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ABSTRACT

The Gupta dynasty transformed itself into an empire owing to the conquests of
Samudragupta, the seeds for which were sown by the Chandragupta-
Kumaradevi marriage. The empire was amplified by Chandragupta II and
sustained by Kumaragupta. This mighty Gupta Empire could have been
washed away by the pushyamitra and hiin a tide. When the fear of obliteration
stared the Guptas in the face, the situation demanded for a fearsome leader.
The exigency for a saviour was fulfilled by Skandagupta who rose to the
occasion and proved himself to be worthy of being the emperor. A critical
analysis of the contents of the Bhitari stone pillar inscription of Skandagupta
not only gives further insight into the life of this invincible warrior who
became a Maharajadhiraja by his own valour, but also opens up a pandora’s
box of conjectures while solving some including the puzzle of the original
home of the Guptas.
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The most important epigraph for the political history of the reign of Skandagupta is
the Bhitari (Ghazipur District) pillar inscription for it gives the genealogy of Gupta
kings from Gupta up to Skandagupta and highlights the great calamity that befell the
Gupta dynasty due to the invasions of the Pushyamitras and the Hinas and the
success achieved by Skandagupta against them ™. This undated inscription is written
in Sanskrit and the characters belong to the western variety of the northern class of
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The inscription begins in prose giving the genealogy which had become stereotypical
by then. Samudragupta, the great grandson of the illustrious Gupta, grandson of the
illustrious Ghat otkacha and the son of Maharajadhiraja Chandragupta (I) and
Lichchhavi princess Mahadevi Kumaradevi is eulogized as the exterminator of all
kings, one who had no antagonist , whose fame was tasted by the water of the four
oceans, one who was equal to Dhanada, Varun a, Indra and Antaka, the very axe of
Kr itanta, the giver of many millions of lawfully acquired cows and gold and the
restorer of the a§vamédha sacrifice that had long been in abeyance®. He is followed
by Maharajadhiraja Chandragupta (II) and Maharajadhiraja Kumaragupta who are
both labelled as Paramabhagavata 41,

The first verse introduces the aika-virah ! of the Gupta lineage, Skandagupta. The
absence of the expression tat-padanudhyata for Skandagupta in relation to his father
Kumaragupta has given rise to many speculations. B.P. Sinha [ and S.R. Goyal Y
hypothesize that Purugupta occupied the Gupta throne after the death of his father to
be overthrown by Skandagupta who emerged victorious in the struggle for succession.
H.C. Raychaudhuri’s ©® viewpoint that there is not the slightest reference to fratricidal
war seems more acceptable. He opines that the use of the epithets like amal=atma [
(pure soul) in the Bhitari pillar inscription and para-hitakari (benefactor of others) on
his archer type coinst*® for Skandagupta do not warrant the conclusion that he shed
the blood of his brothers **. R.C. Majumdar *? is of the view that in the expressions
vichalita-kula-lakshmi (shaken fortune of the family) and viplutam-vamsa-lakshmi
(convulsed fortune of the family) in the Bhitari inscription, the words vamsa and kula
have been chosen with care to indicate that there was great danger to the family ,
rather than to the empire , and that if the intention had been to refer to foreign
invasion, then the expression would better have been rajya—lakshmi. This standpoint
is countered by D.K. Ganguly who states—The supposed distinction between rajyam
and vamsa cannot be held applicable to Ancient India, where a kingdom was hardly
distinguished from the dynasty ruling over it. Any invasion from without, threatening
the kingdom, could reasonably be construed by the dynasty ruling over the given
area’.™ Additionally, not much stress should be laid on the expression tat-
padanudhyata, for the reference to Skandagupta as one ‘who subsisted (like a bee) on
the wide — spreading water lilies which were the feet of (his) father’,"* gives just
about the same sense. Thus, R.K. Mookerji ™! has rightly pointed out that because of
his fidelity and competence, Skandagupta succeeded his father in a peaceful manner.
A problem that presents itself is apropos the name of Skandagupta’s mother, her
ancestry and her social status. According to the Bhitari inscription, Skandagupta
announcing his victory ‘betook himself to (his) mother, whose eyes were full of tears
of joy, just as Kr ishna when he had slain (his) enemies, betook himself to (his
mother) Davaki "¢, An unsupportable suggestion has been put forward by some
scholars that the name of the mother of Kr ishna, D&vaki, has intentionally been
mentioned, as that was also the name of Skandagupta’s mother ). The choice of
mentioning Kr ishna and his mother must have been because Skandagupta was a
paramabhagavata and also that the inscription records the installation of a
Vaishn avite image. It must be added that while Skandagupta’s mother had become
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widow by the time he vanquished his enemies, D&vaki’s husband was alive when
Kr ishn a killed Kamsa.

