
 

Traders, Kings and Pilgrims 
 
Temporal Context: 
 
Geographical Context:  
 

Trade and Traders 

 
 

1. Northern Black Polished Ware was found from several archaeological sites 
throughout the subcontinent. Traders may have carried them from the places where 
they were made, to sell them at other places. 

2. South India was famous for gold, spices, especially pepper, and precious stones. 
Pepper was particularly valued in the Roman Empire, so much so that it was known 
as black gold.  

3. So, traders carried many of these goods to Rome in ships, across the sea, and by 
land in caravans. There must have been quite a lot of trade as many Roman gold 
coins have been found in south India. 

4. Traders explored several sea routes. Some of these followed the coasts. There were 
others across the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal, where sailors took advantage 
of the monsoon winds to cross the seas more quickly 

 
 
 

New kingdoms along the coasts 

 
1. The southern half of the subcontinent is marked by a long coastline, and with hills, 

plateaus, and river valleys. Amongst the river valleys, that of the Kaveri is the most 
fertile. Chiefs and kings who controlled the river valleys and the coasts became rich 
and powerful.  

2. Sangam poems mention the Muvendar. This is a Tamil word meaning three chiefs, 
used for the heads of three ruling families, the Cholas, Cheras, and Pandyas who 
became powerful in south India around 2300 years ago. 

3. Each of the three chiefs had two centres of power: one inland, and one on the coast. 
Of these six cities, two were very important: Puhar or Kaveripattinam, the port of the 
Cholas, and Madurai, the capital of the Pandyas. 

4. The chiefs did not collect regular taxes. Instead, they demanded and received gifts 
from the people. They also went on military expeditions and collected tribute from 
neighbouring areas. 

5. Around 200 years later a dynasty known as the Satavahanas became powerful in 
western India The most important ruler of the Satavahanas was Gautamiputra Shri 
Satakarni. 



6. We know about him from an inscription composed on behalf of his mother, Gautami 
Balashri. He and other Satavahana rulers were known as lords of the 
Dakshinapatha, literally the route leading to the south, which was also used as a 
name for the entire southern region.  

 
 
 

The story of the Silk Route 

 
 

1. Techniques of making silk were first invented in China around 7000 years ago. While 
the methods remained a closely guarded secret for thousands of years, some people 
from China who went to distant lands on foot, horseback, and on camels, carried silk 
with them. The paths they followed came to be known as the Silk Route. 

2. About 2000 years ago, wearing silk became the fashion amongst rulers and rich 
people in Rome. It was very expensive, as it had to be brought all the way from 
China, along dangerous roads, through mountains and deserts.  

3. Some kings tried to control large portions of the route. This was because they could 
benefit from taxes, tributes and gifts that were brought by traders travelling along the 
route. In return, they often protected the traders who passed through their kingdoms 
from attacks by robbers. 

4. The best-known of the rulers who controlled the Silk Route was the Kushanas, who 
ruled over central Asia and north-west India around 2000 years ago. Their two major 
centres of power were Peshawar and Mathura. Taxila was also included in their 
kingdom.  

5. During their rule, a branch of the Silk Route extended from Central Asia down to the 
seaports at the mouth of the river Indus, from where silk was shipped westwards to 
the Roman Empire.  

6. The Kushanas were amongst the earliest rulers of the subcontinent to issue gold 
coins. These were used by traders along the Silk Route 

 
 
 

The spread of Buddhism 

 
 

1. The most famous Kushana ruler was Kanishka, who ruled around 1900 years ago. 
He organised a Buddhist council, where scholars met and discussed important 
matters. 

2. Ashvaghosha, a poet who composed a biography of the Buddha, the 
Buddhacharita, lived in his court.  

3. Ashvaghosha and other Buddhist scholars now began writing in Sanskrit. 
4. A new form of Buddhism, known as Mahayana Buddhism, now developed. This had 

two distinct features. Earlier, the Buddha’s presence was shown in sculpture by using 



certain signs. For instance, his attainment of enlightenment was shown by sculptures 
of the peepal tree. 

5. Now, statues of the Buddha were made. Many of these were made in Mathura, while 
others were made in Taxila. 

6. The second change was a belief in Bodhisattvas. These were supposed to be 
persons who had attained enlightenment. Once they attained enlightenment, they 
could live in complete isolation and meditate in peace.  

7. However, instead of doing that, they remained in the world to teach and help other 
people. The worship of Bodhisattvas became very popular and spread throughout 
Central Asia, China, and later to Korea and Japan. 

