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Abstract: The study explores the political geography of historical regions, Vidarbha, i.e., territorial
and administrative units described in the inscriptions of the Vakatakas dynasty that ruled the two
hundred years (c.300- 500 CE) The study of these units is aimed at providing an understanding of the
interaction of physical and human geography as reflected in the changing nature of settlement patterns
both rural and urban and their political organization through time.The settlement names in the
Vakataka land-grant charters yield certain interesting insights into the physical geography and socio-
economic character of the Vakataka dominions.The suffixes betray the rural and urban character of
settlements, indicating a remarkable expansion in the number of former. The prefixes indicate several
interesting features of the settlements: regional concentration of mineral resources; local specialization
in artisanal activities; agrarian expansion and local specialization in cultivation of certain crops;
presence, rather proximity, of groves and plantations; migration of populations from outside central
India and the northern Deccan; and admixture of Brahmanical and non-Brahmanical/tribal cultures.
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For nearly two hundred years (c. 300 to 500CE) the modern regions of central India and the
northern Deccan were under the hegemony of the Vakatakas whose political importance was next
only tothat of the imperial Guptas. The period of the Vakataka rule in the Deccan constitutes a
momentous epoch in the political and cultural annals of this region. Keeping in view the geographical
distribution of their inscriptions, the territory under their jurisdiction comprised over 30 districts of
the present-day Madhya Pradesh,’ Maharashtra" and Telangana.™ This study , based on Vakataka
inscriptions, largely those of the Eastern branch ~ , delineates the typology of settlements in the

Vakataka domains, and the pattern of establishment of settlements.

Almost from the very start, at least from the time of the ambitious Pravarasena |, the

Vakatakas adopted Sena as the family surname. Still the existence and even the name of this dynasty
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came to be known only when the Siwani copper-plate grant of Pravarasena Il was discovered from
Madhya Pradesh in 1836, which contains the genealogy of Pravarasena II. Vindhyasakti, the founder
of this dynasty, is mentioned in the Markandeya Purana, but he was mistakenly believed to have
belonged to the yavana or Greek origin. It has since been pointed out that Vindhyasakti is described in
the Siwani copper-plate inscription as a dvija (literally, ‘twice-born’). It is now generally accepted
that like the Satavahanas, the Vakatakas also were a Brahmana family that rose into prominence in the

early centuries of the Christian era.

The original centre of the Vakataka power was the Vindhyan region of Madhya Pradesh up to
at least the time of Prthivisena I, as indicated by a critical analysis of Puranic data and the Nachna -ki-
Tilai and Ganj inscriptions of his time. The Vakatakas furnished a rare example of southward
movement in Indian history. Under Pravarasena | they moved southward from Central India and
domiciled (established) them in the Deccanese trans-Narmada region. The Vakatakas had matrimonial
relations with the imperial Guptas, the Kadambas of Vanavasi (Karnataka), the Nagas of Padmavati
and the Visnukundins of Telangana , indicating the high esteem and prestige enjoyed by them among

their contemporaries.

As attested by the Puranas and inscriptions, after the death of Pravarasena | (275-335 CE), the
dynasty’s second ruler and most likely its veritable founder, two branches of the Vakataka family
established two kingdoms that continued to exist independently till their very end in late 5™ century
CE. Historians agree on this point, but usually refrain from explaining the fate of the Vakataka
kingdom after Pravarasena I’s death. Some (e.g., A. M. Shastri) speak of the kingdom (in singular)
and its ‘two branches’ and implicitly tend to favor the possibility that the kingdom continued to exist
in one way or another despite its ‘division’ into two branches, usually named after their respective
capitals, Nandivardhana and Vatsagulma. Others (e.g., A. S. Altekar, D. C. Sircar, Hans Bakker) are
inclined towards the possibility that one of the two branches remained dominant—one (viz.
Nandivardhana) designated as the ‘senior’ or ‘main’ branch and the other (viz. Vatsagulma) as the
‘junior’ or ‘collateral’ branch or ‘subsidiary’ dynasty—or that they subjugated each other temporarily,
thus re-establishing the unity of the kingdom though with shifting centres. The Nandivardhana and
Vatsagulma branches have been more recently geographically designated by Bakker aseastern
Vakatakas and western Vakatakas respectively. However, none of the two branches appear to have
demanded a senior status, and rulers of both, after their division, edited their inscriptions as