Since the enemy killed by Kr ishna was his own maternal uncle, it has been
conjectured that the enemy of Skandagupta mentioned in his inscription was his
maternal uncle. D.R. Bhandarkar*®! suggests that his maternal uncle belonged to the
Naga dynasty. Ashvini Agrawal ™ points out , ‘a Naga rebellion at this stage in the
Gupta history and that too by his mother’s relations is most unlikely for most of the
powerful Naga kings like Achyutanandi, Nagasena, Nagadatta, Gan apatinaga etc. had
been uprooted by Samudragupta and the kingdoms of Mathura, Padmavati, Vidisa and
Ahichhatra had been merged in the Gupta empire. It is not likely that during the
strong rule of Chandragupta Il Vikramaditya and Kumaragupta Mahendraditiya the
Nagas had again built up a mighty military machine and were able to revolt’. The
Bhitari inscription mentions that when Skandagupta broke the news of his victory to
his mother, she shed tears of joy, which wouldn’t have been the case if her son’s
enemy who was defeated was her own brother.

The inscription mentions the names of the chief queens of the emperors preceding
Kumaragupta, but doesn’t mention his wife’s name, who was the reigning King’s
mother. Instead, Skandagupta is abruptly introduced as the son of Kumaragupta o
This, according to some scholars, was the result of a deliberate choice, instead of
being an accidental error of omission!?!. Both P.L Gupta ?? and A.L Basham ! are
of the opinion that the omission of the name of Skandagupta’s mother signifies that he
was born of a mistress, a concubine or a slave girl in the harem. A.L Basham cites the
statement of the Bhitari inscription that he was raised to the dignity of an aryan by the
songs and panegyrics of the bards as a corroborative evidence of the humble origin of
Skandagupta. Had Skandagupta been a Stdra-putra or a Parasava, he would not be
recognized, as is evident from the testimony of the contemporary writer Yajiavalkya,
as a scion of the Gupta family; in that case, Skandagupta’s claim to the revival of the
glory of the Gupta family and prominence in the Gupta lineage would remain
inexplicable . The alleged reference to Skandagupta’s elevation to the status of an
aryan is based on A.L Basham’s interpretation of the term aryatam in the passage
gitaisé=ca stutibhi$=ca vandaka-jano yam prapayaty=aryatam in the sense of aryan
status ?°). But the term may be employed in the sense of respect, greatness, tribute etc.
And judged in this context, the passage may be taken to imply, ‘to whom respect was
paid by the bards in the form of songs and panegyrics’ 1y, Agrawal’s interpretation
that Skandagupta blushed when his eulogy was recited 8], suits the context best. This
humility is highlighted by the inscription which states that not only was Skandagupta
a mighty conqueror, he was also a benevolent ruler who ‘showed mercy to the
conquered people in distress’ ¥, He became neither proud nor arrogant, though his
glory increased day by day B

The omission of the name of Skandagupta’s mother may be for consideration of metre
B H.C Raychaudhuri B? rightly points out that the evidence of the seals, which
being royal are more accurate, should be differentiated from that of the ordinary
prasastis, which at time omit the name of the mother of the reigning king, even though
she may be the chief queen. R.K. Mookerji **! echoes Raychaudhuri’s viewpoint and
states that the epigraphic practice of mentioning mother of the ruling king is not
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uniform or conclusive. J.Agrawal ** opines that the poet who composed the Bhitari
inscription was so keen for vamsogana the he even forgot to mention the name of the
mother of Skandagupta.

