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TNPSC GROUP I & II CLASS NOTES 

ANCIENT HISTORY 

PREHISTORIC TO GUPTA’S  

What is History? 

Students, what happens if you touch the flame of fire? It burns, doesn‟t it? This 

is experience. Will you again touch the fire? No. Because you have already 

experienced the burning sensation, haven‟t you? We call this as “Memory”, 

“Recollection” and “Retention”. What would have happened if humans did not 

have memory at all? He would have committed the same mistake again and 

again. In this case, the progress of human beings is not possible. As human 

beings needs “memory” to progress, so, a society or a nation needs “memory” to 

progress. It is inevitable. Then what can be assumed as “memory” for a society 

or a nation? That is “History”! Yes, like “memory” serves human to survive, 

“History” serves as a “Memory” for a society, state, nation and the whole world. 

History is a record of good and wrong decisions, joyful and sorrowful 

experiences and the difficulties faced by our ancestors. Besides, it warns the 

future decision-making process. The principles, values and ideologies of our 

ancestors in the history will be a model and guiding force for their 

descendants. Their valour, adventures, patriotism and sacrifices will inspire 

the next generations. Moreover, by introducing our culture and heritage, 

history arouses the feeling of pride and honour for our nation and the world at 

large 

Herodotus of Greece was the first to show the world, how to construct this 

immensely valuable history. Hence, he is considered as „The Father of 

History’. 

Sources of History 

The one who constructs history is an historian. They use historical evidences to 

be particular and authentic about history. So it is believed that, „there cannot 

be history without sources.‟ Then which are the sources of history? The 

sources of history can be classified into two groups 

 Literary sources.  

 Archaeological sources. 

Literary sources:  



 
 

Ancient India Notes-Iyachamy Academy -044-48601550 Page 2 
 

Historically speaking, literature means the written or orally conveyed 

information. There are two kinds in this. One is Written Literature and another 

is Oral Literature. Written literature can be further classified into native and 

foreign literature. Oral literature comprises of folk songs, stories, ballads, 

myths and legends. Written literature is constructed by literates but oral 

literature is created by illiterates 

 

Archaeological sources:  

The physical remains or ruins of the things used or the constructed structures 

in the past are archaeological sources. The remains that have been buried in 

the Earth are removed through excavation. The historical evidences include 

coins, inscriptions, monuments, pieces of pots and other artefacts 
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Prehistoric Period  

Prehistory is the period which has records of human activities, civilization, 

using of stone tools. This period doesn‟t witness any writings from the civilians, 

therefore, this period is the prehistoric period in Ancient history. Pre-history is 

the fact of origin of human activities and civilization thousands of years ago. In 

general, prehistory is divided into 3 ages  

 

Stone Age 

Stone Age is the very first age notice the change in human civilization. Use of 

stone and tools made up of stones were used. The stone age further divides 

into 3 more sub-parts and they are as follows: 

Palaeolithic  Age:  

This period is the beginning stage (Archaeological stage) of human history. 

Human beings of this period lived upon fruits, edible plants, tubers etc. Being 
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nomadic in nature they lived in caves and rock shelters. They made variety of 

simple stone tools like scrapers, knives, cleavers, burins and microliths from 

quartzite and flint. They used large leaves and bark of trees as clothes. Fruits, 

edible plants, tubers were not available in all seasons. In the last stage of 

Paleolithic age they learnt hunting and fishing for food. They learnt to control 

fire. Important sites of this age are Belan valley in Uttar Pradesh, Hunasagi and 

Baichabal in Karnataka, Kurnool and Amaravathi in Andhra Pradesh, 

Attirampakkam in Tamil Nadu etc. Generally the period between 5 lakh years 

and 12 thousand years ago is recognised as Paleolithic age.  

 

Mesolithic Age:  

This is the period between Paleolithic and Neolithic age. Hence, it is called as 

Mesolithic age. During this period, humanbeings started using small tools that 

were more efficient than the bigger one. Hence, this period is also called as 

„Microlithic Age‟. These smaller tools were fixed to a wooden handle and used 

as spears while hunting. They were also gathering wild nuts. The food was not 

available continuously. Many a times they had endure hunger. They found a 

way out. They started rearing animals that were wounded during hunting or 

rearing the offsprings that were found during hunting. These animals were the 

secured source of food for them. This slowly led to animal husbandry. The 

Mesolithic humanbeings roamed around in search of food for themselves and 

their animals. Wherever they stayed, they used to draw pictures on the rocks 
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that were used as their shelters. Animals hide was used as their dress. They 

knew fire and its utilities. Bhimbetka and Adamnagar of Madhyapradesh, 

Brahmgiri and Kanaganahalli of Karnataka, Bagoor and Ganeshwar of 

Rajasthan, Biranbanpur of West Bengal, Vanpasari of Andrapradesh, Sarai 

Nahar Rai and Mahadah of Uttar Pradesh are the few important places of that 

age. Mesolithic period was between 12000 and 9000 years ago from now 

Neolithic Age:  

Since, the Mesolithic humanbeings were into animal husbandry, they often 

faced shortage of food for themselves and for their animals. So these people 

started producing their own food during Neolithic age. They started cultivating 

crops 63 on the alluvial soil on the banks of rivers. Agriculture provided food to 

them and fodder to their animals. This enabled them settle in one place leaving 

aside the life of wanderers. Like this Agriculture became the first step in the 

direction of civilization and culture. The first evidence of agriculture in Indian 

Subcontinent is found in Meherghar of present Pakistan. While the people here 

constructed houses of sun-dried bricks for living, the people residing in 

Burzhome of Kashmir dug underground shelters. When they faced the problem 

of storing the grains produced, they manufactured handmade pottery. Later on, 

after the introduction of wheel, the manufacturing of different types and 

varieties of pots became easy. The stone tools were sharpened and used. 

Sanganakallu of Ballari was one such centre of such stone tools. They were 

using hand axe and other tools made out of bone. The evidences of Neolithic 

age are found in Banahalli, Brahmagiri, Budihal, Hallur, Piklihala, 

T.Narasipura, Uthanoor of Karnataka and Chirand of Bihar. The period of 

Neolithic age is usually fixed as between 9000 and 5000 years ago from now. 

Metal Age:  

The use of metals began by the end of Neolithic period. The first metal that the 

human beings used was copper. Then the people of metal age learnt producing 

bronze by mixing tin and copper. Bronze is an alloy and it is harder than 

copper 

Copper and Bronze Stone Age:  

As the quantity of Copper and Bronze tools was very low, stone weapons were 

continued to be used along with them. Therefore this period is called as copper 

and bronze Stone Age. This age began about 5000 years ago. Agriculture and 

cattle rearing were the prime occupations. Designed pots manufactured by 
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using wheels belonged to this age. Copper implements and jewellery have been 

found. Bronze implements were helpful for deep cultivation of land and for the 

conversion of forest land into cultivated land. As a result there was a rise in the 

production of food grains. By transporting excess food grain to needy places 

around, the trade started. Consequently, in the valleys of River Sindhu and its 

tributary, a grand culture like Harappa civilization could arise. Historians 

identify it as the first urbanization ever happened. In south India the use of 

bronze was less when compared to the use of copper.  

Iron Stone Age:  

Iron is a hard metal. This was in use in South India long before copper. In 

South India it was in use as early as some 3500 years ago. This is called as the 

period of grand stone culture. In the tombs of grand stone culture, stone circle 

was constructed around the chamber where dead body is kept. Red and black 

coloured pots were commonly placed in such chambers. 

Iron weapons and implements were helpful in agriculture and handicraft. As 

the use of iron increased in North India, agrarian activities geared up. Thus, 

there was surplus yield. Some 2600 years ago the class which controlled 

surplus yield emerged as ruling class. They were the republic states. There 

after, Nanda, Maurya empires became prominent. 

 

Indus  Valley Civilisation 

Indian History was studied from the period of Vedas till the last century. 

Dayaram Sanhi and Rakaldas Bannerji excavated the sites of Harappa and 

Mohenjodaro in the present Pakistan. This discovery at once pushed back the 

history of India by at least 2000 years earlier to Vedas. It was called the Indus 

Valley Civilisation because some of its important sites which were excavated 

first are located in the valley of the River Indus and its tributaries. During the 

researches after this, as many as 1500 sites have been found belonging to this 

Civilisation 

Place  River Year Excavators 

Chanhudaro (on Indus) 1931 M.G Majumdar 

Sutkogendor (on Dasak) 1927 Sir Aurel Stein 
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Kotdip (on Indus) 1955 Fazl Ahmed 

Khan 

Ropar (on Satluj) 1953 Y.D. Sharma 

Banwaii (on Saraswati) 1973 R.S.Bisht 

Lothal (on Bhogwa) 1954 S.R.Rao 

Rangpur (on Mahar) 1931-53 M.S.Vats, B.B. 

