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I. Introduction 
In the Bengali year 1279 (1877 AD) in a village called Bhatera in Sylhet district, two Copper – plate inscriptions 

were discovered in a Tilacalled “Homer Tila” in the estate of Babu Jagachchandra Deb Choudhury, from a 

depth of about 8 feet in the course of removing old bricks from the foundation of an ancient building. There are 

27 lines of inscription in the first and 28 in the second
1 

.The full texts of the inscriptions are available in print in 

a number of publications.
2 
 

Although these two copper – plate inscriptions were discovered more than a 100 years ago and the texts are 

available in print, we are not aware of any serious attempt to recover the hidden history of the ruling family or 

the kingdom they ruled. Unfortunately, no other epigraphic, numasmatic, archaeological or literary evidence has 

so far come to our notice. As a result, these two inscriptions are theonly source of information about the Deva 

Dynasty of Surma Valley 
3
. No wonder, the author of Srihattar Itibritta describe them as the “torn pages of the 

history of Sylhet”
4
.  

 

II. Content analysis 

The first plate opens with a eulogy of Siva and the second of Vishnu. The first, which was issued during the 

reign of Kesava Deva, gives a genealogy of four kings who belonged to the lunar dynasty and each of whom 

was the son of his predecessor. These four kings were Navagirvana, Gokula Deva, Narayana Deva and Kesava 

Deva. The second plate, which was issued during the region of Isana Deva, also gives a list of four kings in the 

same order and reiterates that they belonged to the lunar dynasty. The four kings named here are Gokula Deva, 

Narayana Deva, Kesava Deva and Isana Deva. By the first plate, Kesava Deva granted 375 plough measures of 

land, 296 houses and a large number of slaves for the adoration of Siva, named as Vatesvara. One of the epithets 

used for this deity is Srihattesvara (Lord of Srihatta). The donated lands and houses were scattered in about one 

hundred villages. The names of these villages and the location and extent of land donated in each village are 

mentioned in the text. The second plate announced the erection of a lofty temple of Vishnu by Isana Deva on the 

advice of his minister, named Banamali Kar, who was a Vaidya by caste, and the grant of two ploughs of land 

for the support of the temple with concurrence of his commander-in-chief, named Bira Datta. The first plate 

does not mention the name of its composer, but the second says that it was composed by one Madhava who 

belonged to the Das community. The five rulers, named by the two plates together, were Navagirvana, 

Gokuladeva, Narayanadeva, Kesavadeva and Isanadeva and in each case, the son succeeded the father. 
5
  The 

scholars like Rajendralal Mitra, Srinivasa Shastri, Achyutacharan Tattvanidhi, R.C. Majumdar and K.M. Gupta 

have given different dates for the plates which were dated in ‘Pandavakuladipalapda.’ 
6
   Although we argued 

elsewhere that the plates may be dated in the pre-fifth century A.D., we are by now inclined to accept the 
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argument of K.M. Gupta who suggested that the date of the first plate should be read as equivalent of 1049 A.D. 

and the second plate a few years later. Both the plates are thus to be dated in the 11th century AD. 

The name of the kingdom of the kings of Bhatera plate I is clearly mentioned as ‘Srihatta-rajya’ or the kingdom 

of Srihatta. To quote from the text, 
7
 “Atha visrutaprabhavah prabhavah Srihatt-rajya kamalayah Samajani 

Navagirvvahnah kharavanah kshrabhujam sresthan (Now was born the greatly renowned, sharp in throwing 

arrows, Navagirvana, the cause of the existence of prosperity, of the kingdom of Srihatta, the best among the 

rulers of the earth.)”. 

The two plates supply some important information about the reigning monarchs of Srihatta-rajya and their 

predecessors. The first plate, for example, tells us that many valorous kings were born in Bharata (India), they 

belonged to the race of Siva and one of them was Navagirvana who was the noblest of the kings, the issue of the 

goddess of prosperity and greatly renowned for the fierce of his arrow. The sun-light of the glory of Gokuladeva 

caused numbness in inimical kings. Narayanadeva was churned from the ocean of antagonistic kings with 

valient arms. Kesavadeva was of unmeasured merit and glory and his feet were decorated with the jewels of 

royal crowns. He was the jewel of earthly sovereigns, the destroyer of rival kings, the ultimate of wonderful 

manliness, the abode of fame, the asylum of beauty, the dwelling place of learning, the shelter of justice, the 

centre of all light, the source of charity, the home of enjoyment, the jewel of all speeches, the store-house of 

goodness and the personification of all good qualities. He protected the lands of the dependent kings by his 

arms, became the protector of the good and revived the festivity of the ‘destroyer of Kansa’ (i.e. Lord Krishna). 

