
























157

Ta
pe

st
ry

 o
f t

he
 P

as
t  

7 
– 

Th
e 

G
up

ta
 E

ra
: A

n 
Ag

e 
of

 T
ir

el
es

s 
Cr

ea
tiv

ity

In deed, the prolonged period of peace and stability during the 
Gupta period promoted notable achievements in various fields, 
leading some historians to label this period the ‘classical age’ 
of India. It was also the time when knowledge from previous 
eras was consolidated and compiled into numerous texts. 
Sanskrit literature flourished, with Kālidāsa’s works and many 
major Purāṇas. Āryabhaṭa and Varāhamihira recorded major 
advancements in mathematics and astronomy, while medical texts 
compiled and refined medical theories and practices. Metallurgy 
also progressed, as we saw with the rust-resistant Iron Pillar. 
This stability strengthened the 
economy, allowing the state to 
support scholars, artists, and 
scientists, leading to cultural 
and intellectual growth. 

Chandragupta II kept himself 
surrounded by many learned 
men, poets and artists, and his 
patronage of such diverse talent 
enriched his court greatly.

Let us take a look at some of 
the remarkable figures of this 
period. Fig. 7.12. Chandragupta II goes to war  

(an artist’s imagination from the 1920s)

Fig. 7.11. Remains of Nalanda University         
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Āryabhaṭa: He lived in Kusumapura (near present-day Patna), a 
famous centre of learning, around 500 CE and authored a short 
treatise of mathematics and astronomy called Āryabhaṭīya. He 
gave formulas to calculate the motions of the Sun, the Moon and 
the planets, and proposed that the Earth spins on its axis, which 
explains the alternation of day and night. He gave the length 
of a year as 365 days, 6 hours, 12 minutes, and 30 seconds, just 
a few minutes off from the modern value (365 days, 5 hours, 
48 minutes, and 45 seconds). Āryabhaṭa also provided a fair 
estimate of the size of the Earth and a correct explanation for 
solar and lunar eclipses. His work became the foundation for 
further scientific advances in India and beyond. In mathematics, 
Āryabhaṭa described a number of techniques of calculation and 
equation-solving, some of which you learn at school without 
knowing that they were first formulated 1500 years ago!

Varāhamihira: He was a 
mathematician, astronomer 
and astrologer from the same 
period. He lived in Ujjayinī, a 
city famous for its tradition 
of learning and scholarship. 
His encyclopedic work, 
Bṛihat Samhitā, covered a 
wide range of subjects from 
astronomy and astrology 
to weather forecasting, 
architecture, town planning 
and even farming. His 
ability to observe the world, 
apply logical reasoning, and 
combine it with traditional 
knowledge made him a 
pioneer in science.Fig. 7.13

Chapter 7.indd   158Chapter 7.indd   158 08-04-2025   11:41:4408-04-2025   11:41:44

Reprint 2026-27



159

Ta
pe

st
ry

 o
f t

he
 P

as
t  

7 
– 

Th
e 

G
up

ta
 E

ra
: A

n 
Ag

e 
of

 T
ir

el
es

s 
Cr

ea
tiv

ity

LET’S EXPLORE 

Let’s join Bhavisha and Dhruv with their time machine in the 
time of the Guptas. You are getting an opportunity to meet 
Āryabhaṭa and Varāhamihira—what would you ask them? 
Divide the class into two groups and create a series of questions 
for an interview with them.  

Fig. 7.14. The yakṣha’s message to the clouds – a scene from Meghadūtam.

Kālidāsa: Little is known about Kālidāsa’s life; legends 
suggest that he was once ridiculed by others, which 
motivated him to work hard and transform his life. He 
is renowned for his contributions to Sanskrit literature 
and exquisitely refined poetry. One of his celebrated 
compositions is Meghadūtam, or ‘The Cloud Messenger’. 
It tells the story of a yakṣha (minor deity), who, after 
being banished from his home by his master, sends a 
message to his beloved through a passing cloud. Apart 
from the many emotions of love, the poem describes in 
great detail the landscapes and weather of north India 
on its journey to the beloved.  
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Codified: 
Arranged or 
written in an 

organised 
and 

systematic 
way.

