THE ROYAL EDICTS OF KING RAMA SHAH OF GORKHA
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INTRODUCTION

In two sigaificant articles, A. W. Macdonald has called our attention to the
“importance of traditional Nepali law for our understanding of the history and society
of the central Himalayas. 1 This law was codified in the middle of the nineteenth century
- and was given the name of Mukuli Ain, or ““Law of the Realm” 2 In this form, it consists
of a large body of complex principles, mostly Hindu in inspiration, which attempt to
regulate social intercourse between the various castes and ethnic groups inhabiting
the country. Many of these principles are similar to those contained in the Hindu
law books, and many of them may indeed be derived directly from them. Of even greater
interest, however, is the independence from orthodox Hindu thought displayed in the
Nepali code, for in this freedom from orthodoxy we can see how Hinduism changed
in order to conform to the complicated ethnic situation prevailing in the mountains.
Whatever the sources of the code, it is clear that it reflects the influence of the Nzpali-
speaking peoples of Western and Central Nepal and their rulers, the Shahas 3 and

1 “La Hiérarchie Des Jat Inférieurs Dans le Muluki Ain De 1955,” in Jean Pouillon
et Pierre Maranda (eds.) Echanges et Communications: Mélanges Offerts & Claude
Lévi-Strauss a I’Occasion de Son 60éme Anniversaire (La Haye: Mouton, 1968)
pp. 139-152; and “La sorcellerie dans le Code népalais de 1853”, L’Homme VIII,
I (Jan.-March, 1968), 64-69.

2 Except for passing references cited by Macdonald, the Muluki Ain orle code
Nepalais, as he calls it, has rarely been discussed elsewhere, in part because of
ignorance of its existence, but also because of the great difficulty of its language.
In the first article listed above, Macdonald cites its importance for the field of
Himalayan anthropology: “L’étude ethnographique descriptive des diverses
populations du Népal demeure nétre tiche essentielle. Mais cette ethnographie
en méme temps qu’elle éclaire le Code, peut étre éclairée par lui. C’est autour de
cette double confronation que I’on bitira, un jour qui semble encore lointain,
une véritable ethnologie structurale du Népal” (p. 152).

3 T have used the common English spelling of this name rather than the translitera-
ted forms, Saha or Saha.
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later the Ranas. It is through their conquests and rule that it eventually became the
law of all of Nzpal, and was to be so until the middle of this century.

- A ful! discussion of the development of the Muluki- Ain is beyond the scope of
this paper. One of the most important links in its development, however, can be
found in the edicts of King Rama Shah of Gorkha, and it is my purpose here to present
both the text and translation of these legal maxims. Rama Shah has had little notice
outside of Nepal, but he played a major rolein strengthening the kingdom of Gorkha;
it was his descendant, Prithvi Narayan Shah, who extended Gorkhali rule over all
of Nepal a little more than a century later. 4

1. RAMA SHAH (1606~1636)

_ Aceordlng to tradltlonal accounts Rama Shah acceded to the throne of Gorkha
ln 1696 A. D. upon the death of his brother, Ksatra Shah, who reigned for only seven
months. Their father, Purandara Shah, had ruled for thirty-five years, and had ascended

the throne in. 157U upon the death of hlS father Dravya Shah, who founded the dynasty
in 1559 A.D..

Whlle echolars still accept the tradltlona] date of Rama’ Shah’s accessmn, there is
some uncertainty over the length of 'his reign. The traditional accounts state that he
ruled for. _tv_venty-_seyen years, diedin 1633 A. D. and was succeeded by his son Dambar
Shah. More recently discovered evidence indicates that he was sstill ruling in 1636,
however. According to Surya Bikram Gyevali, “recent findings make it necessary to
revise this traditional chronology. According to a document published by Yogi Nara-
harinath in Itihas Prakasha (Book 1, p. 40), King Rama Shah had established a mon-
astery in Shrawana 1558 Shaka ( 1636 A..D.) thus disproving the Vamshavali’s claim
that he reigned only until-1555 Shaka (1633 A.D.) We may now conclude that King
Rama Shah reigned untll 1558 Shaka (1636 A.D.)”3

Rama Shah is sald to have extended the terrltory of his kingdom by conquering
territory which exténded to the Trisuli valley near Nepal proper. He is said to have

