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Overview of Samyak Mahadan

Festival in

Kathmandu Valley

Samyak mahadan festival is perhaps
the most prestigious event of Newar Buddhism
of Newar community. For this reason, this
festival can be a very good opportunity to know
about Newar Buddhism for any outsider.
Besides, this festival comprises some very
unique features which make this event still
more popular. The first and foremost is the big
idols of Dipankara Buddha. The magnificent
and impressive golden faces of their highly
revered deity Dipankara Buddha is the
attraction of this festival. Moreover, a chance
to get involved in dana (offering) to such a
parade of Buddha idols is a matter of joy and
contentment to any devotee. This festival also
provides a great occasion to understand the
Newar Buddhism, Newari culture and Newari
metal craftwork.

Almsgiving is common in Buddhist
practice. It is an exercise of dana paramita. In
fact, alms giving practice has been associated
from the time of Dipankara Buddha, who is
considered the first Buddha, Samyak Mahadan
festival is also alms giving event of wider
participation as well as of a high order in
Newar society.

We have heard that such festivals were
held at the time of Kirati King Jitedasti (time of
Gautama Buddha) as well as at the time of
Lichhavi King Vrishdev (4" Century). Speaking
of historical evidence, we have stone
inscription from the time of united reign of
Thakuri rulers Bhoja Dev, Rudra Dev and

Chandra Bahadur Shakya

Laxmi Kamadev (135 NS or 1015 AD) written
about Samyak feast on the occasion of
construction of Lhan-vihara as well as writing
of Pragyaparamita book. Several other
inscriptions are availaple that documented the
holding of such festivals at different times
during later time. But, we do not know if those
events resembled what we see today.

The current tradition of Samyak
Mahadana festival must have been articulated
at the time of Malla Kings. In fact, it could have
been possible only for the rulers to summon
those installed and highly worshipped deities
to come to a procession to collect almsgiving.
The rulers and the Buddhist sanghas must have
put lots of effort in conceptualizing this event.
One can see the roles of the ruler, priests, and
devotees of different castes which were
precisely defined as per prevailing social
hierarchy in order to celebrate such a mass
event of offering. Even the hierarchy of deities
for parading is specified. There exists a definite
criterion for making images of Dipankara
Buddha by baha or individuals.

Some foreign writers have commented
that tradition of Samyak assembles a
microcosm of Newar civilization from ruler
to peasant labors, artisans to priests, each with
a defined role. It would be indeed possible to
look into the Buddhist history, its principal
communities, and the local sense of religious
geography by examining the structure and
components of the Samyak festival.
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In a way, the custom of Samyak festival
must have encouraged bahas to make images
of Dipankara Buddha. In fact, it rendered an
important occasion for patrons and devotees
to contribute their wealth for garnering their
merit (punya) while enhancing their prestige
among the peers through the display of good
looking big gilded image of Dipankara Buddha
of their respective bahas.

It is also evident that at those times,
persons who possessed or acquired much
wealth aspired to organize a Samyak event for
the same reason. As many Newar community
members had collected much wealth through
the business in Lhasa, most of patrons who had
made big idols of Dipankara Buddha and who
organized Samyak events happened to be from
this group.

History is not clear about when and
where the present form of Samyak celebration
exactly originated. However, we have recorded
history of 1381AD (502NS), a person named
Madan Ram Singh Vardhan, brother of Prime
minister Jay Singh Ram Vardhan during the
rule of Malla King Jaysthiti Raj Malla built an
idol of Dipankara Buddha and established in
Itum baha. We know Malla King Jaysthiti Raj
Malla had ruled Lalitpur and Bhaktapur. The
Kathmandu valley was divided in 1482AD
(603 NY) into three ruling states of Kantipur,
Lalitpur and Bhaktapur. We find several
records of holding Samyak festivals in all three
cities from this time onwards.