The enemies who had posed a serious threat to the Gupta sovereign power and who
were overcome after a very strenuous fight were the Pushyamitras, who had built up a
strong military power and the resources for a war ). What Fleet B read as
Pushyamitrams, was read by Divekar 371 as yuddhy=amitrams$=cha (enemies in war).
D.R. Bhandarkar rejected the reading of Fleet and accepted that of Divekar, stating
that it is highly strange that such an insignificant clan as the Pushyamitras should all
at once rise to such an eminence as to dominate Gupta supremacy for a while, only to
sink into perennial oblivion thereafter 8. Ashvini Agrawal'® counters Bhandarkar’s
opinion by stating that if Bhavadattavarman of a tiny Nala kingdom could defeat the
Vakat akas who were masters of a fairly extensive kingdom in the deccan, then the
relatively insignificant Pushyamitras could as well have shaken the mighty Guptas by
launching an offensive against them. It seems highly improbable that an opponent
who troubled Skandagupta so much that he had to pass a whole night on bare ground
wouldn’t even be mentioned by name and classified generally as Yudhy-amitran.
‘Pushyamitran’ reading seems correct to us.

Attempts have been made to identify the Pushyamitras and the region inhabited by
them. K.D. Bajpait*® identifies them with the scions of the Mitra dynasties (pafichala
region) and K.C. Jain*! considers them as progenies of the Sun ga-mitra chiefs of
Ahichchhatra, Mathura, Ayodhya and Kausambi. R.D. Banerji**? identifies them with
the Hunas and S.R. Goyal®®! with the Varmans of Malwa. The most convincing
identification, that it was a tribe inhabiting Mekala on the Narmada, is based on
puran ic testimony™¥. S.R. Goyal’s!*! theory that Pushyamitras were assisted by
Vakat akas is fantastic and cannot be accepted for not even a single evidence
supports the claim. In the present state of our knowledge it seems extremely difficult
to fix the place of battle but it seems that the confrontation with the Guptas would
have occurred not very far away from the Maikal range.

Bhitari inscription states that Skandagupta ‘placed (his) left foot on a footstool which
was the king (of that tribe himself)’ L46] Skandagupta’s placing his foot on the king’s
helpless body and his mother’s tears denote the responsibility of the Pushyamitras in
Kumaragupta’s death. The possibility of Kumaragupta meeting his end in or due to
the battle against the Pushyamitras cannot be ignored. The emperor’s death would
have thrown the empire into chaos and jeopardized the continuation of the Guptas as
an imperial family. Humiliation of the Pushyamitran king by Skandagupta was a
symbol of his completed vengeance. His mother’s tears depict the relief that she felt
when she realised that her son had saved the empire and exacted revenge by
annihilating the Pushyamitras. The lack of corroborative evidence refrains us from
formulating positive conclusions. Kamsa, in a fit of rage, had ordered the death of
Dévaki, Vasudeva and Nanda. As a result Kr ishn a assassinated the villainous king
in front of the people of Mathura, thus saving his family. So the most plausible
explanation that can be given is that when the Guptas were facing the fear of
obliteration, Skandagupta’s heroics on the battlefield ensured that the Guptas lived on
and he emerged as the saviour of his family, just like the Vaishnava deity. The
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victory was decisive and the tribe so thoroughly subdued that after their defeat we
hear no mention of them in any source.

Skandagupta had to fight a more formidable enemy- the Htin as and the battle was so
intense that it ‘made the earth shake’ 7. Skandagupta worked such a havoc in their
ranks, that they suffered a crushing defeat and took to flight, carrying with them the
tales of Skandagupta’s extraordinary prowess, and the Indian frontiers were made
immune from the menace for another half a century 8.