‘mahardjas of Vakatakas’, thus clearly demonstrating their relations but also their mutual

10 International Journal of Historical Insight and Research©2015 QTanalytics
E-ISSN: 2454-5600




independence. Even when one or the other of the two branches temporarily predominated
(Nandivardhanas under Pravarasena Il in the first half of the 5™ centuryce and Vatsagulmas under
Harisena in the late 5 centuryCe), their inscriptions do not hint at a unified Vakataka kingdom, nor to
any encroachment into each other’s realms in quest of superiority. More recently, H. Kulke, contends
that despite the common descent of the rulers and the alternating predominance of one of the
‘branches’, the two branches ruled over two separate independent kingdoms throughout their history:
they preferred to retain the identity of their own vamsas, had political and even cultural relationships
not markedly different from normal relations between two independent kingdoms, though in times of
predominance none appears to have ever thought of extinguishing its temporarily subordinate relative .
Further, following the well -established nomenclature of Western Calukyas of Vatapi  /Badami and

Eastern Calukyas of Vengi (both of whom in their inscriptions claim common ancestry but do not
jointly refer to a Calukya kingdom), Kulke changes the mere geographical designation of the two
branches, eastern Vakatakas and western Vakatakas, to proper names by capitalizing ‘Eastern’ and
“Western’ and treating the latter at a par with the former. He also calls for greater attention to their
distinct identities in terms of not only political history and administrative apparatus, but also their
culture and socio-economic development."The Eastern Vakatakas kingdom seems to have evolved as

an early state.

The Vakatakarulers issued a total of ~ 38inscriptions, mostly land grant charters , in Sanskrit
language and Brahmi script . Those issued by the Nandivardhana branch or the Eastern Vakatakas are
far greater in number than those issued by the Vatsagulma branch or Western Vakatakas . Of the 38
inscriptions, 30 belong to the former, and to one of their samanta, viz. the Panduvamsiruler
Bharatabala of Mekala . Thus, the following discussion of settlements is largely based on the Eastern
Vakataka i nscriptions and applicable more to the Eastern Vakataka domain . However, a limiting
factor for the reconstruction of theVakataka history is the fact that 20 of all inscriptions belong to the
period of nearly 60 years (c. 398-455cCE) of direct Gupta influence under Candragupta II’s daughter
Prabhavatigupta, her husband and Rudrasena II and in particular their son Pravarasena I1." Further,
more than 50 per cent of all Vakataka inscriptions belong to just one king , viz. Pravarasena Il (420-52
CE) of the Eastern Vakataka branch . Thus, all these inscriptions of both the brancheshave been
broadly classified into pre-Pravarasena Il, Pravarasena II, and post- Pravarasena Il periods."" It is
interesting to note a tendency in the pattern of issuing land grants: many Vakataka rulers issued

charters from the same place. For instance, Rudrasena Il and Prthivisena II of the Eastern
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Vakatakabranch, and Pravarasena II of the Western Vakataka branch issued land grants from

Mandhal. Maximum number of Vakataka inscriptions record land grants to Brahmanas."™

DIFFERENT TYPES OF SETTLEMENTS

Vakataka inscriptions are very often concerned with land grants and thus mention not only the
villages donated but also numerous other settlements to define the geographical boundaries of these
donations.™ Names of 134 such settlements have been identified* and classified into 12 categories:
such as aharas, bhogas, bhuktis, camps (military), margas, places of issue of grants, residence of
donees, etc.There are only 11 settlements, which figure in more than one inscription, but there are
still fewer territorial units which are mentioned throughout the duration of the Vakataka rule.™ For
instance, Vatsagulma/Vatsyagulma and Arammi/Surambi rgjya are mentioned in both pre-
Pravarasena Il and post-Pravarasena Il inscriptions. In practically all the categories of settlements, the
settlements mentioned in the inscriptions of Pravarasena Il stand out prominently in terms of
numbers. Out of a total of 35 villages donated by the Vakatakas, 20 were donated by Pravarasena II.
There are six place-names as residence of donees, all mentioned in the inscriptions of Pravarasena 1.
Similarly, all the three bhogas (viz. Bennakarppara, Lohanagara, Hiranyapura),three rajyas (Viz.
Arammi/Surambi, Bhojakata and Varuchcha), and the single known rdstra (viz. Pakkanna) and

samgamika (viz. Chandrapura) are attributed to the long reign of Pravarasena Il. In all, of the 134

listed settlements, 83 are found in the inscriptions of Pravarasena 11."