For the reasons as stated above, the initiation
of Samyak festival in present form must have
come from the Malla ruler. It is understood
that Samyak Mahadana festivals were held
from long past with the initiatives of
organizations and individuals. It is not possible
to state here if there was some routine
celebration in any one or all three districts of
Kathmandu valley. It is said that in Lalitpur also,
Samyak festival used to be held every year in
old days as in Bhaktapur. However, in case of
Kathmandu, this festival was made to observe

once in twelve year during the reign of King
Prithvi Narayan Shah (1768 AD). In Lalitpur,
it is celebrated once in five year at Nagbahal as
of now. In case of Bhaktapur, it is celebrated
every year at the premise of Kothubahi, near
Nhu-pukhu.

There are three different episodes of
those who founded the trusts to run Samyak
festival at three districts viz. Kathmandu,
Lalitpur and Bhaktapur.

In 1534 AD (665 NS), a person named
Tuyuju established the image of Dipankara
Buddha in Wotubaha. He organized
Kathmandu Samyak festival then. There is a
fascinating folklore about Tuyuju as to how he
earned money in Tibet and how he brought
the money back home.

In case of Lalitpur, a person named
Bhali Bharo established the trust to organize
Lalitpur Samyak festival under the management
of Hiranyavarna Mahavihar in 14™ century.
There is also a popular folklore about how this
man became wealthy. The story goes like this.
This man used to collect cow dung and store
to sell later. One day, because of his virtuous
nature, those collected cow dung turned into
gold pieces. Later he and his wife decided to
establish a trust for celebrating Samyak festival
at Nagbahal.

There is also folklore about an
incidence which took place long time ago in
connection to the trust establishment for
samyak celebration in Bhaktapur. There used
to be a rich man who lent money to the king of
Bhaktapur as the latter was in great need. After
the stipulated time had passed, the king did
not return money. Then the rich man called
him in his room, which became famous by
name of Sakhakotha later, and implored the
king for the last time to repay him the money.
But the king denied. Then the rich man used
his tantric rituals invoking serpent gods so that
there were all waters around the chair in which
the king was sitting. Ultimately, the king got
scared and he ordered one of his attendants to
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bring money to pay the rich man. After the rich
man received money from the king with
interest, he decided to spend that to set up a
trust to celebrate Samyak festival in Bhaktapur.
As per the later history, a person named
Jaya Ratna Vajracharya founded the tradition
of celebrating Samyak Mahadana festival in
Bhaktapur annually after making a stupa
(thasandyo) in 1667 AD (787 NS) in memory
of his father Jaya Dev Vajracharya.
Brief Description of Samyak Mahadana in all
three cities -

Kathmandu Samyak Mahadan Festival

Samyak Mahadan festival in
Kathmandu was believed to be held every year
in very old days. Later, it was made to celebrate
once in four years in rotation among three
bahas viz. Itumbaha (Keshchandrakrita Paravat
Mahavihar), Watubaha (Dharma Vajra
Mahavihar) and Laganbaha (Shree Kirtipunya
Vajradhatu Mahavihar). It was during the rule
of Prithvi Narayan Shah (1768 AD) that was
made to celebrate once in twelve years under
the joint management of all three bahas.
However, many past celebrations had been
from individuals as well. Any interested
individual or family can organize this festival
anytime.

Some of the past years when this
festival was held were1940 AD (1996 BS),
1952 AD (2008 BS), 1968 AD (2024 BS), 1980
AD (2036 BS), 1993 AD (2049 BS), 2002 AD
(2058 BS) and 2005 AD (2061 BS). The

Kathmandu Samyak Mahadana festival of
1952 AD (2008 BS) was organized by a single
family (Tuladhar). Then it was in 2002 AD
(2058 BS) that another single family
(Manandhar) organized this festival.

It is observed on first day of month of
Magh which is popularly known as Maghe
Sancranti (around 15 January) at Bhuekhel,
Swoyambhu and continues for four days.

