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9.0 	 OBJECTIVES
After reading this Unit, you will learn:

●      That the Mauryan rulers created a vast, centralized empire; 

●	 That a carefully thought-out administrative structure was used to manage 
the empire; 
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●      Details about Mauryan society, culture, and religion; and

●   	 How can the Mauryan period’s political stability and resource availability 
be interpreted as contributing to the development of a sophisticated art 
form?

9.1		 INTRODUCTION
One of the most significant moments in Indian history was the founding of 
the Mauryan Empire. With Kautilya (Chanakya)’s assistance, Chandragupta 
destroyed the Nandas and founded his empire to liberate the people who were 
suffering from the crisis brought on by the Greek invasion and the despotic 
rulers of Magadha. He established a well-thought-out system of governance and 
turned Magadha into a vast kingdom. The Mauryan dynasty’s establishment was 
crucial to the development of Bharat’s political and administrative structure as 
well as its cultural and social history.

9.2		 HISTORICAL SOURCES
There is abundant evidence regarding the history of the Mauryan regime:

i.	 Sanskrit literature: Arthashastra, Puranas, Mudrarakshasa, 
Brihatkathamanjari by Kshemendra, Kathasaritsagara by Somadeva, 
Kalhana’s Rajatarangini, and Mahabhashya by Patanjali.

ii.	 Buddhist literature: Dipavamsa, Mahavamsa, Milindapanha, Atthakatha, 
Divyavadana, and Manjushrimulakalpa.

iii.	 Jain literature: Avasyaka Sutra Vritti, Parishishtaparvan, Brihatkathakosh.

iv.	 Greek descriptions: Materials from Megasthenes’s Indica, and the works 
of Strabo, Pliny (Natural History), Plutarch, Justin, and Arrian.

v.	 Archaeological sources: Ruins of Pataliputra, Ashokan inscriptions, 
stupas, Ashokan pillars, viharas, Kharavela’s Hathigumpha inscription, 
Rudradaman’s Junagadh inscription, and other artefacts.

9.3		 CHANDRAGUPTA MAURYA
The founding emperor of the Mauryan Empire – Chandragupta Maurya – is 
renowned for his dramatic rise to power. There are different accounts in the 
Brahmin, Buddhist, and Jain literature about his early life and origin. After a 
critical review, it is widely accepted that he was a Kshatriya.

B. C. Law states that the Mauryans’ original home was Pipphalivana, referring 
to it as Moriyanagara.1 Similar to many figures of antiquity, the early life of 
Chandragupta remains obscure. According to the Buddhist texts, his father was 
the chief of Moriyanagara. After his father’s death, he was born at Pataliputra 
and met Kautilya through a cowherd. He, then, went to Takshashila (Taxila) 
with Kautilya and received formal education in various arts and disciplines.

Chandragupta’s Achievements

Chandragupta and Kautilya faced two major obstacles: 

1 B.C. Law, Historical Geography of Ancient India, pp. 111-12



172

History of Bharat
From The Earliest 
Times to 700 CE

i.	 the Greeks in the west

ii.	 the Nanda Dynasty 

He organized his army from Punjab’s independent tribes to confront these foes. 
According to the Roman historian named Justin, he recruited local outlaws to 
form his army.2 In his Arthashastra, Kautilya lists five sources for assembling 
an army: 

i.	 Robbers and thieves

ii.	 Bands of robbers

iii.	 Mlecchas (foreigners or non-Vedic people)

iv.	 Forest dwellers

v.	 Armed individuals living by the sword (Sastraupajivinas).

After Alexander’s withdrawal, Chandragupta launched a campaign against 
Greek power. The initial step was the elimination of Greek satraps. He, then, 
forged a treaty with Porus or Parvataka. For this war of liberation, he united 
the republican fighting tribes under his leadership and succeeded in banishing 
Greek control from Bharat.

End of the Nanda Dynasty

Dhanananda, the last ruler of Magadha’s Nanda dynasty, possessed immense 
wealth and controlled a vast empire extending from Punjab in the northwest to 
Mysore in the south. Despite Chandragupta’s repeated attempts, he was initially 
unsuccessful in overthrowing the Nandas. According to the Parishishtaparvan.3 
(VIII-254), Chanakya received significant assistance from treasures buried 
underground, which helped in defeating the Nanda rulers.

 The  Milindapanha  further describes the brutal bloodshed during the war 
between Chandragupta and the Nandas. After ending the Nanda dynasty, 
Chandragupta, with Chanakya’s support, ascended the throne and became the 
sole emperor of northern Bharat.

War with Seleucus

The war between Chandragupta and Seleucus I took place around 305-303 
BCE after Alexander’s death. Seleucus attempted to regain the territories in 
northwestern Bharat that had been conquered by Alexander but were now part 
of the well-organized Mauryan Empire under Chandragupta.

The conflict ended quickly without a lengthy war, resulting in a treaty with four 
main points:

i.	 Seleucus ceded the territories of Herat (Aria), Kandahar (Arachosia), 
Parapanishadai (Kabul Valley), and Balochistan (Gedrosia) to 
Chandragupta.

ii.	 Seleucus gave his daughter, Helena, in marriage to Chandragupta.

2 Justin’s account, XV-4
3 Parishishtaparvan VIII-254                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             
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iii.	 Chandragupta provided Seleucus with 500 war elephants.

iv.	 Seleucus sent his ambassador – Megasthenes – to Chandragupta’s court in 
Pataliputra.

This treaty solidified the Mauryan control over the northwestern territories and 
established diplomatic and familial ties between the two empires. The supply of 
war elephants to Seleucus played a crucial role in his subsequent battles in the 
west. The alliance allowed Seleucus to focus on his rivals in the western parts of 
his empire while Chandragupta consolidated power in the Indian subcontinent.

Conquest of Western Bharat

There is historical evidence that Chandragupta’s empire extended up to 
Saurashtra in the west. According to the Junagadh inscription of Rudradaman, 
his governor Pushyagupta Vaishya constructed the Sudarshana lake in this 
region.4 During Ashoka’s reign, when Yavanaraja Tushaska was the governor 
here, he arranged irrigation by drawing canals from the dam.

Victory over Southern Bharat

Radhakumud Mookerji has provided strong arguments for the extension of 
Chandragupta’s empire into southern Bharat.5 Evidence for the Mauryan 
presence in the far south comes from Ashoka’s inscriptions found at places 
such as Siddhpur, Brahmagiri, Govimath, Maski, and Jatingarameshwar. In his 
Rock Edict II (Girnar inscription), he mentions neighboring southern kingdoms: 
Cholas, Pandyas, Satiyaputras, and Keralaputras.

