
3 Maurya Dynasty 





THE CIRCUMSTANCES that brought about the end of the Harappan 
culture sometime in the second millennium B.C., which may be the 
age in which the Vedas, the most sacred text of the Hindus, were first 
recited, remain the subject of much speculation. Archaeology has 
shown, however, that the civilization was succeeded by a number of 
essentially rural cultures. A second phase of urbanization 
occurred around the sixth century B.C., when cities began to 
emerge once again all over India, most conspicuously in the 
Gangetic valley. This age of great social and cultural ferment 
witnessed the life of the historical Buddha (fifth century B.C.) 
and the rise of Buddhism. Political struggles among the city-
states finally led to the establishment of the Maurya empire 
(c.321-185 B.C.), which encompassed almost the entire 
subcontinent.  
Following the few objects remaining to us from the Harappan or 
protohistoric period, the next extant works of sculpture appear 
to be associated largely with the Maurya dynasty,  



Particularly with the reign of the emperor Asoka (r. 268-231 B.C.), 
leaving art historians with a gap of several centuries to contemplate, in 
as much as the same years seem to have been full of activity in other 
spheres, and rendering the Maurya era, for lack of a complete picture, 
one of those few times in which artistic production seems to be linked 
directly to a dynasty or a king. These works, again small in number, 
consist principally of animal capitals placed on columns and a few 
images of popular divinities As in the Harappan sculpture, the 
remarkable maturity of the work, which appears suddenly and without 
any hint of artistic context, is astonishing, quite the opposite of what 
one would expect at an early stage of development. A previous 
tradition of sculpture in perishable materials such as wood or clay 
has been proposed in explanation for this unusual circumstance; 
foreign influence has also been posited, and some connection with 
work at Persepolis in Iran is evident. Nevertheless, it is clear that 
whatever was borrowed was quickly transformed by the infusion of a 
plastic style characteristic of Indian sculpture. In particular, the 
voluminous rendering of the Rampurwa bull and the Didarganj Yaksi  
are excellent examples of it. 





Mauryan Art:  
 

Implies architectural works (in the form of pillars, stupas and palaces) 
commissioned by Mauryan rulers for political as well as religious reasons. 
Palaces: Greek historian, Megasthenes, described the palaces of the Mauryan 
empire as one of the greatest creations of mankind and Chinese traveler Fa 
Hien called Mauryan palaces as god gifted monuments.  
 
3 Important Schools/Styles of Art – Gandhara, Mathura And Amravati (AP) 
 

Persian Influence: The palace of Chandragupta Maurya was inspired by 
the Achaemenid palaces at Persepolis in Iran. 
 

Material Used: Wood was the principal building material used during the 
Mauryan Empire. Examples: The Mauryan capital at Pataliputra, Ashoka’s palace 
at Kumrahar, Chandragupta Maurya’s palace. 
 

Pillars: Ashoka pillars, (usually made of chunar sandstone), as a symbol of the 
state, assumed a great significance in the entire Mauryan Empire. 
Objective: The main objective was to disseminate the Buddhist ideology and court 
orders in the entire Mauryan empire. 
Language: While most Ashoka pillar edicts were in Pali and Prakrit language, few 
were written in Greek or Aramaic language also. 



Architecture:  
Stupa: Stupas were burial mounds prevalent in India from the vedic period. 
Architecture: Stupas consist of a cylindrical drum with a circular anda and a harmika and 
a chhatra on the top. 
Anda: Hemispherical mound symbolic of the mound of dirt used to cover Buddha’s remains (in many 
stupas actual relics were used). 
Harmika: Square railing on top of the mound. 
Chhatra: Central pillar supporting a triple umbrella form. 
 

Material Used: The core of the stupa was made of unburnt brick while the outer surface was made by 
using burnt bricks, which were then covered with a thick layer of plaster and medhi and the toran were 
decorated with wooden sculptures. 
Examples: 
Sanchi Stupa in Madhya Pradesh is the most famous of the Ashokan stupas. 