This Kesavadeva whirled his discuss at his enemies, brought to an end all the children of the race of his 

antagonist and he brought this earth under one umbrella by vigour of his arms, wishing not to allow the 

existence of any foreign possession. He had appointed his hands to replace the kalpa tree, his valour to replace 

the sun, his fame to replace the light of the moon, and his arms in upholding the earth. He effected the 

gratification of well disposed people, subjugated all sides, cast far away all other kings, and then ruled as the 

chief of the eastern kings. His well earned white glory had made the earth white, blighted the bud of the inimical 

lotus and blown the lily of enjoyment. The unrivalled fire of the king’s vigour became manifest in the vapour of 

inimical kings and caused torpidity in hostile potentates. It had enveloped the quarters of the earth and liked the 

sky. In the battle field, he held by one string his bow and by the other, the host of his enemies. Lord Vatesvara 

descended on earth from the Kailasa and dwelt on Hattapataka. King Kesavadeva, who was a devotee of 

Vatesvara Siva, presented to this Lord of Srihatta, lands in different villages to the extent of 375 ploughs, 296 

houses and many slaves of different races. The inscription also mentioned in great detail names and location of 

the villages where lands and houses were donated, the rivers which traversed such villages, and specified the 

houses as dwelling, cooking and cattle-sheds.
8
 

The second plate begins the genealogy of the kings with Gokuladeva and says that in the race of Krishna was 

born this ‘crest of the earth’ by whose birth the noble deeds of his race became radiant. He was the all-giving 

tree to the desire of all who bore arms and the protector of the earth. His son, Narayana was the noblest among 

the weilders of arms, receptacle of all arts, the home of all merits, the assemblage of valour, the substratum of 

civility and the ocean of gentleness. He was of prominent beauty, renowned deeds, and the crest-jewel of the 

universe. His son, Kesavadeva was a lord of mighty vigour, the oppressor of enemies, a hero like Govinda 

(Krishna), great as the lord of trees, whose feet were adorned with the crest-jewels of kings. His merit attracted 

hosts of Brahmanas who never thought again of their native places. The kings were anxious to present him most 

precious wealth. He was the master of an army of innumerable war-boats, infantry, cavalry, and lines of rutting 

elephants which made the earth glorious of his fame. He presented to Lord Krishna a lofty temple, the discus on 

the whose towering crest so cut up the clouds of heaven that they fell in showers of rain. He performed the rite 

of tulapurusa in which the Brahmanas got so much wealth that they were covered with golden jewels and they 

became like unto the all giving tree. The reigning king, Isanadeva was the son of that Govinda-Kesavadeva. 

This Isanadeva was of glorious deeds and the moon among the kings. When his mighty army of infantry, 

cavalry and elephants moved on victory intent the dust raised on earth eclipsed the glory of the Sun. when his 

war-boats plied on the acqueous highway, the water was so splashed in masses that it soothed his chariot-horse 

which were fatigued by the oppressive rays of the sun. The inscription then states that this glorious king, 

Isanadeva, built a temple for Lord Vishnu. This temple licked the cloud and the flags flowing on its towering 

crests looked like flowers on aerial trees. He had an able minister named Banamali Kar who was a brilliant light 

in the race of the Vaidyas. On the advice of this minister, king Isanadeva granted two ploughs (two-third of an 

acre) land with its dwellings and cornfields for the support of the temple of Vishnu which he constructed. The 

copper-plate, which is a royal charter, enjoined that the grant should be upheld by the kindly disposed, by the 

childless eldest prince, the virtuous wife of the dead prince and his infant son, and confirmed that the grant has 

been consented by the commander-in-chief, Bira Datta, who is the noble lord of the battles, the valiant and the 

patient, whose fame had spread to the quarters of the earth.
9
 

 Evidently, the two copper-plates contain a good deal of poetical imagination and attempt at glorifying the 

reigning monarchs and their predecessors, which was usual for ancient texts, but these conventional historical 

evidences have introduced us to the existence of a state called Srihatta-rajya and a lineage of kings who ruled 
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the state for generations. These kings were generous, valiant and valorous. The first two kings, Navagirvana and 