Lal, S.R. Rao 

Amri (on Indus) 1929 N.G. Majumdar 

Kalibangan (on Ghaggar) 1961 B.B.Lai 

Sorkotda - 1964 J. Joshi 

Alamgirpur (on Hindon) 1958 Y.D. Sharma 

Initial Period   

The civilisation that appeared in the northwestern part of India and Pakistan in 

third millennium BCE is collectively called the Indus Civilisation. Since 

Harappa was the first site to be identified in this civilisation, it is also known as 

Harappan Civilisation. This civilisation did not appear all of a sudden. The 

beginnings of the Neolithic villages in this region go back to about 7000 BCE at 

the Neolithic site of Mehrgarh. 

The Indus valley site of Harappa was first visited by Charles Mason in 1826, 

and Amri by Alexander Burnes in 1831. The site of Harappa was destroyed for 

laying the railway line from Lahore to Multan. The seal from this site reached 

Alexander Cunningham, the first surveyor of the Archaeological Survey of India 

(ASI). Alexander Cunningham visited the site in 1853, 1856 and 1875. But the 

importance of the site and the associated civilisation were not realised until Sir 

John Marshal took over as the Director General of ASI and initiated research at 

the site. 

Geographical Area and the Settlements 

The Indus Civilisation and the contemporary cultures covered nearly 1.5 

million sq. km area in India and Pakistan. The settlements of Sutkagen-dor in 

the west on the Pakistan– Iran border; Shortugai (Afghanistan) in the north; 

Alamgirpur (Uttar Pradesh, India) in the east and Daimabad (Maharashtra, 
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India) in the south are the boundaries of this civilisation. Its core area was in 

the regions of Pakistan, Gujarat, Rajasthan and Haryana 

 

City Planning:  

The cities of Harappan civilisation were well planned. They were protected by 

forts. Wide roads, public wells, multi-storeyed buildings and well-planned 

drainage system are the important features of Harappan cities. The drainage 

system is a great achievement of our ancestors. The importance was given to 

cleanliness and public health is a model for the present. This system of town 

planning cannot be 83 found elsewhere in the ancient civilisations.  

The Harappans used baked and unbaked bricks, and stones for construction. 

The towns had a grid pattern and drainages were systematically built. The 

houses were built of mud bricks while the drainages were built with burnt 

bricks. Houses had more than one floor. 

The site of Mohenjo-Daro had a planned town, built on a platform. It has two 

distinct areas. One is identified as a citadel and another as the lower town. The 

houses had bathrooms paved with burnt bricks and proper drains. Some 

houses had stairs indicating the existence of an upper floor. The houses had 

multiple rooms. Many of the houses had a central courtyard with rooms all 

around. 
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The citadel area had important residential structures that were either used by 

the public or select residents. In Mohenjo-Daro, a building has been identified 

as a warehouse. The Great Bath is a tank situated within a courtyard. The 

corridors were present on all four sides and stairs are seen on the northern and 

southern sides. It was well paved with several adjacent rooms. Some structures 

are identified as granary. The bricks were laid watertight with gypsum mortar. 

It had drainage. It is associated with a ritual bath. 

Economic Life:  

Agriculture was an important source of subsistence for the Harappans. The 

Harappans cultivated diverse crops such as wheat, barley, lentil, chickpea, 

sesame and various millets. They perhaps ploughed the land and then sowed 

the seeds. Ploughed fields have been found at Kalibangan. 

The weaving of cotton and woollen clothes were one of their main occupations. 

The production of baked bricks was another occupation. They did animal 

husbandry. Cattle, goats, pigs, cats, dogs, camels and donkeys were usually 

reared. The credit for growing cotton for the first time goes to India. Greeks 

called it „Sindhun‟ as it was produced in the Indus valley. Harappans had trade 

relationship with Mesopotamians. They called this civilisation as „Meluha‟. They 

carried out trade activities through the Lothal port in the Arabian Sea. 

Pastoralism was also practised by the Harappans. They domesticated sheep, 

goat and fowl. They had knowledge of various other animals including buffalo, 

pig and elephant. But horse was not known to them. The Harappan cattle are 

called Zebu. 

Metal, Tools and Weapons 

The Harappan civilisation belongs to the Bronze Age civilisation and Harappans 

knew how to make copper bronze tools. Although they produced bronze 

implements, they needed various kinds of tools for agriculture and craft 

production. The Harappans used chert blades, copper objects, and bone and 

ivory tools. The tools of points, chisels, needles, fishhooks, razors, weighing 

pans, mirror and antimony rods were made of copper. The chert blades made 

out of Rohrichert was used by the Harappans. Their weapons include 

arrowheads, spearhead, celt and axe. They did not have the knowledge of iron. 

Textiles and Ornaments 
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The Harappans wore clothes and used metal and stone ornaments. They had 

knowledge of cotton and silk. The terracotta images of women are shown 

wearing different types of ornaments. The image of dancing girl found at 

MohenjoDaro is shown wearing bangles in large numbers up to the upper arm 

Trade and Exchange 

Harappans had close trade contacts with the Mesopotamians and also with 

various cultures of India. The Harappan seals and materials have been found 

in the Sumerian sites in Oman, Bahrain, and Iraq and Iran. The cuneiform 

inscriptions mention the trade contacts between Mesopotamia and Harappans. 

The mention of “Meluhha” in the cuneiform inscriptions refers to the Indus 

region. A Harappan jar has been found in Oman. Harappan seals, weights, dice 

and beads are found in Mesopotamia. Carnelian, lapis lazuli, copper, gold and 

varieties of wood were exported to Mesopotamia. Harappans also interacted 

with various regions of India and acquired raw materials and processed them. 

Weights and Measures 

The weights exhibit a binary system. The ratio of weight is doubled as 

1:2:4:8:16:32. The small weight measure of 16th ratio weighs 13.63 grams. 

They also used a measuring scale in which one inch was around 1.75 cm. 

Weights made of chert were cubical. They used binary numbering system (1, 2, 

4, 8, 16, 32, etc.). They might have been used for weighing jewellery and metal. 

Seals, Sealings and Scripts 

The seals from various media such as steatite, copper, terracotta and ivory are 

frequently found in the Harappan sites. The Harappan script has not yet been 

convincingly deciphered. About 5,000 texts have been documented from the 

Harappan sites. The longest text has about twenty six signs. Some scholars are 

of the view that it is Dravidian. Seals might have been used as an identity 

marker on the materials that were transported. They might have indicated the 

ownership. 

Arts and Amusement 

The terracotta figurines, the paintings on the pottery, and the bronze images 

from the Harappan sites suggest the artistic nature of the Harappans. “Priest 

king” of steatite, dancing girl of copper (both from MohenjoDaro), and stone 

sculptures from Harappa, Mohenjo-Daro and Dholavira are the important 
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objects of art. Toy carts, rattles, wheels, tops, marbles and hop scotches exhibit 

the amusement of the Harappan people. 

Faith and Belief System 

The Indus people worshipped nature. They worshipped the pipal tree. Some of 

the terracotta figures appear to be mother goddess. Fire altars have been 

identified at Kalibangan. They buried the dead. Burials were made elaborately 

and evidence of cremation is also reported. The Harappan burials have pottery, 

ornaments, jewellery, copper mirrors and beads. These suggest their belief in 

an afterlife. 

Polity 

 Uniformity in pottery, seals, weights and bricks reveals the existence of a 

polity. Labour mobilisation may also suggest the existence of a political system. 

Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro might have had a citystate like polity. The 

uniformity in the cultural materials and measurement units point to a central 

authority during the Harappan times. 

Contemporary Cultures of the Indus Civilisation 

Several groups including pastoral people, farmers and hunter-gatherers lived in 

the Indus region. The Indus region had villages and large towns 

Decline of Cities:  

The cities of Harappan civilisation began to disintegrate and gradually the 

entire civilisation disappeared. There are many causes for its decline: The 

floods at regular intervals in Indus and its tributaries. The overuse of wood for 

burning bricks that destroyed the forests, which necessiated in their migration. 

The Aryan, who came from outside, would have attacked them. The spread of 

infectious diseases. All the above reasons might have been the cause for the 

disappearance of a great civilisation. The historians are of the opinion that, the 

spectacular town-planning and the vision of our ancestors are the models to 

the present. 

Vedic Period 

The history of India, after the decline of the Indus Civilization around 1900  

BCE, is characterised by the presence of nomadic microlith-using hunter-
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gatherers and pastoral, semi-sedentary and sedentary agro-pastoral 

communities of the Neolithic, Chalcolithic, Iron Ages and Vedic Cultures. 

The four vedas and the related literature were formed during the period of 

Aryans. The Vedic literature is the only source to understand the history of the 

Vedic period. The period for Rigveda is called „Pre-Vedic Period‟ and the period 

of the other vedas is called „Post-Vedic Period‟. 

The Early Vedic culture is correlated with some of the Chalcolithic cultures of 

India, while the Later Vedic culture is correlated with the Painted Grey Ware 

Culture of the Iron Age in North India. Unlike the age of Indus Civilization, 

when the urban sites and farming cultures were in a limited area, we notice 

cultural, agricultural and technological expansion and developments in many 

parts of India in this period accompanied by the growth of craft production and 

population. A strong cultural foundation was laid across India during this 

period, which finally culminated in the Early Historic period. The extensive 

foundations for the village settlements of India were laid during this period. 

