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L and ﬁfth. centuries AD, kings such as Chandragupta

___ 35/36 AD), Samudragupta (335-70 ap), and
ragupta IT (37541314 D) launched a series of successul
"Pajgns and established their political domination over
of the Indian subcontinent. The Gupta kings proclaimed
?l wer and imperial status vis-a-vis other, lesser, kings
ough the use of grand titles such as maharajadhiraja
kin gs), parama: bhattaraka (one supremely entitled
ﬂnd pqmmeshvam (great lord), setting new fashions
1C.

pgnod is considered a ‘golden age’ by some

(re-)emergence of

and a remarkable level of cultural achievement.
d to highlight the

also sometimes use
y spheres of art and literature, the Gupta period
) water-mark, setting for later ages standards that
But never surpassed. Other historians have
ed of ident;fy‘lng the Gupta (or any other period

I hil
for that matter) as 2 ‘golden agE: Wb 1(;
! \cultural achievements of this penod, it has be

se it was an age which saw the

sical age’ is
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suggested that the Gupta empire was not a cohesive m:_:nE
a loosely-knit decentralized empire, and that this perigq .
political, economic, and social developments that i e r:
can be described as an Indian brand of feudalisyy, Aldeci, at
trade, urban centres, and coinage are other features of
alternative portrayal of the Gupta age.

During the reigns of the later Gupta kings, the empire gradyq),

declined, partly due to internal problems and Emmrmism_ L, Em_
due to competition from contemporary dynasties such ag the
Vakatakas who ruled over the western Deccan. Then, in the fifth,
century, a new political factor made its appearance as 2 branch of
the Hunas gradually fanned out from their base in the Oxus valley
towards Iran and India. Crossing the Hindu Kush mountains, _rm.v.
occupied Gandhara and from there, surged into the interi, of
India. One of their invasions was successfully repulsed by the Gupta
king Skandagupta. But the progress of the Hunas was inexorab).
and later Gupta kings were not able to keep them at bay. Un e
their chiefs Toramana and his successor Mihirakula, the Hunas
moved into Kashmir and the Punjab and thence into parts of Uttar
Pradesh, Rajasthan, and western India. They became a spent force
some time in the sixth century Ap.
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The iron pillar at Mehrauli

The Bo& riking monument of the Gupta period in Delhi is the
inscribed iron pillar situated in the courtyard of the Jami Masjid
(today known as the Quwwat-ul-Islam mosque) in the Qutb
complex. Once again, we see the ancient and medieval past
subbing shoulders. uﬁw.ﬁunawnou is inscribed on the west face of
a 23 ft. 8 inches high iron column which tapers slightly from &
diameter of sixteen Enm.-nw_____,& the base to twelve inches at the top.
The column is E:so:a_wmv&w capital in the form of an inverted
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_m.n.. 6” high). A motif imbued with rich meaning in mnE..M.\_
¢ cultures, the lotus is a symbol of purity and _,mn::a,:« ,3”_
B wnocm_u_% originally crowned by a Vaishnava o:._w.:m:“u
garuda (the mythical eagle, the vehicle of the god 5&55.
age of the six-line inscription is Sanskrit, the script wq&._qa_

The inscription of king Chandra
Photograph: Aditya Arya
sep, the scholar who deciphered the Brahmi letters
okan inscriptions, also tried his hand at reading the
on the iron pillar. The script of the Mehrauli iron pillar
1is a later form of the Brahmi of Ashokan times. Prinsep
t the inscription referred to a king named Dhava, and
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although he was later proved to be wrong on this point, he got 3
lot of other things right—the general tenor of the contents the
inscription as also its age, which on palaeographic grounds, J,,
placed in the third or fourth century AD.* Cunningham prefe,, 5
to read the name of the king in question as Bhava. He suggesteq
that Bhava might have been a king who played a part i, the

downfall of the Gupta dynasty.
The king whose exploits the Mehrauli iron pillar speaks of .,

not in fact Dhava or Bhava but Chandra. The problem was y, at
Chandra was such a common royal name in ancient Indis that
historians were not sure which of the various Chandras the
inscription was talking about (the inscription bears no date and
gives no genealogy). Today, there is general agreement that th,
Chandra of the Mehrauli iron pillar inscription should be identifie
with the Gupta emperor Chandragupta II (375-413 Ap).

