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Recent Developments:

The Madhya Pradesh Government has initiated fresh archaeological investigation and restoration of
Buddhist monuments associated with Ashoka at Vaishya Tekri in Ujjain, renewing interest in the Mauryan
presence in Malwa.
The excavation is significant because Vaishya Tekri is described as a remarkably large stupa, while its
precise date, architectural evolution and association with Ashoka require further archaeological
confirmation.
The initiative also highlights the need to study the wider cultural landscape around a stupa rather than
treating the monument as an isolated structure.
The excavation comes amid concerns over urban expansion and industrialisation around sites that were
previously located in relatively open landscapes.

Vaishya Tekri Stupa: Archaeological Significance:

Scale and Earlier Excavations:

According to Peter Skilling’s 2011 study, the largest stupa at the site, popularly known as Vaishya Tekri,
has an estimated base of about 350 feet and a height of about 100 feet, making it substantially larger than the
approximately 54-foot Sanchi Stupa.
A smaller mound known as Kumbhar or Kumhar Tekri is located nearby, and both structures have
remained comparatively undisturbed apart from modern infrastructure crossing the area.
Excavations conducted by the Department of Archaeology of the erstwhile Gwalior State in 1938–39
reportedly exposed large bricks and punch-marked coins, which contributed to the attribution of the
structures to the Mauryan period.
However, historians have cautioned that the archaeological report is several decades old and that its
interpretation was influenced by earlier historical assumptions, particularly those associated with Alexander
Cunningham’s writings on Ashoka.

Why Fresh Excavation Matters:

The present investigation can help establish a more reliable stratigraphic sequence, identify different
construction phases and determine whether the monument was built during the Mauryan period or
subsequently modified.
Archaeological evidence can also clarify the relationship between the stupa, nearby habitation, monasteries,
cemeteries and other structures associated with the Buddhist religious landscape.
Scholars have therefore argued that excavation should examine the entire cultural landscape, rather than
concentrating exclusively on the visible mound.
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Ujjain in the Mauryan Period: Strategic and Economic Importance:

Ujjayini and Avanti:

Ancient Ujjayini, corresponding broadly to modern Ujjain, was situated on the Sipra River, a tributary of
the Chambal, and served as the capital of Avanti.
Avanti was one of the important Mahajanapadas of ancient India and developed into a major political and
commercial centre before its incorporation into the Mauryan Empire.
Archaeological evidence indicates that Ujjain had a long urban history, with fortifications appearing around
the city by approximately the 7th century BCE and Avanti emerging as a powerful kingdom by the 6th
century BCE.
Ujjain occupied an important position on routes connecting Pataliputra, northern India, the Deccan and
western coastal ports, strengthening its economic and administrative significance.

Ujjain as an Administrative Centre:

The Mauryan Empire divided its extensive territory into important administrative units, with some major
provinces placed under royal princes or Kumaras.
Evidence from Ashoka’s inscriptions refers to a prince stationed at Ujjain, supporting the historical
tradition that Ashoka served as its viceroy before becoming emperor.
The tradition is also preserved in Buddhist chronicles, although details concerning Ashoka’s early career
must be assessed critically because later Buddhist literature contains both historical information and religious
embellishment.

Ashoka’s Viceroyalty at Ujjain: Historical Evidence:

Literary and Epigraphic Sources:

According to the Mahavamsa, Bindusara appointed Ashoka as viceroy of Avanti, with Ujjain functioning as
his headquarters.
Ashoka’s own inscriptions provide an important corroborative element because they refer to a Kumara at
Ujjain, indicating the existence of a princely administrative authority there.
The SarMarinscription is also relevant to Ashoka’s early life because it records his presence as a prince in
central India.
Therefore, the claim that Ashoka had an administrative association with Ujjain has a stronger evidentiary
basis than the claim that he personally commissioned the Vaishya Tekri stupa.

Duration and Significance:

Historians generally associate Ashoka with a substantial period of service in Avanti, following his earlier
association with Taxila.
Ujjain’s importance as a major urban, commercial and administrative centre would have made the viceroyalty
significant for a Mauryan prince preparing for imperial responsibilities.
The city therefore provides an important context for understanding Ashoka before his accession, rather than
only his later identity as a Buddhist emperor.

Ashoka and Vidisha: Devi and the Buddhist Connection:

Meeting with Devi:

Buddhist traditions associate Ashoka’s journey to Ujjain with Vidisha, where he is said to have met Devi, the
daughter of a merchant.
The couple are traditionally associated with Mahinda and Sanghamitta, who later became important figures
in the transmission of Buddhism to Sri Lanka.

Kamaraj IAS Academy
Plot A P.127, AF block, 6 th street, 11th Main Rd, Shanthi Colony, Anna Nagar, Chennai, Tamil Nadu 600040
Phone: 044 4353 9988 / 98403 94477 / Whatsapp : 09710729833



The official Vidisha district history also preserves the tradition that Ashoka met Devi while travelling from
Pataliputra to Ujjain.
However, historians caution that details concerning the precise nature of Ashoka’s relationship with Devi
derive substantially from later Buddhist traditions and should therefore be distinguished from firmly
established epigraphic evidence.

Vidisha’s Strategic Location:

Vidisha was located along the route connecting the eastern Gangetic heartland with Ujjain and western
India, making it an important node in the political and commercial geography of ancient central India.
The close geographical relationship between Vidisha, Sanchi and Ujjain also helps explain the emergence
of a major Buddhist cultural zone in the region.