Literature of the Vedic Age 

The Vedas (Vid = to know, Vidya) are one of the earliest known texts to have 

been composed in India. The language of the Vedas is described as Vedic 

Sanskrit. The Vedas are four: Rig is the oldest, and the others being Yajur, 

Sama and Atharva. The Vedic texts were memorized and orally transmitted by 

Brahmins from generation to generation. They were written down in the later 

period, after the introduction of writing. The earliest known written 

manuscripts of the Vedas date to the 10-11th century CE. They contain 

information about the polity, society, religion and philosophy, and hence they 

are a source for writing history 

The main collections of Vedic hymns are called samhitas. The Rig Vedicsamhita 

is the earliest text. The Rig Veda is dated to between 1500 and 1000 BCE. 

The Rig Veda contains 10 books. Books 2 to 7 are the earliest and the Books 1, 

8, 9 and 10 are assigned to a later period. 

 Samhitas are ritualistic texts, and they explain the social and religious 

importance of rituals. Each samhita has added texts called brahmanas, which 

have commentaries on the hymns and rituals. Each brahmana has an 

aranyaka (forest text) and an upanishad. The aranyakas contain mystical ritual 

instructions to be undertaken in secret by the sages who live in the forests. 

Upanishads deal with philosophical enquiries. 
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The Yajur, Sama and Atharva Vedas are dated to a slightly later period. The 

samhitas of the Sama, Yajur and Atharva Vedas, and the brahmanas, 

aranyakas and upanishads attached to the Vedas are the Late Vedic texts. The 

Sama Veda was composed in musical notes which are considered to constitute 

the basis of Indian music. The Yajur Veda has rituals and hymns. The Atharva 

Veda contains charms and magical spells. 

Rig Vedic Culture 

Rig Vedic Samhita is the earliest text that relates to the Early Vedic period. The 

Early Vedic culture is placed between 1500 BCE and 1000 BCE. The political, 

social and economic aspects of life of this period are reflected in the Rig Vedic 

hymns. 

Geography  

In the Indian subcontinent, the early Aryans lived in the area of eastern 

Afghanistan, Pakistan, Punjab and fringes of Western Uttar Pradesh. The place 

where Aryans settled is known as Sapta sindhu which means 7 rivers. 

Political Life: 

The concept of polity developed in the Rig Vedic time. Various units of 

habitation and divisions such as the janas, vis, gana, grama and kula are 

referred to in the Rig Veda. The Vedas speak about the Aryans and their 

enemies and the battles they fought with them. The battles were fought more 

for cattle and material wealth and the war booty acquired was shared. They 

strongly believed that prayers, sacrifices and rituals could offer support in their 

mundane life. The god Indra is called Purandara, which means destroyer of 

settlements, which were perhaps fenced or planned townships 

They strongly believed that prayers, sacrifices and rituals could offer support in 

their mundane life. The god Indra is called Purandara, which means destroyer 

of settlements, which were perhaps fenced or planned townships  

Rivers in Rigveda: 

Modern Names Rigvedic Names 

Indus Sindhu 

Jhelum Vitasta 
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Chenab Asikni 

Ravi Purushni 

Beas Vipasa 

Sutlei Sutudri 

Gomati Gumal 

Kurram Krumu 

Ghaggar Drisshadvati 

 

Social Life  

The Vedic people distinguished themselves from the non-Aryan people. Varna 

was the term used by Aryans to refer to colour and category. Social classes 

were classified as warriors, priests and common people. Sudras as a category 

of people appeared at the end of the Rig Vedic period. Slavery was common and 

slaves were given as gifts to the priests, but there is no reference to wage 

labour. Horse-drawn chariots and bronze objects were possessed by a few, 

suggesting social distinction. Vedic society was largely egalitarian initially, and 

social distinctions emerged later 

Tribe and Family 

Kinship was the basis of the social structure of Rig Vedic society. People were 

identified with specific clans and the clans formed the tribe or jana. The term 

jana occurs in the Rig Veda 21 times but janapada does not occur even once. 

The term vis, which refers to the common people, occurs 170 times and they 

lived in gramas (villages). The family (griha) was the main social unit within the 

tribe. It was headed by the grihapati and his wife was known as sapatni. And 

the family at that point of time was perhaps a joint family. 

The position of Women 

The women held a respectable position in society. They even participated in 

political institutions. Widow remarriage was in practice. Women also studied 

vedas. Ghosha, Apala, Lopamudra, Indrani, Vishwavara etc were the scholars 

of the Vedic period. Child marriages and sati system were not practiced during 

the period. Women attended assemblies and offered sacrifices. Marriage was 
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common but primitive practices were also continued. Polyandry seems to have 

existed, and widow remarriage was also known. People married at the age of 

16–17, according to scholars, and there is little evidence of child marriage. 

Economy: Agriculture 

Archaeological evidence points to the development of agriculture among the Rig 

Vedic people. The ploughshare is mentioned in the Rig Vedas. The field was 

known as kshetra and the term krishi referred to ploughing. The terms langla 

and sura referred to plough and the term sita meant the furrow created by 

ploughing. Water for irrigation was probably drawn from wells by cattledriven 

water-lifts using pulleys. They had knowledge of different seasons, sowing, 

harvesting and thrashing. They cultivated barley (yavam) and wheat 

(godhuma). 

Craft Production 

The Rig Veda mentions artisans such as carpenters, chariot-makers, weavers 

and leather-workers. Copper metallurgy was one of the important 

developments of this period. The term ayas in the Rig Veda refers to copper and 

bronze. Karmara, smith, is mentioned in the Rig Veda. Likewise, there are 

references to siri or yarn, indicating spinning which was done by women and to 

carpenters, takshan. Weaving of clothes of wool is also referred to and 

obviously it was necessary in the cold weather. Some of the crafts were fulltime 

crafts, involving specialists 

Trade 

Trading activities were limited though traders were present during the Early 

Vedic period. Panis are referred to as traders and they were perhaps caravan 

traders. The word pan means barter, which was a mode of exchange. Nishka 

was a gold or silver ornament used in barter. A priest received 100 horses and 

100 nishka as fee for sacrifices. The danas and dakshinas offered to people 

were means of redistributing resources. The dakshina was both a fee for a 

specific service and also a means of distributing wealth. The distribution of 

cows helped spread pastoral activities and economic production. 

Polity and Administration 

The polity of the Rig Vedic period was that of a tribal society. The chief of the 

tribe was the main political head and he was called rajan. The kings lived in 

multipillared palaces. They offered gifts of cattle, chariots and horse ornaments 
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and gold to the priests. Rajan was a hereditary chief. He was perhaps elected 

by the assembly called samiti.  

The main duty of the king was to protect the tribe. He protected wealth, fought 

wars, and offered prayers on behalf of gods. The king had authority over the 

territory and people. 

The assemblies called sabha, samiti, vidhata and gana are mentioned in the 

Rig Veda. Sabha was the assembly of elders or the elites, samiti was an 

assembly of people, and vidhata was the assembly of tribe. They performed 

military and religious functions. Women attended the sabhas and vidhatas. 

The king sought the support of the samiti and sabha for his activities. There 

are debates about the exact nature of these assemblies and functions. 

The purohita or priest offered advice to the king. Vedic priests advised the 

kings, inspired them and praised their deeds. In turn they received rewards for 

their services. Senani was the chief of army. There is no evidence of tax 

collecting officers. Perhaps people made voluntary contribution called bali to 

the king. Some scholars say that bali was an imposed tax, and not voluntary. 

There is no reference to the administration of justice. The officer who controlled 

the territory was called Vrajapati. He helped the kulapas or heads of fighting 

groups called gramini. Gramini was the head of the village and fighting unit. 

Religious Life: 

Religion and rituals played an important role in Vedic society. In the Rig Veda, 

the natural forces sun, moon, rivers, mountains and rains were defined as 

divinities. The religion was naturalistic and polytheistic. Indra was the most 

important god and he was called Purandara. Agni was seen as intermediary 

between god and people. Surya was a god who removed darkness. Ushas was 

the goddess of dawn. Aditi, Prithvi and Sinivali are other goddesses 

Varuna, the god of water was next in importance. This god was the upholder of 

natural order. Soma was the god of plants and the drink was named after him. 

Soma drink was part of the ritual and the preparation of this intoxicating drink 

is explained in many hymns. Maruts was the god of strength. Interestingly 

there are few references to Rudra or Siva. 