Evidence of Mauryan incursions into the south is found in the Tamil Sangam 
literature anthologies: Akananuru  and  Purananuru. These texts mention 
the Moriyas  advancing and crushing their opponents to suppress the king of 
Mohur in the south. The Moriyas referred to in these poems are believed to be 
the Mauryas.6

According to the Jain tradition, Chandragupta, in his old age, became a disciple 
of the Jain monk Bhadrabahu. Following a 12-year famine, Bhadrabahu led a 
group of Jain monks, including Chandragupta, to southern Bharat, settling in 
a place called Shravanabelagola (in present-day Karnataka, near Mysore). He 
abdicated his throne, embraced Jain asceticism, and spent his last years there 
as a monk. He is said to have undertaken the Jain practice of Sallekhana (ritual 
fasting to death) at Shravanabelagola.

This tradition implies that Mysore was, indeed, part of or accessible from the 
Mauryan Empire, allowing Chandragupta to retire there with Bhadrabahu and 
live out his final days under Jain spiritual guidance.

9.4		 BINDUSARA
After Chandragupta, his son Bindusara ascended the throne of Magadha. Greek 
historians referred to him as Amitrochates. According to Rapson, the Sanskrit 
equivalent of this name is Amitraghata, meaning “slayer of enemies”. Nilakanta 
4 D. C. Sarkar (ed.), Select Inscriptions Bearing On Indian History And Civilization, Vol.1, 1942, 
pp. 169-74
5 Radhakumud Mookerji, Chandragupta Maurya and His Times, , pp. 64-68
6 S. K. Iyengar, The Beginnings of South Indian History, , p. 58
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Sastri considers this title indicative of his bravery as a warrior. Like Chandragupta, 
Bindusara maintained diplomatic contacts with the Greeks. Strabo mentions 
that Diamachus was sent as an envoy to the court of Amitrochates, the son of 
Sandrokotus (Chandragupta). Pliny also records that the Egyptian king Ptolemy 
II Philadelphus sent an ambassador named Dionysius to Bindusara’s court.

During Bindusara’s reign, maintaining the unity of the vast Mauryan Empire 
became increasingly difficult. To address rebellions in Takshashila, he sent 
his son Ashoka to pacify the region. The rebels stated that their uprising was 
directed against the misrule of local governors rather than the central Mauryan 
authority. Despite being considered weaker than his father Chandragupta and 
his son Ashoka, Bindusara managed to preserve the empire intact and passed it 
on safely to Ashoka.

Thus, Bindusara served as the crucial link between the two great Mauryan 
rulers, Chandragupta and Ashoka, ensuring the stability of the empire during a 
challenging period.

9.5		 ASHOKA, THE GREAT
Ashoka was one of the brightest figures in Indian history. The primary sources 
of knowledge about his era come from the stone inscriptions, pillar inscriptions, 
and cave inscriptions that he himself commissioned. They provide insights into 
his political ideals, administrative policies, and religious beliefs. In most of 
these writings, he is referred to as Priyadarshi Raja, which means “he who 
looks with kindness” or “the benevolent king”.

According to the historical sources, Ashoka was initially of a fierce nature before 
his conversion to Buddhism, a perspective mentioned in the  Mahavamsa7. 
This characterization may have been emphasized to underscore the prestige 
of Buddhism in his story. Buddhist tradition notes his struggle for succession 
against his 99 brothers, but this account is generally considered exaggerated. 
Ashoka himself refers to obstruction by his brothers in his Rock Edict V8, while 
other inscriptions depict him as a well-wisher of his relatives and family.

During the reign of his father Bindusara, Ashoka was appointed the governor of 
Takshashila. He fought against his brother Susima for the throne. He ascended 
the throne around 272 BCE, though some evidence suggests his consolidation 
of power may have extended until 269 BCE. In the early years of his reign, he 
ruled with opulence and power similar to his father and grandfather.

The Kalinga War was the most significant event of Ashoka’s reign. In the later 
years of Bindusara, Kalinga might have gained independence, threatening the 
unity of the Mauryan Empire and encouraging other provinces to do the same. 
Ashoka decided to reconquer Kalinga for this reason.

Ashoka’s Rock Edict XIII vividly describes the brutal conflict9, stating that 
about 100,000 warriors were killed, 150,000 were taken captive, and many more 
died due to the aftermath. Despite achieving victory, he was deeply moved 
by the immense suffering caused by the war. He renounced further warfare 

7 Mahavansh, V-189
8 Mookerji, Ashoka, 1928, p. 271
9 Ashoka’s rock Edict- XIII
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and adopted nonviolence and moral governance, promoting what he called the 
Dharma Ghosha or the “Call of Dharma”.10

This war marked a turning point in Ashoka’s life and reign, leading to his 
transformation into a proponent of peace, welfare, and Buddhism across his 
empire. The Kalinga War, thus, had a profound impact not only on the Mauryan 
Empire’s territorial integrity but also on the ethical and religious policies of his 
rule.

Extent of Ashoka’s Empire

Source: K. C. Shrivastava, Prachin Bharat ka Itihas Tatha Sanskriti, 2015

Ashoka’s inscriptions help determine the boundaries of his empire in two ways:

i.	 The places from where his inscriptions have been found today were 
part of his empire. These inscriptions are distributed across a vast area 
covering most of the Indian subcontinent, including modern-day Bharat, 
Bangladesh, Nepal, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. Their presence in these 
regions indicates the extent of his territorial control.

ii.	 The inscriptions, themselves, mention a list of his border states, 
called  Pratyantas. The Rock Edict XIII specifically lists some of the 
western neighboring rulers who were contemporaries of Ashoka and 
neighbors of Antiochus (the Seleucid ruler), including:

●	 Turamaya (Philadelphus, King of Egypt)

●	 Antikini (Antigonus, King of Macedonia)
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●	 Magas (King of Cyrene)

●	 Alikasundara (Alexander, ruler of Epirus)

Since Antiochus II was Ashoka’s neighbouring ruler, it can be inferred that the 
kingdom acquired by Chandragupta was a part of the Mauryan Empire till the 
time of Ashoka.

Some more inscriptions of Ashoka have been found in the western provinces, 
and their locations confirm that these areas were under the Mauryan Empire. 
These include Mansehra and Kalsi. The inscriptions at Sopara (Thane, Bombay) 
and Junagadh (Kathiawar) help determine the empire’s south-western boundary. 
The Rock Edict XIII is useful in establishing its southern extent.

Several inscriptions of Ashoka have been discovered in Mysore in the south, at 
sites such as Siddhpur, Brahmagiri, Jattinga, and Rameshwar. The inscriptions 
at Dhauli in Puri and Jaugada in Ganjam indicate that Odisha was a part of his 
empire. The stupas built by him in the east, as described by Hsuan Tsang, mark 
the empire’s eastern boundary.

In the north, the boundary extended up to Kashmir, as 
Kalhana’s Rajatarangini mentions Ashoka’s son Jalauka as the ruler of Kashmir. 
Thus, the Mauryan Empire reached the height of its territorial expansion during 
Ashoka’s reign.