 

Mauryan pillars mainly comprise of four parts: 
Shaft: A long shaft formed the base and was made up of a single piece of stone or monolith. 
Capital: On top of shaft lay the capital, which was either lotus-shaped or bell-shaped. 
Abacus: Above the capital, there was a circular or rectangular base known as the abacus. 
Capital Figure: All the capital figures (usually animals like a bull, lion, elephant, etc) are vigorous and 
carved standing on a square or circular abacus. 
 

Similarities with Persian (Achamenian) Pillars 
Polished Stones and Motifs: Both Maurya and Achaemenian pillars, used polished stones and have 
certain common sculpture motifs such as the lotus. 
Proclamations: Maurya’s idea of inscribing proclamations (related to Buddhist teachings and court 
orders) on pillars has its origin in Persian pillars. 
Third Person: Inscriptions of both empires begin in the third person and then move to the first person. 



Stupas 
Predominantly a hemispherical architecture, stupas are marvelous Buddhist 
structures that are not only home to the important relics but also act as a spiritual 
zone for people where people can come to meditate and find the peace and 
harmony within their soul. It promotes love, peace, beauty and celebrates the joy 
of life. If you are a spiritual person who finds happiness in ancient preaching’s and 
lessons of truth as well as history, then you should definitely visit these glorious 
structures once in your lifetime. Stupas are also representative of Buddhist art and 
architecture that flourished immensely under the rule of King Ashoka. Therefore 
you will notice that none of the stupas are identical to each other. Although they 
are all important places of religious and historical teachings, one should also visit 
the stupas to appreciate the brilliant architecture and artwork that can be seen on 
the walls of the stupas. They have exquisite sculptures and scriptures that is a true 
representation of the history and culture and thus a great way for you to be 
initiated into Buddhism and its values and principles. The multiple stupas around 
the country trace the several historical changes and developments that can be 
identified through the artistic evolutions and structural changes that are 
characteristic to certain corresponding historical periods. Therefore if you are a 
history buff who loves learning about Buddhist culture then you must visit the 
stupas. Moreover, a trip to the stupas is also ideal for art lovers and avid 
photographers who yearn to see beauty everywhere. 



Nalanda was an ancient Mahavihara, a revered Buddhist monastery which also served 
as a renowned centre of learning, in the ancient kingdom of Magadha (modern-day 

Bihar), and was one of the greatest centres of learning from the fifth century CE 





Monumental Achaemenid polish, 5th 
century BCE. 



The elephant-crowned pillar of Ashoka at the 
Mahabodhi Temple, Gaya. Bharhut relief 

Ashoka also called his pillars 
Dhaṃma thaṃbhā (Dharma 
stambha), i.e. "pillars of the 

Dharma". 7th Major Pillar Edict. 
Brahmi script 





Brahmi in scriptures on the main pillar 



Statuettes of the Chandragupta Maurya period, 4th-3rd century BCE. 



Head 
from 

Sarnath 







Ringstone with Four 
Goddesses and Four 

Date Palms 

Metropolitan 
Museum of Art 

(New York) 



Stone 
Sphere 

with 
Scenes of 

Rites at the 
Shrine of a 

Yaksha 
(male 
nature 
spirit) 

(Maurya 
period, 3rd 

century 
BCE) 



Serpent 
Hood 

(Chunar 
sandstone) 

from 
Rajgir, ca. 

