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In the Nineteenth century, at the peak of its colonial powers, the 
British would often refer to the Indian subcontinent as their “jew-
el” in a “crown” of countries that comprised the empire. Hence-
forth, well into the twentieth century, it was fashionable to call 
India, the “crown jewel” of a once great empire. However, very 
few people were aware that India was once actually a “crown 
jewel” in the heart of the ancient world; from c.250 BCE to 1200 
CE the performing arts, liberal arts, sciences and trade of India il-
luminated the entire world, from the Red sea to the Pacific Ocean. 
William Dalrymple, in his latest book, The Golden Road, forges a 
path through this metaphorical and literal “golden road” of Indian 
civilization; Dalrymple writes about the intellectual superiority 
of India in the ancient world and how India transfigured the dis-
ciplines of Mathematics and the Sciences through its invention of 
numbers and concepts. Dalrymple begins the book by delineating 
the cultural empire of ancient India: “. . . for a millennium and a 
half . . . from about 250 BCE to 1200 CE, India was a confident 
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exporter of its own diverse civilization, creating around it an em-
pire of ideas which developed into a tangible ‘Indosphere’ where 
its cultural influence was predominant” (Dalrymple 3). 

Dalrymple goes on to write about the “soft power” of India 
and how Indian music, literature and dance veritably transformed 
Asia. In fact, the entire book is divided into different sections 
of India’s intellectual and economic greatness: the vast “sink of 
precious metals” that India held, the huge number of merchandise 
that India exported, the colossal Nalanda library and the scholas-
tic greatness of the Sanskrit language. The literal golden road that 
Dalrymple writes about stretched from the Roman Empire in the 
west to Korea in the far-east. Dalrymple’s argument is that this 
“golden road” became the means for India’s intellectual hegemo-
ny; the book begins with the spread of Buddhism, which became 
a fundamental tenet of faith in China, Korea and Japan, and goes 
on to trace the extraordinary influence of Sanskrit, “the language 
of the Gods in the world of men” (Dalrymple 3). Finally, Dalrym-
ple delineates the astronomical and mathematical inventions that 
India contributed to the world: the decimal system, algebra and 
trigonometry. Along with chess, classical music and dance, these 
intellectual developments reached far and wide, even penetrating 
the backward doors of the Christian Europe. 

As all readers of Dalrymple will know, he is a born storyteller 
and tale weaver. While reading a non-fiction tome like The Gold-
en Road, the greatest danger for the reader is boredom. However, 
there is not a dull word or page in the book; the chapters fly by 
as the reader rushes across the contours of ancient India and jour-
neys across the currents and crosscurrents of Buddhism, Hindu-
ism, Sanskrit and Persian palimpsests. In many ways, the book is 
a eulogy and a tribute to the syncretic tradition of a land that Dal-
rymple fell in love with as a young journalist and correspondent. 
However, while reading the book, a few questions disturb the 
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mind of the reader: was it only the Brahmins that dominated the 
scientific and cultural mindscape of ancient India and, if so, why 
does not Dalrymple critique it? Is Sanskrit alone “the language 
of the Gods”? Where is the informed criticism about the elite and 
exclusionary characteristics of the Sanskrit language? Dalrymple 
willingly overlooks these disturbing questions and glorifies the 
Brahmin body of rishis, saints, scientists and thinkers: we read 
about Aryabhata, Brahamgupta, and Pliny. But we do not read 
about the vast masses of Bahujan caste that Dalrymple acknowl-
edges yet refuses to do any elaborate research about. 

The earlier books that I read by Dalrymple, covering sub-
jects of imperialism and trade anarchy, explored the nuances of 
diasporas and diversities; for instance, in The Last Mughal, (a 
book about the lost glory of the Mughal empire revolving around 
Bahadur Shah Zafar) there were brilliant intercessions of Hindu 
intellectuals and Sanskrit Pandits in the midst of Persian great-
ness. These intercessions or marginal presences are missing in 
The Golden Road; the entire book is a hagiography of Brahmini-
cal wisdom and greatness. There is a lot of focus on Buddhism 
in the book which does serve as a counter to Brahnmnization; 
indeed, there are wonderful anecdotes about the intermingling of 
Chinese and Indian schools of thinking and a glimpse of costal 
monasteries and ‘Ghantashalas’. But the overwhelming themes of 
the book remain centered around upper caste figures and ideas. A 
multi-religious, multi-regional and multi-causal approach is miss-
ing in the book. Dalrymple blames the decline of India’s golden 
period on British colonialism and its proponents. However, here 
too, there are oversights: what about Orientalist thinkers like Wil-
liam Jones, Sir Charles Wilkins, Henry Colbrooke, James Princep 
and David Hare? These names are not mentioned even once. 

What Dalrymple does is to dismantle the colonial construct 
of India’s history and, for that, he deserves full credit. The Del-
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hi-centric Islamic history, too, is subverted by him and the reader 
gets a fascinating insight into a different world of India: a world 
of Buddhist thinkers, Chinese traders, lavish caves of Ajanta and 
Ellora and the vast labyrinth of Nalanda. The readers learn inter-
esting tidbits of information along the way: the trading of pepper 
by South Indians in exchange for Italian wine and olive oil, the 
luxurious wealth of the monasteries, and the magnificent trade 
expeditions of the Buddhists. We read about Fibonacci’s use of 
Indian numbers, the rise of Indian accounting which, in turn, 
led to the rise of banking, and the manufacturing of ‘wootz’, the 
steel that was exported to Arabia for sword making. Dalrymple 
achieves a lot in the writing of The Golden Road: he creates a his-
torical book that truly exposes lost nuggets of a period forgotten 
to the world, especially the western world. After all, if Archime-
des is a household name, then why should western children not be 
familiar with Aryabhata, the mathematician who gave the world 
the very system of numbering? Whatever lacunae there are in the 
book, mainly Hindu and Brahminical hegemony, may be attribut-
ed to an ambivalent nostalgia in Dalrymple for an India that he 
truly pines for and, hence, needlessly glorifies. 

Dalrymple’s love and respect for India is exemplary, espe-
cially so, as he is a white man, a Scot. There is no hint of white 
condescension in his writing and that itself is a refreshing change. 
Ancient history becomes an interesting subject, something that 
many an Indian historian has been unable to achieve. Reading 
about the characters and figures in the book is almost like reading 
about beloved mythical figures; Dalrymple weaves a tapestry of 
fairy tales and fables around a forgotten people and a forgotten 
time. Reading Dalrymple makes one remember that history writ-
ing too can be thrilling and suspenseful, and that history is far 
from dry or dull. Writers like Dalrymple make history enjoyable 
and lovable and recreate the lost worlds of ancient times. The 

Book Review



Journal of the Post-graduate Department of English

204

reader need not always even be convinced of Dalrymple’s argu-
ments to enjoy the book; it is fascinating just to immerse oneself 
in the wonderland of ancient India and its beautiful people. So, 
dear readers, do go out and buy a copy of this enriching book 
from your nearest bookstore! You may agree or disagree with 
Dalrymple on his tenets, his biases, and his treatise but you will, 
nevertheless, embark on a fascinating journey of a little traversed 
ancient road, a road that intellectually and economically once 
shone bright in the map of the ancient world. 


