the town, had to be 

kept as long as possible at uniform level, and it appears that this level was seldom interfered. The 

streets entertaining vehicular traffic were provided with wheel guards to protect corner of the 

houses from damage by passing cart or chariots. They consisted of rough stone pillars being 

about 5ft in height. The wheel guards were provided to protect corner of the houses from damage 

by passing cart or chariots. They consisted of rough stone pillars with about 5ft in height. 

Drainage and Sewerage: The main streets were more focused for provision of water channels as 

during rains the water level being higher.  In some lanes open surface drains were constructed 

the material of construction as being stone. Soak wells were constructed for the disposal of 

houses. 
 

Surface drains in the houses, like those in the streets and lanes, were provided not for 

sewerage but as gutters for carrying off rainwater from the open courtyard into streets. The 

default technique of construction was to use materials like limestone and kanjur. 

Traditional Houses: The large block consisted of around 50 – 60 rooms and different courts 

with dividing walls. The average ground area of this category of houses was about 3600 sq. ft. of 

which 700 sq. ft. was taken by open courts, leaving some 2900 sq. ft. for rooms. Lower rooms 

were for slaves. Two courts were provided one was used for family purpose such as private 

gathering and other type of rooms was accessible to guests as well.
 

House K: It comprised of two small courts and twenty-four small rooms on ground floor, with 

presumably a number of rooms on the first floor. The principal court was one to the east with 

chambers on three sides of it and verandas seemingly along its north and south sides. While the 

range of chambers on the east frontage served as living rooms belonging to the house. Access to 

the rooms was gained from chambers light and air was provided to every room in the house. In 

court two circular soak wells for disposal of waste were constructed. The stairs leading to the 

upper storey were made of wood. Two small earthen ware store jars were also constructed.  

House H: It comprised of two courts on the north side of house, which were entered from lane 2 

and   was a row of chambers was also found in this house, which probably served as shops, 

facing on front streets. In the middle of room there were remains of circular pillars, and in 
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western courts are fragments of some later walls, added apparently in order to screen the North 

West part of the court, where there is a soak well and perhaps to convert it into bathroom.
  

Water Supply: It should be noted that there were no wells within the city from which water could 

be drawn. Whatever water was used by the house holders was not sufficient in quantity to meet 

the requirements; and therefore had to draw from the Tamra Nala outside the city or from wells 

in low lying suburbs. In present times, the water level is 90ft or more below the surface of Bhir 

mound, and in those early days no wells were made deep enough to reach the mentioned level. 

However the depth of wells was sufficiently adaptive to 30 ft depth at the sites of outskirts of the 

city near banks of Tamara Nala, they would not have had to sink their wells more than 30 ft. This 

complete absence of wells, both private and public, within city walls, is in marked contrast with 

the abundance of them. 

Pillared Hall: The dimensions of pillared hall measures 59 x 24 ft with three square piers down 

its middle. Its major axis lies in north and south and on the axis three piers range in line at 

intervals of 11 ft. with middle one standing in the hall. The walls of building are of usually 

rubber masonry largely compacted with shale, stand at the height of 6 ft they are not pierced by 

any openings. The slabs of limestone square in shape belonging to the two outside piers shows 

signs of having been calcined and split by fire, on the central one there are no such signs.
 
 

Pavements: Patches of cobble stone pavements were brought to light together with a deep 

surface drain which runs parallel to the chamber wall on the south of court and then turns to 

south to discharge. The bottom and sides of drain are lined with large thin slabs. On north is a 

fragmentary pavement of slate laid on bed of chunam plaster.
  

Sirkap: The Second Historic City 

The Sirkap city built by Bactrian Greeks in the opening years of the second century BC 

occupies extreme western spurs of the Hathial ridge together the small well-defined plateau on 

their northern sides is included in the northern suburbs called Kaccha Kot form the fact that it 

was defended by Tamra Nala. The city walls were nearly 3 ½ miles and again as long of older 

cities built of solid coursed stone instead of mud brick.  

