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Introduction

From the sixth century to the third century 
BCE, North India passed through major 
political and social changes. Buddhism and 
Jainism emerged as prominent religions 
having a large number of followers. Referred 
to as sramanic religions (from the word 
sramana in Sanskrit, meaning a teacher), 
these two religious systems were antithetical 
to the mainstream Vedic religion. As a 
consequence of new beliefs and ideas 
propounded by Jainism and Buddhism, 
the social order largely centred on Vedic 
rituals underwent a significant change, as 
people of many religious faiths were part 
of the emerging society. On the political 
front, minor states and federations of clans 
were merged through conquests to create 
an empire during this period, resulting in a 
large state, ruled by a chakravartin or ekarat 
(emperor or one supreme king). The rise of 
a centralised empire in the Gangetic plains 
of present-day Bihar and eastern Uttar 
Pradesh changed the social, economic and 
administrative fabric of the region.

The flat plains and the availability of 
plentiful water from the perennial rivers, 

such as the Ganga and its many tributaries, 
were among the favourable ecological 
conditions which promoted the rise of a 
large state in this particular region. Rivers 
also acted as major waterways for trade and 
travel. Bimbisara, who was a contemporary 
of Buddha, started the process of empire 
building. It was strengthened by his son 
Ajatashatru and then by the Nandas. The 
empire reached its glory and peaked with 
the advent of the Mauryan Empire founded 
by Chandragupta Maurya. The first three 
Mauryan emperors, Chandragupta, 
Bindusara and Ashoka, were the best 
known. After Ashoka, the Mauryan Empire 
went into decline.

Sources

The names of Chandragupta and his two 
successors in the Mauryan period are well 
known now. But reconstructing their lives 
and careers was a laborious and difficult 
process for the earlier historians. There are 
hardly any comprehensive contemporary 
accounts or literary works which refer 
to the Mauryan emperors though they 
are mentioned in various Buddhist and 
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Jain texts as well as in some Hindu works 
like the brahmanas. The Mahavamsa, the 
comprehensive historical chronicle in Pali 
from Sri Lanka, is an important additional 
source. The scattered information from 
these sources has been corroborated by 
accounts of Greek historians who left 
their accounts about India following 
Alexander’s campaign in north-western 
part of the country.

Archaeology and epigraphy are the 
tools that provide rich information for the 
historian to understand earlier periods 
of history. Archaeology is particularly 
important because excavations reveal 
the nature of urban morphology, that 
is, layout of the city and construction of 
buildings. They also provide concrete 
information about the material culture 
of people in the past, such as the metals 
that were known, materials and tools they 
used, and the technology they employed. 
The archaeological finds in the Gangetic 
regions give us solid proof about the 
nature of the urban centres established in 
the region in course of time. Epigraphical 
evidence is scanty for the period. The 
most widely known are the edicts of 
Ashoka, which have been discovered in 
many parts of the country. In fact, the 
reconstruction of the Mauryan period 
to a great extent became possible only 
after the Brahmi script of the inscriptions 
at Sanchi was deciphered by James 
Prinsep in 1837. Information about other 
edicts in other parts of the country also 
became available at that time. It must be 
remembered that these were the oldest 
historical artefacts found in India in the 
nineteenth century, until archaeological 
excavations unearthed the Indus valley 
towns of Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro in 
the twentieth century. All the edicts began 
with a reference to a great king, “Thus 
spoke devanampiya (beloved of the gods) 
piyadassi (of pleasing looks)”, and the 
geographical spread of the edicts make it 

clear that this was a king who had ruled 
over a vast empire. But who was this king? 
Puranic and Buddhist texts referred to 
a chakravartin named Ashoka. As more 
edicts were deciphered, the decisive 
identification that devananampiya 
piyadassi was Ashoka was made in 1915. 
One more edict when deciphered, which 
referred to him as devanampiya Ashoka, 
made reconstruction of Mauryan history 
possible.

Let us now turn to two later 
sources. The first is the rock inscription 
of Junagadh, near Girnar in Gujarat. 
This was carved during the reign 
of Rudradaman, the local ruler and 
dates back to 130–150 CE. It refers to 
Pushyagupta, the provincial governor 
(rashtriya) of Emperor Chandragupta. 
This is of importance for two reasons: 
(i) it indicates the extent of the Mauryan 
Empire, which had expanded as far west 
as Gujarat and (ii) it shows that more 
than four centuries after his death, the 
name of Chandragupta was still well 
known and remembered in many parts 
of the country. A second source is a 
literary work. The play Mudrarakshasa 
by Visakhadatta was written during the 
Gupta period, sometime after the 4th 
century CE. It narrates Chandragupta’s 
accession to the throne of the Magadha 
Empire and the exploits of his chief 
advisor Chanakya or Kautilya by listing 
the strategies he used to counter an 
invasion against Chandragupta. This play 
is often cited as a corroborative source 
since it supports the information gathered 
from other contemporary sources about 
Chandragupta. It is important to note 
from both these sources that the fame of 
Chandragupta had survived long after he 
was gone and became imbibed in popular 
lore and memory. They thus attest to the 
significance of oral traditions, which 
are now accepted as an additional valid 
source of history.
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Kosala was then annexed to Magadha. 
Ajatashatru also fought and won the battle 
against the Lichchhavis. He defeated the 
Lichchhavis and the Mallas. Ajatashatru 
is also believed to have met Buddha in his 
lifetime. By the time Ajatashatru died in 461 
BCE Magadha had become undisputedly 
the strongest power.

The Haryanka dynasty was 
succeeded by the Shishunaga dynasty. 
Shishunaga, a viceroy of Benaras, deposed 
the last Haryanka king and ascended the 
throne. The Shishunagas ruled for fifty 
years before the throne was usurped by 
Mahapadma Nanda.

4.2  Nandas: The First 
Empire Builders of India

About a hundred years after Ajatashatru’s 
demise, the Nandas became the emperors 
of Magadha in 362 BCE. The first Nanda 
ruler was Mahapadma. It is believed that he 
usurped the throne by murdering the last 
of the Shishunaga kings. Under the Nandas, 
the empire expanded considerably, and the 
wealth and power of the Nandas became 
widely known and feared. Mahapadma 
Nanda was succeeded by his eight sons, 
and they were together known as the 
navanandas or the nine Nandas. During 
the process of empire building, Nandas 
exterminated many kshatriya clans and 
subjugated kshatriya-ruled kingdoms, 
which had still retained a degree of 
autonomous authority, thus creating a 
centralised state. An inscription known 
as the Hathigumpha (elephant cave) from 
Udayagiri near Bhubaneshwar, Odisha, 
records the aqueduct built by King Nanda 
three hundred years earlier. This is also 
indicative of the geographical extent of the 
Nanda Empire. Though the Nandas were 
able administrators and had strengthened 
the Magadha Empire, they were not popular 
among the people.

4.1  Rise of Magadha under 
the Haryanka Dynasty

Among the 16 mahajanapadas, Kasi 
was initially powerful. However, Kosala 
became dominant later. A power struggle 
broke out between Magadha, Kosala, 
Vrijji and Avanti. Eventually Magadha 
emerged as the dominant mahajanapada 
and established the first Indian empire. 
The first known ruler of Magadha was 
Bimbisara of the Haryanka dynasty. He 
extended the territory of Magadhan 
Empire by matrimonial alliances and 
conquests. By marrying off his sister to 
Prasenajit, ruler of Kosala, he received 
Kasi as dowry. He also married the 
princesses of Lichchhavis and Madra. 
He maintained friendly relations with 
Avanti but annexed Anga by military 
might. Thus, Magadha became a 
powerful and prominent power. During 
his reign, Bimbisara patronised various 
religious sects and their leaders. He had 
an encounter with Buddha as well.

His son Ajatashatru ascended the 
throne by killing his father. King Prasenajit 
immediately took back Kasi, which he had 
handed out as dowry to Bimbisara. This 
led to a military confrontation between 
Magadha and Kosala. The struggle lasted 
until Prasenajit was overthrown and died 
at Rajgriha, the capital of Magadha Empire. 

Bimbisara
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A centralised state required a new administrative framework to govern an extensive territory, 
the creation of a bureaucracy, resources of money and men for managing the administration 
and the army. A system of revenue administration had to be developed to raise the funds needed 
for the state through taxation. Such a political formation led to the development of cities as 
administrative centres, distinct from villages and rural areas. A large standing army was required 
for expanding and retaining the empire.

4.3  Persian and Macedonian 
Invasions

The period from the sixth century witnessed 
close cultural contact of the north-west of 
India with Persia and Greece. It might be 
surprising to know that Gandhara and its 
adjoining regions on the Indus were part of 
the Achaemenid Empire of Persia. Cyrus, 
the emperor of Persia, invaded India around 
530 BCE and destroyed the city of Kapisha. 
According to Greek historian Herodotus, 
Gandhara constituted the twentieth and the 
richest satrapy of the Achaemenid Empire. 
The region continued to be part of the 
Persian Empire till the invasion of Alexander 
the Great. The inscriptions of Darius I 
mention the presence of the Persians in the 
Indus region and include “the people of 
Gadara, Haravati and Maka” as subjects of 
the Achaemenid Empire.

The word “Hindu” appears for 

the first time in an inscription of 

Darius I at Persepolis, Iran. Darius 

lists “Hindu” as part of his empire. The 

word “Sindhu”, denoting a river in general 

and Indus in particular, became “Hindu” 

in Persian. The Greeks dropped the S and 

called it Indu, which eventually came to be 

called Hindu and later India.

Taxila

Takshashila or Taxila is situated in present-
day Pakistan. Between the fifth century 
and fourth century BCE, it was part of the 
Achaemenid Empire of Persia. Because 

of its strategic location on the trade route 
between the East and the West, it emerged 
as an important centre of learning and 
culture. Students came from far and wide to 
Taxila in search of knowledge. The city was 
brought to light by the excavation carried 
out in the 1940s by Sir John Marshall. Taxila 
is considered “one of the greatest intellectual 
achievements of any ancient civilization”. 
Panini seems to have compiled his well-
known work, Ashtadhyayi, here.

Impact of Persian Contact

As the north-western part of India came 
under the control of the Persian Empire 
from about middle of the sixth century, 
the region became a centre of confluence 
of Persian and Indian culture. The 
Persian contact left its impact on art, 
architecture, economy and administration 
of ancient India. The cultural impact 
was felt most in the Gandhara region. 
The most significant impact was the 
development of the Kharosthi script, used 
in the north-western part of India. It was 
used by Ashoka in his inscriptions in the 
Gandhara region. The Kharosthi script 
was derived from Aramaic used widely in 
the Achaemenid Empire of Persia.

Like Aramaic, Kharosthi was written 
from right to left. Persian sigloi (silver coin) 
is an imitation from the region. The earliest 
coins in India are traced to the period of the 
mahajanapadas. The Indian word for coin 
karsa is of Persian origin. The coins might 
have been inspired by the Persian coins. The 
existence of coins in that period suggests 
trade links between India and Persia. The 
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conquests in the Punjab region, Alexander 
expressed his desire to march further east 
to attack the Magadha Empire. However, 
his already tired troops had heard about the 
great emperor in the east (Nanda) and his 
formidable army and refused to be engaged 
in a war against such a powerful adversary.

Emperor Alexander

In 326 BCE when Alexander entered 
the Indian subcontinent after defeating 
the Persians, Ambhi, the ruler of Taxila, 
surrendered and accepted the suzerainty of 
Alexander. The most famous of Alexander’s 
encounters was with Porus, ruler of the region 
between Jhelum and Beas. The two armies met 
in the battle of Hydaspes in which Porus was 
imprisoned. Later, impressed by the Porus’s 
dignity, Alexander restored his throne on 
the condition of accepting his suzerainty. His 
battle-weary soldiers refused to march further. 
Alexander did not want to proceed against 
the reluctance of his army. During his return, 
Alexander died of typhoid in Babylon.

Surrender of Porus to Alexander, 1865  

engraving by Alonzo Chappel (modern representation)

Ashokan edicts might have been inspired by 
the edicts of the Achaemenid king Darius. 
The Ashokan edicts use the term lipi instead 
of the Iranian term dipi.

The Mauryan art and architecture 
show traces of Persian influence. Mauryan 
columns of the Ashokan Pillar are similar 
to the columns found in the Achaemenid 
Empire. The bell-shaped capital of the 
columns, especially the lion capital of Sarnath 
pillar and the bell capital of Rampurval pillar, 
show resemblance to designs found in the 
Achaemenid columns. Similarly, the pillared 
remains of the Palace in Pataliputra display 
a remarkable similarity to the pillared hall 
in the Achaemenid capital. However, the 
craftsmen, though inspired by the Persian 
art and architecture, gave a definite Indian 
character to their work.

Connection between Persian 
and Sanskrit
There are linguistic similarities between 
Rig Veda and Avesta. The term Aryas 
was also used by the ancient Persians. 
According to Indologist Thomas Burrow, 
only phonetic change had occurred 
overtime. The Bogaz Koi (in North-East 
Syria) Inscription dating back to 1380 
BCE records a treaty between a Hittite and 
a Mitanni King. It mentions the names of a 
few Rig Vedic gods such as Indara, Uruvna 
(Varuna), Mitira and Nasatiya (Ashvins).

4.4 Alexander’s Invasion
During Dana Nanda’s reign, Alexander 
invaded north-west India (327–325 BCE). 
In many ways, the invasion by Alexander 
is a watershed in Indian history. It marked 
the beginning of the interaction between 
India and the West, which spanned many 
centuries to follow. Greek historians began 
to write about India, and Greek governors 
and kings ruled in the north-western 
region of India, which introduced new 
styles of art and governance. After his 
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established the Mauryan Empire and 
became its first emperor in 321 BCE.

Ashoka Rock Edict at Junagadh

We know from the Junagadh 
rock inscription (referred to earlier) that 
Chandragupta had expanded his empire 
westward as far as Gujarat. One of his great 
achievements, according to local accounts, was 
that he waged war against the Greek prefects 
(military officials) left behind by Alexander and 
destroyed them, so that the way was cleared 
to carry out his ambitious plan of expanding 
the territories. Another major event of his 
reign was the war against Seleucus, who was 
one of Alexander’s generals. After the death of 
Alexander, Seleucus had established his kingdom 
extending up to Punjab. Chandragupta defeated 
him in a battle some time before 301 BCE and 
drove him out of the Punjab region. The final 
agreement between the two was probably not 
too acrimonious, since Chandragupta gave 
Seleucus 500 war elephants, and Seleucus sent 
an ambassador to Chandragupta’s court. This 
ambassador was Megasthenes, and we owe 
much of the information that we have about 
Chandragupta to Indica, the account written 
by Megasthenes. The original of this work is 
lost, but many Greek historians had reproduced 
parts of his account describing the court of 
Chandragupta and his administration.

Chandragupta

Chandragupta was obviously a great 
ruler who had to reinvent a strong 
administrative apparatus to govern 
his extensive kingdom. (The system of 
governance and polity is discussed in the 
next section.) Chandragupta was ably 

The Impact of Alexander’s 
Invasion
Alexander’s invasion led to the establishment 
of Greek satrapies in the north-western 
region of the Indian 
subcontinent. Trade routes 
opened up with the West. 
There were four different 
trade routes in use, which 
facilitated the movement 
of Greek merchants 
and craftsmen to India, 
establishing direct contact 
between India and Greece. As trade contact 
increased, many Greek settlements were 
established in the northwest of India. 
Alexandria near Kabul, Boukephala near 
Peshawar in Pakistan and Alexandria in 
Sindh were some of the prominent Greek 
settlements.

The Greek accounts of India 
provide valuable information but with a bit 
of exaggeration. Alexander’s death created 
a void in the north-west, facilitating the 
accession of Chandragupta Maurya to the 
throne of Magadha. It also helped him to 
conquer the numerous small chiefdoms in 
the north-west and bring the region under 
his empire.

4.5 Mauryan Empire
Contemporary accounts by Greek 
historians show that Chandragupta was 
a youth living in Taxila when Alexander 
invaded India. Greek historians have 
recorded his name as “Sandrakottus” 
or “Sandrakoptus”, which are evidently 
modified forms of Chandragupta. 
Inspired by Alexander, Chandragupta led 
a revolt against the Nandas years later and 
overthrew them. Chandragupta achieved 
it either by inciting the people to rise 
against an unpopular monarch, or by 
soliciting their support in overthrowing 
an unpopular king. Chandragupta 

Seleucus Nicator
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His sons were appointed as viceroys of 
the different provinces of the empire. We 
do not know much about his military 
exploits, but the empire passed intact to 
his son, Ashoka.

Bindusara ruled for 25 years, and 
he must have died in 272 BCE. Ashoka 
was not his chosen successor, and the 
fact that he came to the throne only four 
years later in 268 BCE would indicate 
that there was a struggle between the 
sons of Bindusara for the succession. 
Ashoka had been the viceroy of Taxila 
when he put down a revolt against the 
local officials by the people of Taxila, 
and was later the viceroy of Ujjain, the 
capital of Avanti and a major city and 
commercial centre. As emperor, he is 
credited with building the monumental 
structures that have been excavated in 
the site of Pataliputra. He continued 
the tradition of close interaction with 
the Greek states in West Asia, and there 
was mutual exchange of emissaries from 
both sides.

Ashoka

The defining event of Ashoka’s rule was his 
campaign against Kalinga (present-day 
Odisha) in the eighth year of his reign. This 
is the only recorded military expedition of 
the Mauryas. The number of those killed 
in battle, those who died subsequently, and 

those deported ran into tens 
of thousands. The campaign 
had probably been more 
ferocious and brutal than 
usual because this was 
a punitive war against 
Kalinga, which had broken 
away from the Magadha 
Empire (the Hathigumpha 
inscription speaks of 
Kalinga as a part of the 
Nanda Empire). Ashoka was 
devastated by the carnage 

advised and aided by Chanakya, known 
for political manoeuvring, in governing 
his empire. Contemporary Jain and 
Buddhist texts hardly have any mention 
of Chanakya. But popular oral tradition 
ascribes the greatness of Chandragupta 
and his reign to the wisdom and genius 
of Chanakya. Chanakya, also known as 
Kautilya and Vishnugupta, was a Brahmin 
and a sworn adversary of the Nandas. 
He is credited with having devised the 
strategy for overthrowing the Nandas 
and helping Chandragupta to become the 
emperor of Magadha. He is celebrated as 
the author of the Arthasastra, a treatise 
on political strategy and governance. His 
intrigues and brilliant strategy to subvert 
the intended invasion of Magadha is the 
theme of the play, Mudrarakshasa.

Bindusara

Chandragupta’s son Bindusara succeeded 
him as emperor in 297 BCE in a peaceful 
and natural transition. We do not know 
what happened to Chandragupta. He 
probably renounced the world. According 
to the Jain tradition, Chandragupta spent 
his last years as an ascetic in Chandragiri, 
near Sravanabelagola, in Karnataka. 
Bindusara was clearly a capable ruler 
and continued his father’s tradition of 
close interaction with the Greek states of 
West Asia. He continued to be advised by 
Chanakya and other capable ministers. 

Chandragupta (modern representation)

Emperor Ashoka 

Devanampiya
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and moved by the suffering that he converted 
to humanistic values. He became a Buddhist 
and his new-found values and beliefs were 
recorded in a series of edicts, which confirm 
his passion for peace and moral righteousness 
or dhamma (dharma in Sanskrit).

Edicts of Ashoka

The edicts of Ashoka 
thus constitute the 
most concrete source 
of information about 
the Mauryan Empire. There are 33 edicts 
comprising 14 Major Rock Edicts, 2 
known as Kalinga edicts, 7 Pillar Edicts, 
some Minor Rock Edicts and a few Minor 
Pillar Inscriptions. The Major Rock Edicts 
extend from Kandahar in Afghanistan, 
Shahbazgarhi and Mansehra in north-
west Pakistan to Uttarakhand district 
in the north, Gujarat and Maharashtra 
in the west, Odisha in the east and as 
far south as Karnataka and Kurnool 
district in Andhra Pradesh. Minor Pillar 
Inscriptions have been found as far north 
as Nepal (near Lumbini). The edicts were 
written mostly in the Brahmi script and 
in Magadhi and Prakrit. The Kandahar 
inscriptions are in Greek and Aramaic, 
while the two inscriptions in north-west 
Pakistan are in Kharosthi script. 