8. Buddhism also spread to western and southern India, where dozens of caves were 
hollowed out of hills for monks to live in. 

9. Some of these caves were made on the orders of kings and queens, others by 
merchants and farmers. These were often located near passes through the Western 
Ghats.  

10. Roads connecting prosperous ports on the coast with cities in the Deccan ran 
through these passes. Traders probably halted in these cave monasteries during 
their travels.  

11. Buddhism also spread southeastwards, to Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, and other 
parts of Southeast Asia including Indonesia. The older form of Buddhism, known as 
Theravada Buddhism was more popular in these areas. 

 
 
 

The quest of the pilgrims 

 
 

1. As traders journeyed to distant lands in caravans and ships, pilgrims often travelled 
with them. 

2. The best-known of these are the Chinese Buddhist pilgrims, Fa Xian, who came to 
the subcontinent about 1600 years ago, Xuan Zang (who came around 1400 years 
ago) and I-Qing, who came about 50 years after Xuan Zang.  

3. They came to visit places associated with the life of the Buddha as well as famous 
monasteries. 

4. Each of these pilgrims left an account of his journey. They wrote of the dangers they 
encountered on their travels, which often took years, of the countries and the 
monasteries that they visited, and the books they carried back with them. 

5. Xuan Zang, who took the land route back to China (through the north-west, and 
Central Asia) carried back with him statues of the Buddha made of gold, silver and 
sandalwood, and over 600 manuscripts loaded on the backs of 20 horses. 

6. Over 50 manuscripts were lost when the boat on which he was crossing the Indus 
capsized. He spent the rest of his life translating the remaining manuscripts from 
Sanskrit into Chinese. 

 
 



 

The beginning of Bhakti 

 
 

1. This was also the time when the worship of certain deities, which became a central 
feature of later Hinduism gained in importance. These deities included Shiva, Vishnu, 
and goddesses such as Durga. 

2. These deities were worshipped through Bhakti, an idea that became very popular at 
this time. 

3. Bhakti is generally understood as a person’s devotion to his or her chosen deity. 
Anybody, whether rich or poor, belonging to the so-called ‘high’ or ‘low’ castes, man 
or woman, could follow the path of Bhakti. 

4. The idea of Bhakti is present in the Bhagavad Gita, a sacred book of the Hindus, 
which is included in the Mahabharata  

5. This form of worship gradually spread to different parts of the country. Those who 
followed the system of Bhakti emphasised devotion and individual worship of a god 
or goddess, rather than the performance of elaborate sacrifices. 

6. According to this system of belief, if a devotee worships the chosen deity with a pure 
heart, the deity will appear in the form in which he or she may desire.  

7. Because the deities were special, these images of the deity were often placed within 
special homes, places that we describe as temples.  

8. Bhakti inspired some of the best expressions in art — sculpture, poetry and 
architecture. 

 
 

Nalanda – A unique centre of Buddhist learning 

 
 

1. Xuan Zang and other pilgrims spent time studying in Nalanda, (Bihar) the most 
famous Buddhist monastery of the period.  

 
 
 
 
 

NEW EMPIRES AND KINGDOMS 
 
Geographical Context: 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Prashastis and what they tell 

 
 

1. Samudragupta was a famous ruler of a dynasty known as the Guptas. We know 
about Samudragupta from a long inscription, inscribed on the Ashokan pillar at 
Allahabad.  

2. It was composed as a Kavya by Harishena, who was a poet and a minister at the 
court of Samudragupta. 

3. This inscription is of a special kind known as a Prashasti, a Sanskrit word, meaning 
‘in praise of’.  



4. While Prashastis were composed for some of the rulers such as Gautamiputra Shri 
Satakarni, they became far more important from the time of the Guptas. 

 
 

Genealogies 

 
 

1. Most Prashastis also mention the ancestors of the ruler. This one mentions 
Samudragupta’s great grandfather, grandfather, father and mother.  

2. His mother, Kumara Devi, belonged to the Lichchhavi Gana 
3. Samudragupta in turn figures in the genealogies (lists of ancestors) of later rulers of 

the dynasty, such as his son, Chandragupta II. We know about him from inscriptions 
and coins. He led an expedition to western India, where he overcame the last of the 
Shakas.  

