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INTRODUCTION: A
JOURNEY
THROUGH
MILLENNIA

Few  documentary
series  have  managed
to  capture  the  vast,
layered,  and  often
tumultuous  history  of
t h e  I n d i a n
subcontinent as vividly
as The Story Of India
With Michael  Wood.
First broadcast in 2007,
this six-part BBC series
took viewers on an epic
j o u r n e y  f r o m  t h e
ancient  Indus  Valley
Civilisation to the cusp
of  the  modern  era.

What  sets  this  series
apart  from  countless
o t h e r  h i s t o r i c a l
documentaries  is  not
just the breadth of its
subject matter, but the
infectious  enthusiasm
and  scholarly  depth
that  Michael  Wood
brings to every frame.
Rather than presenting
h i s t o r y  a s  a  d r y
sequence of dates and
d y n a s t i e s ,  W o o d
w e a v e s  t o g e t h e r
archaeology, literature,
travel,  and  personal
narratives,  creating  a
tapestry that feels both
intimate and grand. For
anyone  seeking  to
understand the roots of
one  of  the  wor ld 's
oldest  cont inuous
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c iv i l i sat ions,  The
Story Of  India  With
M i c h a e l  W o o d
remains  an  essential,
beautifully  crafted
starting  point.
The  series  was  not
simply  a  chronological
accoun t ;  i t  was  a
personal  quest.  Wood,
a  h i s t o r i a n  a n d
presenter  with  a  gift
f o r  s t o r y t e l l i n g ,
travelled  across  the
subcontinent—from the
s n o w - c a p p e d
H ima layas  t o  t he
tropical coast of Kerala,
from  the  deserts  of
R a j a s t h a n  t o  t h e
bustl ing  streets  of
Kolkata. He spoke with
scholars ,  pr iests ,
farmers,  and  ordinary
people,  demonstrating
that  h istory  is  not
confined  to  museums
and textbooks. It  lives
in the songs of village
women,  the  rituals  of
temple priests, and the
memories  of  families

w h o s e  a n c e s t o r s
witnessed empires rise
and  fall.  This  human-
centric  approach  is
what makes the series
so  compe l l i ng .  I t
transforms  the  viewer
f r o m  a  p a s s i v e
observer  into  a  fellow
traveller,  discovering
India's  astonishing
heritage one step at a
time.

The
Vision
Behind
the
Series
Michael Wood is not a
conventional  television
presenter .  He  is  a
Professor  of  Public
H i s t o r y  a t  t h e
U n i v e r s i t y  o f
M a n c h e s t e r ,  a



The Story Of India With Michael Wood 3

3

filmmaker,  and  an
author  who has  spent
decades  exploring  the
stories  of  ordinary
people in extraordinary
historical contexts. His
earlier  works,  such as
Conquistadors  and  In
Search  of  the  Trojan
War,  established  his
reputation for blending
rigorous  scholarship
w i t h  a c c e s s i b l e
narrative.  For  The
Story Of  India  With
Michael  Wood ,  he
s o u g h t  t o  c r e a t e
something more than a
t r a d i t i o n a l
documenta ry .  He
wanted  to  make  the
history  of  India  feel
tangible,  immediate,
and  re levan t  to  a
global  audience.  The
series  was  filmed  over
many  months,  with
Wood often walking the
same  ancient  trade
routes  and  pilgrimage
paths  that  had  been
trodden  for  thousands

of years. This physical
engagement  with  the
landscape is a hallmark
of  his  style.  When he
describes the founding
of  a  city,  the  viewer
sees  the  r iver,  the
stones, the ruins. When
he  recounts  a  battle,
you  can  almost  hear
the  war  drums  echo
across the plains.
The  production  was  a
collaborative  effort
between the  BBC and
several  Indian  cultural
institutions,  including
the  Archaeological
Survey  of  India.  The
result was a series that
was  visually  stunning,
intellectually  rigorous,
a n d  e m o t i o n a l l y
resonant. Each episode
was  met icu lous ly
researched, drawing on
t h e  l a t e s t
a r c h a e o l o g i c a l
findings,  classical  texts
such as the Vedas, the
Mahabharata,  and  the
T a m i l  S a n g a m
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literature,  as  well  as
the accounts of foreign
t r a v e l l e r s  l i k e
Megasthenes,  Ibn
Battuta, and the British
colonial administrators.
By  blending  these
diverse sources, Wood
created a multi-faceted
portrait of a civilisation
that has always been a
crossroads of cultures,
ideas, and faiths.