The planning of city shows candid solid principles; as the Greeks had been on the look 

out to choose a site that would fulfil the basic requirements. The defence wall runs all around the 

city. It is built with rubber coarse facing and varies in 4.5 to 6.5 m. it is irregular in plan on the 

western side towards edge of the plateau while runs straight on northern and eastern sides. On 
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the southern side it follows the contour of hill. There are regular bastions built at regular interval 

along its base. Sir John Marshall thinks, “Hollow and loop holed above the solid basement. The 

curtain wall between the bastions will be looped hole above and furnished with a berm on the 

inside foe use of defenders”. A 7.6 m berm was also provided on outer side of the northern wall 

to reinforce its solidity.
  

There are reasons to believe that city has four gates one on each side. The gateway is 

positioned at main street, a little towards east of it, probably to check any onslaught of invaders 

or to reduce the force of rainwater gushing from the main street before it would enter the wide 

culvert beneath the gate.
  

The plan of city is clearly distinguishable. The main streets run north south throughout 

the city. Most of the buildings were plastered and whitewashed or colour washed. On both sides 

of the streets were shops, though not running continuously. The main streets were joined on 

regular intervals by narrow lanes from both sides. The religious buildings, temples and shrines 

are located on prime road. At south a royal palace was located that stayed overlooked from prime 

streets.  

A complex of buildings was exposed on high grounds on southernmost side of lower city. 

This group of buildings named as Mahal by the excavators truly signifies the royal residence 

with spacious open courts and large rooms. The minor finds this complex together with the 

masonry type would place in first century AD, contemporary with the royal palace in the city. 

Sirsukh: The Third Historic  

Sirsukh is situated to the northeast of the Lundi stream a few kilometres from Sirkap. It 

dates back to early Kushan period with its layout following central Asian pattern of the time. It is 

built on a parallelogram with a perimeter of a little less than 5 kilometres. It is also defended by a 

fortification wall built in diaper masonry. Sirsukh is situated still further to the north east on the 

further side of the Lundi Nala. Like Sirkap it possessed a suburb on its western side, which is 

protected by a line of earthworks now called Tredi Ghar. Inside the city are three modern 

villages Mirpur, Tofkian and Pind Gakhra built on remains of ancient ruins which can still be 

peeping out from under the houses.
 
 

Characteristics 

Layout: City is planned as irregular rectangle, 1500 yards almost from North South and 1100 

from east west. On the south west a considerable area outside a city wall is enclosed in a blend of 
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Lundi Nala and the natural protection to this suburb where the stream  was further augmented by 

a crescent shaped line of mounds now called Tredi Ghar, which stood in much the same relation 

to Sirsukh as line of Kaccha Kot mound to Sirkap, the suburbs those roughly defended being 

probably intended in both cases for temporary use of caravans , cattle’s etc. which could enter 

the city, rather than for permanent habitation, though it may also have been occupied by low 

caste people etc.
 
 

City Walls: On the south and east side of the city the mounds where the ruins of ancient ramparts 

still rise clear to view above surrounding fields but the only difficulty with site is  their alignment 

that had to be traced. Of the fortification on the east a short length was excavated near the 

southeast corner of the city, where the height of the mounds lead to buried remains being better 

preserved than in other parts of site.  

A heavy roll plinth which was added after the wall itself had been completed in order at 

once to strengthen its foundations and prevent undermining. Along the outer curtain of wall and 

separated from each other by intervals of about 90 ft are semi-circular basins, access to the 

interior of which are placed immediately above the plinth referred to at a height of rather less 

than 5 ft above the old floor level. In the bastions these loopholes are splayed slightly towards 

the outside and are closed on the outer face of the wall with triangular tops which give them a 

slightly singularly western appearance. Beneath them bastions in the horizontal chase is the wall 

filled with earth, which makes where timber was let into masonry. Still lower down on a level 

with old floor and opposite the entrance a small aperture of 1 ft 8 inch high and 7 inch wide 

served the purpose of drain. The floor of the bastions is made of lime concrete.   