4. According to later belief, his court was full of learned people, including Kalidasa the 
poet, and Aryabhata the astronomer 

 
 
 

Harshavardhana and the Harshacharita 

 
 

1. While we can learn about the Gupta rulers from their inscriptions and coins, we can 
find out about some kings from biographies.  

2. Harshavardhana, who ruled nearly 1400 years ago, was one such ruler. His court 
poet, Banabhatta, wrote his biography, the Harshacharita, in Sanskrit. This gives us 
the genealogy of Harsha and ends with his becoming king.  

3. Xuan Zang also spent a lot of time at Harsha’s court and left a detailed account of 
what he saw. 

4. Harsha was not the eldest son of his father but became king of Thanesar after both 
his father and elder brother died. His brother-in-law was the ruler of Kanauj and he 
was killed by the ruler of Bengal.  

5. Harsha took over the kingdom of Kanauj and then led an army against the ruler of 
Bengal. 

6. He tried to cross the Narmada to march into the Deccan but was stopped by a ruler 
belonging to the Chalukya dynasty, Pulakeshin II. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Pallavas, Chalukyas and Pulakeshin’s Prashasti 

 
 

1. The Pallavas and Chalukyas were the most important ruling dynasties in south India 
during this period.  

2. The kingdom of the Pallavas spread from the region around their capital, 
Kanchipuram, to the Kaveri delta, while that of the Chalukyas was centred around the 
Raichur Doab, between the rivers Krishna and Tungabhadra. 

3. Aihole, the capital of the Chalukyas, was an important trading centre. It developed as 
a religious centre, with a number of temples. 

4. The Pallavas and Chalukyas frequently raided one another’s lands, especially 
attacking the capital cities, which were prosperous towns. 

5. The best-known Chalukya ruler was Pulakeshin II. We know about him from a 
Prashasti, composed by his court poet Ravikirti. This tells us about his ancestors, 
who are traced back through four generations from father to son. Pulakeshin 
evidently got the kingdom from his uncle. 

6. According to Ravikirti, he led expeditions along both the west and the east coasts. 
Besides, he checked the advance of Harsha.  

 
 

How were these kingdoms administered? 

 
 

1. As in the case of earlier kings, land revenue remained important for these rulers, and 
the village remained the basic unit of administration.  

2. There were some new developments as well. 
3. Kings adopted a number of steps to win the support of men who were powerful, 

either economically, or socially, or because of their political and military strength.  
4. For instance: Some important administrative posts were now hereditary. This means 

that sons succeeded fathers to these posts. For example, the poet Harishena was a 
maha-danda-Nayaka, or chief judicial officer, like his father. 

5. Sometimes, one person held many offices. For instance, besides being a 
maha-danda-Nayaka, Harishena was a Kumar-Amatya, meaning an important 
minister, and a sandhi-Vigrahika, meaning a minister of war and peace. 

6. Besides, important men probably had a say in local administration. These included 
the Nagarashreshthi or chief banker or merchant of the city, the Sarthavaha or 
leader of the merchant caravans, the Prathama-Kulika or the chief craftsman, and the 
head of the Kayastha or scribes. 

7. These policies were reasonably effective, but sooner or later, some of these powerful 
men grew strong enough to set up independent kingdoms. 

 
 

A new kind of army 

 



 
1. Like earlier rulers, some of these kings maintained a well-organised army, with 

elephants, chariots, cavalry and foot soldiers.  
2. Besides, there were military leaders who provided the king with troops whenever he 

needed them. They were not paid regular salaries. Instead, some of them received 
grants of land. They collected revenue from the land and used this to maintain 
soldiers and horses, and provide equipment for warfare.  

3. These men were known as Samanthas. Whenever the ruler was weak, Samanthas 
tried to become Independent. 

 
 
 

Assemblies in the southern kingdoms 

 
 

1. The inscriptions of the Pallavas mention a number of local assemblies.  
2. These included the sabha, which was an assembly of brahmin landowners. This 

assembly functioned through subcommittees, which looked after irrigation, 
agricultural operations, making roads, local temples, etc. 

3. The Ur was a village assembly found in areas where the landowners were not 
brahmins. And the Nagaram was an organisation of merchants. 

4. It is likely that these assemblies were controlled by rich and powerful landowners and 
merchants. Many of these local assemblies continued to function for centuries. 

 
 
 

Ordinary people in the kingdoms 

 
 

1. We can catch an occasional glimpse of the lives of ordinary people from plays, and 
other accounts. 

2. Kalidasa is known for his plays depicting life in the king’s court. An interesting feature 
about these plays is that the king and most brahmins are shown as speaking 
Sanskrit, while women and men other than the king and brahmins use Prakrit.  