-4 On the career of Prithvi Narayan, see L. S. Baral; Life and Writings- of Prthvina-
" rayan Sah (Unpublished PhD dissertatior, University of London, 1964); L. F.
" Stiller, S. J. Prithvinarayan Shak in the light of Dibya Upadesh, Kathmandu, 1968.
'5 “Surya Bikram Gyevali, “Saha Vam$aka Kehi Rajiharuka Vishayama Vicara”
(Thoughts On the Regnal Years of Some Kings. of the Shah Dynasty), 4Ancient
Nepal, No. 9, October 1969, pp. 33-35; translated into English “Chronology of
Shah Kings”, Regmi Research Series, Year 4, No. 1 (1972) pp. 97-100. See also:
Dinesh Raj Pant, “Rama$dha ko Rajyakal-¢k carca,” Kailash, 1, 1, pp. 76-79.
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sent missions to Delhi and to Udaipur, both of which were recelved cordlally, and
he established relations with the klngdom of Patan. 6

In addition to his skill in forelgn relations, the tradition firmly establishes his
reputation as a law-giver in west and central Nepal. Gorkha became the place where
disputes were resolved, and in this regard, the Gorkhavamsavali records the following
incident: - '

taha-dekhin caubisi biisi rdjaharuka

mulukma bada bada gahra jhagada parya.

vaha kasaile chinna sakyanan. jab

gorkha §ri panch maharaja rémasahaka
kacaharima jau bhani jhagadiya jodi pathai
dina lagya jhagadiyako citta bujhai sab ko

citta bujhai jhagda todi baksanu hunda “vidya
hardya kaski janu nisaph haraya gorkha janu”
boliko nisana po cha tyo pani §ri pafic maharaja

6 Rama Shah is mentioned only briefly in western works on Nepal. In the early acco-

" “unts of Kirkpatrick (4n Account of the Kingdom of Nepaul, Cambridge 1811), and
Hamilton (An Account of the Kingdom of Nepal, London, 1819), he is barely noticed.
Some of his edicts are summarized in Daniel Wright, History of Nepal, Cambridge
1877, pp. 278-9; and the traditional length of his reign given. Lévi'(Le Népal,
Vol. II, p. 262) mentions him as a law-giver, but provides no other information,
More recently, D. R. Regmi, Modern Nepal, Calcutta, 1956, p. 19 has summarized
portions of the edicts. Leo Rose and Bhuvan Lal Joshi, Democratic Innovations
in Neépal, Berkeley, 1964, p. 12, have called attention to his importance, and to
the fact that the edicts may have played an- important role in strengthening Gorkha

~ rule over the central tribes. In another work, Nepal: Strategy for Survival, Berkeley
1971, p. 13, Rose discusses briefly his campaigns against Tibet and his conflict
with King Pratap Malla of Kathmandu:. Bikrama Jit Hasrat (History of Nepal,
Hoshiarpur, 1970) has translated sections of a Gorkhavamsavali which deal with
Rama Shah (pp. 106-120). Several court regulations are given (pp. 114-15) which
are not included in the works used herein. See also: Naya Raj Pant, Sri 5 Prthvi
Narayan Saha ko Upadesa (401-600 prstha samma) for an 1nterest1ng account:of
Rama Shah The text of the edu,t31 given on pp, 561-79.

1 have not seen the Nepal work of Gyevah Rama éaha ko jivani (sze of Rama
Shahj, Darjeelmg, 1933
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rdma saha dekhin caldo bhayo. 7

Then in the country of the Caubisi and Baisi kings,

a very grave dispute arose. No one could resolve

it. The parties to the dispute were sent to the

court of King Rama Shah, where the arguments

were settled and all, including the litigants, were

satisfied. From the time of King Rama Shah, therefore,

the following proverb has been current “If

knowledge is lost , go to Kaski, if justice is lost, go to Gorkha.”?

2. THE EDICTS

The edicts which have survived represent, in all probability, only a smzll portion
of the number which Rama Shah promulgated. They do not form a code, but are,
rather, single orders or proclamations.8 Unfortunately, they have not been preserved
in their, original form, for the language in which they are cast has many characteris-
tics of late eighteenth and early nineteenth century Nepali. 9 At some point, they
were also preserved as siitrg that is, as very short maxims which indicate in abbreviated
form ihe main intention of the edict. These are so brief that it is difficult to determine
to which century they may belong. Possibly, they are anterior to the full forms of the
edict, and may have been mnemonic devices used to recall the import of the edicts.

According to the official text, there are twenty-six, possibly twenty-seven,
edicts. The number is artificial, however, since some which have been divided are

7 Yogi Naraharinath, Gorkhavamsavali, Kashi, B.S. 2021, p. 39 (This work is
hereafter referred to as G). The proverb ‘as quoted here differs from the one in
common use which refers to Kasii. e. Banaras, rather than Kaski.

