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Abstract 

The long history of Asian Interconnections and cultural exchanges especially between South Asia 
and Southeast Asia during pre-modern times has been explained on the basis of the strategic 
location of Southeast Asia on the major trade routes of the Indian Ocean. Java, being 
geographically located in the heart of the Indonesian archipelago, was one of the major catalysts of 
these interconnections and thus was the part of the straits of Malacca centric maritime civilisation 
which developed after 7th century CE. This offered easy access to the foreign influences in the 
Javanese culture. Further, the cosmopolitan vision of the Javanese states together with the social, 
economic and political interests of the local elites of Java developed a relationship between 
different maritime powers of Indian Ocean. Taking a special case study of Java and the eastern part 
of India, this paper attempts to study the kind of interactions that happened between the ruling 
elites of the two regions during 7th century to 12th century. 
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A. Introduction 

When Rabindranath Tagore visited Java and Bali in the year 1927, he was wondered by seeing the 
imprints of Indic cultural elements in the local Javanese and Balinese culture of Indonesia. Amazed 
with the Buddhist spirit in the monumental architecture of Borobudur in Java and the impression 
of Ramayana and Mahabharata in the local Javanese and Balinese dance drama culture, he 
experienced the sense of Asian Universalism and the oneness of humanity (Nag, 1961). On return 
of Tagore back to India, the idea of Indic cultural influence in Southeast Asia added to the vision of 
Greater India Society and its scholars, to do serious scholarship on Southeast Asia. Later on, the 
historians like R.C. Majumdar, H.B. Sarkar and others working with the society propounded the 
theory of cultural colonisation and Indianisation of Southeast Asia. These theories were much 
inspired by the nationalistic ideas of early 20th century. The early advocates of these theories 
summed up that the whole framework of culture was transplanted by the Hindu colonists 
(Majumdar, 1980; Thakur, 1982). It was after 1960s, the new scholars started making a closer 
scrutiny of these terms and expressed that the early interactions between south and Southeast Asia 
was not exactly in the form of cultural colonisation but has many different implications. The early 
theories of Indianisation were probably drawn from the hypothesis that the native culture of Java 
was primitive and so the big monumental enterprises like that of Borobudur and Prambanan and 
developed urban cities of Majapahit can only be a product of foreign technology (Bosch, 1961). 
Although it is clear that the pre-modern Javanese society was much exposed to Indian influence 
and those of the cultural elements can still be strongly felt in Java and in other parts of South, 
Southeast, and East Asia, it can be easily identified that the cultural elements are neither truly 
foreign nor truly local. Later scholarships in the late 20th century based on new evidences takes the 
discussion further and propagates the ideas of localisation, networks of cultural exchanges, cultural 
interaction and cultural convergence theories (Acharya, 2013). Similarly, a dramatic shift is observed 
in the nomenclature of the identity of Southeast Asia from the term Greater India to maritime Asia 
or monsoon Asia. These recent advancements in the scholarly discussions may be indicating 
towards a search of cosmopolitan nature of maritime states in Southeast Asia. 
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Most people believe that the culture which developed in Island Southeast Asia, primarily in 
Indonesia have been a maritime culture due to its strategic location in Indian Ocean. In this regard, 
Claire Holt describes the development of both maritime culture and feudalistic inland culture in 
Java (Holt, 1972; Sulistiyono, 2013). The inception of these cultural developments in insular regions 
may have started as early as the first half of first millennium CE. During the same period, similar 
culture developed in eastern part of India, mostly present day Bihar, Bengal and Orissa. Also, the 
nature of cultural development in both the regions followed similar pattern for longer period of 
time when a more temple-centred agrarian society emerged with feudalistic character (Kumar, 2003). 
As most of the scholars argue, this was also the period of the first wave of Indianisation or the 
period of development of trade routes across maritime Asia. The increase in the trade activities 
across maritime Asia paved the way for larger cultural interaction. Post 7th Century CE, the trading 
activities flourished extensively between Java and the Eastern India, which resulted in the 
development of long distance trans- regional connections. The early trade contacts between 
Northwestern Java and ports of eastern India conditioned with favourable monsoon winds, good 
agricultural yield, and a demand for cosmopolitan state catalysed the movements of people, goods, 
and ideas across the trade routes. This paved the way for larger cultural exchanges and created a 
network of exchange routes in maritime Asia which further disseminated the Indic ideas, believes 
and practices all over Southeast Asia. The rulers in agreement to the cosmopolitan vision of state 
together with social, political and economic interests welcomed the foreign influence to legitimise 
the state kinship. This led to the development of a common cultural framework in both South and 
Southeast Asia. The origin of maritime and feudal inland culture in both java and Magadha was 
probably a result of this interaction conditioned by many other factors such as geography, diversity 
etc. With the new political developments post 7th century in different parts of Asia, gave rise to a 
more stable powerful polities of Pālas in Magadha (eastern part of Present India) (c. 750-1185) and 
Sailendras (8th-11th century CE) in Central Java. These polities maintained close relationship with 
each other due to their historical past experiences of shared cultural, religious and ecological history 
as well as to meet their contemporary socio-economic and political needs. Both the polities 
respected and patronised each other cultural and intellectual institutions, which further created an 
increased demand of cultural commodities across maritime Asia, taking forward the economic 
relationships between polities to the early age of commerce.1 The increased movements during this 
period on the networks of cultural exchanges encouraged Indic cultural influences (especially 
esoteric Buddhism) in Java. Although the Indic elements were dominating in Java, the cultural 
exchange was not unidirectional but was multidirectional where the foreign influence was 
experienced in different forms at different places in South and Southeast Asia. 