Gokuladeva, ruled peacefully, but the third king, Narayanadeva, had to suppress rebellions and aggressions by 

dint of arms. The fourth king, Govinda Kesavadeva was a great ruler. He subjugated the rulers in the 

neighbourhood and protected them against external aggressions. His army consisted of four branches, viz. 

infantry, cavalry, elephantry and war-boats. In addition to these four, Isanadeva possessed war-chariots. There 

were small kingdoms in and around the Srihatta region, and the Deva rulers were the overlords for those rulers.  

The rulers of the ‘Bhatera plates were patrons of art, learning and religion, Kesavadeva was a Saiva, but he 

constructed temples in honour of both Siva and Vishnu . Isanadeva constructed another temple in honour of 

Vishnu. Kesavadeva performed tulapurusa rite and the Brahmanas, who came from far-off places to attend the 

ceremony, decided to settle in Srihatta permanently. Education was not confined to the Brahmanas only. Even a 

sudra, Madhava, could compose the text for the second inscription. The people of various castes formed the 

society. There were Brahmanas who performed the tulapurusa, the kings were Kshatriyas of the lunar race, the 

minister was a Vaidya, Madhava Das, the composer, was a Sudra, the slaves donated to the temples belonged to 

different races, and Dev, Datta, Kar, Das etc. were among the surnames.
10

 

The location and extent of the state emerges from the data provided by the two copper-plates, some directly and 

some by inferences and interpretations. The discovery of the plates in Bhatera and mention of the state as 

‘Srihatta-rajya’, the capital city as ‘Hattapataka’ and the presiding deity as ‘Srihattesvara’ make it abundantly 

clear that these Deva kings were the rulers of Srihatta area. The texts also contain certain words which have 

survived in the contemporary Barak Valley (Sylheti) dialect of Bengali, e. g. gobat (cattle-route), hal (a measure 

of land), gam (village), etc. that the Devas were the rulers of an extensive territory is clear from the inscriptions, 

although the mention of sea as the boundary may not mean that the state extended to an ocean but may refer to 

the big lake of Hiuen Tsang’s time which we have already discussed. One of the inscriptions says that the king’s 

fame was extent in Bharata (India) and that he was the chief of the eastern kings. It is possible, therefore, that 

the Barak Valley (Cachar-Sylhet) was under direct rule of the Deva kings and the kings in the neighboring areas 

in eastern and south-eastern Bengal were tributary to them. The Barak Valley is a natural extension of Bengal 

plains (ancient Vanga-Samatata region), and the Cachar-Sylhet region is one valley formed by the river Barak 

and its branches. There is no evidence of an independent principality formation either in Cachar or Sylhet alone 

before the thirteen century. The earlist known state in the valley, namely, the Tripuri state, covered Cachar, 

Sylhet and the Tripura plains and the headquarters moved from Cachar to Tripura through Sylhet.
11

 The 

inscriptions make it clear that the Devas were the sovereignty extended over a large number of protected rulers 

who paid them tribute. Their forces visited distant places for conquest and for the subjugation of rebellious 

chiefs. They used war-boats and war-chariots, and the fame of their general, Bira Datta, was felt in far-off 

places. Such boats and chariots would not be used for short distance campaigns. Moreover, the sustenance of the 

authority over a large number of tributaries had to be supported by the wealth of the area under direct rule. The 

authority drawn from the centre only could percolate over the peripheries. That the core area was extensive 

enough can be presumed from the fact that king Kesavadeva donated lands which spread over one hundred 

villages. Damchara, Katakhal of Hailakandi and Latu and Longai of Karimganj are among the villages listed in 

the copper-plate.
12

 It can, therefore, reasonably be concluded that the Cachar-Sylhet region, or in otherwords, 

the whole of the Barak Valley, formed the core area of the Srihatta-rajya while the tributary states could have 

been spread over the neighbouring areas of Mymensing, Tripura and even Chittagong.  
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