3. His most famous play, Abhijnana Shakuntalam, is the story of the love between a 
king named Dushyanta and a young woman named Shakuntala. We find an 
interesting description of the plight of a poor fisherman in this play. 

4. The Chinese pilgrim Fa Xian noticed the plight of those who were treated as 
untouchables by the high and mighty. They were expected to live on the outskirts of 
the city.  

 
 
 



BUILDINGS, PAINTINGS AND BOOKS 
 
 
 
 

Metallurgy 

 
 

1. Ancient Indian metallurgists made major contributions to the metallurgical history of 
the world. 

2.  Archaeological excavations have shown that the Harappans were master craftsmen 
and had knowledge of copper metallurgy. They even manufactured bronze by mixing 
copper and tin.  

3. While the Harappans belonged to the Bronze Age, their successors belonged to the 
Iron Age. India produced highly advanced types of iron-forged iron, wrought iron and 
cast iron. 

 
 
 

The iron pillar 

 
 

1. The iron pillar at Mehrauli, Delhi, is a remarkable example of the skill of Indian 
craftspersons. It is made of iron, 7.2. m high, and weighs over 3 tonnes. 

2. It was made about 1500 years ago. We know the date because there is an inscription 
on the pillar mentioning a ruler named Chandra, who probably belonged to the Gupta 
dynasty 

3. It is an amazing fact that the pillar has not rusted in all these years. 
 
 
 

Buildings in brick and stone 

 
 

1. The skills of our craftspersons are also apparent in the buildings that have survived, 
such as stupas. The word stupa means a mound.  

2. While there are several kinds of stupas, round and tall, big and small, these have 
certain common features.  

3. Generally, there is a small box placed at the centre or heart of the stupa. This may 
contain bodily remains (such as teeth, bone or ashes) of the Buddha or his followers, 
or things they used, as well as precious stones, and coins. 



4. This box, known as a relic casket, was covered with earth. Later, a layer of mud brick 
or baked brick was added on top. And then, the dome-like structure was sometimes 
covered with carved stone slabs. 

5. Often, a path, known as the Pradakshina Patha was laid around the stupa. This was 
surrounded with railings. Entrance to the path was through gateways. Devotees 
walked around the stupa, in a clockwise direction, as a mark of devotion. 

6. Both railings and gateways were often decorated with sculpture. 
7. Amaravati was a place where a magnificent stupa once existed. Many of the stone 

carvings for decorating the stupa were made about 2000 years ago. 
8. Other buildings were hollowed out of rock to make artificial caves. Some of these 

were very elaborately decorated with sculptures and painted walls like Ajanta and 
Ellora. 

9. Some of the earliest Hindu temples were also built at this time. Deities such as 
Vishnu, Shiva, and Durga were worshipped in these shrines. The most important part 
of the temple was the room known as the Garbhagriha, where the image of the chief 
deity was placed. It was here that priests performed religious rituals, and devotees 
offered worship to the deity. 

10. Often, as at Bhitargaon, a tower, known as the shikhara, was built on top of the 
Garbhagriha, to mark this out as a sacred place. Building Shikharas required careful 
planning. Most temples also had a space known as the mandapa. It was a hall where 
people could assemble. 

11. Mahabalipuram and Aihole have some of the finest stone temples built in Ancient 
India. 

 
 
 

How were stupas and temples built? 

 
 

1. There were several stages in building a stupa or a temple. Usually, kings or queens 
decided to build these as it was an expensive affair.  

2. First, good quality stone had to be found, quarried, and transported to the place that 
was often carefully chosen for the new building. Here, these rough blocks of stone 
had to be shaped and carved into pillars, and panels for walls, floors and ceilings. 
And then there had to be placed in precisely the right position. 

3. Kings and queens probably spent money from their treasury to pay the crafts persons 
who worked to build these splendid structures. 

4. Besides, when devotees came to visit the temple or the stupa, they often brought 
gifts, which were used to decorate the buildings. For example, an association of ivory 
workers paid for one of the beautiful gateways at Sanchi. 

5. Among the others who paid for decorations were merchants, farmers, garland 
makers, perfumers, smiths, and hundreds of men and women who are known only by 
their names which were inscribed on pillars, railings and walls.  