Later Vedic Period 

The Later Vedic culture is dated to the period between 1000 BCE and 700–600 

BCE. The Painted Grey Ware Culture of the Iron Age, which has been identified 
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by archaeologists at many excavated sites, is associated with the Later Vedic 

culture. This period witnessed political, social, economic complexity and 

developments. The Later Vedic texts were composed after the Rig Veda 

Samhitas. The Yajur, Sama and Atharva Vedas were composed after the Rig 

Veda 

Geography  

The Aryan speakers expanded from the Punjab to Western Uttar Pradesh in the 

Ganga Yamuna doab in the Later Vedic period. The history of ancient India was 

thus marked by the movement of cultures, and interactions and battles among 

various groups for territories and resources. It has been suggested that while 

the Aryans migrated to the region of eastern part of the Ganga valley, the Indo-

Iranians migrated from the region of Iran to the region of Punjab. Around 1000 

BCE, the Vedic Aryans moved towards Kosala region in eastern Uttar Pradesh 

and Videha in North Bihar. where the Vedic people encountered the local 

people following Chalcolithic material culture. Iron was an important metal 

used for implements in this period. It was called syama-ayas or krishna-ayas 

or the dark metal. Iron is believed to have played an important role in the 

conversion of the forests of the Ganga Valley into agricultural lands. 

Political Organization 

In the Early Vedic Age tribal polities were dominant. The king was elected by 

assemblies. In the Later Vedic period the assemblies became less important 

and the power of the king increased. The influence of assembly called vidhata 

disappeared, while samiti and sabha continued in the period. The development 

of large kingdoms reduced the power of the assemblies. 

The Rajan was the leader who led the army in the battle. The concepts of 

Samrat/Samrajya developed and they suggest the increase in the power and 

ambition of the king. The legitimization of kingship became important with the 

performance of various sacrifices such as vajapeya and rajasuya. The king 

developed more control over the territory, people and resources. Purohita, 

which means one who places the king in the forefront‟, became important in 

the establishment of polity and kingship. Monarchy developed. The Aitreya 

Brahamana says that king has to provide 1000 pieces of gold and cattle to the 

Brahmana who anoints him. Thus the priest became important in the 

formation of polity and royalty 



 
 

Ancient India Notes-Iyachamy Academy -044-48601550 Page 18 
 

The terms such as rashtra, to denote a territory, and rajya, meaning sovereign 

power appeared. The king received voluntary or compulsory contribution called 

bali from the people (vis). Such voluntary contributions became tributes. This is 

evidenced by the term janapada, as we saw earlier. The mid-first millennium 

BCE had political organisations such as rajya and ganasanghas (oligarchies) 

and these institutions developed in the later Vedic period. 

Social status 

The system of four Varnas had taken deep root and became rigid in the course 

of time. The popularity of rituals helped the Brahmanas to attain power. 

Brahmanas became important and the kings supported them, although they 

had conflicts with Rajanyas, the warrior nobles. The concept of dvija (twice-

born) developed and the upanayana (sacred thread) was limited to the upper 

sections of the society. This ceremony marked the initiation for education. The 

fourth varna was denied this privilege and the Gayatri mantra could not be 

recited by the Sudras. Women were also denied upanayana and Gayatri 

mantra. The king asserted his authority over the three varnas. The Aitreya 

Brahmana refers to the Brahmana as the seeker of support and he could be 

removed by king from his position. 

The Kshatriyas challenged Brahmanical supremacy and their exclusive 

privilege of entering the asramas, a regulated four stage life namely 

brahmacharya, grihasta, vanaprastha and sanyasa. The outcome of this was 

the birth of Jainism, Buddhism and Ajivakam. 

Family  

The household became more structured, which means it became more 

organised. The family was an important social unit. The family was patriarchal 

with patrilineal descent. The relations within the family were hierarchical. 

Polygyny (taking many wives) was prevalent. Several household rituals were 

also developed for the welfare of the family. The married man with his wife was 

the yajamana. The concept of asramas, referring to various stage of life, was 

not well established in this time. While brahmacharya, grihasta and 

vanaprastha are mentioned, sanyasa had not developed. 

Women  

The status of women declined as the society became more structured and the 

patriarchal family became more important. In the family the father was the 
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head. The right of primogeniture was strong. Though women had participated 

in rituals in the Rig Vedic period, they were excluded in the later Vedic period. 

Daughters are spoken of as a source of trouble. Their work was to look after 

the cattle, milking animals and fetching water. 

Agriculture  

Agricultural activities increased during the Late Vedic period. The Satapatha 

Brahmana mentions rituals related to ploughing undertaken by the kings. This 

suggests the importance given to cultivation by the rulers, and the shift to 

agriculture to support the increasing population. The god Balarama is depicted 

with a plough, which suggests the importance of cultivation. The Vedic people 

cultivated barley and rice, and wheat. Wheat was the staple food of Punjab 

region. The Vedic people began to use rice in the GangaYamuna doab. The use 

of rice, rather than wheat, is noticed in the Vedic rituals. 

Trade and Exchange  

Trade and exchange had developed in the Later Vedic age. The material culture 

found in the archaeological sites reveals the movement of commodities and 

materials. Specialised caravan traders existed. No evidence of coins has been 

found and therefore barter must have been the medium of exchange. The 

introduction of coins took place after about 600 BCE. 

Religious 

During the Later Vedic period the upper Ganga Doab was the centre of the 

Aryan culture. This region is described as the land of Kuru-Panchalas. The 

Vedic gods Agni and Indra lost their importance. Prajapati became the main 

deity. Rudra, the god of rituals, identified with Siva, became important. The 

Satapatha Brahmana lists the names of Rudra as Pasunampatih, Sarva, Bhava 

and Bahikas. Vishnu was conceived as the protector of people. There is no 

reference to Vishnu‟s incarnations. Each varna had its own deities. 

Other aspects of Life  

The Late Vedic culture has evidence of music and fine arts. Music instruments 

such as lute, flute and drum are referred to in the texts. With the development 

of cultivation and pastoralism, different types of food and drinks made of 

grains, milk and ghee and plants were consumed. Evidence of the use of silk 

and ornaments of metal, gold and copper is found. Metal mirrors were also 



 
 

Ancient India Notes-Iyachamy Academy -044-48601550 Page 20 
 

used. The archaeological sites have uncovered beads and ornaments and the 

fabrication of glass beads was also develop 

Vedic Literature and Administration  

DARSHANS 

There are 6 schools of Indian philosophy known as Shad-Darshana. These are given 

by 6 philosophers of Ancient India: 

 Nyaya (Analysis) Darshana : Gautama. 

 Vaishesika Darshana : Kanada Rishi (referred atom as kan/anu). 

 Sankhaya Darshana : Kapila. 

 Yoga Darshana : Patanjali. 

 Purva Mimansa : Jaimini. 

 Uttara Mimansa : Badaryana or Vyasa (wrote Mahabharata, classified vedas, 

composed the puranas and also gave vedantic philosophy). 

EPICS 

Though the two epics - the Mahabharata and the Ramayana - were compiled later, 

they reflect the state of affairs of die Later Vedic Period. 

 The Mahabharata, attributed to Vyasa, is considered older than the Ramayana 

and describes the period from the tenth century BC to the fourth century AD. It 

is also called Jaisamhita and Satasahasri Samhita and has one lakh verses. 

 The Ramayana, attributed to Valmiki, has 24,000 verses. Its composition 

started in the fifth century BC and passes through five stages; the fifth stage 

ended in the twelfth century AD. 

 

RIG VEDA 
 

 Oldest religious text in the world. 
 Must have been composed around 

1700 BC. 
 A collection of hymns. Were recited 

at the time of sacrificial rites and 
other rituals with utmost devotion. 

 Contains 1028 hymns (1017 + 11 
valakhilyas) and is divided into 10 
mandates. 

 II to VII are the earliest mandalas, 

each of which is ascribed to a 
particular family of seers (rishis) - 
Gritsamada, Visvamitra, 
Vamadeva, Atri, Bharadvaj, and 
Vashistha. VIII mandala is ascribed 
to the Kanvas and Angiras. IX is 
the compilation of Soma hymns. I 
and X are considered the later 
additions. 

 The X mandala contains the 
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famous Purushsukta which 
explains that the 4 varnas 
(Brahmans, Kshatriya, Vaishya and 
Shudra) were born from the mouth, 
arms, thighs and feet of the 
creator, Brahma. 

 Words in Rig Veda: Om (1028 
times), Jan (275 times), etc. 250 
hymns are dedicated to Indra while 
200 are dedicated to Agni. 

 The third mandala contains the 
Gayatri Mantra (addressed to sun). 

 Saraswati is the deity river in Rig 
Veda. 

 

SAMA VEDA 
 

 Derived from the root 'Saman', i.e., 
'melody'. It is a collection of 
melodies. 

 It has 1603 verses but except 99 all 
the rest have been borrowed from 
Rig Veda. 

 Contains 'Dhrupada Raga'. 
 

YAJUR VEDA 
 

 Deals with the procedure for the 
performance of sacrifices. 

 There are two main texts of Yajur 
Veda: White Yajurveda (or Shukla 
Yajurveda) and Black Yajurveda (or 
Krishna Yajurveda). The former 
contains mantras and the latter 
has commentary in prose. 

 

ATHARVA VEDA  Entirely different from other 3 
vedas. 

 Divided into 20 kandas (books) and 
has 711 hymns - mostly dealing 
with magic (along with personal 
problems of people). 