The geographical spread of the 
edicts essentially defines the extent 
of the vast empire over which Ashoka 
ruled. The second inscription mentions 
lands beyond his borders: “the Chodas 
(Cholas), the Pandyas, the Satiyaputa, the 
Keralaputa (Chera), even Tamraparni, 
the Yona king Antiyoka (Antiochus), 
and the kings who are the neighbours of 
this Antioka”. The edicts stress Ashoka’s 
belief in peace, righteousness and justice 
and his concern for the welfare of his 
people. By rejecting violence and war, 
advocating peace and the pursuit of 
dhamma, Ashoka negated the prevailing 
philosophy of statecraft that stressed that 

Edicts of Ashoka (238 BCE),  

in the Brahmi at British Museum

The Ashoka edicts at Saranath

Rock Edict of Ashoka, Dhauli, Odisha

Rock Edict - Kandahar in Afghanistan
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an emperor had to strive to extend and 
consolidate his empire through warfare 
and military conquests.

Third Buddhist Council
One of the major events of Ashoka’s reign 
was the convening of the Third Buddhist 
sangha (council) in 250 BCE in the capital 
Pataliputra. Ashoka’s deepening commitment 
to Buddhism meant that royal patronage was 
extended to the Buddhist establishment. An 
important outcome of this sangha was the 
decision to expand the reach of Buddhism to 
other parts of the region and to send missions 
to convert people to the religion. Buddhism 
thus became a proselytizing religion and 
missionaries were sent to regions outlying 
the empire such as Kashmir and South India. 
According to popular belief, Ashoka sent his 
two children, Mahinda and Sanghamitta, 
to Sri Lanka to propagate Buddhism. It 
is believed that they took a branch of the 
original bodhi tree to Sri Lanka.

Ashoka died in 231 BCE. Sadly, 
though his revolutionary view of governance 
and non-violence find a resonance in our 
contemporary sensibilities, they were not in 
consonance with the realities of the times. 
After his death, the Mauryan Empire slowly 
disintegrated and died out within fifty years. 
But the two centuries prior to Ashoka’s 
death and the disintegration of the Mauryan 
Empire were truly momentous in Indian 
history. This was a period of great change. 

Ashoka’s visit to the Ramagrama  

Sanchi Stupa Southern Gate

The consolidation of a state extending over 
nearly two-thirds of the sub-continent had 
taken place with formalised administration, 
development of bureaucratic institutions and 
economic expansion, in addition to the rise 
of new heterodox religions and philosophies 
that questioned the established orthodoxy.

4.6  The Mauryan State and 
Polity

The major areas of concern for the Mauryan 
state were the collection of taxes as revenue 
to the state and the administration of justice, 
in addition to the maintenance of internal 
security and defence against external 
aggression. This required a large and complex 
administrative machinery and institutions. 
Greek historians, taking their lead from 
Megasthenes, described the Mauryan state 
as a centralised state. What we should infer 
from this description as a centralised state 
is that a uniform pattern of administration 
was established throughout the very large 
area of the empire. But, given the existing 
state of technology in communications and 
transport, a decentralised administrative 
system had to be in place.

This bureaucratic set-up covered a 
hierarchy of settlements from the village, 
to the towns, provincial capitals and major 
cities. The bureaucracy enabled and required 
an efficient system of revenue collection, 
since it needed to be paid out of taxes 
collected. Equally, the very large army of the 
Mauryan Empire could be maintained only 
with the revenue raised through taxation. 
The large bureaucracy also commanded 
huge salaries. According to the Arthasastra, 
the salary of chief minister, the purohita and 
the army commander was 48,000 panas, 
and the soldiers received 500 panas. If we 
multiply this by the number of infantry 
and cavalry, we get an idea of the enormous 
resources needed to maintain the army and 
the administrative staff.
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Arthasastra

Perhaps the most detailed account of 
the administration is to be found in the 
Arthasastra (though the work itself is now 
dated to a few centuries later). However, it 
must be remembered that the Arthasastra 
was a prescriptive text, which laid down the 
guidelines for good administration. If we 
add to this the information from Ashoka’s 
edicts and the work of Megasthenes, we 
get a more comprehensive picture of the 
Mauryan state as it was.

Provincial Administration

At the head of the administration was 
the king. He was assisted by a council of 
ministers and a purohita or priest, who was a 
person of great importance, and secretaries 
known as mahamatriyas. The capital region 
of Pataliputra was directly administered. 
The rest of the empire was divided into 
four provinces based at Suvarnagiri (near 

Kurnool in Andhra Pradesh), Ujjain 
(Avanti, Malwa), Taxila in the north-
west, and Tosali in Odisha in the south-
east. The provinces were administered by 
governors who were usually royal princes. 
In each region, the revenue and judicial 
administration and the bureaucracy of the 
Mauryan state was replicated to achieve a 
uniform system of governance. Revenue 
collection was the responsibility of a 
collector-general (samaharta) who was 
also in charge of exchequer that he was, 
in effect, like a minister of finance. He had 
to supervise all the provinces, fortified 
towns, mines, forests, trade routes and 
others, which were the sources of revenue. 
The treasurer was responsible for keeping 
a record of the tax 
revenues. The accounts 
of each department had 
to be presented jointly 
by the ministers to the 
king. Each department 
had a large staff of 
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The dharmasthiya courts mostly dealt with 
civil law relating to marriage, inheritance 
and other aspects of civil life. The courts 
were presided over by three judges well-
versed in sacred laws and three amatyas 
(secretaries). Another type of court 
was called kantakasodhana (removal of 
thorns), also presided over by three judges 
and three amatyas. The main purpose of 
these courts was to clear the society of 
anti-social elements and various types of 
crimes, and it functioned more like the 
modern police, and relied on a network 
of spies for information about such anti-
social activities. Punishments for crimes 
were usually quite severe. The overall 
objective of the judicial system as it 
evolved was to extend government control 
over most aspects of ordinary life. 

Ashoka’s Dharmic State

Ashoka’s rule gives us 
an alternative model 
of a righteous king 
and a just state. He 
instructed his officials, 
the yuktas (subordinate 
officials), rajjukas (rural administrators) 
and pradesikas (heads of the districts) to 
go on tours every five years to instruct 
people in dhamma (Major Rock Edict 
3). Ashoka’s injunctions to the officers 
and city magistrates stressed that all the 
people were his children and he wished 
for his people what he wished for his own 
children, that they should obtain welfare 
and happiness in this world and the next. 
These officials should recognise their own 
responsibilities and strive to be impartial 
and see to it that men were not imprisoned 
or tortured without good reason. He 
added that he would send an officer every 
five years to verify if his instructions were 
carried out (Kalinga Rock Edict 1). 

Ashoka realised that an effective 
ruler needed to be fully informed about 
what was happening in his kingdom and 

superintendents and subordinate officers 
linked to the central and local governments.

District and Village 
Administration

At the next level of administration came 
the districts, villages and towns. The 
district was under the command of a 
sthanika, while officials known as gopas 
were in charge of five to ten villages. 
Urban administration was handled by a 
nagarika. Villages were semi-autonomous 
and were under the authority of a gramani, 
appointed by the central government, and 
a council of village elders. Agriculture was 
then, as it remained down the centuries, 
the most important contributor to the 
economy, and the tax on agricultural 
produce constituted the most important 
source of revenue. Usually, the king was 
entitled to one-sixth of the produce. In 
reality, it was often much higher, usually 
about one-fourth of the produce.

Source of Revenue 

The Arthasastra, recommended 
comprehensive state control over 
agricultural production and marketing, with 
warehouses to store agricultural products 
and regulated markets, in order to maximise 
the revenues from this most important 
sector of the economy. Other taxes included 
taxes on land, on irrigation if the sources of 
irrigation had been provided by the state, 
taxes on urban houses, customs and tolls on 
goods transported for trade and profits from 
coinage and trade operations carried on by 
the government. Lands owned by the king, 
forests, mines and manufacture and salt, on 
which the state held a monopoly, were also 
important sources of revenue.

Judicial Administration 

Justice was administered through courts, 
which were established in all the major 
towns. Two types of courts are mentioned. 
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4.7 Economy and Society

Agriculture

Agriculture formed the backbone of the 
economy. It was the largest sector in terms 
of its share in total revenue to the state and 
employment. The Greeks noted with wonder 
that two crops could be raised annually in 
India because of the fertility of the soil. Besides 
food grains, India also grew commercial crops 
such as sugarcane and cotton, described by 
Megasthenes as a reed that produced honey 
and trees on which wool grew. These were 
important commercial crops. The fact that the 
agrarian sector could produce a substantial 
surplus was a major factor in the diversification 
of the economy beyond subsistence to 
commercial production.

insisted that he should be advised and 
informed promptly wherever he might be 
(Major Rock Edict 6). He insisted that all 
religions should co-exist and the ascetics 
of all religions were honoured (Major 
Rock Edicts 7 and 12). Providing medical 
care should be one of the functions of 
the state, the emperor ordered hospitals 
to be set up to treat human beings and 
animals (Major Rock Edict 2). Preventing 
unnecessary slaughter of animals and 
showing respect for all living beings was 
another recurrent theme in his edicts. In 
Ashoka’s edicts, we find an alternative 
humane and empathetic model of 
governance. The edicts stress that 
everybody, officials as well as subjects, 
act righteously following dhamma.
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Crafts and Goods

Many crafts producing a variety of 
manufactures flourished in the economy. 
We can categorise the products as 
utilitarian or functional, and luxurious 
and ornamental. Spinning and weaving, 
especially of cotton fabrics, relying on the 
universal availability of cotton throughout 
India, were the most widespread 
occupations outside of agriculture. A great 
variety of cloth was produced in the country, 
ranging from the coarse fabrics used by 
the ordinary people for everyday use, to 
the very fine textures worn by the upper 
classes and the royalty. The Arthasastra 
refers to the regions producing specialised 
textiles – Kasi (Benares), Vanga (Bengal), 
Kamarupa (Assam), Madurai and many 
others. Each region produced many 
distinctive and specialised varieties of 
fabrics. Cloth embroidered with gold and 
silver was worn by the King and members 
of the royal court. Silk was known and 
was generally referred to as Chinese silk, 
which also indicates that extensive trade 
was carried on in the Mauryan Empire.

Metal and metal works were of great 
importance, and the local metal workers 
worked with iron, copper and other metals 
to produce tools, implements, vessels and 
other utility items. Iron smelting had 
been known for many centuries, but there 
was a great improvement in technology 
after about 500 BCE, which made it 
possible to smelt iron in furnaces at very 
high temperatures. Archaeological finds 
show a great qualitative and quantitative 
improvement in iron production 
after this date. Improvement in iron 
technology had widespread implications 
for the rest of the economy. Better tools 
like axes made more extensive clearing 
of forests possible for agriculture; better 
ploughs could improve agricultural 
processes; better nails and tools improved 
woodwork and carpentry as well as other 

crafts. Woodwork was another important 
craft for ship-building, making carts and 
chariots, house construction and so on. 
Stone work–stone carving and polishing–
had evolved as a highly skilled craft. This 
expertise is seen in the stone sculptures 
in the stupa at Sanchi and the highly 
polished Chunar stone used for Ashoka’s 
pillars.

Sanchi Stupa

A whole range of luxury goods 
was produced, including gold and silver 
articles, jewellery, perfumes and carved 
ivory. There is evidence that many other 
products like drugs and medicines, 
pottery, dyes and gums were produced in 
the Mauryan Empire. The economy had 
thus developed far beyond subsistence 
production to a very sophisticated level of 
commercial craft production.

Crafts were predominantly urban-
based hereditary occupations and sons 
usually followed their fathers in the practice 
of various crafts. Craftsmen worked primarily 
as individuals, though royal workshops 
for producing cloth and other products 
also existed. Each craft had a head called 
pamukha (pramukha or leader) and a jettha 
(jyeshtha or elder) and was organised in a 
seni (srenior a guild), so that the institutional 
identity superseded the individual in craft 
production. Disputes between srenis were 
resolved by a mahasetthi, and this ensured 
the smooth functioning of craft production 
in the cities.
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We do not have much information 
about the merchant communities. In 
general, long-distance overland trade was 
undertaken by merchant groups travelling 
together as a caravan for security, led by 
a caravan leader known as the maha-
sarthavaha. Roads through forests and 
unfavourable environments like deserts 
were always dangerous. The Arthasastra, 
however, stresses the importance of trade 
and ensuring its smooth functioning. 
Trade has to be facilitated through the 
construction of roads and maintaining 
them in good condition. Since tolls and 
octroi were collected on goods when they 
were transported, toll booths must have 
been set up and manned on all the trade 
routes. Urban markets and craftsmen were 
generally closely monitored and controlled 
to prevent fraud. The Arthasastra has a 
long list of the goods  –  agricultural and 
manufactured  –  which were traded in 
internal and foreign trade. These include 
textiles, woollens, silks, aromatic woods, 
animal skins and gems from various parts of 
India, China and Sri Lanka. Greek sources 
confirm the trade links with the west 
through the Greek states to Egypt. Indigo, 
ivory, tortoiseshell, pearls and perfumes and 
rare woods were all exported to Egypt.

Coins and Currency

Though coinage was known, barter was 
the medium of exchange in pre-modern 
economies. In the Mauryan Empire, the silver 
coin known as pana and its sub-divisions 

Trade

Trade or exchange becomes a natural 
concomitant of economic diversification 
and growth. Production of a surplus beyond 
subsistence is futile unless the surplus has 
exchange value, since the surplus has no 
use value when subsistence needs have been 
met. Thus, as the economy diversified and 
expanded, exchange becomes an important 
part of realising the benefits of such 
expansion. Trade takes place in a hierarchy 
of markets, ranging from the exchange of 
goods in a village market, between villages 
and towns within a district, across cities 
in long-distance overland trade and across 
borders to other countries. Trade also 
needs a conducive political climate as was 
provided by the Mauryan Empire, which 
ensured peace and stability over a very 
large area. The rivers in the Gangetic plains 
were major means for transporting goods 
throughout northern India. Goods were 
transported further west overland by road. 
Roads connected the north of the country to 
cities and markets in the south-east, and in 
the south-west, passing through towns like 
Vidisha and Ujjain. The north-west route 
linked the empire to central and western 
Asia. Overseas trade by ships was also 
known, and Buddhist Jataka tales refer to 
the long voyages undertaken by merchants. 
Sea-borne trade was carried on with Burma 
and the Malay Archipelago, and with Sri 
Lanka. The ships, however, were probably 
quite small and might have hugged the 
coastline. 

Mauryan coin with arched hill symbol on reverse Karshapana-Bindusara
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representation of cities is found in the 
sculptures in Sanchi, which portray royal 
processions, and cities are seen to have 
roads, a multitude of people and multi-
storeyed buildings crowded together.

Urbanisation in Sixth  
Century BCE

One of the first pre-requisites for urbanisation 
is the development of an agricultural base. 
This had evolved in the Indo-Gangetic plain 
and from very early on there are references 
to cities like Hastinapura and Ayodhya. 
By about sixth century BCE, urbanization 
had spread to the doab and many new city 
centres like Kaushambi, Bhita, Vaishali and 
Rajagriha, among others, are mentioned in 
the region. Buddhist texts about Buddha’s 
preaching were always located in urban 
centres. Cities developed primarily because 
of the spread of agriculture and wet rice 
cultivation, in particular in the doab region, 
after the marshy land was drained and 
reclaimed for cultivation. The fertile soil 
and plentiful availability of water from the 
perennial rivers made it possible to raise 
even two crops of rice, and the production 
of a large agricultural surplus to feed the 
cities. The improvements in iron technology 
also had an impact on economic life both 
in rural and urban areas. As Magadha grew, 
many regional centres like Ujjain were also 
incorporated into the empire.

Housing and Town Planning

Towns were often located along the 
rivers, presumably for ease of access to 
transportation. They were surrounded 
by moats and a rampart to provide 
defensive protection. They were always 
open to attacks since treasuries holding 
government revenue were housed in 
them, in addition to the fact that as 
trading centres, the local people and 
merchants were also wealthy. As the towns 

were the most commonly used currency. 
Hordes of punch-marked coins have been 
found in many parts of north India, though 
some of these coins may have been from 
earlier periods. Thus while coins were in 
use, it is difficult to estimate the extent to 
which the economy was monetised. 

Process of Urbanisation

Urbanisation is the process of the 
establishment of towns and cities in an 
agrarian landscape. Towns can come up 
for various reasons – as the headquarters 
of administration, as pilgrim centres, as 
commercial market centres and because of 
their locational advantages on major trade 
routes. In what way do urban settlements 
differ from villages or rural settlements? 
To begin with, towns and cities do not 
produce their own food and depend on the 
efficient transfer of agricultural surplus 
for their basic consumption needs. A 
larger number of people reside in towns 
and cities and the density of population 
is much higher in cities. Cities attract a 
variety of non-agricultural workers and 
craftsmen, who seek employment, thereby 
forming the workforce for the production 
of manufactured goods and services of 
various kinds. These goods, in addition 
to the agricultural products brought in 
from the rural countryside, are traded 
in markets. Cities also tend to house 
a variety of persons in service-related 
activities. The sangam poetry in Tamil 
and the Tamil epics provide vivid pictures 
of cities like Madurai, Kanchipuram and 
Poompuhar as teeming with people, with 
vibrant markets and merchants selling 
a variety of goods, as well as vendors 
selling various goods including food door 
to door. Though these literary works 
relate to a slightly later period, it is not 
different in terms of the prevailing levels 
of technology, and these descriptions may 
be taken as an accurate depiction of urban 
living. The only contemporary pictorial 
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monumental architecture that he added to 
the capital, like the many-pillared hall.

Art and Culture

Most of the literature and art of the period 
have not survived. Sanskrit language and 
literature were enriched by the work of 
the grammarian Panini (c. 500 BCE), and 
Katyayana, who was a contemporary of 
the Nandas and had written a commentary 
on Panini’s work. Buddhist and Jain texts 
were primarily written in Pali. Evidently 
many literary works in Sanskrit were 
produced during this period and find 
mention in later works, but they are not 
available to us.

The Arthasastra notes the perform-
ing arts of the period, including music, 
instrumental music, bards, dance and the-
atre. The extensive production of crafted 
luxury products like jewellery, ivory carv-
ing and wood work, and especially stone 
carving should all be included as products 
of Mauryan art.

Many religions, castes and 
communities lived together in harmony 
in the Mauryan society. There is little 
mention of any overt dissension or 
disputes among them. As in many regions 
of that era (including ancient Tamil 
Nadu), courtesans were accorded a special 
place in the social hierarchy and their 
contributions were highly valued.

became more prosperous, the quality 
of the houses, which were built of mud 
brick and even of fired brick, improved. 
Towns also had other facilities like drains, 
ring wells and mud pits, testifying to 
the development of civic amenities and 
sanitation. Excavations from the Mauryan 
period show that the standard of living 
had improved as compared to the earlier 
period. The houses were built of brick, 
and the cities had ring wells and soak pits. 
There was a quantitative increase in the 
use of iron and the variety of iron artefacts.

City of Pataliputra

Pataliputra was the great capital city in 
the Mauryan Empire. It was described as 
a large and wealthy city, situated at the 
confluence of the Ganga and Son rivers, 
stretching in the form of a parallelogram. 
It was more than 14 kilometres in length 
and about 2  kilometres wide. It was 
protected by an outer wall made of wood, 
with loopholes for shooting arrows at 
enemies. There were 64 gates to the city 
and 570 watch towers. There was a wide 
and deep moat outside the wall, which 
was fed by water from the river, which 
served both as a defence and an outlet for 
sewage. There were many grand palaces in 
the city, which had a large population. The 
city was administered by a corporation 
of 30 members. Ashoka added to 
the magnificence of the city with the 

SUMMARY

Gana-sanghas in course of time became the larger mahajanapadas and of the 16 
kingdoms, Magadha eventually emerged as the most powerful.

The first known ruler of Magadha was Bimbisara, followed by his son Ajatashatru. 
Mahapadma Nanda started the Nanda dynasty.

The invasion of north-west India by Alexander in 326 BCE opened up trade with 
the West. After the death of Alexander, Chandragupta founded the Mauryan 
Empire.
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Timeline

Notable Events Years

Invasion of Cyrus (Emperor of Persia) 530 BCE

Nandas establishing their empire in Magadha 362 BCE

Invasion of Alexander 326 BCE

Chandragupta founding the Mauryan Empire 321 BCE

Defeat of Seleucus by Chandragupta 301 BCE

Bindusara succeeding Chandragupta 297 BCE

Third Buddhist Sangha convened by Ashoka 250 BCE

Death of Ashoka 231 BCE

The three notable Mauryan rulers, Chandragupta, Bindusara and Ashoka, 
established a centralised state. The system of Mauryan administration came to 
light through the accounts of Arthasastra and Indica.

Mauryan Empire set in a new phase in Indian history as trade and commerce 
grew manifold during this period.

Mauryan Empire continued the earlier tradition of consolidation of the empire. 
The truly revolutionary change that was attempted was Ashoka’s exhortations to 
his officials and people to follow dhamma, abjure violence and lead a moral life.