McGovern*? asserts, Skandagupta was defeated many times by the Hin as and the
Gupta Empire almost corroded away as a result of their successive invasions. R.D.
Banerji® postulates that Skandagupta died fighting the Han as the third time. He
proposes that during the Hun a invasion, Purugupta set himself as rival king and
Skandagupta was defeated by the Hanas and died. V.A. Smith® posits that there
were reseeded Hun a invasions, and Skandagupta was unable to check them in the
later part of his reign, as he had done in the earlier part of it, and succumbed to them.
K.K. Thaplyal ©% rightly points that some scholars were so overwhelmed by the
fighting skills of the Htinas as also the record of their success in battles fought
outside India, that they took them as victorious against Skandagupta, despite the fact
that there is no evidence to substantiate it. Another view that can be out rightly
rejected is Bhandarkar’s viewpoint that the Nagas invited the Htn as to invade the
Gupta Empire %!,

The place where the battle between Skandagupta and the Hiin as was fought hasn’t
been satisfactorily identified. Some scholars, following Fleet’s reading Gan ga-dhvani
in the Bhitari pillar inscription, believe that the battle was fought on the banks of
Ganga 4. Chhabra P and J. Agrawal ® instead read $arf ga-dhvani ‘twang of the
bow’ and take it suggestive of a battle scene. K.K. Thaplyal 7 echoes Sohoni’s ¥
view that the Huanas overran the Gangetic plain upto Bhitari and in the battle
Kumaragupta was killed, otherwise there is just no reason why this particular site was
selected to commemorate Kumaragupta. According to J. Agrawal, the Hiin as never
penetrated into any part of India near the Ganga ®° and the Hiin a war was fought in
Surasht ra, the region for which Skandagupta is said to have deeply deliberated to
find out a very competent official to govern . We mustn’t forget the asseveration of
Mehrauli iron pillar inscription®” which states that Chandra crossed the seven
mouths(sapta-mukhani) of Indus to overwhelm, probably, the Hiin as. Talking about
the path that Chandra (Chandragupta 11) took Ashvini Agrawal® writes “It is
therefore clear that Chandra proceeded for the conquest of the Valhikas from the
lower Indus valley via Bolan pass and thence took a northerly direction towards
Bactria which was partly held by the Kushan as and partly by the Htan as about this
time.” There shouldn’t be a hindrance then, in accepting that the Hun as, seeking
revenge, followed the same path from Bactria to the Bolan pass to Gujarat where they
collided with the forces marshalled by Skandagupta. This view seems more cogent .
The Pushyamitra and the HGna wars in the Bhitari inscription solve a two fold
purpose. Not only does it help in refuting the claim of some scholars that
Kumaragupta (I) abdicated the throne 1 for during a dire situation like this the
emperor mustn't had resigned himself to religious duties, it also proves that
Skandagupta was the worthy and rightful claimant to the throne and Bhitari
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inscription’s claim that he was the most eminent hero in the lineage of the Guptas is
not a vain boast. The Kahaum stone pillar inscription which serves as an epilogue to
the Bhitari epigraph refers to year 141(gupta era) as a Sante varshe® (peaceful year)
of Skandagupta. The fact that Skandagupta triumphed in eliminating the threat posed
to the empire and by 460 AD established tranquillity throughout his dominion is
discernible.

Verses 9-12 state the purpose of the Bhitari inscription. The object of it was to record
the installation of the image of the God Sarn gin !, In the Mahabharata, Vasudeva’s
and/or Kr ishn a's bow is called Sarfi ga (it is the divine Vaishn ava bow) %, In verse
10 1" skandagupta is credited with the making of an image of a deity that is known to
be a mighty archer and reflects the qualities *® of himself and his father. In view of
the fact that the merit of this act is assigned to the deceased father, Kumaragupta, the
name suggested for the image, Kumarasvamin, is an intelligent supposition %1 To
summarize, the inscription in verses 9-12 tells us that Skandagupta installed the image
of Vasudeva, possibly named Kumarasvamin, a deity who’s a great archer just like
Kumaragupta and for its maintenance Skandagupta assigned the community to the
deity, meaning, he exempted that community from taxes, so that its surplus
production could be used for worship and maintenance. Both beneficial acts were
performed to increase the merit of the deceased father, Kumaragupta.

