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India has long been a divided country. For centuries, this Asian subcontinent was split
among various smaller kingdoms. With every ruler eager to wage wars against each other,
peace and unification were two far-fetched ideals. Nonetheless, both of these ideals came true
during the Mauryan dynasty (321 B.C. - 185 B.C.). After the last Mauryan emperor was
assassinated, chaos and civil wars once again loomed over India. The misery went on for
nearly 600 years. It finally ended with the establishment of the Gupta dynasty (320 A.D. - 550
A.D.).

Much about the origin of the Gupta dynasty is still an open debate. Many historians
regarded Chandragupta I (pronounced "chun-druh-GOOP-tuh") as the dynasty's founder. But
others challenged this notion. They believed that his grandfather, Sri Gupta, who built the
kingdom in 240 A.D., was the real founder. Though the academics may never find enough
substantial evidence to solve the mystery, they all unanimously agree that Chandragupta I was
the one who really made a name for the Gupta dynasty.

Chandragupta I was born in 305 A.D. When he was in his teens, he married a Lichchhavi
(present-day Nepal) princess named Kumaradevi. Through this matrimonial alliance, he
gained enormous power and used it to his great advantage. He launched a series of military expansions, pushing
the kingdom's boundaries westward. By 320 A.D., he had managed to eradicate many of his enemies and extend
the territory to Prayaga (present-day Allahabad in north central India). He proclaimed himself Maharajadhiraya
(meaning: king of kings, pronounced "ma-ha-ra-ja-DHEE-ra-ya") in the same year. Interestingly, this very
assertion is why many historians consider 320 A.D. the beginning of the Gupta dynasty.

Like all kings before and after his time, Chandragupta I had to deal with the issue of succession as he grew old
and weak. Instead of following the norm of choosing his eldest son as the next emperor, he opted for the most
capable one among his offspring. Thanks to this rather revolutionary approach, Samudragupta emerged as the
most worthy. He ascended the throne in 335 A.D.

Samudragupta was a warrior king. During his reign of forty-one years, he conquered many neighboring
kingdoms. His territory stretched from the Himalayas in the north to the Narbana River in the south, and from the
Brahamaputra River in the east to the Yamuna River in the west. Upon the conclusion of his conquests, he
slaughtered a horse as a sacrifice and issued coins for commemoration. After Samudragupta passed away, the
throne went to his son, Chandragupta II. Like father like son, Chandragupta II was also a warrior king, and he
obtained more lands for the already vast empire. Chandragupta II ruled India from 375 A.D. to 414 A.D.

The mighty Gupta dynasty started to show signs of weakness during the reign of the fourth emperor,
Kumaragupta I. Toward the end of his regime (415 A.D. - 455 A.D.), hostile neighbors and the Huns (a nomadic
tribe from northern Asia) plagued the empire. Despite their best efforts, the Gupta kings could not fight off the
Huns forever. The demise of the dynasty came around 550 A.D.

Chandragupta I, Samudragupta, and Chandragupta II were among the greatest Indian emperors of all time.
Though the trio and their descendents never managed to unite the entire subcontinent as the Mauryan dynasty
once did, arts flourished under their governing. Historians often refer to the Gupta dynasty as the Golden Age of
India.

The Gupta kings were devoted Hindu practitioners. Nonetheless, they were very tolerant toward other
religions and bankrolled institutions for the Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain faiths. During the reign of Chandragupta II,
a Chinese monk named Faxian (also spelled as Fa-Hsien or Fa-Hien, 337 A.D. - 422 A.D.) made a pilgrimage
visit to India. He noted in his journal that the Indian society at the time had no capital punishment and levied
little tax. In addition, he left behind detailed accounts testifying to the vigor of Buddhist art. Beautiful temples
and marvelous sculptures aside, literature and music thrived in the Gupta dynasty, too. In fact, one of India's
most famous poets and dramatists, Kalidasa, was from this era.
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The Gupta dynasty's cultural impact went beyond the physical boundaries that confined the kingdom's territory.
Through extensive trade, its culture became the dominant culture around the Bay of Bengal, carrying profound
influence over the cultures of Burma, Cambodia, and Sri Lanka!

The Gupta Dynasty

Questions

1. How long did the Gupta dynasty last?

A. 160 years
B. 550 years
C. 480 years
D. 230 years

2. Though all historians agree that Sri Gupta was the founder of the Gupta dynasty, they could not agree on
when he established the kingdom.

A. false
B. true

3. What title did Chandragupta I claim for himself in 320 A.D.?

A. The First Emperor
B. The Son of Power
C. The King of Kings
D. The Universal Monarch

4. Both the Mauryan and the Gupta dynasties managed to unite the whole Indian subcontinent.

A. true
B. false

5. Which Gupta emperor was in power when the Chinese monk Faxian visited India?

A. Chandragupta II
B. Samudragupta
C. Kumaragupta I
D. Chandragupta I

6. Who eradicated the Gupta dynasty?

A. the Greeks
B. the Romans
C. the Mongols
D. the Huns

7. Which of the following about the Gupta dynasty is incorrect?
A. There was no capital punishment in the Gupta dynasty.
B. The Gupta dynasty was the Golden Age of India.
C. The Gupta kings were very tolerant toward competing faiths.
D. The Gupta kings were devoted Buddhists.
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8. Which of the following Gupta kings ruled the longest?

A. Kumaragupta I
B. Chandragupta I
C. Samudragupta
D. Chandragupta II

Suppose you were Faxian. You just traveled thousands of miles from China to India. Describe what your
journey was like. Make an entry in your journal noting your first impression of India.