Ashoka’s Religion

Ashoka was a personal follower of Buddhism. According to the Sinhalese 
traditions, he was initiated into Buddhism by Nigrodha  in the fourth year of 
his reign. In the Divyavadana, the credit for his initiation is given to Upagupta. 
After the Kalinga War, specifically in the eighth year of his rule, he is said to 
have more fully adopted Buddhism and embraced the path of non-violence and 
morality.11 He undertook pilgrimages and initiated the construction of stupas. 
The Bhabru  inscription shows him paying homage to the Buddha, Dhamma, 
and Sangha.

Despite his personal commitment to Buddhism, Ashoka was notably tolerant of 
other religions and sects. His Rock Edicts VII and XII explicitly show respect 
for different religious beliefs.

Ashoka’s Dhamma

The code of conduct introduced by Ashoka for the moral upliftment of his 
subjects is referred to as  Dhamma  in his inscriptions. Kindness, charity, 
truthfulness, sinlessness, gratitude, and service to elders are among the virtues 
mentioned. Along with these, he also advises avoiding vices such as violence, 
cruelty, anger, pride, and jealousy. Thus, complete observance of Dhamma was 
possible only when a person cultivated these virtues while remaining free from 
such vices. The aim of his Dhamma policy was to promote harmony among the 
various religions and cultures within his vast empire and to secure loyal support 
for his rule. After his death, Kunala, Dasharatha, Samprati, and Brihadratha 
became prominent rulers of the Mauryan dynasty. Brihadratha was the last ruler 
of this line.
11 “Tivredhramashilana Dhrama Kapata Dhramanushatti Devana-Piyasa ….” Ashoka’s Rock 
Edict XIII
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In the history of culture, the importance of various political events is judged 
on the basis of their permanent consequences. The political activities of any 
period influence the culture of that period. In the Mauryan period, there was 
comprehensive and remarkable development in all fields of culture.

In the second half of the fourth century BCE, significant events took place on the 
world stage. The city-states and republics of Greece and Bharat took the form 
of empires. Along with this, many new changes occurred in society, religion, 
and politics. The reigns of Chandragupta and Ashoka are recorded in golden 
letters in the political history of the Mauryan period. Just as Chandragupta is 
recognized as a great figure in Indian politics, many evidences also prove him 
to be the creator of the basic framework of the Indian system of governance.

9.6		 MAURYAN ADMINISTRATION
The form of organization of the Mauryan Empire was autocratic. Chandragupta 
used this system to strengthen the powerful state system. The entire empire 
was divided into four provinces. But, the chief source of state power was at the 
center. This form of government was based on a federal system and merged into 
an autocracy. The entire power was vested in the emperor at Pataliputra.

9.6.1 	 Central Administration
King

The highest official of the empire was the emperor, who was the center of the state 
and head of the executive, legislature, and judiciary. However, although vested 
with all rights of governance, he was not entirely autocratic. His authority was 
checked by three main factors: the Council of Ministers, the Paurajanapada, 
and public opinion.

Kautilya wrote, “Just as a chariot cannot run on one wheel, similarly the 
kingdom cannot run without secretaries only with the king.”12 The emperor’s 
main duties included establishing foreign relations, appointing administrative 
staff, formulating policies, and obtaining information about the state through 
spies. He had the right to make new laws and issue shasanas (edicts) for public 
conduct. He was committed to dispensing justice and held complete authority 
over the operation, appointment, and maintenance of the army.

Council of Ministers

A council of ministers was formed to assist and advise the 
emperor. According to the  Arthashastra, the  Mantrina  (Prime 
Minister),  Purohita  (Priest),  Senapati  (Commander), and  Yuvaraja  (Crown 
Prince) were the chiefs among 18 Tirthas and, being in the emperor’s intimate 
council, advised him in all matters.

The 18 Tirthas were:

(i) 	 Prime Minister

(ii) 	 Priest

(iii) 	Commander
12 Arthashastra, I/3
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(iv) 	Crown Prince

(v) 	 Dauvarika (guardian of the royal gates)

(vi) 	Antraveshika (president of the inner city)

(vii) Samaharta (collector of income)

(viii) Sannidhata (president of the royal treasury)

(ix) 	Prashasta (president of prisons)

(x) 	 Pradeshtri (commissioner)

(xi) 	Nayaka (president of city defence)

(xii) 	 Paura (city policeman)

(xiii) Vyavaharika (chief justice)

(xiv) Karmantika (president of industries and factories)

(xv) Mantriparishad Adhyaksha (president of the council of ministers)

(xvi) Dandapala (president of the police force)

(xvii) Durgapala (president of the royal fort guards)

(xviii) Antapala

Each received 12,000 panas annually as salary. The Council was convened only 
for consultation on important matters, decisions were taken by the majority, 
and the proceedings were kept secret. Only the most virtuous ministers could 
be members, and other imperial officials were appointed in consultation with 
them.

Other Departmental Heads13

Below the Council of Ministers were the second-class officials known 
as Adhyakshas (Chairmen or Superintendents). According to Kautilya, the main 
departmental heads were:

i.	 Koshadhyaksha – Superintendent of Treasury

ii.	 Akradhyaksha – Superintendent of Mines

iii.	 Lauhadhyaksha – Superintendent of Iron

iv.	 Lakshanadhyaksha – Superintendent of Minting and Seals

v.	 Lavanadhyaksha – Superintendent of Salt

vi.	 Swarnadhyaksha – Superintendent of Gold

vii.	 Koshthagaradhyaksha – Superintendent of Storehouses

viii.	Panyadhyaksha – Superintendent of Commerce

ix.	 Kupyadhyaksha – Superintendent of Forest Produce

13 Ibid, II/4
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x.	 Ayudhadhyaksha – Superintendent of Arms

xi.	 Pautvadhyaksha – Superintendent of Weights and Measures

xii.	 Manadhyaksha – Superintendent of Weighing

xiii.	Shulkadhyaksha – Superintendent of Customs and Tolls

xiv.	Sutradhyaksha – Superintendent of Textiles

xv.	 Sitadhyaksha – Superintendent of Agriculture

xvi.	Suradhyaksha – Superintendent of Liquor

xvii.	Sunadhyaksha – Superintendent of Musical Instruments

xviii.	 Mudradhyaksha – Superintendent of Seals and Stamps

xix.	Vivitadhyaksha – Superintendent of Pastures

xx.	 Navadhyaksha – Superintendent of Ships

xxi.	Naukadhyaksha – Superintendent of Ports

xxii.	Ganikadhyaksha – Superintendent of Courtesans

These officials managed specific sectors of administration, trade, resources, and 
state enterprises, ensuring the smooth functioning of the Mauryan bureaucracy.

9.6.2	 Provincial Administration
Chandragupta divided his vast empire into four provinces for administrative 
convenience. The emperor directly governed the central region, while the other 
provinces were typically headed by royal princes or appointed governors. 
Capable individuals could also be chosen as governors, such as Pushyagupta 
Vaishya for Saurashtra and Yavanaraja Tushaska under Ashoka.