It has already been shown that the theory of Bhitari being the place where
Skandagupta clashed with the Hiin as or Pushyamitras doesn’t seem tenable, for the
Guptas wouldn’t have just lazed around at Patliputra waiting for the antagonists to run
over their territory and reach as far as Ghazipur. If we can really hazard a conjecture
pertaining to the location of the pillar, it should be that Bhitari must have been related
somehow to the original home of the Guptas. Competent authorities have already
shown that corroborating the literary, numismatic and epigraphical evidence reveals
Eastern part of modern day Uttar pradesh as the sole contender for the region where
the Guptas appeared for the first time as a political entity.[’” Sarnath is the earliest
place associated with the Guptas, for it finds mention in relation to the first known
Gupta ruler SrT Gupta. I-tsing’s testimony provided the first piece of evidence when
his Mr igasikhavana was correctly identified with the deer park at Sarnath!™,
Furthermore, an inscription on the pedestal of an image found at Sarnath referring to
it having been established by Sri Gupta[72], the lord (Svami) is palacographically
datable to c. 3rd-4th century AD. The title Svami may indicate that Sri Gupta could
have been a chieftain, if not a king though the Gupta inscriptions from Samudragupta
onwards provide him with the title of Maharaja. Considering that the distance
between Bhitari and Sarnath isn’t even 40km it’s not unreasonable to believe that Sri
Gupta’s petty territory stretched between these two places, inclusive of them both.
The succession of political conquests can be gleaned as such. Original home being
Bhitari, SrT Gupta set out towards Sarnath, capturing it. Chandragupta I, if puranic
testimony is believed, extended his dominion further to Prayag on the Ganges,
Ayodhaya and Magadhal™!. Infact, Samudragupta’s Allahabad prasastil’* which gives
an account of the Aryavarta monarchs uprooted by Samudragupta makes no mention
of any king residing in the Bhitari-Sarnath region. Next comes the clinching evidence
of the Bhitari inscription itself. D.C. Sircar observed that Skandagupta may have
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installed the image of the Vishn u and granted the village for the latter’s worship for
the merit of Kumaragupta (I) on the occasion of an annual §raddha of the dead
king™!. T.P. Verma building on Sircar’s premise exhorts, “It is noteworthy here that
Bhitari could not have been chosen for the $raddha of his father unless it was his
ancestral home. Bhitari, which is very near to Varan asi, cannot be regarded to have
been a holy place worthy of performing the $raddha of his father by a king like
Skandagupta so it should be regarded as the ancestral place of the Guptas.”l"® Their
very existence as a political entity was in jeopardy and a loss to either the
Pushyamitra or the Hiin as would have deracinated the dynasty that was established
by Gupta. To commemorate Skandagupta’s heroic triumph which ensured that the
Imperial house of the Guptas continued, a place was chosen from where it all began
around two centuries ago - Bhitari.

Dandekar " writes: ‘His wise administration, his heroic wars, his patriotic
ambitions- all these made Skandagupta one of the greatest Gupta emperors. K.K.
Thaplyal ["® nominates Samudragupta and Chandragupta 11 for the title of the greatest
Gupta monarch and agrees with R.C. Majumdar in considering the former of the two
as the greatest ruler of the dynasty. While Samudragupta and Chandragupta Il united
most of the Indian subcontinent under one banner, Skandagupta made sure that the
Gupta flag soared high even in the worst of situations. Had it not been for his valour,
Gupta Empire would have faded into obscurity. So Ashvini Agrawal [ labelling
Skandagupta as ‘the greatest of all the Gupta rulers by all standards of judgement’
seems justifiable.
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