
Ashoka and the Mauryan Empire 

Investigation 2. Solving the puzzle 



[2.1] Ashokan edicts at Peshawar 

© The University of Melbourne – Asia Education Foundation, 2013 

We already know that the first copies of the inscriptions that Prinsep saw 
were not clear and because they were very old, a lot of inscriptions had 
been worn away by weather. It’s hard even to see the one on this rock near 
Peshawar in present day Pakistan, let alone trying to copy it. 

 
S: Ashoka_edict_peshawar.jpg 



[2.2] Ashokan pillars at Allahabad, Delhi and Lauriya Nandangarh 
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But as time went on, Prinsep got better copies. He wanted to see whether he could find groups of letters 
that were the same on different inscriptions, and one day he was looking at one from a pillar in Allahabad 
(left), one from Delhi (centre), and one from Lauriya Nandangarh that you’ve already seen (right). 

http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/apac/photocoll/a/largeimage55717.html   
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ashoka_Pillar_at_Firoze_Shah_Kotla,_Delhi.jpg 
http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/apac/photocoll/r/largeimage58175.html 
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http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/apac/photocoll/r/largeimage58175.html


[2.3] Common group of 15 letters 

First he noticed this group of 15 letters that appeared in all three inscriptions. And then 
he suddenly realised excitedly that, as he wrote, ‘to find any other words which might be 
common either to two or to all three of them, I was led to a most important discovery; 
namely, that all three inscriptions are identically the same.’ 

Perhaps you’ve noticed that large parts of the inscriptions you’ve already seen are the 
same as well. 

Copied by GA from JAS 1934. 
S: Devanamapiya_piyadasi_laja_hevam_aha.jpg © The University of Melbourne – Asia Education Foundation, 2013 



[2.4] Sanchi in the 1830s 
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Prinsep was excited, and he was making progress, but he still couldn’t read 
the inscriptions. It took another two years to work it out, and the final clues 
were found at Sanchi near Bhopal in central India. This is a drawing made by 
Captain Edward Smith in the 1830s. 

Copied by GA from JAS 1934. 
S: MurraySanchi.jpg 



Even in 1861, when this photo was taken, the 
jungle was still taking over parts of the site. The 
big mound is called a stupa.   

 

[2.5] Sanchi gateway in 1861 
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http://www.vam.ac.uk/users/node/3127  
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[2.6] Sanchi Stupa from eastern gate 
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This is Sanchi today. You can see how much repair work has been done.  

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/20/Sanchi_Stupa_from_Eastern_gate%2C_Madhya_Pradesh.jpg  
S: Sanchi_Stupa_from_Eastern_gate,_Madhya_Pradesh.jpg 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/20/Sanchi_Stupa_from_Eastern_gate%2C_Madhya_Pradesh.jpg


[2.7] Sanchi repairs in 1881 
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In 1881, almost 50 years after Captain Smith’s visit, Indian photographer 
Deen Dayal took this photo during the first repairs. 

http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/apac/photocoll/t/largeimage59361.html  
S: The_Great_Stupa.jpg 

http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/apac/photocoll/t/largeimage59361.html


[2.8] Sanchi in 1883 
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This is Deen Dayal’s 1883 photo, after repairs were finished.  

http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/apac/photocoll/g/largeimage59359.html  
S: General_view_of_the_Great_Stupa.jpg 

http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/apac/photocoll/g/largeimage59359.html


And this is another of Deen Dayal’s 1883 photos, in 
which you can see some of the detail of the gateway. 
Sanchi is an old Buddhist site, but there weren’t any 
Buddhists living around there by 1836. 

[2.9] Sanchi gateway in 1883 

© The University of Melbourne – Asia Education Foundation, 2013 
http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/apac/photocoll/e/largeimage57071.html  
S: Eastern_gate_of_Sanchi_Tope.jpg 
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[2.10] Monks at Sanchi 

These days, though, lots of Buddhists (like these Tibetan monks) visit Sanchi. 
We’ll find out more about Buddhism later. 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/6f/Monks_visiting_the_Sanchi_Stupa.jpg  
S: Monks_visiting_the_Sanchi_Stupa.jpg © The University of Melbourne – Asia Education Foundation, 2013 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/6f/Monks_visiting_the_Sanchi_Stupa.jpg


[2.11] Drawing of stupa at Sanchi 

You’ve probably noticed that Sanchi is not like the rocks and pillars we’ve already seen. 
Although Captain Smith went there mainly to draw the buildings sculpture, he copied some 
inscriptions as well. They were short and they were mostly on the ‘railings’ or fence that’s 
clear in this drawing.  

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sanchi3.jpg  
S: Sanchi3.jpg © The University of Melbourne – Asia Education Foundation, 2013 
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[2.12] Three inscriptions from Sanchi  

Here are just three of the short inscriptions, taken from Captain Smith’s original 
drawings. This time, they didn’t seem ‘grand’, like the ones on pillars and rocks. 
What could they mean? Can you see anything common to all three? 

  
S: Inscriptions_from_Sanchee_1.jpg © The University of Melbourne – Asia Education Foundation, 2013 



Prinsep knew about Buddhist stupas in other countries 
like Thailand and Burma, so he had some idea what 
these ‘little’ inscriptions might be saying. He guessed 
that they might be recording gifts given by different 
people to the stupa. And he also noticed that they 
all ended with these letters. Did you notice as well? 

What if they meant ‘gift’ or ‘given’, so each little 
inscription would say ‘somebody’s gift’? Now this is 
where Prinsep’s knowledge of the old languages of 
Sanskrit and Pali came in. He thought the word for gift 
would be ‘danam’, and that’s what these letters are 
saying. With just that last clue, and his knowledge of old 
languages, Prinsep was able to work out just about all 
the others.  

 

[2.13] ‘Danam’ inscription 

  
S: Inscriptions_from_Sanchee_3.jpg  © The University of Melbourne – Asia Education Foundation, 2013 



[2.14] King said 

Or that’s how it seemed. But in reality he had help from highly educated Indians. We don’t hear much 
about them in what Prinsep wrote about all this, but he does mention ‘the Asiatic Society’s pandit’, and 
he even gives him a name: Rama Govinda. 
 
Anyway, Prinsep was soon able to read these fifteen letters that we saw earlier. They mean ‘The 
beloved of the Gods, King Piyadasi, says…’, so they obviously introduce something that the king wanted 
to tell people. The inscriptions seemed to be the words of a king who called himself Piyadasi, and it 
wasn’t long before the inscriptions were translated. We’ll now call them edicts. The king’s real name 
was Ashoka, and lots of stories about him were already known. But this was the first time real evidence 
about him had been found. 

  
S: Devanamapiya_piyadasi_laja_hevam_aha.jpg   © The University of Melbourne – Asia Education Foundation, 2013 



[2.15] Ashokan edict at Girnar 

© The University of Melbourne – Asia Education Foundation, 2013 

You might be surprised at some of the things he says in his edicts: all religions 
should be respected, and all his people are like his children. And here again is 
the very first inscription we saw, which talks about how all living things should 
be respected and that people should not sacrifice animals. 

 Next we’ll look at what else he said and did. 

 
S: Ashoka_Girnar.jpg 
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