 

 

VEDANGAS 

Six Vedangas are Shiksha, Kalpa, Vyakarana, Nirukta, Chhanda and Jyotisha. 

 Shiksha deals with pronunciation. 

 Kalpa with rituals. 

 Vyakarana with gramMar. 

 Nirukta with etymology. 

 Chhanda with meter. 
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 Jyotisha with astronomy. 

DARSHANS 

There are 6 schools of Indian philosophy known as Shad-Darshana. These are given 

by 6 philosophers of Ancient India: 

 Nyaya (Analysis) Darshana : Gautama. 

 Vaishesika Darshana : Kanada Rishi (referred atom as kan/anu). 

 Sankhaya Darshana : Kapila. 

 Yoga Darshana : Patanjali. 

 Purva Mimansa : Jaimini. 

 Uttara Mimansa : Badaryana or Vyasa  

There are four upavedas: 

 Dhanurveda (deals with art of warfare) (Upaveda of Yajur Veda). 

 Gandharvaveda (deals with art & music) (Upaveda of Sama Veda). 

 Shilpaveda (deals with architecture) (Upaveda of Atharva Veda). 

 Ayurveda (deals with medicine) (Upaveda of Rig Veda). 

 

Imp Ratnins/Officials in Later Vedic Period 

Purohita Chief Priest, in also sometimes referred to as Rashtragopa 

Senani Supreme Commander of army 

Vrajapati Officer-in-Charge of pasture land 

Jivagribha Police Officer 

Spasas/Dutas Spies who also sometimes worked as messengers 

Gramani Head of the village 

Kulapati Head of the family 

Madhyamasi Mediator on disputes 

Bhagadugha Revenue collector 

Sangrahitri Treasurer 

Mahishi Chief Queen 

Suta Charioteer and court minstrel 

Govikartana Keeper of games and forests 

Palagala Messenger 

Kshatri Chamberlain 

Akshavapa Accountant 

Sthapati Chief Justice 

Takshan Carpenter 

 

Buddhism and Jainism 

During the Vedic period, rituals like Yaga and Yagna needed animal sacrifice. 

This affected the food production. Apart from this, foodgrains, milk and Ghee 
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were offered as „Havisu‟ and burnt in the fire which resulted in the shortage of 

food. 

People had also believed that only through these Yagnas, true liberation 

(Mukthi) possible. But these costly rituals were beyond the means of common 

people. These rituals were conducted by reciting Sanskrit shlokas. Sanskrit 

was the priests' language and common people were unable to understand it. 

People were in expectation of a simple path to liberation that was explained in 

their own language. 

Due to Varna system, social disintegration set in. This led to social 

discrimination. The priestly class of that time, Brahmins, had many luxuries. 

Meanwhile, Kshatriyas started becoming powerful. As a result, republics 

emerged. The Kshatriyas became the reason for the emergence of new religions 

that were against the Brahmins. 

Around 2600 years ago, due to all these reasons there were sixty two new 

religions. Buddhism and Jainism are important among them. Gautama 

Buddha was the founder of Buddhism and Mahaveera was the important 

„Theerthankara‟ of Jainism. Both these were Kshatriyas belonging to a clan of 

republics 

Buddhism 

The religion founded by Gautama Buddha was Buddhism. It was established 

about 2500 years ago. Among the heterodox sects, Buddhism was the most 

popular. It went on to emerge as a powerful religion patronised by various 

rulers. It was so influential that its ideas were adopted by Asoka as a state 

policy. Though it virtually disappeared from India for nearly a millennium, it 

spread far and wide and is widely followed even today in the South-east and 

East Asian countries. In the mid-twentieth century it was revived in India by 

Dr. B.R. Ambedkar. 

Life of Buddha 

Gautama Buddha was born as Siddhartha in the Sakya clan to its king 

Suddhodhana and his chief queen Mahamaya. Gautama was born in Lumbini 

near Kapilavastu of Nepal. His childhood name was Siddartha. His father 

Shudodhana was the head of Shakya republic. His mother was Mayadevi. His 

wife was Yashodhara and Rahul was his son. 
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When he was riding on his chariot with his charioteer one day outside the 

palace, he saw an old man, a sick man, a corpse and finally a religious 

mendicant. Overcome by remorse at the misery of people, he left his palace in 

the dead of night in search of eternal truth. He rode in his chariot pulled by his 

favourite horse Kanthaka and driven by his charioteer Channa far away from 

the city. He cut his hair and sent it along with his discarded garments and 

jewellery to his father. This is known as Mahabhiraskramana or the Great 

Going Forth. 

Five Great Events In Buddha's Life And Their Symbols 

Birth Lotus and bull 

Great renunciation Horse 

Nirvana Bodhi tree 

First sermon Wheel (Dharma Chakra) 

Parinirvana/Death Stupa 

 

 

Siddhartha wandered about and joined Alara Kalama as a disciple for a brief 

period. He also sought guidance from a hermit Uddaka Ramaputta. Siddartha 

was not satisfied with their path and practised severe austerities, which left 

him nearly dead. One day, he ate rice boiled in milk given by a milkmaid 

named Sujata and began Meditation under a pipal tree in Bodhgaya. After 49 

days of meditation, he attained enlightenment, at the age of 35. Thereafter, he 

came to be called Buddha or the Enlightened. He then delivered his first 

sermon in a deer park in Sarnath near Varanasi. This event is described as 

Dharmachakra-parivartana or „wheel of the great law‟.  

He spoke about the Four Noble Truths and the Middle Path. He established 

Sangha and spread his ideas far and wide. Buddha and his followers travelled 

for eight months of the year and stayed at a place for four months of the rainy 

season. At the age of 80, he passed away in Kusinagara. This is known as 

Parinirvana. The prominent disciples of Buddha were Sariputta, 

Mahamoggallana, Mahakaccayana and Ananda. Buddha had a huge following 

among both the royalty and lay persons 



 
 

Ancient India Notes-Iyachamy Academy -044-48601550 Page 25 
 

Buddha’s Teachings 

The aim of Buddha‟s teachings was to attain Knowledge by practising purity in 

life and thought. He called this as Dhamma. The world is full of Sorrow. Desire 

is the reason for Sorrow. Whoever wins over Desire attains Nirvana (liberation). 

He taught eightfold path to attain Nirvana which includes right view, right 

resolve, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right 

mindfulness and right concentration. This is called as Ashtanga Marga. 

Apart from these, Buddha also asked his disciples not to consume liquor, 

practice violence, engage in corruption and untruthfulness. Like this the 

teachings of Buddha were easy and popular as he preached them in Pali, the 

common people‟s language. All his teachings were collected in „Tripitakas‟ by 

his disciples. They are; Vinaya Pitaka, Sutta Pitaka and Abhidhamma Pitaka. 

These are called as the Holy books of Buddhism 

Buddhist Councils 

Buddhist Councils 

No Venue 

(Year) 

Presiding 

Priest 

King Major Outcomes 

First Satparni 

Rajagarih

a(483 BC) 

Mahakassa

pa 

Ajatashat

ru 

Upali, recited the Vinaya 

Pitaka, Which contains the 

rules of the Buddhist order; 

Anand, the other discipline of 

Buddha, recited Suttapitaka, 

containing the great collection 

of Buddha's sermons on 

matters of doctrine and ethical 

beliefs. 

Second Vaishali 

(383 BC) 

Sabakami King 

Kalasoka 

Split of Buddhist border into 

theSthaviravadins or Theravadi

ns and mahasanghikas over 

small points of monastic 

discipline. 

Third Pataliputr

a(250 BC) 

Mogaliputt

a Tissa 

Ashoka Establishment 

of Sthaviravada School as an 
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(also 

known as 

Upagupta) 

orthodox school. 

Fourth Kundalva

na, 

Kashmir(7

2 AD) 

Vasumitra; 

Asvaghosh

a was the 

deputy of 

Vasumitra 

Kanishka Division of Buddhism into 

the Mahayana and Hinayana 

sects 

 

Buddhist Sects 

In course of time, Sthaviravadins, Mahasanghikas and Sarvastivadins emerged 

as major sects of Buddhism. New ideas emerged among the Sarvastivadins and 

Mahasanghikas. It led to the emergence of Mahayana and Hinayana (the Great 

and Lesser Vehicles) in Buddhism. Mahayana or the Great Vehicle became 

popular and influential in India. Nalanda University was an important centre of 

Buddhist learning and was patronised by the Palas. It spread to China and 

Japan. Hinayana or the Lesser Vehicle became popular in Sri Lanka, Burma, 

Thailand and other South-east Asian countries. By the end of the Gupta 

period, Vajrayana or the Vehicle of the Thunderbolt emerged. It was popular in 

Bengal and Bihar. It was influenced by primitive local cults and spread to Tibet 

in the 11th century CE. The Vikramasila University in Bihar was an important 

centre of Vajrayana Buddhism. 

Buddhism in India began to decline with the onset of the Bhakti movement. 

Slowly Buddhism came to be influenced by Hindu practices. Soon, Buddhism 

was incorporated into Hinduism, and Buddha came to be considered as an 

avatar of Vishnu in some traditions. 