Taking into account the long history of cultural exchanges between South and Southeast Asia, this 
paper will thus, try to study the historical interaction between Java and Eastern Part of India to 
understand the nature of cultural interaction during the period of 7th to 12th century CE. It will 
mostly focus on Pāla period in India and Sailendras in Java to understand some of the questions 
like why the two political sponsors patronised certain foreign cultural elements in their regions and 
what was the socio-political culture which developed towards their response to resulted heritage. 

 

B. Methodology 

The study in this paper is based on library research. A large amount of data was obtained from 
various bibliographical sources and a study was made on various scholarly discussions on the 
related topic. The collected data was then analysed and arranged carefully in a chronological order 
to understand the scholarly parameters of the on-going debate on the issue. In the end, the 
collected data was used to make a qualitative description of the study in order to improve the 

                                                           
1 The term Early age of commerce was given by Geoffe wade to define the increased economic activities 
between 10th century and 14th century. For more see; G. Wade, “An early age of commerce in Southeast 
Asia, 900-1300 CE,” Jo urnal o f  So uth east Asian  Stud ie s 40:2 (2009):221-265 
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present understanding of the cultural interaction that happened between Java and Eastern part of 
India. 

 

C. Maritime cultural diplomacy and the Javanese cultural Heritage 

Java being the nearest neighbour of South Asia has long celebrated its cultural contacts with India. 
This is best reflected in the monumental and material culture of the antiquity in both the regions. 
The early contacts may have developed much before in 1st millennium BCE. The distribution of 
Burial sites, the discovery of polished Celts, the trade of Rouletted wares, and the deposition of 
glass beads and exotic materials all across South and Southeast Asia indicates towards the early 
exchange networks which developed in a region named by Sunil Gupta as Bay of Bengal 
Interaction Sphere (BBIS) (Gupta, 2005). These materials are generally considered as the goods of 
Prestige and points towards the demand and consumption of goods by the elite class of the region. 
These materials are carbonically dated to belong from the period of 4th century BCE (Bellina, 2003; 
Bellina, Glover, 2004). The archaeological evidences shows that the manufacturing and production 
sites of these exotic goods are widely spread all over. Some of these sites have been discovered in 
west and central Java in Indonesia and in Orissa in India. However, the technology and raw 
materials seems to be of Indic nature, this possibly suggests the development of early exchange 
networks between the two regions. The increase of trading activities during prehistoric times 
catalysed the Hinduisation of Javanese Island in later centuries. According to Berenice Bellina, “the 
Southeast Asian elite not only wanted to possess the status markers but also the transfer of 
knowledge” in order to legitimise the goods and its status (Bellina, 2003). But this was not solely the 
transfer of knowledge but was a two way exchange process as is evident from the discovery of 
advanced Southeast Asian shipping technology, the Indonesian variety of rice, and the raw materials 
from archipelago in the eastern coastal regions of India.  However, this exchange was more 
dominating in Java. 

To encourage this exchange of materials and knowledge, the Southeast Asian elites welcomed 
Brahmins and crafts men from India in Javanese island to disseminate the Indic knowledge and in 
the way also to transfer the existing norms, social values and the cultural models of India. The trade 
relations and the cultural interaction continued in the later centuries. 

