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Lesson Three - Ancient India Empires (Mauryan and Gupta) 

6.28 Describe the growth of the Maurya Empire and the political and moral achievements of the Emperor Asoka. 
 
6.29 Identify the important aesthetic and intellectual traditions, including: • Sanskrit literature, including the 
Bhagavad-Gita Gita, Ramayana, and the Mahabharata • medicine • metallurgy • mathematics, including Hindu-
Arabic numerals and the zero 

Watch, “Mauryan Empire” 
Record important dates and timespans within the video that will help you understand the history that took 
place during this time period. 

Date(s) Events 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
The Mauryan Empire 

During the Vedic period, from about 1500–500 BCE, chiefdoms (a series of villages under the control of one leader, 
or chief), based on tribal allegiances that existed before the Aryans arrived, began slowly to change into kingdoms 
with central governments. This change developed as communities of shepherds eventually grew into settlements that 
resembled cities. Eventually, certain kingdoms grew in size, economic security, and importance in the region, and 
states began to emerge. 

The northern part of India was divided into several independent states. Some of these states, such as Magadha, which 
was ruled by the Nanda dynasty, were more powerful than others, but none of them had control over a vast area. 
This changed around 321 BCE with the establishment of India’s first empire. 

Rise of the Maurya Empire 

Chandragupta Maurya began his reign by leading a revolt to overthrow the Nanda rulers in Magahda and claiming 
the throne. He then led campaigns against several other states, succeeding in conquering and uniting most of 
northern India to become the first true emperor of India. In honor of Chandragupta, the empire was called 
the Mauryan Empire. 

Because few written records from the time have been found, not much is known about Chandragupta's actual life 
beyond his military accomplishments. However, historians believe he was just 20 years old when he defeated the 
Nanda kings and began building his empire. At its height, the vast empire stretched from the Bay of Bengal in the 
east to the Arabian Sea in the west. It was one of the largest empires in the world at the time. Conquering and ruling 
over such a large amount of territory was a rare feat for such a young ruler. 

Chandragupta led the Mauryan Empire from 321 BCE to around 297 BCE. During this time Jainism became an 
important religion in India. Jainism is based on the principle of ahimsa, a dedication to nonviolence and to the 
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prevention of harm to all living things. Jains are vegetarians and avoid harm to all living things. Jains do not believe 
that their religion has a founder but that it gained popularity through the teaching of Mahivira who likely lived during 
the 500s BCE. Many followers of Mahivira became monks and nuns, who lived very simple lifestyles to reject all 
bodily senses and desires to attain enlightenment. 

It is believed that Chandragupta renounced his throne, became a Jain monk, and fasted to death. He passed on the 
rule of his kingdom to his son, establishing a dynasty, or a series of rulers from the same family. Bindusara, 
Chandragupta’s son, was the second ruler of the Mauryan dynasty. He ruled for about 20 years before handing 
control over to his son and Chandragupta's grandson, Ashoka. Ashoka, the third ruler in the Mauryan dynasty, 
would go on to be one of the most famous rulers in all of India's history. 

Answer the following questions using the article. 
Describe how the land of India was divided before the establishment of India’s first empire. 
 
 
Who is Chandragupta Maurya? 
 
 
 
Between what two bodies of water did the Mauryan Empire span? 

A) The Mediterranean Sea and the Red Sea 
B) The Tigris and Euphrates Rivers 
C) The Atlantic and Pacific Ocean 
D) The Bay of Bengal and the Arabian Sea 

Describe Jainism 
 
 
What happened to Chandragupta and the Mauryan Empire? 
 
 

Watch, “India: The Mauryan Empire” 
Who was Chandragupta I? 
 
 
Who was Ashoka? 
 
 
What is the legacy of the Mauryan Empire? 
 
 

Watch, “Ancient Warriors of India” 
Take notes over the political and moral achievements of Ashoka. 

Political Moral 
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Asoha and Buddhism 

Answer the following questions using the article. 
What do you think a leader would have to accomplish during his or her reign to be considered great? 
 
 
What evidence in the text suggests that Ashoka was a good military leader?  
 
 
What do you think was the greatest aspect of the Mauryan Empire? Why? 
 
 
What happened in Ashoka’s life after the battle against the kingdom of Kalinga?  
 
 
How was Ashoka’s rule changed after he conquered Kalinga? 
 
 
 

Ashoka (or Aśoka) was the third leader of the Mauryan Empire, and he is also remembered as one of the greatest 
leaders in India's history. What do you think a leader would have to accomplish during his or her reign to be 
considered great? 

Emperor Ashoka came to power in the Mauryan Empire around 265 BCE. Ashoka was a very accomplished military 
leader. Under his guidance, the Mauryan Empire expanded even farther. It included almost all of modern-day India. 

The Mauryan Empire was well organized and united most of South Asia under a single political leader. It had a 
strong and well-paid standing army and a system of government officials to govern and collect taxes. The empire 
ruled over a population that may have been as large as 50 million people. Traders from the empire traded with the 
Greek world by traveling overland through the Kyhber Pass, a gap in the Hindu Kush mountain range. Indians sent 
spices and textiles across the mountains and maintained some contact with foreign rulers. The Mauryan leaders 
appear in texts from ancient Greek and Syria. 