3rd 
century 

BCE 



Buddha 
from 

Gandhara 
in the 

British 
Museum 



The Seated 
Buddha, dating 
from 300 to 500 

CE, was found 
near Jamal Garhi, 
Pakistan, and is 

now on display at 
the Asian Art 

Museum in San 
Francisco 



Heracles 
depiction of 
Vajrapani as 

the 
protector of 
the Buddha, 
2nd century 
Gandhara, 

British 
Museum 



Sitting 
Maitreya 
(holding 

kumbha), 
Gandhara, 

3rd 
century CE 



Seated 
Buddha, 

Gandhara in 
Berlin 

Museum 



One of The 
Excellent 
Buddha 

Statue in 
Maurya 
Period 



The future Buddha Maitreya, Gandhara, 3rd century CE 



The story of the Trojan horse was depicted in the art of Gandhara in British Museum 



The Buddhist 
gods Pancika 

(left) and Hariti 
(right), 3rd 

century, Takht-i 
Bahi, 

Gandhara, 
British 

Museum 



A silver coin of 1 karshapana of the Maurya empire, period of Bindusara Maurya 
about 297–272 BC, workshop of Pataliputra. 



Silver punch marked coin of the Mauryan empire, with symbols of wheel and elephant 
(3rd century BCE) 



Sarnath Lion Capital, Mauryan 
period, circa 250 BCE 

Ramapura Bull, now located in the 
Presidential Palace of Rashtrapati 

Bhavan, New Delhi. 3rd century BCE. 



Sarnath capital in Sarnath Museum 





Mauryan 
head 
from 

Sarnath 



Didargunj Yakshi – BC 300 



Kandahar 
Bilingual 

Rock 
Inscription 
(Greek and 
Aramaic) 

by king 
Ashoka, 

from 
Kandahar, 

Kabul 
Museum 



Mirror-like polishing of the granite walls. Left: wall of the entrance corridor to the cave 
of Gopika -also called the Nagarjuni Hill Cave, Gaya district, Bihar (mirror effect 

increased by the low shooting angle). These quasi-perfect walls were dug into the hard 
rock and polished before 261 BCE, date of the rather clumsy inscriptions of Ashoka 



The Kharvela (Kalinga) inscription is dated 2nd century BCE 





Bhadrabahu Cave, Shravanabelagola where Chandragupta is said to have died 



The famous carved 
entrance of Lomas 
Rishi cave, dated to 
approximately 300 
BC, making it the 
first known Maurya 
relief. 

Development of the 
Chaitya Arch from 
Lomas Rishi Cave 



The caves of Udayagiri and Khandagiri, 
called lena or leṇya in the inscriptions.  



The most important of this group is 
Ranigumpha in Udayagiri which is a 

double storeyed monastery. 



Khandagiri – Udayagiri were dug out mostly during the reign of Kharavela for the 
abode of Jaina ascetics 





Carving of sculptures inside the caves started here 



 Roman 
Warriors – 
Impact of 

cultures in 
Art 



Kesariya Stupa is a Buddhist stupa in Kesariya, located at a distance of 110 kilometres (68 
mi) from Patna, in the Champaran (east) district of Bihar, India. The first construction of the 

Stupa is dated to the 3rd century BCE. Kesariya Stupa has a circumference of almost 400 
feet (120 m) and raises to a height of about 104 feet (32 m) 





Thotlakonda Buddhist Complex is situated on a hill near Bheemunipatnam about 15 
kilometres (9.3 mi) from Visakhapatnam in Andhra Pradesh, India. The hill is about 
128 metres (420 ft) above sea level and overlooks the sea. The Telugu name 
Toṭlakoṇḍa derived from the presence of a number of rock-cut cisterns hewn into the 
bedrock of the hillock. 
Thotlakonda was well within the influence of ancient Kalinga, which was an 
important source of dissemination of Buddhism to Sri Lanka and various parts of 
Southeast Asia. It provides an insight into the process of transoceanic diffusion of 
Indic culture, especially Buddhism 



Bharhut is a village located in the Satna district of Madhya Pradesh. The Bharhut stupa may 
have been first built by the Maurya king Ashoka in the 3rd century BCE, but many works of 
art, particularly the gateway and railings, were apparently added during the Shunga period. 