EPISODIC
STRUCTURE: A
JOURNEY
THROUGH TIME

The  series  is  divided
into six episodes, each
focusing  on  a  pivotal
era  in  Indian  history.
This  structure  allows
W o o d  t o  e x p l o r e
specific  themes  in
d e p t h  w h i l e
maintaining  a  clear
chronological  thread.
Below is an overview of
e a c h  e p i s o d e ,
highlighting  the  key
stories  and  insights

that  make The Story
O f  I n d i a  W i t h
Michael Wood such a
r i c h  v i e w i n g
experience.

Episode
1:
Beginning
s
The  first  episode  takes
viewers  back  over
10,000  years  to  the
d a w n  o f  I n d i a n
civi l isat ion.  Wood
begins by exploring the
I n d u s  V a l l e y
(Harappan) Civilisation,
one of the three great
early  urban  societies
alongside  Egypt  and
Mesopotamia. He visits
the  archaeological
sites  of  Mohenjo-Daro
and  Harappa,  where
the  ruins  of  carefully
planned  cities  reveal
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sophisticated  drainage
systems,  granaries,
and public baths. What
makes  this  episode
particularly engaging is
Wood's  attempt  to
decode  the  enigmatic
Indus  scr ipt—st i l l
undeciphered  to  this
d a y — a n d  h i s
reflections on what the
civilisation's  decline
might  tell  us  about
resilience and change.
He also introduces the
Vedic  period,  tracing
the migration of  Indo-
Aryan peoples and the
composition of the Rig
Veda, the oldest known
religious  text  in  the
world.  The  episode
ends  with  the  rise  of
the  first  great  Indian
empires,  setting  the
stage  for  the  ep ic
narratives to come.

Episode

2: The
Age of
the
Buddha
This  episode  focuses
on  a  transformative
p e r i o d  i n  I n d i a n
history: the 6th century
BCE. It was an age of
profound  spiritual  and
philosophical  ferment,
when new ideas about
t h e  n a t u r e  o f
existence,  suffering,
and liberation began to
c h a l l e n g e  t h e
establ ished  Vedic
t rad i t i ons .  Wood
travels  to  the  ancient
kingdoms  of  Magadha
and Kosala, tracing the
l i fe  o f  S iddhartha
Gautama—the Buddha.
He  explores  the  sites
associated  with  the
B u d d h a ' s
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enlightenment at Bodh
Gaya,  his  first  sermon
at  Sarnath,  and  his
death  at  Kushinagar.
But  Wood  also  gives
equal  attent ion  to
other  contemporary
movements,  including
J a i n i s m  a n d  t h e
Ajivikas, demonstrating
that  India's  religious
landscape  has  always
been  d ive rse  and
dynamic.  The  episode
also covers the rise of
the  Mauryan  Empire
under  Chandragupta
and  then  Ashoka ,
whose  conversion  to
Buddhism  after  the
bloody Kalinga War led
to the creation of  the
famous  P i l l a r s  o f
Ashoka,  inscribed with
edicts advocating non-
violence  and  moral
governance.  Wood's
abi l i ty  to  connect
ancient  philosophy  to
modern Indian life—for
instance,  by  showing
how  similar  debates

about  non-violence
c o n t i n u e  i n
c o n t e m p o r a r y
society—makes  this
e p i s o d e  d e e p l y
resonant.