The inscription describes a king named Chandra ‘on whose
arm fame was inscribed by the sword.’ This king had a countenance
as beauteous as the full moon (there is a pun on the word ‘chandra’
here). The inscription speaks of his beating back in battle the
enemies from Vanga (Bengal) who united to advance against him,
and his victory over the Vahlikas (who seem to have lived in the

Punjab region) after crossing the Sindhu (Indus) river. Having
fixed his mind with devotion on the god Vishnu, king Chandra
set up this flag-staff of Vishnu on the Vishnupada hill.* Evoking
powerful imagery, the inscription tells us that although the king
was no more, his fame remained on the earth like the smouldering
embers of a great forest fire that has died out. It seems likely that
while the pillar was erected during the life-time of king Chandra,

* Palacography is the study of the evolution of old scripts.
*"For the Sanskrit text (and English translation) of the inscription, see John Faithul Fleet,
Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum, vol. 3, pp. 258-9.
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scription was inscribed some time after b death.* This would
. ou

nt for its somewhat melancholy tone,

_.H_‘. Translation of the Mehrauli iron pillar
inscription of Chandra

en in battle in the Vanga country, he repulsed with his
breast the enemies who, joining together, had advanced
against him; by whom, crossing the seven mouths of the
dhu, the Vahlikas were conquered in battle; by the bre-
.of whose valour the southern ocean is stj] perfumed ...
erse 2) He, the lord of men, whose body, as though
ary, has departed from this earth to another world
?u den& won by his deeds, but who remains on this earth
fame; whose great glory, the result of his destruction
his enemies, does not yet leave this earth like the heat
(fror ..,..En smouldering embers) of a now quiet fire in a
. forest ...
__,..nwv By that king, who acquired supreme sovereignty
E.:u for a very long time by his own prowess (and)
“having the name Chandra and a beauty of
enance resembling the fullmoon, having fixed his
with devotion on Vishnu, this lofty standard of the

ishnu was set up on the Vishnupada hill.

plion is considered a posthumous one by most scholars, there are some,

. Bhandarkar, who think otherwise. See the edition of Corpus Inscriptionum

vol. 3, revised by D.R. Bhandarkar and edited by B. Chhabra and G.S. Gai
1981, p. 57).
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a small pillar of bronze or a metal that resembles brop:
ze.

» himself initially thought that the pillar was madelis
. om .udxm& metal’ similar to bronze. How €Ver, an analysis
nade of a small piece from the lower part of the pillar
¢ to be made of pure malleable iron of 7.66 specific gravity.
am suggested that the idea that the pillar was made of
haps arose because of the yellowish appearance of the
art of the shaft.

ost © emarkable aspect of the Mehrauli iron pillar is that it
ed rust-free for so many centuries. Modern analysis has
it is made %VS:.« pure r\sxqocm? irop with a ,Emr
mb@ a low carbon, sulphur and manganese ncsﬁmn”
osition does not, roﬁmdmn fully explain how the ?:E
rust for so many centuries.
. pillar also bears several other short inscriptions. There
nth-century inscription which seems to refer to the
.?ﬂmbmwm&m, mmﬂm—uamgm Delhi. An early eighteenth-
iption refers to the Bundela kings of Chanderi. Two

century inscriptions refer to a person named Raja
ha who claimed to be a descendent of the Chauhan
..:oum. .Hizwmmemgmmuﬁ.nmuﬂ:e Persian inscriptions
» names of certain individuals who may have visited the

ar in medieval legend

int of ime, we don’t know exactly when, the Gupta

 got tied up in local legend and folk-lore with the Rajput
ala of the Tomara clan and with a story of how the

i got its name. Writing in the nineteenth century,

17 Pillars at the Luth mosque m recorded what he described as a “universal raditon’

Photograph: Aditya Anya b .
his time that the iron pillar had been erected by the
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of
I of the Rajasthani epic, the . ”r.m
Killi-dhilli-katha. The bro,g rajq

€ groy
adl o». <mm_.=a the king of serpents H,Mn_
'ho

m below. The pillar was immovable, 5,4 as
wvmuuan_ the Brahmin, so long woulg
Now, instead of being sensib]e and

d leaving the pillar alone, ?m:mm@m_u

ut for himself. He ordered the pillar dug

(% omubcwn o—.mob emerged from _umnmﬂr 9@

tb-ud-din Aibak took over
nts that Hindu rule would
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- displayed his confidence in himsel and contempt
B

by allowing the pillar to stand. The

Jami M
N asjid

and the courtyard of that mosque

‘the iron pillar of Chandra thus spans many ages
entwined with pan-Indian and local legends of the

period. In modern times, the pillar has come t be

 different kind of belief—that the person who
._umnw against it and manages to make the fingers of
eet will have her wish come true. How serious

. It is the kind of
have invented in order to
1p for tourists. Regardless of its origins, it forms part
mo_Ecnm about Chandra’s iron pillar.