Each province had an officer called Mahamatra to assist the governor. Reference 
to the Mahamatras is found in inscriptions from Kaushambi. To maintain strict 
oversight, the emperor’s personal intelligence department constantly monitored 
provincial administration.

Local Governance

Each province was divided into several districts. The organization of each 
district was broadly as follows:

i.	 Sthaniya – included 800 villages

ii.	 Dronamukha – included 400 villages

iii.	 Kharvatika – included 200 villages

iv.	 Sangrahana – included 10 villages

The city administration of the Mauryan period holds a special place in history for 
its originality. Megasthenes openly praised Chandragupta’s city administration.
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Committees

Thirty members were divided into six committees to run the administration of 
the city. The names and functions of these committees were as follows:

i.	 Crafts and Industries Committee – The main function of this committee was 
to supervise crafts and industries, formulate policies for their regulation, 
and ensure their development.

ii.	 Foreigners Committee – This committee inspected the activities of foreign 
residents and travelers, and took care of their interests.

iii.	 Census Committee – The main responsibility of this committee was to 
keep records of births and deaths in the city.

iv.	 Commerce Committee – This committee exercised complete control over 
the purchase and sale of goods, prices, measures, and weights. Traders 
received official orders for trade.

v.	 Industry Committee – This committee inspected production, determined 
the quality, quantity, and price of industry goods. Individuals overcharging 
or adulterating products were subject to severe punishment.

vi.	 Tax Committee – The primary duty of this committee was to arrange for 
taxes on imports and exports.

Megasthenes noted that, collectively, these committees were responsible for 
public interest activities, maintaining order, cleanliness, water management, 
lighting, security of roads and streets, maintenance of public buildings, and 
various works of public welfare. There was also a police system to maintain 
discipline in the city. Its members were called Rakshinas.

9.6.3	 Village Governance
Bharat has always been an agricultural country, and farmers have lived in 
villages. Villages have held great importance in the history of Indian culture. 
The Mauryan Empire was no exception. The Grama was the smallest unit of the 
Mauryan administration. Its head was called the Gramika. There is no mention 
of the Gramika among the salaried officials in the Arthashastra, which suggests 
that he was elected by the people of the village. He governed the village with 
the help of other elderly members. The  Grama Sabha  had extensive rights, 
including making arrangements for roads, bridges, ponds, and guest houses. It 
also decided ordinary disputes and cases.

According to the Arthashastra, there was a Gopa above the Gramika. He had 
authority over five to ten villages. Above the Gopa was the Sthanika, who was 
an officer responsible for one-fourth of the area of the district. The traditions 
and customs of the village were accepted by the state. Religious and social 
issues were also discussed in the village assemblies.

Judicial System

The Mauryan period is historically known for its judicial system. The objective 
of justice was idealistic rather than reformist. The Grama Sabha was the smallest 
court. Above it were the courts of  Sangraha,  Dronamukha, and  Janapada, 
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respectively. The highest and final court and judge of the empire was the 
emperor.

Two types of courts are mentioned in the Arthashastra:

(i) 	 Dharmasthiyas – These courts settled mutual matters between citizens

(ii) 	 Kantakashodhanas – These courts decided disputes between the state and 
the citizens

The judge who resolved disputes related to wealth was called vyavaharika, and 
the judge who settled criminal cases was called pradestha. Judges were required 
to decide punishments only after considering religion, behavior, character, and 
governance.

The penal code was very harsh. Amputation was the punishment for heinous 
crimes, while fines were imposed for ordinary crimes. The death penalty was 
prescribed for crippling an artist and for dishonesty in tax matters. It is believed 
that although the penal code was strict, the fear of harsh punishment kept the 
number of crimes low.

9.6.4 	 Military Organisation
The Mauryan rulers had a large, disciplined, and well-organized army. Pliny 
wrote that the Mauryan army consisted of 600,000 infantry, 30,000 cavalry, 9,000 
elephants, and 1,000 chariots.14 There was a military department responsible 
for managing this large army, which was divided into six committees. Each 
committee had five members specializing in: infantry, cavalry, elephant corps, 
chariot corps, transport and logistics, and navy. Soldiers received regular salaries, 
and the state held a monopoly on the manufacture of arms and ammunition.

9.6.5	 Police and Intelligence System
The main work of the police and intelligence department was to collect 
information about the internal situation of the empire and to detect criminals. A 
notable feature of the Mauryan administration was the development of a well-
organized intelligence system. Arrian referred to these spies as overseers, and 
Strabo called them inspectors.

The intelligence department was divided into two sub-departments:

i.	 Sansthana – Spies in this category lived in one place and were known by 
names such as Grihapatika, Vaidehika, Tapasa, Upasthita, and Karpatika.

ii.	 Sancharana – This class included men and women who acted as spies. 
They disguised themselves and hid their real identities. Their main duties 
were to collect secret information through travel, monitor criminals, and 
gather information about government employees. Male spies were called 
Santri, Tishna, and Sarada, while female spies were known as Vrushali, 
Bhikshuki, and Parivrajaki.15

14 K. A. Nilakanta Sastri (ed.), Age of the Nandas and Mauryas, 1969, p. 211
15 Ishwari Prasad , Prachin Bharatiya Sanskriti, Kala, Rajniti, Dharm Tatha Darshan, 1980, p. 
148
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9.6.6	 Revenue Administration
The main source of income for the state was land tax, which ranged from one-
sixth to one-fourth of the agricultural produce. The second major source of 
income was road tax, levied on all goods brought for sale. This tax ranged 
from five to ten percent and functioned similarly to modern excise duty. Taxes 
were also imposed on goods imported and exported from foreign countries. The 
import tax was called Praveshya, and the export tax was called Nishkramaya. 
Various types of businesses were also taxed. Additionally, the treasury received 
revenue from mines, forests, forts, and other state properties. The state earned 
income from fines and confiscation of property as well.

9.6.7	 Public Welfare Work
Information about various public welfare schemes during the Mauryan era is 
available. The government constructed roads, hospitals, rest houses, temples, 
educational institutions, canals, and wells. Shady trees were planted along the 
roads. Dharmashalas and rest houses were built at important locations, where 
food for humans and fodder for animals were provided at reasonable prices.

There was a fully developed state department responsible for irrigation. The 
land to be irrigated was measured, and water supply was ensured by laying a 
network of canals. Hospitals were established for both humans and animals. 
There were three main departments of doctors:

(i) 	 Bhisaj (General Physician)

(ii) 	 Poison Physician

(iii) 	Obstetrician

The government made arrangements for the production and manufacture of 
medicines. Inspectors were appointed to ensure the cleanliness of cities and 
the purity of food. The government also had measures to protect the population 
from sudden crises such as diseases, epidemics, fire, famine, and floods. To 
prevent fires, water tanks were constructed in the cities.

