[James Prinsep Memorial Lecture]

Importance of Inscriptions in the Reconstruction of History

Prof. Kiran Kumar Thaplyal

Epigraphs have been found on rocks pillars, caves, stone-statues, stone-slabs,
copper plates, bronze-statues, coins, seals etc. It is because they were written on long
lasting materials that they have survived. Those inscriptions which were written on
perishable material have been lost for ever. The earliest epigraphs in India are in
Harappan script, which despite many attempts and some claims, still remains
undeciphered and as such nothing can be said about their contents, though some letters
might have been used as prefixes or suffixes, and the evidence of a sherd from
Kalibangan, an importaﬁt Harappan site in Rajasthan, suggests that the direction of
writing was from right to left.

After Harappan script the earliest Indian script is Brahmi. This was extensively
used in India and from this Devanagari has evolved. The credit for deciphering early
Brahmi goes to James Prinsep in whose memory this lecture is being delivered. He
observed that the small inscriptions on Sanchi railings had the two letters common at
the end. He guessed the preceeding letters should be names and these two common
letters should be ‘danam’, which meaning 'gift' of because the most common word for
gift in Sanskrit and also Prakrt is dana, so he read these letters as danam. He could
rightly guess not only the two letters d and n but also application of 4 - matra to the
letters as also that of anusvara. Later, with the help of Indo-Greek coins bearing the
names and titles of kings in Greek on one side and Brahmi on other side, he was able
to identify all the alphabets of Brahmi, the way matras were added to the letters and
the conjoint letters written. But for Prinsep's decipherment the early Brahmi would
have, like Harappan script, remained a sealed book.

[n this lecture we would briefly discuss the importance of a few royal
inscriptions - some inscriptions of ASoka, the Hathigumpha inscription of Kharavela,
the Nasik inscription detailing achievements of Gautamiputra Satakarni, the Junagarh
inscription of Rudradaman, the Allahabad Pillar Inscription of Samudragupta, the
Mehrauli Pillar Inscription of Candragupta, the Mandasor Inscriptionof Kumaragupta
and the Junagarh Inscription of Skandagupta.

ASoka whose rule may be placed between 272 and 232 B.C. has left us a number
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of inscriptions. In the Thirteenth.-Rock Edict he mentioned his conquest of Kalinga in
which one lakh people died, one and a half lakh people were made captive and many
others died afterwards. Instead of becoming happy over the victory, be became repentant
over the bloodshed it caused and made a promise never to wage war in future. He
thought of conquering the heart of the people by doing works of public welfare, such
as planting trees, digging wells, and making provison for medical treatment for men
and animals. He exhorted people to look after parents, respect teachers, give charity to
Brahmanas and Sramanas, and be kind to slaves and servants. He instructed his officials
to tour and look after the welfare of the people and their material and moral upliftment.
He infact created a new cadre of ministers called Dharma-mahamatras for this purpose.

The Twelfth Rock Edict of ASoka gives an idea how much ASoka was concerned
about maintaining religious harmony. He emphasizes on promotion of the essentials
(Saravadhi) and one should guard his speech and should not without proper occasion
praise one's own sect and blame other sects. By honouring other sects one honours his
own sect and by blaming other sects, harms his own sect. Concord alone is good
(samavaya eva sadhu). People should listen to the tenets of different religions as all of
them contain noble ideas. Rock Edict XIII conveys that he made provisions of
conveying the message of dhamma not only in his own kingdom but also in the
territories of Antiochus Theos of Syria, Ptolemy Philadelphus of Egypt, Antigonus
Gonatus of Macedon, Megas of Cyrene and Alexander of Epirus. It is known that they
all were alive in 255 B.C. This helps in fixing the date of the Rock Edict, XIII, and is
the most important evidence for the date of Agoka.

We now discuss the Hathigumpha inscription of King Kharavela of Kalinga. The
epigraph begins with salutations to the Arhats and Siddhas indicating that Kharavela was
a Jaina. It talks of his family, his early education, his serving as yuvaraja for nine years,and
consecration as king in his 25" year. The epigraph records the achievements of Kharavela,
year by year, from the first to the thirteenth year. In the first year he got repaired the
ramparts and gateways which had been damaged by the cyclone. In the second year he
sent army against king Satakarni. In the third year, well versed in music as he was, he
arranged dance and musicshows for the recreation of his subjects. In the fifth year he
completed the canal which had been inaugurated by a Nanda king. In the eights year he
attacked Gorathagiri, because of which the yavana king Dimita (i.e. Demetrius) fled to
Mathura. In the twelfth year he made the Magadha king Bahasatimitra bow at his feet and
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brought back to Kalinga a Jaina image which had been taken from there. It will be seen
that the inscription refers to three kings as contemporaries of Kharavela, viz.
Bahasatimitra, Demetrius and Satakarni. So if the date of one is fixed the others have to
be placed in the same period. It is generally believed that Bahasatimitra should be
identified with the king of that name known from Pabhosa inscription of c. 1* century B.C.
(and should not be identified with Pusyamitra Sunga as proposed by K.P. Jayaswal),
Demetrius seems to be the second king of that name (rather than Demetrius I who
flourished in the second century B.C.) and Satakarni is identified with Satakarni I of the
Satavahana dynasty. This plank of contemporaneity of these kings in c. 1* century B.C.,
is of great help in dating other kings in relation to them.