course a matter of conjecture
tourist guides might

m..__.m%wn period at the Purana Qila and elsewhere
oits of kings and the legends that have grown around
the more mundane details of the life of people

d its neighbourhood roughly between the fourth
ies AD. At the Purana Qila, levels belonging to
realed the remains of structures made of reused
the earlier period. The notable finds included
cluding a lid bearing the motif of a kinnara (a
‘horse), and a damaged terracotta female
a seal bore the outline of a conch above and
a’ ?m or belonging to Gopa) below. Another
vata,” (victory to the bhagavata, i.e. the god
hile a third bore the legend ‘Sri traividya’ in

revealed that the Archaeological Survey has erected an iron
‘This has put a forcible end to the popular practice referred to
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Brahmi letters of the Gupta period. The 197(- i
unearthed a building of this period which had gone ::o:mr b
or four stages of construction. Initially, the structure — ch
plan with a partition wall. Then, a verandah or 4 room .;._:% .
rounded corner was added in front. Stll later, (he loog _9., a
were raised, steps added, and two partition walls were nozm_EQn_w
inside. A 60 cm. high brick pedestal with a stepped bas o rcn.%
against one of the walls beside the entrance. In the |y vrmw:
another verandah was built in front, the floor levels we, E;o“
even further, and more steps added. A sealing inscribeg with
Brahmi letters of the Gupta period and a gold-plated coip e
archer type with the legend ‘Shri Vikrama’ were found embeddeg
in the debris of the last structural phase. Other antiquities Sl
Gupta-period levels included a few human figurines mag. of
terracotta, a piece of carved shell bangle, a small damageq
sandstone mukha-linga, and painted pots. There were also sealings
with the legends ‘Shri Makarasya’ and *Shri Aryyavama (?), v,
what seems to be a fire altar above the writing, and another sealing
with the legend ‘Shri Gudhadasah’ and a set of foot-prints beloyy.

The mhwm.b—u—n whose names occur on the sealings may have beep
traders or officials, but we do not know this for sure.
The site of Mandoli also has occupational levels of the Gupa

b oy b i

wﬁmou.&mnaw».ﬂmuﬂnbw of red polished ware of various shapes

sﬁummoﬁuﬁ@}go@mﬁ sealing decorated with a conch at the top
. -an i in Brahmi characters of the Gupta period

avay T\..Sw

. .

itery and sculpture found in various
bear further testimony to the period.
pter, such sculptural fragments often
5. One of the most beautiful pieces of

mﬁocbmm be assigned to the Gupta

Shiva, his eyes closed in an expressi
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black stone mukhalinga at Gothry Mohabbatab, :
\e Faridabad district (located in the hills a few __A.Bsa. ;
- West

linga is almost entirely covered with the car
ing of

on of se
The sculpture lies embedded ip, 4 Er:méu_.wsw
she

R = s
2 oy SHPCTR

Gothra Mohabbatabad mukhalinga
Photograph: N. Lahiri
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concrete platform within a temple complex, just outside y,,, s
: g 5 Vi
in which, according to local tradition, the ancient seey Ud a.&mra
a

performed his fapasya.

The post-Gupta phase
The decline of the Gupta empire in the late ifth and carly.

centuries was accompanied by the rise of various other dynastie

which ruled in different parts of north India. The Hunas becam,

a spent force, and gradually came to be assimilated int, Indiay,

society; they were m<mnEm=v~ mnnmwﬁm& as one of the thirty-six w&:uE

clans. The Maukhari carved out a kingdom in northern and eastcy,
India with their capital at Kanyakubja. To their west werc
Pushyabhutis of Sthanishvar (modern Thaneswar in Amy,,),
district). The Maukharis and Pushyabhutis were linkeq by a
matrimonial alliance. The most famous Pushyabhuti king
Harshavardhana. mmumrm<wumrmbm forms the subject of the

Harshacharita, a ?o%mﬁt% composed by his court poet Bay,
Bhatta, and is also mwornu om in the travel account of the Chinese

pilgrim, Hsuan-tsan
Iﬂmvwﬁa&mbu Qﬂmh.m seems to have En_cmma eastern

yal _.Enm _m<mﬁEmb% made Sw% in the mm%.

; _m.,»_.noa Kanauj. It is difficult

man, and then the Pratiharag.
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ne consecutively under the rule of the p b
Ushyabhyg
Y

e have a mass of detail aboy the varig
| . us .
se domain the Delhi areq cap,e to e

be i
little about the lives of ordinary people EHM__”%M,:;.@
ved here

> sixth to eighth centuries. Some structures of g,

P e Dost-

riod were revealed during the Purana Qjl, mxnwcuw st
ons.

vens, some resembling modern tandoors were d.
oun

‘various types of red Pottery, fragments of terracoy
cotta

beads, and a damaged stone sculpture were among th
e

. Reused bricks (mud bricks as we] as bumt brick
- walls tell their story of this phase. e