Mauryan Empire marked a distinct phase in Indian history with significant 
advances in technology and economic and social development, and created the 
framework for a large, centrally administered, state.

EXERCISE

 I. Choose the correct answer
 1. Brahmi script in Ashoka’s pillar inscription was deciphered by _____.

  (a) Thomas Saunders (b) James Prinsep

  (c) Sir John Marshal (d) William Jones

 2. The first known ruler of Magadha was ______ of the Haryanka dynasty.

  (a) Bimbisara (b) Ajatashatru

  (c) Ashoka (d) Mahapadma Nanda
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Introduction

After the Mauryan empire, many small 
kingdoms rose and fell. In the period from 
c. 300 to 700 CE, a classical pattern of an 
imperial rule evolved, paving the way for 
state formation in many regions. During 
this period, the Gupta kingdom emerged 
as a great power and achieved the political 
unification of a large part of the Indian 
subcontinent. It featured a strong central 
government, bringing many kingdoms 
under its hegemony. Feudalism as an 
institution began to take root during this 
period. With an effective guild system 
and overseas trade, the Gupta economy 
boomed. Great works in Sanskrit were 
produced during this period and a high 
level of cultural maturity in fine arts, 
sculpture and architecture was achieved.

The living standards of upper 
classes reached a peak. Education, art 
and study of science progressed, but the 
feudal system of governance put people 
in some form of hardship. Although some 
historians proclaim that Gupta period was 

a golden age, it is not entirely accurate. 
Many scholars would, however, agree that 
it was a period of cultural florescence and 
a classical age for the arts.

Sources

There are three types of sources for 
reconstructing the history of the Gupta 
period.

I. Literary sources

Narada, Vishnu, Brihaspati and 
Katyayana smritis.

Kamandaka’s Nitisara, a work on 
polity addressed to the king (400 CE)

D e v ichandrag uptam  and 
Mudrarakshasam by Vishakadutta 
provide details about the rise of the 
Guptas.

Buddhist and Jaina texts

Works of Kalidasa 

Accounts of the Chinese traveller 
Fahien

The Guptas
7

Lesson

Learning Objectives

To learn the importance of Gupta rule in Indian history.

To understand the significance of land grants and its impact on agricultural 
economy of the empire.

To acquaint ourselves with the nature of the society and the socio-economic life 
of the people of the time.

To know the development of culture, art and education during the period.
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II. Epigraphical Sources 

Mehrauli Iron Pillar inscription – 
achievements of Chandragupta I.

Allahabad Pillar inscription  – 
describing Samudragupta’s personality 
and achievements in 33 lines composed 
by Harisena and engraved in Sanskrit 
in Nagari script.

Mehrauli Iron Pillar

III. Numismatic Sources

Coins issued by Gupta kings contain 
legends and figures. These gold coins tell 
us about the titles the Guptas assumed 
and the Vedic rituals they performed.

Origins of the Gupta Dynasty

Evidence on the origin and antecedents of the 
Gupta dynasty is limited. The Gupta kings 
seem to have risen from modest origins. 
Chandragupta I, who was the third ruler of 
the Gupta dynasty married Kumaradevi, a 
Lichchavi prince. The marriage is mentioned 
in the records of his successors with pride 
indicating that that royal connection would 
have contributed to the rise of Guptas. 
Lichchavi was an old, established gana-sangha 
and its territory lay between the Ganges and 

the Nepal Terai. According to Allahabad pillar 
inscription Samudragupta, the illustrious son 
of Chandragupta I, had conquered the whole 
fertile plains west of Prayag to Mathura and 
launched a spectacular raid through Kalinga 
into the south as far as Kanchipuram, 
the Pallava capital. The Puranas mention 
Magadha, Allahabad and Oudh as the Gupta 
dominions.

7.1  Chandragupata I and 
Empire Building

The first ruler of the Gupta Empire was Sri 
Gupta (240–280 CE) who was succeeded by 
his son Ghatotkacha (280–319 CE). Both Sri 
Gupta and Ghatotkacha are mentioned as 
Maharajas in inscriptions. Chandragupta I, 
the son of Ghatotkacha, ruled from 319 to 335 
CE and is considered to be the first great king 
of the Gupta Empire. Chandragupta held the 
title of maharaja-adhiraja (great king over 
other kings). His imperial position is inferred 
from the records of others. No inscriptions or 
coins have survived from his reign.

7.2 Samudragupta
Chandragupta I appointed his son 
Samudragupta to succeed him in 335 CE. 
A lengthy eulogy on him, inscribed on an 
Ashokan pillar, suggests that he was claiming 
the legacy of the Mauryan kingdom. 
This inscription gives an impressive list 
of kings and regions that succumbed to 
Samudragupta’s march across the country.

Four northern kings were 
conquered mainly in the area around 
Delhi and western Uttar Pradesh. The 
kings of the south and the east were 
forced to pay homage, and from the places 
mentioned, it appears that Samudragupta 
campaigned down the eastern coast as 
far as Kanchipuram. Nine kings of the 
western half of the Ganges Plain were 
violently uprooted. The forest kings (tribal 
chiefs of Central India and the Deccan) 
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to accept Gupta’s suzerainty. In addition, 
foreign kings, such as the Daivaputra 
Shahanushahi (a Kushana title), the Sakas 
and the king of Lanka also paid tribute, as 
mentioned in the eulogy.

Though this statement is exaggerat-
ed, it is undeniable that the southern kings 
paid tribute, while the northern kingdoms 
were annexed to the Gupta Empire un-
der Samudragupta. His direct control was 
confined to the Ganges valley, since the 
Sakas remained unconquered in western 
India. The tribes of Rajasthan paid trib-
ute, but the Punjab was outside the limits 
of his authority. Samudragupta’s campaign  
broke the power of the tribal republics in 
those regions that led to  repeated invasions 
from the Huns.

The relationship with Kushanas is 
not certain, but with regard to Lanka, its 
ruler Meghavarman sent presents and 
requested permission from Samudragupta 
to build a Buddhist monastery at Gaya. 
Samudragupta’s reign lasted for about 

were forced to pay tribute. The kings of 
Assam and Bengal in eastern India and 
those of small kingdoms in Nepal and the 
Punjab also paid tribute by submission. 
Nine Republics in Rajasthan, including 
the Malavas and Yaudheyas, were forced 
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The kingdom’s prosperity grew out 
of its trade links with Roman Empire. After 
establishing himself in eastern and western 
India, Chandragupta II defeated northern 
rulers like the Huns, Kambojas and Kiratas. 
He was a great conqueror and an able 
administrator as well. His other names 
(as mentioned in coins) include Vikrama, 
Devagupta, Devaraja, Simhavikrama, 
Vikramaditya and Sakari. His court had nine 
jewels or navaratnas, that is, nine eminent 
people in various fields of art, literature 
and science. This included the great 
Sanskrit poet Kalidasa, the Sanskrit scholar 
Harisena, the lexicographer Amarasimha, 
and the physician Dhanvantari. Fahien, the 
Buddhist scholar from China, visited India 
during his reign. He records the prosperity 
of the Gupta Empire. Chandragupta II was 
the first Gupta ruler to issue silver coins. His 
rule thus formed the peak period of Gupta’s 
territorial expansion.

Chandragupta II was succeeded 
by his son Kumara Gupta I, who founded 
the Nalanda University. He was also called 
Sakraditya. The last great king of the Gupta 
dynasty, Skanda Gupta, was the son of 
Kumara Gupta I. He was able to repulse an 
attack by the Huns, but the recurrence of 
Huns’ invasion strained his empire’s coffers. 
The Gupta Empire declined after the death 
of Skanda Gupta in 467 CE. He was followed 
by many successors who hastened the end of 
the Gupta Empire. The last recognised king 
of the Gupta line was Vishnu Gupta who 
reigned from 540 to 550 CE.

7.4  Gupta’s Administrative 
System

The King

During the Gupta age, political hierarchies 
can be identified by the titles adopted. Kings 
assumed titles such as maharajadhiraja, 
parama-bhattaraka and parameshvara. 
They were also connected with gods 

40  years, which must have given him 
ample time to plan and organise these 
campaigns. He performed the horse-
sacrifice ritual to proclaim his military 
conquests.

Samudragupta patronised scholars 
and poets like Harisena and thus 
promoted Sanskrit literature. Though an 
ardent follower of Vaishnavism, he also 
patronised the great Buddhist scholar 
Vasubandhu. As a lover of poetry and 
music, he was given the title “Kaviraja”. 
His coins bear the insignia of him playing 
the vina (lute).

7.3 Chandragupta II
Named after his grandfather, Chandragupta 
II was a capable ruler, who ruled for 40 
years from c. 375 to 415 CE. He came to 
power after a succession struggle with his 
brother Rama Gupta. He is also known 
as Vikramaditya. With the capital at 
Pataliputra, Chandragupta II extended 

the limits of the Gupta 
Empire by conquest and 
matrimonial alliances. 
He married off his 
daughter Prabhavati to 
a Vakataka prince, who 
ruled the strategic lands 
of Deccan. This alliance 

was highly useful when he proceeded 
against the Saka rulers of western India. 
Chandragupta II conquered western Malwa 
and Gujarat by defeating the Saka rulers 
who had reigned for about four centuries in 
the region.

Samudragupta playing the vina

Chandragupta II
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designation “amatya” occurs on several 
Bita seals, and the “kumaramatya” seems 
to have been pre-eminent among amatyas 
and equivalent in status to princes of royal 
blood. Kumaramatyas were attached to the 
king, crown prince, revenue department or 
a province. One of the Vaishali seals refers 
to a kumaramatya who seems to have been 
in charge of the maintenance of the sacred 
coronation tank of the Lichchavis.

Individuals holding the ranks 
of kumaramatya sometimes had 
additional designations as well, and such 
ranks were hereditary. For example, 
Harisena, composer of the Allahabad 
prashasti (inscriptions of praise), was 
a kumaramatya, sandhivigrahika and 
mahadandanayaka, and was the son of 
Dhruvabhuti, a mahadandanayaka. 

through epithets such as parama-daivata 
(the foremost worshipper of the gods) and 
parama-bhagavata (the foremost worshipper 
of Vasudeva Krishna). Some historians have 
suggested that the Gupta Kings claimed 
divine status. For example, Samudragupta 
is compared to Purusha (Supreme Being) in 
the Allahabad inscription. These assertions 
can be seen as reflections of an attempt to 
claim divine status by the king.

Seals and inscriptions make a mention 
of official ranks and designations, whose 
precise meaning is often uncertain. The term 
“kumaramatya” occurs in six Vaishali seals, 
which suggests that this title represented 
a high-ranking officer associated with 
an office (adikarana) of his own. The 

Fahien’s account on Mathura and Pataliputra
At Mathura, the people are numerous and happy; they do not 
have to register their household. Only those who cultivate the 
royal land have to pay a portion of the grain from it. Criminals are 
fined both lightly and heavily depending on the circumstances.

In the case of repeated rebellion, their right hands are 
cut off. Throughout the whole country, the people do not kill any 
living creatures or drink any intoxicant.

The inhabitants of Pataliputra are rich and prosperous 
and vie with one another in the practice of benevolence. In the 
cities, the Vaisya families establish houses for dispensing charity 
and medicines. All the poor and destitute, orphans, widows and 
childless, maimed and cripples are provided with every kind of 
help.

The origin of Huns is not definitely known. According to 
Roman historian Tacitus, they were a barbarian tribe living 
near Caspian Sea and contributed to the fall of Roman 
Empire. They organised under Attila and were known 
for their savagery and bestiality in Europe. One branch 
of Huns, know as white Huns, moved towards India from 
Central Asia and their invasion began about a hundred 
years after the Kushanas.
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The provinces of the Gupta Empire 
were divided into districts known as visayas, 
which were controlled by officers known 
as vishyapatis. The vishyapatis seems to 
have been generally appointed by the 
provincial governor. Sometimes, even the 
kings directly appointed the vishyapatis. 
Prominent members of the town assisted 
the vishyapati in administrative duties.

Administrative Units below the 
District level

The administrative units below the district level 
included clusters of settlements known variously 
as vithi, bhumi, pathaka and peta. There are 
references to officials known as ayuktakas and 
vithi-mahattaras. At the village level, villagers 
chose functionaries such as gramika  and 
gramadhyaksha. The Damodarpur copper 
plate of the reign of Budhagupta mentions 
an ashtakula-adhikarana (a board of eight 
members) headed by the mahattara. Mahattara 
has a range of meanings including village 
elder, village headman, and head of a family 
community. The Sanchi inscription of the 
time of Chandragupta II mentions the panch-
mandali, which may have been a corporate 
body.

Army

Seals and inscriptions mention military 
designations such as baladhikrita and 
mahabaladhikrita (commander of infantry 
and cavalry). The standard term “senapati” 
does not occur in Gupta inscriptions, but 
the term could be found in some Vakataka 
epigraphs. A Vaishali seal mentions the 
ranabhandagar-adhikarana, which is the 
office of the military storehouse. Another 
Vaishali seal mentions the adhikarana 
(office) of the dandapashika, which may 
have been a district-level police office.

The officials connected specifically 
with the royal establishment included the 
mahapratiara (chief of the palace guards) 

Council of Ministers

The Gupta king was assisted by a council of 
mantrins (ministers). The Allahabad prashasti 
refers to an assembly or council, presumably of 
ministers, which was known as the Sabha. The 
various high-ranking functionaries included 
the sandhivigrahika or mahasandhivigrahika 
(minister for peace and war), who seems to 
have been a high-ranking officer in charge of 
contact and correspondence with other states, 
including initiating wars and concluding 
alliances and treaties.

High-ranking officials were called 
dandanayakas, and mahadandanayakas were 
high-ranking judicial or military officers. One 
of the seals mentions a mahadandanayaka 
named Agnigupta. The Allahabad prashasti 
refers to three mahadandanayakas. All these 
suggest that these posts were hereditary by 
nature. Another person had a designation 
mahashvapati (commander of the cavalry), 
indicating military functions.

Division of the Empire

The Gupta Empire was divided into 
provinces known as deshas or bhuktis. 
They were administered by governors who 
were usually designated as uparikas. The 
uparika was directly appointed by the king 
and he, in turn, frequently appointed the 
head of the district administration and 
the district board. Uparika carried on the 
administration “with the enjoyment of the 
rule consisting of elephants, horses and 
soldiers”, indicating his control over the 
military machinery as well. The fact that the 
uparika had the title maharaja in three of the 
Damodarpur plates indicates his high status 
and rank in the administrative hierarchy. 
The Eran pillar inscription of Budhagupta, 
dated Gupta year 165 CE, refers to maharaja 
Surashmichandra as a lokpala, governing 
the land between the Kalinndi and Narmada 
rivers. Lokpala here seems to refer to a 
provincial governor.
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and the khadyatapakita (superintendent of 
the royal kitchen). A Vaishali seal mentions a 
person both as a mahapratihara and a taravara. 
The top layer of the administrative structure 
also included amatyas and sachivas, who 
were executive officers in charge of various 
departments. The system of espionage included 
spies known as dutakas. The ayuktakas were 
another cadre of high-ranking officers.

7.5 Economic Condition
Nitisara, written by Kamandaka, is a 
text like  Arthasastra.  It emphasises the 
importance of the royal treasury and 
mentions various sources of revenue. 
The many ambitious military campaigns 
of kings like Samudragupta must have 
been financed through revenue surpluses. 
Gupta inscriptions reveal some details 
about the revenue department. The 
akshapataladhikrita was the keeper of 
royal records. Gupta inscriptions mention 
the terms klipta, bali, udranga, uparikara, 
,and iranyavesti meant forced labour.

Agriculture and Agrarian 
Structure

Agriculture flourished in the Gupta 
period due to establishment of irrigation 
works. Apart from the state and individual 
cultivators, Brahmins, Buddhists and 
Jain sanghas brought waste lands under 

cultivation when they were donated to 
them as religious endowments. Cultivators 
were asked to maintain their crops properly 
from damages and those who indulged 
in damaging the crops were punished. 
Likewise, crops and fields were fenced.

The crops cultivated during the 
Gupta period were rice, wheat, barley, 
peas, lentils, pulses, sugarcane and oil 
seeds. From Kalidasa, we come to know 
that the south was famous for pepper and 
cardamom. Varahamihira gives elaborate 
advice on the plantation of fruit trees.

The Paharpur copper plate inscription 
indicates that the king was the sole proprietor 
of the land. Even when he made land grants, 
he reserved his prerogatives over it. The 
location and boundaries of individual plots 
were marked out and measured by the 
record keepers and influential men in the 
locality. As stated in Paharpur plates, an 
officer called ustapala maintained records of 
all the land transactions in the district and 
the village accountant preserved records of 
land in the village. During the Gupta period, 
the land was classified as detailed below.

Kshetra Cultivatable land

Khila Waste land

Aprahata Jungle or waste land

Vasti Habitable land

Gapata Saraha Pastoral land

Different Land Tenures

Types of Tenures Nature of Holding

Nivi dharma Endowment of land under a kind of trusteeship was prevalent in North 
and Central India and Bengal.

Nivi dharma 
aksayana

A perpetual endowment. The recipient could make use of income derived 
from it.

Aprada dharma Income from land could be enjoyed, but the recipient is not permitted to 
gift it to anyone. The recipient has no administrative rights either.

Bhumi chchi-
dranyaya

Right of ownership acquired by a person making barren land cultivable for 
the first time. This land was free from any rent liability.
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Other Land Grants
Agrahara grants Given to Brahmins, it was perpetual, hereditary and tax free.

Devagrahara grants A land grant in favour of a Brahmin as well as gifts to merchants 
for the repair and worship of temples.

Secular grants Grants made to feudatories of Guptas.

Irrigation

The importance of irrigation to agriculture 
was recognised in India from the earliest 
times. From the Narada Smriti, we 
understand that there were two kinds of 
dykes: the bardhya, which protected the 
field from floods, and the khara, which 
served the purpose of irrigation. To 
prevent inundation, jalanirgamah (drains) 
were constructed, which is mentioned by 
Amarasimha. Canals were constructed 
not only from rivers but also from tanks 
and lakes. The most famous lake was the 

Sudarsana lake at the foot of Girnar Hills 
in Gujarat.

Position of Peasantry

The position of peasantry was undermined. 
They were reduced to the position of serfs 
due to the caste classification and also due 
to the granting of various privileges and 
lands to others. The practice of lease-holding 
reduced the permanent tenants to tenants at 
will (which means tenants could be evicted 
without notice). The farmers were required to 
pay various taxes.

List of Different Kinds of Taxes

Tax Nature

Bhaga King’s customary share of the produce normally amounting to one-sixth of 
the produce paid by cultivators

Bhoga Periodic supply of fruits, firewood, flowers, etc., which the village had to 
provide to the king

Kara A periodic tax levied on the villagers (not a part of the annual land tax)

Bali A voluntary offering by the people to the king, but later became compulsory. 
It was an oppressive tax.

Udianga Either a sort of police tax for the maintenance of police stations or a water 
tax. Hence, it was also an extra tax.

Uparikara Also an extra tax. Scholars give different explanations about what it was 
collected for.

Hiranya Literally, it means tax payable on gold coins, but in practice, it was probably 
the king’s share of certain crops paid in kind.

Vata-Bhuta Different kinds of cess for maintenance of rites for the winds (vata) and the 
spirits (bhuta)

Halivakara A plough tax paid by every cultivator owning a plough

Sulka A royal share of merchandise brought into a town or harbour by merchants. 
Hence it can be equated with the customs and tolls.

Klipta and 
Upakilpta

related to sale and purchase of lands.
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 Industry: Mining and Metallurgy

Mining and metallurgy was one of the 
most flourishing industries during the 
Gupta period. Amarasimha, Varahamihira 
and Kalidasa make frequent mention of 
the existence of mines. The rich deposits 
of iron ore from Bihar and copper from 
Rajasthan were mined extensively during 
this period.

The list of metals used apart from 
iron were gold, copper, tin, lead, brass, 
bronze, bell-metal, mica, manganese, 
antimony, red chalk (sanssilajata) and red 
arsenic.

Blacksmiths were next only to 
agriculturists in importance in the society. 
Metal was used for the manufacture of 
various domestic implements, utensils 
and weapons. The improvement in the 
ploughshare, with the discovery of iron, 
for deep ploughing and for increasing 
cultivation happened during this period.

The most important and visible 
evidence of the high stage of development 
in metallurgy is the Mehrauli Iron Pillar of 
King Chandra in the Qutb Minar Complex 
in Delhi, identified with Chandragupta 
II. This monolith iron pillar has lasted 
through the centuries without rusting. It is a 
monument to the great craftsmanship of the 
iron workers during the Gupta period. Coin 
casting, metal engraving, pottery making, 
terracotta work and wood carving were 
other specialised crafts.