The Nasik inscription of the time of Vasisthiputra Pulumavi gives valuable
information about his father, Gautamiputra Satakarni a charming personality, of strong
physique, learned, religous-minded, skilled in martial arts and devoted to his mother.
He is credited with destroying the Ksaharata family, and defeating the Sakas, Yavanas
and the Parthians. The king of Ksaharata family was Nahapana. He is the last known
king of his family which suggests that the rule of his family ended with him. It is
significant that a large number of Nahapana's coins have been restruck by Gautamiputra
Satakarni, which indicates that Gautamiputra after killing Nahapana captured his
treasury and restruck his coins. Thus epigraphic and numismatic source complement
each other.

The Junagarh inscription of Rudradaman dated Saka 78 (= 150 A.D.) is the
first prasasti of a king in Sanskrit. It may be pointed out that the inscriptions of ASoka,
the Hathigumpha inscription of Kharavela and the Nasik inscription dealing
Gautamiputra Satakarni's achievements were all in Prakrta. In fact, all epigraphs before
first century B.C. are in Prakrta. The epigraph gives genealogy from Yasamatika to
Rudradaman, early education of Rudradaman, his taste for good poetry and music, his
far reaching conquests and his many noble qualities. The area mentioned under his
rule includes some territories which the Nasik inscription of Pulumavi includes within
the kingdom of his father, and which therefore were conquered from the Satvahanas.
The inscription says Rudradaman defeated powerful Yaudheyas, who were avidheya
(difficult to be managed). He is said to have defeated twice Satakarni, the lord of
Deccan (which 1s expressed as Daksinapathapatesatakarner - dvirapi nirvyajama -
vajilyavajitya). but did not kill him because of non-distant (avidiira) relationship. From
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a Kanheri inscription, it appears that Rudradaman's daughter was married to
Vasisthiputra Sri-Satakarni. Though himself a Saka, outside the pale of four varnas,
the epigraph says he was shelter for all the varpas, was garlanded in svayamvaras by
princeses (narendra - kanya - prapta - malya damna) The inscription throws light on
the history of the SudarSana dam. It says the dam was got constructed by governor
VaiSya Pusyagupta during the rule of Candragupta Maurya, and canals were dug from
it by governor yavanaraja TuSasph during the reign of ASoka Maurya. Candragupta
Maurya ruled in the last quarter of the fourth century B.C. and the Junagarh inscription
1s dated 150 A.D., there being a gap of about 450 years between the two. Perhaps,
there were records of it in the provincial headquarters. The dam burst during
Rudradaman'’s time and his governor, Parthian Suvisaksa repaired it in record time and
without levying any taxes for it. It is significant that A§oka chose Tusaspha, a foreigner,
probably an Iranian, as the name shows, for governing Surastra, and Saka king chose
a Parthian for the same office.

The Prayaga prasasti was composed by Harisena, a sandhivigrahika,
mahadandanayaka, kumaramatya and khadyatapakika. The prasasti is known for the
chaste and elegant Sanskrit as also for compact record of Samudragupta's achievements
in different fields and as a document of historical geography. The ourth verse refers to
the selection of Samudragupta by his father in full Assembly. This made the members
happy, but the faces of princes who were claimants to the throne became pale (mlana).
The king charged with emotion told Samudragupta 'to rule the earth' (pahyevamurvim).
Besides having a capable prince, he had the advantage of being born of the Licchavi
princess, Kumaradevi, as it was because of her marriage to Candragupta I that Gupta-
Licchavi kingoms were amalgamated. The epigraph says in musical skill
(gandharvalalita) he outclassed Tumburu and Narada. He is said to have ended the
rivalry between Laksmi and Sarasvati. His poetry was inspiraiton to, poets, and he
carned by his works the title 'king of poets' (kaviraja). His love for music is fully
corroborated by his coin - type showing him in scanty dress playing on vina.