The 
Bharhut 

stupa, 
depicted 
on one of 

the 
friezes. 
Freer 

Gallery of 
Art 













Bharhut pillar capital with rosette, 
beads-and-reels and flame palmette 

designs 





The "Great Stupa" at Sanchi is the oldest structure and was originally 
commissioned by the emperor Ashoka the Great of the Maurya Empire in 
the 3rd century BCE. Its nucleus was a hemispherical brick structure built 
over the relics of the Buddha, with a raised terrace encompassing its base, 
and a railing and stone umbrella on the summit, the chatra, a parasol-like 
structure symbolizing high rank. The original Stupa only had about half the 
diameter of today's stupa, which is the result of enlargement by the Sungas. 
It was covered in brick, in contrast to the stones that now cover it. 
 

According to one version of the Mahavamsa, the Buddhist chronicle of Sri 
Lanka, Ashoka was closely connected to the region of Sanchi. When he was 
heir-apparent and was journeying as Viceroy to Ujjain, he is said to have 
halted at Vidisha (10 kilometers from Sanchi), and there married the 
daughter of a local banker. She was called Devi and later gave Ashoka two 
sons, Ujjeniya and Mahendra, and a daughter Sanghamitta. After Ashoka's 
accession, Mahendra headed a Buddhist mission, sent probably under the 
auspices of the Emperor, to Sri Lanka, and that before setting out to the 
island he visited his mother at Chetiyagiri near Vidisa, thought to be 
Sanchi. He was lodged there in a sumptuous vihara or monastery, which 
she herself is said to have had erected. 



Another structure which has been dated, at least partially, to the 3rd 
century BCE, is the so-called Temple 40, one of the first instances of 
free-standing temples in India. Temple 40 has remains of three 
different periods, the earliest period dating to the Maurya age, which 
probably makes it contemporary to the creation of the Great Stupa. 
An inscription even suggests it might have been established by 
Bindusara, the father of Ashoka. The original 3rd century BCE temple 
was built on a high rectangular stone platform, 26.52×14×3.35 
metres, with two flights of stairs to the east and the west. It was an 
apsidal hall, probably made of timber. It was burnt down sometime 
in the 2nd century BCE. 
 
Later, the platform was enlarged to 41.76×27.74 metres and re-used 
to erect a pillared hall with fifty columns (5×10) of which stumps 
remain. Some of these pillars have inscriptions of the 2nd century 
BCE. In the 7th or 8th century a small shrine was established in one 
corner of the platform, re-using some of the pillars and putting them 
in their present position. 















Conjectural reconstruction of the main gate of Kusinagara circa 500 BCE adapted 
from this relief at Sanchi 



Ashoka built a stupa and pilgrimage site to mark Buddha's Mahaparinirvana  
 Kushinagara, U.P. 



Anathapindika's Stupa in Shravasti, UP 



Scene in Jetavana, Shravasti showing some small stupas 





Sarnath - Dharmarajika Stupa from the pre-Ashokan Era 



Rediscovery of the Ashoka pillar in Sarnath, 1905 



Ancient Buddhist monasteries near Dhamekh Stupa Monument Site, Sarnath. The 
ruins of the original main temple are to the left 



The 
Dhamekh 

Stupa, 
Sarnath 



Gandhara Greco-
Buddhist sculpture of 

Gautama Buddha 
delivering his first 

sermon in the deer park 
at Sarnath. He preached 
the Four Noble Truths, 

the middle path and the 
Eightfold Path. In the 
statue, he is seated in 

Padmasana with his right 
hand turning the 

Dharmachakra, resting 
on a Triratna symbol, 

flanked on either side by 
a deer. He is surrounded 

by five Bhikkhus with 
shaven heads. In the 

background, Vajrapani 
and other attendants, 

including probable 
princes, are seen. Statue 
on display at the Prince 

of Wales museum. 



Ruins of Palace- pillared hall at Kumrahar site at Pataliputra – Patna (Bihar) 



Plan of the 80-columns pillared hall in Kumhrar 



Ruins of Pataliputra Capital at Kumhrar – Present Situation 



Mauryan remains of a wooden palisade discovered at the Bulandi Bagh site 
of Pataliputra 



The Pataliputra capital, discovered at the Bulandi Bagh site 4th-3rd c. BCE. 