A significant development of the 
period in metal technology was the making 
of the seals and statutes of Buddha and 
other gods. It was laid down that the people 
had to pay for the loss arising out smelting 
of iron, gold, silver, copper, tin and lead. 

Trade and Commerce

The contribution of traders to the 
soundness of the Gupta economy is quite 
impressive. Two distinctive types of traders 

called sresti and sarthavaha existed. Sresti 
was usually settled at a particular place 
and enjoyed an eminent position by 
virtue of his wealth and influence in the 
commercial life and administration of 
the place. The sarthavaha was a caravan 
trader who carried his goods to different 
places for profitable sale.

Trade items ranged from products 
for daily use to valuable and luxury goods. 
They included pepper, sandalwood, 
elephants, horses, gold, copper, iron and 
mica. The abundant inscriptions and 
seals mentioning artisans, merchants 
and guilds are indicative of the thriving 
crafts and trade. (Guild is a society 
or other organisation of people with 
common interests or an association of 
merchants.) There are several references 
in several sources to artisans, traders and 
occupational groups in the guilds. Guilds 
continued as the major institution in the 
manufacture of goods and in commercial 
enterprise. They remained virtually 
autonomous in their internal organisation, 
and the government respected their laws. 
These laws were generally drafted by a 
larger body, the corporation of guilds, of 
which each guild was a member.

The Narada and Brihaspati Smritis 
describe the organisation and activities of 
guilds. They mention that the guild had 
a chief and two, three or five executive 
officers. Guild laws were apparently 
laid down in written documents. The 
Brihaspati Smriti refers to guilds rendering 
justice to their members and suggests 
that these decisions should, by and large, 
be approved by the king. There is also 
mention of the philanthropic activities of 
guilds, for instance, providing shelter for 
travellers and building assembly houses, 
temples and gardens. The inscription also 
records that the chief of the guilds played 
an important role in the district-level 
administrative bodies. There is also 
mention of joint corporate bodies of 
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changes in the ornamentation of the 
facade and in the designs of the pillars in 
the interior. The most notable groups of 
the rock-cut caves are found at Ajanta and 
Ellora (Maharashtra) and Bagh (Madhya 
Pradesh). The Udayagiri caves (Orissa) 
are also of this type.

Ajantha Rock-Cut Caves

The structural temples have the 
following attributes: (1)flat-roofed square 
temples; (2) flat-roofed square temple 
with a vimana (second storey); (3) square 
temple with a curvilinear tower (shikara)
above; (4) rectangular temple; and (5) 
circular temple.

The second group of temples shows 
many of the characteristic features of the 
Dravida style. The importance of the third 
group lies in the innovation of a shikhara 
that caps the sanctum sanctorum, the 
main feature of the Nagara style.

Stupas

Stupas were also built in large numbers 
but the best are found at Samat (Uttar 
Pradesh), Ratnagiri (Orissa) and Mirpur 
Khas (Sind).

Sculpture: Stone Sculpture

A good specimen of stone sculpture is the 
well-known erect Buddha from Sarnath. 
Of the puranic images, perhaps the most 
impressive is the great Boar (Varaha) at 
the entrance of a cave at Udayagiri.

merchant-bankers, caravan merchants and 
artisans. The guilds also acted as banks. 
The names of donors are mentioned in 
this inscription.

Usury (the lending of money at an 
exorbitant rate of interest) was in practice 
during the Gupta period. The detailed 
discussion in the sources of that period 
indicates that money was used, borrowed 
and loaned for profit. There were many 
ports that facilitated trade in the western 
coast of India such as Calliena (Kalyan), 
Chaul port in ruin sixty kilometres south 
of Mumbai, and the markets of Male 
(Malabar), Mangarouth (Mangalore), 
Salopatana, Nalopatana and Pandopatana 
on the Malabar coast. Fahien refers to 
Tamralipti in Bengal as an important centre 
of trade on the eastern coast. These ports and 
towns were connected with those of Persia, 
Arabia and Byzantium on the one hand and 
Sri Lanka, China and Southeast Asia on the 
other. Fahien describes the perils of the sea 
route between India and China. The goods 
traded from India were rare gems, pearls, 
fine textiles and aromatics. Indians bought 
silk and other articles from China.

The Guptas issued many gold coins but 
comparatively few silver and copper coins. 
However, the post-Gupta period saw a 
decline in the circulation of gold coins.

7.6 Cultural Florescence

Art and Architecture

By evolving the Nagara and the Dravida 
styles, the Gupta art ushers in a formative 
and creative age in the history of Indian 
architecture with considerable scope for 
future development.

Rock-cut and Structural Temples

The rock-cut caves continue the old forms 
to a great extent but possess striking 
novelty by bringing about extensive 
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Gupta pottery remains found at 
Ahchichhatra, Rajgarh, Hastinapur and 
Bashar afford proof of excellence of pottery. 
The most distinctive class of pottery of this 
period is the “red ware”.

Sanskrit Literature

The Guptas made Sanskrit the official 
language and all their epigraphic records 
were written in it. The period saw the last 
phase of the Smriti literature. 

Smritis are religious texts covering a wide 
range of subjects such as ethics, politics, 
culture and art. Dharmasastras and puranas 
form the core of this body of literature.

Sanskrit Grammar

The Gupta period also saw the development 
of Sanskrit grammar based on Panini who 
wrote Ashtadhyayi and Patanjali who 
wrote Mahabhashya on the topic. This 
period is particularly memorable for the 
compilation of the Amarakosa, a thesaurus 
in Sanskrit, by Amarasimha. A Buddhist 
scholar from Bengal, Chandrogomia, 
composed a book on grammar named 
Chandravyakaranam.

Puranas and Ithihasas

The Puranas, as we know them in their 
present form, were composed during this 
time. They are the legends as recorded 
by the Brahmins. They were originally 
composed by bards (professional 
storytellers), but now, having come into 
priestly hands, they were rewritten in 
classical Sanskrit. Details on Hindu 
sects, rites and customs were added in 
order to make them sacrosanct religious 
documents. The succession of dynasties 
was recorded in the form of prophesies. 
Thus what began as popular memories 
of the past were revived and rewritten 

Metal statues

The technology of casting statues on a large 
scale of core process was practised by the 
craftsmen during the Gupta period with great 
workmanship. Two remarkable examples of 
Gupta metal sculpture are (1) a copper image 
of the Buddha about eighteen feet high at 
Nalanda in Bihar and (2) the Sultanganj 
Buddha of seven-and-a-half feet in height.

Painting

The art of painting seems to have been 
in popular demand in the Gupta period 
than the art of stone sculptures. The 
mural paintings of this period are found 
at Ajanta, Bagh, Badami and other places.

Ajantha Painting

From the point of technique, the 
surface of these paintings was perhaps 
done in a very simple way. The mural 
paintings of Ajanta are not true frescoes, 
for frescoes is painted while the plaster is 
still damp and the murals of Ajanta were 
made after it had set. The art of Ajanta 
and Bagh shows the Madhyadesa School 
of painting at its best.

Terracotta and Pottery

Clay figurines were used both for religious 
and secular purposes. We have figurines 
of Vishnu, Karttikeya, Durga, Naga and 
other gods and goddesses.
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Dhanvantri. Kalidasa’s famous dramas 
are Sakunthalam, Malavikagnimitram 
and Vikramaurvashiyam. The works of 
Sudraka (Mrichchhakatika), Visakhadatta 
(Mudraraksasa and Devichandraguptam) 
and the lesser known dramatists and writers 
also contributed to the literary and social 
values in the classical age. An interesting 
feature of the dramas of this period is 
that while the elite spoke in Sanskrit, the 
common people spoke Prakrit.

Prakrit Language and Literature

In Prakrit, there was patronage outside 
the court circle. The Gupta age witnessed 
the evolution of many Prakrit forms 
such as Suraseni used in Mathura and 
its vicinity, Ardh Magadhi spoken in 
Awadh and Bundelkhand and Magadhi in 
modern Bihar.

Nalanda University

Nalanda was an acclaimed Mahavihara, a 
large Buddhist monastery in the ancient 
kingdom of Magadha in India. The site 
is located about ninety five kilometres 
southeast of Patna near the town of Bihar 
Sharif and was a centre of learning from 
the fifth century CE to c. 1200 CE. It is a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site.

The highly formalised methods of Vedic 
learning helped inspire the establishment of 
large teaching institutions such as Taxila, 
Nalanda and Vikramashila, which are often 
characterised as India’s early universities. 
Nalanda flourished under the patronage of the 
Gupta Empire in the fifth and sixth centuries 
and later under Harsha, the emperor of Kanauj. 
The liberal cultural traditions inherited from 
the Gupta age resulted in a period of growth 
and prosperity until the ninth century. The 
subsequent centuries were a time of gradual 
decline, a period during which Buddhism 
became popular in eastern India patronised 
by the Palas of Bengal.

in prophetic form and became the 
Brahmanical interpretation of the past. 
The Mahabharata and the Ramayana also 
got their final touches and received their 
present shape during this period.

Eighteen major puranas are listed. Of 
them the well known are: Brahma Purana, 
Padma Purana, Vishnu Purana, Skanda 
Purana, Shiva Maha Purana, Markendeya 
Purana, Agni Purana, Bhavishya Purana, 
Matsya Purana and Shrimad Bhagavat 
Purana.

Buddhist Literature

The earliest Buddhist works are in Pali, 
but in the later phase, Sanskrit came to be 
used to a great extent. Most of the works 
are in prose with verse passages in mixed 
Sanskrit. Arya Deva and Arya Asanga of 
the Gupta period are the most notable 
writers. The first regular Buddhist work 
on logic was written by Vasubandhu. 
Vasubandhu’s disciple, Dignaga, was also 
the author of many learned works.

Jaina Literature

The Jaina canonical literature at first took 
shape in Prakrit dialects. Sanskrit came to 
be the medium later. Within a short time, 
Jainism produced many great scholars 
and by their efforts the Hindu itihasa 
and puranas were recast in Jaina versions 
to popularise their doctrines. Vimala 
produced a Jaina version of Ramayana. 
Siddasena Divakara laid the foundation of 
logic among the Jainas.

Secular Literature

Samudragupta himself had established 
his fame as Kaviraja. It is widely 
believed that his court was adorned 
by the celebrated navaratnas like 
Kalidasa, Amarasimha, Visakadatta and 
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Nalanda University

At its peak, the Nalanda attracted 
scholars and students from near and far 
with some travelling all the way from 
Tibet, China, Korea and Central Asia. 
Archaeological findings also confirm 
the contact with the Shailendra dynasty 
of Indonesia, one of whose kings built a 
monastery in the complex.

Nalanda was ransacked and destroyed 
by an army of the Mamluk dynasty of the 
Delhi Sultanate under Bakhtiyar Khalji in 
c. 1200 CE. While some sources note that 
the Mahavihara continued to function in a 
makeshift fashion for a little longer, it was 
eventually abandoned and forgotten. The 
site was accidentally discovered when the 
Archaeological Survey of India surveyed the 
area. Systematic excavations commenced in 
1915, which unearthed 11 monasteries and 6 
brick temples situated on 12 hectares (30 acres) 
of land. A trove of sculptures, coins, seals and 
inscriptions have also been discovered since 
then and all of them are on display in the 
Nalanda Archaeological Museum situated 
nearby. Nalanda is now a notable tourist 
destination and a part of the Buddhist tourism 
circuit. Recently, the government of India, in 
cooperation with other South and South-east 
Asian countries, has revived this university.

Gupta Sciences
Mathematics and Astronomy

The invention of the theory of zero and the 
consequent evolution of the decimal system 
are to be credited to the thinkers of this age. 

In the Surya Siddanta, 
Aryabhatta (belonging to 
late fifth and early sixth 
century CE) examined 
the true cause of the solar 
eclipses. In calculation of 
the size of the earth, he 
is very close to the modern estimation. He 
was the first astronomer to discover that the 
earth rotates on its own axis. He is also the 
author of Aryabhattiyam, which deals with 
arithmetic, geometry and algebra.

Varahamihira’s Brihat Samhita 
(sixth century CE) is an encyclopaedia 
of astronomy, physical geography, botany 
and natural history. His other works are 
Panch Siddhantika and Brihat Jataka. 
Brahmagupta (late sixth and early seventh 
century CE) is author of important 
works on mathematics and astronomy, 
namely Brahmasphuta-siddhanta and 
Khandakhadyaka.

Medical Sciences

Metallic preparations for the purpose 
of medicine and references to the use of 
mercury and iron by Varahamihira and 
others indicate that much progress was 
made in chemistry. The Navanitakam 
was a medical work, which is a manual 
of recipes, formulation and prescriptions. 
Hastyayurveda or the veterinary science 
authored by Palakapya attests to the 
advances made in medical science during 
the Gupta period.

7.7  Decline of the Gupta 
Empire

The last recognised king of the Gupta line was 
Vishnugupta who reigned from 540 to 550 
CE. Internal fighting and dissensions among 
the royal family led to its collapse. During 
the reign of a Gupta king, Budhagupta, the 
Vakataka ruler Narendrasena of western 
Deccan, attacked Malwa, Mekala and Kosala. 
Later on, another Vakataka king Harishena 
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conquered Malwa and Gujarat from the 
Guptas. During Skanda Gupta’s reign, the 
grandson of Chandragupta II, the Huns 
invaded northwest India. He was successful 
in repulsing the Huns, but consequently his 
empire was drained of financial resources. 
In the sixth century CE, the Huns occupied 
Malwa, Gujarat, Punjab and Gandhara. As 
the Hun invasion weakened the Gupta hold 
in the country, independent rulers emerged 
all over the north like Yasodharman of 

Malwa, the Maukharis of Uttar Pradesh, 
the Maitrakas in Saurashtra and others in 
Bengal. In time, the Gupta Empire came 
to be restricted to only Magadha. They did 
not focus on empire building and military 
conquests. So, weak rulers along with 
incessant invasions from foreign as well 
as native rulers caused the decline of the 
Gupta Empire. By the beginning of the sixth 
century, the empire had disintegrated and 
was ruled by many regional chieftains.

Feudalism
The social formation of feudalism was the characteristic of the medieval society in India. Feudal 
features listed by historian R.S. Sharma are: royal grants of land; transfer of fiscal and judicial rights 
to the beneficiaries; the grant of their rights over peasants, artisans and merchants; an increased 
incidence of forced labour; appropriation of surplus by the state; a decline in trade and coinage;  
payment of officials through land revenue assignments; and the growth of the obligations of the 
samantas (subordinate or feudatory rulers).

SUMMARY

After the Mauryan Empire, the Gupta kingdom emerged as a great power.

Sri Gupta founded the Gupta dynasty.

Samudragupta (335–375 CE) conquered and consolidated the empire.

Chandragupta II through his conquests and matrimonial alliances extended the 
empire further.

Kumara Gupta founded the Nalanda University.

Skanda Gupta repulsed the Huns but Huns’ invasion strained his treasury.

The Gupta kings claimed divine status and were assisted by Council of Ministers 
and a band of officials.

The Gupta rulers patronised art, literature and science. Kalidasa, Harisena, 
Amarasimha, Dhanvantri and Varahamihira adorned their court.

The drain of treasury because of Huns’ invasion and the weak successors of later 
Guptas led to the disintegration of the Gupta Empire.
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LESSON 5
THE RISE OF MAGADHA AND

ALEXANDER’S INVASION

Learning Objectives

Students will acquire knowledge about

1. The rise of Magatha under the Haryanka, Saisunaga and Nanda dynasties.

2. The achievements of Bimbisara and Ajatasatru.

3. The Persian invasions and their impact.

4. Causes and course of Alexander’s invasion.

5. Effects of Alexander’s invasion.

 In the beginning of the 6th century B.C., the northern India consisted of a large 
number of independent kingdoms. Some of them had monarchical forms of government, 
while some others were republics. While there was a concentration of monarchies on 
the Gangetic plain, the republics were scattered in the foothills of the Himalayas and in 
northwestern India. Some of the republics consisted of only one tribe like the Sakyas, 
Licchavis and Mallas. In the republics, the power of decision in all matters of state 
vested with the Public Assembly which was composed of the tribal representatives or 
heads of families. All decisions were by a majority vote.

 The Buddhist literature Anguttara Nikaya gives a list of sixteen great kingdoms 
called ‘Sixteen Mahajanapadas’. They were Anga, Magadha, Kasi, Kosala, Vajji, Malla, 
Chedi, Vatsa, Kuru, Panchala, Matsya, Surasena, Asmaka, Avanti, Gandhara and 
Kambhoja. The Jain texts also contain references to the existence of sixteen kingdoms. 
In course of time, the small and weak kingdoms either submitted to the stronger rulers 
or gradually got eliminated. Finally in the mid 6th century B.C., only four kingdoms – 
Vatsa, Avanti, Kosala and Magadha survived.

Vatsa

 The Vatsa kingdom was situated on the banks of the river Yamuna. Its capital 
was Kausambi near modern Allahabad. Its most popular ruler was Udayana. He 
strengthened his position by entering into matrimonial alliances with Avanti, Anga and 
Magadha. After his death, Vatsa was annexed to the Avanti kingdom.

Avanti

 The capital of Avanti was Ujjain. The most important ruler of this kingdom was 
Pradyota. He became powerful by marrying Vasavadatta, the daughter of Udayana. He 
patronized Buddhism. The successors of Pradyota were weak and later this kingdom 
was taken over by the rulers of Magadha.
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Kosala

 Ayodhya was the capital of Kosala. King Prasenajit was its famous ruler. He 
was highly educated. His position was further strengthened by the matrimonial alliance 
with Magadha. His sister was married to Bimbisara and Kasi was given to her as 
dowry. Subsequently there was a dispute with Ajatasatru. After the end of the conflict, 
Prasenajit married the daughter of Bimbisara. After the death of this powerful king, 
Kosala became part of the Magadha. 

Magadha

 Of all the kingdoms of north India, Magadha emerged powerful and prosperous. 
It became the nerve centre of political activity in north India. Magadha was endowed 
by nature with certain geographical and strategic advantages. These made her to rise 
to imperial greatness. Her strategic position between the upper and lower part of the 
Gangetic valley was a great advantage. It had a fertile soil. The iron ores in the hills 
near Rajgir and copper and iron deposits near Gaya added to its natural assets. Her 
location at the centre of the highways of trade of those days contributed to her wealth. 
Rajagriha was the capital of Magadha. During the reign of Bimbisara and Ajatasatru, 
the prosperity of Magadha reached its zenith.

Bimbisara (546 - 494 B.C.)

 Bimbisara belonged to the Haryanka dynasty. He consolidated his position by 
matrimonial alliances. His first matrimonial alliance was with the ruling family of Kosala. 
He married Kosaladevi, sister of Prasenajit. He was given the Kasi region as dowry 
which yielded large revenue. Bimbisara married Chellana, a princess of the Licchavi 
family of Vaisali. This matrimonial alliance secured for him the safety of the northern 
frontier. Moreover, it facilitated the expansion of Magadha northwards to the borders of 
Nepal. He also married Khema of the royal house of Madra in central Punjab. Bimbisara 
also undertook many expeditions and added more territories to his empire. He defeated 
Brahmadatta of Anga and annexed that kingdom. He maintained friendly relations with 
Avanti. He had also efficiently reorganized the administration of his kingdom.

 Bimbisara was a contemporary of both Vardhamana Mahavira and Gautama 
Buddha. However, both religions claim him as their supporter and devotee. He seems 
to have made numerous gifts to the Buddhist Sangha.

Ajatasatru (494 - 462 B.C.)

 The reign of Ajatasatru was remarkable for his military conquests. He fought 
against Kosala and Vaisali. His won a great success against a formidable confederacy 
led by the Lichchavis of Vaisali. This had increased his power and prestige. This war 
lasted for about sixteen years. It was at this time that Ajatasatru realised the strategic 
importance of the small village, Pataligrama (future Pataliputra). He fortified it to serve 
as a convenient base of operations against Vaisali. 
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 Buddhists and Jains both claim that Ajatasatru was a follower of their religion. 
But it is generally believed that in the beginning he was a follower of Jainism and 
subsequently embraced Buddhism. He is said to have met Gautama Buddha. This 
scene is also depicted in the sculptures of Barhut. According to the Mahavamsa, he 
constructed several chaityas and viharas. He was also instrumental in convening the 
First Buddhist Council at Rajagriha soon after the death of the Buddha.

 The immediate successor of Ajatasatru was Udayin. He laid the foundation of 
the new capital at Pataliputra situated at the confluence of the two rivers, the Ganges 
and the Son. Later it became famous as the imperial capital of the Mauryas. Udayin’s 
successors were weak rulers and hence Magadha was captured by Saisunaga. Thus 
the Haryanka dynasty came to an end and the Saisunaga dynasty came to power.