K. M. Shrimali,” on the basis of the use of suffixes such as pura, piiraka and nagara,
identifies16 settlements as some sort of urban settlements. These are Achalapura, As§vatthanagara,
Brahmapiiraka (mentioned twice in Siwani Plates and Patna Museum Plates), Chandrapura (also
mentioned twice in Dudia and Tirodi Plates), Geptiraka, Hiranyapura, Kollapiiraka, Lohanagara,
Nandipiiraka, Padmapura, Pravarapura, Sailapura, Vatapiraka and Yasapura. The terms pura and
nagara appear to have been synonymous. Sometimes, towns were named after the princes who
founded them. For instance, the capital town Pravarapura was founded by and named after
Pravarasena Il. The suffix gulma—which is regarded by Manu as a station where an army unit was
posted for the protection of the kingdom—in the name Vatsagulma suggests that it could have been a

garrison-town as well as a capital.™"!

In contrast to the suffixes denoting urban settlements, suffixes clearly denoting varieties of

rural settlements are too numerous, for instance kheta, khetaka, vata, vada, vataka, vatika, grama,
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pataka, padda, kata, palli, pallika, kada, etc. Instances of settlements with such suffixes are also too
numerous in the Vakataka inscriptions.™" Clearly, a great majority of settlements mentioned in the
Vakataka inscriptions fall under the category of rural settlements. Some of these settlements came up

Xviii

—partly
a result of the Vakatakas, particularly the Eastern branch, following an aggressive policy of

for the first time under the Vakataka rule in general and Pravarasena II’s rule in particular

establishing settlements and thereby expanding and consolidating their kingdom.®™ All this also
shows an increase in the number of rural settlements in parts of central India and the northern Deccan
during the two centuries of the Vakataka rule.The Vakataka villages appear to have been of different
sizes, and in the settlement complex, the village-town ratio stood at 16:103.*The dissemination of
Sanskritic culture and acculturation attendant upon the establishment of settlements are also

xxii

discernible in the records.

Of the varieties of settlements, several were named after flora:*" medicinal plants (e.g.,

XXI XXV)
1

Afijanavataka®™" and Karafijavataka™"), grassy patches (e.g., Darbhamalaka,®"' Darbhapatha®™" and

Darbhaviraka, ™" all derived from darbha), gardens/groves (e.g., Aramaka™™ derived from arama)

and trees (e.g., Aévatthakhetaka® and A§vatthanagara®™ derived from agvattha or holy fig tree/Ficus
Religiosa, Badarigrama™" from badari or jujube, Vatalika®" and Vatapuraka®™" from vata or
banyan/Ficus Indica, Vilavanaka™" from bilva or bel/wood-apple, Chikkamburi®*"' from Chikkenna
or betel nut, Chinchapall™" from chincha or tamarind, Velusuka®" from venu or bamboo,

Kadambasaraka™** from kadamba or Nauclea Cadamba, Manapallika® from mana/manaka or Arum

xli

Indicum, Kadalivataka™ from kadali or banana, etc.). Preponderance of numerous place-names with

prefixes associated with flora suggests that the areas where these settlements were located were

covered with natural groves or deliberately prepared gardens or plantations. ™"

Some settlements were named after crops, for instance Niligrama,™"" where perhaps indigo

xliv

plantation may have been predominant ; Krsnalesalikataka,”™ probably named after black transplanted

paddy (perhaps because of paddy transplantation practiced on the black soil of the region).”The use

of the suffix viraka, which means a barrage/irrigational dam,in the place-names Darbhaviraka,*""

Karafijaviraka™" and Sidiviviraka™"suggests the importance of irrigation infrastructure provided for

agricultural operations which would have helped secure the economic viability of such settlements.™

Ten settlements were located on and thus named after routes (mdrga),' for instance

Padmapura-piirvamarga," Padmapura-aparamarga," Sailapuramarga,” Kosikamarga," Their location
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on the margas seems to denote their being a part of a network of interactions. The margas probably
represented internal routes of communication." Further, the suffix pura in several of these names
suggests their being urban settlements of larger size than rural ones. They were better suited to being
nodal points of communication and, probably centres of administration and internal trade, though

some villages were also located on margas.