The period from the seveth century onwards observes a major shift in the social, political, cultural 
and economic structure of Southeast Asia. During the 7th century to the 12th century, a series of 
events in different parts of Asia brought economic changes in the region resulting in the creation of 
new variance in the demand and consumption patterns of global trade. This led to the extensive 
growth in maritime trade. Since most of the trade routes crosses Southeast Asia especially through 
the Northwestern region of Java, the growing maritime trade brought commercial boom up and 
helped in the establishment of powerful empires like that of Sailendras in Java and Pālas in 
Magadha. The growing elite class, establishment of trade-oriented stable polities in Java, 
participation of a large number of diverse mercantile communities in trade activities, localisation 
and acculturation process in Java, and the increasing trade connections and political alliances of the 
region with a wider part of Asia especially with the eastern coastal polities of India increased the 
socio-cultural, economic and political exchange of ideas in BBIS. This is still visible in the artistic 
expressions, monumental architectural enterprises, literature and folklores in Java and some parts of 
Magadha (present day Bihar, Bengal and Orissa). 

The rise of Pālas in eastern India and Sailendras in Java in 8th century brought significant expansion 
of maritime trade routes in BBIS. Both these powerful states on the opposite sides of Bay of Bengal 
were the great patrons of the esoteric Buddhism.  By this time, Nālānda emerged as the centre of 
Asia-wide esoteric Buddhist network of cultural exchange in the Buddhist ecumene. It acted as a 
catalyst for the increased circulation of people, goods and ideas across the exchange network. This 
brought another cultural wave in Javanese art and architecture. The monuments and the sculptural 
art of this time find close similarities with the art that developed in Nalanda. A.J.B. Kempers in 
1930 made an authoritative study of Hindu-Javanese bronzes and based on the stylistic similarities 
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concluded that “the Hindu-Javanese bronzes in general have not developed from Pāla art, but the 
Pāla images have enriched the art of Java with a number of motifs and types; that the bronzes of 
Nalanda, while partly exhibiting a distinct resemblance to some bronzes from Java, belong to Pāla 
art” (Kempers, 1933). This stylistic influence suggest towards the frequent interaction of artisans 
from Java and Nalanda during Pala period. A movement of architectural ideas are also observed in 
the same period. Some of the concepts of arrangement of deities and architectural styles are 
common in both Borobudur of central Java and Kesariya stupa of Bihar (Chemburkar, 2016). The 
diffusion of Siddhamatrika script in Java and the use of Bhadracarī text in one of the stupa at 
Nalanda are some of the examples of linguistic similarities in the Buddhist monuments and 
inscriptions coming from this period (Chemburkar, 2016). Apart from the material evidences, the 
epigraph from the period such as the Kelurak inscription from Sailendra rule at number of 
instances tells about the movements of religious specialists across the Nalanda networks of Cultural 
exchange (Acri, 2016). The cultural heritage produced from this period thus best represents the 
spirit of Asian interconnection. Further, the political sponsors of architectural and artistic 
monuments from the period patronised these institutions having shared importance and cultural 
values. They extended their support to the masters of Nalanda network of cultural exchanges. Thus 
these royal support and political connections in my view was the beginning of a new age of 
maritime cultural diplomacy of shared heritage and values. 

 

D. Conclusion 

The strategic geographical location of island Southeast Asia on the intersection of two historically 
busiest trading zones of the world (i.e., South China Sea in the east and Indian Ocean in the west) 
gives significant importance to the region. Being located on the trade routes, the region creates a 
pass way by acting as a connecting bridge between east and west. These trade routes have long 
served the purpose of circulating goods, materials, and individuals all across different parts of Asia 
and have also catalysed the exchange of ideas, beliefs, and cultural practices. The Southeast Asia 
being located in the centre of these trade routes more generally referred to as “crossroads of 
civilisations” has long remained in direct contact with diverse cultures and has historically 
experienced and celebrated the contacts with maritime Asia. During the period of 7th century CE to 
12th century CE, the maritime connections of Java with eastern polities of India experienced a 
dramatic shift with the expansion trade routes in monsoon Asia. The rise of powerful rulers like 
that of Palas and Sailendras patronised Buddhist establishment and the interaction of ritual 
specialist in the interactive intellectual sphere of Bay of Bengal. The masters of esoteric Buddhism, 
artisans and craftsman acted as the cultural agents frequently moving across the networks of 
exchanges. Nalanda, which by this time emerged as centre of Asia wide network of esoteric 
Buddhism maintained close relationship with Java visible in the material culture of the two regions. 
The political sponsorship of these institutions and monuments of shared spiritual importance acted 
as diplomatic objects to further strengthen the cultural, political and economic relationship derived 
from past historical experiences. This helped in the development of a new trend of maritime 
cultural diplomacy of shared heritage, where, the objects holding international reputation with 
shared cultural value within it acted as tools of diplomacy to fulfil the cosmopolitan vision of state.  
Thus, many of the Javanese cultural heritages uphold representation and expressions of shared 
traditions and socials values of monsoon Asia. The spirit of Javanese heritage, therefore exists in 
the sense of Asian interconnection. 
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