The Prayaga prasasti mentions his conquests of nine kings of Aryavarta and
twelve kings of Daksinapatha. What is significant is that the names of all these kings
have been given and in the case of Daksinapatha also their territories. Not only that, it
has also been stated that the Aryavarta kings were completely uprooted
(prasabhoddharana), while the captured kings of Daksinapatha were freed and reinstated
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after they accepted his suzerainty. Samudragupta did so as he realized that it would be
difficult to have efficent direct control. Thus he adpoted the policy of asura-vijaya in
the case of the Aryavarta kings, and that of dharma-vijaya in the case of Daksinapatha
kings. Then are mentioned some tribal republics, frontier kings and also foreign powers
and the policy adopted towards them. It appears from the epigrah that being impressed
by the might of the Gupta ruler, these powers voluntarily entered into subordinate
alliance with him and saved themselves from his wrath. The clear and categorical
mention of kings and powers makes it different from vague statements in some
epigraphs, and therefore more authentic than such other ones.

‘The inscription also gives idea of the divinity of king. It says that he was man
only in performing worldly deeds (like avatara), he was god on the earth. It compares
him with Kubera, Varuna, Indra and Yama, and mentions him as one who is there for
the upliftment of good men and destructin of the wicked and is acintya Purusa. The
non-mention of the performance of asvamedha in the epigraph, which is attested to by
epigraphs of his successors and his asvamedha - type of coins, show that it was
performed after the engraving of the epigraph. The epigraph was written during his
life-time, and not after his death as supposed by Fleet, who mistakenly interpreted the
text to mean Samudragupta had gone to heaven, whereas the correct interpreation shows
that it refers to his fame going to heaven.

The Mehrauli Pillar inscription of Candra is in Gupta script. About Candra it
is stated that he was dead. He defeated confederation of kings in Bengal and crossing
Sindhu conquered Vahlikas the southern sea was fragrant with his prowess, he ruled
for long time, was a Vaisnava and erected flag staff for Vsnu or Visnupada. Candra
has been variously identified with Candragupta Maurya, Candra-Kaniska, Naga
Sadacandra or Candramsa, Candravarman of the Susuma inscription, Candragupta I,
Candragupta II, Samudragupta, a king of Khadga dynaty. It is unbelievable that a Gupta
king would have engraved a prasasti for Candragupta Maurya. The name Candra-
Kaniska is met within only one text, in others it is only Kaniska, Kaniska's rule began
in the first century C.E., but the inscription was recorded in the Gupta period. The
conguests of Samudragupta clearly show that his father's kingdom was relatively small.
Sadicandra. Candrams$a, Candravarman of Susuma inscription were too small to be
idenuified with king Candra. As regards Samudragupta, even though he was a great
comgueror his name was not Candra and on that account should be ruled out. The most
plassibie identification is Candragupta II. The conquests mentioned in the Mehrauli

Ansesl Bulletin-8 (175)



inscription is the extension of the territory under Samudragupta. His epithet
paramabhagavata shows that he was a devout Vaisnava,which is also corroborated by
his cakra-vikrama type of coins in which he is shown receiving prasada from cakra-
purusa in human form.

The Mandasor inscription of Kumaragupta desribes the earth ruled by him as
whose pendulous marriage-string is the verge of the four oceans; whose large breasts
are (the mountains) Sumeru and Kailasa, (and) whose laughter is the fullblown flowers
showered forth from the borders or the wood.

Catus-samudr-an(t]a - vilola mekhalam
Sumeru-Kailasa-brhat-payodharam |
Van-anta-vanta-sphuta-puspa-hasinim
Kumaragupte prthivim prasasati ||

The epigraph mentions the migration of a silk-weavers guild from Lata to
Mandasor. The surroundings in Lata have been praised as with trees bowed with the
weight of flowers, with temples, assembly halls and monasteries (kusuma-
bharantataruvara - devakula - sabha vihara .....). It is not stated as to why the guild
decided to migrate en masse. But it appears that due to some reasons the most profitable
trade with Rome suffered a set back. Indian cloth was quite popular in Rome and ladies
wearing dress made of it, in seven - folds, still faced criticism for revealing their body
parts. Pliny, the Roman senator, warned that if Romans go on buying costly luxury
items from India, it (Rome) will one day turn pauper. The guild felt it would be better
to tap inland market. The guild continued to flourish and built a magnificent sun temple
in 436 C.E., and 36 years after, when it was damaged they repaired it as well. The
guild claims that women, though young, beautiful and decked with ornaments did not
deem themselves attractive enough to visit their lovers unless they wore dress made
of its manufactured cloth.

