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Sunga, Kanva, Chedi, Indo-Greek: 

The period after the collapse of the Mauryan dynasty around 

187/ 185 BCE is termed  as post-Mauryan. If the survey of 

this period is begun fifteen years earlier, then the beginning 

of the post Mauryan period could be considered as having 

started from 200 BCE, and having ended around 300 CE (a 

period of five centuries). The northern part of India came to 

be ruled by the Sungas, Kanvas and the Chedis. 

 

With the exit of an almost pan-Indian power like the 

Mauryas, the political scene came to be dominated by a 

large number of powers of different strengths, stretching 



 

 

from the north western part of the sub continent, down to 

the Deep South. Many of these powers were non- indigenous 

powers, such as the Greeks, the Sakas, the Pahlavas and the 

mighty Kushanas.  

 

The post-Mauryan period of five hundred years, was as 

significant for the military success of these powers, as for 

the unprecedented contacts, commercial as well as cultural, 

of the sub-continent, with widespread areas beyond it like, 

central Asia, West Asia, and the Mediterranean (particularly 

the Eastern Mediterranean) regions. In terms of cultural 

activities the period left its marks in the form of major 

literary creations, and fascinating developments in visual 

arts. It was for the first time that the peninsular part of India 

came into prominence, in politics, socio-economic 

developments, and in terms of the creation of visual arts. 

The myriad developments that were witnessed make the 

period a complex one. 

 

There are a variety of sources for the post-Maurya period 

that include a number of inscriptions, coins struck in 

different kinds of metals, and texts written by both Indians, 



 

 

as well as non Indian authors (Greek, Latin and Chinese).  

The earliest texts written in the Tamil language will also be 

considered. Along with these, we have ecological evidence as 

well as visual materials to better comprehend the 

developments taking place.  

 

Maurya rule came to an end at the hands of Pushyamitra 

Sunga, the former commander in chief, (senapati) of the 

Mauryas, who overthrew the last Maurya ruler, Brihadratha, 

and established the Sunga dynasty at Pataliputra. The 

Puranas mention several successors of Pushyamitra, 

although their historicity is difficult to establish, except for 

Dhanadeva, who was sixth in line of descent from the 

founder of this dynasty, and is known from an inscription at 

Ayodhya, in which he recalls his grand ancestor Pushyamitra 

Sunga, as the performer of two horse sacrifices or 

aswamedha yajnas. However if the evidence of the famous 

grammatical treatise, the ‘Mahabhasya’ of Patanjali (who 

was Pushyamitra’s contemporary), and that of the Puranic 

text called Yuga Purana, is combined, it appears that 

Pushyamitra had to face the threat of the invasion of the 

yavanas from the north-west, soon after his accession to the 



 

 

throne. The term yavanas denotes the Greek rulers of 

Bactria (north-eastern Afghanistan). They crossed the Hindu 

Kush, and swooped down on to the plains of Punjab,   

threatened areas in the Ganga valley, such as Saketa, the 

area around Kushadhwaja or Pataliputra, and even attacked 

Madhyamika or the region of Chitor. 

 

A later text of Kalidasa, named Malavikagnimitram, mentions 

that Pushyamitra Sunga defeated the yavana raiders with 

the help of his grandson Agnimitra. If one is to believe the 

story of the Malavikagnimitram, it may be assumed that 

Pushyamitra had control over the greater part of the Ganga 

valley, and the region of eastern Malwa. 

 

The Sunga dynasty lasted for about a hundred and twelve 

years, and ended around 75 BC. They were followed by the 

Kanvas, who seem to have ruled only for forty years, from 

around 75BCE to 30BCE. The Puranas mention the names of 

four Kanva rulers. 

 

It was in the second half of the first century BCE. that 

Kalinga emerged for the first time in Indian history, as a 



 

 

powerful political entity. Kalinga includes the coastal part, 

and the eastern part of Orissa, mainly along the Mahanadi 

valley and delta. The author of this change in the fortunes of 

Kalinga was Kharavela, of the Chedi or Mahameghavahana 

dynasty. Kharavela or Kaligadhipati is known only from 

inscriptions. A long eulogy or prasasti type of inscription 

written in Prakrit, in the Hatigumpha caves near present day 

Bhubaneshwar, provides a graphic account of the life and 

achievements of Kharavela who was the third ruler of the 

Chedi or Mahameghavahana dynasty. He is praised as a 

devout Jain ruler, although that does not seem to have been 

a deterrent to his launching a series of campaigns and 

conquests, which are enlisted almost year by year, from the 

year off his accession to the throne.  