Episode
3: The
Golden
Age
The  th i rd  ep isode
covers one of the most
celebrated  periods  in
Indian  history:  the
Gup ta  Emp i re  ( c .
4th–6th  centuries  CE),
often referred to as the
"Golden Age" of India.
Wood  journeys  to  the
a n c i e n t  c i t y  o f
Pataliputra  (modern
Patna)  and  to  the
caves  of  Ajanta  and
Ellora, where exquisite
p a i n t i n g s  a n d
sculptures  testify  to
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the artistic and cultural
achievements  of  the
time. He explains how
the  Gupta  emperors
patronised  the  arts,
s c i e n c e s ,  a n d
l i t e r a t u r e .  T h e
m a t h e m a t i c i a n
A r y a b h a t a ,  w h o
calculated the value of
pi  and  proposed  that
the Earth rotates on its
axis, is presented as a
towering  figure  of  this
e r a .  W o o d  a l s o
discusses  the  epic
poems of Kalidasa, the
development  of  the
d e c i m a l  n u m b e r
s y s t e m ,  a n d  t h e
flourishing  of  trade
with the Roman Empire
and  Southeast  Asia.
However,  he does not
shy  away  from  the
cha l lenges  o f  the
per iod ,  inc lud ing
invasions by the Huns
and  the  even tua l
decline  of  the  Gupta
dynasty.  The  episode
ends with the breakup

of  centralised  power
and the emergence of
regional  kingdoms,
paving  the  way  for  a
new  set  of  actors  on
the Indian stage.

Episode
4: The
Spice
Routes
and the
Coming
of the
Turks
This  episode  explores
the  medieval  period,
from  the  8th  to  the
13th  centuries.  Wood
begins  by  examining
the role  of  India  as  a
hub in the global spice
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trade,  connecting  the
Midd le  Eas t ,  Eas t
Africa,  and  Southeast
Asia. He travels to the
port  city  of  Calicut
(Kozhikode)  in  Kerala,
w h e r e  A r a b  a n d
Chinese  merchants
once  traded  pepper,
c a r d a m o m ,  a n d
textiles.  The  episode
then shifts focus to the
arrival  of  Islam in the
subcontinent—first
through peaceful trade
and  later  through  the
military  campaigns  of
Mahmud of Ghazni and
the  Ghurids.  Wood
visits the Qutb Minar in
Delhi and discusses the
establishment  of  the
Delhi  Sultanate.  He
also  highlights  the
syncretic  nature  of
Indian  culture,  citing
the  Bhakti  movement,
w h i c h  s o u g h t  a
p e r s o n a l ,  l o v i n g
relationship  with  the
d i v i n e  a n d  o f t e n
bridged  Hindu  and

Muslim  communities.
Notable figures such as
the poet-saint Kabir are
introduced,  who  defied
religious  boundaries
with  his  universalist
message. This episode
is  particularly  effective
at showing how India's
history of conquest and
assimilation  created  a
u n i q u e ,  l a y e r e d
civi l isation.

Episode
5: The
Mughal
Empire
Perhaps  the  most
visually  spectacular
ep isode ,  th i s  one
covers  the  Mughal
period from the 16th to
the  18th  centuries.
W o o d  t r a c e s  t h e
lineage of the Mughals
f r o m  B a b u r ,  t h e
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f ounder ,  th rough
Akbar,  Jahangir,  Shah
Jahan, and Aurangzeb.
He  p laces  spec ia l
emphasis  on  Akbar's
pol icy  of  rel ig ious
tolerance—sulh-e-kul
(peace  with  all)—and
his  efforts  to  integrate
Hindu  and  Mus l im
elites  into  a  unified
i m p e r i a l
administration.  The
ep i sode  fea tu res
stunning  footage  of
Mughal  architecture,
including  Fatehpur
Sikri, the Red Fort, and
the  Taj  Mahal.  Wood
also  discusses  the
down-to-earth  origins
of the empire: Babur's
m e m o i r s ,  t h e
Baburnama,  offer  a
p e r s o n a l  a n d
surpr is ingly  frank
a c c o u n t  o f  h i s
s t r u g g l e s  a n d
triumphs.  The episode
concludes  with  the
gradual  decline of  the
M u g h a l s  u n d e r

Aurangzeb's  religious
orthodoxy and the rise
of  regional  powers,
including the Marathas
under  Shivaji.  Wood's
narrative  is  careful  to
balance  the  splendour
and  violence  of  the
Mughal era, presenting
it as a complex chapter
that continues to shape
Indian identity today.