The Junagarh inscription of Skandagupta praises Skandagupta for his noble
qualities and his defeat of the Nagas and mlecchas (i.e. Hunas). It tells us that
Skandagupta after appointing the governors in all the provinces pondered for several
days regarding the appointment of governor for the province of Surastra. He thought
who is inteligent, modest, wise, truthful, straightforward, loyal, honest, capable both
in the acquisition of wealth and also in the preservation of it, when acquired, and further
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in causing the increase of it, when protected, (and able) to dispense it on worthy objects,
when it has been increased.

Nyayarjane = rthasya ca kah samarthah

syad = arjitasy = apy = atha raksane ca |

Gopayitasy = api [ca] vrddhi - hetau

viddhasya patra - pratipadanaya ||

Skandagupta found these qualities in Parnadatta and appointed him as governor
and became relieved. Parnadatta after scanning the merits of eligible officials for the
office of head of Girinagara city, appointed his won son, Cakrapalita, in that office.
The Sudar§ana dam, which had been damaged and repaired during the reign of
Rudradaman in 150 C.E. got burst again in the reign of Skandagupta and in 455 C.E.
was repaired by Cakrapalita who also got a temple of Visnu built and enshrined his
image.
There are many other prasastis but I would, for lack of time, not discuss them.

But before I close 1 may discuss a few other aspects on inscriptions. In some cases
there is difference of opinion regarding the interpretations of the evidence. In his
Mandasor inscription of 532 C.E., YaSodharman is stated to have defeated the Huna
tyrant, Mihirakula and also conquered regions upto Brahmaputra, and his territories
included areas which were not under the Guptas, But there is evidence to show that
Gupta rule continued in parts of Magadha and Bengal even in 543 and after. So either
the Mandasor inscription gives exaggerated account of Yasodharman's achievements
or the Guptas accepted his suzerainty for a while and again became independent. Several
Calukya kings claim victory over their contemporary Pallava kings while the Pallava
kings do the same in respect of their contemporary Calukya kings. It becomes difficult
to decide who conqured whom, and even whether the war at all took place. But the
finding of an inscription of Calukya Vikramaditya on a temple at Kaici, the capital of
the Pallavas is a definite evidence that he had captured the Pallava city. Similarly, the
inscription of Pallava Narasimhhavarman on a rock in the Calukya capital Badami may
be taken as a positive proof of the victory of the Pallava ruler over Calukya king. These
conslusions have to be accepted as nobody can say that the temple or the rock has
been transported from outside; they certainly existed there, where they presently are.
This cannot be said about pillars bearing inscriptions, as in a few cases there are definite
evidences for their having been transported from one place to another. It is well known
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that Firuz Shah Tughlaq brought two pillars to Delhi, one from Topra and another
from Meerut.

We have sealings of the Imperial Gupta kings, Maukhari kings, Kamarupa king
Bhaskaravarman, Puspabhuti king, Harsavardhana and many other kings of different
dynasties from Nalanda, a great centre of religion and learning. While Nanalda would
have been within the kingdom of the Guptas and Harsa, it does not seem to form part
of the territories of Bhaskaravarman. Kings of different dynasties corresponded with
this great Centre of learning and hence their seals have been found there. They cannot
necessarily be taken as proof of its being within their kingdom.

Samudragupta and his grandoson Kumaragupta I issued Asvamedha and
Vinavadaka types of coins while in the case of Samudragupta, there is epigraphic
corroboration for his permormance of as§vamedha and musical talent, there is no such
corroboration in the case of Kumaragupta. So while it is possible that Kumaragupta
also performed asvamedha and he too was a good vina player, it could as well be argued
that he merely imitated the coins of his grandfather, and neither performed asvamedha,
nor was he a vina player.

From the language and script of the inscriptions it can be understood in which
area and in which period which language and script was in use. ASokan inscriptions
from Kalsi in the north to Mysore area in the south and from Surastra in the west to
Magadha in the east have been written in Prakrta language and in Brahmi script. The
Shahbazgarhi and Mansehra rock edicts of ASoka, both now in Pakistan, are in Prakrta
language and Kharosti script. Kharosti was confined to north western India, and its
use was discontinued in India from about 300 C.E., though it continued to be used for
some time more in Central Asia. The Shar - I - Kuna Minor Rock Edict (Kandhara) is
in Greek and Aramaic scripts. Obviously, in that area people were more conversant
with these scripts in ASoka's time. But it is Brahmi which has been most extensively
used in ancient India, and in its evolved form, Devanagari, is still in use. It has been
possible to read and interpret Brahmi inscriptions because the key for decipherment
of letters was discovered by James Prinsep. As Champollion is known for deciphering
Hieroglyphic script of Egypt, and as Rawlinson for early Persian and Babylonian scripts,
Prinsep is known for decipherment of early Brahmi script. I pay homage to his memory.
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