Buddhist Literature 

The Buddhist texts were compiled in Pali. The Pali canons are called as the 

Tripitakas (Three Baskets). They are Vinaya Pitaka, Sutta Pitaka and 

Abhidhamma Pitaka. Vinaya Pitaka deals with monastic rules and moral 

disciplines. Sutta Pitaka dwells upon discourses and teachings of Buddha. 

Abhidhamma Pitaka expounds Buddhist philosophy. The Sutta Pitaka, which 

contains the teachings of Buddha, is divided into five groups or Nikayas. They 

contain popular works such as Theragatha and Therigatha (Hymns of the Elder 
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Monks and Nuns) and Jataka tales (Buddha‟s deeds in previous births as 

Bodhisattva). Other important Buddhist works include Milinda Panha, a 

discussion between Greco-Bactrian king Menander and Buddhist monk 

Nagasena, and Ceylonese chronicles Dipavamsa (Island Chronicles), 

Mahavamsa (Great Chronicle) and Culavamsa (Lesser Chronicle). 

The Important Buddhist Writers 

Asvaghosha : Contemporary of Kanishka. He was poet, dramatist, musician, 

scholar and debator. 

Nagarjuna : He was a friend of contemporary of Satvahana king Yajnasri 

Gautamiputra of Andhra. 

Asanga and Vasubandhu : Two brothers who flourished in the Punjab region 

in the fourth century A.D. Asanga was the most important teacher 

of Yogachara or Vijnanavada school founded by his guru Maitreyanatha. 

Vasubandhu's greatest work, Abhidharmakosa is still considered an important 

encyclopaedia of Buddhism. 

Buddhaghosa : Who lived in the fifth century A.D. was a great Pali scholar. 

Dinnaga :The last mighty intellectual of the fifth century, also well known as 

the founder of the Buddhist logic. 

Dharmakirti : Lived in the seventh century A.D.; was another great Buddhist 

logician, a subtle philosophical thinker and dialectician. 

 

Buddhism in Tamilnadu 

Buddhism spread to Tamizhagam from about third century BCE. Asokan 

inscriptions found in the Deccan region vouch for the spread of Buddhism to 

southern parts of India. Archaeological evidences also reveal the existence of a 

Buddhist complex of the fourth century CE in Kaveripattinam. Quoting 

Pattinapalai, Noboru Karashima refers to merchants in Kaveripattinam who as 

vegetarians were opposed to animal sacrifice. From this one could presume the 

influence of Buddhism in Tamil country. Manimekalai by Sattanar one of the 

twin epics of the post-Sangam age is a Buddhist literature. Similarly the now 

extinct Kundalakesi is a Buddhist epic. Kanchipuram in the early Christian era 

was a flourishing Buddhist centre. Dinnaga and Dhammapala who headed the 
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famous Nalanda University were renowned Buddhist scholars from 

Kanchipuram. Hiuen Tsang who visited Tamil country mentions in his travel 

accounts about several Buddhist Stupas built by Asoka in Kanchipuram 

A Buddhist temple was built in Nagapattinam at the request of a Chinese ruler 

during the reign of Pallava king Narasimhavarman II (CE 695-722). Chinese 

monk Wu-hing visited the monastery. In CE 1006, during the reign of Rajaraja 

I, Srivijaya King Mara-wijayottungga-varman built a Buddhist temple in 

Nagapattinam. It is called the Soolamani-varma-vihara. 

Decline of Buddhism in India 

Buddhism faced divisions from time to time. Division into various splinter 

groups like „Hinayana‟, „Mahayana‟, „Vajrayana‟, „Tantrayana‟ and „Sahajayana‟ 

led Buddhism to lose its originality. Pali and Prakrit were the spoken languages 

of people of north India and it was through these languages the message of 

Buddhism was spread. But ever since the times of Fourth Buddhist Council 

held during the reign of Kanishka, Sanskrit had come to be adopted. Buddhism 

thereupon became unintelligible to common people. 

JAINISM 

Among the various sects, the sect led by Vardhamana Mahavira (referred to as 

Nigantha Nataputta by Buddhist texts) bloomed into a religion called Jainism. 

It was earlier known as Nirgranthas (free from bonds). Mahavira was known as 

Jina (conqueror) of the soul and hence his sect came to be known as Jainism. 

According to Jain tradition, Mahavira was not the founder of Jainism, but the 

last of the 24 Tirthankaras or „maker of fords‟ (ford means a shallow place in 

river or stream to allow one to walk across). According to Jaina tradition, 

Risabha was the founder of the sect. He is considered the first Tirthankara. 

Yajur Veda mentions three of the Tirthankaras, viz., Risabha, Ajitanatha and 

Aristanemi. Mahavira organised his members into monastic and lay followers. 

Life of Mahaveera 

Mahaveera is the 24th Tirthankara and preached Jainism. He was born 2500 

years ago at Kundagrama near Vaishali. His earlier name was Vardhamana. 

Vardhamana‟s father was Siddhartha, a rich Kshatriya and the head of the 

Kundagrama. Vardhamana‟s mother was Trishala Devi. Vardhamana left his 

home in search of enlightenment. He spent some time as a digambara muni. 

Later he spent twelve years in penance and became a „Jina‟. Jina means the 
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one who has conquered attachment (Moha). His followers are called as Jains. 

Mahaveera preached to people from all classes. He left his body at „Pavapuri‟ in 

present Bihar. 

24 Tirthankaras 

Name Symbol Name Symbol 

1 Rishabha Bull 13 Vimalnath Boar 

2 Ajitnath Elephant 14 Ananthnath Falcon 

3 Sambharanath Hose 15 Dharmnath Vakra 

4 Abhiaandam Swamy Monkey 16 Shantinath Deer 

5 Sumathinath Curlew 17 Kuntunath He-Goat 

6 Padamprabhu Red lotus 18 Arnath Fish 

7 Suparaswanath Swastik 19 Mallinath Water port 

8 Chanraji Prabhu Moon 20 Muniswasth Tortoise 

9 Suvidhinath Crocodile 21 Naminath Blue Lotus 

10 Shitalnath Srivatsa 22 Neminath Conch Shell 

11 Shregansnath Rhinoceros 23 Parswanath Serpent 

12 Vasupujya Buffalo 24 Mahavir Lion 

 

Mahaveera’s teachings 

Vardhamana Mahaveera taught non-violence to his disciples. He wanted them 

not to commit theft and amassing wealth. He preached celibacy. Jainism has 

given more prominence to non violence than any other religion in the world. 

Mahaveera‟s teachings are the continuation of 23rd Thirthankara 

Parshvanatha. 

Later, two sects named Digambara and Shwethambara emerged in Jainism. 

The followers of Parshvanatha, who used to wear white cloth, became 

Shwethambara. The followers of Mahaveera, who used to wear no clothes, 
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became Digambara. Shravanabelagola of Karnataka is the famous Jain 

religious centre. 

Triratnas 

Jain discipline requires adherence to certain rigorous rules. The Jains are 

required to follow three principles called Triratnas or Three Gems.  

1. Right faith (samyag-darshana);  

2. Right knowledge (samyag-jnana);  

3. Right conduct (samyag-mahavrata) 

Five Great Vows  

The monks have to undertake the five great vows (pancha-mahavrata):  

1. Not to kill or injure (ahimsa);  

2. Not to steal (asteya);  

3. Not to lie (satya);   

4. Celibacy (brahmacharya);  

5. Not to possess property (aparigraha) 

Jainism in Tamilnadu 

Jainism spread to Tamil Nadu from about the third century CE. Jaina rock 

shelters are found in large numbers around Madurai and other places. The 

mention of death of Kopperuncholan by fasting in chol Purananuru is 

considered by some to be similar to Jaina practice of sallekhana. Jaina 

influence is strong in early Tamil literature. Naladiyar, Palamoli, Jivaka 

Chinthamani, Yapperunkalam Karikai, Neelakesi are some of the prominent 

Jaina works in Tamil. As early as c. 470 CE a Jaina Dravida Sangha was 

established in Madurai by Vajranandi, a disciple of Boojya Padha. Jainism has 

survived in Tamil Nadu and there are several Jaina temples. One of the Jaina 

temples is at Tiruparuthikunram near Kanchipuram with beautiful ceiling 

paintings. This part of Kanchipuram was known as Jaina Kanchi 

Jain Council 

First Council: First Council was held at Pataliputra by Sthulabahu in the 

beginning of the third century BC and resulted in the compilation of 12 Angas 

to replace the lost 14 Purvas.  
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Second Council: Second counselling was held at Valabhi in the fifth century 

A.D. under the leadership of Devaradhi Kshmasramana and resulted in the 

final compilation of 12Angas and 12 Upangas. 

Decline of Jainism in India  

Absence of royal patronage, split amongst Jains as Digambaras and 

Swetambaras, lack of missionary zeal, factionalism and the severity of 

practices, and spread of Buddhism as a rival faith led to the decline of Jainism 

in India. 