Saisunaga dynasty

 The genealogy and chronology of the Saisunagas are not clear. Saisunaga 
defeated the king of Avanti which was made part of the Magadhan Empire. After 
Saisunaga, the mighty empire began to collapse. His successor was Kakavarman or 
Kalasoka. During his reign the second Buddhist Council was held at Vaisali. Kalasoka 
was killed by the founder of the Nanda dynasty. 

Nandas

 The fame of Magadha scaled new heights under the Nanda dynasty. Their 
conquests went beyond the boundaries of the Gangetic basin and in North India they 
carved a well-knit and vast empire. 

 Mahapadma Nanda was a powerful ruler of the Nanda dynasty. He uprooted 
the kshatriya dynasties in north India and assumed the title ekarat. The Puranas speak 
of the extensive conquests made by Mahapadma. The Hathigumpha inscription of 
Kharavela of Kalinga refers to the conquest of Kalinga by the Nandas. Many historians 
believe that a considerable portion of the Deccan was also under the control of the 
Nandas. Therefore, Mahapadma Nanda may be regarded as a great empire builder.

 According to the Buddhist tradition, Mahapadma Nanda ruled about ten years. 
He was succeeded by his eight sons, who ruled successively. The last Nanda ruler 
was Dhana Nanda. He kept the Magadhan empire intact and possessed a powerful 
army and enormous wealth. The fabulous wealth of the Nandas is also mentioned by 
several sources. The enormous wealth of the Nandas is also referred to in the Tamil 
Sangam work Ahananuru by the poet Mamulanar. The flourishing state of agriculture 
in the Nanda dominions and the general prosperity of the country must have brought to 
the royal treasury enormous revenue. The oppressive way of tax collection by Dhana 
Nanda was resented by the people. Taking advantage of this, Chandragupta Maurya 
and Kautilya initiated a popular movement against the Nanda rule. It was during this 
time that Alexander invaded India.
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PERSIAN AND GREEK INVASIONS
Persian Invasions
Cyrus (558 – 530 B.C)

 Cyrus the Great was the greatest conqueror of the Achaemenian Empire. He 
was the first conqueror who led an expedition and entered into India. He captured the 
Gandhara region. All Indian tribes to the west of the Indus river submitted to him and 
paid tribute. His son Cambyses had no time to pay attention towards India.

Darius I (522 – 486 B.C.)

 Darius I, the grandson of Cyrus, conquered the Indus valley in 518 B.C. and 
annexed the Punjab and Sindh. This region became the 20th Satrapy of his empire. It 
was the most fertile and populous province of the Achaemenian Empire. Darius sent a 
naval expedition under Skylas to explore the Indus.

Xerxes (465-456 B.C.)

 Xerxes utilized his Indian province to strengthen his position. He deployed 
Indian infantry and cavalry to Greece to fight his opponents. But they retreated after 
Xerxes faced a defeat in Greece. After this failure, the Achaemenians could not follow 
a forward policy in India. However, the Indian province was still under their control. 
Darius III enlisted Indian soldiers to fight against Alexander in 330 B.C. It is evident that 
the control of Persians slackened on the eve of Alexander’s invasion of India.

Effects of the Persian Invasion

 The Persian invasion provided an impetus to the growth of Indo-Iranian 
commerce. Also, it prepared the ground for Alexander’s invasion. The use of the 
Kharoshti script, a form of Iranian writing became popular in northwestern India and 
some of Asoka’s edicts were written in that script. We are able to see the influence of 
Persian art on the art of the Mauryas, particularly the monolithic pillars of Asoka and 
the sculptures found on them. The very idea of issuing edicts by Asoka and the wording 
used in the edicts are traced to Iranian influence. In short, the Iranian connection with 
India proved more fruitful than the short-lived Indo- Macedonian contact.

Alexander’s Invasion of India (327-325 B.C.)

Political Condition on the eve of Alexander’s Invasion

 After two centuries of the Persian invasion, Alexander from Macedonia 
invaded India. On the eve of his invasion, there were a number of small kingdoms in 
northwestern India. The leading kings were Ambhi of Taxila, the ruler of Abhisara and 
Porus who ruled the region between the rivers of Jhelum and Chenab. There were 
many republican states like Nysa. In short, the northwestern India remained the most 
disunited part of India and the rulers were fighting with one another. They never come 
together against common enemy. Yet, it was not easy for Alexander to overcome so 
many sources of opposition.
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Causes of the Invasion

 Alexander ascended the throne of Macedonia after the death of his father Philip 
in 334 B.C. He conquered the whole of Persia by defeating Darius III in the battle of 
Arbela in 330 B.C. He also aimed at further conquest eastwards and wanted to recover 
the lost Persian Satrapy of India. The writings of Greek authors like Herodotus about 
the fabulous wealth of India attracted Alexander. Moreover, his interest in geographical 
enquiry and love of natural history urged him to undertake an invasion of India. He 
believed that on the eastern side of India there was the continuation of the sea, 
according the geographical knowledge of his period. So, he thought that by conquering 
India, he would also conquer the eastern boundary of the world.
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Battle of Hydaspes

 In 327 B.C. Alexander crossed the Hindukush Mountains and spent nearly ten 
months in fighting with the tribes. He crossed the Indus in February 326 B.C. with the 
help of the bridge of boats. He was warmly received by Ambhi, the ruler of Taxila. From 
there Alexander sent a message to Porus to submit. But Porus refused and decided 
to fight against Alexander. Then Alexander marched from Taxila to the banks of the 
river Hydaspes (Jhelum). On the other side of the river he saw the vast army of Porus. 
As there were heavy floods in the river, Alexander was not able to cross it. After a few 
days, he crossed the river and the famous battle of Hydaspes was fought on the plains 
of Karri. It was a well-contested battle. Although Porus had a strong army, he lost the 
battle. Alexander was impressed by the courage and heroism of this Indian prince, 
treated him generously and reinstated him on his throne. 

 Alexander continued his march as far as the river Beas encountering opposition 
from the local tribes. He wanted to proceed still further eastwards towards the Gangetic 
valley. But he could not do so because his soldiers refused to fight. Hardships of 
prolonged warfare made them tired and they wanted to return home. Alexander could 
not persuade them and therefore decided to return. He made arrangements to look 
after his conquered territories in India. He divided the whole territory from the Indus to 
the Beas into three provinces and put them under his governors. His retreat began in 
October 326 B.C. and the return journey was not free from ordeals. Many republican 
tribes attacked his army. Anyhow he managed to reach beyond the Indus. On his way 
he reached Babylon where he fell seriously ill and died in 323 B.C.

Effects of Alexander’s invasion

 The immediate effect of Alexander’s invasion was that it encouraged political 
unification of north India under the Mauryas. The system of small independent states 
came to an end. Alexander’s invasion had also paved the way for direct contact between 
India and Greece. The routes opened by him and his naval explorations increased the 
existing facilities for trade between India and West Asia. However, his aim of annexing 
the northwestern India to his empire was not fulfilled due his premature death. His 
authority in the Indus valley was a short-lived one because of the expansion of Mauryan 
Empire under Chandragupta Maurya. 
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LESSON 6
THE MAURYAN EMPIRE

Learning Objectives

Students will acquire knowledge about

1. The sources for the study of the Mauryas.

2. Chandragupta Maurya and his achievements.

3. Asoka and his achievements and the spread of Asoka’s Dhamma.

4. The salient features of the Mauryan administration.

5. Art and architecture of the Mauryas.

6. Causes for the decline of the Mauryan empire.

 The foundation of the Mauryan Empire opens a new era in the history of India. 
For the first time, the political unity was achieved in India. Moreover, the history writing 
has also become clear from this period due to accuracy in chronology and sources. 
Besides plenty of indigenous and foreign literary sources, a number of epigraphical 
records are also available to write the history of this period.

Literary Sources

Kautilya’s Arthasastra

 This book in Sanskrit was written by Kautilya, a contemporary of Chandragupta 
Maurya. Kautilya was also called ‘Indian Machiavelli’. The manuscript of Arthasastra 
was first discovered by R. Shama Sastri in 1904. The Arthasastra contains 15 books 
and 180 chapters but it can be divided into three parts: the first deals with the king and 
his council and the departments of government; the second with civil and criminal law; 
and the third with diplomacy and war. It is the most important literary source for the 
history of the Mauryas.

Visakadatta’s Mudrarakshasa

 The Mudrarakshasa written by Visakadatta is a drama in Sanskrit. Although 
written during the Gupta period, it describes how Chandragupta with the assistance of 
Kautilya overthrew the Nandas. It also gives a picture on the socio-economic condition 
under the Mauryas.

Megasthenes’ Indica

 Megasthenes was the Greek ambassador in the court of Chandragupta Maurya. 
His book Indica has survived only in fragments. Yet, his account gives details about the 
Mauryan administration, particularly the administration of the capital city of Pataliputra 
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and also the military organization. His picture on contemporary social life is notable. 
Certain unbelievable information provided by him has to be treated with caution.

Other Literature

 Apart from these three important works, the Puranas and the Buddhist literature 
such as Jatakas provide information on the Mauryas. The Ceylonese Chronicles 
Dipavamsa and Mahavamsa throw light on the role Asoka in spreading Buddhism in 
Sri Lanka.

Archaeological Sources

Edicts of Asoka

 The inscriptions of Asoka were first deciphered by James Princep in 1837. They 
are written in Pali language and in some places Prakrit was used. The Brahmi script 
was employed for writing. In the northwestern India Asokan inscriptions were found 
in Karoshti script. There are fourteen Major Rock Edicts. The two Kalinga Edicts are 
found in the newly conquered territory. The major pillar Edicts were erected in important 
cities. There are minor Rock Edicts and minor pillar Edicts. These Edicts of Asoka 
deal with Asoka’s Dhamma and also instructions given to his officials. The XIII Rock 
Edict gives details about his war with Kalinga. The Pillar Edict VII gives a summary of 
his efforts to promote the Dhamma within his kingdom. Thus the Asokan inscriptions 
remain valuable sources for the study of Asoka and the Mauryan Empire.

POLITICAL HISTORY OF THE MAURYAS

Chandragupta Maurya (322 – 298 B.C.)

 Chandragupta Maurya was the founder of the Mauryan Empire. He, at the young 
age of 25, captured Pataliputra from the last ruler of the Nanda dynasty, Dhanananda. 
In this task he was assisted by Kautilya, who was also known as Chanakya or 
Vishnugupta. After firmly establishing his power in the Gangetic valley, he marched to 
the northwest and subdued the territories up to the Indus. Then he moved to central 
India and occupied the region north of Narmada river.

 In 305 B.C., he marched against Selukas Niketar, who was Alexander’s General 
controlling the northwestern India. Chandragupta Maurya defeated him and a treaty 
was signed. By this treaty, Selukas Niketar ceded the trans-Indus territories – namely 
Aria, Arakosia and Gedrosia – to the Mauryan Empire. He also gave his daughter 
in marriage to the Mauryan prince. Chandragupta made a gift of 500 elephants to 
Selukas. Megasthenes was sent to the Mauryan court as Greek ambassador.

 Chandragupta embraced Jainism towards the end of his life and stepped down 
from the throne in favour of his son Bindusara. Then he went to Sravana Belgola, near 
Mysore along with Jain monks led by Bhadrabhagu and starved himself to death.
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Bindusara (298 – 273 B.C.)

 Bindusara was called by the Greeks as “Amitragatha” meaning slayer of 
enemies. He is said to have conquered the Deccan up to Mysore. Taranatha, the 
Tibetan monk states that Bindusara conquered 16 states comprising ‘the land between 
the two seas’. The Sangam Tamil literature also confirms the Mauryan invasion of the 
far south. Therefore, it can be said that the Mauryan Empire under Bindusara extended 
up to Mysore.

 Bindusara received Deimachus as ambassador from the Syrian king Antiochus 
I. Bindusara wrote to Antiochus I asking for sweet wine, dried figs and a sophist. 
The latter sent all but a sophist because the Greek law prohibited sending a sophist. 
Bindusara supported the Ajivikas, a religious sect. Bindusara appointed his son Asoka 
as the governor of Ujjain.

Asoka the Great (273 – 232 B.C.)

 There is little information regarding the early life of Asoka. He acted as Governor 
of Ujjain and also suppressed a revolt in Taxila during his father Bindusara’s reign. There 
was an interval of four years between Asoka’s accession to the throne (273 B.C.) and 
his actual coronation (269 B.C.). Therefore, it appears from the available evidence that 
there was a struggle for the throne after Bindusara’s death. The Ceylonese Chronicles, 
Dipavamsa and Mahavamsa state that Asoka captured power after killing his ninety 
nine brothers including the his elder brother Susima. The youngest brother Tissa was 
spared. But according to Taranatha of Tibet, Asoka killed only six of his brothers. Asoka’s 
Edict also refers to his brothers acting as officers in his administration. However, it is 
clear that the succession of Asoka was a disputed one.

 The most important event of Asoka’s reign was his victorious war with Kalinga in 
261 B.C. Although there is no detail about the cause and course of the war, the effects 
of the war were described by Asoka himself in the Rock edict XIII: “A hundred and fifty 
thousand were killed and many times that number perished…” After the war he annexed 
Kalinga to the Mauryan Empire. Another most important effect of the Kalinga war was 
that Asoka embraced Buddhism under the influence of Buddhist monk, Upagupta.

Asoka and Buddhism

 According some scholars, his conversion to Buddhism was gradual and not 
immediate. About 261 B.C. Asoka became a Sakya Upasaka (lay dsicple) and two 
and a half years later, a Bikshu (monk). Then he gave up hunting, visited Bodh-Gaya, 
and organized missions. He appointed special officers called Dharma Mahamatras to 
speed up the progress of Dhamma. In 241 B.C., he visited the birth place of Buddha, 
the Lumbini Garden, near Kapilavastu. He also visited other holy places of Buddhism 
like Sarnath, Sravasti and Kusinagara. He sent a mission to Sri Lanka under his son 
Mahendra and daughter Sangamitra who planted there the branch of the original Bodhi 
tree. Asoka convened the Third Buddhist Council at Pataliputra in 240 B.C. in order to 
strengthen the Sangha. It was presided over by Moggaliputta Tissa.
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Extent of Asoka’s Empire

 Asoka’s inscriptions mention the southernmost kingdoms – Cholas, Pandyas, 
Satyaputras and Keralaputras – as border-states. Therefore these states remained 
outside the Mauryan Empire. According to Rajatarangini, Kashmir was a part of the 
Mauryan Empire. Nepal was also within the Mauryan empire. The northwestern frontier 
was already demarcated by Chandragupta Maurya.

Asoka’s Dhamma

 Although Asoka embraced Buddhism and took efforts to spread Buddhism, his 
policy of Dhamma was a still broad concept. It was a way of life, a code of conduct and 
a set of principles to be adopted and practiced by the people at large. His principles of 
Dhamma were clearly stated in his Edicts. The main features of Asoka’s Dhamma as 
mentioned in his various Edicts may be summed as follows:
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1.  Service to father and mother, practice of ahimsa, love of truth, reverence to teachers 
and good treatment of relatives.

2.  Prohibition of animal sacrifices and festive gatherings and avoiding expensive and 
meaningless ceremonies and rituals.

3.  Efficient organization of administration in the direction of social welfare and 
maintenance of constant contact with people through the system of Dhammayatras.

4.  Humane treatment of servants by masters and prisoners by government officials.

5.   Consideration and non-violence to animals and courtesy to relations and liberality 
to Brahmins.

6.  Tolerance among all the religious sects.

7.  Conquest through Dhamma instead of through war.

 The concept of non-violence and other similar ideas of Asoka’s Dhamma are 
identical with the teachings of Buddha. But he did not equate Dhamma with Buddhist 
teachings. Buddhism remained his personal belief. His Dhamma signifies a general 
code of conduct. Asoka wished that his Dhamma should spread through all social 
levels. 

Estimate of Asoka

 Asoka was “the greatest of kings” surpassing Alexander the Great and Julius 
Caesar and other renowned Emperors of the world. According to H.G. Wells “Amidst 
the tens and thousands of names of monarchs that crowd the columns of history, the 
name of Asoka shines and shines almost alone, a star”. Asoka was true to his ideals. 
He was not a dreamer but a man of practical genius. His Dhamma is so universal that 
it appeals to humanity even today. He was an example in history for his benevolent 
administration and also for following the policy of non-aggression even after his victory 
in the war. His central ideal was to promote the welfare of humanity. 

Later Mauryas

 Asoka’s death in 232 B.C. was followed by the division of the Mauryan Empire 
into two parts – western and eastern. The western part was ruled by Kunala, son of 
Asoka and the eastern part by Dasaratha, one of the grand sons of Asoka. Due to the 
Bactrian invasions, the western part of the empire collapsed. The eastern part was 
intact under Samprati successor of Dasaratha. The last Mauryan king was Brihatratha, 
who was assassinated by Pushyamitra Sunga.

Mauryan Administration
Central Government

 The ascendancy of the Mauryas had resulted in the triumph of monarchy in 
India. Other systems like republics and oligarchies that were prevalent in the pre-
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Mauryan India had collapsed. Although Kautilya the foremost political theorist of 
ancient India supported the monarchial form of government, he did not stand for royal 
absolutism. He advocated that the king should take the advice of his ministry in running 
the administration. Therefore, a council of ministers called Mantriparishad assisted 
the king in administrative matters. It consisted of Purohita, Mahamantri, Senapati 
and Yuvaraja. There were civil servants called Amatyas to look after the day-to-day 
administration. These officers were similar to the IAS officers of independent India. The 
method of selection of Amatyas was elaborately given by Kautilya. Asoka appointed 
Dhamma Mahamatras to supervise the spread of Dhamma. Thus the Mauryan state 
had a well organized civil service.

Revenue Department

 Samharta, the chief of the Revenue Department, was in charge of the collection 
of all revenues of the empire. The revenues came from land, irrigation, customs, 
shop tax, ferry tax, forests, mines and pastures, license fee from craftsmen, and fines 
collected in the law courts. The land revenue was normally fixed as one sixth of the 
produce. The main items of expenditure of the state related to king and his household, 
army, government servants, public works, poor relief, religion, etc. 

Army

 The Mauryan army was well organized and it was under the control of Senapati. 
The salaries were paid in cash. Kautilya refers to the salaries of different ranks of 
military officers. According to Greek author Pliny, the Mauryan army consisted of six 
lakh infantry, thirty thousand cavalry, nine thousand elephants and eight thousand 
chariots. In addition to these four wings, there were the Navy and Transport and 
Supply wings. Each wing was under the control of Adyakshas or Superintendents. 
Megasthenes mentions six boards of five members each to control the six wings of the 
military.

Department of Commerce and Industry

 This department had controlled the retail and wholesale prices of goods and tried 
to ensure their steady supply through its officers called Adyakshas. It also controlled 
weights and measures, levied custom duties and regulated foreign trade. 

Judicial and Police Departments
 Kautilya mentions the existence of both civil and criminal courts. The chief 
justice of the Supreme Court at the capital was called Dharmathikarin. There were 
also subordinate courts at the provincial capitals and districts under Amatyas. Different 
kinds of punishment such as fines, imprisonment, mutilation and death were given 
to the offenders. Torture was employed to extract truth. Police stations were found 
in all principal centres. Both Kautilya and Asokan Edicts mention about jails and jail 
officials. The Dhamma Mahamatras were asked by Asoka to take steps against unjust 
imprisonment. Remission of sentences is also mentioned in Asoka’s inscriptions.
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Census

 The taking of Census was regular during the Mauryan period. The village officials 
were to number the people along with other details like their caste and occupation. 
They were also to count the animals in each house. The census in the towns was taken 
by municipal officials to track the movement of population both foreign and indigenous. 
The data collected were cross checked by the spies. The Census appears to be a 
permanent institution in the Mauryan administration.

Provincial and Local Administration

 The Mauryan Empire was divided into four provinces with their capitals at Taxila, 
Ujjain, Suvarnagiri and Kalinga. The provincial governors were mostly appointed from 
the members of royal family. They were responsible the maintenance of law and order 
and collection of taxes for the empire. The district administration was under the charge 
of Rajukas, whose position and functions are similar to modern collectors. He was 
assisted by Yuktas or subordinate officials. Village administration was in the hands of 
Gramani and his official superior was called Gopa who was in charge of ten or fifteen 
villages.

 Both Kautilya and Megasthanes provided the system of Municipal administration. 
Arthasastra contains a full chapter on the role of Nagarika or city superintendent. His 
chief duty was to maintain law and order. Megasthenes refers to the six committees of 
five members each to look after the administration of Pataliputra. These committees 
looked after: 1. Industries 2. Foreigners 3. Registration of birth and deaths 4. Trade      
5. Manufacture and sale of goods 6. Collection of sales tax.