 

A passage in the Hathigumpha inscription, states that he 

probably came to rule three hundred years after the rule of a 

Nanda king. Since Nanda rule cannot be placed later than 

325 BCE. it would appear on the basis of the inscription that 

Kharavela could not have ruled Kalinga before 25 or 30 BC. 

The inscription recalls in glowing terms, that he invaded 

Magadha twice, and attacked Anga (eastern Bihar). He is 



 

 

also said to have once sent his armies against a ruler called 

Satakarni, possibly a Satavahana ruler, who is said to have 

ruled to the west of his kingdom. If he was ruling in Kalinga, 

the western area indicates Maharashtra, where he must 

have gone in all probability. 

 

There are lists of the conquests of Kharavela, into the region 

he calls Bharatabhasa in Prakrit, which means 

Bharatavarsha. This is the earliest known use of the term 

Bharatavarsha, but it is quite evident that this did not imply 

that Kharavela had conquered the whole of India, but 

probably referred only to the area of the Ganga Valley, 

located between Magadha in the east and possibly Mathura 

in the west.  Apart from the campaigns he led in the Ganga 

valley, he also launched successful military campaigns in the 

peninsular part of India, in Pitunda, located in the coastal 

area of Andhra, possibly in the Godavari delta area, thus 

illustrating how he pushed forward from the Mahanadi delta 

to the Godavari delta. He ventured further south into the 

Tamilakam area and is said to have fought against a 

confederacy of Tamila rulers. Mention of his defeat of a ruler 



 

 

of the Pandya country, in the Vaigai valley, around present 

day Madurai region, in Tamil Nadu, has also been found 

 

These military campaigns of Kharavela were largely in the 

form of raids to capture booty. Another motive was to be 

able to establish him as a very powerful conqueror. Kalinga 

emerged as a power to reckon with, in the second half of the 

first century BCE. But Kharavela does not seem to have been 

followed by capable or powerful successors, as a 

consequence of which the Mahameghavahana dynasty in 

Kalinga faded out. 

 

During the post-Maurya period the north-western part of the 

sub continent had a large number of rulers, many of whom 

came from central Asian and West Asian backgrounds.  

 

The Greeks of Bactria, who were originally satraps of the 

Seleucid empire of West Asia, asserted their independence in 

230 BCE and gradually extended their control to the south of 

the Hindu Kush, by the second century BCE, and started to 

rule over parts of north-west India between the second and 

first centuries BCE. They were known as Bactrian Greeks. 



 

 

They were usually referred to in indigenous Indian sources 

as the yavanas. The word yavana or ayoniya in Greek was 

used to denote Hellenised people of West Asian origin. 

 

Yavana = Ayoniya (Greek) denoted a Hellenised person of 

West Asian origin. Yavana rulers are mentioned as Aminesh 

in Patanjali’s Mahabhasya, and the Gargi Samhita of the 

Yuga Purana which call the yavana rulers, animesha. James 

Michiner analysed the contents of the Yuga Purana and 

indicated how the yavana rulers tried to infiltrate into the 

north Indian plains.  

 

Bactria held a crucial position in the politics of north India, 

particularly with regard to its intimate linkage with the 

north- western borderland of the sub-continent. As there 

was no frontier as such in antiquity, the border lands of the 

sub-continent were not cut off from the neighbouring areas 

of west Asia and central Asia.  Afghanistan occupied a crucial 

position as it was situated almost at the cross roads, vis a 

vis the Bactrian Greek kingdom with its capital at Bactra. 