Vaishya Tekri, Kumhar Tekri and Buddhist Traditions:

Vaishya Tekri and Devi:

Local Sri Lankan traditions associate Vaishya Tekri with Devi, with the name being linked traditionally to
her merchant-family background.
Such traditions are useful for understanding the memory and cultural reception of Ashoka but cannot
independently establish the archaeological identity or date of the monument.

Kumhar Tekri and the ‘Hell’ Tradition:

Xuanzang, the Chinese Buddhist pilgrim who visited India in the 7th century CE, recorded a tradition
concerning a stupa at Ujjain associated with a place where Ashoka had established a “hellish prison.”
Earlier excavations at Kumhar Tekri reportedly identified a burial-cum-cremation context dating to
approximately the 3rd century BCE, which has been discussed in relation to Xuanzang’s account.
This association illustrates how archaeological remains, local traditions and later pilgrimage accounts can
intersect, but such correlations must be tested through independent archaeological evidence.

Archaeology and Historical Method: Why Caution Is Necessary:

Monumental Scale Does Not Establish Attribution:

The enormous dimensions of Vaishya Tekri make it historically significant, but size alone cannot prove that
Ashoka commissioned the structure.
Establishing an Ashokan attribution requires convergence among stratigraphy, artefacts, inscriptions,
architectural features, chronology and comparative evidence.
The absence of a known Ashokan pillar or inscription at Vaishya Tekri or elsewhere in Ujjain is
therefore an important limitation when making direct claims about Ashoka’s construction activities.

Importance of Landscape Archaeology:

Archaeologists have emphasised that stupas generally formed part of wider religious complexes containing
smaller stupas, monasteries, cemeteries and other structures.
Excavations around Sanchi demonstrate the value of studying the broader archaeological landscape,
including burial contexts associated with Buddhist teachers.
A landscape-level investigation at Vaishya Tekri could therefore reveal the development, organisation and
changing use of the Buddhist complex over several centuries.

Mauryan Architecture and Buddhist Heritage: UPSC Relevance:
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Mauryan Architectural Features:

Mauryan architecture is associated with important developments in stone architecture, polished sandstone,
pillars, stupas and monumental construction.
Ashokan pillars, characterised by highly polished stone shafts and distinctive capitals, represent an
important achievement of Mauryan craftsmanship.
Buddhist stupas became important architectural expressions of relic worship, commemoration and the
expansion of Buddhist institutions.
The Sanchi complex provides one of the most important surviving examples of the evolution of Buddhist
architecture in central India.

Court Art and Popular Art:

Mauryan artistic traditions are often discussed through the distinction between court-associated
monumental art and popular or non-courtly artistic traditions.
Court-associated art includes imperial pillars, palace architecture and monumental stone works, while
popular traditions are reflected through terracotta objects, local sculpture and everyday material culture.
The Vaishya Tekri excavation can potentially contribute to understanding the interaction between imperial
patronage and local Buddhist traditions.

Historical Significance of the Excavation:

Understanding Early Buddhism in Malwa:

The excavation can contribute to understanding how Buddhist institutions developed in Malwa and how
religious networks interacted with major urban and commercial centres.
Ujjain’s position on long-distance trade routes makes it particularly useful for studying the relationship
between trade, urbanisation and religious patronage.
Evidence from associated structures may help determine whether the site developed primarily during the
Mauryan period or underwent significant expansion during later periods.

Revisiting Ashoka’s Early Career:

The excavation provides an opportunity to distinguish between the historically demonstrable aspects of
Ashoka’s Ujjain connection and traditions that developed around his memory.
His association with Ujjain as a prince has comparatively stronger literary and epigraphic support, whereas
his direct connection with Vaishya Tekri remains an archaeological hypothesis requiring further evidence.
This distinction is important for UPSC because historical reconstruction requires source criticism rather
than accepting literary traditions as literal archaeological facts.

Conservation Challenges and Way Forward:

Threat from Urbanisation:

The archaeological landscape around Ujjain faces increasing pressure from urban expansion and industrial
development, which can damage archaeological deposits even when monumental structures remain visible.
Archaeological conservation should therefore integrate heritage protection, land-use planning and
controlled development.

Way Forward:

The excavation should employ modern archaeological techniques, including systematic stratigraphic
excavation, scientific dating, material analysis, archaeobotany and spatial mapping wherever appropriate.
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Archaeological findings should be correlated with epigraphic, numismatic, literary and environmental
evidence before assigning definitive historical conclusions.
Conservation should protect not only Vaishya Tekri but also associated archaeological features and the wider
cultural landscape of ancient Ujjain.
Public interpretation should clearly distinguish between established evidence, scholarly inference and local
tradition.

Value Addition for UPSC:

Key Facts:

Vaishya Tekri: A large stupa mound at Ujjain, reportedly about 350 feet at the base and 100 feet high
according to Peter Skilling’s 2011 study.
Kumhar Tekri: A smaller nearby mound associated in later accounts with the tradition of Ashoka’s “hellish
prison.”
Ujjain: Ancient capital of Avanti and an important commercial and administrative centre.
Ashoka: Literary and inscriptional evidence supports his association with Ujjain as a princely
administrator, but direct attribution of Vaishya Tekri to Ashoka remains unproven.
Vidisha: Important ancient urban centre located on the route between the Gangetic region and Ujjain, and
traditionally associated with Ashoka’s meeting with Devi.
Sanchi: A major Buddhist archaeological complex that provides important comparative evidence for the
development of stupa architecture in central India.

Analytical Takeaway:

“Archaeology does not merely confirm historical traditions; it also tests their limits.”
The Vaishya Tekri excavation is therefore significant not simply because it may reveal an Ashokan
monument, but because it can help reconstruct the wider relationship among urbanisation, trade,
Buddhism, imperial administration and cultural landscapes in ancient Malwa
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