Some place names were derived from their mineral resources. For instance, the names of

bhogas Lohanagara" and Hiranyapura™" are derived from loha or iron and /iranya or gold and could

be indicative of iron and gold deposits;"" they could also have been artisanal settlements or noted for

economic/commercial products.™ However, the region does not appear to be rich in mineral reserves

despite the fact that inscriptions speak about mineral resources and ‘hidden treasures’.  One

Ixi

settlement, Lavanatailaka™ appears to have been associated with both salt and oil production.

Besides, the find spots of two other inscriptions of Pravarasena Il, the Tirodi and Ramtek plates, are
located in manganese-rich areas of Tirodi and Mansar respectively.™
Some villages are named after certain occupations. For instance, Suvarnakaragrama, bl

Ixvii

Charmmanka "V Lekhapallika,” Karmmakara,”' and Sailapura™" could have been inhabited by

goldsmiths, shell-cutters or shell-dealers, leather-workers, scribes, bronze-smiths, ironsmiths, stone-
cutters and brick-makers respectively. Similarly, Kallara™" and Madhukajjhari™™ could be centres of

distillers.™

The presence of tribal populations such as Kols and Bhils is hinted at by the place-names

Ixxi Ixxii

Kollapiiraka and Millukadratha. Further, names of settlements such as Ajakarna,” Grdhragrama,

Ixxiv

bdll and Mrgasima derived from animals (aja/horse, ~grdhralvulture,

Mandukigrama
mandikilfemale frog, mrgilfemale deer) perhaps had some totemistic origins.™ At the same time,

Ixxvi

names of settlements such as Brahmapiraka and Brahmanavataka ™" hint at the growing

Brahmana settlements in the Vakataka dominions. The resultant acculturation or Sanskritization of
Ixxviii

’ Ixxi
and Gondasarman.”™™

tribal populations is indicated, for instance, by such names as Gondarya
Brahmana donees could have been Gond priests ; and Kondaraja/Kaundaraja, a Gond chief who
participated in the Vakataka administration in some capacity (the grant in the Chammak plates was
made at his request and his goldsmith I$varadatta engraved the Pattan plates), indicate in that

direction.

Certain settlements were named after lands in western, northern and north-western parts of the
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subcontinent, suggesting the influx of immigrants. For instance, Pakanna, the name of a rds_tra,lxxx

could be a derivative and prakritised form of Prakanva, mentioned by Panini and interpreted as a

Ixxxii

country of north-western India beyond Kamboja.”™ Similarly, Anarttapura, the name of a bhukti,

and Latakapalli™" suggests migration from the Saurashtra-Kathiawar region; Kuruvajjaka™*" and
Kurudambhaka™™ echo the land of the Kurus in the north;"*"" and Ko$ambaka"™" and

Kosambakakhanda™*™ are reminiscent of the famed early historic city of Kau$ambT in the north.

Some rural settlements seem to have served as some sort of territorial divisions as they were
named after the number of villages included in them. A case in point is Pravare$vara-sadvimsati-

Ixxxix

vataka, which appears to have been the chief village in a group of 26 villages and was named

after a shrine of Siva under the name of Pravaresvara erected by Pravarasena I.
ESTABLISHMENT OF SETTLEMENTS

The donated villages mentioned in the Vakataka land grant inscriptions also reveal an
interesting pattern in the establishment of settlements. Of the six donations of pre-Pravarasena 1l
period, five (Achchhabhallaka, Akasapadda, Aragrama, Selludraha and Suragrama) were in the area
ranging between 300 and 600 meters in altitude and only one (Danguna) was in the relatively plain
area in the Wardha river system. All except one (Akasapadda) were in the eastern half of the
Vakataka dominions, and four (Achchhabhallaka, Aragrama, Selludraha and Suragrama) were

concentrated in the Maikala ranges.”