DON’T MISS OUT 

Did you know that Āyurveda got codified during the Gupta 
period? This Indian traditional system of medicine has much 
older roots, going back several centuries BCE. Texts like 
the Charaka Saṃhitā and Suśhruta Saṃhitā, which laid the 
foundation for Ayurvedic practices still in use today, were 
compiled and given their final shape during the Gupta period. 
They deal with a wide range of topics — the cataloguing and 
diagnosing of diseases, their treatments, the importance of 
diet in maintaining good health, the preparation of medicines, 
and surgical techniques advanced for their time. Importantly, 
Āyurveda emphasises holistic healing and a deep connection 
between the mind, body, and nature.

The Quest for Beauty
The Gupta rulers created a supportive environment where 
creativity and craftsmanship thrived; some of the iconic works 
of history were produced during this time. Many key centres 
of art emerged during these times, including Sārnāth (near 
Varanasi in present-day Uttar Pradesh), known for its exquisite 
sculptures of the Buddha, and the awe-inspiring Ajanta caves 
(in present-day Maharashtra). The rock-cut caves and detailed 
carvings of deities at Udayagiri (Madhya Pradesh) are another 
example of this abundant artistic production. ‘Gupta art’, as it 
is sometimes called, set high standards of aesthetics and beauty 
that left a lasting impact. (See Figures 7.15 to 7.18)

LET’S EXPLORE 

Take a close look at the samples of Gupta sculptures shown 
in Fig 7.15.1. and 7.15.2. By looking at the attributes, can 
you guess which deities are depicted here? Write your 
observations in the space provided and share your thoughts 
during the class discussion!
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The Decline of the Guptas
By the 6th century CE, the Gupta Empire began showing signs 
of decline as the later rulers faced challenges from external 
invasions. The fierce Hūṇa tribe from central Asia repeatedly 
attacked the empire, weakening its control over north India. At 
the same time, the rise of powerful regional rulers led to internal 
conflicts. However, was this truly the end, or the beginning of a 
period that marked a turning point in Indian history? We will 
explore this question in the next part of this book. 

Meanwhile in the South and Northeast ... 
Let us go back to the map in Fig. 7.8.  While the Guptas ruled in 
the north, the Pallavas emerged as a powerful dynasty in the 
south, gradually consolidating their power in parts of present-
day Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Telangana and Andhra Pradesh. 
Their origins are not clearly known, but they appear to have 
been a tributary power under the Sātavāhanas, whom we 
encountered in the previous chapter, and to have gained power 
as the Sātavāhanas declined.

The Pallavas were also great patrons of art and architecture. Most 
of them were devotees of Śhiva and are credited with constructing 
magnificent temples and rock-cut caves, some of which we will 
visit when we explore classical Indian architecture. The capital 
of the Pallavas, Kānchipuram (in present-day Tamil Nadu), often 
known as the ‘city of a thousand temples’, developed as one of 
the major centres of learning in the south. The establishment of 
ghaṭikās — centres of learning that emerged during the reign of 
the Sātavāhanas — fostered an environment for education and 
intellectual growth. 

In the northeastern region, the Kāmarūpa kingdom, ruled by 
the Varman dynasty, extended over the Brahmaputra valley 
(broadly, present-day Assam) and northern parts of present-day 
Bengal and Bangladesh. An ancient name for the Brahmaputra 
valley of Assam is Prāgjyotiṣha, mentioned in the Rāmāyaṇa 
and Mahābhārata; the latter text mentions Bhagadatta, king of 

Chapter 7.indd   161Chapter 7.indd   161 08-04-2025   11:41:4508-04-2025   11:41:45

Reprint 2026-27



162

Ex
pl

or
in

g 
So

ci
et

y:
 In

di
a 

an
d 

Be
yo

nd
 |

 G
ra

de
 7

 P
ar

t 1

Fig. 7.16.  (Left) Deogarh (Uttar Pradesh), (Right) Viṣhṇu on Śheṣhnāg from Daśhāvatāra temple 

Fig. 7.15.1 to 7.15.3. In the 3rd image, these terracotta sculptures from the Gupta period 
(Ahichchhatra, western Uttar Pradesh) depict India’s sacred rivers, Ganga and Yamuna. Their 

vāhanas distinguish them: Ganga stands on a makara (a mythical creature akin to a crocodile), 
while Yamuna stands on a tortoise. Water flows over their heads, and the pot is another reminder 

of their manifestation as rivers.