Mauryan Art and Architecture

 The monuments before the period of Asoka were mostly made of wood and 
therefore perished. The use of stone started from the time of Asoka. Even of the 
numerous monuments of Asoka, only a few have remained. His palace and monasteries 
and most of his stupas have disappeared. The only remaining 
stupa is at Sanchi. The artistic remains of the Mauryan period 
can be seen in the following heads:

Pillars

 The pillars erected by Asoka furnish the finest 
specimen of the Mauryan art. Asokan pillars with inscriptions 
were found in places like Delhi, Allahabad, Rummindai, 
Sanchi and Saranath. Their tops were crowned with figures 
of animals like lion, elephant and bull. The Saranath pillar 
with four lions standing back to back is the most magnificent. 
The Indian government adopted this capital with some 
modifications as its state emblem. Saranath Pillar
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Stupas

 Asoka built a number of stupas throughout his 
empire but majority of them were destroyed during foreign 
invasions. Only a few have survived. The best example is 
the famous Sanchi stupa with massive dimensions. It was 
originally built with bricks but later enlarged after the time 
of Asoka.

Caves

 The caves presented to the Ajivikas by Asoka and his son Dasaratha remain 
important heritage of the Mauryas. Their interior walls are polished 
like mirror. These were meant to be residences of monks. The caves 
at Barabar hills near Bodh Gaya are wonderful pieces of Mauryan 
architecture.

Causes for the Decline of the Mauryas

  The causes for the decline of the Mauryan empire have been 
widely debated by scholars. The traditional approach attributes the 
decline to Asoka’s policies and his weak successors. Another approach 

holds the inadequate political and economic institutions to sustain such a vast empire.

 It was said that Asoka’s pro-Buddhist policies antagonized the Brahmins who 
brought about a revolution led by Pushyamitra Sunga. But Asoka was never acted 
against Brahmins. That  Asoka’s policy of non-violence reduced the fighting spirit of 
his army was another charge against him. But Asoka had never slackened his control 
over his empire despite following a pacifist policy. Therefore solely blaming Asoka for 
the decline of the Mauryan empire may not be correct because Asoka was more a 
pragmatist than an idealist.

 There are multiple causes for the decline of the Mauryan empire such as weak 
successors, partition of empire and administrative abuses after Asoka’s reign. The 
combination of these factors speeded up the breakup of the Mauryan empire and 
facilitated Pushyamitra Sunga to drive away the Mauryan power and establish the 
Sunga dynasty.

SANCHI STUPA

Four Lions
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LESSON 7
POST - MAURYAN INDIA

Learning Objectives

Students will acquire knowledge about

1. The Sunga rule and its importance.

2. The Satavahana rule and their contributions to culture.

3. The Sakas and Bactrians.

4. Kanishka and his achievements.

5. Gandhara art and its salient features.

 After the death of Asoka, his successors were not able to keep the vast Mauryan 
Empire intact. The provinces started declaring their independence. The northwest India 
slipped out of the control of the Mauryas and a series of foreign invasions affected this 
region. Kalinga declared its independence and in the further south the Satavahanas 
established their independent rule. As a result, the Mauryan rule was confined to the 
Gangetic valley and it was soon replaced by the Sunga dynasty.

Sungas

 The founder of the Sunga dynasty was Pushyamitra Sunga, who was the 
commander-in-chief under the Mauryas. He assassinated the last Mauryan ruler and 
usurped the throne. The most important challenge to the Sunga rule was to protect 
north India against the invasions of the Bactrian Greeks from the northwest. The Greeks 
advanced up to Pataliputra and occupied it for sometime. However, Pushyamitra 
succeeded in regaining the lost territory. He also fought a campaign against Kharavela 
of Kalinga who invaded north India.

 Pushyamitra was a staunch follower of Brahmanism. He performed two 
asvamedha sacrifices. Buddhist sources refer him as a persecutor of Buddhism. But 
there is enough evidence to show that Pushyamitra patronised Buddhist art. During 
his reign the Buddhist monuments at Bharhut and Sanchi were renovated and further 
improved.

 After the death of Pushyamitra, his son Agnimitra became the ruler. The last 
Sunga ruler was Devabhuti, who was murdered by his minister Vasudeva Kanva, the 
founder of the Kanva dynasty. The Kanva dynasty ruled for 45 years. After the fall of 
the Kanvas, the history of Magatha was a blank until the establishment of the Gupta 
dynasty.

 The rule of the Sungas was important because they defended the Gangetic 
valley from foreign invasions. In the cultural sphere, the Sungas revived Brahmanism 
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and horse sacrifice. They also promoted the growth of Vaishnavism and the Sanskrit 
language. In short, the Sunga rule was a brilliant anticipation of the golden age of the 
Guptas.

Satavahanas

 In the Deccan, the Satavahanas established their 
independent rule after the decline of the Mauryas. Their 
rule lasted for about 450 years. They were also known 
as the Andhras. The Puranas and inscriptions remain 
important sources for the history of Satavahanas. Among 
the inscriptions, the Nasik and Nanaghad inscriptions 
throw much light on the reign of Gautamiputra Satakarni. The coins issued by the 
Satavahanas are also helpful in knowing the economic conditions of that period. 

 The founder of the Satavahana dynasty was Simuka. He was succeeded by 
Krishna,  who extended the kingdom up to Nasik in the west. The third king was Sri 
Satakarni. He conquered western Malwa and Berar. He also performed asvamedha 
sacrifices. The seventeenth king of the Satavahana dynasty was Hala. He reigned for 
a period of five years. Hala became famous for his book Gathasaptasati, also called 
Sattasai. It contains 700 verses in Prakrit language.

 The greatest ruler of the Satavahana dynasty was Gautamiputra Satakarni. He 
ruled for a period of 24 years from 106 to 130 A.D. His achievements were recorded in 
the Nasik inscription by his mother Gautami Balasri. Gautamiputra Satakarni captured 
the whole of Deccan and expanded his empire. His victory over Nagapana, the ruler 
of Malwa was remarkable. He patronized Brahmanism. Yet, he also gave donations to 
Buddhists.

 Gautamiputra Satakarni was succeeded by his son Vashishtaputra Pulamayi. 
He extended the Satavahana power up to the mouth of the Krishna river. He issued 
coins on which the image of ships was inscribed. They reveal the naval power and 
maritime trade of the Satavahanas. The last great ruler of Satavahanas was Yajna Sri 
Satakarni.

Economic Condition

 There was a remarkable progress in the fields of trade and industry during the 
Satavahana rule. Merchants organized guilds to increase their activities. The craft 
guilds organized by different craftsmen such as potters, weavers and oil pressers 
also came into existence. Silver coins called Karshapanas were used for trade. The 
Satavahana period also witnessed overseas commercial activity. Ptolemy mentions 
many ports in the Deccan. The greatest port of the Satavahanas was Kalyani on the 
west Deccan. Gandakasela and Ganjam on the east coast were the other important 
seaports.

COINS OF SATAVAHANAS
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Cultural Contributions

 The Satavahanas patronized Buddhism and Brahmanism. They built chaityas and 
viharas. They also made grants of villages and lands to Buddhist monks. Vashishtaputra 
Pulamayi repaired the old Amaravathi stupa. Their architecture in Nagarjunakonda was 
also notable. Brahmanism was revived by the Satavahanas along with the performance 
of asvamedha and rajasuya sacrifices. They also patronized the Prakrit language and 
literature. Hala’s Sattasai is an excellent piece of Prakrit literature.

Foreign Invasions of Northwest India

Bactrians

 Bactria and Parthia became independent from the Syrian empire in the middle 
of the third century B.C. Demetrius, the Greek ruler of Bactria invaded Afghanistan and 
Punjab and occupied them. From Taxila, he sent two of his commanders, Appolodotus 
and Menander for further conquests. Appolodotus conquered the Sindh and marched 
up to Ujjain. Menander extended his rule up to Mathura and from there he made 
attempts to capture Pataliputra. But he was stopped by the army of Vasumitra, the 
grandson of Pushyamitra Sunga.

 Menander was also known as Milinda and the capital of his kingdom was Sakala 
(Sialcot). He evinced much interest in Buddhism and his dialogues with the Buddhist 
monk Nagasena was compiled in the Pali work, Milindapanho (Questions of Milinda). 
He also embraced Buddhism. A Greek ambassador Heliodorus became a Vaishnavite 
and erected the Garuda Pillar at Besnagar. The Greek influence in India lasted for 
more than a century after the death Menander.

Sakas

 The Sakas or the Scythians attacked Bactria and Parthia and captured them from 
the Greek rulers. Following the footsteps of the Greeks, the Sakas gradually extended 
their rule over northwestern India. There were two different groups of Sakas – the 
Northern Satraps ruling from Taxila and the Western satraps ruling over Maharashtra.

 The founder the Saka rule in India in the first century B.C. was Maues. His son 
and successor was Azes I, who was considered to be the founder of the Vikrama era.

 Sakas rulers of Taxila were overthrown by the Parthians.

Kushanas

 The Kushanas were a branch of Yuchi tribe, whose 
original home was central Asia. They first came to Bactria 
displacing the Sakas. Then they gradually moved to the 
Kabul valley and seized the Gandhara region. The founder of 
the Kushana dynasty was Kujula Kadphises or Kadphises I. 
He occupied the Kabul valley and issued coins in his name. His son Wima Kadphises 

Gold coins of
kushanas
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or Kadphises II conquered the whole of northwestern India as far as Mathura. He 
issued gold coins with high-sounding titles like the ‘Lord of the Whole World’. He was 
a devotee of Lord Siva.

Kanishka (78 – 120 A.D.)

 Kanishka was the most important ruler of the Kushana dynasty. He was the 
founder of the Saka era which starts from 78 A.D. He was not only a great conqueror 
but also a patron of religion and art.

Kanishka’s Conquests

 At the time of his accession his empire included 
Afghanistan, Gandhara, Sind and Punjab. Subsequently 
he conquered Magadha and extended his power as far as 
Pataliputra and Bodh Gaya. According to Kalhana, Kanishka 
invaded Kashmir and occupied it. His coins are found in 
many places like Mathura, Sravasti, Kausambi and Benares 
and therefore, he must have conquered the greater part of 
the Gangetic plain. 

 He also fought against the Chinese and acquired 
some territories from them. During the first expedition he 
was defeated by the Chinese general Pancho. He undertook 
a second expedition in which he was successful and he 
scored a victory over Panyang, the son of Pancho. Kanishka annexed the territories of 
Kashgar, Yarkand and Khotan into his empire.

 The empire of Kanishka was a vast one extending from Gandhara in the west to 
Benares in the east, and from Kashmir in the north to Malwa in the south. His capital 
was Purushapura or modern day Peshawar. Mathura was another important city in his 
empire.

Kanishka and Buddhism

 Kanishka embraced Buddhism in the early part of his reign. However, his coins 
exhibit the images of not only Buddha but also Greek and Hindu gods. It reflects the 
Kanishka’s toleration towards other religions. In the age of Kanishka the Mahayana 
Buddhism came into vogue. It is different in many respects from the religion taught 
by the Buddha and propagated by Asoka. The Buddha came to be worshipped with 
flowers, garments, perfumes and lamps. Thus image worship and rituals developed in 
Mahayana Buddhism.

 Kanishka also sent missionaries to Central Asia and China for the propagation 
of the new faith. Buddhist chaityas and viharas were built in different places. He 
patronised Buddhist scholars like Vasumitra, Asvagosha and Nagarjuna. He also 
convened the Fourth Buddhist Council to discuss matters relating to Buddhist theology 

Headless statue
of Kanishka
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and doctrine. It was held at the Kundalavana monastery near Srinagar in Kashmir under 
the presidentship of Vasumitra. About 500 monks attended the Council. The Council 
prepared an authoritative commentary on the Tripitakas and the Mahayana doctrine 
was given final shape. Asvagosha was a great philosopher, poet and dramatist. He 
was the author of Buddhacharita. Nagarjuna from south India adorned the court of 
Kanishka. The famous physician of ancient India Charaka was also patronized by him.

Gandhara Art

 The home of the Gandhara school of art is the territory 
in and around Peshawar in northwestern India. The best of the 
Gandhara sculpture was produced during the first and second 
centuries A.D. It originated during the reign of Indo-Greek rulers 
but the real patrons of this school of art were the Sakas and the 
Kushanas, particularly Kanishka. Gandhara art was a blend of 
Indian and Graeco-Roman elements. Specimens of Gandhara 
sculpture have been found in Taxila, Peshawar and in several 
places of northwest India. The Gandhara school made sculptures 
of the Buddha in various sizes, shapes and postures. The reliefs 
depict Buddha’s birth, his renunciation and his preaching. The 
salient features of Gandhara art are:

-  Moulding human body in a realistic manner with minute attention to physical 
features like muscles, moustache and curtly hair.

-  Thick drapery with large and bold fold lines.

-  Rich carving, elaborate ornamentation and symbolic expressions.

-  The main theme was the new form of Buddhism – Mahayanism

–  and the evolution of an image of Buddha.

 A large number of monasteries were also built from first to fourth centuries 
A.D. Ruins of about fifteen monasteries were found in and around Peshawar and 
Rawalpindi. The Buddhist stupas erected during this period had Graeco-Roman 
architectural impact. The height of the stupa was raised and ornamentation was added 
to the structure of the stupa. These changes made the stupa more attractive.

Mathura School of Art

 The school of art that developed at Mathura in modern Uttar Pradesh is called 
the Mathura art. It flourished in the first century A.D. In its early phase, the Mathura 
school of art developed on indigenous lines. The Buddha images exhibit the spiritual 
feeling in his face which was largely absent in the Gandhara school. The Mathura 
school also carved out the images of Siva and Vishnu along with their consorts Parvathi 
and Lakshmi. The female figures of yakshinis and apsaras of the Mathura school were 
beautifully carved. 

REPRESENTATION OF
THE BUDDHA IN 
GANDHARA ART
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Successors of Kanishka and end of Kushana Rule

 The successors of Kanishka ruled for another one hundred and fifty years. 
Huvishka was the son of Kanishka and he kept the empire intact. Mathura became an 
important city under his rule. Like Kanishka he was also a patron of Buddhism. The last 
important Kushana ruler was Vasudeva. The Kushana empire was very much reduced 
in his rule. Most of his inscriptions are found in and around Mathura. He seems to have 
been a worshipper of Siva. After Vasudeva, petty Kushan princes ruled for sometime 
in northwestern India.

Learning Outcome

After learning this lesson the students will be able to explain

1.  The reign of Pushyamitra and the importance of Sunga rule.

2.  The Satavahana rule and Gautami Putra Satakarni’s achievements.

3.  The socio-economic conditions of the Satavahana period and also 
their cultural contributions.

4.  Kanishka and his military achievements.

5.  The role of Kanishka in the spread of Mahayana Buddhism.

6.  The salient features of the Gandhara art and also Mathura art.

MODEL QUESTIONS
I.  Choose the correct answer.

1.  The Sungas were succeeded by

 (a) Mauryas    (b) Kushanas

 (c) Kanvas    (d) Satavahanas

2.  Nasik inscription describes the achievements of

 (a) Pushyamitra Sunga  (b) Gautamiputra Satakarni

 (c) Kanishka    (d) Menander

3.  The author of Buddhacharita was

 (a) Nagarjuna    (b) Asvagosha

 (c) Vasumitra    (d) Nagasena
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LESSON 9
GUPTA EMPIRE

Learning Objectives

Students will acquire knowledge about

1.  The sources for the study of Guptas.

2.  Samudragupta’s achievements.

3.  The achievements of Chandragupta II.

4.  The importance of Fahien’s visit to India.

5.  Gupta administration, society and economy.

6.  Literature, art, architecture and scientific development during the 
Gupta period.

Sources

 There are plenty of source materials to reconstruct the history of the Gupta 
period. They include literary, epigraphical and numismatic sources. The Puranas 
throw light on the royal genealogy of the Gupta kings. Contemporary literary works 
like the Devichandraguptam and the Mudhrakshasam written by Visakadatta provide 
information regarding the rise of the Guptas. The Chinese traveler Fahien, who visited 
India during the reign of Chandragupta II, has left a valuable account of the social, 
economic and religious conditions of the Gupta empire.

 Apart from these literary sources, there are inscriptions like the Meherauli Iron 
Pillar Inscription and the Allahabad Pillar inscription. The first refers to the achievements 

of Chandragupta I. The most important source for the 
reign of Samudragupta is the Allahabad Pillar inscription. 
It describes his personality and achievements. This 
inscription is engraved on an Asokan pillar. It is written 
in classical Sanskrit, using the Nagari script. It consists 
of 33 lines composed by Harisena. It describes the 
circumstances of Samudragupta’s accession, his military 
campaigns in north India and the Deccan, his relationship 
with other contemporary rulers, and his accomplishments 
as a poet and scholar.

 The coins issued by Gupta kings contain legends and figures. These coins 
provide interesting details about the titles and sacrifices performed by the Gupta 
monarchs.

Allahabad Pillar
Inscription
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Chandragupta I (320 – 330 A.D.)

 The founder of the Gupta dynasty was Sri Gupta. He was succeeded by 
Ghatotkacha. These two were called Maharajas. Much information was not available 
about their rule. The next ruler was Chandragupta I and he was the first to be called 
Maharajadhiraja (the great king of kings). This title indicates his extensive conquests. 
He strengthened his position by a matrimonial alliance with the Licchavis. He married 
Kumaradevi, a princess of that family. This added to the power and prestige of the 
Gupta family. The Meherauli Iron Pillar inscription mentions his extensive conquests. 
Chandragupta I is considered to be the founder of the Gupta era which starts with his 
accession in A.D. 320.

Samudragupta (330-380 A.D.)

 Samudragupta was the greatest of the rulers of the Gupta dynasty. The Allahabad 
Pillar inscription provides a detailed account of his reign. It refers to three stages in his 
military campaign: 
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 1. Against some rulers of North India

 2. His famous Dakshinapatha expedition against South Indian rulers

 3. A second campaign against some other rulers of North India.

 In the first campaign Samudragupta defeated Achyuta and Nagasena. Achyuta 
was probably a Naga ruler. Nagasena belonged to the Kota family which was ruling 
over the upper Gangetic valley. They were defeated and their states were annexed. As 
a result of this short campaign, Samudragupta had gained complete mastery over the 
upper Gangetic valley.

 Then Samudragupta marched against the South Indian monarchs. The  
Allahabad Pillar inscription mentions that Samudragupta defeated twelve rulers in his 
South Indian Expedition. They were Mahendra of Kosala, Vyaghraraja of Mahakanthara, 
Mantaraja of Kaurala, Mahendragiri of Pishtapura, Swamidatta of Kottura, Damana 
of Erandapalla, Vishnugupta of Kanchi, Nilaraja of Avamukta, Hastivarman of Vengi, 
Ugrasena of Palakka, Kubera of Devarashtra and Dhananjaya of Kushtalapura. 
Samudragupta’s policy in South India was different. He did not destroy and annex 
those kingdoms. Instead, he defeated the rulers but gave them back their kingdoms. 
He only insisted on them to acknowledge his suzerainty.

 The third stage of Samudragupta’s campaign was to eliminate his remaining 
north Indian rivals. He fought against nine kings, uprooted them and annexed their 
territories. They were Rudradeva, Matila, Nagadatta, Chandravarman, Ganapathinaga, 
Nagasena, Achyuta, Nandin and Balavarman. Most of these rulers were members of 
the Naga family, then ruling over different parts of north India.

 After these military victories, Samudragupta 
performed the asvamedha sacrifice. He issued 
gold and silver coins with the legend ‘restorer 
of the asvamedha’. It is because of his military 
achievements Samudragupta was hailed as ‘Indian 
Napoleon’. 

Extant of Samudragupta’s Empire

 After these conquests, Samudragupta’s rule extended over the upper Gangetic 
valley, the greater part of modern U.P., a portion of central India and the southwestern 
part of Bengal. These territories were directly administered by him. In the south there 
were tributary states. The Saka and Kushana principalities on the west and northwest 
were within the sphere of his influence. The kingdoms on the east coast of the Deccan, 
as far as the Pallava Kingdom, acknowledged his suzerainty. 

GOLD COINS OF SAMUDRAGUPTA
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Estimate of Samudragupta
 Samudragupta’s military achievements remain remarkable in the annals of 
history. He was equally great in his other personal accomplishments. The Allahabad 
Pillar inscription speaks of his magnanimity to his foes, his polished intellect, his poetic 
skill and his proficiency in music. It calls him Kaviraja because of his ability in composing  
verses. His image depicting him with Veena is found in the coins issued by him. It is 
the proof of his proficiency and interest in music. He was also a patron of many poets 
and scholars, one of whom was Harisena. Thus he must be credited with a share in 
the promotion of Sanskrit literature and learning, characteristic of his dynasty. He was 
an ardent follower of Vaishnavism but was tolerant of other creeds. He evinced keen 
interest in Buddhism and was the patron of the great Buddhist scholar Vasubandu.