In the succeeding Pravarasena Il phase, one notices not only a movement towards the plains
but a westward expansion as well. Out of a total of 20 villages donated by Pravarasena Il as many as
11 (Brahmaptiraka, Darbhamalaka, Dirghadraha, Karmmakara, Kos$ambakhanda, Kothuraka,
Mmyasagrama, Sﬁpamnaké, Velusuka, two missing villages in the Indore and Masod Plates) were
situated in lands below 300 meters in altitude and the remaining nine (As$vatthakhetaka,
Agvatthanagara, Charmanka, Dhuvavataka, Latakapalli, Lekhapallika, Mahalla-Lata, Samgamika and
one missing village in the Pauni grant) in areas ranging between 300 and 600 meters in altitude. The
area drained by Wardha and Wainganga systems nestled as many as 15 of these donations. Unlike the
case in the pre-Pravarasena Il phase, at least 25 percent of donations, five out of 20 donated villages
(A$vatthanagara, Charmanka, Latakapalli, Mahalla-Lata and one unnamed village of the Pauni grant),
donated by Pravarasena Il himself were located in the western half of the Vakataka dominions.

Incidentally, four of these five settlements (except Mahalla-Lata) were donated in the second half of
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Xci

king's reign, i.e., after the 16" regnal year (Pravarasena II's total reign lasted for at least 32 years).

In the post-Pravarasena Il phase, there seems to be a further accent on settling the western
half, particularly the Tapti valley. Six of the nine donated villages of this phase (Bhattikapadra,
Govachchhetatigrama, Kamskarakagrama, Kumaradasavataka, Suvarnakaragrama and Yappajja) are
to be located in this area, away from the Wainganga-Wardha valleys. At least four out of these six
settlements (Bhattikapadra, Govachchhetatigrama, Kamskarakagrama and Suvarnakaragrama) of the
western half were in the plains watered by the Tapti system. Three (Jamalakhetaka,
Kumaradasavataka and Yappajja) out of the nine donated villages of the post-Pravarasena Il phase
were in an area ranging between 300 and 600 meters in altitude. Only three of the nine donations
(Govvasahika, Jamalakhetaka and Kuruvajjaka/Kurubhefijiaka) belong to the main branch of the
Vakatakas. The remaining six donations were made by the Vatsagulma branch:*" five (Bhattikapadra,

Govacchetatigrama, Karhskarakagrama, Kumaradasavataka and Suvarnakaragrama ) by Harisena ;XCiii

Xciv

and the sixth (Yappajja) by Devasena.
CONCLUSION

The settlement names in the Vakataka land-grant charters yield certain interesting insights into
the physical geography and socio-economic character of the Vakataka dominions.The suffixes betray
the rural and urban character of settlements, indicating a remarkable expansion in the number of
former. The prefixes indicate several interesting features of the settlements: regional concentration of
mineral resources; local specialization in artisanal activities; agrarian expansion and local
specialization in cultivation of certain crops; presence, rather proximity, of groves and plantations;
migration of populations from outside central India and the northern Deccan; and admixture of
Brahmanical and non-Brahmanical/tribal cultures. It needs to be mentioned that conclusionbased on
place names are tricky exercises. There are examples of place names having outlived the context of
their origins. A settlement may move to become an Urban Centre from its origin and as apallr or
hamlet yet carry on with the older names. The suffixes like, pallilpallika and patakalvataka,clearly
suggest that all rural settlements were not that of villages or gramas they denoted hamletsand other
forms as well. The addition ofpurasand nagarasclearly suggests the existence of a hierarchy of
settlements, which were related to each other in complex ways.Some of the processes such as agrarian
expansion, growth of settlements, exploitation of mineral resources, immigrations and acculturation of

local populations had a significant role in the formation, territorial expansion, consolidation and
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political legitimation of the Vakataka state.These could be explained in the context of the emergence

of a local state or what is popularly known as local state formation.