Episode
6: The
Birth of
Modern
India
The  final  episode
covers  the  Br i t ish
colonial period and the
s t r u g g l e  f o r
independence.  Wood
travels  to  Kolkata,
Mumbai,  and  Delhi,
examining the effect of
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British  rule  on  Indian
society,  economy, and
culture.  He  discusses
the  Sepoy  Mutiny  of
1857, the rise of Indian
nationalism,  and  the
key  figures  of  the
i n d e p e n d e n c e
movement:  Mahatma
Gandhi,  Jawaharlal
N e h r u ,  S u b h a s
Chandra  Bose,  and
others.  The  episode
also  touches  on  the
trauma  of  Partition  in
1947 and the creation
of the modern republic
of India. Wood does not
present  a  triumphalist
narrative;  instead,  he
reflects on the ongoing
c h a l l e n g e s  o f
democracy,  religious
pluralism,  and  social
justice. The series ends
w i t h  a  p o w e r f u l
m e d i t a t i o n  o n
continuity and change,
as  Wood  stands  at  a
village in Kerala where
loca l  peop le  s t i l l
perform ancient rituals

that  connect  them  to
the Vedic past. It  is a
fitting  conclusion  that
reminds  us  that  The
Story Of  India  With
Michael Wood  is  not
only about the past but
also  about  a  living,
evolving  civilisation.

KEY THEMES AND
INSIGHTS

Throughout the series,
severa l  recurr ing
themes  emerge  that
give  it  intel lectual
c o h e r e n c e  a n d
emotional  depth.

Continuity and
Change: One of
Wood's central
arguments is
that Indian
civilisation has
an extraordinary
capacity to
absorb new
influences while
maintaining deep
continuity with
its ancient roots.



The Story Of India With Michael Wood 11

11

For example,
modern pilgrims
still walk the
same routes as
those seeking
the Buddha's
blessings two
millennia ago,
and the oral
epics of the
Mahabharata are
still recited in
village squares.
This theme is
reinforced by
Wood's frequent
use of ritual re-
enactments and
conversations
with
contemporary
practitioners of
ancient
traditions.
Diversity and
Unity: The series
never glosses
over the
immense
diversity of
India—linguistic,
religious, ethnic,

and social. Yet
Wood also shows
how a shared
cultural heritage,
including epic
stories,
philosophical
ideas, and trade
networks, has
bound the
subcontinent
together. The
tension between
unity and
diversity is a
constant thread,
especially in
episodes dealing
with the Mughal
Empire and the
British period.
The Power of
Ideas: Wood
pays close
attention to
intellectual and
spiritual
movements.
Whether it is the
concept of
dharma, the
Buddhist idea of
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samsara, or the
modern ideal of
swaraj (self-rule),
ideas are
presented as
powerful forces
that reshape
societies. This
approach
elevates the
series above a
simple political
history and gives
it a philosophical
dimension.
Human
Connection:
The most
memorable
moments in The
Story Of India
With Michael
Wood are often
the simplest: a
farmer sharing a
traditional song,
a priest
performing a
ancient rite, a
schoolteacher
explaining a local
legend. Wood's

warmth and
genuine curiosity
allow these
individuals to
become co-
narrators of their
own history. This
human
connection
transforms the
series from a
lecture into a
shared
experience.

PRODUCTION AND
CINEMATOGRAPHY

The  visual  quality  of
t h e  s e r i e s  i s
e x c e p t i o n a l .
C i n e m a t o g r a p h e r
Jonathan  Partridge
used a combination of
wide-angle landscapes,
close-up  details,  and
d r o n e  s h o t s  ( a
r e l a t i v e l y  n e w
technology at the time)
to  capture  the  scale
and intimacy of  India.
T h e  s o u n d t r a c k ,
featuring  traditional
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Indian  instruments
such  as  the  sitar  and
tabla ,  seamless ly
w e a v e s  i n t o  t h e
n a r r a t i v e .  W o o d
h imse l f  i s  a lways
present  on  screen,
walking,  talking,  and
reflecting.  His  style  is
conversational  rather
than  academic;  he
often  pauses  to  think
aloud, creating a sense
of  spontaneity  that
makes the viewer feel
l i k e  t h e y  a r e
accompanying  him  on
his journey. The series

also  makes  excellent
use of CGI and maps to
illustrate  historical
movements,  such  as
t h e  s p r e a d  o f
Buddhism or the routes
o f  A l e x a n d e r  t h e
Great's  army.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
LASTING IMPACT

Upon its  release,  The
Story Of  India  With
M i c h a e l  W o o d
received  widespread
acclaim  from  both
crit ics  and