Chandragupta II (380-415 A.D.)

 Samudragupta was succeeded by his son Chandragupta II Vikramaditya. 
But according to some scholars, the immediate successor of Samudragupta was 
Ramagupta, the elder brother of Chandragupta II. But there is little historical proof for 
this. Chandragupta II inherited the military genius of his father and extended the Gupta 
Empire by his own conquests. 

 He achieved this by a judicious combination of the policy of diplomacy and 
warfare. Through matrimonial alliances he strengthened his political power. He married 
Kuberanaga, a Naga princess of central India. He gave his daughter Prabhavati in 
marriage to the Vakataka prince Rudrasena II. The political importance of this marriage 
lies in the fact that the Vakatakas occupied a geographically strategic position in the 
Deccan. This alliance served a useful purpose when Chandragupta-II undertook his 
campaign in western India against the Sakas.

Conquest of Western India

 The greatest of the military achievements of Chandragupta II was his war against 
the Saka satraps of western India. Rudrasimha III, the last ruler of the Saka satrap was 
defeated, dethroned and killed. His territories in western Malwa and the Kathiawar 
Peninsula were annexed into the Gupta Empire. After this victory he performed the 
horse sacrifice and assumed the title Sakari, meaning, ‘destroyer of Sakas’. He also 
called himself Vikramaditya

 As a result of the conquest of western India, the western boundary of the Empire 
reached to the Arabian Sea gaining access to Broach, Sopara, Cambay and other sea 
ports. This enabled the Gupta empire to control trade with the western countries. Ujjain 
became an important commercial city and soon became the alternative capital of the 
Guptas. The fine cotton clothes of Bengal, Indigo from Bihar, silk from Banares, the 
scents of the Himalayas and the sandal and species from the south were brought to 
these ports without any interference. The western traders poured Roman gold into 
India in return for Indian products. The great wealth of the Gupta Empire was manifest 
in the variety of gold coins issued by Chandragupta II.
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Other Conquests

 Chandragupta II defeated a confederacy of enemy chiefs in Vanga. He also 
crossed the river Sindh and conquered Bactria. The Kushanas ruling in this region 
were subdued by him. With these conquests, the Gupta empire extended in the west 
as far as western Malwa, Gujarat and Kathiawar. In the northwest it extended beyond 
the Hindukush up to Bactria. In the east, it included even eastern Bengal and in the 
south the Narmada river formed the boundary. 

Fahien’s Visit

 The famous Chinese pilgrim, Fahien visited India during the reign of  
Chandragupta II. Out of his nine years stay in India, he spent six years in the Gupta 
empire. He came to India by the land route through Khotan, Kashgar, Gandhara and 
Punjab. He visited Peshawar, Mathura, Kanauj, Sravasti, Kapilavastu, Kusinagara, 
Pataliputra, Kasi and Bodh Gaya among other places. He returned by the sea route, 
visiting on the way Ceylon and Java. The main purpose of his visit was to see the land 
of the Buddha and to collect Buddhist manuscripts from India. He stayed in Pataliputra 
for three years studying Sanskrit and copying Buddhist texts.

 Fahien provides valuable information on the religious, social and economic 
condition of the Gupta empire. According to him, Buddhism was in a flourishing condition 
in the northwestern India but in the Gangetic valley it was in a state of neglect. He refers 
to the Gangetic valley as the ‘land of Brahmanism’. Fahien mentions the unsatisfactory 
state of some of the Buddhist holy places like Kapilavastu and Kusinagara. According 
to him the economic condition of the empire was prosperous.

 Although his account is valuable in many respects, he did not mention the 
name of Chandragupta II. He was not interested in political affairs. His interest was 
primarily religion. He assessed everything from the Buddhist angle. His observations 
on social conditions are found to be exaggerated. Yet, his accounts are useful to know 
the general condition of the country.

Estimate of Chandragupta II

 The power and glory of Gupta empire reached its peak under the rule 
Chandragupta II Vikramaditya. He also contributed to the general cultural progress of 
the age and patronized great literary figures like Kalidasa. He promoted artistic activity. 
Because of the high level of cultural progress that was achieved during this period, the 
Gupta period is generally referred to as a golden age. A detailed account of the cultural 
progress in the Gupta age is given below.

Successors of Chandragupta II

 Kumaragupta was the son and successor of Chandragupta II. His reign was 
marked by general peace and prosperity. He issued a number of coins and his 
inscriptions are found all over the Gupta empire. He also performed an asvamedha 
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sacrifice. Most importantly, he laid the foundation of the Nalanda University which 
emerged an institution of international reputation. At the end of his reign, a powerful 
wealthy tribe called the ‘Pushyamitras’ defeated the Gupta army. A branch of the Huns 
from Central Asia made attempts to cross the Hindukush mountains and invade India.

 But it was his successor Skandagupta who really faced the Hun invasion. He 
fought successfully against the Huns and saved the empire. This war must have been 
a great strain on the government’s resources. After Skandagupta’s death, many of his 
successors like Purugupta, Narasimhagupta, Buddhagupta and Baladitya could not 
save the Gupta empire from the Huns. Ultimately, the Gupta power totally disappeared 
due to the Hun invasions and later by the rise of Yasodharman in Malwa.

Gupta Administration
 According inscriptions, the Gupta kings assumed titles like Paramabhattaraka, 
Maharajadhiraja, Parameswara, Samrat and Chakravartin. The king was assisted in 
his administration by a council consisting of a chief minister, a Senapati or commander 
in - chief of the army and other important officials. A high official called Sandivigraha 
was mentioned in the Gupta inscriptions, most probably minister for foreign affairs.

 The king maintained a close contact with the provincial administration through 
a class of officials called Kumaramatyas and Ayuktas. Provinces in the Gupta Empire 
were known as Bhuktis and provincial governors as Uparikas. They were mostly 
chosen from among the princes. Bhuktis were subdivided into Vishyas or districts. 
They were governed by Vishyapatis. Nagara Sreshtis were the officers looking after 
the city administration. The villages in the district were under the control of Gramikas.

 Fahien’s account on the Gupta administration provides useful information. 
He characterises the Gupta administration as mild and benevolent. There were no 
restrictions on people’s movements and they enjoyed a large degree of personal 
freedom. There was no state interference in the individual’s life. Punishments were 
not severe. Imposing a fine was a common punishment. There was no spy system. 
The administration was so efficient that the roads were kept safe for travelers, and 
there was no fear of thieves. He mentioned that people were generally prosperous and 
the crimes were negligible. Fahien had also appreciated the efficiency of the Gupta 
administration as he was able to travel without any fear throughout the Gangetic valley. 
On the whole the administration was more liberal than that of the Mauryas.

Social Life
 The pre-Gupta period in India witnessed a series of foreign invasions. Indian 
society had given way to those foreigners who had become permanent residents here. 
But during the Gupta period, the caste system became rigid. The Brahmins occupied 
the top ladder of the society. They were given enormous gifts by the rulers as well 
as other wealthy people. The practice of untouchability had slowly begun during this 
period. Fahien mentions that Chandalas were segregated from the society. Their 
miserable condition was elaborated by the Chinese traveler.
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 The position of women had also become miserable during the Gupta period. 
They were prohibited from studying the religious texts like the Puranas. The subjection 
of women to men was thoroughly regularized. But it was insisted that they should be 
protected and generously treated by men. The practice of Swyamvara was given up 
and the Manusmriti suggested the early marriage for girls.

 In the sphere of religion, Brahmanism reigned supreme during the Gupta 
period. It had two branches - Vaishnavism and Saivism. Most of the Gupta kings were 
Vaishnavaites. They performed Aswamedha sacrifices. The worship of images and 
celebration of religious festivals with elaborate rituals made these two religions popular. 
Religious literature like the Puranas was composed during this period. The progress of 
Brahmanism led to the neglect of Buddhism and Jainism. Fahien refers to the decline 
of Buddhism in the Gangetic valley. But a few Buddhist scholars like Vasubandhu 
were patronized by Gupta kings. In western and southern India Jainism flourished. The 
great Jain Council was held at Valabhi during this period and the Jain Canon of the 
Swetambras was written.

Art and Culture

 The Gupta period witnessed a tremendous progress in the field of art, science 
and literature and on account of this it has been called “a golden age”. A few scholars 
even call this period a period of renaissance. But it should be remembered that there 
was no dark period before the Gupta rule. Therefore the cultural progress witnessed 
during the Gupta period may be called the culmination of Indian intellectual activities.

Art and Architecture

 In the history of Indian art and architecture, the Gupta period occupies an 
important place. Both the Nagara and Dravidian styles of art evolved during this period. 
But most of the architecture of this period had been lost due to foreign invasions like 
that of Huns. Yet, the remaining temples, sculptures and 
cave paintings provide an idea about the grandeur of the 
Gupta art.

 The temple at Deogarh near Jhansi and the sculptures 
in the temple at Garhwas near Allahabad remain important 
specimen of the Gupta art. There was no influence of 
Gandhara style. But the beautiful statue of standing Buddha 
at Mathura reveals a little Greek style. The Buddha statue 
unearthed at Saranath was unique piece of Gupta art. The 
Bhitari monolithic pillar of Skandagupta is also remarkable.

 Metallurgy had also made a wonderful progress 
during the Gupta period. The craftsmen were efficient in the art of casting metal statues 
and pillars. The gigantic copper statue of Buddha, originally found at Sultanganj now 
kept at Birmingham museum, was about seven and a half feet height and nearly a ton 

TEMPLE AT DEOGARH
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weight. The Delhi Iron pillar of the Gupta period is still free from rust though completely 
exposed to sun and rain for so many centuries.

  The paintings of the Gupta period are seen at Bagh caves 
near Gwalior. The mural paintings of Ajantha mostly illustrate 
the life of the Buddha as depicted in the Jataka stories. The 
paintings at Sigiriya in Sri Lanka were highly influenced by the 
Ajantha style. 

  The Gupta coinage was also remarkable. Samudragupta 
issued eight types of gold coins. The legends on them throw 
much light on the achievements of that marvelous king. 
The figures inscribed on them are illustrative of the skill and 
greatness of Gupta numismatic art. Chandragupta II and his 

successors had also issued gold, silver and copper coins of different varieties.

Literature

 The Sanskrit language became prominent during the Gupta period. Nagari script 
had evolved from the Brahmi script. Numerous works in classical Sanskrit came to be 
written in the forms of epic, lyrics, drama and prose. The best of the Sanskrit literature 
belonged to the Gupta age.

 Himself a great poet, Samudragupta patronized a number of scholars including 
Harisena. The court of Chandragupta II was adorned by the celebrated Navratnas. 
Kalidasa remain the foremost among them. His master-piece was the Sanskrit drama 
Shakuntala. It is considered one among the ‘hundred best books of the world’. He 
wrote two other plays - the Malavikagnimitra and Vikramorvasiya. His two well-known 
epics are Raghuvamsa and Kumarasambhava. Ritusamhara and Meghaduta are his 
two lyrics.

 Visakadatta was another celebrated author of this period. He was the author 
of two Sanskrit dramas, Mudrarakshasa and Devichandraguptam. Sudraka was a 
renowned poet of this age and his book Mrichchakatika is rich in humour and pathos. 
Bharavi’s Kritarjuniya is the story of the conflict between Arjuna and Siva. Dandin 
was the author of Kavyadarsa and Dasakumaracharita. Another important work of 
this period was Vasavadatta written by Subhandhu. The Panchatantra stories were 
composed by Vishnusarma during the Gupta period. The Buddhist author Amarasimha 
compiled a lexicon called Amarakosa. 

 The Puranas in their present form were composed during this period. There are 
eighteen Puranas. The most important among them are the Bhagavatha, Vishnu, Vayu 
and Matsya Puranas. The Mahabharatha and the Ramayana were given final touches 
and written in the present form during this period.

A PAINTING AT 
BAGH CAVE
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Science

 The Gupta period witnessed a brilliant activity in the sphere of mathematics, 
astronomy, astrology and medicine. Aryabhatta was a great mathematician and 
astronomer. He wrote the book Aryabhatiya in 499 A.D. It deals with mathematics 
and astronomy. It explains scientifically the occurrence of solar and lunar eclipses. 
Aryabhatta was the first to declare that the earth was spherical in shape and that it 
rotates on its own axis. However, these views were rejected by later astronomers like 
Varahamihira and Brahmagupta.

 Varahamihira composed Pancha Siddhantika, the five astronomical systems. 
He was also a great authority on astrology. His work Brihadsamhita is a great work 
in Sanskrit literature. It deals with a variety of subjects like astronomy, astrology, 
geography, architecture, weather, animals, marriage and omens. His Brihadjataka is 
considered to be a standard work on astrology.

 In the field of medicine, Vagbhata lived during this period. He was the last of the 
great medical trio of ancient India. The other two scholars Charaka and Susruta lived 
before the Gupta age. Vagbhata was the author Ashtangasamgraha (Summary of the 
eight branches of medicine).

Learning Outcome

After learning this lesson the students will be able to explain

1. The sources for the history of Guptas like the Allahabad Pillar inscription 
and their importance.

2. Samudragupta’s military achievements as well as his personal 
accomplishments.

3. The conquests of Chandragupta II and his other qualities including 
patron of art and literature.

4. Gupta administration, society and economic progress as described by 
Fahien, who visited India during this period.

5. The growth of Sanskrit literature and the contribution of scholars like 
Kalidasa and Visakadatta.

6. The art and architecture of the Gupta period as well as the progress in 
science including the contribution of Aryabhatta and others.
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Introduction

By the end of the 3rd century, the powerful 
empires established by the Kushanas in the 
north and Satavahanas in the south had 
lost their greatness and strength. After the 
decline of Kushanas and Satavahanas, 
Chandragupta carved out a kingdom and 
establish his dynastic rule, which lasted 
for about two hundred years. After the 
downfall of the Guptas and thereafter and 
interregnum of nearly 50 years, Harsha of 
Vardhana dynasty ruled North India from 
606 to 647 A.D (CE).

Unit 3
The Age of Empires: 
Guptas and Vardhanas

Learning Objectives

• To know the establishment of Gupta dynasty and the empire-building 

efforts of Gupta rulers

• To understand the polity, economy and society under Guptas

• To get familiar with the contributions of the Guptas to art, architecture, literature, 

education, science and technology

• To explore the signification of the reign of HarshaVardhana

Sources
Archaeological Sources

�� Gold, silver and copper coins issued 
by Gupta rulers.

�� Allahabad Pillar Inscription of 
Samudragupta.

�� The Mehrauli Iron Pillar Inscription.

�� Udayagiri Cave Inscription, Mathura 
Stone Inscription and Sanchi Stone 
Inscription of Chandragupta II.

�� Bhitari Pillar Inscription of 
Skandagupta.

�� The Gadhwa Stone Inscription.
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�� Madubhan Copper Plate Inscription

�� Sonpat Copper Plate

�� Nalanda Inscription on clay seal

Literary Sources

�� Vishnu, Matsya, Vayu and Bhagavata 
Puranas and Niti Sastras of Narada

�� Visakhadatta’s Devichandraguptam 
and Mudrarakshasa and Bana’s 
Harshacharita

�� Dramas of Kalidasa

�� Accounts of Chinese Buddhist monk 
Fahien who visited India during the 
reign of Chandragupta II.

�� Harsha’s Ratnavali, Nagananda, 
Priyadharshika

�� Hiuen-Tsang's Si-Yu-Ki

Foundation of the Gupta Dynasty

Sri Gupta is considered to be the founder of 
the Gupta dynasty. He is believed to have 
reigned over parts of present-day Bengal 
and Bihar. He was the first Gupta ruler to 
be featured on coins. He was succeeded by 
his son Ghatotkacha. Both are mentioned 
as Maharajas in inscriptions.

Chandragupta I  
(c. 319–335 AD(CE))

Chandragupta I married Kumaradevi 
of the famous and powerful Lichchhavi 
family. Having gained the support of this 
family, Chandragupta could eliminate 
various small states in northern India 
and crown himself the monarch of a 
larger kingdom. The gold coins attributed 
to Chandragupta bear the images of 
Chandragupta, Kumaradevi and the 
legend ‘Lichchhavayah’.

Lichchhavi was an old gana–sanga and 
its territory lay between the Ganges and 
the Nepal Terai.

Samudragupta (c. 335–380)

Samudragupta, son of Chandragupta I, 
was the greatest ruler of the dynasty. 
The Prayog Prashasti, composed by 
Samudragupta’s court poet Harisena 
was engraved on Allahabad Pillar. This 
Allahabad Pillar inscription is the main 
source of information for Samudragupta’s 
reign.

Allahabad Pillar

Prashasti

Prashasti is a Sanskrit word, meaning 
commendation or ‘in praise of’. Court 
poets flattered their kings listing out 
their achievements. These accounts were 
later engraved on pillars so that the people 
could read them.
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Qutub Minar is believed to have been built 
by Vikramaditya. Fahien, a Buddhist scholar 
from China, visited India during his reign. 
Vikramaditya is said to have assembled the 

greatest writers and artists 
(Navaratna [Nine Jewels]) 
in his court. Kalidasa is said 
to be one among them.

Navaratna in the court  
of Vikramaditya 

Kalidasa Sanskrit poet

Harisena Sanskrit poet

Amarasimha Lexicographer

Dhanvantri Physician

Kahapanaka Astrologer

Sanku Architect

Varahamihira Astronomer

Varauchi Grammarian and  
Sanskrit scholar

Vittalbhatta Magician

The surnames of Chandragupta II 
were Vikramaditya, Narendrachandra, 
Simhachandra, Narendrasimha, Vikrama 
Devaraja, Devagupta and Devasri.

Chandragupta II was succeeded 
by his son Kumaragupta I, who built the 
famous Nalanda University.

Kumaragupta’s successor 
Skandagupta had to face a new threat 
in the form of the invasion of Huns. He 
defeated them and drove them away. But 
after twelve years, they came again and 
broke the back of the Gupta Empire. The 
last of the great Guptas was Baladitya, 
assumed to have been Narasimha Gupta I.  

Consolidation of Gupta Dynasty

Samudragupta was a great general and 
when he became emperor, he carried 
on a vigorous campaign all over the 
country and even in the south. In the 
southern Pallava kingdom, the king who 
was defeated by Samudragupta was 
Vishnugopa.

Samudragupta conquered nine 
kingdoms in northern India. He reduced 
12 rulers of the southern India to the 
status of feudatories and forced them to 
pay tribute. He received homage from the 
rulers of East Bengal, Assam, Nepal, the 
eastern part of Punjab and various tribes 
of Rajasthan.

Samudragupta was a devotee of Vishnu. 
He revived the Vedic practice of performing 
horse sacrifice to commemorate victories 
in wars. He issued gold coins and in one 
of them, he is portrayed playing harp 
(veenai). Samudragupta was not only a 
great conqueror but a lover of poetry and 
music and for this, he earned the title 
‘Kaviraja’.

Srimeghavarman, the Buddhist king 
of Ceylon, was a contemporary of 
Samudragupta.

Chandragupta II (c.380 - 415)

Chandragupta II was the son of 
Samudragupta. He was also known as 
Vikramaditya. He conquered western Malwa 
and Gujarat by defeating the Saka rulers. 
He maintained friendly relationship with the 
rulers of southern India. The iron pillar near 
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spheres. The Gupta king was assisted by a 
council of mantris (ministers). The council 
consisted of princes, high officials and 
feudatories. A large number of officials 
were employed by the Gupta rulers to carry 
on the day-to-day administration of the 
country. High-ranking officials were called 
dandanayakas and mahadandanayakas.

The Gupta Empire was divided into 
provinces known as deshas or bhuktis. 
They were administered by the governors, 
designated as uparikas. The province 
was divided into districts such as vishyas 
and they were controlled by the officers 
known as vishyapatis. At the village level, 
there were functionaries such as gramika 
and gramadhyaksha.

The extensive empire shows the 
important role of military organisation. 
Seals and inscriptions mentioned 
military designations as baladhikrita and 
mahabaladhikrita (commander of infantry 
and cavalry respectively). The system 
of espionage included spies known as 
dutakas.

Society and Economy

Land and Peasants

Nitisara, authored by Kamandaka, 
emphasises the importance of the royal 
treasury and mentions various sources 
of revenue. The military campaigns of 
kings like Samudragupta were financed 
through revenue surpluses. Land tax was 
the main revenue to the government. The 
condition of peasants was pathetic. They 
were required to pay various taxes. They 
were reduced to the position of serfs.