'Balaghat, Betul, Bhilsa, Chindwara, Damoh, Durg, Hoshangabad, Indore, Jabalpur, Khandwa, Khargaon, Mandla, Narsinghpur, Raisen,
Sehore and Seoni (K. M. Shrimali, Agrarian Structure in Central India and the Northern Deccan (c. AD 300-500): A Study of
Vakataka Inscriptions,Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers Pvt. Ltd., New Delhi,1987, p. 1).

Akola, Amraroti, Aurangabad, Bhandara, Bir, Buldana, Chanda, Dhulia, Jalgaon, Nagpur, Nander, Osmanabad, Parbhani and
Yavatmal (ibid.).

i arimnagar (ibid.).

“Herman Kulke, ‘Some Thoughts on State and State Formation under the Eastern Vakatakas’in Hans Bakker (ed.), The Vakataka,
Heritage: Indian Culture at the Crossroads, Groningen, 2004, p. 2-3.

YKulke, ‘Some Thoughts on State and State Formation under the Eastern Vakatakas’, p. 2.

Vi bid., p. 4.

Vi Shrimali, Agrarian Structure in Central India, p. 11.

Vil bid., p. 6.

% Shrimali, Agrarian Structure in Central India, p. 22.

*Ibid., p. 11.

X bid., p. 22.

XiThese are Arammi/Surambi rajya,Govvasahika, Kuruvajjaka/Kurubhefijfiaka, Mahalla-Lata/ Mahallama-Lata, Nandivardhana,
Pravarapura, Pravare$vara, Ramagiri, Sadvims$ativataka, Supratistha @hara and Vatsagulma.

Xiit Shrimali, Agrarian Structure in Central India, p. 23.
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*Ibid.
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X Indore plates of Pravarasena II.

X Pattan plates of Pravarasena II.

i Riddhapur plates of Pravarasena 1.

il pandhurna plates of Pravarasena II.

XXiliThalner plates of Hariseia of Vatsagulma branch.
XXV Siwani plates of Pravarasena 1.

XV Poona plates of Prabhavatigupta.

X1 Deotak stone inscription of Rudrasena I.

xxvit jamb plates of Pravarasena 1.

it \wadgaon plates of Pravarasena I1.

XXXIX Ibid.
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X Patna Museum plates of Pravarasena 1.

i Prabhavatigupta memorial stone inscription of Pravarasena II from Ramtek.
Xt Shrimali, Agrarian Structure in Central India, p. 24.
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X Mandhal Plates A of Prthivisena Il.

it Shrimali, Agrarian Structure in Central India, pp. 1-2.
Ml Thalner plates of Harisaa of Vatsagulma branch.
XV Chammak plates of Pravarasena II.

% pandhurna plates of Pravarasena II.

% Dudia plates of Pravarasena I.

i Belora plates B of Pravarasena Il.

il pandhurna plates of Pravarasena Il.

Xix patna Museum plates of Pravarasena 1.

%< Shrimali, Agrarian Structure in Central India, p. 29.
b pandhurna plates of Pravarasena 1.

il \wWadgaon plates of Pravarasena II.

il Jamb plates of Pravarasena I1.

XV \Wadgaon plates of Pravarasena Il.

% Shrimali, Agrarian Structure in Central India, p. 27.
i Sjwani plates and Patna Museum plates of Pravarasena 1.
it pandhurna plates of Pravarasena II.

il Indore plates of Pravarasena 1.

xix Chammak plates of Pravarasena I1.

% Belora plates B of Pravarasena I1.

IxxxiV. S. Agrawala, India as Known to Panini: A Study of Cultural Material in the Astadhyayi, Prithivi Prakashan, Varanasi, 1963, pp.
38, 50.

Wi Thalner plates of Harisea.

boadil avatmal plates of Pravarasena 1.

v Nandhal plates A and B of Prthivisama 1.

v Mandhal plates of Rudrasena I1.
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il Indore plates of Pravarasena 1.

bovill Tirodi plates of Pravarasena II.

booix Belora plates A and B of Pravarasena I1.

*¢ Shrimali, Agrarian Structure in Central India, p. 25.
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Xl Thalmer plates of the 3" regnal year of Harisena of Vatsagulma branch.
XV India Office plate of Devasena of Vatsagulma branch.
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