 
 



 

Painting 

 
 

1. Ajanta is a place where several caves were hollowed out of the hills over centuries. 
Most of these were monasteries for Buddhist monks, and some of them were 
decorated with paintings.  

2. As the caves are dark inside, most of the paintings at Ajanta were done in the light of 
torches. The colours, which are vivid even after 1500 years, were made of plants and 
minerals. The artists who created these splendid works of art remain Unknown. 

 
 
 

The world of books 

 
 

1. Some of the best–known epics were written during this period. Epics are grand, long 
compositions, about heroic men and women, and include stories about gods. 

2. A famous Tamil epic, the Silappadikaram, was composed by a poet named Ilango, 
around 1800 years ago.  

3. It is the story of a merchant named Kovalan, who lived in Puhar and fell in love with a 
courtesan named Madhavi, neglecting his wife Kannagi.  

4. Later, he and Kannagi left Puhar and went to Madurai, where he was wrongly 
accused of theft by the court jeweller of the Pandya king. 

5. The king sentenced Kovalan to death. Kannagi, who still loved him, was full of grief 
and anger at this injustice and destroyed the entire city of Madurai. 

6. Another Tamil epic, the Manimekalai was composed by Sattanar around 1400 years 
ago. This describes the story of the daughter of Kovalan and Madhavi. 

 
 
 

Recording and preserving old stories 

 
 

1. A number of Hindu religious stories that were in circulation earlier were written down 
around the same time.  

2. These include the Puranas. Purana literally mean old. The Puranas contain stories 
about gods and goddesses, such as Vishnu, Shiva, Durga or Parvati.  

3. They also contain details on how they were to be worshipped. Besides, there are 
accounts about the creation of the world, and about kings. 

4. The Puranas were written in simple Sanskrit verse and were meant to be heard by 
everybody, including women and Shudras, who were not allowed to study the Vedas. 
They were probably recited in temples by priests, and people came to listen to them. 



5. Two Sanskrit epics, the Mahabharata and Ramayana had been popular for a very 
long time. 

6. The Mahabharata is about a war fought between the Kauravas and Pandavas, who 
were cousins. 

7. This was a war to gain control of the throne of the Kurus, and their capital, 
Hastinapura. The story itself was an old one but was written down in the form in 
which we know it today, about 1500 years ago.  

8. Both the Puranas and the Mahabharata are supposed to have been compiled by 
Vyasa.  

9. The Bhagavad Gita was also included in the Mahabharata. 
10. The Ramayana is about Rama, a prince of Kosala, who was sent into exile. His wife 

Sita was abducted by the king of Lanka, named Ravana, and Rama had to fight a 
battle to get her back. He won and returned to Ayodhya, the capital of Kosala, after 
his victory.  

11. Like the Mahabharata, this was an old story that was now written down. Valmiki is 
recognised as the author of the Sanskrit Ramayana. 

 
 
 

Stories told by ordinary people 

 
 

1. Ordinary people also told stories, composed poems and songs, sang, danced, and 
performed plays.  

2. Some of these are preserved in collections of stories such as the Jatakas and the 
Panchatantra, which were written down around this time.  

3. Stories from the Jatakas were often shown on the railings of stupas and in paintings 
in places such as Ajanta. 

 
 

Writing books on science 

 
 

1. This was also the time when Aryabhata, a mathematician and astronomer, wrote a 
book in Sanskrit known as the Aryabhatiyam.  

2. He stated that day and night were caused by the rotation of the earth on its axis, 
even though it seems as if the sun is rising and setting every day.  

3. He developed a scientific explanation for eclipses as well. He also found a way of 
calculating the circumference of a circle, which is nearly as accurate as the formula 
we use today. 

4. Varahamihira, Brahmagupta and Bhaskaracharya were some other mathematicians 
and astronomers who made several discoveries.  

 
 



 
 
 

Zero 
 
While numerals had been used earlier, mathematicians in India now invented a special 
symbol for zero. This system of counting was adapted by the Arabs and then spread to 
Europe. It continues to be in use throughout the world. Earlier the Romans used a system 
of counting without using zero. 
 
 

 
 

Ayurveda 
 
Ayurveda is a well-known system of health science that was developed in ancient India. 
The two famous practitioners of Ayurveda in ancient India were Charaka (1st-2nd 
centuries C.E.) and Sushruta (c. 4th century C.E.) Charak Samhita, written by Charak is 
a remarkable book on medicine. In his treatise, Susruta Samhita, Sushruta speaks about 
elaborate surgical procedures. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