9.7		 MAURYAN SOCIETY
Information about  the Mauryan society  is available  from 
several  contemporary  sources including  Indica, Arthashastra, Ashokan 
inscriptions, and Buddhist as well as other literary texts.

Social Classes

In the Mauryan period, the Varna system had stabilized to a significant extent. 
It was considered a primary duty of the state to protect the Varna and Ashrama 
systems. Although these Vedic beliefs were challenged and influenced by the 
Buddhist and Jain ideas, they remained largely valid. There was great respect 
for the Brahmins and Kshatriyas, while the Vaishyas were also respected for 
their economic prosperity.

According to Megasthenes, the Indian population was divided into seven castes 
based on occupation.16 The Arthashastra describes the traditional four varnas. 
16 Diodorus’s account, II, pp. 40-41
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Brahmins held the highest position in society. The Kshatriyas were responsible 
for political activities, defense, and security. Vaishyas gained respect through 
their economic contributions. The Varna system’s rules were strict, with 
marriage outside one’s varna was considered inappropriate and caste change 
was prohibited.

Slavery

Slavery in the Mauryan age was not as widespread or harsh as in the Roman and 
Greek societies. Although slavery existed, slaves were generally treated well. 
They were considered personal property of their masters, but their children were 
regarded as free. Ashokan inscriptions prohibit insulting, beating, or abusing 
slaves. They could gain freedom by paying off debts, and many were also paid 
wages.

Marriage

Marriage ceremonies held special importance in family life, wherein various 
rituals were performed. Kautilya mentioned eight types of marriages: 

i.	 Brahma

ii.	 Deva

iii.	 Arsha 

iv.	 Prajapatya

v.	 Asura

vi.	 Gandharva

vii.	 Rakshasa

viii.	Paishacha  

Ashokan inscriptions mention several of his wives and Bindusara is noted to 
have had 101 sons, which indicates that polygamy was common during this 
period. The practice of Niyoga was also prevalent. In this practice, a childless 
woman could have a child through a man other than her husband, typically if 
her husband was impotent or detached. The primary purpose of Niyoga was to 
ensure the continuity of the family lineage.

Women’s Condition

During the Mauryan period, women had certain rights, especially over stridhana, 
which referred to property or wealth given to a woman at the time of her 
marriage. According to Kautilya, women had rights over their stridhana, which 
was considered their absolute property. Women also had the right of niyoga and, 
under certain circumstances, the right to divorce.

Murder of a woman was considered a serious crime, equivalent 
to brahmahatya (murder of a Brahmin). The condition of women during this 
period was similar to earlier times, with women having the right to own property 
and some freedom in choosing their life partners. Child marriage was absent, 
and remarriage was permitted. Women were even allowed to adopt renunciation 
if they chose.
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Women had the freedom to engage in public welfare activities and distribute 
donations, similar to men. Prostitution was prevalent in society, and courtesans 
were skilled, trained in the arts, and paid a salary. According to Kautilya, a 
capable courtesan earned about 1000 panas annually and paid a portion of her 
income as tax.17 Some courtesans also worked as spies, and when old or infirm, 
they served as pachika in the royal palace.

Means of Entertainment and Recreation

According to Megasthenes, entertainment during the Mauryan period included 
chariot racing, horse racing, and bullfighting. The  Arthashastra  describes 
men as dancers, singers, musicians, bards, orators speaking various dialects, 
and soumikas (a type of performers or musicians). The wealthy wore clothes 
with brocade work and fine fabrics like muslin and netted materials. Men often 
wore turbans made of precious cloth. People took an active interest in beautifying 
themselves. These characteristics of social life indicate that society had attained 
a significant level of maturity. Adaptation of social norms to contemporary needs 
led to many new developments, and people became increasingly conscious of 
social life. The overall social atmosphere was happy and prosperous, with an 
emphasis on behavior and conduct rather than rigid principles.

Madaris, rope walkers, and other performers entertained audiences with their 
arts. Dance and music were organized during special festivals.18 People enjoyed 
occasions such as Basantotsava, Dipavali, and Pushpa Samaroha. Economically 
prosperous individuals entertained themselves through gambling and visiting 
courtesans. In villages, mass festivals were organized in public spaces.

Games like Chaupara were popular forms of entertainment. Entertainment had 
become socially significant enough that many made it their profession. The 
popularity of entertainment during this time indicates that worldly life in the 
Mauryan period was joyful and vibrant.

Food and Drink

The taste for food during the Mauryan period was refined, and people’s diet 
was both nutritious and tasty. Various types of food grains, milk, greens, and 
vegetables were commonly consumed. Ashoka’s inscriptions indicate that meat 
was used in abundance. The Arthashastra  shows that there was a business 
involved in the preparation and sale of food items. Drinking alcohol was 
popular, and there was an established system of liquor shops.

Clothing and Jewelry

During the Mauryan period, people had a special attachment to clothes and 
ornaments.  Uttariya  (a type of upper garment) and undergarments were 
especially popular among both men and women. Economically weaker sections 
of society typically wore simple cotton and unadorned clothes.

9.8		 MAURYAN RELIGION
After the religious revolution of the sixth century BCE, Buddhism expanded 
and stabilized. At the same time, the Vedic religion established coordination 
17 Arthashastra, 3/2
18 Ibid, 2/27
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with opposing reactions. It was once again striving to regain its position as 
the dominant religion. Thus, during the Mauryan era, along with the Vedic 
religion, Jain, Buddhist, and many other religious sects were influencing the 
country’s environment according to their respective beliefs.

Vedic Religion

Megasthenes states that Brahmanas and Shramanas were the main religious sects. 
At this time, Vedic yajnas were once again widely promoted and performed. 
Both the common people and the upper classes would have yajnas, havanas, 
and similar rituals performed by  the Brahmanas. We can say that Vedic 
religious rituals were regaining prominence, but their complexity was relatively 
reduced. Megasthenes mentions the worship of Shiva and Krishna; Kautilya 
refers to Aparajita, Apratihata, Shiva, Vaishravana, Ashvini, Srijayanta, and 
Vaijayanta; and Panini notes the worship of deities such as Vasudeva. The 
distinctive feature of this period’s polytheism was the emergence of relatively 
less important categories of deities. Idol worship was also very popular. 
Patanjali’s Mahabhashya  shows that idols were being sold at this time. The 
artisans who made these idols were called  devatakaru. According to Hindu 
religious beliefs, people would undertake pilgrimages and bathe in holy 
rivers. Varnashrama Dharma held great importance. People believed in heaven 
and hell, and in the concepts of sin and virtue. On this basis, we can infer that 
this religion was regaining its former glory.