Foundations: The foundations of walls are limestone rubble resembling that commonly found in 

the early buildings in Sirkap, but above the ground level the walls are faced with strong Semi 

ashlar masonry which first came into fashion in the second Century AD and of which numberless 

examples can be seen among the Buddhist remains at Taxila dating from second to fifth century. 

The wall stretching across the north side of the court appears to be foundation at raised plinth, 

which probably supported a pillared veranda and the smaller chamber enclosed in heavy walls at 

south west corner of the same court may be surmised to have served as a strong room.
 
 

Stupas & Monastery 

  Buddhist monuments are  perpetuated as that: “A spot not too far from the town and not 

too near suitable for going and coming, easily accessible to all people, by day not too crowded, at 
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night not exposed to noise and alarm, clean of smell of people, secluded for men, well fitted for 

retired life”.
 
This was at least inevitable so long as the brethren lived in ordinary dwellings 

houses open to public gaze and accessible to every chance corner. Later on, self-contained, and 

strongly walled monasteries came into fashion. It might have been possible if such monasteries 

were located in the heart of great city for its inmates to enjoy real measure of peace and seclusion 

within the protection of its massive walls. Of monasteries on other hand located outside the city 

walls there were literally score upon scores.  A suitable site for monasteries meant walking 

distance from city and either sheltered from sun or cool breeze.  

Dharmarajika (Stupa & Monastery) 

The researches prove that there are remains of the Gandhara period in this valley and  are 

numerous evidences  towards the southern half of the valley the most conspicuous among them 

being the Dharmarajika or Chirtope stupa and monastery. It is by far the most outstanding 

religious complex of buildings which is said to have been founded by Asoka to house relic of 

Buddha.
 
This site is situated only a couple of kilometres east of First City Site of Bhir Mound 

and just by the side of Tamra Nullah, or the natural water course. 
 

Most of the scholars agreed that Dharmarajika goes to denote “Stupa erected over the 

body relic of Buddha who was the true Dharmaraja or the king of religion”. It may however also 

be inferred that it derived its name from the common fact that all the stupas containing a body 

relic of the Buddha were built by the raja King Asoka and thus become Dharma – Raja Jika. The 

older name assigned to Stupa i-e Chirtope, simple owes its origin to modern time and points to 

the split made by treasure hunters through the dome of stupa.
  

Main Stupa is in circular plan is raised terrace that was ascended by four flights of steps, 

each of them located at places of some importance. The said terrace and the open passage along 

the foot of the Stupa must have served as the customary procession path was composed of lime 

& plaster while part of it was adorned in a curious fashion with shell bangles included in the 

plaster and arranged in various geometrical designs. Over this floor a layer of debris and another 

floor with many pieces of glass tiles was encountered. It would go to suggest that despite a 

number of these layers must have been removed to be used elsewhere. 
 

An interesting thing in the shape of lower part of pillar was found on the left on the steps 

on the eastern side of stupa. It could have well developed supported lion capital. The core of the 

main stupa is constructed in rough rubble masonry. To provide strength to such huge mass, 
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radiating irregularly from center have been built. As these walls have not been constructed right 

from the level of foundation of stupa these have been taken to later period, in all probability to 

region of Kanishka when reconstruction of running scared buildings carried out. During late 

fourth & fifth century the base of the drum above the berm was adorned with ornamental 

stonework.
 
 

The main stupa is surrounded by a circle of smaller votive stupas built in different days of 

later period. These stupas formed a perfect ring outside the main stupa. The next stage of 

buildings after the great disaster of earthquake that jolt down the structure is marked by the 

construction of gateways facing steps at four cardinal points and another circle of chapels. On the 

eastern side slightly placed towards north are the remains of another large main stupas built on 

square plinth dividing into three diminishing terraces on the topmost of which once rested the 

usual drum and dome. The edifice was renovated several times.
 