In the mid-200s BCE, Ashoka fought his last battle against the kingdom of Kalinga, which was near the Bay of 
Bengal. Using army elephants and trained soldiers, the Mauryans eventually defeated the Kalingas. This should 
have made Ashoka happy, but the death and destruction he saw at the end of the war changed him forever. Ashoka, 
who had converted to Buddhism several years before the Kalinga war, turned away from war and began to advocate 
peace and growth across his kingdom. 

Ashoka’s Legacy 

Ashoka changed the focus for his leadership throughout his empire. Instead of violent warfare, he promoted peace 
and worked to make sure the people of his lands were well treated. He built universities where people could study 
and developed new trade routes and irrigation systems. He encouraged his subjects to follow Buddhism by holding 
large religious assemblies and sending members of the royal family on religious pilgrimages. 

How do we know so much about the reign of Ashoka? It is partly because Ashoka erected massive stone pillars across 
his empire. He had workers carve laws, stories, and inscriptions into the pillars, as well as into large rocks and cave 
walls. These inscriptions, called edicts, were a way to spread his history, beliefs, and teachings throughout the land. 
Many of these inscriptions survived and have provided historians with a great deal of information about Ashoka and 
his reign. 

When Ashoka died in about 238 BCE, the Mauryan Empire crumbled. However, his promotion of Buddhism was an 
important event. Even though Buddhism is not the major religion of modern-day India, Ashoka's legacy helped the 
religion spread to other regions and countries. Without him, it is possible that Buddhism would not be as widely 
practiced as it is today. It is estimated that there are 400 million Buddhists in the world today. 
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What is an edict? 
 
 
What impact did Ashoka have on the religion of Buddhism?  
 
 

Watch, “Ashoka The Great” 
Watch the video and answer the following questions. 

Create a comic that documents the evolution of Ashoka’s life. Use as many squares as you need. 
   

   

The Gupta Empire 
Several centuries after the fall of the Mauryan Empire, a local ruler from the Magadha region named Chandra 
Gupta I became the first ruler of the Gupta dynasty around 320 CE. He married the princess of a neighboring 
kingdom and in exchange received control of her lands. Marriage was a common tool between rulers in ancient times 
used to secure peace or land. Chandra Gupta then passed on rule to his son Samudra Gupta. Samudra Gupta 
expanded his lands through conquest and established the Gupta Empire. The Guptas ruled over most of northern 
India for about 215 years. Under their rule, India experienced one of its most prosperous times. It was a golden age, a 
period of peace, stability, and cultural and intellectual advancement. 

The Gupta rulers built roads throughout the empire, linking neighboring cities with one another. This improved 
travel and trade throughout the region. It also allowed for greater interaction among people and encouraged the 
exchange of ideas. During this time, Hinduism became the state-sponsored religion and some form of Hinduism 
was practiced by the majority of the population. Religious freedom was encouraged, and both Buddhist and Hindu art 
and architecture were celebrated throughout the empire. Artists created many beautiful statues of Buddha and the 
Hindu Gods and Goddesses, as well as temples and other structures. 

Many scientific, mathematic, and cultural advances were made during the time of the Gupta Empire. Colleges and 
universities were established. Although these universities were created mostly for the education of men, the 
daughters of teachers were sometimes allowed to receive a higher education too. The nobility prized Sanskrit poetry 
and art, and two of India's most famous epic poems, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, were put into writing 
during this time period. 

One of the most influential contributions of the Gupta Empire was the creation of their numeric system. Unlike 
earlier numeric systems that used symbols to represent place values, the Indian system used a decimal place value 
system that used digits and zeroes as placeholders. This system relied on 10 symbols, each representing digits 0 
through 9, to create all numbers. 

The creation and use of the concept of zero was especially important. Zeroes are necessary for a place value system to 
work properly. This symbol makes counting and addition a lot easier, and it means that numbers can be written in 
much shorter form. The number system developed in the Gupta Empire eventually traveled around the world, thanks 
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to traders from the Middle East. It is now part of the base of modern mathematics. 

Many empires have come and gone in India since ancient times. Throughout history, those in power have had a great 
impact on society and on the lives of the Indian people. Many of the changes and innovations brought about by these 
empires can still be seen today in India and around the world. 

Answer the following questions using the article. 
What was the significance of the following people? 
Chandra Gupta I - 
 
Samudra Gupta - 
 
How long did the Gupta Empire last? 

A) 100 years 
B) 215 years 
C) 250 years 
D) 315 years 

Explain how the following aspects of civilization were influenced under the Gupta Empire. 
Travel and Trade - 
 
Religion - 
 
Art and Architecture - 
 
Education - 
 
Literature - 
 
Mathematics - 
 

Watch, “The Gupta Dynasty” and “Gupta Empire” 
Collect evidence that supports the statement that the Gupta Empire was the Golden Age of India. 
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Respond 

Why would the Mauryan Empire be considered one of the greatest empires in world history? Do you agree or 
disagree? Why? Use evidence from your lesson to support your writing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Why would the Gupta empire be considered the golden age of India? Do you agree or disagree? Why? Use 
evidence from your lesson to support your writing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 