8 Here I disagree with Rose’s judgment, op. cit., p. 13, which refers-to Rama Shah’s
edicts as an organized code, comparing it to the thirteenth century attempt of

- Jayasthiti Malla to institute a caste system in Nepal. On the evidence available
now, it does not appear that the edicts were originally a code, but rather a series
‘of individual proclamations. The reference in one of the edicts to four varnas
and thirty-six castes is merely a traditional way of referring to the castes.

9 For a grammatical sketch of the Nepali of this period, see my 4 Nepali Version
of the Vetilapaiicavim$ati, New Haven, 1971, pp. 15-48. For the language of the
sixteenth century, see the important article by T. W. Clark, “The Rani Pokhari

~ Inscription”, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, XX (1957),
167-187.
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acutally single edicts. They cover many different subjects. In the order in which they
are usually given, they cover the following topics

The Royal Guru
On Measures
On Weights
On Debts of Grain
On Debts of Money
On Disputes Regarding Watering Places
On Disputes Regarding Oil Presses
On Disputes Regarding Irrigation Channels
9. On Endowing Land to Brahmans
10. On Endowing Land to Brahmans (cont.)
11. The Six Clans :
12. On Pasture for Cattle
13. On the Preservation of Trees along the Road
14. On the Preservation of Trees at Watering Places
15. On Banishment of Brahmans and Kinsmen Who Commit Murder
16. On the Execution of the Members of Other Groups Who Commit Murder
17. On the Wearing of Gold
18. (Lostin the Original)
19. On the Duties of Brahmans
20. Oathe Duties of Pande Brahmans in Gorkha
21. On Worship in Talha Kot and the Darbar
22. On the Appointments of Dadi etc.
23. On the Division of the Harvest
24, On the Twelve and Eighteen Thar
25. An Agreement with King Siddhi Narasimha Malla of the Kingdom
of Patan
26. On Touching the Stone in Expiation
27. On Witches

PN B LD~

Edicts 18 to 24 are the most problematic in the official version which I have
used here. Edict 18 in the original is lost. Edict 19 is garbled, and Edicts 20, 21
and 24. are fragmentary; in the case of Edict 24, there seem to be contradictory
versions.

Edict 27 does not occur in the official version of the edicts, but because it occurs
in the other texts, I have added it at the end. In the other versions, it occurs much earlier
in the list as number five. It is possible that it is the missing Edict 18, but this is not
at all certain.
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3. THE TEXT

The text of the edicts presented here is esentially the same as that contained in
Itihas Prakas (IP in the notes.) 10 and in the first appendix to the 1965 edition of the
Muluki Ain of King Surendra (MA in the notes). 11 The latter, whlle it is the official
government version, is derived directly from the first. 12

In addition, two other important works have been consulted. Thcse are the
Gorkhavams$avali (G. in the notes) and a document in the Itihds Prakasma Samdhi-
patra Samgraha entitled **Rama $aha ka Gorkhile gareko kehi pragati” (SP in the
notes). 13 Both of these are narrative accounts of events in Gorkha, and both give
versions of the edicts of Rama Shah. Neither of them contains all of the rules given
in the first two works listed above, nor do the rules given differ in content. However,
they are often worded differently, which in many cases has been helpful in preparing the
translation. Edict 19, for example, which is confused in ths official text, is much more
clearly stated in these. In my notes, I have included the important variants between the
various texts, and also, where available, the sutrafor each edict.

4. THE TRANSLATION

The lenguage of the edicts is difficult for it is filled with 1are vocabulary and ob-
scure terminology. Where the translation is uncertain, I have tried to clarlfy my inter-
pretationin the notes. Many points remain uncleai, hoewever.

The notes to the translation contain translations of each sutra and where
necessary, translations of parallel passages contained in G. and SP Notes are
numbered consecutively.

10 - Yogi Naraharinath (ed.) Itikas Prakas, No. 2, Par't'III,.,Kathmandu, 2013 B.S.,
pp. 419-426.

1 Sri Pafic Surendra szram Shah Devka Sasankalma Baneko Muluk1 Am, Kath-
mandu: Sri Pafic Ko Sarkar, Kanun Tatha Nyay. Mantralaya 2022 B. S pp.
695-700.

12" 1bid , p. 6.

13 Yogi Naraharmath (ed) “Rama Saha Ka Gorkhale gareko keh1 pragat , In
" Itihds Prakasma Samdhipatramgraha, Kathmandu, 2022 B. S., pp 674 702
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Mr. Mahesh Raj Pant reviewed the translation with me after it had been prepared
I am indebted to him for his many suggestions and improvements.
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Nepali Text and E‘rzgiish Translation
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