During Kathmandu Samyak Mahadan
Festival, first of all, the idol of Sakyamuni
Buddha along with a statue of chaitya and
Manjushree in form of footprints is brought
down from Swoyambhu amidst the chanting
of strota, playing of traditional music by a
procession of devotees. Then an idol of
Khadgayogini also joins the procession as it
approaches the premises of Bijeshwori temple.
At the gate of the city, these deities are
welcomed by the idols of Dipankara Buddha
from three organizing bahas accompanied by
a red Tara and three boys representing three
jewels (friratna) of Buddhism. They are
accompanied by flocks of people chanting
strotas and mantras followed by traditional
music bands. The band of army police will also
be there. At the front, there will be the
traditional music instruments called dhabaja.
Then there will be other music instruments
such as dheme, kheen, kochakhin, etc. There
will be paifa at the tail end of the procession.
The procession then advances through Tengal,
Asan, Wongal, Makhan then to Hanuman
dhoka. Several other deities come and gather
at Hamumandhoka premises (which used to
the venue of palace in those days). A list of
145 deities (please see the list below)is there
that take part in the ceremony. Some of them
come from far places like Nala, Pharping,
Sakhu, Chovar, Nuwakot, Namo Buddha, etc.
Representative idols from Lalitpur and
Bhaktapur are also present on this occasion.
However, it was reported that only 89 deities
took part during 1992 Samyak festival. While
in 1980, the total number of deities that were

3%



dig fagre @a, a7

present was 117.

Once all invited deities arrive here at
Hamuman dhoka yard, necessary puja and
rituals are done here upto late at night.
Swoyambhu Buddha and its company occupy
the first places in the row of Buddhas,
Dipankaras and other deities. Devotees offer
different materials at this time.

Then the next day which is the prime
day of Kathmandu Samyak Mahadana festival,
all deities are then taken to Bhuekhel from
Hanuman dhoka through Pyaphal, Neuta and
Dallu. All deities take their respective position
at Bhuekhel ground. The king or head of state
also attends the festival. The main elderly Aaju
will welcome him and take him to a nicely
decorated singhasan (throne). He will be
offered puja mainly by elderly couple. All
offering including samyakbhojan is done. There
are specific groups of designated castes to take
care of specified works. It is a well-orchestrated
activity with predefined roles and
responsibilities of different caste groups of
Newar Buddhist community. After finishing all
these prime activities, the idol of Sakyamuni
Buddha is then taken for procession along with
other idols of Dipakara Buddha through Neuta,
Tengal, Asan, Makhan, Maru, Chikanmu,
Nhughal, Lagan, Hyumat, Pyaphal, Yatakha
then to Kilagal. Here the Buddha statue is kept
overnight after performing all needed rituals
and puja.

Then the next day, which would be the
third day, Sakyamuni Buddha and Maha-
Manjushree are then taken to Swoyambhu
amidst a procession of other idols of Dipakara
Buddha who would accompany upto the gate
of Neuta.

Then on the fourth day of this festival,
Goddess Harati-ma from Swoyambhu is
brought down to Bhuekhel for Misa Samyak
(Ladies’ Samyak). “Lady Samyak” is widely
participated by Buddhist women with Sakya
ladies playing a leading role. All activities of
offering are done as before. However, this event

of last day is of short duration.

Lalitpur Samyak Mahadan Festival
4 'L i 2

In Lalitpur, it is observed once in four
year during the month of Falgun Krishna-
paksa, third day of lunar calendar at Nagbahal.
It is not known since when this festival was
observed at four years interval in Lalitpur. It is

organized by Sangha belonging to
Hiranyavarna Mahavihar (popularly known as
Kwabaha and also Golden temple among the
tourists) which is located near Ilanani and
Nagbahal. This year Lalitpur Samyak Mahadan
festival will be held on 26-27 February 2020.

In 1927 AD, the Lalitpur Samyak
Mahadan festival was organized by a single
family. A person named Bag Narsingh of
Ikunani,Lalitpur had organized Samyak
Mahadana Festival. The venue was Lagankhel
open ground (military barrack now) situated
in front of Ashoka Stupa of Lalitpur. A pavilion
was made at that time to accommodate the
representation of King Tribhuwan and other
dignitaries of Rana rule. The participation from
the highest authority of the nation clearly
showed that the event of Samyak Mahadana
was of paramount importance. And after 89
year later i.e in 2015 March 2, another single
family of Shree Dharma Bahadur Shakya
organized a similar Samyak festival at
Lagankhel in which more than 300 images of
Dipankara Buddha and other deities
assembled. Those images were brought, apart
from Lalitpur, from places like Kathmandu,
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Bhaktapur, Panauti, Banepa, Kirtipur and
Chobar.