Kumrahar coping stone with vines 



Pataliputra 
griffin – 
Lion + 
Eagle 

statuette 



Pataliputra 
Yakshas, with 

Mauryan 
inscriptions 



The two monumental 
Yakshas discovered in Patna 

(size: 2 meters tall), and 
thought to be 3rd century 

BCE. The two Brahmi 
inscriptions starting with ... 
(Yakhe... for "Yaksha...") are 
paleographically of a later 
date, circa 2nd century CE 

Kushan. Left statue 
inscription: "Yakhe 

Achusatigika". Right statue 
inscription: "Yakhe 

Sanatananda“ – Kept in 
Indian Museum, Kolkota. 









Literature 



Music 
 
With the help of Greek and Chinese texts we come to know about music of the maurya 
period. Chandragupta Maurya (340 BC-298 BC), When Alexander's successors, Seleucus 
attacked India Chandergupta Mauya fought against him and defeated him. Chandragupta 
subsequently married Seleucus's daughter to formalize an alliance and establisheda policy 
of friendship with the Hellenistic kingdoms, which stimulated India's trade and contact with 
the western world. The Greek diplomat Megasthenes visited the empire of Chandragupta. 
Megasthenese put light on the music of that time in his book 'Indica' which is an 
important source of Maurya history. Chandergupt Murya himself & his wife were 
great music lover. They used to enjoy vocal and dance performances usually in his 
court. There were lot of Artists in his court who were master of their art forms. 
Magasathnese praised musical nature of Chandrgupta a lot in his writings. Chandragupta 
generally appreciated the performances by giving prizes. Magasathnese wrote in his book 
that there were Dance and music halls throughout the kingdom. He clarified that in both 
North and South India the same kind of music was prevalent and there was no 
difference between them. From time to time there were meetings between the artists 
of both sides. There was very cordial atmosphere among the artists of both sides 
because Chandergupt used to organize Music events by inviting the eminent artists 
from both sides. But at the same time music was going more towards entertainment side. 
The spiritual aspect of music was lagging behind. Although Greek culture also influenced 
Indian music but still the internal structure of Indian music remained the same.  



Ashoka adopted Budhhism and tried to relocate the Spiritual aspect and higher purpose 
of music. Classical music again was brought to the forefront. Use of Veena again 
started. Artists again got the higher position in the Society. Most important thing that 
happened in that time was that the Indian Music through Budhha Missionaries was 
sent to various other countries like Lanka, China, Brahma, Tibet, Egypt, Java, 
Indonesia, Cambodia, Laos, Greece and Japan. Indian music reached these countries 
and was appreciated. Because of this Foreigners came to know about our rich musical 
heritage and culture. We can find lots of traces of Indian Art forms in some of the art forms 
of these countries. That way this Period was of great importance for propagation Indian 
Culture. 
 
Natyasastra 
In the history of Indian music, Natyasastra written by Bharata Muni is very important. It 
was because till this date, we were bound to rely on symbols, signs and other descriptions 
given by various authors and historians for understanding Indian Music and its 
development. No particular texts were especially dedicated to music were there. But around 
2nd century B.C. to 2nd century A.D. we got 'Natya Shastra' written by Sage Bharata Muni. It 
is the first Indian treatise on the performing Arts, encompassing Theatre and Music. The 
Natya Shastra is unimaginably wide in its scope. While it primarily deals with stagecraft, it 
has come to influence music, classical Indian dance, and literature as well. It is very 
important to the Indian Classical music because it is the only text which gives such 
detail about the music and instruments of the period. Natyashastra can be called the 
Foundation of Indian Music. After the Samaveda, the Natyashastra was the first major 
text that dealt with music at length. 



Thanks a lot to All of You 

Maurya Period – Stambhashirsha, Stupa, Prastarlekh 

 