Buddhist Sect

Buddhism became the main religion from the middle of the Mauryan period 
due to Ashoka’s patronage. Although his Dhamma was a coordinated set of 
the best principles from various religions, Buddhism had a special influence 
on it. Buddhism spread not only within Bharat but also to other countries. 
He further enabled Buddhism to adapt to the times by organizing the 
third  Mahasangiti  (Buddhist Council).19 At this time, there were two major 
branches of Buddhism: 

(1) Theravada  

(2) Mahasanghika

Many Buddhist stupas and viharas were constructed, and several ancient chaityas 
and viharas were also renovated during this period.

Jain Sect

Jainism was still progressing, though at a slower pace. People who rejected 
the ritualism of the Vedic religion and the extreme practicality of Buddhism 
generally respected Jainism, as they did other religions. Chandragupta Maurya 
embraced Jainism in the last days of his life. Ashoka’s grandson Samprati was 
also a follower of Jainism. Thus, although the spread of Jainism was limited, it 
remained a very prominent sect within its sphere of influence.

Other Religious Denominations

In the Mauryan period, many other religious sects were also prevalent, among 
which the Ajivikas were prominent. They were favored by Ashoka, who donated 
19 Iswari Prasad, 1980, p. 157
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the Barabar caves to them. In his Rock Edict VII, he mentioned the names of 
“other sects” apart from the Sangha, Brahmana, Ajivika, and Nirgrantha sects. 
From this, we can infer that at this time many other small and large religious 
sects and beliefs were widespread.

Rise of the Bhakti Tradition

There is evidence of the rise of the Bhakti tradition during the Mauryan period. 
Megasthenes mentions the worship of Heracles, identified as  Vasudeva  or 
Krishna. According to him, “Heracles was worshipped by the people of the 
plains, especially by the Saurasenas (Shurasenas).” According to Curtius, the 
statue of Heracles was carried in front of King Porus’s army when he was going 
to fight Alexander. The feeling of devotion also began to enter Buddhism, with 
metals and symbols of the Buddha being worshipped.

Religious beliefs, opinions, and sects during the Mauryan era created a religious 
environment that was very liberal, tolerant, and aware. Despite differences in 
beliefs, common people valued morality, superiority of behavior, and mutual 
cooperation. Anyone could freely adopt the religion of their choice. No 
atrocities were committed in the name of any sect. For this reason, the religious 
environment of the Mauryan age is regarded as secular.

9.9		 MAURYAN ECONOMY
The economic condition of any era is closely linked to its political and social 
conditions. Economic matters gain strength and stability through political 
power, and economic expansion occurs due to increasing economic needs driven 
by social progress. The political and social conditions during the Mauryan 
period were strong and prosperous. As a result, there was significant economic 
progress. From Chandragupta Maurya to the three generations that followed, 
the country’s political environment remained well-organized, peaceful, and 
secure. The social consciousness strengthened by Ashoka contributed to the 
improvement of the moral standards of Indian society.

Agriculture

Agriculture was the main livelihood during the Mauryan period. 
The Arthashastra provides extensive information about different types of land 
and their ownership, means of irrigation, farmers, laborers and their wages, 
transfer of land, produce from cultivable land belonging to the state, and the 
officers responsible for collecting land revenue. It recognizes individual rights 
to land and describes the rules for its transfer. The revenue obtained from land 
under the authority of the state was called Sita.20 Many revenue-related officers, 
such as  Gopa,  Sthanika, and  Samaharta, are mentioned. The state enacted 
many regulations for the development of agriculture. It was prohibited to 
torture farmers or harm their crops. In case of drought, floods, or other natural 
calamities, it provided assistance for seeds, animals, fertilizers, and agricultural 
equipment. Agriculture was also the main source of income for the state. The 
amount of agricultural tax depended on the fertility of the land.

Regarding the crops cultivated in Bharat during the Mauryan period, Kautilya 
wrote: “At the beginning of the rainy season,  Shali  (paddy),  Brihi  (rice), 
20 Ramanath Mishra, Prachin Bhartiya Samaj, Arthavyavastha Evam Dharma, 2002, p. 98
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sesame, Daraka and Varaka (moth bean) should be sown. In the middle of the 
rainy season, Moonga, Urada, and Shaivya  should be sown. After the rainy 
season is over, Kusumya, Kulattha, barley, wheat, gram, linseed, and mustard 
should be sown.” The various grains mentioned in the Arthashastra  are still 
cultivated in Bharat as Kharif and Rabi crops. Ploughs and oxen were primarily 
used for farming.

Crafts

During this period of economic development, alongside agriculture, the 
specialization of various crafts and professions was also a hallmark of the 
era. Ancient Bharat was rich with textile production centers. Kautilya named 
Magadha, Kashi, Bengal, and Vatsa as the main centers for cotton textiles. 
The  Arthashastra  mentions types of cloth called  Kausheya  and  Chinapatta. 
Woolen clothes were made from the hair of sheep and other useful animals, 
known as Samputika, Kataganaka, and Santalika. Gold, silver, and iron were 
abundant, and experts were employed to inspect and locate mines. The mines were 
operated by the state through contractors. In this era of military expansionism, 
military equipment and weapons made from hard metals were widely produced. 
The carpenter was called Takshani. The best quality wood was used for making 
ships, boats, chariots, houses, and other items. The Arthashastra also describes 
the methods of making various products from animal skins. Liquor production 
was abundant. Additionally, the crafts and trades of medicine, dyeing, perfume, 
incense, and food preparation were prominent.

Shreni 

Shreni was an association of artisans engaged in both manufacturing and 
commerce. Similar to the Puga and Vrata organizations, Shreni was originally 
a category within the  Gana-Sangha  system before becoming accepted in 
commercial contexts. In the Arthashastra,  it is mentioned numerous times, 
including as a military force. The reference to the armored and trade Kshatriya-
Shreni  is particularly noteworthy.21 The founding and growth of Shreni were 
likely supported by the localization of crafts, their ancestral traditions, and 
the collective formation of groups practicing the same craft. Their primary 
responsibility was to control finance, trade, and production.

Trade

Commerce during the Mauryan period encompassed all activities from the 
production to the sale of goods, with trade being an important component. 
Trade and commerce developed unprecedentedly. The urban-based life greatly 
facilitated trade. The state exercised special supervision over production, 
distribution, and the trade system, which encouraged commerce. Regulation 
of the economic system was essential for the Mauryas to maintain a strong 
administrative structure.

The extensive Mauryan Empire allowed for better control over inland 
trade. Relations with foreign countries further promoted both domestic and 
international trade. Traders bought goods and transported them to distant 
regions for sale. These traders typically traveled in groups called caravans, led 
by a person known as the Sarthavaha. The state collected taxes from traders 
21 K. D. Vajpeyi, Prachin Bharat Mein Sangathit Jiwan, pp. 28-36



188

History of Bharat
From The Earliest 
Times to 700 CE

in exchange for protection; it was called Sparna (road tax). Foreign merchants 
also engaged in trade within the empire. When a foreigner crossed the border, 
his goods were inspected.