  



 

 

W.W. Tarn in his ‘The Greeks in Bactria and India’ has done 

extensive research on the Bactrian Greek rulers. The 

reference in the Puranas to a yavana invasion was possibly 

related to these Greek rulers.  The two principal Bactrian 

Greek conquerors were Euthydemus and Demetrius. In all 

probability they invaded the northern part of the sub 

continent, at the time when Pushyamitra Sunga was on the 

throne (by the first quarter of the second century BCE). They 

appear to have advanced through the north- western frontier 

area of Gandhara consisting of the Peshawar-Rawalpindi 

region to the west and east of the Indus. Then they moved 

into the regions of the Punjab plains and Punjab, (both in 

present day Pakistan and of India), and then into the Indo 

Ganga divide, the Ganga Yamuna Doab and possibly even 

threatened the Magadhan capital of the Sungas located in 

Pataliputra or present day Patna. 

 

There was a hint in the Puranas in the form of a pseudo 

prophesy, that the yavana rulers though initially successful 

militarily, would not be able to consolidate their military 

victories due to trouble in their own land (Bactria), which 

would make them go back, leaving their ambitions in the 



 

 

Indian mainland unfulfilled. The Puranic description has 

some relevance, as there was indeed a revolt in Bactria, 

which eventually led to a virtual division among the Bactrian 

Greeks. Henceforth one group of rulers began to rule in the 

border land area situated in the north-western frontiers of 

the sub continent and came to be considered as the Indo-

Greeks. 

 

A. K. Narain made a detailed study of the Indo Greek rulers, 

and suggested that they had a distinct identity vis a vis their 

counterparts who continued to hold onto their political 

strong-hold in Bactria proper (the region around Balkh), and 

over Afghanistan and Kabul. This area was thus distinct from 

the area under the control of the Indo-Greeks, whose base 

of power was in the north-western frontier areas, the 

Gandhara area and then Punjab. 

 

The Bactrian Greeks and Indo Greeks were known from their 

coins. They issued excellent coins mostly in silver, with 

beautiful figures of the ruler almost like sculpted figures in 

high relief and with the entire title of the Greek rulers 

engraved on the principal side of the coin (obverse). On the 



 

 

reverse side there were often images of different deities, 

along with the names of the rulers in the Greek language 

and script. Coins with the legend in Prakrit language, and in 

Kharoshti and Brahmi script were also in circulation. The use 

of bilingual inscriptions and  coins clearly suggest that these 

Greek rulers had some sort of relations (politically at least) 

with the Indian sub continent, particularly the north-western 

part, where Prakrit was in use, and so adopted this 

language, rather than their own mother tongue, Greek. 

 

The best remembered of the Indo-Greek kings was 

undoubtedly Menander, who as Milinda, attained fame in the 

Buddhist text Milindapanha (questions of king Milinda), 

which records a discussion on Buddhism. Milinda is said to 

have converted to Buddhism, due to the influence of a 

Buddhist philosopher named Nagasena. His coins indicate 

that he stabilized Indo-Greek power, as well as extended it 

to parts of India. He is known to have held the Swat valley, 

Punjab, Gandhara, and possibly territory in the Ganga Plain, 

although he failed to retain the latter.  

 



 

 

The history of the Indo-Greeks has been reconstructed 

mainly on the evidence of their coins. It is noteworthy that 

Indo-Greek coins introduced innovations in Indian 

numismatics, such as die-striking, the use of legends, 

portraits of rulers, monograms and the representations of 

deities. These details naturally were of great help in 

identifying coins and the sequence of rulers. The coins were 

also symbolic of an intermingling of Hellenistic with Indian 

cultures. 

 

Apart from Menander, another ruler of the second century 

BCE. around the region of Gandhara, particularly Taxila was 

Antialkidas, who sent his envoy Heliodorus to a ruler of 

Besnagar, who was perhaps a later Sunga ruler.  

 

It is likely that in course of their westward movements from 

the Central Asian Steppe area they reached the region of 

Bactria and put an end to the lengthy Greek presence there, 

and then possibly came to Kabul, Peshawar, Taxila, and into 

the plains of the Punjab. A close look at, Chinese sources 

implies that the Saka raiders could have approached the sub 



 

 

continent through the route in the northernmost part of 

Kashmir from Central Asia, as it was a shorter.  

 

 

 


