The Great Game for Vengi

How the Reign of Saktivarma I Ignited a Century of War Between Two Empires
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Southern India at a
Crossroads: Three Powers,
One Stage

The 11th century saw Southern India
dominated by a tense geopolitical triangle.

The established Chola Empire sought to secure
its northern frontier, while the ascendant
Western Chalukyas, having replaced the
Rashtrakutas, aimed to challenge their
dominance.

Caught between these two titans was the
ancient Kingdom of Vengi—a critical buffer
state whose allegiance would tip the balance
of power.
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The Player: The Chola Empire,

U WESTERN ™ ° N
a Southern Superpower

~CHALUKYAS ™\
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* Identity: The established, expansionist
power of the South.

* Leader: Led by Rajaraja I, “one of the
greatest monarchs of India, with a
shrewd grasp of the political balance of
power.”

 Strategic Goal: Secure the northern
frontier by controlling Vengi. Vengi’s
support was deemed “very essential” for
the inevitable conflict with the Western
Chalukyas.



The Rival:

The Western Chalukyas
of Kalyani

e Identity: The ascendant power in
the Deccan, having recently replaced
the Rashtrakutas.

e Ambition: To assert their dominance
and directly challenge Chola
hegemony.

e Strategic Goal: Subjugate Vengi to
deny the Cholas a key ally and
expand their own influence
eastward.
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Two Princes in Exile Find a Powertul Ally

During an interregnum by the Telugu Cholas, the rightful heirs of Vengi were forced into
exile. Saktivarma, son of Danarnava, and his younger brother Vimaladitya sought refuge at the
Chola court of Rajaraja |, settling near the capital, Tanjore. This presented the Chola monarch with
a perfect opportunity.
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A Strategic Marriage Cements a Powertul Alliance

Seeing his chance to secure Vengi, Rajaraja | gave his daughter, Kundavai, in marriage to
Vimaladitya, the younger of the two exiled princes. This was more than a matrimonial alliance;

it was a political masterstroke designed to restore the Vengi princes to their ancestral throne
as loyal Chola allies.
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The Accession of Saktivarma I Opens a New Epoch for Vengi

66 “With the accession of Saktivarma I, a new epoch opened in the
history of Vengi when the ancient Vengi empire though nominally
sovereign still became a protectorate of the Chola empire.” 44
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The Chalukyas Test the

New Alliance with an
Invasion of Vengi

As soon as Saktivarma ascended the throne,

he had to contend with the mighty power of |
the Chalukyas. A Western Chalukyan general,
Boyal Nambi, marched an army into Vengi |
from the south. |
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Key Events / Chebrole

» Reduced the forts of Dharanikota and e
.~ Yenamadala to ashes. o

o Established a base at Chebrole in the
Guntur District.
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The Cholas See the Real

Target and Respond with a
Masterstroke

While Saktivarma’s response is unknown, the
Chola emperor, Rajaraja, saw that the blow was
“really aimed at him.” He dispatched a powerful
army under his son, Rajendra Chola, a
commander as capable as his father.

Strategic Move

* Instead of directly engaging the Chalukyan
army in Vengi, Rajendra Chola invaded the
Kalyani territory itself.
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A Strategic Diversion Secures Vengi’s Throne

The invasion of their homeland “produced the desired results.” It successfully diverted the

Chalukyan armies from Vengi, forcing them to pull back for the defense of their own realm.
This clever maneuver left Saktivarma in peace in his kingdom.
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An Enforced Peace Allows Saktivarma to
Consolidate Power

Shielded by the Chola military umbrella,
Saktivarma | was “left in peace in his
kingdom till the end of his days.” He used
this time to focus on internal
administration, expelling persons who were
not favorably disposed towards him from
their estates and bestowing them on his
loyal followers.
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Saktivarma’s 12-Year Reign Ignited 135 Years of Conflict

Saktivarma I's Reign (999-1011 A.D.)

The Chola-Chalukya Wars (c. 999 - 1135A.D.)

Deep Saffron Royal Blue
Chola Western Chalukyas

“Vengi became ‘the theatre of the long wars between the south and the
Chalukyas... which lasted with few intervals for the next 135 years.”
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The End of a Reign, the Continuation of an Alliance

Very little is known about Saktivarma’s private life, and it is not known if he
married. He died without an issue in 1011 A.D. He was succeeded by his
younger brother, Vimaladitya—the prince who had married the Chola
princess Kundavai, ensuring the Vengi-Chola hegemony would endure.

Danarnava
(King of Vengi)

Saktivarma | el Kundavai of
(d. 1011) y the Cholas
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The Legacy: A Kingdom Secured, a Rivalry Defined

The strategic intervention by Rajaraja | to place Saktivarma on the throne was a resounding success. It
transformed the Vengi Kingdom from an independent state into a strategic Chola protectorate, successfully
securing the Chola northern flank. However, this act of political mastery also locked the two great powers
of Southern India into a century-long struggle for dominance, with Vengi as the permanent theatre of war.
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