The Arthashastra mentions the import and export of pearls, gold, diamonds, 
conches, and other valuables through the northern trade routes. There were 
three main trade routes in northern Bharat during the Mauryan reign: 

i.	 Shravasti to Rajgir 

ii.	 Shravasti to Pratishthan

iii.	 Rajgir to Sindhu-Sauvira

Foreign trade was primarily conducted through waterways, with well-organized 
ports supporting it. Takshashila, Kashi, Ujjain, Kaushambi, and Pataliputra 
were especially famous as major centers of internal trade.

External trade connected the Mauryan Empire with Greece, Rome, Persia, 
Lanka, Sumatra, Java, Egypt, Syria, and the Borneo Islands. Kashi, Kaushal, 
Vidarbha, and Kalinga were renowned for diamonds; the Himalayan region 
for leather; Bengal for muslin; Tamraparni, Kerala, and Pandya for pearls; and 
Kashi for brocade and precious clothes.

Monetary System

The entire system of exchange underwent significant change during this 
era. The progressive development of the monetary system played a key 
role in this transformation. The monetary system is related firstly to the 
perception of metal as valuable, and secondly to the standardization of this 
value. The  Jatakas,  Arthashastra, and other contemporary literature clearly 
indicate that gold, silver, and copper coins were circulated. They were used by 
government officials and large traders.

Kautilya mentions currency officials called Sauvarnika and Lakshanadhyaksha. 
Coins were produced in state mints. Two types of currency existed during 
this period: legal and practical. The  Arthashastra  refers to currencies 
named Suvarna, Karshapana, Pana, Mashaka, and Kakani.22 The barter system 
was also commonly practiced. Although traders had the opportunity to earn 
profits, the processes of measurement, weighing, and exchange were regulated 
by the state.

Loan Rules

There was a system of government regulations for taking and lending loans during 
the Mauryan age. Interest rates were fixed, and according to the Arthashastra, 
the interest rate was set at 15 percent per annum. Sick students, young men, the 
poor, and the destitute were granted debt forgiveness after a certain period if 
they were unable to repay their loans. Generally, repaying loans was considered 
a moral duty.

22 Parmeshwari Lai Gupta, “Numismatic Data in the Arthasastra of Kautalya” in The Journal of 
the Numismatic Society of India, Vol. 22, 1968, p. 20
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9.10		  MAURYAN ART
In the history of Indian art, the Mauryan era is regarded as a Golden Age. Stone 
was first used extensively in art, resulting in the creation of permanent works. 
The many pillars commissioned by Ashoka, which bear his inscriptions, are 
significant not only for their historical writings but also for their artistic merit.

The art of the Mauryan period can be classified into two categories:

i. 	 Royal Art – This includes the royal palaces, stupas, chaityas, viharas, 
caves, and pillars constructed by the Mauryan kings.

ii. 	 Folk Art – This covers large statues of yaksha and yakshini, as well as 
countless clay figurines from across the country, which offer strong 
evidence of the religious and cultural life of society at that time.

Evidence of Mauryan art is found in literary sources such as the Arthashastra and 
Indica, as well as in archaeological remains excavated at sites like Kumrahar, 
Kaushambi, Sanchi, and Sarnath, and in Ashoka’s stone pillars, stupas, and 
caves.

Main Features of Mauryan Art

i.	 Extensive use of stone and brick in place of wood.

ii.	 A lustrous polish is found on the statues and pillars, making the artefacts 
so shiny that they appear to be made of metal.

iii.	 The widespread development of art was made possible by the spread of 
religion.

iv.	 The yaksha tradition from folk religion introduced new approaches to art, 
especially in sculpture. 

Statues of yaksha and yakshini discovered at many sites not only provide insight 
into the yaksha worship, but also offer new examples of the human figure in 
Indian sculpture.

Main Examples of Mauryan Architecture

i.	 The Mauryan palace at Pataliputra

ii.	 Caves of Barabar and Nagarjuni hills

iii.	 Brick stupas

iv.	 Ashokan pillars

Royal Palace 

At his capital, Pataliputra, Chandragupta built a magnificent palace and a large 
assembly hall. Megasthenes compared it to the Syrian palaces of Susa and 
Ecbatana. When the Chinese traveler Fa-Hien visited Bharat in the fifth century 
CE, he was amazed by the palace, which was built on massive pillars, decorated 
with vines and creepers, and polished to a high sheen. Remains of the palace 
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and assembly hall have been found near Patna, at Bulandibagh and Kumrahar. 
The large pillared hall consisted of eight rows of ten pillars each.

Chaityas

Emperor Ashoka and his grandson Dasharatha constructed several caves in 
the hills to house monks of the Ajivika sect. The construction of these caves 
in the parnashala style demonstrates that stone was used for building instead 
of wood and thatch during the Mauryan era. A notable example of Mauryan 
sculpture is the carved artistry at the entrance of the Lomas Rishi cave in the 
Barabar hills. The entrance features wings decorated with elephants on both 
side and a stupa in the center, with circular arches supported by two diagonally-
placed pillars. The prominent cave at Nagarjuni hill is Gopi Guha, which is the 
largest and bears an inscription on its wall.23

Stupas

With the development of Buddhism, the construction of stupas also advanced. 
Originally, eight stupas were built over the relics of the Buddha, and it is said that 
Ashoka collected these relics and constructed 84,000 stupas. Most stupas from 
the Mauryan period were made of bricks. Remains of Mauryan-era stupas have 
been found at:

i.	 The Stupa of Sarnath

ii.	 The Great Stupa of Sanchi

iii.	 Dharmarajika Stupa of Taxila

The  stupas  from this period were mainly built with bricks measuring 16 × 
10 × 3 inches. A broken stone umbrella has also been found lying near the 
Sanchi  stupa. At Sarnath, only the base of the  stupa  has been discovered. 
Around the harmika of the Sarnath stupa, a single-stone vedika has been found.

Mauryan Sculpture 

Headstone

Ashoka erected stone pillars, ranging from 30 to 50 feet in height, at important 
locations throughout his kingdom. Each pillar was carved from a single piece of 
stone and adorned with exquisite animal sculptures. These pillars taper from a 
thicker base to a thinner top. The portion buried underground is rough and square 
in shape, while the visible above-ground part is smooth, round, and polished 
with a lustrous finish. His religious inscriptions, engraved in the Brahmi script, 
are found on some pillars. The pillars’ tops feature beautifully carved figures 
of elephants, lions, or bulls. The pillars at Sanchi and Sarnath are topped with 
four lion heads. These capitals are considered masterpieces of sculpture and 
are also known as Ashoka’s padam (feet). Such pillars have been discovered 
at sites including Sanchi, Sarnath, Rampurva, Lauriyanandangarh, Lauria-
Arraj, Vaishali, Kaushambi, and Sankisa. The pillar at Sankisa is crowned 
with an elephant figure, while the Rampurva pillar features a bull. Other pillars 
commonly have lion figures atop them.