He was himself attracted towards 
Buddhism. He was paying tribute to 
Mihirakula but was distressed by his 
hostility towards Buddhism. So he 
stopped paying tribute. Though Baladitya 
succeeded in imprisoning him, Mihirakula 
turned treacherous and drove away 
Baladitya from Magadha. After Baladitya, 
the great Gupta Empire faded away.

The last recognised king of the Gupta 
Empire was Vishnugupta.

Gupta Polity

The divine theory of kingship (the concept 
that king is the representative of God on 
earth and so he is answerable only to God 
and not to anyone else) was practised 
by the Gupta rulers. The Gupta kings 
wielded enormous power in political, 
administrative, military and judicial 

Fahien

During the reign of 
Chandragupta II, 
the Buddhist monk 
Fahien visited India. 
His travel accounts 
provided us 
information about 
the socio-economic, 
religious and moral 
conditions of the people of the Gupta 
age. According to Fahien, the people of 
Magadha were happy and prosperous, 
that justice was mildly administered and 
there was no death penalty. Gaya was 
desolated. Kapilavasthu had become a 
jungle, but at Pataliputra people were 
rich and prosperous.
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Classification of land during Gupta 
period

Kshetra cultivable land

Khila waste land

Aprahata jungle or forest land

Vasti habitable land

Gapata Saraha pastoral land

Trade and Commerce

The contribution of the traders for 
the development of Gupta’s economy 
was very impressive. There were two 
types of traders, namely Sresti and 
Sarthavaha.
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Nalanda University
�� Nalanda University fl ourished under 

the patronage of the Gupta Empire 
in the 5th and 6th centuries and later 
under emperor Harsha of Kanauj.

�� At Nalanda, Buddhism was the main 
subject of study. Other subjects like 
Yoga, Vedic literature and Medicine 
were also taught.

�� Hiuen Tsang spent many years 
studying Buddhism in the University.

�� Eight Mahapatashalas and three large 
libraries were situated on the campus.

�� Nalanda was ravaged and destroyed by Mamluks (Turkish Muslims) under Bhaktiyar 
Khalji.

�� Today, it is a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

Nalanda University

Who were the Huns? Huns were the nomadic 
tribes, who, under their great Attila, were 
terrorising Rome and Constantinople. Associated 
with these tribes were the White Huns who came 
to India through Central Asia. They undertook 
regular invasions and were giving trouble 
to all Indian frontier states. After defeating 
Skandagupta, they spread across Central India. 
Their chief, Toromana, crowned himself as king. 
After him, his son Mihirakula ruled the captured 
territories. Finally, Yasodharman, ruler of Malwa in 
Central India, defeated them and ended their rule.

Portrayal of Toromana, 
the Hun chief, in coins.

Sresti Sarthavaha

Sresti traders 
usually settled 
at a standard 
place.

Sarthavaha traders 
were caravan 
traders who carried 
their goods to 
different places

Trade items ranged from daily 
products to valuable and luxury goods. 
The important trade goods were pepper, 

gold, copper, iron, horses and elephants. 
Lending money at a high rate of interest 
was in practice during Gupta period.

The Guptas developed roadways 
connecting different parts of the country. 
Pataliputra, Ujjain, Benaras, Mathura 
were the famous trade centres. Ports in 
western (Kalyan, Mangalore, Malabar) and 
eastern (Tamralipti in Bengal) coasts of 
India facilitated trade.
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Samudragupta introduced the Gupta 
monetary system. Kushana coins provided 
inspiration to Samudragupta. The Gupta 
gold coins were known as Dinara. Guptas 
issued many gold coins but comparatively 
fewer silver and copper coins. However, 
the post-Gupta period saw a fall in the 
circulation of gold coins, indicating the 
decline in the prosperity of the empire.

Metallurgy

�� Mining and metallurgy were the most 
flourishing industries during the 
Gupta period.

�� The most important evidence of 
development in metallurgy was the 
Mehrauli Iron Pillar installed by King 
Chandragupta in Delhi. This monolithic 
iron pillar has lasted through the 
centuries without rusting.

The metals used by them were: iron, gold, 
copper, tin, lead, brass, bronze, bell- metal, 
mica, manganese and red chalk.

Society

The society that adhered to four varna 
system was patriarchal. According to 
laws of Manu, which was in force, women 
should be under the protection of their 
father, husband or eldest son. Polygamy 
was widely prevalent. The kings and 
feudatory lords often had more than one 
wife. Inscriptions refer to Kubernaga 
and Dhrubaswamini as the queens of 
Chandragupta II. Sati was practised 
during the Gupta rule.

Slavery

Slavery was not institutionalised in India, 
as in the West. But there are references 
to the existence of various categories of 
slaves during the Gupta age.

Religion

There was revival of Vedic religion 
and Vedic rites. Samudragupta and 
Kumaragupta I performed Asvamedha 
Yagna (a horse sacrifice ritual). We 
notice the beginning of image worship 
and the emergence of two sects, namely 
Vaishnavism and Saivism, during the 
Gupta period. Buddhism also continued 
to flourish though it split into two sects, 
namely Hinayana and Mahayana. 

Art and Architecture

The Guptas were the first to construct 
temples, which evolved from the earlier 
tradition of rock-cut shrines. Adorned 
with towers and elaborate carvings, these 
temples were dedicated to all Hindu deities. Mehrauli Iron Pillar
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�� Aryabhatta, Varahamihira and 
Brahmagupta were foremost 
astronomers and mathematicians 
of the time. Aryabhatta, in his book 
Surya Siddhanta, explained the true 
causes of solar and lunar eclipses. 
He was the first Indian astronomer 
to declare that the earth revolves 
around its own axis.

�� Dhanvantri was a famous scholar 
in the field of medicine. He was a 
specialist in Ayurveda. Charaka was 
a medical scientist. Susruta was the 
first Indian to explain the process of 
surgery.

Vardhana Dynasty

The founder of the Vardhana or 
Pushyabhuti dynasty ruled from 
Thaneswar. Pushyabhuti served as a 
military general under the Guptas and 
rose to power after the fall of the Guptas. 
With the accession of Prabakaravardhana, 
the Pushyabhuti family became strong 
and powerful.

Rajavardhana, the eldest son 
of Prabhakaravardhana, ascended the 
throne after his father’s 
death. Rajavardhana's 
sister Rajayashri's 
husband, Raja of Kanauj, 
was killed by the Gauda 
ruler Sasanka of Bengal. 
Sasanka also imprisoned Rajayashri. 
Rajavardhana, in the process of retrieving 
his sister was treacherously killed by 
Sasanka. This resulted in his younger 
brother Harshavardhana becoming king 

The most notable rock-cut caves are found 
at Ajanta and Ellora (Maharashtra), Bagh 
(Madhya Pradesh) and Udaygiri (Odisha). 
The structural temples built during this 
period resemble the characteristic features 
of the Dravidian style.

Two remarkable examples of Gupta 
metal sculpture are (i) a copper image of 
Buddha about 18 feet high at Nalanda 
and (ii) Sultanganj Buddha seven-and-a-
half feet in height. The most important 
examples of the Gupta paintings are 
found on the Fresco of the Ajanta caves 
and the Bagh cave in Gwalior. 

Literature

Though the language spoken by the people 
was Prakrit, the Guptas made Sanskrit the 
official language and all their epigraphic 
records are in Sanskrit. The Gupta period 
also saw the development of Sanskrit 
grammar based on the grammar of Panini 
and Patanjali who wrote Ashtadhyayi and 
Mahabhashya respectively.

A Buddhist scholar from Bengal, 
Chandrogomia, composed a book on 
grammar titled Chandravyakaranam. 
Kalidasa’s famous dramas were Sakunthala, 
Malavikagnimitra and Vikramaoorvashiyam. 
Other significant works of Kalidasa were 
Meghaduta, Raghuvamsa, Kumarasambava 
and Ritusamhara.

Mathematics, Astronomy and 
Medicine

�� Invention of zero and the consequent 
evolution of the decimal system were the 
legacy of Guptas to the modern world.
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by Chalukya king Pulikesin II. The 
kingdom of Harsha disintegrated 
rapidly into small states after 
his death in 648 AD (CE). He 
maintained a cordial relationship 
with the rulers of Iran and China.

Harsha met the Chinese traveller, 
Hiuen Tsang, at Kajangala near 
Rajmahal (Jharkhand) for the first 
time.

Administration

The emperor was assisted by a 
council of ministers. The prime 
minister occupied the most 
important position in the council 
of ministers. Bhaga, Hiranya and 
Bali were the three kinds of tax 
collected during Harsha’s reign. 
Criminal law was more severe than 

that of the Gupta age. Life imprisonment 
was the punishment for violation of the 
laws and for plotting against the king.

Perfect law and order prevailed 
throughout the empire. Harsha paid great 
attention to discipline and strength of the 
army. Harsha built charitable institutions 
for the stay of the travellers, and to care 
for the sick and the poor.

Coins of Harsha

of Thaneswar. The notables of the Kanauj 
kingdom also invited Harsha to take its 
crown. After becoming the ruler of the 
both Thaneswar and Kanauj, Harsha 
shifted his capital from Thaneswar to 
Kanauj.

Conquest of Harshavardhana

�� The most popular king of the vardhana 
dynasty was Harshavardhana. Harsha 
ruled for 41 years. His feudatories 
included those of Jalandhar, Kashmir, 
Nepal and Valabhi. Sasanka of Bengal 
remained hostile to him. 

�� It was Harsha who unified most of 
northern India. But the extension of 
his authority in the south was checked 
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He was noted for his policy of 
religious toleration and used to worship 
the images of Buddha, Shiva and Sun 
simultaneously. He summoned two 
Buddhist assemblies, one at Kanauj and 
another at Prayag.

The assembly at Kanauj was attended 
by 20 kings. A large number of Buddhist, 
Jain and Vedic scholars attended the 
assembly. A golden statue of Buddha was 
consecrated in a monastery and a small 
statue of Buddha (three feet) was carried 
in a procession.

In the assembly at Prayag, Harsha 
distributed his wealth among the 
Buddhists, Vedic scholars and poor 
people. Harsha offered fabulous gifts to 
the Buddhist monks on all the four days of 
the assembly.

Art and Literature

Harsha, himself a poet and dramatist, 
gathered around him a best of poets 
and artists. Harsha’s popular works are 
Ratnavali, Nagananda and Priyadharshika. 
His royal court was adorned by Banabhatta, 
Mayura, Hardatta and Jayasena.

Temples and monasteries 
functioned as centres of learning. Kanauj 
became a famous city. Harsha constructed 
a large number of viharas, monasteries 
and stupas on the bank of the Ganges. 
The Nalanda University, a university 
and monastery combined, was said to 
have had 10,000 students and monks in 
residence, when Hiuen Tsang visited the 
university.

Religious Policy

Harsha was the worshipper of Shiva in the 
beginning, but he embraced Buddhism 
under the influence of his sister Rajyashri 
and the Buddhist monk and traveller 
Hiuen Tsang. He belonged to Mahayana 
school of thought. Harsha treated Vedic 
scholars and Buddhist monks alike and 
distributed charities equally to them. He 
was the last Buddhist sovereign in India. 
As a pious Buddhist, Harsha stopped the 
killing of animals for food.

Hiuen Tsang, the ‘prince of pilgrims’, 
visited India during Harsha’s reign. His Si-
Yu-Ki provides detailed information about 
the social, economic, religious and cultural 
conditions of India during  Harsha’s time. 
Hiuen Tsang tells us how Harsha, though a 
Buddhist, went to participate in the great 
kumbhamela held at Prayag.

Hiuen Tsang

VI History 3rd Term_English version CHAPTER 03.indd   121 22-11-2018   15:34:07



1 2 2

Summary

�� Sri Gupta was the founder of Gupta 
dynasty

�� Chandragupta I, Samudragupta and 
Chandragupta II were the great kings 
of Gupta dynasty

�� Vishnugupta was the last recognised 
king of Gupta Empire

�� Divine Right Theory of kingship was 
practised by the Gupta rulers

�� Mining and metallurgy were the most 
flourishing industries during the 
Gupta Period

�� The society that adhered to four varna 
system was patriarchal

�� There was a revival of Vedic religion 
and Vedic rites

Elsewhere

Constantine the Great King of Tang Dynasty

Chandragupta I was the contemporary of Constantine the Great, the Roman Emperor, 
who founded Constantinople.

Harsha’s time coincided with a early days of Tang Dynasty of China. Their 
capital(Xi’an)    was a great centre of art and learning.

�� The Guptas were the first to construct 
temples which evolved from the 
earlier tradition of rock-cut shrines

�� Aryabhatta, Varahamihira and 
Brahmagupta were foremost astronomers 
and mathematicians of the time

�� Harsha was a prominent ruler of 
Vardhana dynasty and was elevated 
to the position of an emperor

�� Harsha was a great artist and 
dramatist and contributed to the 
development of literature and art

�� Hiuen Tsang visited Nalanda and wrote 
his useful travel accounts, which help 
us understand the condition of India 
during Harsha’s reign

�� Harsha, though a strong follower of 
Buddhism, also promoted Vedic religion
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EXERCISE

 I. Choose the correct answer

 1. __________ was the founder of Gupta dynasty.

 (a) Chandragupta I (b) Sri Gupta
 (c) Vishnu Gopa  (d) Vishnugupta

 2. Prayog Prashasti was composed by __________

 (a) Kalidasa (b) Amarasimha
 (c) Harisena (d) Dhanvantri

 3. The monolithic iron pillar of Chandragupta is at __________

 (a) Mehrauli (b) Bhitari
 (c) Gadhva  (d) Mathura

 4. __________ was the first Indian to explain the process of surgery.

 (a) Charaka  (b) Sushruta
 (c) Dhanvantri  (d) Agnivasa

 5. ___________ was the Gauda ruler of Bengal.

 (a) Sasanka (b) Maitraka
 (c) Rajavardhana (d) Pulikesin II

 II. Match the statement with the reason and tick the appropriate answer

 1. Assertion (A):  Chandragupta I crowned himself as a monarch of a large kingdom 
after eliminating various small states in Northern India.

  Reason (R): Chandragupta I married Kumaradevi of Lichchavi family.

  (a) Both A and R are true and R is the correct explanation of A.
  (b) Both A and R are correct but R is not correct explanation of A.
  (c) A is correct but R is not correct.
  (d) A is not correct but R is correct.

GLOSSARY

Engraved carved/inscribed  ப�ொறிக்கப�ட்ட 
(பெதுககிய)

Flattered  lavish insincere praise and compliments  
upon (someone) especially  
to further one’s own interest மு்கஸ்துதி

Collapse fall ெரிவு
Pathetic pitiful �ரிதொ�்கரமொன
adhered to abide by, bound by பின�ற்றப�ட்ட
pastoral land land or farm used for grazing cattle மமய்செல் நிலம்
Portrayed depicted in a work of art or literature சிததரிக்கப�டடுள்ளது
Desolated made unfit for habitation �ொழட்டநத
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 2. Statement I: Chandragupta II did not have cordial relationship with the rulers of 
South India.

  Statement II: The divine theory of kingship was practised by the Gupta rulers.

  (a) Statement I is wrong but statement II is correct.
  (b) Statement II is wrong but statement I is correct.
  (c) Both the statements are correct.
  (d) Both the statements are wrong.

 3. Which of  the following is arranged in chronological order?
  (a) Srigupta – Chandragupta I – Samudragupta – Vikramaditya
  (b) Chandragupta I – Vikramaditya - Srigupta – Samudragupta
  (c) Srigupta – Samudragupta – Vikramaditya -Chandragupta I
  (d) Vikramaditya - Srigupta – Samudragupta - Chandragupta I

 4. Consider the following statements and find out which of the following 
statement(s) is / are correct

 1. Lending money at high rate of interest was practised.

 2. Pottery and mining were the most flourishing industries.
  (a) 1. is correct (b) 2. is correct

  (c) Both 1 and 2 are correct  (d) Both 1 and 2 are wrong

 5. Circle the odd one

 1. Kalidasa, Harisena, Samudragupta, Charaka.
 2. Ratnavali, Harshacharita, Nagananda, Priyadharshika.

 III. Fill in the blanks
 1. __________, the king of Ceylon, was a contemporary of Samudragupta.

 2.  Buddhist monk from China __________, visited India during the reign of 
Chandragupta II.

 3. __________ invasion led to the downfall of Gupta Empire.

 4. __________ was the main revenue to the Government.

 5. The official language of the Guptas was  .

 6. __________, the Pallava king was defeated by Samudragupta.

 7. __________ was the popular king of Vardhana dynasty.

 8. Harsha shifted his capital from ___________ to Kanauj.

 IV. State whether True or False
 1. Dhanvantri was a famous scholar in the field of medicine.
 2.  The structural temples built during the Gupta period resemble the Indo-Aryan style.
 3. Sati was not in practice in the Gupta Empire.
 4. Harsha belonged to Hinayana school of thought.
 5. Harsha was noted for his religious intolerance.
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 V. Match the following
 A
  a. Mihirakula  1 Astronomy
  b. Aryabhatta 2 Kumaragupta
  c. Painting 3 Skandagupta
  d. Nalanda University  4 Caravan trader
  e. Sartavaga 5 Bagh

  (a) 1, 2, 4, 3, 5   (b) 2, 4, 1, 3, 5   (c) 3, 1, 5, 2, 4   (d) 3, 2, 1, 4, 5

 B
  a) Bana 1 10,000 students
  b) Harsha 2 Prayag
  c) Nalanda University 3 Harshacharita
  d) Hiuen -Tsang 4 Ratnavali
  e) Buddhist Assembly 5 Si-Yu-Ki

  (a) 4, 3, 2, 1, 5 (b) 5, 2, 1, 3, 4 (c) 3, 5, 1, 2, 4 (d) 2, 1, 3, 4, 5

 VI. Answer in one or two sentences

 1. Who was given the title Kaviraja? Why?
 2. What were the subjects taught at Nalanda University?
 3. Explain the Divine Theory of Kingship.
 4. Highlight the achievement of Guptas in metallurgy.
 5. Who were the Huns?
 6. Name the three kinds of tax collected during the Harsha’s reign.
 7. Name the books authored by Harsha.

 VII. Answer the following briefly

 1. Write a note on Prashasti.
 2. Give an account of Samudragupta’s military conquests.
 3. Describe the land classification during the Gupta period.
 4. Write about Sresti and Sarthavaha traders.
 5. Highlight the contribution of Guptas to architecture.
 6. Name the works of Kalidasa.
 7. Estimate Harshvardhana as a poet and a dramatist.

 VIII. HOTs

 1. The gold coins issued by Gupta kings indicate__________.

  (a) the availability of gold mines in the kingdom

  (b) the ability of the people to work with gold

  (c) the prosperity of the kingdom
  (d) the extravagant nature of kings
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 2. The famous ancient paintings at Ajanta were painted on __________.

  (a) walls of caves (b) ceilings of temples

  (c) rocks (d) papyrus

 3. Gupta period is remembered for __________.

  (a) renaissance in literature and art (b) expeditions to southern India

  (c) invasion of Huns (d) religious tolerance

 4.  What did Indian scientists achieve in astronomy and mathematics during the 
Gupta period?

 IX. Student activity

 Stage any one of the dramas of Kalidasa in the classroom.

 Compare and contrast the society of Guptas with that of Mauryas.

 X. Life Skills

 1.  Collect information about the contribution of Aryabhatta, Varahamihira and 
Brahmagupta to astronomy.

 2. Visit a nearby ISRO centre to know more about satellite launching.

 XI. Answer Grid

Who was Toromana?

Ans.

Name the high ranking officials of Gupta 
Empire.

Ans.

Name the Gupta kings who 
performed Asvamedha yagna.

Ans.

Name the book which explained the causes for 
the lunar and solar eclipses.

Ans.

Name the first Gupta king to find a 
place on coins.

Ans.

Which was the main source of information to 
know about the Samudragupta’s reign?

Ans.

Harsha was the worshipper 
of____________ in the beginning.

Ans.

__________ University reached its fame during 
Harsha period.

Ans.
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ICT CORNER

HISTORY - THE AGE OF EMPIRES: 
GUPTAS AND VARDHANAS

���� ���� 
������ 

��������!

Steps:

Step 1: Open the Browser and type the given URL (or) Scan the QR Code.

Step 2: Free map Quiz page will appear on the screen.

Step 3: Scroll down and You can select any continent or Country (ex. India Cities)

Step 4:  Explore various places on the map, play and create customized quiz 
activities.

*Pictures are indicatives only.

Browse in the link 
Web: https://online.seterra.com/en/ (or) scan the QR Code
Mobile : https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.seterra.free

Steps:

This activity is to explore Maps. You can know 
about countries, capitals, flags and cities in all the 
continents using an Educational Interactive game 

Settera Map Quiz.

GUPTAS AND VARDHANAS

This activity is to explore Maps. You can know 
about countries, capitals, flags and cities in all the 

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Step 4
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