Mahajanapadas 

Mahajanapadas is the word derived from Sanskrit that has a meaning of “Great 

Kingdoms” (Maha means “great” and janapadas means “foothold of a tribe”). 

Prior to the rise of Buddhism in India, 16 great powers and republics thrived in 

the north-western/northern parts of India. One of the main reasons of the 

declination of one of the most popular Indus Valley civilization was the invasion 

of Aryans from the Central Asia to India. Aryans introduced their cultures and 

civilization to the Harappa people. 

The 16 Mahajanapadas 

Mahajanapadas Capitals Locations 

Gandhara Taxila Covering the region between 
Kabul and Rawalpindi in North 
Western Province. 

Kamboja Rajpur Covering the area around the 

Punch area in Kashmir 

Asmaka Potana Covering modern Paithan in 

Maharashtra; on the bank of 
River Godavari 

Vatsa Kaushambi Covering modern districts of 

Allahabad and Mirzapur 

Avanti Ujjain Covering modern Malwa (Ujjain) 

region of Madhya Pradesh. 

Surasena Mathura Located in the Mathura region at 
the junction of the Uttarapath & 
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Dakshinapath 

Chedi Shuktimati Covering the modern Budelkhand 

area 

Maila Kushinara, Pawa Modern districts of Deoria, Basti, 

Gorakhapur in eastern Uttar 
Pradesh. Later merged into 

Maghada Kingdom 

Kurus Hastinapur/Indraprastha Covering the modern Haryana 

and Delhi area to the west of 
River Yamuna 

Matsya Virat Nagari Covering the area of Alwar, 

Bharatpur and Jaipur in 
Rajasthan 

Vajjis Vaishali Located to the north of the River 
Ganga in Bihar. It was the seat of 

united republic of eight smaller 
kingdoms of which Lichhavis, 
Janatriks and Videhas were also 

members. 

Anga Champa Covering the modern districts of 
Munger and Bhagalpur in Bihar. 
The Kingdoms were later merged 

by Bindusara into Magadha. 

Kashi Banaras Located in and around present 
day Varanasi in Uttar Pradesh. 

Kosala Shravasti Covering the present districts of 
Faizabad, Gonda, Bahraich, etc. 

Magadga Girivraja/Rajgriha Covering modern districts of 

Patna, Gaya and parts of 
Shahabad. 

Panchala Ahichhatra (W. 
Panchala), 

Kampilya (S. Panchala) 

Present day Rohilkhand and part 
of Central Doab in Uttar Pradesh. 

 

Mauryan Empire 
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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 established the Mauryan Empire and became its first emperor 

in 321 BCE. 

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 Maurya 

Chandragupta Maurya was an adventurous young man. Vishnugupta of 

Takshashila was insulted by the Nanda King Dhanananda. Vishnugupta was 

very diplomatic, intelligent and shrewd. He was also called Chanakya and 

Kautilya. He trained Chandragupta in the skills of warfare and helped him to 

form his own army. By this time the people had also lost faith in Dhanananda 

and so it was easy for Chandragupta to defeat him. In this way Chandragupta 

established Maurya dynasty 2300 years ago and made Pataliputra (present 

capital of Bihar, Patna) his capital. Later, he organised a large army and moved 

towards north-western India. Some of the regions of North-West were occupied 

by Alexander, the king of Macedonia; but now they were taken care of by his 

representative Seleucus. Seleucus was defeated 
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After being defeated by Chandragupta Maurya, he entered an agreement with 

Chandragupta Maurya. Apart from giving away Afghanistan, Baluchistan and 

Western areas of Sindh, he also got his daughter married to Chandragupta 

Maurya. In return, Chandragupta gifted Seleucus with 500 elephants. Seleucus 

sent an ambassador called Megasthenes to the court of Chandragupta. 

Megasthenes has recorded his experiences in his book titled „Indika‟. 

Chandragupta Maurya accepted Jainism in his last days. He made his son 

Bindusara as the king and came to Karnataka with some Jain monks. He 

under took „Sallekhana (fasting till death) at Shravanabelagola of Hassan 

district and passed away. His son Bindusara ruled for about twenty five years. 

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. 

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.  

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 and moved by the suffering 
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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 northwest 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 an emperor had to strive to extend and consolidate his empire through 

warfare and military conquests. 

The Mauryan State and Polity 

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 
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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. 

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 northwest, and Tosali in Odisha in the southeast. 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 superintendents and subordinate officers linked to the central and 

local governments. 

Mauryan Administration posts (Mantriparsihad) 

Mantrin Chief Minister 

Pirohita High Priest 

Senapati Commander-in-charge 

Yuvraj Crowned Prince 

Samaharta Collector of revenue 

Prashasti Head of prisons 
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Sannidata Head of treasury 

Nayaka Had of city security 

Paur City police 

Vyabharika Chief Judge 

Karmantika Head of industries and factories 

Dandapala Had of police 

Durgapala Head of Royal Fort 

Annapala Head of food grains Department 

Rajjukas Officers responsible for land measurement and fixing its 

boundary 

Pradesika Head of district Administration 

 

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 
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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. 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 wellversed 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 

antisocial 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 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 
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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 

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. 

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. 

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. 

Crafts were predominantly urbanbased 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 
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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 

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. 

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. 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 mahasarthavaha. 

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. 

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-

division were the most commonly used currency 

Edict Talks about 

Pillar Edict I Ashoka‟s principle of protecting his people. 
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Pillar Edict II Dhamma 

Pillar Edict III Avoiding practices of cruelty, sin, harshness, pride and anger 

among his subjects. 

Pillar Edict IV Responsibilities of the Rajukas. 

Pillar Edict V List of animals and birds that should not be killed on certain 

days. Another list which mentions animals that should never 

be killed. 

Pillar Edict VI Dhamma policy of the State. 

Pillar Edict VII Ashoka‟s work for fulfilling Dhamma. Tolerance for all sects. 

Major Rock Edicts 

Edict Talks about 

Major Rock 

Edict I 

Prohibits animal slaughter and bans festive gathering. 

Major Rock 

Edict II 

Care for man and animals. Mentions the Pandyas, Satyapuras and 

Keralaputras of South India. 

Major Rock 

Edict III 

Generosity to Brahmins. About Yuktas, Pradeshikas and Rajukas 

who would go every five years to different parts of his empire to 

spread Dhamma. 

Major Rock 

Edict IV 

Dhammaghosha (sound of Dhamma/righteousness) over Bherighosha 

(sound of war). 

Major Rock 

Edict V 

About Dhammamahamatras. Talks about treating slaves right. 

Major Rock 

Edict VI 

King‟s desire to know about his people‟s conditions. About welfare 

measures. 

Major Rock 

Edict VII 

Tolerance for all religions. 

Major Rock 

Edict VIII 

Ashoka‟s first visit to Bodh Gaya and the Bodhi tree (his first 

Dhamma Yatra). 
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Major Rock 

Edict IX 

Condemns popular ceremonies. 

Major Rock 

Edict X 

Disapproves of the individual‟s desire for fame and glory and stresses 

on Dhamma. 

Major Rock 

Edict XI 

Elaborates on Dhamma. 

Major Rock 

Edict XII 

Tolerance for all religions and sects. 

Major Rock 

Edict XIII 

Mentions victory over Kalinga. Mentions Ashoka‟s Dhamma victory 

over Greek Kings Antiochus of Syria (Amtiyoko), Ptolemy of Egypt 

(Turamaye), Magas of Cyrene (Maka), Antigonus of Macedon 

(Amtikini), Alexander of Epirus (Alikasudaro). Also mentions Pandyas, 

Cholas, etc. 

Major Rock 

Edict XIV 

Engraving of inscriptions installed in various parts of country. 

 

IndoGreeks, Sakas and Kushanas 

In the four centuries following the death of Emperor Asoka and the resulting 

decline of the Mauryan Empire, parts of India were subject to the invasion of 

the IndoGreeks, Sakas and Kushanas from West and Central Asia. All of them 

established themselves as rulers over large parts of India. This strengthened 

the process of acculturation and the assimilation of foreign cultures and art 

forms into Indian society. It also resulted in the integration of India with the 

Mediterranean world and Central Asia and China through extended trade 

linkages 

Indo-Greek Relations 

India‟s interaction with the Greeks began with the invasion of north-western 

India by Alexander (327–325 BCE) and his conquest of the Punjab region. 

When he began his return march to the West, he left the conquered territories 

under provincial governors. One of Chandragupta Maurya‟s early military 

expeditions was against these foreign intruders. 
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Seleucus Nicator, one of Alexander‟s most capable generals, succeeded in 

making himself the master of a vast territory from Phrygia (Turkey) to the river 

Indus after 311BCE. Within a few years, probably around 305 BCE, 

Chandragupta waged a war against Seleucus and defeated him. However, this 

was not the savage defeat that happened to Alexander‟s governors. Instead, 

Chandragupta made a peace treaty with Seleucus. Seleucus surrendered the 

land he had conquered up to the Indus and received 500 war elephants in 

return. There is also mention of a marriage agreement. The treaty also led to 

the establishment of diplomatic relations between the Greeks and the Mauryan 

emperor. Megasthenes was sent to the Mauryan capital Pataliputra as the 

Greek ambassador. 

