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To all those pioneering archaeologists

and historians who helped discover India's lost cities.
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Preface

This reference book is written for those who are generally interested in India's history, her polity, art, architecture, literature, and other aspects but who don’t have a full appreciation of her ancient and medieval cities.

To deep dive into all the Indian cities of importance spread over a period of five thousand years, with a huge geography and multiple cultures of subcontinental proportions, is impossible in the limited pages of this book. Therefore, some sort of selection is inevitable. The cities that have been chosen in this book are representative of all periods of Indian history from the Harappan Civilization to the late medieval period. Care has also been taken to represent as many dynasties, geographies, and cultures as possible so that the reader can savour this splendid heritage.

The urbanization process, the emergence of cities, started very early in the Indian subcontinent. The easiest way to present the story of these cities would have been to select twenty or thirty of the more important ones and deal with them as independent entities. Such a presentation has been attempted before. But besides lacking a presentation style, such a narrative would leave out important aspects of connections between these cities, such as geography, empires, culture, polity, and technology.

The narrative in this book groups major cities according to historical periods in which they thrived and also weaves into the narrative common elements of comparison, such as size, architectural features, technology, metallurgy, writing, food surpluses, transport, trade, relationship between cities, and their hinterlands, cultural complexity, social stratification, literature, agricultural surplus, political control, military organization, religious views, schools of thought, communication and exchange, and so on. Some of the cities which straddled many historical periods, such as Pataliputra and Madurai, have been covered in a particular period where they reached their peak and cross-referenced in others.

With this perspective in mind, we have presented twenty-five cities in this publication. Each section comes with an introductory note which enlightens the reader on the specific features of that period and about the basis for the selection of cities in that section.

What a city’s features include in general:

• Architectural features (monuments, material, size, etc.)

• Technological (drainage, weights and measures, copper bronze, sailboats, ploughs, wheeled transport, specialization, etc.)

• Social (appropriation of agricultural surplus, concentration of wealth, funerary practices, food habits, etc.)

• Political (governance structure, political elite, class conflict, etc.)

• Centres of learning (writing, art, religion, etc.)

• Trade and commerce (internal and external)

Each section ends with a summary as well as a fact-check sheet, answers for which are provided at the end of the book.

A reference section is provided at the end. As one can see, the source material available is not as proliferate as we would have wished it to be. While recent archaeological surveys have made the picture of our ancient cities sharper, the archaeological evidence is still woefully inadequate for other periods. Available literature on these cities are, while following a stereotype, often tainted with the authors’ own biases.

The coming into being of these ancient cities, the Indian urbanization experience, happened during an age of innovations. Their histories have been remarkable and fascinating, and therefore examining and presenting the facts systematically, in a concise form, has been an enjoyable experience for me.
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