Various aspects of Gupta art
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 Fig. 7.17. The renowned Ajanta Caves were carved out during this period with the 
support of the Guptas and Vākāṭakas. Left: An elaborate cave replicating a temple 

with a central stūpa from which a seated Buddha emerges (note the arched roof 
imitating wooden beams). Right: A painting of Bodhisattva Padmapāṇi.

 Fig. 7.18.1. to 7.18.3. Udayagiri Caves and a Gupta-era temple near Sanchi are both 
located in Madhya Pradesh. Arjuna and Karṇa in battle — A sculpted depiction from  

the Mahābhārata
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Āryabhaṭa

Varāhamihira

Prabhāvatī Gupta
Kālidāsa

Samudragupta

Chandragupta II

350 500 550400 600300 450

Vākāṭakas

Fig. 7.19

Prāgjyotiṣha (modern-day Assam), as fighting on the side of the 
Kauravas in the Great War, and some historical rulers claimed 
him among their ancestors. Be that as it may, the Kāmarūpa 
kingdom was a prominent cultural and political centre; temples 
and monasteries flourished as hubs of learning. 

Both the Pallavas and Kāmarūpa are mentioned in the prayāga 
praśhasti we saw earlier. During his southern campaigns, 
Samudragupta defeated a Pallava ruler but did not take over 
the region. Instead, he let the local kings, including the Pallavas, 

Kāmarūpa

Guptas

Pallavas

CE CE
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keep their thrones as long as they accepted his rule and paid 
tribute. This helped maintain peaceful relations. Under similar 
conditions, in the northeast, Samudragupta defeated the ruler of 
Kāmarūpa but did not take direct control. By now, we have seen 
this pattern recur quite a few times.

The Gupta period was a time of remarkable progress. Its influence 
stretched far beyond the empire, shaping art, science, literature, 
and governance for centuries. Advances in mathematics, 
astronomy, medicine and metallurgy, among other fields, laid 
the foundation for future scientific and technological growth, 
while beautiful temples and Sanskrit literature continue to 
inspire today. The Guptas created a stable and prosperous 
society, setting a model for future rulers. Their legacy is still 
alive in India’s culture, traditions, and way of life, marking this 
era as one of the high points in Indian history.

Before we move on ...
	Æ The Gupta kings consolidated their power through military 

campaigns, land grants and matrimonial alliances to ensure 
stability in the empire. 

	Æ The period saw remarkable contributions in the fields of 
art, literature, science and mathematics. 

	Æ Other than the Guptas, dynasties like Vākāṭakas, Pallavas, 
and Varmans ruled in their respective regions, making this 
period full of cultural and intellectual vibrancy. 

Questions and activities
1.	 Imagine you receive a letter from someone living in the 

Gupta Empire. The letter starts like this: 
“Greetings from Pāṭaliputra! Life here is vibrant and full of 	
excitement. Just yesterday, I witnessed …” Complete the letter 
with a short paragraph (250–300 words) describing life in 
the Gupta Empire.
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2.	 Which Gupta ruler was also known as the ‘Vikramāditya’?

3.	 “Periods of peace support the development of various 
aspects of sociocultural life, literature, and the development 
of science and technology.’ Examine this statement in the 
light of the Gupta empire. 

4.	 Recreate a scene from a Gupta ruler’s court. 
Write a short script, assign roles like the king, ministers, and 
scholars, and enact a role play to bring the Gupta era to life!

5.	 Match the two columns:

Column A Column B

(1) Kānchipuram (a) Known for vibrant cave 
paintings that depict  
the Jātaka tales.

(2) Ujjayinī (b) Famous for rock-cut caves 
featuring intricate carvings 
of Hindu deities, especially 
Viṣhṇu.

(3) Udayagiri (c) Capital of the Guptas.  

(4) Ajanta (d) Known as ‘a city  
of a thousand temples’.

(5) Pāṭaliputra (e) A prominent centre of 
learning in ancient India.

6.	 Who were the Pallavas and where did they rule? 

7.	 Organise an exploration trip with your teachers to a nearby 
historical site, museum, or heritage building. After the trip, 
write a detailed report describing your experience. Include 
key observations about the site’s historical significance, the 
architecture, artefacts, and any interesting facts you learned 
during the visit. Reflect on how the trip enhanced your 
understanding of history. 
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