Bindusara, Chandragupta‟s son, continued to maintain friendly ties with the 

Greek kingdoms in West Asia. Greek historians refer to ambassadors sent by 

Ptolemy II of Egypt and to Bindusara‟s correspondence with Antiochus of Syria. 

Asoka also continued the tradition of friendly relations with the Greek 

kingdoms. His Rock Edict (13) mentions five yona kings, identified as 

Antiochus II Theos of Syria, Ptolemy II Philadelphus of Egypt, Antigonus 

Gonatas of Macedonia, Magas of Cyrene and Alexander of Corinth. This also 

indicates that the relations of Asoka with the Greeks extended beyond West 

Asia well into the heartland of Greece. 

We now come across the term yavana (or yona) for Greeks, which was used 

throughout India. The word was derived from the Persian word yauna, which 

referred to Greeks. In India the term yavana was used to denote all persons of 

Greek origin, including those of mixed race and even the Phoenicians. 

Menander 

Menander (c.165/145–130 BCE) was the best known of the Indo-Greek kings. 

Menander is mainly remembered as the eponymous hero of the Buddhist text, 

Milinda-pinha (questions of Milinda), in which he is engaged in a question-and-

answer discussion on Buddhism with the teacher Nagasena. He is believed to 

have become a Buddhist and promoted Buddhism. 

Sakas, Parthians and Kushanas 

Sakas 

The Sakas were pushed back from eastern Iran by the Parthian ruler 

Mithradates (188–123 BCE), and they then turned to north-western India and 
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finally settled in the region between the Indus valley and Saurashtra. The first 

Saka ruler in India was Maues or Moa/Moga (20 BCE to 22 CE). He occupied 

Gandhara, driving a wedge into the Indo-Greek kingdoms, but it was his 

successor Azes who finally destroyed the last remnants of the Indo-Greek 

kingdoms and extended Saka rule as far as Mathura 

In India, the Sakas became assimilated into Hindu society. They began to 

adopt Hindu names and religious beliefs, so much so that their coins had 

representations of Hindu gods on one side. The Sakas appointed kshatrapas or 

satraps as provincial governors to administer their territories. Many of the 

kshatrapas titled themselves mahakshatrapas and were virtually independent 

rulers. 

One of the most famous of the Saka kshatrapas was Rudradaman (130–150 

CE). His exploits are celebrated in the famous rock inscription of Junagadh (in 

Gujarat). According to this inscription, he had even defeated the Satavahanas 

in battle. His name indicates that the process of assimilation into Indian 

society was complete by that time 

Kushanas 

The first Kushana king who conquered Afghanistan was Khujula Kadphises, 

followed by Wima Kadphises. The two kings extended Kushana territory to 

Gandhara, Punjab and as far to the east as the Ganga-Jumna doab till 

Mathura. 

Kanishka 

The best known of the Kushana kings was Kanishka, who is thought to have 

ruled from 78 CE till 101 or 102 CE. Ironically, 78 CE is held to be the 

beginning of the “Saka era” in the Indian calendar. Historians are, hence, 

divided about Kanishka‟s period. His rule is said to have started anywhere 

between 78 and 144 CE. Kanishka was an ardent follower of Buddhism and 

hosted the fourth Buddhist mahasangha or council (the third council had been 

held in Pataliputra during Asoka‟s reign). By now Mahayana Buddhism had 

become the dominant sect, and Kanishka supported the missions sent to 

China to preach Buddhism. 

Kushana coins were of the highest quality and conformed to the weight 

standards of Roman coins. In the coins, Kushana rulers are referred to as “king 

of kings”, “Caesar”, “lord of all lands” and by other such titles. Unfortunately, 
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the titles did not leave much room on the coins for the actual name of the 

ruler. Hence our information on the Kushana kings tends to be very uncertain. 

Kanishka‟s coins as well as his statue found near Mathura show him dressed 

in a belted tunic along with overcoat and wearing boots, testifying to his 

Central Asian origins. 

The rock of Hunza mentions the first two Kadphises and the Kusanadevaputra 

(son of God) Maharaja Kaniska. This inscription confirms that Kanishka‟s 

empire stretched from Central Asia till eastern India. Buddhist sources record 

that he had conquered Magadha and Kashmir and Khotan in Sinkiang. 

Art and Literature 

During the reign of Kushanas, there was great creative energy when art and 

literature flourished. This was partly due to royal patronage and partly due to 

other factors, like the growing ascendancy of Mahayana Buddhism, which 

allowed the representation of the person of Buddha in human form. The Greek 

influence led to an Indo-Greek style of sculpture and art commonly referred to 

as Gandhara art. Statues of Buddha, sculpted particularly in Taxila and the 

north-western regions, show him in graceful garments, surrounded by cherubs 

and leaves inspired by the Greek tradition. But mention must also be made of 

the red sandstone sculpture with intricate carving produced near Mathura. 

The Buddhists began to carve out rock caves in the hills of western India, 

which served as religious centres with chaityas and viharas, stretching from 

the Ajanta caves to the Kanheri caves in Mumbai. Large statues of Buddha 

were sculpted in these caves as a part of the Mahayana tradition, and in later 

centuries, they were further embellished with murals of extraordinary beauty, 

as seen in the Ajanta caves. 

 Kanishka was the patron of Buddhist philosophers such as Asvaghosha, 

Parsva and Vasumitra, as well as the great Buddhist teacher Nagarjuna. 

Asvaghosha is known for his Buddhacharita and is celebrated as the author of 

the first Sanskrit play, Sariputraprakarana, in nine acts. The great dramatist 

Bhasa, whose plays were re-discovered only about a hundred years ago in 

South India, most probably belonged to this period. Among the Hindu treatises, 

we find the Manusmriti, Vatsyayana‟s Kamasutra and Kautilya‟s Arthasastra 

taking final shape by the second century CE. 

Gandhara Art  
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Situated in the cross-roads of cultural influences, Gandhara region was 

influenced by Greek and Roman culture. Gandhara school of art developed in 

the first century Common Era. During the time of Kushana Empire, in view of 

its contact with Rome, the techniques of Roman art were assimilated and 

applied in north-western India. The Gandhara art is famous for the portrayal of 

Buddha in a spiritual state, eyes half-closed in meditation. 

The Guptas 

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. 

1. Literary sources 

 Narada, Vishnu, Brihaspati and Katyayana smritis. „ 

 Kamandaka‟s Nitisara, a work on polity addressed to the king 

(400 CE) „  

 Devichandraguptam 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 

2. Epigraphical Sources 
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 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 

3. 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. 

Chandragupata I 

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. 

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 
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impressive list of kings and regions that succumbed to Samudragupta‟s march 

across the country. He performed the horsesacrifice 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). 

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. 

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 
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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. 

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 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. 

Ministers and other officials  

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 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. 

Council of Ministers 
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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 

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 
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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 panchmandali, 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) 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 

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 

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 
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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 

 

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 
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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. 

 

Industry: 

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. 
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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. 

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. 

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.  

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. 
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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. 

The rock-cut caves continue the old forms to a great extent but possess 

striking novelty by bringing about extensive 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. 

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 
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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. 

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. 

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.  

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. The most distinctive class of pottery of this period 

is the “red ware” 

Sanskrit Literature  

The Gupta period also saw the development of Sanskrit grammar based on The 

Guptas made Sanskrit the official language and all their epigraphic records 

were written in it. 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. 
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The Puranas, as we know them in their present form, were composed during 

this time. Eighteen major puranas are listed 

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. 

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 

Nalanda University 

The Nalanda University was founded by Gupta emperor Kumargupta I. He 

adopted the title of Mahendraditya. Nalanda was an acclaimed Mahavihara, a 

large Buddhist monastery in the ancient kingdom of Magadha in India. 

Nalanda was ransacked and destroyed by an army of the Mamluk dynasty of 

the Delhi Sultanate under Bakhtiyar Khalji in c. 1200 CE. Dharmabalar from 

kanchipuram who worked as Chancellor of the 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. 
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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 

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 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. 

Important Gupta Officials At The Central Level 

Mahabaladhikrita Commander in chief 

Mahadandanayak Chief Justice 

Mahasandhivigrahak or 

Sandhivigrahak 

And facial for post-war conciliation. 

Dandapashika Haed of the police department 
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Bhandagaradhikreta Head of the Royal Treasury 

Mahapaksha-Patalik Had of the account Department 

Vinaysthitisansathapak Head of the education Department 

Sarvadhyaksha Inspector for all the central departments 

Mahashwapati Controller of cavalry. 

Vinaypura Official to present different guests at 

Kings Court 

Yuktapurusha Office to keep account of wat booty. 

Khadyatpakika Inspector of Royal kitchen 

Ranabhandagarika Officer in charge of Army stores 

Mahanarpati Had of foot soldiers(infantry) 

 

 

 