In addition to the early monastic quarters found along Dharmarajika consisted of three 

rings of cells on west and north of the great edifice. All these were built of rubble masonry and 

in later Saka period repaired in diaper after the disastrous calamity. In the northern part of its 

site the principal group of monasteries quarters was located. It belonged to four different 

periods ranging from first to sixth or seventh century, however a large court of cells on far 

northern side was constructed during second and third century to provide additional 

accommodation for the monks.
 
 This was the first time that a well-planned almost square court 

of cells was erected at this site. On the northern side of court abutting against back of its wall 

was a massive structure built in semi ashlar masonry.  

Conclusion 

The Buddhist architectural heritage in this region has been a progressive development for 

the propagation of early culture and settlements that served as an annexure . The built heritage 

remains to highlight the advancement in terms of socio, cultural, and architectural intelligence of 

Buddhist civilization; and is the evidence of glory of their religion in that era. Being   the ancient 

prime trade location it tremendously imparted influence on merchants travelling through this 

route. The built heritage, street patterns, city layout planning and development of drainage are 

the remarkable achievement of that era.  
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The paper documented helps further about the study for ancient city planning and 

development with ritual spaces. This data will act as a prime record for conducting analytic and 

comparative studies for modern and ancient city development concepts.  

 

References:  

Allchin, F. (1995). The Archaeology of Early Historic South Asia-The Emergence of Cities and 

States. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

Barnes, G.L. (1995). An introduction to Buddhist archaeology. World Archaeology, Vol. 27, No. 

2, Buddhist Archaeology. pp. 165-182. 

Foucher, A. (1917) The Beginning of Buddhist Art. Paris: Paul Geuthner. 

Hawkes, J. and Shimada, A. (Ed). (2009) Approaches to the Study of Buddhist Stupas: An 

Introduction. In Buddhist Stupas in South Asia (Recent Archaeological, Art historical and 

Historical Perspectives. Oxford University Press. New Delhi. Indian Archaeological 

Review (IAR) : (1953-2000) IAR 1958-59; IAR 1988-89. 

Marshall, Sir John (1945) Taxila An Illustrated Account Of Archaeological Excavations, 

Volume I , Karachi, Royal Book Company 

Nadiem,H . Ihsan (2008) Buddhist Gandhara History Art & Architecture, Lahore, Sanng-e-Meel 

Publications 

Rawat, Y.S. (2011) Recently Found Ancient Monastery and other Buddhist Remains at 

Vadnagar and Taranga in North Gujarat, India. Bujang Valley and Early Civilizations in 

South East Asia. Chapter 11, (Ed) Stephen Chia and Barbara Andaya. Department of 

National heritage, Ministry of Information, Communications and Culture, Malaysia. 

Rosenfield, J. (1965) The Arts of Buddhist India in the Boston Museum. Bulletin of Museum of 

Fine Arts, Vol.63, No.333 (1965).pp.130-167. 

Needham, Joseph  (2004). Within the  Four Seas: The  Dialogue  of East  and West. Routledge. 

ISBN 0-415-36166-4. 

Taxilla Ancient City Of Pakistan (16 May 2017) Encyclopedia Britannica Retrieved  

Sharma, R.C. (2004) Mathura and Gandhara: The Two Great Styles. (Ed) R.C.Sharma and 

P.Ghosal. Buddhism and Gandhara Art. New Delhi. Aryan Books International.  

 

  



STUDY OF EARLIEST BUDDHIST PERIOD SETTLEMENTS IN REGION OF TAXILA PAKISTAN 

 

289 

 

  

Figure 1. Sirkap Excavation 

Figure 2. Bhir Mound Excavation 
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Figure 3. Sirkap City 

Figure 4. Dhramajika Site 