23 V. S. Agrawala, Bhartiya Kala, 1966, p. 126 
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Source: V. S. Agrawala, Bhartiya Kala, 1965

Column Structure

i. 	 Chowki – A circular or square-shaped pedestal placed on top of the pillar’s 
neck (throat)

ii. 	 Kantha – A section made above the baithaka

iii. 	 Baithaki – The shape resembles a rolled or inverted lotus with decorative 
petals; this section is also called Ghantaki.24

iv. 	 Mekhala – This can be single or double and is located just above the pillar 
shaft.

v. 	 Shirsha – Statues of one or more animals are placed on top of the column.

The most famous example is the Sarnath pillar. Four animal figures – elephant, 
horse, lion, and bull – are carved facing the four cardinal directions on the 
capital. These animals symbolize the four directions in ancient Bharat:

●	 Lion (Singha) – Represents bravery, boldness, and energy

●	 Elephant (Gaja) – Symbolizes intelligence, thoughtfulness, and wealth

●	 Bull (Vrishabha) – Represents fertility of the land

●	 Horse (Ashva) – Signifies the kingdom’s expansion  

They are also believed to represent the zodiac signs, clans, directions, and the 
Buddha’s birth. Between each of these animals is a figure of the Dharmachakra. 
On the base, four lions are sculpted with their backs facing the four cardinal 
directions. These lions are realistic, well-proportioned, and robustly built. The 
fine detailing of their wavy manes is particularly notable. When these lions 
roar, they symbolize the emperor’s all-encompassing authority. This capital 
was originally topped with a 32-spoked chakra, representing Dharma.

In terms of both artistry and symbolic significance, the lion capital of Sarnath 
is exceptional. There is no definitive evidence on Ashokan pillars of direct 

24 V. S. Agrawala, Bhartiya Kala, pp.366
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imitation from Iranian art, despite some scholars suggesting Iranian and Greek 
influences. Unlike Iranian pillars, which were constructed from multiple pieces 
of stone, these pillars were carved from a single piece. They have smooth 
surfaces, whereas Iranian pillars are corrugated. Additionally, their capitals 
carry deep symbolic meanings that are absent in Iranian pillar capitals.

Other Artifacts

One significant stone relic from the Mauryan period is the rock-cut elephant at 
Dhauli in Odisha. This sculpture is notable for its remarkable naturalism and 
proportion, with detailed anatomy including the legs and trunk. The powerful 
and dignified elephant appears as if emerging from the rock itself. The elephant 
figure represents a symbolic and religious motif linked to Ashoka’s conversion 
following the Kalinga War. Nearby, the Kalasi rock inscription includes only a 
sketch of an elephant.

In Bodhgaya, a sandstone vajrasana dating to the Mauryan era has been found. 
Its front border is decorated with swans and muchakunda  flowers, while the 
lower part is adorned with carved triangular patterns.

Folk Art

Yaksha Statues

Alongside the sculptures found on Ashokan pillar capitals,  yaksha  worship 
was a popular art form among the common people during the Mauryan period. 
Numerous large, life-sized stone statues of yakshas  and yakshinis have been 
discovered at various locations. Notable examples include:25

i.	 Manibhadra Yaksha, Parkham, near Mathura

ii.	 Yaksha statue, Baroda, Mathura

iii.	 Mansadevi Yakshini, Mathura

iv.	 Yaksha statue, Patna

v.	 Manibhadra Yaksha, Gujari Mahal, Gwalior

vi.	 Yakshini statue, Didarganj, Patna

vii.	 Yaksha statue, Vidisha

viii.	Yaksha statue, Besnagar

These monumental sculptures generally depict  yakshas  and  yakshinis  in 
standing postures with highly polished surfaces typical of the Mauryan art. 
The Didarganj Yakshini from Patna, for example, is a tall, well-proportioned 
sandstone figure holding a chauri (fly whisk) in her right hand, showcasing 
sophisticated treatment of the human form and musculature.

Features of Yaksha Statues

i.	 Colossal – These are huge life-size statues.

ii.	 Independent Sculptures – They are carved in the round, with details on all 
sides.

25 Ibid, p. 148
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iii.	 Clothing – The main garments include a veshtani (turban) on the head, a 
dhoti flowing from the shoulders to the arms, and a dhoti hanging down to 
the knees. There is also a waistband around the waist.

Ornaments – These statues feature heavy ear ornaments, necklaces including 
throat and wide types, armlets, and intricately engraved bracelets.

These  yaksha  statues are considered the forerunners of historical human 
sculptures. Scholars believe that during the Shunga-Kushan period, large statues 
of the Buddha, Bodhisattvas, and Jain Tirthankaras were carved, inspired 
by these Mauryan  yaksha  sculptures. The statues exhibit polished surfaces, 
realistic body forms, and detailed treatment of clothing and ornaments, showing 
a sophisticated level of artistry for the time.

Source: V. S. Agrawala, Bhartiya Kala, 1965

9.11		  SUMMARY
The founding of the Mauryan Empire is significant in Indian history because it 
marked the establishment of political centralization and the unification of Bharat. 
At its height, it extended from Kashmir in the north to Karnataka in the south, 
and from Afghanistan in the northwest to Bengal in the east, demonstrating 
the administrative skill of the Mauryan rulers. The Mauryan period was also a 
time of major political change and the growth of Buddhism. For the first time, 
Buddhism spread beyond Bharat’s borders to Tibet, Sri Lanka, China, and other 
countries, largely due to Emperor Ashoka’s efforts. This era laid the foundation 
for a unified political structure in Bharat and greatly influenced the cultural and 
religious landscape of the region.

9.12		  GLOSSARY
Pratyanta					     : 	 Region near the border

Sitadhyaksha				   : 	 Head of the agriculture department, 
responsible for overseeing cultivation, 
irrigation, and agricultural management

Vrushali						     : 	 Female detective or police officer

Shreni						      : 	 An organization or guild of craftsmen involved 
in production and trade activities

Sarthavaha				    : 	 Head or leader of the merchant caravans 
responsible for trade and transportation
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9.13	 COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS
1.	 Describe the achievements of Chandragupta Maurya.

2.	 Throw light on the historical sources of the Mauryan period.

3.	 Describe Ashoka’s Dhamma on the basis of his inscriptions.

4.	 Discuss the Mauryan administration.

5.	 Describe the art of the Mauryan period.

6.	 Mark True or False:

i. 	 Chandragupta Maurya went to Shravanabelagola with Bhadrabhahu 
in the last years of his life.

ii. 	 Ashoka’s Rock Edict XII provides information about the Kalinga war.

iii.	 Heracles mentioned by Megasthenes refers to lord Shiva.

iv.	 Lakshanadhyaksha used to look after the work related to currency.

v.	 Kausheya and Chinapatta are the names of striped fabrics.
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