Lalitpur Samyak Mahadan Festival
have had been organized since past several
years at Nagbahal by the Sangha of
Hiranyavarna Mahavihar. It is celebrated for
two days. The idols of Dipankar Buddha and
other deities from 18 bahas and bahis as well
as from branch bahas participate in the festival.
Especially the idols of Dipankar Buddha are
of big attraction during this festival as there
are many of them and they are very well
decorated with precious ornaments. There are
126 deities that participate in this festival which
include 51 big Dipankara Statues and 18 small
Dipankara statues. Other deities would be Arya
Tara, Basundhara, Shakyamuni Buddha, Maitri
Bodhisattva, Stupa, and others.

Bhaktapur Samyak Mahadan Festival

Likewise in Bhaktapur, it is observed
every year on the first of the month of Magh
(Maghe-sankranti or it is also called ghyo-
chaku-sahlu in Newari and lies around 15
January).It is held in the premises of
Thathubahi alongside a small pond locally
called Nhu-~pukhu.

Bhaktapur Samyak Mahadan Festival
used to be participated by about 22 deities
coming from places such as Thimi, Nala,
Bhota-desh, Khampu and Panauti in old days.
However currently, nine big idols of Dipankara
Buddha take in this festival. The initial five of

them are red faced and they are old ones. They
come from Prasannasil Mahabihar,
Chaturbramha Mahavihar (Balachhe),
Mangaldharmadip Mahavihar (Jhorbahi),
Jaykriti Mahavihar (Thathubahi) and
Sukravarna Mahavihar (Kothubahi). The
principal of the five, which comes from
Prasannasil Mahabihar is popularly called
Ajudyo. Lately, five of them are collectively
known as Pancha Buddhas which is a
misnomer, because they are all idols of
Dipankara Buddha. Then there are other four
golden idols and they are popularly known as
Samyedyo (see photograph below). A person
named Jaya Ratna Vajracharya founded the
tradition of celebrating Samyak Mahadana
festival in Bhaktapur annually after making a
stupa (thasandyo) in 1667 AD (787 NS) in
memory of his father Jaya Dev Vajracharya.
The first samedyo or Dipankara Buddha was
made in his memory in 1683 AD (803 NY),
Later, other three idols of golden Dipankara
Buddha were made by his three sons in due
course of time that followed. Currently, ten
families inherited through the middle son of
late Jaya Ratna Vajracharya take turn to
organize and celebrate this festival. However,
there are other groups that help to organize
this event. It is known that Bhaktapur Buddhist
Heritage Society is also lending hand in this
occasion.

There is a tradition of organizing and

celebrating a procession of these five red-faced
Dipankara Buddha during pancha-dana
festival which takes in the month of Bhadra
(August-September).
It is known that the Samyak Mahadana festival
in Bhaktapur is celebrated with increasing
enthusiasm and participation year after year
during the recent past. Increasing numbers of
devotees from high mountains as well as
Theravada Buddhist monks were seen in the
occasions.
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Ei " "For peace and comfortable stay"
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INN PVT. LTD.

MIRAGE INN PVT. LTD.

Mahilwar-7, Lumbini, Nepal
A Boutique Hotel in Lumbini

Mobile No.: 9804444122, Phone No. +977-1-580083
Email : info@hotelmirageinn.com
Q Websige : www.hotelmirageinn.com 0
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SCOPE SAVING AND CRETIT CO-OPERATIVE SOCIETY LTD.
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Email : scopesaccos@gmail.com
TN ng%gw, TETET URL : www.scopecooperative.org.np
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More Styflst More Option

Patan, Gabahal, Tel : 5005055
Tinkune, Subidhanagar, Tel : 4111763
CTC Mall, Sundhara, Tel : 4215810

info@jbtailors.com www.jbtailors.com
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